
TERRI FRIEDLINE

UNEQUAL FINTECH 
LANDSCAPES
Communities’ Rates of High-speed Internet 
Access, Smartphone Ownership, and Online and 
Mobile Banking

MARCH 2018



About the Authors

Terri Friedline is the Faculty Director of Financial 
Inclusion at the Center on Assets, Education, and 
Inclusion, a Research Fellow at New America, and an 
Assistant Professor at The University of Kansas School of 
Social Welfare. She can be contacted by email at  
tfriedline@ku.edu or followed on Twitter @TerriFriedline.

About New America

New America is committed to renewing American politics, 
prosperity, and purpose in the Digital Age. We generate big 
ideas, bridge the gap between technology and policy, and 
curate broad public conversation. We combine the best of 
a policy research institute, technology laboratory, public 
forum, media platform, and a venture capital fund for 
ideas. We are a distinctive community of thinkers, writers, 
researchers, technologists, and community activists who 
believe deeply in the possibility of American renewal. Find 

out more at newamerica.org/our-story.

About Family-Centered Social Policy

The Family-Centered Social Policy program at New 
America investigates the role of identity in shaping social 
policy and develops tools to help make social policy more 
representative of and responsive to the families it serves. 
FCSP’s work is primarily directed at the intersection of 
household economic security and public policy. We believe 
our approach can yield more just, equitable, and secure 
outcomes for Americans and our local, state, and federal 
government. Find out more at newamerica.org/family-
centered-social-policy. 

Acknowledgments

We are grateful to MetLife Foundation for financially 
supporting this research, which is part of Mapping 
Financial Opportunity (#MapFinOpp). 

We extend additional thanks to many others whose 
supports have made this research possible, including 
Evelyn Stark at MetLife Foundation; Steven Maynard 
Moody, Xan Wedel, and Travis Weller at the Institute for 
Policy & Social Research (IPSR); William Elliott at the 
Center for Assets, Education, and Inclusion (AEDI); and 
Justin King and Rachel Black at New America. Invaluable 
research assistance was also provided by students at 
the Universities of Kansas and Michigan, including Daniel 
Barrera, Rachael Eastlund, Joel Gallegos, Cassie Peters, 
Ivan Ray, Kevin Refior, Aurora Sanchez, Nikolaus Schuetz, 
Stacia West, and Ashley Williamson. Eric Null, policy 
counsel at New America’s Open Technology Institute, 
provided very insightful comments on an earlier version of 
this report. 

Mapping Financial Opportunity (#MapFinOpp) benefitted 
from the input, thoughts, and feedback from numerous 
colleagues, and we especially appreciate the time and 
considerations of Leigh Phillips at EARN; Jonathan 
Mintz and David Rothstein at CFE Fund; Ann Solomon 
at the National Federation of Community Development 
Federal Credit Unions; Andrea Luquetta at the California 
Reinvestment Coalition; Lindsay Daniels at the National 
Council of La Raza; Mehrsa Baradaran at the University 
of Georgia; Sarah Dewees at First Nations Development 
Institute; Keith Ernst at the Federal Deposit Insurance 
Corporation (FDIC); and Lisa Servon at the University of 
Pennsylvania. 

Finally, the quality and accuracy of the research 
presented in this brief report are the sole responsibility 
of the author, and the aforementioned individuals and 
organizations do not necessarily agree with the report’s 
findings or conclusions.

.

http://newamerica.org/our-story
http://www.newamerica.org/family-centered-social-policy
http://www.newamerica.org/family-centered-social-policy


Contents

Overview 2

Communities Have Unequal Access to Financial Services 4

Fintech is Heralded as a Solution in Underserved Communities 6

Unequal Fintech Landscapes Disadvantage Poor White, of Color, and  
Rural Communities

8

Policy Solutions Can Improve Communities’ Access to Financial Services and Help 
Fintech Reach its Potential

16

Conclusion 19

Technical Appendix 19

Notes 21



FAMILY-CENTERED SOCIAL POLICY2

An array of financial technologies—referred to 
by their shorthand “fintech”—are credited with 
the potential to solve issues of financial access. 
Fintech leverages online and digital technologies, 
and is poised to transform where, when, and how 
households can deposit paychecks, pay bills, send 
money, or retrieve credit scores—and to expand 
access to households and communities that have 
been historically excluded or marginalized. In the 
process of expanding access, fintech may also dilute 
any negative effects from communities’ lack of 
financial services.

