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Persistent high-interest debt is a chronic challenge 
in low-income communities. This was the situation 
that confronted Wesley Community Action in 2007 
when, despite a booming New Zealand economy, 
many of the people we worked alongside in the 
Wellington suburb of Cannons Creek  were still 
getting regular food parcels from our food bank. 

It didn’t take long to work out that part of the 
problem was because many of them were trapped 
in a cycle of debt linked to the very high interest 
rates charged by third-tier lenders (often referred 
to as loan sharks). 

As we worked with the local community to try to 
find a way of breaking this cycle we embarked on a 
journey that led to the development of our Good 

Cents financial wellbeing approach. It’s a peer-led 
approach that has achieved solid results and has 
triggered a number of complementary strands that 
help people get back in control of their finances.  

These strands include an 8-week Good Cents 
financial wellbeing course for people in financial 
stress who want to make changes. The course is not 
a traditional budgeting course where a professional 
budget advisor tells people what to do. Instead, 
Good Cents participants lead their own journey, 
taking ownership and control of their finances and 
supporting each other to identify and make the 
changes that work for them.  

Summary 

| Overview 

 At the heart of Good Cents is the belief that 
people are the experts in their own lives. 

 We’ve learned that with the right support, 
communities can find positive ways of 
negotiating complex problems.   

 Trusting communities to find their own 
‘solutions’ requires a different mind-set which 
is challenging for those trained to ‘help’.  

 High-interest debt in low-income 
communities is not simply the result of poor 
financial management skills; it has many 
different causes and the consequences are 
wide-reaching. Recognising this is the first 
step towards helping people gain control of 
their financial wellbeing. 

The Good Cents Approach to 
Financial Wellbeing 
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More than 450 people have now completed a Good 
Cents course, with research suggesting that the 
majority have experienced positive changes around 
their finances. Many experience more personal 
change as well, such as feeling more confident and 
positive about the future. 

Other strands of the Good Cents approach include 
a fruit and vegetable coop, a timebank and a 
savings pool.  More recently, we have taken steps 
towards developing a complementary economy 
that is accessible, focused on wellbeing and driven 
by the local community. 

Fundamental to the process of developing the 
Good Cents approach was our belief that people 
are the experts in their own lives. Over the last 
decade or so we have increasingly come to the view 
that paternalistic and linear models of public 
service are no longer fit for purpose. We now see 
our job as supporting people to identify their 
strengths and skills and the changes they believe 
will allow them to have a better life – not telling 
them what to do. 

This fundamental belief created a foundation to 
help us grow a new understanding of and approach 
to tackling debt which aligns closely with the core 
themes of the Human Learning Systems approach. 
This has radically challenged our thinking and way 
of working and we now appreciate that change 
happens by the power of the people – not by the 
power of ‘helping’ agencies like us.  

Developing the Good Cents approach has also 
required us to create and hold space for listening, 
reflecting and planning. Doing this allows 
community voices to be heard – particularly those 
whose voices are seldom heard. It has also taught 
us that a participatory process is in itself 
therapeutic. 

 

|Human 
It would have been easy for us to develop a 
conventional budgeting course, where the person 
taking the course is the expert who tells 
participants what to do and how to manage their 
finances.   

But knowing our community, we knew this 
approach would have limited effectiveness.  People 
in low-income communities tend to be socialised 
into becoming passive participants in initiatives 
designed to fix them; they know how to act in these 
settings – often without really engaging.   

We wanted to provide a space and support systems 
for people to get themselves out of debt and into a 
state of financial wellbeing where they could have 
savings and greater independence.  

Through our work with Inspiring Communities, a 
network dedicated to community-led development, 
we learned about other community-led initiatives 
addressing the cycle of debt. At the heart of them 
was a human-centred ‘wellbeing’ frame of 
reference as opposed to a focus on money 
management or budgeting. 

This human-centred approach also takes into 
account the impact of toxic stress and the 
intergenerational trauma which is the legacy of 
colonialism in New Zealand and which can make it 
harder for people to function. It soon  became clear 
that affirming people’s strengths and encouraging 
them to exercise leadership significantly enhanced 
their sense of wellbeing. This was separate to any 
improvements in their financial situation. 

One unexpected advantage of our approach was 
that, because we were not offering traditional 
budgeting advice, we didn’t ask participants to 
share their financial information. We soon realised 

|HLS Approach 
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that this not only saved them from feeling ashamed 
or embarrassed, it also stopped them from handing 
over responsibility to the course facilitator. That 
practice has continued – Good Cents course 
participants are never asked to share their financial 
information. 

|Learning 
Developing the current 8-week Good Cents course 
was a gradual process that involved listening to and 
taking onboard the views and thoughts of the 
people we were working with. We realised that 
struggles with debt cause a sense of shame and 
overwhelming isolation, and that it requires a 
holistic and not just a technical solution.  

