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Since its founding, Edelman Financial Engines (EFE) has held a fundamental  
belief that everyone deserves to move their financial life forward. The firm has  
long recognized that for modest or lower income families, the stakes are higher 
with less margin for mistakes, which makes access to qualified help even more  
important. EFE’s research has found that people exposed to expert financial  
guidance were 44% more likely to have a manageable amount of debt and 32% 
less likely to worry about running out of money in retirement. They also showed 
more confidence and started forming positive financial habits, ones that pay off 
over months, years and even decades down the road.

EFE broadly supports its financial advisors in engaging in pro bono service for  
underserved clients, identifying three main benefits to incorporating pro bono  
planning into its workplace culture:

	 •  �Community Impact: Allows the firm to support and give back to the  
community while providing valuable services to those in need of financial 
help who might not otherwise have access to it.

	 •  �Employee engagement: Fosters a sense of purpose and fulfillment among  
employees by helping others while also strengthening the firm’s culture.

	 •  �Skill development: Provides opportunities for employees to develop new  
skills and gain diverse experiences, which can be beneficial for professional 
and personal growth.
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  Pro Bono Program Design & Approach

EFE approaches pro bono planning in a multi-tiered way with a focus on youth  
financial literacy, young adults (18-26), and working professionals. This responsibility  
is overseen by both the Head of Diversity, Equity & Inclusion (DE&I) and the 
Wealth Planning leadership team. EFE HR policies allow employees up to 16 hours 
per year of paid time off to volunteer, and employees can use this benefit to  
engage in pro bono planning during work hours.

Many EFE advisors deliver pro bono service via opportunities they find on  
Foundation for Financial Planning (FFP)’s volunteer matching platform,  
ProBonoPlannerMatch.Org, or through EFE’s national financial literacy program.

	 • �ProBonoPlannerMatch.Org offers EFE advisors diverse pro bono  
opportunities, with FFP highlighting new ways to help each month. 
 
EFE partners with FFP to offer pro bono financial planning opportunities  
to CFP® professionals at the firm, with advisors encouraged to use FFP’s  
ProBonoPlannerMatch.Org platform to explore a range of skills-based  
volunteer engagements and select the ones that appeal to them the most. 
Advisors can search for opportunities based on the population of clients  
they want to help and based on the preferred nature of the engagement 
(in-person vs. virtual, one-on-one vs. small-group workshops, etc.). As an  
FFP RIA Impact Partner, EFE’s Planning Team also receives a monthly 
e-newsletter highlighting new or notable pro bono opportunities for  
advisors.

	 • �National financial literacy program helps attract pro bono clients that  
meet one-on-one with EFE’s pro bono advisors. 
 
EFE has a flagship youth financial literacy program called “Dollar Sense  
by Edelman Financial Engines” that helps engage EFE employees in  
educating underserved communities on key financial topics via small  
group workshops—and this program also serves as a funnel to generate  
interest in one-on-one discussions with EFE financial planners. Dollar  
Sense originated from a collaboration across EFE, as financial planners  
came together with the Black Employees Advancing Career Opportunities  
and Networking (BEACON), an Employee Resource Group (ERG); the  
Head of DE&I; and EFE financial educators, as part of an effort to address  
the economic inequities in society. 

Through discussions, those involved identified gaps in their own financial education  
growing up, including needs vs. wants, how to make trade-offs in purchase  
decisions, good vs. bad debt, budgeting, and much more. Dollar Sense has since 
expanded to include adult audiences as well, including content on creating wealth 
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with a focus on saving for retirement, understanding the importance of compound 
interest, and having a balanced portfolio. 

Dollar Sense was designed so that any employee could be trained to facilitate  
the program in their community. Launched in March 2023, EFE partnered with  
ten organizations to get the word out, and this group keeps growing. Within the 
first year and a half, EFE convened 16 Dollar Sense workshops, with more than  
300 participants attending.

A core component of Dollar Sense is that every attendee has the option to be 
matched with a Financial Mentor for one-on-one pro bono financial planning  
and advice sessions. Financial Mentors are all Directors of Financial Planning at 
EFE, many of them CFP® professionals, who volunteer to provide this service.  
This aspect of the program allows for confidential, one-on-one discussions  
between mentors and participants that can address mentees’ most pressing and 
confidential financial anxieties and questions. 

  Preparing and Engaging Advisors

EFE provides multiple opportunities to prepare client-facing advisors for pro bono 
planning opportunities and recognizes that pro bono service can be a good  
opportunity for newly certified CFP® professionals to strengthen their planning 
skillset as part of their career development.