At the same time, unequal fintech landscapes 
threaten to undermine its potential for expanding 
access. Communities have varying rates of high-
speed internet access, and many households 
experience disruptions in their phone and internet 
service. Lower-income households could lose access 
to financial services and their money when their 
phone or internet service is disrupted. Moreover, 
lower-income communities tend to have lower-than-
average rates of owning or using these digital and 
financial technologies. 

This report presents data on fintech landscapes in 
U.S. communities, including high-speed internet 
access, smartphone ownership, and online and 
mobile banking. The descriptive findings contribute 
to growing conversations on the relationships 
between fintech, brick-and-mortar financial 

services, communities’ demographics like race 
and poverty, and urban and rural geographies. 
The findings reveal whether and how fintech can 
expand access to financial services, under what 
conditions, and the communities that may benefit 
the most.

Key Findings

• Communities have unexpectedly low rates 
of high-speed internet access, smartphone 
ownership, and online and mobile banking, 
suggesting that fintech may not currently be 
compensating for limited access to financial 
services. These low rates also suggest that 
fintech has plenty of room to expand.

◊ In the average community, 67 percent of 
adults have high-speed internet access 
in the home and 40 percent own a 
smartphone.

◊ Far fewer adults in the average community 
use online and mobile banking to make 
financial transactions. Thirty-one percent 
have used online banking and only 8 
percent have used mobile banking at any 
time in the previous year.

OVERVIEW
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• Unequal fintech landscapes disadvantage 
poor white communities and communities of 
color. In other words, communities with higher 
percentages of poor households—especially 
at intersections of race and urban and rural 
geographies—have lower rates of accessing or 
using fintech.

◊ Fifty-eight percent of adults in high-
poverty rural communities have high-
speed internet in their homes, compared 
to 73 percent in low-poverty rural 
communities.

◊ Smartphone ownership has the 
smallest percentage point gaps between 
demographic groups. For example, 41 
percent of adults from high-poverty 
Latinx communities and 46 percent from 
low-poverty Latinx communities own 
smartphones.

◊ Twenty-two percent of adults from high-
poverty black communities have used 
online banking in the previous year, 
compared to 39 percent of adults from low-
poverty black communities.

◊ While average mobile banking use is low 
across all demographic groups, rates are 
higher among low-poverty communities. 
Adults’ mobile banking use in the 
preceding year ranges between 9 percent 
and 12 percent in low-poverty rural and 
urban communities, respectively. 

• National trends in fintech and the concentration 
or density of financial services mask 
disparities in access that are prevalent in local 
communities.

◊ Nationally, the density of banks and 
credit unions is higher in communities 
where fintech is lowest. This suggests 
that communities’ financial services 
reflect their fintech needs, and equally 
serve communities of color, poor white 
communities, and rural communities. 

◊ However, the opposite is often true at local 
levels. For example, Chicago communities 
with the highest rates of high-speed 
internet access have a density of bank 
or credit union branches that is 11 times 
higher than communities with the lowest 
rates of high-speed internet.

◊ Low-poverty black communities in 
Chicago have a density of bank or credit 
union branches that is 5 times higher than 
high-poverty black communities.
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Many households do not have the financial products 
and services they need to fully participate in today’s 
twenty-first century economy. Compared to the 
average of 27 percent, nearly half of households 
earning annual incomes below $15,000 either do 
not have any bank account or supplement the 
financial products and services that they do own 
with borrowing from high-cost alternative financial 
services (AFS) like payday lenders and check 
cashers.1 Similarly, the percentage is also about 
half for households headed by Blacks, Latinx, and 
American Indian/Alaskan Natives.2 3

Inequality in households’ access is driven in part by 
inequality in the locations of financial services in 
their communities, and communities of color and 
lower-income white communities are particularly 
underserved.4 For example, in many metropolitan 
statistical areas (MSAs), “brick-and-mortar” bank 
and credit union branches are predominately 
concentrated in higher-income white communities 
whereas AFS are concentrated in lower-income 
white and black and Latinx communities).5 6 
Residents of Native tribal communities travel an 
average of 12 miles to the nearest bank branch.7 This 
means that the average Native tribal community is 
located in a banking desert, or a geographic area 
where the nearest bank branch is over 10 miles 
away.8 Households living in rural areas also have 

farther distances to travel than their counterparts 
located in more populated areas.9 Residents of 
black communities that are isolated from financial 
services have expressed widespread mistrust in 
banks, and some residents may in fact view payday 
lenders and check cashers more favorably.10 

