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INTRODUCTION 

Many consumers live paycheck to paycheck, with insufficient savings to deal with an unexpected 
expense. Others have credit scores that are so low they cannot access affordable credit or lack a 
credit score entirely. And some—after incurring overdraft and other account fees—feel that 
mainstream financial products, such as checking accounts, may come at too high of a cost for the 
benefits they provide. Ultimately, these challenges can turn into roadblocks on the path to 
financial security.  

While these consumers collectively make up a majority of U.S. households, the magnitude of 
their struggles was often overlooked until the COVID-19 pandemic brought it into sharp focus. 
Several innovative companies have stepped in to serve this sizable market and provide these 
consumers the tools they need to reach their financial goals. Their solutions help consumers 
solve for immediate needs while enabling them to increase their long-term financial wellness. 
This paper describes these companies’ efforts to help bring their ideas to reality, including the 
market need they saw, how they are addressing it, and the partnerships they have formed with 
i2c. 
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CONSUMERS’ MULTIFACETED FINANCIAL 
CHALLENGES  

There are myriad reasons why a consumer may face some degree of financial instability. Nearly 
70% of Americans report that they are living paycheck to paycheck, often just an unexpected 
expense away from experiencing financial hardship.1 While Americans were able to save in 
record numbers in 2020 as consumption patterns shifted and government assistance increased, 
many consumers still have expenses that regularly exceed their income, are often unable to pay 
bills on time, and lack adequate savings to deal with an unexpected expense (Figure 1).2 

Figure 1: A Significant Share of Consumers Face Some Form of Financial Insecurity 

  

Source: Financial Health Network 

Along with having access to affordable means to transact and the ability to manage everyday 
and unexpected expenses, consumers need access to credit to make larger purchases 
manageable. Some larger purchases that are often financed—such as an education or a home—
can serve as investments themselves that allow households to build wealth over time. To obtain 
a loan at the most favorable rates, however, a consumer must have a credit score at or above the 
prime threshold, generally considered to be a FICO score of around 680. 

Unfortunately, about 53 million consumers lack a credit score because they do not have enough 
credit information to generate one. These consumers are referred to as “thin file” or “no file” 
because of the sparse or nonexistent information on their use of credit products. An additional 
75 million consumers have a nonprime credit score (below 680). Collectively, these consumers 
constitute a majority of the U.S. adult population (Figure 2).    

 
1. “2020 Getting Paid in America Survey,” American Payroll Association. 

2. “U.S. Financial Health Pulse: 2020 Trends Report,” Financial Health Network, October 2020, accessed 
April 26, 2021, https://finhealthnetwork.org/research/u-s-financial-health-pulse-2020-trends-report/. 

17% have expenses exceeding 
their income

31% are unable to pay all of
their bills on time

41% don’t have enough savings
to cover three months of living expenses
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Figure 2: More Than Half of U.S. Adults Lack a Prime Credit Score 

  

Source: FICO, Aite Group 2021 estimate 

When consumers lack savings or credit options to deal with unexpected or ill-timed expenses, 
they may turn to expensive options, such as payday or auto title loans, or overdraw their bank 
account. And, if bills are left unpaid, other late or penalty fees can be incurred. Collectively, high-
cost credit and overdraft fees cost consumers over US$23 billion each year (Figure 3).3 

 
3. Annual payday and vehicle title loan fees are estimated by the Pew Charitable Trusts. See “Payday 

Loan Facts and the CFPB’s Impact,” January 14, 2016, and “Auto Title Loans: Market Practices and 
Borrowers’ Experiences,” March 2015. Aggregate overdraft and non-sufficient fund (NSF) fees were 
assessed by banks with over US$1 billion dollars in assets, as reported in FDIC Call Reports; see Peter 
Smith, “Unfair Market: The State of High-Cost Overdraft Practices in 2017,” Center for Responsible 
Lending, August 7, 2018.  
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Figure 3: Fees From High-Cost Credit and Overdrafts Total Billions of Dollars per Year 

  

Source: Pew Charitable Trusts, Center for Responsible Lending 

THE  FI NANCIA L  W ELLNESS  VI SI ON 
These financial challenges can impede consumers’ ability to achieve financial wellness, which 
can only be attained when consumers have access to the right tools and education. The 
Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB) notes four major attributes that—together—
constitute financial well-being:4   

 Having control over finances: This attribute speaks to a consumer’s ability to 
manage money going in and out of their household on a day-to-day basis as well as 
over the longer term. Consumers with this attribute have enough money to get by 
and pay bills. 

