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Contacts by Year

Year Cities Contacts made

2006 33 342,554 

2007 54 1,001,042 

2008 62 2,016,165 
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“Please, simplify tax filing.

We do not understand the

forms, questions and

procedures. There are a lot

of bright people here and

none of us can figure it

out.”
—Focus Group Participant

“We never have the

opportunity to know

stuff like this. Thank

you.”
—Focus Group Participant
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Statistics from 62 Cities
Outreach to People Free Tax 

Disability Number of with Disabilities (PWD) Preparation to PWD

Initiative City Disability Partners and/or Families and/or Families

Albany, NY 20 1,900 60
Anchorage, AL 8 1,030 1,359
Appleton, WI 1 1,238 1,426
Atlanta, GA 16 4,259 766
Baltimore, MD 1 0 2,119
Birmingham, AL 9 10,320 503
Boise, ID 8 1,154 172
Boston, MA 6 198 1,901
Charlotte, NC 10 850 292
Chicago, IL 30 333 5,894
Cincinnati, OH 17 6,725 742
Columbus, OH 7 0 192
Dallas, TX 24 411,174 694
Denver, CO 8 8,400 4,500
Des Moines, IA 9 175,000 200
Detroit, MI 5 2,955 3,495
El Paso, TX 6 0 0
Flint, MI 7 200 447
Hartford, CT 7 81,000 614
Honolulu, HI 8 1,880 333
Houston, TX 8 420,260 1,372
Indianapolis, IN 15 26,440 2,079
Jacksonville, FL 3 6,000 503
Las Vegas, NV 10 2,000 616
Little Rock, AR 15 1,150 1,235
Los Angeles, CA 15 276,742 1,736
Louisville, KY 4 - 1,463
Madison, WI 12 47,653 1,089
Manchester, NH 5 32,000 292
Memphis, TN 13 3,028 171
Miami, FL 16 7,800 1,397
Milwaukee, WI 6 82,095 2,252
Minneapolis/St. Paul, MN 6 5 8,049
New Orleans, LA 18 46,323 986
New York, NY 18 65,836 5,560
Newark, NJ 2 200 149
Oakland, CA 6 17,675 3,759
Oklahoma City, OK 6 21,327 135
Omaha, NE 1 0 37
Orlando, FL 9 18,325 169
Phoenix, AZ 3 10,500 110
Pittsburgh, PA 8 1,250 142
Providence, RI 32 93,352 1,186
Richmond, VA 5 38,371 7,521
Rochester, NY 6 6,325 1,880
Sacramento, CA 8 2,780 344
Salt Lake City, UT 6 1,000 51
San Antonio, TX 12 715 9,982
San Diego, CA 10 38,836 348
San Jose, CA 5 8,640 680
Seattle, WA 6 0 250
Springfield, MA 4 900 530
St. Louis, MO 5 568 763
Syracuse, NY 3 450 61
Tampa, FL 4 11,500 365
Traverse City, MI 8 200 238
Tulsa, OK 2 4,158 1,038
Washington, DC 6 3,312 347
West Palm, FL 10 7,900 1,698
Wichita, KS 10 83 1,232
Wilmington, DE 4 1,750 2,500
Winston-Salem, NC 3 100 629

Totals 555 2,016,165 90,653 
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Partners by Year

Year Partners

2006 200

2007 355 

2008 555 

STRATEGY 2:  

Develop, expand and strengthen the capacity

of disability workgroups within coalitions

and specify roles and responsibilities.

� 177% increase in the number of community

partners involved in the Tour since 2006: 

New partnerships are creating new models

among national and local disability and

non-disability organizations to disseminate

Tour information through Goodwill

Industries, Easter Seals, State Vocational

Rehabilitation Offices, Independent Living

Centers, United Way, City Government,

Mayors’ Offices, Governors’ Councils on

Developmental Disabilities, City Housing

Departments, City Offices of Community

Economic Development, Veteran

Organizations and Community

Development Credit Unions.

� 1,800 Participants Involved in Four-Part

Audio Conference Series:  The REI Tour

Series was hosted by IRS with NDI

facilitating the calls. The Series provided

education about the field of asset building for

people with disabilities; issues of access and

accommodation and disability etiquette;

social security income and work incentives;

tax provisions and credits for people on and

off public benefits; and a best practice session

highlighting six cities and their unique

models for serving people with disabilities. 

� Created peer learning network of grantee

cities: Conducted monthly one-hour calls

from January – May 2008. Ninety-five

percent of grantee cities participated in every

call. Cities shared their successes and

challenges and provided resources to one

another to assist in their outreach to

individuals with disabilities.

� Organized and presented Webinar to One-

Stop Career Centers: Accessed in 30+ states

with over 240 participants, sponsored by the

Department of Labor, Employment and
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Training Administration, the webinar

highlighted best practices for providing free

tax preparation at local One-Stop Career

Centers. Jacksonville, FL, Detroit, MI, and

Milwaukee, WI were the One-Stop Career

Centers that presented on their models and

strategies. www.doleta.gov/disability/

eta_default.cfm. 

� Conducted 20 Technical Assistance “Tour”

stops: These stops helped celebrate Mayors’

Disability Proclamations declaring

commitment to disability asset building

work; build disability workgroups; provide

benefits training and outreach; and recognize

Tour supporters such as Bank of America,

AT&T, Darden Restaurants Foundation and

National Institute on Disability and

Rehabilitation Research. City Proclamation

templates supporting the Tour and asset

building work were provided by NDI and

were read by Mayors in: Jacksonville, FL;

Oakland, CA; Manchester, NH; San Antonio,

TX; Houston, TX; Dallas, TX; Wichita, KS;

Boston, MA; and Baltimore, MD. 

STRATEGY 3:

Increase the visibility of the importance of

the Tour (asset building and tax filing)

through planned special events and activities

through grassroots partners at the local, state

and national level.