Households are affected by inequality in 
the locations of financial services in their 
communities.11 12 13 14 Growing up in communities 
that do not have bank branches or that are 
geographically isolated from financial services is 
associated with worse financial outcomes later 
in life, such as having lower credit scores.15 16 17 
This means that inequality in the locations of 
financial services can undermine households’ 
full participation in the economy and make it 
more difficult to experience a range of improved 
financial outcomes.

Bank Branch Declines May Worsen 
Unequal Access

Unfortunately, inequality in the locations of 
financial services in communities may worsen since 
the number of bank branches is expected to decline. 
Nearly 20 percent of bank branches are projected 
to close over the next decade as banks transition 

COMMUNITIES HAVE UNEQUAL 
ACCESS TO FINANCIAL SERVICES
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to delivering products and services via financial 
technologies like online and mobile banking.18 
One analysis of existing bank branch location data 
indicates that banks are closing their branches 
at the fastest pace on record, suggesting that any 
worsening inequality may be already rapidly 
occurring.19

Brick-and-mortar bank branch declines can be 
traced to the 1990s, when banks began to pivot 
from primarily serving the communities in which 
they were located to serving larger geographic 
regions.20 21 A banking crisis—spurred by regional 
recessions, excessive lending risks, and financial 
institution closures—coincided with the start of the 
1990s.22 Policymakers believed that deregulation 
could lessen or reverse the crisis, and they enacted 
deregulatory policies that allowed states to permit 
new bank branches to open within their borders. 
States modified protections to their banking markets 
over a 10-year period, changing market competition 
and causing branches to open and close.23 24 Since 
that time, banks have slowly shuttered branches 
as they have grown in size, served national and 
regional markets, and taken on more lending 
risks.25 Branches located in communities of color 
and lower-income white communities have closed 
at higher rates, with some communities losing half 
their branches.26 27

High-cost alternative financial services (AFS) like 
payday lenders and check cashers have taken 
advantage of the vacuums in communities that have 
been left by bank branch closures.28 The number 
of AFS increased nearly five-fold between 1986 
and 1994 alone and has grown at a steady annual 
rate of 15 percent since the mid-1990s.29 30 The AFS 
industry is estimated to earn around $300 billion 
annually by charging high interest rates on products 
and services from borrowers who are more likely to 
earn lower and modest incomes and to have limited 
credit histories. 31 Moreover, these high-cost services 
are disproportionately located in communities of 
color. For example, check cashers in New York City 
capitalized on the foreclosure crisis during the Great 
Recession and increased their presence dramatically 
in communities of color between 2006 and 2011.32 At 
the county level, increases in the number of payday 
lenders per capita is associated with increases in a 
county’s black population.33 

Inequality in households’ access is driven in part by 
inequality in the locations of financial services in their 
communities.
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FINTECH IS HER ALDED AS A 
SOLUTION IN UNDERSERVED 

COMMUNITIES

The projected closure of banks’ brick-and-mortar 
branches and the increased presence of AFS in 
some communities coincide with the emergence 
of financial technologies—digital technologies like 
online and mobile banking that facilitate financial 
transactions. An array of financial technologies—
often referred to by their shorthand “fintech”—is 
credited with the potential to solve issues of 
financial access. These technologies are poised 
to transform where, when, and how households 
can deposit paychecks, pay bills, send money, or 
retrieve their credit scores—and to expand access 
to households and communities that have been 
excluded or marginalized. For example, smartphone 
applications like Revolut make it possible to 
transact in nearly 100 different currencies and 
leverage the best exchange rates.34 With apps like 
Revolut, households are no longer confined to their 
country’s currency and can choose to transact in 
currencies from other countries that have better 
buying power. Blockchain technology has enabled 
the creation of over 700 cryptocurrencies like 
Bitcoin, which are rising in value and becoming 
increasingly accepted forms of currency.

