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The development and use of technology-based tools for financial literacy education has grown
rapidly in recent years, often based on the presumption that digital media will enhance past
practice. However, little attention has been given to understanding why such technologies may be
expected to enhance outcomes for either general or vulnerable populations. This literature review
fills this gap by examining behavioral and educational theories that provide insight into how
digital pedagogies may support personal finance-related teaching and learning.

The number of technology-based tools
for providing and accessing personal finance
education has grown exponentially in recent
years. Practitioners have assumed that the
use of digital media will improve previous
financial education practices, but little
attention has been given as to how or why
improvements might occur. This paper fills
the gap by examining a diverse group of
behavior theories and their applicability to
financial literacy education. Behavior
theories address behavior in four
progressively broader ecological contexts:
individual, interpersonal,
community/organizational, and
policy/systems. The literature on the
interaction between technology and learning
is also reviewed and a model for
technology-based personal finance
education programs is presented.

Individual Models of Behavior

At the micro-level, behavior theories
address behavior at the individual level.
Proponents of the theory of planned
behavior stress that intention is the main
driver of behavior. Intention, in turn, is
influenced by attitudes, social norms, and
perceived control. In the integrated behavior
model (IBM) four additional factors (beyond
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intentions) affect behavior: necessary
knowledge/skills, the salience of the
behavior, environmental constraints, and the
extent of experience performing the
behavior. IBM also highlights the need for
different interventions for vulnerable
populations. Advocates of the
transtheoretical model of change emphasize
that behavior change is a process, rather than
a discrete event, and note the importance of
tailoring financial education interventions to
specific stages.

Interpersonal Models of Behavior
Interpersonal models of behavior focus
on the interactions between individuals,
especially those within the same immediate
networks, such as families and peer groups.
In social cognitive theory the most important
influences on behavior are: outcome
expectations, self-efficacy, collective
efficacy, observational learning, facilitation
(resources), incentives, and self-regulation.
There is a focus on the ways to increase self-
efficacy in order to control behavior. Some
personal finance resources already use these
methods of self-efficacy enhancement.
Researchers have found some long-term
effects of family information and modeling
on financial behavior; peers also influence



financial behavior, though to a smaller
degree. When considering the role of
technology in financial education, a focus on
intimate social networks is especially
pertinent given the rise of social media.
Social interaction and social support are
increasingly mediated through Internet-
based media such as Facebook and Twitter.
Financial education programs should take
advantage of the popularity of social media.

Community and Group Models of Behavior

The context of larger social groups (e.g.,
communities, organizations) also affects
behavior. The diffusion of innovations
literature explores how, why, and at what
rate new ideas and technologies spread
through cultures. Successful financial
education programs can use the findings
from the diffusion literature to ensure they
reach the maximum number of individuals.

The field of community organization
highlights behavior change that occurs
through grassroots organizing, coalition
building, leadership development, political
action, consciousness-raising, and culturally
sensitive practices. Successful community
collaborations include a shared vision,
strong leadership, and a focus on process
(not just tasks). A community strategy for
behavior change may be especially helpful
for vulnerable populations within an
established community.

Policy and Systems Models of Behavior

The final group of theories addresses the
factors that influence behavior at the
broadest level: policy and social structure.
One of these, social marketing, involves
using marketing tools and strategies to
influence behavior for the benefit of
individuals and society rather than
corporations.

Choice architecture, or designing
environments such that individuals are
‘nudged’ to act in their own self-interests
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while retaining freedom of choice, is a final
theory of behavior change that can inspire
financial education programs. The concepts
of framing and heuristics prove especially
helpful here. Research on framing has
demonstrated that the way the program
costs, benefits, and risks are framed affects
the choices participants make. Using these
findings can help financial educators
encourage individuals to make positive
choices. Educators can also use heuristics to
encourage good financial choices.

The Impact of Technology on Learning

The literature on the interaction of
technology and learning can provide
beneficial insights into possibilities for using
technology to enhance financial literacy
education. Using the Internet for financial
education has potential benefits and
potential drawbacks. Internet-based financial
education programs may better address
unique learning styles, provide convenient
access, facilitate greater autonomy and
insight into the learning process, provide
opportunities for supplemental and
individualized learning, increase the depth
of learning, and enhance motivation.

However, these programs may also lead
to information overload and encourage
passive learning; in addition, students have
reported that Internet use interferes with
concentration in class, is time-consuming,
and creates a dependency on the Internet.
Further, gender, culture, and disability status
may be associated with differences in
Internet-based learning and must be taken
into account. Games and simulations are
popular among Internet users and provide an
alternative method to enhance technology-
based financial education.

Technology and Motivation to Learn
Further research is necessary to test
whether technology motivates learners, and



if so, how. However, previous research and
theory offer some helpful possibilities. Self-
determination theory suggests that
individuals are motivated to experience
competency, autonomy, and relatedness.
Digital technology, including games and
simulations, can help individuals fulfill these
needs, and therefore technology-based
financial education programs may motivate
individuals to learn more about personal
finance.

Accessibility

In order to maximize the usefulness of
technology-based financial education
programs, access to technology and the
ability to make full use of the technology
must be enhanced as much as possible.
Along with assistive technologies,
employing the Universal Design for
Learning, which encourages accommodating
the needs of diverse learners, will help
educators expand accessibility.

Figure 1: Ecological Model for Technology-
Based Financial Literacy Education Intervention
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Improving Technology-Based Learning
Previous research and theory suggest a
few additional ways to improve technology-
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based financial education programs. First,
professional development opportunities for
educators should be expanded. Tools that
help individuals /earn with, rather than learn
from technology improve the probability of
successful learning. Ensuring that historic
biases (based on gender, race, and socio-
economic status) are not reinforced in
education programs will enhance learning.
Further, successful technology-based
programs must avoid a deficit perspective,
and instead draw on the learners’ own
experiences and appreciate their skills.
Finally, informal learning opportunities are a
promising domain for efficacious financial
education programs.

Summary Model

The Ecological Model for Technology-
Based Financial Literacy Education
Intervention summarizes the ways in which
technology can contribute to personal
finance education. The model indicates that
behavior emerges as a result of
characteristics of the individual, as well as
interpersonal and societal factors. While
education has a role to play in creating
positive financial behavior change, it is not
the only factor influencing behavior;
therefore the context of educational
programs must be taken into account. The
model addresses the role of technology in
enhancing learning; but points out that this
may not occur if optimal conditions of
technology application are not met. The
model also indicates that technology-based
financial education programs may take place
in formal, informal, and non-formal settings
and can occur throughout the lifespan.
Finally, programs that use a model of
learning with, rather than learning from, will
be the most beneficial. In sum, technology-
based financial education programs can have
positive outcomes, but the wider
environment (financial, educational, and



governmental) frames the learning process
and can enhance or constrain the outcomes.

Vulnerable Populations

Educational scholarship points out that
when applied appropriately, technology can
have special benefits for vulnerable
populations. Technology can, for example,
expand possibilities for educational
participation for those facing restrictions of
time, place, or mode of access;

For Further Reading

accommodate diverse learner needs related
to content and/or learning process; and
provide more engaging approaches to
teaching and learning than traditional
methods. The literature also points out that
failure to address the potential role of
technology in financial literacy education
may not only serve as a missed opportunity
to enhance educational outcomes and well-
being among vulnerable populations, but
may well exacerbate existing vulnerabilities.
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