
Volunteering your expertise as a CERTIFIED FINANCIAL PLANNER® professional can make 
a profound difference in the lives of individuals and families with low-to-moderate incomes. 
By approaching pro bono work with empathy, patience, and clear communication, you 
can help empower your clients to build a stronger financial future. Below are key tips and 
strategies to boost your confidence and effectiveness as a volunteer. 

	 1.	 Build Trust and Rapport

		  • �Get to Know Your Client: Take time to understand their personal story, family  
situation, and financial challenges. Building rapport helps create a judgment-free, 
trusting environment where they feel comfortable sharing.

		  • �Respect Their Experience: Acknowledge the challenges they face and recognize 
their resilience.

		  • �Recognize Emotional Barriers: Many pro bono clients may feel shame, anxiety,  
or stigma around money, especially if they have faced financial hardship or  
made difficult financial decisions in the past. Approaching conversations with  
compassion and encouragement can make a huge difference.

	 2.	Simplify Financial Concepts

		  • �Use Plain Language: Avoid jargon and explain financial terms in relatable ways.
		  • �Gauge Financial Literacy: Many Americans have never received personal  

financial education and may know very little about key financial concepts.  
Ease into discussions, ask questions to understand their knowledge level, and  
adjust your communication accordingly.

		  • �Provide Visuals: Use tools like budgeting templates, charts, or simple diagrams  
to clarify complex ideas.
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	 3. Tailor Your Guidance

		  • �Prioritize the Basics: Start with immediate concerns such as budgeting/ 
cashflow, debt management, and building an emergency fund. Help clients  
develop a plan for ensuring basic needs (housing, food, utilities, transportation, 
insurance) are met.

		  • �Set Realistic Goals: Collaborate to define achievable short-term goals while  
keeping long-term aspirations in view. Break down goals into manageable steps  
to help clients build momentum and confidence. 

		  • �Provide Personalized Advice: Recognize that financial solutions must fit your  
client’s culture, family dynamics, and other unique circumstances. Pro bono  
clients may experience irregular income; limited access to credit, financial  
services, and insurance; and high costs of essential resources such as food,  
housing, and childcare.

	 4. Support Credit and Debt Management

		  • �Provide an Intro to Credit: Help clients understand their credit report, score,  
and strategies for improvement, encouraging them to utilize services such as  
AnnualCreditReport.com if needed.

		  • �Prioritize Debts: Guide clients in managing high-interest debt and avoiding  
predatory lending. Discuss the option to send a debt settlement offer to  
creditors. Here’s a sample debt settlement letter that your client can edit and use. 

		  • �Explore Relief Options: Discuss programs like income-driven repayment plans  
for student loans or nonprofit credit counseling services. Seek utility assistance 
from utility companies, local county, Salvation Army, and/or local nonprofits.

	 5. Address Emotional and Behavioral Challenges

		  • �Reduce Financial Shame: Normalize your clients’ challenges and celebrate their 
progress, no matter how small.

		  • �Encourage Healthy Habits: Promote consistent budgeting, saving, and reviewing 
financial goals.

		  • �Be Patient: Understand that building financial resilience takes time, and setbacks 
are part of the process.

https://www.annualcreditreport.com/index.action
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fffpprobono.org%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2025%2F01%2FSample-Debt-Settlement-Offer-Letter.docx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK


	 6. Use a Strength-Based Approach

		  • �Empower Clients: Focus on the strengths of your clients, such as resourcefulness  
or determination, and build from there.

		  • �Highlight Opportunities: Identify ways they can leverage existing resources, like 
matched savings programs or community support.

		  • �Encourage Advocacy: Help clients feel confident navigating systems and asking  
for what they need.

	 7. Understand Resources Available to Individuals with Low Incomes

		  • �Leverage the Expertise of Your Nonprofit Host: If you are providing pro bono  
service by volunteering at a nonprofit organization, start by using the training  
and tools that they may offer to help you. They understand the community they 
work with best!

		  • �Additional Resources:
			   - �For public assistance, visit www.usa.gov/benefits for information on local,  

state, and federal benefits.
			   - �For financial and reduced-cost services, explore 211.org or findhelp.org.
			   - �For tax support, check out the IRS Volunteer Income Tax Assistance (VITA)  

Program for free tax preparation, and the IRS Low Income Taxpayer Clinic  
(LITC) Program for help resolving tax disputes and accessing credits like  
the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). For budgeting tools, use free apps like  
Rocket Money or Goodbudget or excel templates, like those provided by  
Vertex42, for budgeting and debt reduction. Explore additional financial  
education resources on the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau’s website.  
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https://www.usa.gov/benefits
https://www.211.org
https://www.findhelp.org
https://www.irs.gov/individuals/free-tax-return-preparation-for-qualifying-taxpayers
https://www.irs.gov/individuals/free-tax-return-preparation-for-qualifying-taxpayers
https://www.irs.gov/advocate/low-income-taxpayer-clinics
https://www.irs.gov/advocate/low-income-taxpayer-clinics
https://www.rocketmoney.com
https://goodbudget.com
https://www.vertex42.com/ExcelTemplates/budgets.html
https://www.vertex42.com/Calculators/debt-calculators.html
https://www.consumerfinance.gov/consumer-tools/educator-tools/


	 8. Continue Learning

		  • �Attend Volunteer Training: Enhance your knowledge through Foundation  
for Financial Planning’s pro bono financial planning volunteer training and  
skills-building webinars.

		  • �Explore Additional Resources: FFP provides a number of tools to support  
your pro bono engagements. We also encourage you to ask the nonprofit you  
are working with if they offer any specialized training or resources – they may  
be able to help you stay current on changes to assistance programs, tax credits,  
and financial tools for their constituents. 

		  • �Seek Feedback: Reflect on client interactions and ask for input to improve  
your approach.

	 9. Reduce Your Risk

		�  While pro bono engagements are very low-risk, based on reported claims, check to 
see that you are covered by your firm’s E&O liability insurance coverage. Even if you 
aren’t, FFP offers complimentary E&O liability insurance coverage for eligible CFP® 
professionals who take our 1-hour pro bono training and access their volunteer  
opportunities through an FFP grantee or on FFP’s ProBonoPlannerMatch.Org website. 

10. �Celebrate Your Impact 
 
Your time, expertise, and empathy can transform lives. By guiding pro bono clients 
toward financial stability, you help them achieve greater peace of mind, resilience,  
and the ability to pursue their dreams. Thank you for your commitment to making  
a difference!
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For more information, visit  
ProBonoPlannerMatch.Org  
For questions, please email 
Rachel Roth at rroth@FFPprobono.org

https://dalton-education.com/pro-bono-financial-planning-training-enrollment
https://ffpprobono.org/webinars/
https://ffpprobono.org/our-work/resource-center/volunteer-resources/
https://probonoplannermatch.org/home
http://ProBonoPlannerMatch.org
mailto:rroth%40FFPprobono.org?subject=Info%20on%20Pro%20Bono%20Planner%20Match%20program