Given these innovative possibilities, fintech is also 
heralded as a solution to issues of financial access 

in communities. Fintech has the potential to close 
geographic distances between households and 
brick-and-mortar bank branches and, in the process, 
dilute any negative effects from their communities’ 
lack of financial services.35 For example, new fintech 
companies like Azimo and Zoona are making it 
easier to transfer money, simplifying the process 
and reducing the costs for households to send 
remittances.36 conVRse provides financial services 
virtually through a smartphone app and virtual 
reality headset to households in rural India where 
there are few brick-and-mortar bank branches.37 
In other words, without a bank branch in their 
community, a household can use a smartphone to 
make transactions, deposit paychecks, or automate 
bill payments. And, as bank branches continue to 
close, households can increasingly rely on fintech to 
make their necessary transactions.

Challenges Impede Fintech From 
Reaching its Potential

While there are many examples that demonstrate 
fintech’s potential, especially from international 
communities, fintech is not without challenges—
particularly for reaching communities of color and 
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lower-income white communities.38 Importantly, 
access to financial services in communities 
remains consequential while fintech challenges 
persist. For example, fintech may be facilitating 
transactions among households that already have 
access, not necessarily expanding access among 
underserved households or communities. Based 
on 2015 data, 53 percent of adults who already own 
both a smartphone and a bank account report that 
they have used mobile banking in the preceding 
12 months.39 This percentage was 50 percent in 
2012, suggesting that the yearly 1-percentage point 
growth in the rate of mobile banking is slow among 
households that already have access.

Data on the percentages of adults and households 
that use fintech may also be subject to sampling 
bias. Existing reports on fintech draw on responses 
to surveys that are delivered online and over the 
telephone and select rates of online and mobile 
banking from respondents that already have a 
smartphone and or bank account.40 41 In other 
words, the percentage of adults that use mobile 
banking is based on a very select sample—adults 
with internet access that could participate in an 
online survey—and does not reflect rates across the 
full adult population. 

There are also challenges related to internet 
connectivity, which is required for transactions.42 
Not every household has internet or phone 
service capable of transactions, since online and 
mobile banking cost money.43 Lower-income 
communities of color and rural communities are 
vastly underserved when compared to high speed 
internet connectivity in communities on average.44 

45 High speed internet connectivity and unlimited 
data plans cost extra, and households that meet 
or exceed the limits of their data plans could find 
themselves prohibited from making online or 
mobile transactions. Lower-income households 
cannot always afford these costs and a household 
could lose access to financial services and their 
money when their phone or internet service is 
disrupted.46 47 For example, 38 percent of lower-
income households report falling behind on their 
utility payments and 14 percent have had their 
utilities disconnected—including phone and 
internet service.48

Many people also regularly use cash, and cash 
cannot be transacted through a mobile device.49 
50 Cash is still the most common way that people 
make transactions, and one third of all transactions 
are made with cash.51 However, using cash is 
more costly for lower-income households who 
end up paying more in time and fees to make 
their transactions. In addition, going in person to 
brick-and-mortar branch locations is the primary 
way lower-income households make transactions: 
about 42 percent prefer to make transactions at a 
bank branch while 7 percent prefer to use mobile 
banking. 52

Moreover, according to recent research, computer 
algorithms—including those on which fintech is 
built—may replicate and reinforce society’s racial, 
gender, and economic inequalities rather than 
resolve them.53 54 A study of Google advertisements 
reveals that searching for a person with a black-
identifying name is more likely to produce 
advertisements suggesting that the person has 
a criminal record, even when this isn’t true.55 
Algorithms that determine whether a person 
is exposed to certain housing advertisements 
discriminate against people from lower-income 
backgrounds and people of color.56 Thus, fintech, 
while simultaneously attempting to expand access, 
also has the potential to exclude and marginalize 
lower-income households and households headed 
by people of color.

Fintech has the potential to close 
geographic distances between 
households and brick-and-
mortar bank branches and dilute 
any negative effects from their 
communities’ lack of financial 
services.
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Similar to inequality in the locations of financial 
services, there are also unequal fintech landscapes 
in communities across the United States. 
Communities have varying rates of high-speed 
internet access, smartphone ownership, and 
online and mobile banking. Communities that 
have been historically financially underserved also 
tend to have lower-than-average rates of owning 
or using these digital and financial technologies. 
In other words, lower-income white communities, 
communities of color, and rural communities do 
not currently have access to fintech or are not using 
fintech to make financial transactions—at least, 
often not at the same rates as more advantaged 
communities or at rates that suggest fintech is 
compensating for underserved communities’ limited 
access to financial services.