EFE conducts a Diverse Planning Needs Training  
Series for employees in client-facing roles. In this 
series, the Head of DE&I partners with Employee  
Resource Group members who are financial  
advisors that feel comfortable speaking to the 
planning needs of their specific community.  
They conduct a panel to build awareness of each 
community’s unique needs to prepare advisors 
on the best ways to develop empathy, trust, and 
expertise on relevant topics. Communities of 

focus to date have included military veterans; clients with a disability and/or their 
caregivers; clients who are divorced, women, and/or LGBTQ+; and clients who are 
Black/African American, Hispanic/Latino, or Asian. This training creates content on  
data-based research and personal stories to spotlight both the diverse needs within 
the same community or potential similarities across a client base. The training is 
paired with a one-pager that highlights key facts, considerations, and questions to 
ask the client to better address their planning needs. 

FFPprobono.org
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In addition, the EFE Consumer Insights Team conducts in-depth research of  
various communities to better understand their planning needs and barriers to  
accessing financial advice. So far, the Consumer Insights Team has conducted 
studies related to women, women of color, and the LGBTQ+ community.

�Ultimately, training advisors on the unique needs of diverse populations makes 
access to financial planning more inclusive and better tailored to the client’s  
needs and goals.

  Pro Bono HR Policies 

EFE encourages and supports employees to serve the communities that they care 
deeply about. All employees are provided with 16 hours of volunteer paid time 
off annually to be used during work hours. In addition, all employees can receive  
a donation match for their chosen charities. 

All people managers are required to include a goal related to either DE&I or  
community service in their annual performance goals, and employees are  
encouraged to include pro bono planning as part of their annual performance  
reviews and professional development.

  Addressing Compliance and Risk

EFE and its advisors are required to act as a fiduciary and provide investment 
advice that is always in the best interest of the client. EFE’s Compliance Team is 
thoroughly supportive and committed to the firm’s goal of expanding its pro  
bono offerings to the broader community. EFE and its advisors are required to  
act as a fiduciary to any client of EFE, regardless of any fees being paid. As such, 
EFE Compliance applies the Firm’s policies, procedures and Code of Ethics to all 
advisory relationships, including pro bono relationships. Compliance treats requests 
from EFE advisors to provide pro bono services in the same context as all client 
relationships rather than as simply one-off requests that are disconnected from 
the Firm’s fiduciary commitment. Compliance has been an outstanding partner in 
the development of EFE programs.

FFPprobono.org
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  Communicating the Commitment

EFE views pro bono planning as a cornerstone of their community service initiatives, 
and part of their responsibility in fulfilling their mission: Helping everyone to move 
their financial lives forward.

EFE shares their pro bono planning work both internally  
and externally. Internally, the firm hosts a quarterly live talk  
series called Amplify, which is promoted to all employees,  
and features pro bono-related topics such as an EFE CFP®  
professional’s experience providing pro bono planning  
for military veterans and their families. In addition, EFE  
publishes articles on their intranet highlighting the Dollar 
Sense financial literacy program and those involved. 

Externally, EFE publishes social media posts regarding the 
Dollar Sense program and pro bono engagements that flow 
from it. Dollar Sense is also featured on their DE&I external 
site. For example, during National Financial Literacy Month  
in 2024, EFE featured financial planner Steve Bermack’s  
experience as a pro bono financial mentor. 

  Impact Spotlight: Steve Bermack, CFP®, ChFC®

As a Director of Financial Planning for Edelman Financial Engines,  
I was proud to serve as a Financial Mentor through EFE’s Dollar 
Sense youth financial literacy program. My mentee had never  
invested before but was very interested in doing so. She was a  
senior in high school and was working part-time. She shared that 
her mother asked her to pass along the question, “Is it too late to 
start investing?”

This question led me to believe these types of conversations were not happening 
in the household, but I was encouraged that my mentee’s mother was interested—
so I offered to provide pro bono advice to her. 

We discussed her options, the difference between a 401(k), a traditional IRA, and 
a Roth IRA. She didn’t think she was eligible for the 401(k) at her company due to 
her part-time status, so we focused on her IRA options. 

Based on her current income, I recommended the Roth IRA. She understood that 
she would not be able to touch this money until she was at least 59 ½ years of age. 
I explained that while there were exceptions to this, it would be in her best interest 
to pretend like they didn’t exist. We also discussed the volatility of the stock market 
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and what that meant for her in both the short term and the long term, especially  
with a Dollar Cost Averaging strategy. Lastly, we discussed the importance of 
building up savings in the form of an emergency fund. I was very clear that I was 
not recommending that she put all her money into the Roth IRA. 

Since she was just starting out, we agreed that she would set up a Roth account 
on her own. It has been rewarding that she has continued to reach out to me with 
questions, and the account has now been established. Thanks to Dollar Sense and 
our pro bono sessions, my pro bono client is prepared and excited to begin her 
journey towards financial independence.
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