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FINANCIAL INTELLIGENCE
Does Social-Emotional Learning lead to more 

effective long term financial behavior change?



ABOUT ORTUS ACADEMY

Founded in 2015 by Aaron Velky & Josh Massey, two Baltimore mission-driven 

entrepreneurs who saw a need for financial education to be taught in a new way. Their 

shared love for experiential learning, combined with a sports coaching background, led 

them to create an in-person experience that simulated real life financial decision-making 

and gave students the opportunity to learn. This game acted as the springboard from which 

real conversations could be facilitated and learning could begin. Later building in-person 

and online courses to deepen the social-emotional aspects of money coupled with the 

more traditional mechanical components. 

After working with thousands of students from diverse backgrounds, Ortus Academy 

continues to add value by working with adults who were never gained Financial 

Intelligence.

PURPOSE

Since its inception, Ortus Academy has been passionate about finding more effective ways 

to teach people about money. 

We always had a strong sense that money is deeply emotional, and in order to create 

lasting behavior change with money, we needed to be having conversations at a much 

deeper level than traditional Financial Literacy education was having them.

The more we stopped talking about the numbers (taxes, budgeting, loans etc..) and we 

started talking about the meaning we place on those numbers (identity, emotions, 

behaviors etc..), the more our students would engage. Our classes quickly began sounding 

more like group therapy sessions than an economics class, and we could tell we were 

making real progress. Students were reflecting on their spending habits, discovering their 

money personalities and setting meaningful goals for their continuing education. Then they 

became interested in learning budgeting or taxes or loans, because they saw why it 

affected what they really cared about.

So then we became really curious - Does Social-Emotional Learning lead to more effective 
long term financial behavior change?  

Our experience suggested that it did. But we needed to find out more. In 2020, we 

partnered with two Johns Hopkins undergraduate researchers to discover what the 

research said.
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ABSTRACT

Healthy financial behaviors are essential to the wellbeing of an individual, their 

organization, and their community, yet discourse around money matters remains taboo. 

Financial intelligence is an educational method that differs from traditional financial 

literacy by encompassing not only the mechanical aspects of money, but also the emotional 

and cognitive components. 

Ortus Academy aims to foster honest conversations and cultivate good money behaviors 

through Financial Intelligence and its foundations in social-emotional learning (SEL). This 

paper seeks to deduce whether SEL-guided financial education leads to more effective long 

term financial behavior change by examining current research on learning and habit 

formation.

INTRODUCTION/BACKGROUND

The beliefs, habits, and decisions that people form about money have a profound impact on 

their lives. Money is essential to securing basic needs, such as safety and physiological 

well-being, as well as emotional fulfillment and self-actualization. Good financial behaviors 

form the foundation for the health and happiness of individuals, the organizations, and 

communities. 

Evidence by a study done by Loibl et al. (2005) confirmed that informed financial 

management practices were not only related to higher financial satisfaction, but also 

career satisfaction. In his 2018 Forbes article, Brett Whysel expresses the negative 

affects financial challenges can have on physical and mental health. Citing American 

Psychological Association data, Whysel expressed that the constant or almost 

constant stress more than a quarter of Americans face due to financial hardships can 

be characterized as chronic stress (Whysel, 2018). Whysel (2018) describes how this 

chronic stress can be linked to various health issues, high-risk behavior like alcohol 

and drug abuse, and mental health issues like depression and anxiety.

Despite the significance of money in modern society, financial skills are generally ignored 

and severely misunderstood by a large portion of the population. Due to the taboo nature 

of personal finances, most young people receive little to no financial education or guidance 

in navigating important decisions and milestones (Anthes, 2004). 
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An increasing number of public school systems in the U.S. are requiring financial literacy 

courses for high school students, with a focus on real-life applicable skills, like balancing 

checkbooks and preparing a budget. However, this approach has little to no impact on the 

lives of students and is ultimately a waste of scarce educational resources. A 2013 

publication by the journal Management Science performed a meta-analysis of 168 papers 

and over 200 studies on financial literacy programs. The findings revealed that financial 

literacy education resulted in a 0.1% change in financial behaviors, such as increased 

savings and reduced borrowing, with weaker effects in low income samples (Fernandes et 

al 2013; Ogden, 2019). 