Leveraging data from numerous sources, this brief 
report presents data on fintech landscapes in U.S. 
communities, including high-speed internet access, 
smartphone ownership, and online and mobile 
banking (please see the technical appendix for 
more information about the data). The descriptive 
findings contribute to growing policy and practice 
conversations on the relationships between fintech, 
brick-and-mortar financial services, communities’ 
demographics like race and poverty, and urban and 
rural geographies. The findings reveal whether and 
how fintech can expand access to financial services, 
under what conditions, and the communities that 
may benefit the most. In fact, given the sources of 
data used in this report, the descriptive findings 
likely understate the extent of disparities in fintech 
and financial access between communities.

UNEQUAL FINTECH LANDSCAPES 
DISADVANTAGE POOR WHITE, OF 

COLOR, AND RUR AL COMMUNITIES

Communities that have been historically financially 
underserved also tend to have lower-than-average 
rates of owning or using these digital and financial 
technologies.
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Figures 1 and 2   |  High Speed Internet Access Varies Across the Country, and Poor Communities 
Have the Lowest Rates

In the average community, 67 percent of adults report that their households have high-speed 
internet access. One third do not have high-speed internet in their homes.

Source: Data from 2015 Esri Business Analyst Market Potential and 2010-2014 American Community Survey (ACS), adults with high-speed 
internet access in their homes by zip codes. Low = lowest quartile of poverty and or race in a zip code; High = highest quartile of poverty 
and or race in a zip code.
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Figures 3 and 4   |  Less than Half of Adults in the Average Community Owns a Smartphone

In the average community, 40 percent of adults report owning a smartphone and those from low-
poverty black and/or urban communities report the highest rates.

Source: Data from 2015 Esri Business Analyst Market Potential and 2010-2014 American Community Survey (ACS), adults who own 
smartphones by zip codes. Low = lowest quartile of poverty and or race in a zip code; High = highest quartile of poverty and or race in a zip 
code.
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Figures 5 and 6   |  Poor Communities of Color and Poor Rural Communities have Significantly Lower 
Rates of Online Banking than their Counterparts

In the average community, 31 percent of adults report using online banking in the previous 12 
months.

Source: Data from 2015 Esri Business Analyst Market Potential and 2010-2014 American Community Survey (ACS), adults who have used 
online banking within the preceding 12 months by zip codes. Low = lowest quartile of poverty and or race in a zip code; High = highest 
quartile of poverty and or race in a zip code
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Figures 7 and 8   |  In the Average Community, the Vast Majority of Adults do not Use Mobile Banking 
to Make Financial Transactions

In the average community, 8 percent of adults have used mobile banking in the previous 12 months. 
The rates are slightly higher in low-poverty communities and communities with more people of color.

Source: Data from 2015 Esri Business Analyst Market Potential and 2010-2014 American Community Survey (ACS), adults who have used 
mobile banking within the preceding 12 months by zip codes. Low = lowest quartile of poverty and or race in a zip code; High = highest 
quartile of poverty and or race in a zip code.
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Figures 9 and 10   |  National Trends Indicate that the Concentration of Financial Services Reflects 
Communities’ Fintech Needs and Equally Serves Poor, of Color, and Rural Communities

The density of banks and credit unions tends to be higher in communities where fintech is lowest, 
while the opposite is true for alternative financial services (AFS).

Alternative financial services (AFS) such as payday lenders and check cashers disproportionately 
concentrate in high-poverty communities.

Source: Data from 2015 Esri Business Analyst Market Potential, 2014 FDIC, 2014 NCUA, 2015 InfoGroup, and 2010-2014 American Community 
Survey (ACS) estimates. Financial services represent number of locations per 1,000 population by zip codes. Low = lowest quartile in a zip 
code; High = highest quartile in a zip code.
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Figures 11 and 12   |  However, National Trends in Fintech and the Concentration 
of Financial Services do not Necessarily Reflect Local Realities

In Chicago, communities with the highest fintech rates also have the highest financial services 
densities. Communities with the highest rates of high-speed internet have a density of banks and 
credit unions that is 11 times higher than their counterparts.

Similar patterns are visible in Atlanta, where communities with the lowest fintech rates have the 
lowest densities of banks and credit unions.