 Being able to absorb a financial shock: Consumers have this attribute if they do not 
find themselves in an untenable position when an unexpected expense occurs. They 
have ways to deal with such surprises, whether through insurance, savings, or other 
means. 

 Being on track to meet financial goals: Being able to identify and work toward long-
term goals, such as homeownership, a college education, owning a business, or 
saving for retirement, is another step toward financial wellness.  

 Having the financial freedom to enjoy life: Finally, to feel like they have financial 
wellness, consumers need the ability to make choices that result in greater 
fulfillment and the occasional treat or fun experience. This could take many forms, 
including charitable giving, entertainment, or a vacation. 

 
4. “Financial Well-Being: The Goal of Financial Education,” Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, 

January 2015.   
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COMPANIES PROVIDING FINANCIAL CAPABILITY 
TOOLS 
Three innovative companies are helping to empower consumers, with the help of i2c, by 
providing products and services that serve as financial capability tools. With the informed use  
of these tools, consumers can achieve greater financial wellness. Table A provides a brief 
description of the companies, each of which is profiled in more detail below.   

Table A: Company Summary 

Company name Year founded Solution description 
BrightFi 2016 BrightFi offers banking services via a mobile banking app at a 

lower cost through the efficient use of technology. A white-
labeled version of this digital platform is also available to other 
institutions seeking to provide lower-cost accounts or loans.  

Credit Sesame 2010 Credit Sesame is a financial wellness platform that provides 
consumers free credit scores, actionable advice for 
improvement, and score improvement rewards. The platform 
also provides relevant offers from the lending marketplace 
based on a member’s credit profile. The recent launch of a 
digital banking service integrates credit features with a host of 
banking services.  

Payactiv 2012 Payactiv partners with employers to provide employees on-
demand access to a portion of wages earned to date within a 
pay period. These funds can be transferred to a consumer’s 
Payactiv debit card or a bank account. In addition to enterprise 
users, any consumer can open a Payactiv account, set up direct 
deposit and get paid up to two days early, pay bills, and start a 
savings plan, among other capabilities.  

Source: Aite Group 

BRIGHTF I :  CREATI NG AFFORDAB LE BANKING OPPORTUNITIES   
Some consumers are not well served by traditional bank accounts, for which they may incur 
monthly fees or be tripped up by overdrafts because of the relatively small amount of funds 
deposited. And if a consumer has had difficulty managing an account in the past, the consumer 
may have trouble opening another account. Financial institutions, in turn, struggle to break even 
serving low-balance consumers, since their average cost to provide such an account can exceed 
US$300 per year. The result is an unbanked or poorly served group of consumers who pay—in 
both time and money—to obtain financial services through alternative methods, such as check 
cashers.  

Founded in 2016, BrightFi spent two years creating a new approach to banking that would 
deliver critical transaction services to this consumer segment at a lower cost—and do so 
profitably. The technology stack upon which BrightFi’s solution was built differs dramatically 
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from the legacy systems that impede efficiency at traditional banks, raising the cost to do 
business. BrightFi’s cloud-based hub architecture is scalable and extensible, which allows the 
company to continually identify ways to improve workflows, automate compliance processes, 
and offer more services through APIs. Through this modern technology infrastructure, BrightFi is 
able to lower the cost of offering transaction services to below US$100 per year. 

BrightFi first engaged with i2c to offer these services through a debit card and—over time—has 
grown the relationship so that now i2c is a major partner for its banking services ecosystem. 
Today, i2c also facilitates the money movement and payment services for the offering. BrightFi 
notes that i2c’s openness to flexible innovation makes it a key partner in BrightFi’s quest to offer 
affordable financial services to the masses.   

