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About the National Credit Union Foundation (NCUF)

The National Credit Union Foundation (NCUF) raises charitable funds, runs innovative programs, and 
makes impactful grants for America’s credit union movement. NCUF’s mission is to “promote and 
improve consumers’ financial independence through credit unions.” Among the NCUF programs 
achieving this mission:
REAL Solutions® — Helping millions of consumers gain access to affordable financial services, achieve 
financial literacy, grow savings, build assets, and buy homes.
Development Education — Leading training on cooperative principles in the modern consumer
marketplace to overcome what credit unions identify as the greatest threat to their future: “the eroding of 
credit union philosophy.”
Social Impact Management — Meeting a “triple bottom line” that benefits credit unions, members, and 
communities.

About REAL Solutions®

REAL Solutions® is the signature program of the National Credit Union Foundation. REAL — “Relevant, 
Effective, Asset-building, Loyalty-producing”— Solutions® works to help credit unions offer a wide range 
of products and services that have proven successful in serving working families with low wealth and 
modest means. Using product/business models created and tested by credit unions, REAL Solutions®

disseminates information to credit unions through special meetings, an online impact center at
http://realsolutions.coop, and state and national conferences. REAL Solutions® has been adopted in 34 
states by almost 600 credit unions and is saving members tens of millions of dollars.  It has now become 
a documented business strategy for credit unions to grow their memberships by serving the underserved. 
Real people with real needs are finding REAL Solutions® at credit unions.
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Introduction

The REAL Solutions® Baseline Survey is an ongoing measurement tool designed to measure the 
percentage of credit unions offering—and planning to offer—key REAL Solutions®

products/programs/services. In 2008, it was used to measure the product/service offerings of partner 
credit unions that were at least halfway through their first year of the program. In 2009, it is being used by 
at least two leagues/associations to measure product/service offerings of credit unions that have recently 
signed onto the program. For these leagues/associations, results will provide a true baseline for 
measuring product/service adoption as their programs progress. Finally, the REAL Solutions® Baseline 
Survey is available to all leagues/associations for use in determining REAL Deal credit unions.

As of May 2009, 23 REAL Solutions® leagues/associations representing 24 states have invited their 
partner credit unions to participate in the Baseline Survey. Most of the remaining 10 leagues/associations 
will survey their partner credit unions later this year once their REAL Solutions® initiatives are well 
underway. The Baseline Survey process and response rate statistics follow:

 Distributed via e-mail in March 2008 and February 2009 to 444 REAL Solutions® credit unions

 Leagues/Associations can choose to send the survey request themselves or have NCUF send 
out the survey request 

 Two-to-three follow-up emails and/or phone calls are used to encourage participation

 NCUF has received 183 responses as of May 2009 (41% response rate to date)

 Partial data from an additional 72 credit unions were incorporated from survey data gathered by 
Wisconsin and New York (each fielded their own survey; some data elements overlap)

 The total number of REAL Solutions® for which we have at least some baseline data is 255 
(approximately 43% of all REAL Solutions® credit unions)

Note that the credit unions represented by Baseline Survey responses have been affiliated with the 
REAL Solutions® program for varying lengths of time, from as short as a few weeks, to as long as four 
years. Data tabulated by asset size, length of time as a REAL Solutions® partner credit union, and other 
segmentation variables will be provided in subsequent reports as soon as a sufficient response rate and 
number of responses is achieved. 