Source: Data from 2015 Esri Business Analyst Market Potential, 2014 FDIC, 2014 NCUA, 2015 InfoGroup, and 2010-2014 American Community 
Survey (ACS) estimates. Financial services represent number of locations per 1,000 population by zip codes. Low = lowest quartile in a zip 
code; High = highest quartile in a zip code.
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Figures 13 and 14   |  Local Communities also have Distinct Financial Services Landscapes, and Poor 
Communities and or Communities of Color Experience Disparities in Access

In Chicago low-poverty black communities have a density of bank or credit union branches that is 5 
times higher than high-poverty black communities.

Atlanta communities that are predominantly poor and black have a disproportionately higher density 
of alternative financial services (AFS), even while having higher concentrations of banks and credit 
unions.

Source: Data from 2015 Esri Business Analyst Market Potential, 2014 FDIC, 2014 NCUA, 2015 InfoGroup, and 2010-2014 American Community 
Survey (ACS) estimates. Financial services represent number of locations per 1,000 population by zip codes. Low = lowest quartile in a zip 
code; High = highest quartile in a zip code.
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POLICY SOLUTIONS CAN IMPROVE 
COMMUNITIES’ ACCESS TO 

FINANCIAL SERVICES AND HELP 
FINTECH REACH ITS POTENTIAL

The unequal fintech landscapes across U.S. 
communities must be redressed in order for fintech 
to expand access to financial services. Policy 
solutions can help make sure that fintech reaches its 
full potential—and that underserved communities 
are at the forefront of the ensuing benefits. In fact, 
underserved communities may need more resources 
or investments than their counterparts in order 
to offset historical disadvantages. A few of these 
solutions include expanding affordable and reliable 
internet, empowering communities to identify 
and develop their own solutions, and learning 
from fintech leaders that are successfully serving 
communities of color and lower-income white 
communities.

Expand Affordable, Reliable Internet 
Connectivity

Expanding and scaling up internet connectivity is 
necessary for fintech to achieve its full potential. 
As financial technologies become increasingly 
ubiquitous and everyday economic and finance 

functions depend on them, then internet access 
shifts from being a convenience to a right or 
necessity. That is, as banks and financial services 
scale up fintech as a primary channel for making 
financial transactions, then households and 
communities need access to this channel to fully 
and meaningfully participate in economic and 
financial life. Therefore, to the extent to which 
fintech can facilitate financial access, policies and 
programs need to ensure that households and the 
communities where they live have universal access 
to reliable and affordable internet. 

Internet service costs are prohibitive for many 
households, making it more difficult for fintech 
to flourish. Households without any internet 
connection cite cost as a main reason for foregoing 
internet and/or cell phone service.57 58 If banks 
shift their customers toward online and or mobile 
banking, and simultaneously require a minimum 
balance of $300 to $1,500 in a basic checking or 
savings account then, at minimum, households 
could expect to allocate hundreds of dollars to 
their banking needs in a given month—adding in 
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the costs of their internet and phone bill.59 60 61 This 
amount excludes any fees or additional services, 
such as ATM fees or costs charged by the bank to 
use their online or mobile banking platforms.

Public investments or subsidies can help ensure 
universal access to reliable and affordable internet. 
One example is the Federal Communication 
Commission (FCC) Universal Service Fund’s 
Lifeline program,i  which is a federal program that 
subsidizes the costs of phone or internet service 
for eligible families at $9.25 per month.ii The FCC 
adopted the Lifeline Modernization Order in 2016, 
adding broadband internet to the list of services that 
qualified for the subsidy. Unfortunately, the FCC 
has taken steps to dismantle the Lifeline program,iii 
and it will likely exclude many of the most popular 
Lifeline providers from participating.iv As a result 
of this decision, households that relied on internet 
or phone service through these providers will likely 
have to change providers in order to continue 
receiving the subsidy (if indeed households even 
have the option of switching to other Lifeline-
participating internet service providers in their 
area, which is not guaranteed). Without public 
investment or subsidies through programs such as 
Lifeline, it will be near impossible to achieve the 
universal internet access that is needed for fintech 
to reach its potential.