The practical financial skills taught through traditional Financial Literacy programs are 

insufficient in molding a financial mindset which is capable of handling adversity. In his 

2013 contribution to Time Magazine, financial educator J.D. Roth articulates the 

shortcomings of financial literacy methods, asserting “...our financial success isn't 

determined by how smart we are with numbers, but how well we're able to control our 

emotions — our wants and desires” (Roth, 2013). 

People don’t develop online shopping addictions because they lack an understanding of 

how credit card interest works. Just like many workaholics don’t overwork because they 

need the money. These are issues concerning values, identity, emotions, and behaviors. 

Financial literacy education that solely focuses on teaching knowledge of money 

mechanics falls severely short in preparing people for financial success in a rapidly 

changing economy.

SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING

Social-emotional learning is defined as “the process of acquiring and effectively applying 

the knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary to recognize and manage emotions; 

developing care and concern for others; making responsible decisions; establishing 

positive relationships; and handling challenging situations capably" (Zins and Elias 2007). 

This process is a relatively recent, but well researched area of developmental education 

that has been successfully implemented in educational institutions since the 1990s. SEL 

works to cultivate an awareness of self and others, which drives healthy life practices. By 

incorporating SEL into financial education, students can better understand their own 

cognitive and emotional biases towards money, and use this knowledge to inform financial 

decisions and cultivate good habits. 
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The study of social emotional learning is a continuously evolving field and there is no gold 

standard for measuring emotional intelligence capacity. One widely-used and academically 

established method is the Mayer-Salovey-Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test, which 

consists of four branches: perceiving emotions, facilitating thought, understanding 

emotions, and managing emotions. The traits associated with these clusters can have 

profound impacts on financial decision making behavior, as demonstrated by the following 

studies:

A 2006 study by Boyatzis et al found that key emotional self-motivation traits 

(planning, achievement orientation, self-confidence) and self-regulation traits 

(taking a risky stand, self control, adaptability, conscientiousness, values learning) 

were correlated with financially high-performing leaders. 

Trait Emotional Intelligence (TEI) is a set of behavioral dispositions related to a 

person’s ability to process emotion-laden information (Petrides & Furnham, 2001). 

Studies have demonstrated a positive correlation between TEI and various social 

constructs, including health, self-efficacy, stress management, and peer relations 

(Petrides, Sangareau, Furnham, & Frederickson, 2006). Financial behaviors are 

highly-emotional life stressors, in which TEI may be a large determinant of 

behaviors. A 2010 study by Telle et al examined the effect of TEI on financial 

decision making behavior using a gambling task. They found that participants who 

demonstrated high sociability, social awareness, and capability to foster 

interpersonal relationships performed better than their low TEI counterparts. 

While the study determines that both cognitive and emotional intelligence competencies 

predicted the performance of financial leaders, 93% of those competencies were from the 

emotional cluster. Emotional traits, rather than traditional intelligence or education, are 

the biggest determiners of good vs. poor financial performance. The practice of 

self-awareness includes recognizing and understanding these traits and accounting for 

how they may influence financial decision making. The self-motivation and self-regulation 

traits listed in the study strike an important balance that is essential to healthy long term 

financial habits and a positive relationship with money.

The studies on TEI reveal important findings regarding the other side of SEL - interpersonal 

relationships. The results of Telle (2006) reveal better performance for socially intelligent 

individuals in a high-stress situation such as a financial gambling task. This research 

suggests that high TEI individuals are able to more effectively process emotionally 

affective cues compared to low TEI individuals, resulting in less distractions and enhanced 

decision making. While emotional intelligence is naturally stronger in some 
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While emotional intelligence is naturally stronger in some individuals, unlike IQ, it can also 
be learned and developed through training and education programs. 

Social emotional learning in the context of financial education can take the form of tools 
and resources that aim to enhance the emotional traits which drive positive financial 

behaviors. One such tool is a self-assessment that determines an individual’s money 

personality type and reveals key spending patterns. This information is essential to 

cultivating emotional self-awareness when in relation to financial situations. Other tools, 

such as games and simulations, foster the awareness needed to effectively process 

emotional cues and make informed decisions. These skills, which can be built in the 

classroom, have important applications to real-life financial decision-making tasks. 