� 13 REI Tour cities were selected and

sponsored to send representatives to the

second Mayor’s Leadership Academy on Asset

Development in Baltimore, Maryland: The

Academy provides a day and a half to expand

their free tax coalition peer-to-peer learning

network for persons with disabilities. A

national panel of disability organizations

provided the group with valuable

information about their programs that are

available and free in most communities (the

services included programs from Social

Security Work Incentives, Department of

Treasury – Financial Literacy, Easter Seals,

and Goodwill Industries International).

Seventy individuals attended this event and

received information about leveraging

existing resources to expand work for

individuals with disabilities through state and

national funding opportunities.

� Mobile “roving tax” clinics successful in

reaching taxpayers with disabilities in urban

and rural settings:

� Use of mobile clinics increased services to

designated disability organizations to provide

free tax filing assistance. Success with strategy

was reported in ten cities, six more than last

year. 

� Created Blogging Contest on REI Tour

Website www.reitour.org: This featured four

months of conversation with youth and

adults with disabilities about what the

American Dream means to them. Awards

made at National Press Club, Fall 2008.
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� Created Economic Stimulus Package special

section on REI Tour Website: Held two

national calls with over 250

organizations/individuals participating.

� Started Creating Veteran Outreach Section

for 2009 tax filing season: This is in addition

to a toolkit for coalitions working with

veterans with disabilities. NDI and IRS SPEC

are hosting an informal veterans workgroup

that meets twice monthly through a national

conference call to build strategies and

knowledge for building outreach to the

veterans community with disabilities. 

Innovative Approaches to Disability Outreach and Community Partnerships

� Accounting Aid Society in Detroit had a

fluent ASL volunteer interpreter at their

largest tax site.

� Hartford, CT Commission on Deaf &

Hearing Impaired worked closely with

organizers to provide interpreters for two

events.

� In Milwaukee an employee with a disability

from IndependenceFirst provided disability

training at one of the VITA pre-season

trainings.

� Over 20 college students prepared returns at

the Emmett McLaughlin Training Center in

Phoenix while earning college credits. Two of

them provided services in Navajo and

Chinese.

� The Denver Real Economic Impact Tour

Coalition, in its efforts to reach out to groups

around the state and believing it was

imperative that the name reflected its goal,

has changed its name to Colorado Disability

Economic Initiative. 

� Over half of the cities participated in or

sponsored special outreach events to insure

that all who are eligible for the Economic

Stimulus Payments file for them.

� In Chicago the Center for Economic Progress

and its marketing staff provided copy for a

90-second voicemail message that was

broadcast by Inspiration Corporation to 55

Illinois nonprofits who serve people with

disabilities.

� In its inaugural year the VITA site at the Des

Moines Workforce Development offices

successfully served over 260 clients.

� Oakland/San Francisco distributed over

300,000 flyers in six languages with local tax

assistance site information for seven county

coalitions.
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Real Economic Impact Tour Mission

The Real Economic Impact Tour is devoted to building a better
economic future for millions of low-income individuals with
disabilities and their families nationwide. Dedicated to the
development of a roadmap out of poverty, the REI Tour captures
the power of collaboration and innovation. Its mission is to change
expectations of communities to benefit from full participation of
people with disabilities in the economic mainstream.

Real Economic Impact Tour Objectives

1) Increase awareness, understanding and use of beneficial tax
provisions and the availability of free tax preparation through
local and national media outreach and education strategies.

2) Develop, expand and strengthen the capacity of disability
workgroups within free tax preparation coalitions at a
community level to serve more individuals with disabilities and
their families.

3) Expand savings and asset development opportunities including
financial education through planned special events, training
and outreach activities.  
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The Real Economic Impact Tour (REI Tour) Public – Private Partnerships

Lead Partners
Internal Revenue Service, Stakeholder Partnerships, Education and Communication (IRS SPEC)

National Disability Institute

Sponsors
AT&T

Bank of America

Darden Restaurants Foundation

National Institute on Disability and Rehabilitation Research 

Partners
AARP – Tax Aide

The Arc of the United States

Burton Blatt Institute, Syracuse University

Easter Seals

Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation 

Goodwill Industries International

National Council on Independent Living

National Federation of Community Development Credit Unions

Shared Horizons Pooled Trust, Washington, DC

Social Security Administration, Office of Employment Support Programs 

Taxpayer Advocate Service, IRS

World Institute on Disability

U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office on Disability

U.S. Department of Labor, Employment and Training Administration 

U.S. Department of Labor, Office of Disability Employment Policy

New Partners 2008
American Council of the Blind

American Legion

DeafTax.com

Department of Labor Veterans Employment and Training Service (VETS)

National Association of Councils on Developmental Disabilities 

National Disability Rights Network (Protection and Advocacy)

National Industries for the Blind 

Paralyzed Veterans of America

Small Business Self Employed Division, IRS

United Spinal Association (VetsFirst)

Veterans of Foreign Wars of the United States
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2008 REI Tour Grant Cities

Wildwood Programs, Inc., Albany, NY

The Center for Financial Independence & Innovation, Inc. and 
Goodwill of North Georgia, Atlanta, GA

Mayor’s Commission on Disabilities and the CASH Campaign, Baltimore, MD

Boston Earned Income Tax Credit Coalition, Boston, MA 

Family Financial Literacy Coalition/Community Link, Charlotte, NC

Chicago EITC Coalition, Center for Economic Progress, Chicago, IL

Regional EITC Collaborative, United Way of Greater Cincinnati, Cincinnati, OH

United Way of Central Ohio and the Franklin County EITC Coalition, Columbus, OH

Community Council of Greater Dallas, Dallas, TX

The Colorado Disability Economic Initiative Coalition, Denver, CO

ISED Ventures, Des Moines, IA

Accounting Aid Society and Wayne County Asset Building Coalition, Detroit, MI

Co-opportunity/ Hartford Assets Building Collaborative, Hartford, CT

City of Houston, Houston, TX

Real$ense Prosperity Campaign, Jacksonville, FL

Goodwill of Southern Nevada, Inc., Las Vegas, NV

Broad Spectrum Community Development Corp., Los Angeles, CA

Southern New Hampshire University 
Center for Community Economic Development & Disability, Manchester, NH

Milwaukee Asset Building Coalition, Milwaukee, WI

AccountAbility Minnesota, Minneapolis/St Paul, MN

FoodChange and Children’s Defense Fund, New York City, NY

United Way of the Bay Area, Earn It! Keep It! Save It!, Oakland/San Francisco, CA

Goodwill of Central Florida, Orlando, FL

City of Phoenix, Phoenix, AZ

City of San Antonio, San Antonio, TX

San Diego Committee on Employment of People with Disabilities, San Diego, CA

Community Action Project, Tulsa, OK

United Way of Palm Beach County, West Palm Beach, FL

Wichita EITC Coalition, Wichita, KS

EITC Delaware, Wilmington, DE

The full list of REI Tour cities at the end of this report includes new cities for 2009. 