In addition to dismantling the Lifeline program, the 
FCC recently voted to repeal its strong net neutrality 
rules and give greater discretion and authority 
to internet service providers to discriminate 
based on content. The potential consequences of 
dismantling net neutrality include undermining 
affordable, reliable internet access in marginalized 
communities and dampening fintech’s expansion.62 

i For more information on the Lifeline program, visit here: https://www.fcc.gov/general/lifeline-program-low-
income-consumers
ii There are also state-funded Lifeline programs, such as programs in Vermont and California, which are 
available at the following websites: http://publicservice.vermont.gov/telecom/vusf and http://consumers.
cpuc.ca.gov/ults/
iii For a description of these changes and their potential impacts, please see Wired’s recent news report: https://www.
wired.com/story/ajit-pais-plan-will-take-broadband-away-from-poor-people/
iv For more information on the FCC’s order, visit here: https://transition.fcc.gov/Daily_Releases/Daily_Business/2017/db1201/
FCC-17-155A1.pdf

The repeal could also lead to higher fintech prices. 
With no rules, ISPs can start charging banks access 
tolls, which may have a disproportionate impact on 
smaller banks, and raise fintech prices overall. 

Empower Communities to Identify Their 
Own Solutions

Communities and their members are experts of 
their fintech and financial access experiences. The 
people living and working in communities every 
day often have local, historic knowledge that they 
can leverage for identifying the solutions that will 
work best for their communities. This means that 
community members are best positioned to assess 
whether, how, and for whom fintech can expand 
access.63 They know how inclement weather and 
natural disasters down power lines and force 
bank and credit union branches to close their 
doors—as exemplified by Hurricane Harvey that 
disproportionately affected communities of color 
in Houston.64 65 Community members know how 
internet costs and services may vary depending 
on where they live, the languages spoken by 
residents in need of translation for mobile banking 
services, and whether financial services are located 
along common transportation routes. They have 
historic knowledge about their communities’ 
experiences with financial services, such as whether 
communities have been exploited by financial 
services or knowing which financial services are 
trustworthy. 

One option for empowering communities is to 
support community-owned fiber networks.66 
Community-owned fiber networks can offer fiber-
to-the-home (FTTH) service and can be owned by 
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cities, towns, municipalities, and cooperatives.67 
Community-owned FTTH networks often offer the 
lowest cost entry-level broadband internet service 
in their communities. These networks also tend to 
maintain fairly consistent costs compared to private 
providers, which often significantly raise their 
prices after offering a low initial price. 

Underserved communities may also need resources 
to enact the solutions for expanding financial 
access that they have already identified, as opposed 
to being given solutions that may not fit their 
needs. This is more of an approach to community 
empowerment than a solution to expanding 
financial access. Indeed, an empowering approach 
may include allowing communities to identify 
and define their financial access goals, providing 
communities with information about options for 
achieving those goals and any tradeoffs, giving 
communities space to move forward in the ways that 
they choose, and sharing any resources they need 
to be successful. One example comes from Offices 
of Financial Empowerment, which have emerged 
in cities around the country including Boston, 
Denver, New York, and San Francisco. In Richmond, 
Va., the city government established the Office of 
Community Wealth Buildingv to redress poverty by 
removing structural barriers. One of the first offices 
of its kind, Richmond’s Office of Community Wealth 
Building conducted community listening sessions 
and engaged local partners in order to develop their 
plan to address poverty—in a way that was unique 
to Richmond and consistent with its communities’ 
needs.

Learn from Fintech Leaders That Are 
Reaching Underserved Communities

Nonprofit and community organizations are 
successfully leveraging fintech to serve lower-

v For more information on Richmond’s Office of Community Wealth Building, please visit their website: http://www.
richmondgov.com/CommunityWealthBuilding/
vi Please visit EARN’s SaverLife website to learn more about the online platform: https://www.saverlife.org/
vii Please visit the National Federation of Community Development Credit Union’s website to learn more about Pathways: 
http://www.cdcu.coop/initiatives/pathways-to-financial-empowerment/

income households and communities, and there 
are opportunities to learn from these efforts. 
For example, EARN’s SaverLifevi platform is 
expanding nationwide after a successful launch 
in San Francisco. SaverLife has many important, 
research-driven features that help lower-income 
households save (often lower-income households 
of color), and its entirely-online platform was 
designed specifically for households earning about 
$25,000 per year. As opposed to building an online 
platform for the average household, SaverLife was 
intentionally designed for lower-income households 
that have the greatest need for financial access. 