Once a consumer downloads BrightFi’s banking app, the consumer can take advantage of a 
variety of services, such as a debit card, bill pay, free peer-to-peer transfers, direct deposit, and 
other digital banking services (Figure 4). In addition, BrightFi accounts allow users to set up 
multiple “savings jars” to conveniently meet financial goals and will soon offer mobile check 
deposit. For users who need help, live customer support is available. The cost is a flat US$4.95 
monthly fee, with no danger of surprise fees from overdrafts, and no credit check is required.  

Figure 4: BrightFi Mobile Banking App Features  

 

Source: BrightFi 

In the past year, BrightFi has begun to offer this platform on a white-labeled basis to other 
financial institutions that wish to serve this same customer segment with the tools they need at 
the price they can afford. Seeing the success BrightFi has had with its direct-to-consumer 
offerings, financial institutions have decided that using this configurable Banking-as-a-Service 
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platform is a quicker and easier way to deliver relevant products than using their own limited 
resources to build something from scratch. The platform can support any checking, savings, or 
loan product an institution wants to offer, running alongside its existing core as a stand-alone 
digital banking platform. 

CR ED IT  SESAME:  A CT IONABLE  INSIGHTS FO R BET TER CRED IT  
O PT IONS  
As the United States was coming out of the Great Recession, consumers often had to pay for 
access to their credit score, often through a monthly subscription service. In 2010, Credit 
Sesame became a disruptor to this business model by providing this information online to its 
users for free. While a variety of consumers use Credit Sesame to monitor their credit score, its 
target audience has historically been those consumers who want to increase their score so that 
they can qualify for credit on better terms. Credit Sesame not only allows users to track their 
score over time and put this current state into a broader context but also provides actionable 
advice powered by machine learning and tools to improve. As users’ credit scores rise, they can 
receive relevant credit offers for which they qualify from the platform’s marketplace of 
participating lenders (Figure 5). Today, Credit Sesame has 15 million users, 7 million of whom 
check their credit score through the platform on a monthly basis. 

Figure 5: Credit Sesame’s Tools and Actionable Advice to Increase Credit Scores 

 

Source: Credit Sesame 
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Leveraging i2c as its payment processor, Credit Sesame recently launched a digital banking 
service called Sesame Cash to extend enhanced banking capabilities to its customer base. Some 
of these banking services include an instantly issued virtual debit card (as well as a physical 
version), early access to directly deposited paychecks, and the ability to load cash from over 
1,000 locations. What makes Sesame Cash unique, however, is the fact that these digital banking 
features are married with its traditional credit score tracking and actionable advice capabilities. 
This allows the customer to build credit and manage day-to-day finances in one place. Within the 
banking app, members can see their credit score and understand what actions they might take 
to improve it. As an added incentive, Credit Sesame provides cash bonuses to consumers when 
their score increases. Sesame Cash accounts are provided at no cost to consumers, with the 
company instead deriving its revenue from interchange fees and its referral relationship with 
other financial service providers. 

The company credits i2c’s willingness to serve as an innovative partner, enabling Credit Sesame 
to continue to build out the robust features on its product roadmap. From its launch in March 
2020 to the end of the year, Credit Sesame opened approximately 750,000 accounts. It expects 
this rapid growth to continue throughout 2021.  

Ultimately, Credit Sesame’s goal is to serve its customers throughout their financial lives, from 
establishing a credit score and getting access to mainstream credit for the first time, to 
purchasing a home and saving for retirement. The Sesame Cash account will be at the center of 
the platform supporting all of these financial milestones.   