REI Tour funded 31 of 62 cities for the 2008 filing season.
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Most Significant Accomplishments for 62 REI Tour cities in 2008 

� Increased free tax returns prepared by 150% from 2007 and

assisted 90,653 persons with disabilities in 2008.

� Increased refunds to taxpayers with disabilities from 2007 to

2008, from $32.6 million to $81.5 million.

� Created over 2,016,165 outreach contacts in asset building

education and media information in 2008. 

� Increased the number of local partners by 56% from 355 in

2007 to 555 in 2008.

� Provided technical assistance to 1,800 service providers through

a four-part audio conference series.

� Expanded the www.reitour.org resource library website to include

information for receiving Economic Stimulus Payments and began

posting outreach information for veterans with disabilities.

� Seventy percent of the 90,653 returns were prepared by REI

Tour cities that received a stipend.

� Increased Congressional awareness and activity in support of tax

advantaged savings for individuals and families with disabilities

(four bills currently in Congress).

� Led disability Economic Stimulus Program efforts nationally and

hosted two national calls with over 190 organizations. 

� Convened national veteran workgroup that is building strategies

to better serve veterans with disabilities in the 2009 filing

season.





Introduction and Background

Community Development Credit Unions – also

known as “CDCUs” – are regulated, nonprofit

depository institutions that offer an economic

lifeline to people and communities that have

been abandoned by commercial banks and

targeted by high-priced check cashers and

predatory lenders. The CDCU movement began

in the 1930s and grew rapidly during the civil

rights era, fueled by a commitment to serve

people who were overlooked by traditional

financial institutions. Today, a growing network

of CDCUs continues to help communities of

modest means to protect and build their assets

by offering a safe place to save and an affordable

Summary
Community development credit unions serve the financial needs of poor people

who are traditionally overlooked by mainstream institutions. Many people with

disabilities also live in poverty and need some specialized services and support.

The Federation of Community Development Credit Unions began to pursue an

outreach project to identify how its members were serving people with disabilities

and ways to improve services and products to this constituency. Programs

include focused financial education for adults and youths, education for credit

unions on the specific barriers faced by people with disabilities, dedicated

Americorps*VISTA volunteers, support for community involvement, assistive

technology loans, and tailored financial packages. Survey research shows that the

involvement of the Federation has led to increased awareness and the institution

of new policies among its member credit unions. The partnerships between the

Federation and disability organizations such as the World Institute on Disability

and the National Disability Institute will continue to enrich the array of financial

services and resources available to people with disabilities.

place to borrow. CDCUs are special financial

institutions that also provide a variety of

essential services, including financial education,

consumer credit counseling, small business

support, and free tax preparation.

The National Federation of Community

Development Credit Unions (the Federation)

was founded in 1974 to represent CDCUs

across the United States. The Federation’s

membership includes more than 230 CDCUs in

45 states and the District of Columbia plus an

additional 45 Community Development

Partners, some of the world’s largest and most

successful credit unions that are not primarily

focused on community development but

Community Development Credit Unions Respond to the Needs
of the Disability Community

by Valerie Harrison, Terry Ratigan, Daniel Apfel
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In 2003, the Federation joined together with the

National Disability Institute (NDI), the

University of Iowa and other partners to form

the Asset Accumulation Tax Policy Project

(AATPP). The Federation’s objectives within

this project were to: 

• identify how CDCUs already were reaching

people with disabilities, consistent with their

mission of serving the underserved; and

• develop models and strategies to increase access

to credit union financial services among people

with disabilities.

The Federation established the Disabilities

Outreach Project to harness resources and

coordinate a wide range of activities in pursuit

of these two objectives. The Federation began

with a survey of CDCUs to find out how they

were already working with the disability

community. As the project matured, the

Federation identified and publicized successful

CDCU initiatives and developed a series of

special training programs to help improve

outreach and services for people with

disabilities. Information about these programs,

along with information about the results of the

surveys is provided below. 

strongly support the goals

and objectives of the

CDCU movement. The

average CDCU serves an

ethnically and

geographically diverse,

low- to moderate-income,

majority female

membership. Overall,

CDCU members are 69%

minority, 74% low- or

moderate-income, 28% rural and 61% female.

As cooperatives, CDCUs are owned and

managed by their members. This is reflected in

their governance; 59% of CDCU board

members identify themselves as belonging to a

minority group. (CDFI Data Project, 2005)

People with disabilities fit well within the

community of people traditionally served by

CDCUs: economically disadvantaged with low or

negative net worth and little capacity to withstand

financial shocks. An estimated 56 million people

in the United States live with a disability; 33% of

these live in very low-

income households with

an annual income below

$15,000. Nationally,

about 2.3 million people

who receive SSI

payments have no

banking relationship,

nor do about 2.2 million

Social Security recipients

(though not all of these

people have disabilities, a large proportion do).

(Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2004) When

the government began its push to deliver

monthly payments by direct deposit in the mid-

1990s, nearly half of disabled recipients were not

participating. (Bondar, 1998) Today, 40% of SSI

recipients still do not use direct deposit, nor do

15% of Social Security recipients. (SSA, 2008a

and 2008b) A 1998 study showed that people

with disabilities are three to four times as likely

to live in poverty as non-disabled people.

(Batavia & Beaulaurier, 2001)

People with disabilities fit well

within the community of people

traditionally served by CDCUs:

economically disadvantaged with

low or negative net worth and little

capacity to withstand financial

shocks.

