
What is Pro Bono Financial Planning?
Facilitator Guidance: The Heart of this Topic

The Heart of this Topic 

Pro bono financial planning is rooted in compassion and a commitment to stand beside 
individuals and families during their most vulnerable moments. While the profession 
itself is relatively young, the call to serve gained national momentum after September 11, 
2001, when the Foundation for Financial Planning and the Financial Planning Association 
partnered to provide free financial guidance to victims’ families and first responders. 
That moment became a defining seed. Showing that financial planners could offer more 
than advice; they could offer stability, dignity, and hope. This unit invites learners to  
reflect on the origins of pro bono service, its growing role in creating financial equity, 
and the long-term impact such efforts can have in a community. Whether through a 
conversation, a plan, or simply showing up, pro bono work reminds us that meaningful 
change often begins with a single act of care.

Topic 1 Overview:

•  1.1A: Pre-Pro Bono Reflection
•  �1.1B: History of Pro Bono  

Financial Planning Services
•  �1.1C: Navigating Pro Bono  

Services Discussion
•  1.1D: Seeds Activity
•  �1.1E: Read and Reflect:  

Getting Started with  
Pro Bono Planning

•  �1.1F: Read and Reflect:  
Best Practices for  
Pro Bono Planners

•  �1.1G: Read and Reflect:  
Using First-Person Language

•  �1.1H: Responding to Difficult 
Questions

•  1.1I: Post-Pro Bono Reflection

Unit Learning Objectives:

•  �Recognize the history of pro bono financial  
planning

•  �Explore the broader significance and societal  
benefits of offering financial planning services  
on a pro bono basis.

•  �Reflect on the impact of providing pro bono  
financial planning services.

•  �Explore the metaphor of planting seeds to  
understand how small efforts can lead to  
meaningful, long-term engagement.

•  �Engage in self-reflection or group discussion to 
deepen their commitment to pro bono work.

•  �Develop strategies for responding to client  
questions with professionalism and transparency, 
even when the answer is not immediately known.

•  �Recognize the importance of follow-through and 
accurate information in client communication.

•  �Identify questions that fall outside the scope  
of pro bono financial planning and practice  
appropriate ways to refer or redirect clients.
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Core Themes of What is Pro Bono? 

	 •  History of pro bono
	 •  Personal reflection
	 •  Professional communication
	 •  Transparency and follow-through
	 •  Client-centered service

Enhanced Learning Opportunities:

	 •  �Invite a volunteer CERTIFIED FINANCIAL PLANNER® professional to speak with 
participants about their personal experience providing pro bono financial planning. 

	 •  �Watch the Foundation for Financial Planning’s video series highlighting client  
stories and the impact of pro bono services.  

Color Coding Key for Curriculum Activities

To support ease of use and quick reference during facilitation, the curriculum uses  
color-coded text to distinguish between facilitator instructions and participant-facing 
content.

Green text indicates facilitator instructions. These are provided to guide your delivery, 
timing, and activity management. Blue text indicates participant instructions. These are 
designed to be shared with participants (print or digital).
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https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLUrRTK81igNOFwd3t07MSLqpjHJ6shy9C


Important Terms to Know

Pro bono financial planning: “Free, no-strings-attached financial advice and planning  
for underserved people* provided by or in conjunction with a CFP® professional  
volunteer. These services will be delivered through one-on-one engagements or through 
interactive group sessions on topics specific to an at-risk audience, with the option for 
personalized engagement to follow (*e.g., low-income individuals and families, military 
personnel, veterans, bankruptcy, serious medical crises, domestic violence survivors; 
people affected by natural disasters).” Definition provided by the Foundation for  
Financial Planning.

The goal is to help people take control of their financial lives by connecting them with 
trusted, objective guidance. Pro bono financial planning emphasizes the importance  
of one-on-one interaction, and supports deeper, personalized, and more meaningful  
interventions between volunteers and the individuals and families they serve. Importantly, 
these services are for individuals who cannot easily afford or access financial planning 
on their own. Pro bono is a true donation of time and expertise, not a lead generation 
tool or a pathway to cultivate paid clients. 

At-risk audience: Individuals who would otherwise lack access to objective, quality 
planning and advice but who need an expert’s guidance and support to address financial 
challenges. This may include, but is not limited to, low-income individuals and families, 
military personnel, veterans, people experiencing or recovering from bankruptcy,  
individuals facing serious medical crises, survivors of domestic violence, and those  
affected by natural disasters.

Low- to moderate-income (LMI) household: A household that makes less than 80% of 
the area median income (AMI). Low-income is defined as an annual income of 50% or 
less of the AMI, and moderate-income is defined as an annual income above 50% but 
less than 80% of the AMI. 

Underserved audience: As a rough guideline, individuals making less than 80% of  
their local median income, as defined by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban  
Development (HUD), can generally be considered underserved. 

CERTIFIED FINANCIAL PLANNER® Professional: Those who earn the CFP® certification 
have completed extensive education and training, uphold strict ethical standards, and 
are dedicated to acting in their clients’ best interests to help them build a more secure 
financial future. The CERTIFIED FINANCIAL PLANNER® certification is the standard for 
financial planning. 

Community-Based Organization (CBO): Non-profit and charitable community-based  
organizations. Examples include asset building organizations, local governments,  
domestic violence shelters, and transition centers. CBOs are often partner organizations 
with pro bono financial planning efforts. Sources for researching potential CBOs are 
guidestar.org or 501c3lookup.org. 
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Financial coaching: In the context of pro bono financial planning provided by FFP  
and FPA volunteers, financial coaching follows a four-step model that emphasizes  
collaboration. The financial planner brings subject matter expertise, while clients  
contribute knowledge of their own lives, values, and goals. Together, they work through the 
following steps: 1) Assessment, 2) Goal setting, 3) Action steps, and 4) Accountability. 

   �Facilitator Note: This terminology list is intended to support facilitators in guiding  
participants through the language commonly used in pro bono financial planning.  
As a facilitator, you can use this list to clarify key terms during discussions or activities.
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