PAYACT IV:  SOLVING  TH E  I NCOME/EXPENSE  MISMATCH   
Employees are typically paid at regular intervals—perhaps weekly or once or twice per month. 
These periodic payments are rooted in what was historically an arduous payroll process in which 
checks were cut, signed, and delivered. As consumers become more accustomed to real-time 
services, however, could they access earnings on-demand as well? The ability to obtain some 
earning between paydays could help employees who have an unexpected expense or a timing 
mismatch between when a bill is due and when they are paid. These employees may otherwise 
turn to high-cost credit or incur an overdraft or late fee. Payactiv was founded in 2012 to solve 
some of the problems this wait for wages may create. 

Payactiv partners with employers to allow workers the ability to access a portion of the wages 
they have earned at any point during their pay period. These funds can be transferred to a 
consumer’s bank account and be available instantly on a Payactiv card, or cash can be picked up 
from any Walmart money center. Today, over 4 million people working at over 1,500 employers 
are able to receive their wages using Payactiv’s solution. 

Over time, Payactiv has built out a host of capabilities that are complementary to its flagship 
earned wage access offering, most notably its digital banking services, which can be accessed 
through a mobile app and debit card. Included in the list of features are the ability to receive 
directly deposited income two or more days early, integrated bill pay, and an instantly issued 
debit card. Users of this digital account can access earned wages at no charge, while those 
transferring funds to another bank account incur a small fee (which may be charged to them, 
their employer, or a combination of the two, depending on how the partnering employer has set 
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up the program). The banking app also allows consumers the seamless ability to put accessed 
wages directly toward the payment of a bill or an Uber ride. Savings plans, budgeting tools, and 
offers that help consumers save on products such as insurance are additions to the app to 
further affect users’ financial security (Figure 6).    

Figure 6: Earned Wages Can Be Accessed for a Variety of Uses With Payactiv 

  

Source: Payactiv 

Payactiv selected i2c as its partner to bring these banking features to life based on i2c’s technical 
ability and its understanding of how Payactiv’s financial wellness mission is executed through its 
product features. About 2.5 million of Payactiv’s 4 million customers use the mobile app and 
debit card to access their earned wages when they are needed, benefiting from the other tools 
its banking app provides.  
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CONCLUSION 

Many consumers are experiencing some form of financial instability, whether it’s a lack of access 
to affordable credit, insufficient savings to deal with unexpected expenses, or otherwise living 
paycheck to paycheck. The COVID-19 pandemic brought these issues into sharp focus, as greater 
awareness of the financial fragility of American households—over broad swaths of the income 
scale—was laid bare.  

While financial institutions have not always had the right offerings to fit the needs of this 
consumer segment, some innovative companies are disrupting the traditional way of doing 
things to deliver highly relevant products and services. Their ultimate goal is to provide tools 
that help consumers achieve financial wellness—and to do so profitably, so that the company 
can grow its offerings. As a key technology partner, i2c plays a pivotal role in bringing these 
solutions to market. 
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ABOUT I2C 

i2c provides today’s product visionaries with the levels of reliability, scalability and breadth of 
payment features unmatched by legacy processors. As a global provider of highly configurable 
payment and banking solutions, i2c’s proprietary “building block” technology allows clients to 
pick and choose products to create and manage a comprehensive set of solutions for credit, 
debit, prepaid, lending, and more—quickly and cost-effectively—from a single, global SaaS 
platform. Founded in 2001 and headquartered in Silicon Valley, i2c’s next-generation technology 
supports millions of users in more than 200 countries/territories across all time zones. Visit us on 
the web and connect with us on LinkedIn and Twitter. 

CONTACT 
i2c Sales 
connect@i2cinc.com 

i2c PR 
media@i2cinc.com 

https://www.i2cinc.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/i2c-inc/
https://twitter.com/i2cinc
https://www.i2cinc.com/
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ABOUT AITE GROUP 

Aite Group is a global research and advisory firm delivering comprehensive, actionable advice on 
business, technology, and regulatory issues and their impact on the financial services industry. 
With expertise in banking, payments, insurance, wealth management, and the capital markets, 
we guide financial institutions, technology providers, and consulting firms worldwide. We 
partner with our clients, revealing their blind spots and delivering insights to make their 
businesses smarter and stronger. Visit us on the web and connect with us on Twitter and 
LinkedIn. 
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