CDCU Disabilities Outreach Project
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In addition to the NDI Asset Accumulation and

Tax Policy Project, the Federation’s Disability

Outreach Project encompasses a variety of

ongoing programs.

Each One, Teach Many (AATPP)

As foreclosures soar and the

economic threats from

predatory lenders multiply,

the consequences of financial

illiteracy become ever more

apparent. Across the

American landscape, from

very wealthy to very poor,

financial literacy is

measurably declining while

the economy demands ever

higher levels financial

sophistication. Most Americans have enough

assets to cover their economic risks, including

losses due to mismanagement of their personal

finances. People with low incomes and

disabilities have few reserves to protect against

financial ruin.

One of the most important services offered by

CDCUs is personal financial counseling and

consumer education to help their members to

make better financial decisions and take control

of their economic lives. Expanding this effort to

specifically focus on people with disabilities has

been an essential part of the Federation’s goals.

The Federation’s financial education program,

Each One, Teach Many, has capitalized on CDCU

connections with their communities and

volunteer energy to bring financial education to

thousands of adults across the country including

more than 1,800 adults with disabilities. Of those

1,800, 682 who previously did not have savings

accounts opened such accounts.

In 2006 Each One, Teach Many introduced a

revised curriculum that included a specific

module for people with

disabilities. The disability

module, created through

collaboration between the

World Institute on Disability

(WID) and the Federation,

includes a facilitators’ guide

and content of particular

interest to people with

disabilities. The curriculum

was developed to serve the

needs of many credit unions

that have not previously

focused on working with people with

disabilities. Since the introduction of this

module, Each One, Teach Many financial

education classes have been delivered to more

than 2,040 people with disabilities including

812 who previously did not have bank accounts.

Building Bridges (AATPP)

To help credit unions understand the physical,

financial, social and political environment of

people with disabilities, the Federation conducted

a series of workshops with the World Institute on

Disability (WID) and National Disability

Institute (NDI). Entitled “Building Bridges and

Breaking Barriers,” the workshops were

conducted for 67 credit unions and other

participants including the New York Mayor’s

Commissioner for Disability Outreach and

Programs 

The Federation’s financial

education program, Each

One, Teach Many . . . has

brought financial education

to thousands of adults

across the country including

over 2,000 adults with

disabilities so far.



presentations for Communities United

Credit Union’s products and services and

helped develop the credit union’s first annual

REACH Awards Banquet in 2005 to

recognize people with disabilities who

succeed in a variety of occupations. Ms.

Billingsley has also been honored with a

REACH award.

• In Chicago, Illinois, VISTA member Kina

Brewer conducted a needs assessment for

members of the Access Living Center for

Independent Living and collected

information on asset building activities at

two CDCUs in Chicago, North Side FCU

and South Side FCU, to expand access to

asset-building projects for people with

disabilities in the area.

representatives from United Cerebral Palsy, IRS

Office of Financial Institution Partnerships, and

the New York State Banking Department. 

Americorps*VISTA (AATPP)

With support from the Corporation for

National Service, the Federation’s

AmeriCorps*VISTA program provided

volunteers to support the Federation’s disability

initiative and help to bring a chronically

underserved population into the financial

mainstream. In 2005 and 2006 the Federation

placed VISTA members who were specifically

dedicated to disability outreach in Centers for

Independent Living in eight sites in Kansas,

Michigan, and Illinois. For example:

• in Wichita, Kansas VISTA member Cheryl

Billingsley coordinated marketing
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The REACH Awards were started in 2005 by the

Communities United Credit Union to recognize

local people with disabilities who have faced

and overcome amazing adversity. In 2006 the

credit union hosted its Second Annual REACH

Awards Banquet in Wichita, Kansas to recognize

four members who reached their personal goals

while living with disabilities. According to

Angie Franklin, CEO of Communities United

CU and creator of the REACH Awards, the

event was “an opportunity to honor people who

have focused on their abilities, not their

disabilities.” 

Case Study: Women’s Southwest Federal Credit Union (AATPP)

In 2006 Women’s Southwest FCU joined the Federation’s Disability Outreach

Project as a pilot site. During its first year in the project, the credit union hosted a

“Breaking Barriers and Building Bridges” workshop with World Institute on

Disability (WID) and established a partnership with the Chamber of Commerce

for Individuals with Disabilities (CCID), located in Dallas, Texas. CCID’s mission is

to become a primary economic advocate for disabled and disadvantaged

individuals by creating an online business community using generally acceptable

business principles to improve the economic status of members. The CCID’s

programs include:

• providing low-cost computers to individuals with disabilities

• creating computer labs to provide computer-literacy 

• developing e-commerce web sites to benefit members who volunteer 

• developing an online virtual self-employment course 

The partnership with CCID and training from WID has enabled Women’s

Southwest FCU to make loans to people living with disabilities that other financial

institutions would not. For example, one of the credit union’s members with a

disability and a minimum wage income qualified for an auto loan based largely on

a long-standing relationship with the credit union. The auto loan has increased the

mobility of the member and improved future employment prospects.

Communities United Credit Union REACH Awards (AATPP)

The REACH Awards were

started in 2005 by the

Communities United Credit

Union to recognize local

people with disabilities who

have faced and overcome

amazing adversity.
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Disability Outreach Offering Resources
through Service (DOORS)

The DOORS project is designed to address two

urgent needs: economic challenges faced by

adults with disabilities, especially veterans; and

economic challenges faced by individuals and

families in low-income communities. 

Over three years, the Federation, along with

lead partner Points of Light Foundation &

Hands On Network and the other program

partners, will work with 20 communities to

engage adults with disabilities

in service opportunities that

will build the economic

empowerment of individuals,

families and communities. The

program will also develop

resources and materials to

assist other Volunteer Centers,

disability organizations and

economic empowerment

programs to engage disabled

adults, including veterans. The

Federation’s role is to provide

assistance with asset-building expertise as well

as linking CDCUs in the site communities to

their local disability communities.