The National Federation of Community 
Development Credit Unions, in collaboration with 
Neighborhood Trust Financial Partners, developed a 
platform called Pathways.vii Pathways is rolling out 
among credit unions in the National Federation of 
Community Development Credit Unions’ network, 
which serve primarily lower-income households and 
communities. Through its cloud-based platform, 
Pathways offers its customers text-based reminders, 
financial counseling and coaching, and other 
financial transactions.

Indeed, nonprofit and community organizations 
can be important fintech leaders given that they 
are uniquely positioned to reach underserved 
communities.68 Nonprofit and community 
organizations often know well the people and 
the communities that they serve. Moreover, these 
organizations may be trusted members of the 
community when other financial services like 
banks, credit unions, or alternative financial 
services are not.  
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This report provides evidence of unequal fintech 
landscapes in U.S. communities, and demonstrates 
that some communities —particularly the most 
marginalized—are at risk of being left behind 
by digital and technological advancements. The 

findings in this report help to explain whether and 
how fintech can expand access to financial services, 
under what conditions, and the communities that 
may benefit the most.

CONCLUSION

TECHNICAL APPENDIX

Data Sources

This report used several sources of data to explore 
the market potential or permeation of financial 
technologies within communities, including 
the 2015 Esri Business Analyst and U.S. Census 
Bureau’s American Community Survey (ACS). 

Census tracts and zip codes served as proxies for 
communities. Census tracts were used to measure 
financial services density and distances, while zip 
codes were used to measure fintech. Zip codes are 
a limited proxy for communities given that they 
are units defined by the U.S. Postal Service and 
the use of geographic space (i.e., activity space) 
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is larger than smaller geographic units such as 
census blocks. However, given these limitations, 
the use of zip codes to descriptively measure fintech 
likely understate the extent of inequalities between 
communities. 

Measures

Fintech

Data by zip code on market potential for high-speed 
internet access, smartphone ownership, and online 
and mobile banking were collected from 2015 Esri 
Business Analyst Geographic Information System 
(GIS). Zip codes’ market potential was defined as 
the expected number of adults who had high-speed 
internet access in their homes, owned smartphones, 
or used online and mobile banking any time within 
the preceding 12 months, divided by the total 
number of adults. In other words, these measures 
represent percentages among zip codes’ entire adult 
population as opposed to smaller, defined segments 
of the population (e.g., mobile banking use among 
adults that have both smartphones and bank 
accounts). 

Financial Services Distances and Densities

Financial services data were collected through 
several sources. The Federal Deposit Insurance 
Corporation (FDIC) and National Credit Union 
Association (NCUA) provided data for bank and 
credit union branch locations, including their street 
addresses and zip codes. Bank branch locations 
were collected through the FDIC’s summary of 
deposits, which provided quarterly information on 
all bank and bank branch locations. Credit union 
branch locations were collected through the NCUA 
call reports, which provided quarterly information 
on all credit union and credit union branch 
locations. Bank and credit union branch location 
data were retrieved from the first quarter in 2014. 

Data by zip code on alternative financial service 
locations and market potential were collected from 
2015 Esri Business Analyst Geographic Information 

System (GIS). Twelve codes from the North 
American Industry Classification Systems (NAICS) 
were used to identify alternative financial services 
and included auto title loan, payday loan, check 
cashing, tax refund, pawn shop, and rent-to-own 
services. 

Distance measures were calculated within census 
tracts. To begin, financial services were geolocated 
within census tracts and census tract centroids were 
used to calculate distances in miles to the nearest 
financial services. 

Density measures were calculated within zip 
codes by aggregating the locations of bank and 
credit union branches and alternative financial 
services and calculating their total numbers of 
locations per 1,000 population. Zip codes with 
no matching density measure were considered to 
not have any post offices, bank and credit union 
branches, or alternative financial services within 
their communities. Densities were capped at the 99th 
percentile. 

Community Demographics

Community demographic data were collected from 
the U.S. Census Bureau American Community 
Survey’s (ACS) 2010 to 2014 five-year estimates. 
These data provided aggregate population estimates 
by zip codes and census tracts. These variables 
measured the percent of the population within a zip 
code or census tract that was living in poverty and 
represented different racial groups. These variables 
also indicated whether the zip code or census tract 
was in an urban area or cluster or a rural area. 
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