
 
 

September 27, 2016 

Dear Friends and Supporters, 

This past Monday, September 19th, marked the official launch of the Compass National FSS Network 

with mission-aligned partners around the country. As many of you know, our goal in launching this 

network is to expand the scope and impact of the Family Self-Sufficiency (FSS) program – a 

powerful employment and savings program for families who live in federally subsidized housing. 

Our hope is to build on the knowledge and practice we have built here in New England over the last 

six years. 

To launch this network, we welcomed our first partners to Boston for three days of training, as they 

prepare to incorporate asset building and financial capability strategies into their new or existing 

FSS programs. In my opening remarks to these partners, I shared about our own beginnings in this 

work, how we had gotten to this place of launching a national network, and our vision for the 

future. As we enter into this exciting new venture for Compass, I would like to take the opportunity 

to share those same thoughts with our friends and supporters as well.  

Six years ago, when we started our first FSS program in Lynn, Massachusetts through a partnership 

with Lynn Housing Authority and Neighborhood Development, we had no idea where it would lead. 

In our early days in Lynn, we saw that the program had the potential to really help people move 

forward. We thought that if we combined what we knew about personal finance for low-income 

families with the powerful savings incentive built into the FSS program, we could drive 

transformational outcomes for families.  

In that first year in Lynn, we enrolled 76 families in the FSS program. Those families are now 

graduating from the program, and together they’ve built more than $500,000 in savings to use 

toward their financial goals. Today, we’re serving 1,000 families each year in three states through 

partnerships with public and nonprofit housing partners. The families in these programs are 

making genuine, measurable progress toward their goals – increasing their earnings, building 

savings, improving their credit, and investing in homes, businesses, and their children’s education.  

What we couldn’t have known when we first started this work, but started to see over time, was 

that this program could be an opportunity to reshape how millions of families in this country 

experience subsidized housing. We also began to realize that we couldn’t do this work alone. We 

knew that there were other housing and nonprofit partners out there who shared our belief in and 

commitment to families – as well as our belief that housing could be a platform for economic 

mobility. And, most importantly, we also knew that there were many more families with their 

hands raised, who were working hard and wanted to get ahead. We wanted to reach as many of 

those families as we possibly could. 

In this next chapter of our work –in addition to running our regional programs and continuing to 

invest in our knowledge and practice around personal finance for low-income families – we are 

launching an effort to share more broadly the knowledge and practices we have built. Our goal is to 



work with mission-aligned partners from around the country to expand the scope and impact of the 

FSS program. Our plan is to provide training and technical assistance on our program model to 

these partners, who will in turn serve families in their own communities. This is a first step in a 

broader effort to reach the millions of families in subsidized housing who are eligible to enroll in 

this powerful savings program.  

Our vision for this network can be summarized across three primary goals: impact, learning, 

and systems change. 

First, on impact: We are committed to delivering the best possible outcomes for the 

families we serve, and to supporting our network partners to do the same. Our work always 

begins and ends with a fundamental, unwavering belief in the families we serve, and we 

take this commitment very seriously. One of the key ways we measure impact is the 

progress families make against key financial security indicators - increases in earnings, 

savings, credit score, and reductions in debt and use of public benefits.  

 

Learning: At the same time, we are really interested in learning. We know that we don’t 

have all the answers. This network gives us the opportunity to test things and try things 

with the right people. We want to learn with and from our partners, so that we can do this 

work even more effectively in the future.  

And third, on systems change: We also believe that our work on the ground connects to 

broader systems change and policy work. In fact, they go hand in hand. What we and our 

partners do locally, when done well, means we have the ability to join together to remove 

obstacles that make it harder for families to be successful. Our voices on this front are more 

powerful together than alone. In fact, we have already begun to identify policy-related 

issues that Compass and our network partners could work on together, that will make it 

easier for more working families to take advantage of this powerful employment and 

savings programs as a means to achieve their dreams.  

Ultimately, we envision a day when opportunities for families to build assets and financial 

capabilities is the norm, not the exception, in our anti poverty programs – a day when our housing 

and welfare systems provide a true platform for economic mobility, giving all families the 

opportunity and the supports they need to work, save, and get ahead. 

We are incredibly grateful to be launching this network with three exceptional organizations as our 

first partners: MaineHousing, Portland (Maine) Housing Authority, and Springboard to 

Opportunities in Jackson, Mississippi. We believe that these are the right partners, at this moment, 

to launch this network with us. This summer, I had the opportunity to meet with all of our partners 

at their sites, and I experienced during each visit a strong sense of mission alignment – a feeling of 

common purpose and belief. The places where our partners work, and the families they serve, are 

different in many ways, and at the same time feel so familiar. At a time when the national 

conversation around income and wealth inequality is deepening, we believe that this work is more 

important and more urgent than ever. We are grateful for and inspired by all of our partners, and 

we look forward to working and learning together. 



In addition to our implementing partners, none of this would have been possible without three 

groups of people: 

First, our Compass team, who have invested so much time and energy into this work over 

the past several years. The heart and soul of our work at Compass are the financial coaches 

who work tirelessly, every day, with the families in our programs. Their belief in and 

commitment to families are the reason we are able to launch this network.  

Second, our housing partners here in New England. The success of our programs depends 

on housing partners who share our belief that housing can and should be a platform for 

economic mobility. Thank you to our housing partners in Lynn, Cambridge, and Boston, and 

to our nonprofit partners at Preservation of Affordable Housing and The Caleb Group, for 

believing in us, for taking a chance on us, and for partnering and learning with us to build 

and refine our program model. 

And finally, our funders and supporters, particularly the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, who has 

made a lead investment in this national network. We thank all of you for believing in our 

mission and vision for an asset building FSS program – and, above all, for investing in the 

families that we serve. 

We are so grateful for the opportunity to launch this network, and look forward to sharing our 

progress  in the coming months. 

Warmly, 

 
Sherry Riva 

Founder and Executive Director 