While this program is still in its infancy,

CDCUs around the country have successfully

linked with disability organizations and volunteer

centers. Disability organizations and people with

disabilities are accessing financial resources that

they did not have before, and CDCUs are

working to provide more accessible services.

Some people with disabilities have volunteered at

CDCUs—improving their own financial

knowledge, building skills, and helping their

community. The Federation is taking a leadership

role and working hard to make it a success for

everyone involved.

Cooperative Federal 
Credit Union’s Life Skills 

Until recently, contacts and collaboration were

rare between asset-building programs and

advocates for the disability

community. Federation

partners such as the World

Institute on Disability (WID)

and the National Disability

Institute (NDI) have been

leaders in bridging this gap by

identifying the common

development goals of both

groups. The Federation’s

modification of the Each One,

Teach Many financial education

curriculum, with support from

Mizuho Corporate Bank, Ltd.,

was one such effort to make asset-building efforts

more inclusive.1 While some progress has been

made with the current generation of adults, little

has been done to prepare the next generation of

people with disabilities for a more financially

stable life.

In 2007 a leading Federation CDCU,

Cooperative Federal Credit Union, published

Life Skills: Planning for Your Financial Future.

New Programs – Looking Forward

Disability organizations

and people with

disabilities are accessing

financial resources that

they did not have before,

and CDCUs are working

to provide more

accessible services.

1 Mizuho funded the development of “Building Bridges and Breaking Barriers,” the disability component of the Each One, Teach Many

financial literacy workbook.



The purpose of this curriculum is to

• target teens and young adults with special

needs;

• accommodate multiple learning styles; and

• provide comprehensive and practical financial

information customized to the needs of the

individual students.

The Federation is working with Cooperative

Federal CU to adapt and disseminate their Life

Skills materials through the Federation’s

Education and Training and Disability

Outreach events, using the Each One, Teach

Many approach to multiply impact by training

trainers across the country.

Expanded PRIDE™: Assistive
Technologies for People with Disabilities

The financial disadvantages faced by many

people with disabilities often are compounded

by exorbitant or predatory financing costs to

purchase motorized wheelchairs,

communications devices, or other assistive

technologies that are essential for economic and

social independence. In 2006 the Federation’s

Community Development Investment program

developed a special product to help credit

unions offer affordable financing for assistive

technologies. Beginning in 2007, credit unions

that offer special loans to people with

disabilities to obtain these essential technologies

will be able to use PRIDE™ deposits (Predatory

Relief and Intervention Deposits) from the

Federation to share the risks of these loans. 

B.E.S.T (AATPP)

Building Economic Success Together (B.E.S.T)

accounts are a new goal of the AATPP project.

The plan is to design a package of financial

services and products to be responsive to the

unique needs of customers with disabilities.

These products will make it easier to save funds

in association with benefit plans or to manage

an individual budget under a Medicaid waiver.

The program will bundle products and services

currently offered by credit unions and other

financial intuitions in an easy-to-use package

for people with disabilities. The outreach and

marketing will include new methods to educate

and build trust with this targeted population.

The Federation plans to encourage its members

to participate in and support this new and

important program by offering these packages

of accounts when they become available.
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Before embarking on a program to improve the

disability services of member credit unions, the

Federation researched how these needs were

currently being met by credit unions. In 2004

and 2006 the Federation conducted two surveys

of its credit unions to understand their

interactions with people with disabilities, as

well as the specific products and services being

offered to those members.

The results of both surveys

showed that few CDCUs

specifically track

information on members

with disabilities, but a large

portion of these credit

unions also reported that

some of their members were

regularly receiving at least

one type of disability

benefit. The survey also

showed that 58% of these CDCUs had a

relationship with one or more institutions

serving the aged or people with disabilities, and

that 70% of surveyed CDCUs indicated that

they had at least one product or service

specifically tailored to people with disabilities.

In 2006, the Federation conducted a follow-

up survey to the project to identify what

marketing and outreach strategies for serving

the disability community had been successful.

The survey also asked about specific products

and services that were most valued by people

with disabilities. 

In the second survey, the median CDCU

indicated that 5% of its members were living

with disabilities (3% in the first survey), while

the average CDCU had 11% (8% in the first

survey). Sixteen percent of the CDCU

respondents’ aggregate membership had

disabilities. Six CDCUs indicated that over 25%

of their membership was comprised of people

with disabilities. As in the first survey, over fifty

percent of respondents to the

second survey indicated that

they had a relationship with

facilities for the aged or

disabled.

The 2006 survey included

an additional set of questions

on the effect of the

Federation’s involvement in

the Disabilities Project on

CDCUs’ awareness of issues

related to people with

disabilities. Thirty-seven percent of respondents

indicated that they had become more aware of

disabilities issues since the Federation’s

involvement in the Project, while 18% of

respondents indicated that they had made

policy and operational changes to address

disabilities issues due to the Federation’s

involvement. In terms of direct results between

the first and second inquiry, there was a 10%

increase, to eighty percent, of credit unions

offering products and services specifically

tailored to people with disabilities, which

indicates that Federation outreach was

successful in educating the credit unions.

Research & Analysis

. . . since the Federation’s

involvement in the Project,

18% of respondents

indicated that they had

made policy and operational

changes to address

disabilities issues . . .



A Progress Report for Individuals with Disabilities and Their Families in America 107

Works Cited

Batavia, A. I., & Beaulaurier, R. L. (2001). The
Financial Vulnerability of People with Disabilities:
Assessing Poverty Risks. Journal of Sociology and
Social Welfare, XXVIII (1), 139-143.

Bondar, J. (1998). Social Security Beneficiaries
Enrolled in the Direct Deposit Program, December
1996. Social Security Bulletin, 61 (1), 52-61.

CDFI Data Project. (2005). Community Development
Financial Institutions: Providing Capital, Building
Communities, Creating Impact – FY 2005 Data Fifth
Edition. Arlington, VA: CDFI Coalition.

Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis. (2004).

Understanding the Dependence on Paper Checks: A
Study of Federal Benefit Check Recipients and the
Barriers to Boosting Direct Deposit. Washington,
D.C.: U.S.Treasury Financial Management Service.