Along the way we looked at a number of ambitious 
options, and while we didn’t have the resources to 
pursue them all, the process of investigating them 
taught us more about the issue we were dealing 
with, and how people respond to it. This learning 
process was actively encouraged by our first 
funder, the Todd Foundation. They are a 
philanthropic organisation who were already 
experimenting with a human learning systems 
approach and wanted us to be honest and open, 
encouraging us to acknowledge any ‘dead-ends’ or 
failures rather than only sharing good news stories. 
This approach was very liberating and set the tone 
for how we worked.  

The learning process was not linear. We did hit 
dead ends – quite a few of them – but in many 
cases being able to acknowledge that we were 
confused and lost led to new break-throughs and 
insights. 

Sometimes we were forced to reassess our views 
about some of the players, such as the third-tier 
lenders. Following a meeting with a senior bank 
executive it became clear that these so-called ‘loan 
sharks’ were often carrying out a role that banks 
did not want to take on because they could not 

make money from the people we work with. We 
realised that we were dealing with one, highly 
interconnected system where there are no clear-
cut goodies and baddies. 

As a result we hosted a meeting with a group of 
third-tier lenders whose thoughtful insights  
contributed to our strategy.  

Eventually, given our limited resources, we decided 
to focus on ‘learning’ and worked with the local 
community to craft the 8-week Good Cents course. 
This helped us grow a network of people who were 
active agents in their lives as opposed to clients of a 
service. They went on to help us shape the other 
strands of the Good Cents approach. 

Around 10 people attend each 8-week course 
which are held in the living room at Wesley House, 
the former domestic residence where we are based 
in Cannons Creek. They course is free and runs 
from 10am to 12pm on Tuesdays. We provide a 
shared morning tea – eating  together is an 
important part of the experience and the Good 
Cents morning teas are legendary! 

There’s a basic curriculum which focuses on an idea 
or way of thinking about money, or a skill or a tool 
– from ‘borrowing’ to ‘how to make wriggle room’. 
But every course is different as members make 
their own learning, with a focus on the skills and 
abilities they need to make the changes they want. 
The course leaders do not give advice – they create 
a learning environment where the expertise, 
knowledge and discoveries of the group steer the 
learning. 

From the beginning we used the Partners for 
Change Outcome Management System (PCOMS).  
PCOMS gives participants the chance to reflect on 
their weekly progress and encourages open 
discussions about what’s working and what isn’t. It 
is a key ingredient of each 8-week Good Cents 
course and helps inform the content and the focus. 
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|Systems 
From the outset, we knew that the issue we were 
tackling was embedded in a much larger financial 
system.  What was happening in the community of 
Cannons Creek was just a layer of the wider 
national system.  For this reason it was important 
to bring together all the parts of the system into 
one place so this full systemic picture could be 
understood.   

Early in the process we facilitated a community 
learning forum.  Bank managers, third-tier lenders, 
church ministers, families in debt, local politicians, 
social service agencies and others sat down 
together, café style, to collectively share and learn 
why this debt cycle was being maintained. This 
helped us develop a theory of change for Good 
Cents which we expressed with a visual imagine of 
two basins of water, one with the plug out and 
water (resources) being sucked out of the 
community, and the other with the plug inserted, 
with resources building up in the local community. 

A few years into the Good Cents journey, central 
government identified the need to refresh its policy 
and operations in relation to high debt in low-
income households. The Ministry of Social 
Development embarked on an extensive co-design 
process to guide this review process.  They 
identified Good Cents as having valuable insights to 
contribute and key people from Good Cents were 
involved in the redesign process.  The resulting new 
policy incorporated many of the insights from Good 
Cents.   

But while the government operationalised the new 
policy direction with programmes and funding 
decisions this wasn’t reflected in the procurement 
process and we found it difficult to get government 
funding for Good Cents.  

We developed the Good Cents course parallel to 
the early development of the HLS approach. We 
too were struggling with a public policy system that 
focused on metrics, management and markets, and 
which we saw as being ineffective in supporting 
real change.  And like HLS, it was becoming 
increasingly clear to us that the old ways of thinking 
about social services which date from the welfare 
state were no longer adequate. 

Our process towards adopting an HLS approach 
wasn’t always easy. We found it hard to abandon 
our old mindsets, and we had to constantly remind 
ourselves about how much can be learned from the 
people we work with. That meant challenging our 
own assumptions and being willing to change 
direction. 

One powerful lesson was that relationship are key 
to a way forward. As relationships develop so does 
the ability to work together to solve a problem.  