EVIDENCE

Financial behavior can be distilled into a series of habits, which can be changed or formed 
over time. Poor behaviors supported by negative emotional traits can contribute to 

psychological money disorders. Klontz and Klontz (2009) defines money disorders as 

“persistent, predictable, often rigid, patterns of self-destructive financial behaviors that 

cause significant stress, anxiety, emotional distress, and impairment in major areas of one’s 

life”. 

Money disorders fall into three major categories: money avoidance, money worship, and 
relational money disorders. These categories encompass specific disorders, such as 

workaholism, financial dependence, or hoarding. Money disorders are not the result of 

insufficient financial resources, but rather faulty beliefs about money. Individuals afflicted 

by money disorders have difficulty changing their behaviors, despite recognizing that these 

habits are harmful (Klontz and Britt 2012; Klontz and Klontz 2009). Because the source of 

the problem is not money, these disorders cannot be cured by having more money. 

Therefore, the end goal of financial education programs should not be to procure more 

money, but rather to create long-term healthy financial habits that are tailored to the 

needs of the individual. 

Habit formation is a key pillar of creating lasting positive behavior change. There have 
been numerous studies on the effectiveness of habit formation in the areas of substance 

abuse rehabilitation and weight loss (Kayman, 1990; Nieuwenhuijsen et al., 2006) . Both of 

these fields rely heavily on the same cognitive and emotional intelligence traits as the
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fields rely heavily on the same cognitive and emotional intelligence traits as the study of 
financial behaviors (Kayman, 1990; Nieuwenhuijsen et al., 2006). Programs which focus on 

identifying values, improving mindsets, and understanding and managing emotions, work 

to enforce long-term habit formations more effectively than alternative programs 

(Kayman, 1990). This substantiates the thesis that practical knowledge is insufficient to 

create long-term behavior change. Lasting positive change relies on the ability to apply and 

adapt that knowledge to one’s life.

A study by Kayman et al. (1990) drew comparisons between patients enrolled in 
weight loss and maintenance programs which incorporated aspects of SEL, and 

patients enrolled in programs which did not include these components. Researchers 

found that when patients practiced SEL skills, such as understanding emotions and 

their effects on weight, they experienced an increase in confidence and capability in 

problem-solving situations compared to those who learned about weight loss 

without those key pieces of SEL.

Health Behavior Change (HBC) theories seek to maximize the potential long-term 
results of rehabilitation with regards to lifestyle change and health promotion 

(Nieuwenhuijsen et al., 2006). A commonality between the HBC theories is that 

knowledge is not at the foundation of any of them, rather a focus on factors such as 

the person’s belief system, the person’s interrelated experiences, and the person’s 

readiness for change. 

Health behavior change is the sustainable shift from risky behaviors to healthy and 
functional behaviors. Two of the effective theories discussed in Nieuwenhuijsen et al 

(2006) were Social Learning Theory (SLT) and Transtheoretical Model of Behavior Change 

(TMBC), both of which incorporate social emotional learning. 

SLT proposes that health behavior is influenced by a complex, interactive, and reciprocal 
relationship between the person, the social environment, and the behaviors. It involves 

identifying reciprocal determinism, behavioral capability, self-efficacy, expectations, and 

observations and understanding their effect on behavior. TMBC, on the other hand, 

focuses on an individual’s ability to initiate behavior change through a progression of 

stages that occurs over a period of time.

While these theories are applied to health behavior change, their core ideas and functions 
have roots in Social Emotional Learning. Long-term behavior change is the culmination of 

perceived self-efficacy in preventative behaviors, understanding the relationship between 

social environment and behavior, and organizing goals in achievable stages. 
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Research indicates that incorporating these SEL-based theories into behavior change and 
educational programs has long-term benefits. For instance, the integration of the 

Transtheoretical Model of Behavior Change (TMBC) into financial education has favorable 

outcomes (Xiao, 2008). The results of TMBC financial education programs reveal that 

participants are more confident in avoiding the targeted, undesirable behavior when they 

face difficult situations. 

SEL IN MARKETING TECHNOLOGY

Recent technological advancements and marketing strategies have created an 
environment which makes the need for SEL-infused financial education ever more urgent 

for maintaining healthy money behaviors. Technology designed to increase spending, such 

as targeted advertisements, credit cards, next day shipping, etc. are constantly evolving. 