SSA. (2008a, September). Direct Deposit and Check
Statistics. Retrieved September 24, 2008, from Social
Security Online: http://www.socialsecurity.gov/
deposit/GIS/data/Reports/T16StateSum.htm

SSA. (2008b, September). Direct Deposit and Check
Statistics. Retrieved September 24, 2008, from Social
Security Online: http://www.socialsecurity.gov/
deposit/GIS/data/Reports/T2StateSum.htm

Conclusion

In the last 3 years, the Federation and its members have taken a number of

significant steps toward improving outreach and services for the disability

community. Every effort has been made to incorporate disability issues in all

Federation programs. For example, the Federation’s 2007 Financial Literacy Day:

Best Practices Forum included a workshop on financial literacy for “people with

disabilities and the elderly.”

Going forward, the Federation looks to build on these partnerships with NDI

and WID, as well as with other disability organizations. While for years the

disability community has had limited access to financial institutions and asset-

building products and services, we believe that through the efforts of the

Federation and our CDCUs, along with our partner organizations, this

population will become ever more able to access the resources they need, and

have the skills to do so.





Poverty and People with Disabilities

People with disabilities experience some of the

highest levels of poverty in the world. Recent

World Bank estimates show that people with

disabilities may account for as many as one in

five of the world’s poorest. (Elwan, 1999) In the

United States, according to the 1995 Current

Population Survey, 39.7% of working-age

persons with disabilities live in poverty.

Furthermore, one-third (34%) of adults with

disabilities live in households with a total

income of $15,000 or less. (McNeil, 2000)

Disability can result in more limited access to

Summary
Despite the symbiotic relationship between poverty and disability, the need for

asset-building opportunities specifically for people with disabilities remained

neglected until the end of the 1990s. The World Institute on Disability started an

Access to Assets program and then developed the online newsletter EQUITY, the

only publication to “bridge the gap” between the disability and asset-building

communities. Both the format and the content of the newsletter were developed

to emphasize the stated programmatic intent to “narrow the divide, and benefit

both communities”. The EQUITY project has produced a valuable resource and

an important medium for communication, but behavior change takes time. It is

urgent that the EQUITY project continue to capitalize on the established trust,

momentum and name recognition that it has built. 

An appendix in chronological order inclusive of each issue and topic covered

follows the article.

education and employment and leads to

economic and social exclusion. Poor people

with disabilities are caught in a vicious cycle of

poverty and disability, each being both a cause

and a consequence of the other. (Department

for International Development, 2000)

Disabilities Missing from Asset-Building
Programs

Even as early as the late 1990s, a myriad of

literature existed demonstrating the positive

benefit that asset-building programs have on

the lives of people living in poverty.1 The results

of a simple internet search looking for asset-

EQUITY: Bridging the Gap Between 
the Asset-Building and Disability Communities

by Thomas  Foley and Ilia Fong
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1  A primary source of such literature is the Corporation for Enterprise Development, CFED, and its website, www.cfed.org.

Introduction and Historical Background



building opportunities would likely have

included testimonials, examples, and statistics

pointing to the benefit of such programs.

However, one particular group of individuals

was seemingly left out of the asset-building

discussion: people with disabilities. (Leydorf,

1999) Where was the literature that includes

disability? Where were those statistics, examples,

and testimonials? For the most part, the asset

development wave failed

to lift the most over-

represented group of

people living in poverty:

people with disabilities.

(O’Neil, 2005)

Asset-building

programs may indeed

present the potential to

alter the cycle of poverty and disability;

however, many people with disabilities are

falling through the cracks of asset-building

programs. (O’Neil, 2004)

As reported by Dede Leydorf (1999), despite

the strong evidence linking poverty and

disability, advocacy organizations and public

policy makers have tended to bypass issues of

disability in their reports and policy agenda.

Public policy has seemingly created a

bifurcation, with separate policies and

programs to address poverty and disability.

People with disabilities were not invited to

participate in the discussions involving asset-

building policy initiatives. Furthermore, these

policies or initiatives do not address the specific

conditions faced by people with disabilities.

Many asset-building initiatives and programs

tend to expect that people with disabilities will

receive support and services from disability-

specific programs. However, this is not a

realistic assumption, since disability

organizations do not have the resources to

provide these services. (World Institute on

Disability, 2001a) In addition, it unnecessarily

further segregates people with disabilities from

conventional asset-building opportunities.

According to some estimates, 40% of TANF

recipients have a disability. (Sweeney, 2000)

These participants may not

self-identify as being

disabled and the program

does not inquire as to one’s

disability status. These

factors, among others, result

in the individual with a

disability failing to receive

appropriate

accommodations. Without these

accommodations, it is difficult for a participant

to be successful in the program, and thus the

cycle of disability and poverty repeats and

intensifies.

Lastly, another obstacle for disability

inclusion in asset-building programs is the

shared misunderstanding about the

population’s ability to build assets. This

misconception from financial institutions,

program administrators, and people with

disabilities themselves is that they are unwilling

or unable to save. (World Institute on Disability,

2001a) People with disabilities receiving public

benefits often believe that building assets can

jeopardize their income and health insurance.

(O’Neil, 2005) Even though means-tested

programs can provide additional hurdles, any

person with a disability can learn to build assets

with appropriate technical assistance.
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For the most part, the asset

development wave failed to lift

the most over-represented

group of people living in

poverty: people with disabilities. 



Bridging the Gap

This was the landscape that existed in the late

1990s for people with disabilities interested in

asset-building programs. (World Institute on

Disability, 2001b) What was needed was a

program to bridge the gap between the

disability and asset-

building communities. In

the end, this program

would focus on two

simple goals:

1. Increasing the

participation of people

with disabilities in

asset-building

programs 

2. Assisting asset-building

programs with the

technical expertise to

serve clients with disabilities.