At the beginning we had a core team of one staff, 
but they worked with a wide range of other people 
including community members and the local 
government authority Porirua City Council. 

We also joined the Inspiring Communities national 
network to gain more insights into and 
understanding of community-led development. 

One of the biggest initial barriers we faced was the 
embedded mindset and behaviours about how to 
support change to increase financial stability.   

The people who were experiencing debt and 
instability initially expected that the facilitators of 
the Good Cents course were going to “fix” their 
financial problems, rather than supporting them to 

| Story of Change 

| Barriers and Tensions 
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find their own solutions. They found it challenging 
when this didn’t happen. 

Those of us who were helping guide the process fell 
into the trap of thinking we could come up with a  
‘magic’ solution. We found it challenging to give up 
this assumption. 

As we soon realised, we were embarking on a 
dynamic journey of ups and downs, confusion and 
insight which has resulted in something different 
from what any of us were expecting  

Another barrier was that while many government 
officials supported the Good Cents approach it did 
not fit traditional government funding criteria. That 
meant we had to seek funding for other sources, 
particularly the philanthropic sector.  

A number of factors came together to enable us to 
adopt an HLS approach. The first was the strong 
emphasis on learning we have at Wesley 
Community Action. This is embedded in our 
practice framework called Te Ara Wēteriana / The 
Wesley Way. It outlines the set of principles that 
guide all our interactions with those we work with 
and it is very much focused on the importance of 
treating people as the experts in their own lives. 
This helped set the direction of our journey. 

The second factor is that right from the start Good 
Cents was firmly based in the community of 
Cannons Creek and led by people who have strong 
and diverse relationships in that community. These 
relationships allowed the team to take an HLS 
approach and explore new approaches to old 
problems. They also had good networks with 
central and local government officials, and partner 
organisations such as Inspiring Communities.   

Another important factor was the open learning 
approach adopted by our initial funder (the Todd 
Foundation) during the first four years of the 
project.  This gave us the freedom to experiment 
and pursue several different options without 

worrying about whether we would lose our 
funding. 

| What have you 
achieved? 
Good Cents started with a challenging conversation 
in a local community. This led to a process of 
inquiry with people in that community which 
surfaced the issue of high-interest debt in low-
income households.  At that time this issue was 
seldom talked about – a sense of shame kept it 
‘under wraps’.  However, a group of courageous 
women gave voice to what they were experiencing.   

Fast forward to 2021. Good Cents courses are now 
held at Cannons Creek four times a year and they 
have been run in neighbouring communities and in 
other cities around New Zealand.  

The thinking that helped guide Good Cents has also 
helped shape the New Zealand government’s policy 
for building financial capability. 

A network of people associated with Good Cents 
have helped to create other initiatives that enable 
them to be more in control of their financial 
wellbeing. These include a fruit and vegetable coop, 
a savings pool and a local timebank. More recently 
we have become involved in a trial of a local digital 
currency, the Cannons Coin. 

| Enablers  
“Before I was really 

frightened of money, but 
now I feel empowered. I 

know where every cent is 
going and I’m really happy 
that money is sitting in my

account.”
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There are many ways to measure the success of the 
Good Cents approach, all of which capture a small 
slice of the changes it has led to. These range from 
the number of people who have attended a Good 
Cents course (more than 450) to the quantity of 
produce distributed by the fruit and vegetable coop 
each week (about 7 tonnes) and the number of no-
interest loans made through our savings pool (9).   

Other measures include the increase in wellbeing – 
both financial and personal – reported by those 
who take the Good Cents course.  Many enjoy the 
social interaction, and find it reassuring to discover 
that there are other people facing similar 
challenges:  

“I used to think I was the only one but 
being with other people like me made 
such as difference! Being together on 
Good Cents helped me out of my 
isolation and gave me new 
confidence.” 

We have found that working in this way is often 
difficult and messy and sometimes it can be hard to 
resist the temptation to intervene to ‘fix a problem’ 
– especially as the current system is designed to do 
this.  

But we have also found that by trusting the process 
it’s possible to come up with answers and 
programmes we would never have thought of 
ourselves. 

  

“When I first went, I 
thought it was going to be 
bullshit – another waste of 

time – but it wasn’t like 
that, I learnt heaps.”
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We struggle to know how to effectively engage with the central government system 
even though it is seeking the same outcomes as Good Cents. We have shared our 
experiences and knowledge with many consultants employed by government agencies, 
and participated in many forums and workshops. But it seems that Good Cents still 
doesn’t fit easily into conventional frameworks.  
 
Our hope is that having the shared framework of HLS will provide a common language 
to support an effective exchange. We remain open to learning how to cross the 
community / government divide more effectively.  
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