These techniques aim to exploit disordered thinking and the vulnerabilities that arise from 

a lack of healthy discourse around money. Good financial behavior habit formation through 

SEL is an effective way to arm individuals against marketing and gamification efforts by 

corporations. 

One of the most important aspects of targeted marketing, which has become the forefront 
of digital advertisements, is how businesses understand, manipulate, and control the 

emotions of consumers. Many companies use psychographic and behavioral influences to 

explain “why” the consumer behaves as it does. Businesses utilize data to pinpoint a 

consumers’ beliefs, attitudes, personality, values, opinions, interests, and self image. These 

personalized marketing strategies are designed to maximize profits from consumer’s 

behavioral weaknesses by triggering addiction pathways in the brain. 

Summers et al (2016) elucidates the concept known as ‘Behavioral targeting’, which 
is a method used by companies to create user profiles including their social label and 

self-perception. Said companies endeavor to adjust consumers’ self-perception by 

targeting specific advertisements that correspond with certain labels, thereby 

influencing the consumer behavior related to that label.

The impact of social-emotionally informed financial education extends beyond the 
individual -- the knowledge has the ability to impact families, businesses, communities, and 

public health. Financial education needs to destigmatize conversations of money in our 

society, so people can develop the capacity to vulnerably discuss their values and 
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experiences with money. These soft skills targeted in financial education programming 

changes the way people talk about money with their children, their friends, and their 

communities, thereby generating a broader impact that extends beyond the individual.

Research shows that parents that take part in healthy financial decisions like having 

three or more savings accounts are more likely to have open conversations about 

money with their children and more likely to have kids who are conscious and 

truthful about their spending habits (T. Rowe Price 2017).

Effective financial education should work to create a consumer that has a strong 

self-perception of themselves, starting with honest and vulnerable conversations about 

money that facilitate self-reflection on personal values and beliefs about money. As a result 

of this emphasis on self-efficacy, consumers become not only aware of the marketing 

tactics used by companies, but also know how to navigate emotions and achieve healthy 

behavior modification. 

FINANCIAL INTELLIGENCE

Ortus Academy was created with the mission of helping people create long-term healthy 

behavior change with money. By infusing traditional financial literacy with a strong 

emphasis on social-emotional learning, we teach Financial Intelligence. 

Financial Intelligence is a holistic approach to mastering the mechanical, emotional, and 

cognitive components of finance. Financial Intelligence encompasses the ability to 

practically apply knowledge of financial mechanics, make long term healthy financial 

decisions, and develop a positive relationship with money. 

Ortus Academy developed a framework consisting of the key tenets of Financial 

Intelligence: Values & Mindset, Managing Emotions, Habits & Behaviors, Money 

Mechanics, and Goal Setting. 

Each layer of the pyramid is supported by Communication, which is the foundation of 

Financial Intelligence education. These tenets are essential to creating long-term healthy 

financial behaviors.
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Communication: Participating in an open and honest discourse around 

money is imperative to improving our own Financial Intelligence, as well as 

the long-term financial health of our communities. This process involves 

allowing ourselves to be vulnerable when seeking help, and being receptive 

to new information. Communication is the first and most fundamental skill 

learned in Financial Intelligence education, and continues to develop with 

each layer of the pyramid.

Values & Mindset: Identifying the intrinsic perceptions and ideas we hold 

around money. A key part of this tenet is understanding money personality 

profiles - groups of characteristics and traits that shape our financial 

decisions and behaviors. This tenet forms the foundation of Financial 

Intelligence.

Managing Emotions: Asserting control over our emotional responses to 

money allows us to regulate our responses to spending triggers, reduce 

buying impulses, and set financial and emotional boundaries.

Habits & Behaviors: Practicing positive money habits and behaviors is a 

crucial step to earning, budgeting, spending, saving, and investing. 

Money Mechanics: Understanding the mechanics of personal finances and 

putting these skills into practice. This knowledge base may include, but is not 

limited to: banking, paychecks & taxes, credit cards, debt, digital money apps, 

and investments. 

Goal Setting: Planning realistic short and long-term financial goals, and 

working to achieve them by aligning our mindset, values, emotions, 

behaviors and habits. 
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This pyramid is designed to reflect the organization of the tenets of Financial Intelligence. 