Kathy Martinez, the Executive Director of the

World Institute on Disability, and Dede

Leydorf, a researcher at the World Health

Organization, two pioneers in the field of asset

development and disability, met in Oakland,

California in 1998 at WID headquarters. The

World Institute on Disability is a non-profit

public policy center dedicated to the promotion

of independence and full inclusion in society of

people with disabilities. The culmination of this

meeting was ultimately a new program called

Access to Assets (ATA). WID’s Access to Assets

(ATA) program now provides both training and

technical assistance to asset-building and

disability organizations seeking to improve the

inclusion of people with disabilities in poverty

reduction programs.

The program needed a publication that could

speak to both the disability and asset-building

communities. It would have to be accessible to

people with varying types of disabilities,

national in scope, and capture the flavor and

experience of both communities. To reach the

broadest possible

audience, both

geographically and

professionally, the

authors adopted an

electronic format.

The publication was

entitled EQUITY, to

embody the goal of the

disability and asset-

building movements.

EQUITY is the voice of

the ATA program, and

provides the connection

between the disability and asset-building

communities. For the individual unfamiliar

with asset building, EQUITY brings articles that

educate and inspire. For the seasoned asset-

building professional, EQUITY advises on how

to serve and collaborate with participants with

disabilities.

At the time of this writing, EQUITY remains

the only publication in any format dedicated to

asset-building opportunities for people with

disabilities. Additionally, the archived searchable

database of EQUITY issues and topics represents

the most comprehensive clearinghouse of

information on asset building for people with

disabilities. Lastly, with four years of documented

qualitative data, EQUITY provides the historical

voice of the asset-building movement inclusive of

people with disabilities.

The World Institute on Disability’s

Access to Assets (ATA) program . . .

provides both training and technical

assistance to asset-building and

disability organizations seeking to

improve the inclusion of people with

disabilities in poverty reduction

programs. 
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specifically drafted to be national in scope. It

is generally the longest section of the

newsletter, between 1500 and 2000 words.

The Feature section is intended to provide an

introduction to the topic and explain the

strategy and mechanics of operation. This

section may not even mention disability; it

does provide the “nuts and bolts” of the asset-

building topic for the month.

Program of the Month: The Program of the

Month article draws attention to the work of a

particular asset-building program and

illustrates how it serves the specific needs of

participants with disabilities. Often, particular

advice or resources are discussed so other

practitioners can benefit. This section of the

newsletter can range between 750 and 1000

words, and is usually written by a program

administrator. This section of EQUITY clearly

illustrates the ease with which people with

disabilities can be included in asset-building

programs and serves as a “best practices”

highlight for the field.

Profile the month: The Profile of the Month

spotlights a person with a disability who is

currently participating in the type of asset-

building program illustrated for the month.

This section humanizes the asset-building

process for people with disabilities. These

articles are not merely opportunities for

cheerleading, but often convey the difficulty

and hardship faced and the drive necessary to

achieve. This section puts a real face to the

story of asset development and personalizes

the process along the way. This article often is

written in interview format, and runs

between 500 and 750 words.

The Development of EQUITY

The primary foundation for the EQUITY e-

newsletter is based on the goal to “narrow the

divide between the asset-building and disability

communities.” Nicely stated, but the question

remained: how, and in what format would

EQUITY come to be?

The authors of EQUITY faced the challenge

of developing a format as well as presenting

content that would be accessible and

comprehensible for a very diverse readership.

On the one hand, part of the national audience

would be seasoned asset-building professionals

with a great deal of content knowledge but

perhaps a limited exposure to issues facing the

disability community. Reciprocally, another

part of the readership would include disability

professionals with limited asset development

knowledge but vast experience with poverty and

disability. Individuals with disabilities would

round out the readership and would be the

greatest beneficiaries of EQUITY. 

EQUITY Sections

Perhaps one of the most innovative aspects to

the EQUITY newsletter is the manner in which

EQUITY covers a topic. The authors chose a

format in which one particular type of asset-

building opportunity is examined per issue, and

within each issue, five areas cover different

approaches to the topic at hand. In this way,

readers receive an in-depth education about the

particular issue from various perspectives.

Feature: The Feature article introduces the

particular topic for the month and provides a

general but detailed overview of the strategy

or asset-building tool. It is written by a

recognized leader in the field and is
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These resources provide an opportunity to

further investigate the topic of the month.

Targeting Multiple Audiences

Part of EQUITY’s strategy is to address multiple

and diverse audiences through targeting each

section of the newsletter to a slightly different

audience. This approach helps to provide

EQUITY with its unique voice, while remaining

inclusive of the needs of all readers. For

example, the Feature article may be general in

scope and targeted toward the asset-building

community, while the Program of the Month

would specifically include asset work and the

disability community. The Profile article

directly speaks to the individual with a

disability, while the Tip

and the Responds

section usually take

turns addressing the

disability service

provider and individuals

with disabilities.

By examining the

single topic of the

month from these multiple perspectives,

EQUITY is able to provide a unique in-depth

analysis of the disability and asset-building

community. One of the main strengths of the

EQUITY approach is the ability for both

communities to learn from one and other in the

same newsletter. EQUITY provides the medium

to learn about complex disability and asset

issues from actual people who are on the

ground. The voice of EQUITY starts with the

general, moves to the specific and concludes

with the personal.

Special Section: The Special Section is

included only to highlight extremely timely

information such as policy announcements,

changes in relevant law, or other updates of

information critical to either community.

The ATA program has a strong policy

component, and often this section is used to

highlight policy updates and inform the

audience on national issues affecting

disability asset building. The length of this

section depends on the topic, but does

provide an important outlet for breaking

news and policy actions.

Tip of the Month: The Tip of the Month

highlights an interesting or valuable strategy

or resource related to the topic area for the

month. The tip provides the opportunity to

directly address one

aspect of asset

building in a brief

decisive manner.

Responds: The

Responds section of

the newsletter follows

a basic

question/answer format in which members

from either the disability or asset-building

community can ask specific target questions

and receive an honest and open response

from the editors. This section, as well as the

Tip section, tends to be relatively shorter in

length with 500 words or fewer.

EQUITY also includes a section for upcoming

conferences from both the disability and asset-

building communities. The resources section of

EQUITY provides a list of publications and

websites related to the topic of the month.

The voice of EQUITY starts with the

general, moves to the specific and

concludes with the personal.