REAL Solutions® Impact Assessment Plan
The Baseline Survey includes the following data elements:

 % of REAL Solutions® credit unions that offer—and plan to offer—13 key products/programs/
services

 % of REAL Solutions® credit unions that offer 13 additional products/services

 program features and/or usage statistics for 6 products/programs/services
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 % of REAL Solutions® credit unions participating in three REAL Deal pillars
 educational tools, programs and counseling services for consumers (not restricted to low-

income/low-wealth consumers)
 community involvement and charitable initiatives/donations
 collaboration with other organizations to provide outreach products/programs 

Supplemental Product/Service Surveys are being developed to measure the impact (terms/rates/
features, use, member dollars saved, movement into mainstream financial products/services, 
membership growth, etc.) for the following:

 Payday Lending Products (done and ready to field)

 Tax Preparation Services (done and ready to field)

 Transaction Products  
 check-cashing (member and non-member)
 2nd chance checking
 bill payment
 money orders
 international remittances

 Savings Products
 step-up CDs
 Prize-Linked Savings
 round-up savings
 The Savings Challenge/Revolution
 other savings-related Filene i³ innovations

 Loan Products 
 used-vehicle loans/programs
 first-time mortgages
 microenterprise loans
 credit cards (for those with no credit history)
 credit-builder loans
 credit re-builder loans
 credit-score builder programs

Supplemental Survey invitations will be distributed by NCUF via email using the contact information 
derived from the Baseline Survey for each category in which the credit union currently offers REAL 
Solutions® products/services. 
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Program Depth

Highlights

 The Baseline Survey measures 26 distinct products/services/programs often used by low-income, 
low-wealth, and emerging markets. They are as follows:
 Payday loan alternative
 Small value, unsecured loans ($500 or less)
 Used-vehicle loans for low-credit score borrowers (D & E paper)
 Check-cashing for members
 Check-cashing for non-members
 Second-chance checking
 Prepaid, reloadable general spending cards
 Tax preparation and/or filing assistance
 Voluntary Income Tax Assistance (VITA) 
 Product to encourage/promote savings
 Mortgage for low-wealth or first-time homebuyers
 Immigrant outreach
 Youth (11-to-13) program/initiative
 Teen (14-to-17) program/initiative
 Young adult (18-to-30) program/initiative
 Money orders
 International remittances
 Basic financial literacy/education programs/tools
 Formal credit counseling (by accredited in-house counselors or referral)
 Tiered loan pricing based on risk
 Credit card for members with no credit history
 Credit-builder loan (for those with no credit history)
 Credit re-builder loan (for those with poor credit history)
 Small business loans
 Credit-score builder counseling/program
 Free checking account (no monthly or per-check fees & no minimum balance 

requirement)

 The REAL Solutions® initiative is permeating credit unions across all product/service lines. In fact, 
partner credit unions currently offer an average of 12.9—or half—of these 26 products/services/
programs for low-income, low-wealth, and emerging markets. 

 While 21% of credit unions currently offer less than 10 REAL Solutions® products/services/
programs, at the other end of the spectrum, 15% of credit unions offer 18 or more of these 
products/services/programs. 

 The number of REAL Solutions® products/services/programs offered most likely increases with 
the length of time that a credit union has been involved with the initiative. This correlation will be 
explored in subsequent Baseline Survey reports.
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Number of Key REAL Solutions 
Product/Service/Program Offerings

Limited to REAL Solutions credit unions that completed the 2009 Baseline Survey that 
measures 26 distinct product/service/program offerings. 
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Lending Products

Highlights

 89% of REAL Solutions® credit unions offer unsecured open- or closed-end loans of $500 or less 
(not including overdraft privilege/courtesy pay). Those that offer small, unsecured loans/lines of 
credit originated an average of 299 loans in 2008.

 89% of REAL Solutions® credit unions offer used-vehicle loans for low-credit score borrowers 
(i.e., D and E paper). An additional 2% of credit unions are planning to add used-vehicle loans to 
their REAL Solutions® portfolio of products/services.

 67% of REAL Solutions® credit unions offer small business loans for low-to-moderate income and 
low-wealth members.

 Nearly half of REAL Solutions® credit unions offer each of the other five loan products. This 
includes the 45% that currently offer a payday loan alternative—an increase of 3 percentage 
points from May 2008 (42%). An additional 22% of credit unions are planning to add a payday 
loan alternative to their REAL Solutions® offerings.

Credit Unions Offering REAL Solutions 
Lending Products

Base is REAL Solutions credit unions. Source: Baseline Survey—May 2009 