Each layer of the framework is interdependent and necessary to achieve long-term 

positive financial behaviors. Developing a sufficient level of social-emotional intelligence is 

necessary to achieve the foundational layers of the Financial Intelligence framework: 

identification of personal values and the ability to manage emotions. These skills are 

imperative to the end goals of both SEL and Financial Intelligence: long term positive 

behaviors and responsible decision making. Unlike other financial education methods, the 

end goal of Financial Intelligence is not solely to procure more money, but rather to create 

long-term healthy financial habits that are tailored to the needs of the individual.
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CONCLUSION

Over the course of this paper, we defended the assertion that SEL-guided financial 
education leads to more effective long term financial behavior change than traditional 

financial literacy programs. We hypothesized that the source of the discrepancy is a 

foundation in social-emotional learning, an educational approach which teaches students 

how to perceive, understand, discuss and manage emotions. Established research studies 

demonstrated that incorporating SEL in financial education has a positive effect on 

financial decision making behavior. In terms of habit formation, we examined studies that 

established the effectiveness of habit formation in the areas of substance abuse 

rehabilitation and weight loss relies on the same cognitive and emotional intelligence traits 

as the study of financial behaviors.

The available research substantiates the hypothesis that incorporating social-emotional 
learning into financial education programs creates long-term healthy financial behaviors. 

These results should be taken into account when considering how to plan and conduct 

financial learning experiences. While there are organizations and companies similar to 

Ortus Academy that offer Financial Intelligence programs that incorporate 

social-emotional learning, traditional financial literacy alternatives remain pervasive, or 

worse, non-existent, in our educational institutions. The basis of these programs, that are 

especially present in primary schools, relies on practical knowledge, but does not help 

students learn to apply practical skills in conjunction with the problem solving tools 

necessary to achieve goals in the real world. This omission results in a generational lack of 

applicable financial skills, leading to disastrous social and economic consequences for 

millions of people. These failures of our educational systems have severe consequences on 

the wellbeing of our citizens and the long-term health of our economy.

Neil Johanning of the Council for Financial Education stated “Just like reading and writing, 
financial education impacts the well-being of every student, as well as the economic and 

social fabric of our communities” (Johanning 2014). The American Association of State 

Colleges and Universities reported that the inadequacy of financial education may lead to 

poor health, decreased quality of life, and lower college attainment levels (Lyons 2003). 

The consequences of this deficit in financial capability is externalized to the community on 

a local, state, and federal level through an increased cost for financial products and the 

diversion of public funds for social safety-net programs (FINRA 2009). A study on the 

impacts of financial education found that deficiencies in financial knowledge are 
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concentrated amongst disadvantaged subgroups of the population: “those with low income 
and low education, minorities, and women— where being financially illiterate may render 

them most vulnerable to economic hardship in retirement” (Lusardi and Mitchelli 2007). 

The study concluded that “it is important to give consumers the tools to change their 

behaviors, rather than simply delivering financial education” (Lusardi and Mitchelli 2007). 

This aligns with the mission of Financial Intelligence education, which seeks to foster long 

term positive financial behavior change by equipping students with the  cognitive and 

emotional skills, along with the financial knowledge, they will need to succeed in handling 

personal finances.

We recommend this paper be used as a basis for future studies that can produce scientific 
quantitative and qualitative data on the long-term outcomes of Financial Intelligence and 

financial literacy programs. Due to the novelty of Ortus Academy’s method of Financial 

Intelligence education, there are no existing empirically-conducted studies that can 

directly compare the results of Financial Intelligence and traditional financial education or 

long-term longitudinal studies done on the durability of Financial Intelligence behavior 

change. This paper uses evidence from similar endeavors in other fields of research to draw 

comparisons to Financial Intelligence, but there remains much work to be done in studying 

the field of financial education. Ortus Academy intends to contribute to this developing 

body of knowledge by creating metrics which measure the outcomes of its Financial 

Intelligence educational programs across all students over a period of time. In doing so, we 

hope to expand the reach of Financial Intelligence programs and ultimately improve the 

financial capability and lives of individuals, their families, and their communities.

Financial Intelligence matters. Financial Intelligence teaches people how attitudes towards 
money are formed, and how to navigate through a wide range of complicated emotions, 

behaviors, and goals in a rapidly changing economy. It creates long-term healthy money 

behaviors for the individual, which propagates to positively impact businesses, 

communities, and future generations.
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