EQUITY Accomplishments and
Deliverables

Since the inception of the EQUITY newsletter

more than 40 issues have been published and

distributed to

over half a million

people. EQUITY

remains the only

publication

dedicated to

building a bridge

between the

disability and

asset-building

communities. As

mentioned earlier, searching the internet for

asset building in 1998 would likely have resulted

in many stories and examples of outstanding

asset-building opportunities. Run an internet

search for asset building today, and you will find

EQUITY.

The EQUITY project has resulted in: 

• The only national clearinghouse of

information on income and asset

development activities for people with

disabilities, service providers, VITA

coordinators, community organizations,

public agencies and families to increase the

ease with which needed resources can be

readily identified.

• An up-to-date searchable database of asset-

building activities available to providers and

people with disabilities. 

• Identification of promising practices in

financial counseling and banking products for

providers to serve people with disabilities.

• A one-stop information resource for people

with disabilities to learn about and

connect with the range of income and

asset services that people typically need.

•Through its association with the Asset

Accumulation and Tax Policy Project

(AATPP), Access to Assets and EQUITY

have forged a partnership with the

National Federation of Community

Development Credit Unions to increase

outreach to and asset-building

opportunities for people with disabilities. 

Some of the outcomes from this

association include: 

• Comprehensive but tailored financial services

to families that will increase income and

assets of low- to moderate-income people

with disabilities.

• Public policy and systems improvements to

benefit services and products available to low-

and moderate-income people with

disabilities.

• Cooperation among service providers,

financial institutions, public agencies, policy

organizations, and others to provide and

develop effective income and asset

development strategies that include people

with disabilities.
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Since the inception of the

EQUITY newsletter more

than 40 issues have been

published and distributed

to over half a million

people. 



Conclusion 
Over the last four years, EQUITY has been on the ground and in the trenches,

building the bridge between asset building and the disability community.

Simply put, the bridge has been built. It is only a footbridge, and a strong

footbridge needs to be reinforced, supported, and broadened. We have built the

infrastructure and trust of thousands of individuals and systems. EQUITY has

collaborated with the National Disability Institute and the Real Economic Impact

Tour, with the National Federation of Community Development Credit Unions,

with Southern New Hampshire’s School of Community Economic Development,

promoting free tax preparation, matched savings plans, and other asset-building

strategies. 

This is a tremendous beginning, but it’s an even greater opportunity for asset

development in the disability community: 

• Capitalizing on the name recognition of EQUITY to reach even more of an

audience.

• Continuation of capacity building and technical assistance to the asset-building

community.

• Furthering of the awareness of the need for asset-building opportunities in the

disability community.

• Having a real impact on the economic lives of people with disabilities.

All these things are possible with appropriate programmatic supports for

continuing research and publishing opportunities.

Behavior change takes time. A next generation of research is critical to the

disability community. This would allow further analysis of the interrelationships

among multiple asset-building tools. It is crucial to determine how the leveraging

of these inter-related tools, including EQUITY, can provide a cumulative impact

to promote asset development in the disability community. The consistent voice

of EQUITY has been the omnipresent beacon bridging the asset development and

disability community over the last four years. It is crucial to continue and

capitalize on this consistent and trusted presence in both communities.
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EQUITY e-newsletter Issues: Date and Topic

October 2007: Mentoring: Investing in Yourself and Your
Professional Future

September 2007: Weed and Seed: It’s Not a Project or a
Program—It’s a Strategy!

Summer 2007: Creating Affordable, Accessible Housing
Through Collaboration 

June 2007: Structured Settlements—Financial Planning for
the Future

May 2007: Policy in Action: Fighting for Equitable Inclusion

April 2007: Including People with Developmental
Disabilities in the Ownership Society

March 2007: Supporting Recovery for People with Mental
Illness through Building Assets

Winter 2007: Tax Time: People with Disabilities Making a
Real Economic Impact

December 2006: Oregon Asset Building: Working toward
Full Inclusion

November 2006: Disabling Debt: Which Comes First?

October 2006: Election 2006: Mobilizing the Disability Vote

September 2006: LIFE Accounts: New Options for People
with Disabilities to Build Assets

August 2006: Community Land Trusts: Ensuring
Permanently Affordable, Accessible Homeownership

Summer 2006: Accessible Financial Literacy

May 2006: Telework: Home-based Asset Building

April 2006: Pooled Special Needs Trusts: Opportunities &
Challenges

March 2006: Self-Directed Services & Asset Building:
Choosing Your Own Path to Economic Self-Sufficiency

Winter 2006: Tax Time: People with Disabilities Filing,
Earning, and Saving

December 2005: Disability and Asset-Building Communities
Working Together

November 2005: Honoring Disabled Veterans through
Economic Empowerment

October 2005: Democratizing Asset Building: Mobilizing
Action in the Disability Community

September 2005: Building for the Future—Youth Asset-
Building Initiatives

Summer 2005: HUD’s Family Self-Sufficiency (FSS)
Program: Saving for Economic Independence

June 2005: Micro-enterprise: Developing Disabled
Entrepreneurs

May 2005: State Asset Building—Financing Full Inclusion

April 2005: Making Tax Time Pay for People with
Disabilities

March 2005: People with Disabilities in Native
Communities Building Assets

February 2005: Building an Inclusive Ownership Society

January 2005: Making Tax Time Pay for People with
Disabilities

December 2004: The Future of Asset Building for People
with Disabilities

November 2004: Entrepreneurial Women with Disabilities:
Creating Their Own Paths

October 2004: Celebrating Disability Awareness Month

September 2004: The Future Looks Bright: Youth with
Disabilities Planning Their Own Destiny

Summer 2004: Connecting the Dots: Corporate Finance,
Asset-Building, and Disability Communities Working
Together

June 2004: Unrealized Potential: Latinos with Disabilities
and Asset-Building Programs

May 2004: Entrepreneurs with Disabilities: Opportunities
for Independence

April 2004: Web Site Accessibility

March 2004: Public Disability Benefits & Asset Building

February 2004: Introduction to Asset Building & Disability
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