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Alternative Ways to Facilitate Access 

to Loan Products and Funds

Not every organization hoping to offer loans has to become a lender. Much of this toolkit 
attempts to guide organizations through the steps of creating and offering their own loan 
product, but this is not the only way. Below we provide examples of alternate ways to facilitate 
access to loan products and funds. It is worth noting that none of these options are mutually 
exclusive. 

1. REFER TO A LENDER

Leveraging an existing product already offered by a bank, credit union, or nonprofit lender that 
more or less meets the needs of your target population can be an ideal route. In this case, you can 
work with the lender to tweak the product (if necessary) and set up a clear referral process.  This 
may include signing a memorandum of understanding (MOU), establishing guidelines around data 
sharing, designating a specific point person whom is responsible for referrals, and collecting the 
lenders marketing materials to keep at your organization.59 

  The New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) refers residents to Urban Upbound, a 
long-time CBA member based in Queens, New York, whose mission is to provide residents 
of public housing neighborhoods the tools and resources needed to achieve economic 
mobility and self-sufficiency and to break cycles of poverty. In 2010, Urban Upbound 
mobilized residents to launch a credit union, Urban Upbound Federal Credit Union, the 
first to open in Queens in 30 years. Today, the credit union provides capital, credit-building 
loans and other asset-building services to its members, comprised largely of public 
housing residents.

2. PARTNER WITH A LENDER

Partnering with a nonprofit lender or a bank or credit union to create a new product can save you 
the administrative hassle of managing a loan fund, but give you the opportunity to be involved 
in the loan development from the beginning. Using this toolkit, you can work with a partner to 
create a loan product that meets your target population’s needs. Your organizational involvement 
can vary depending on how much time, resources, and control you want to invest into the loan 
process. Below are three potential options organized from low to high effort on the part of your 
organization. Once you choose a partner and partnership model that seems like a good fit, we 
advise seeking legal counsel to solidify expectations around responsibilities and liabilities.

A. Refer. Similar to the “refer to a lender” option above, in this approach your organization
would work with a lender to establish referral procedures and jointly market the loan, but
play a hands-off role in providing and servicing the loan.

59 Again, the United States Department of Health and Human Services’ “Planning Guide for Building Financial Capability” is a 
helpful resource that guides organization through the logistics of forming partnerships. 

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/ocs/afi_resource_guide_building_financial_capability_final.pdf
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  Guidewell Financial Solutions, a nonprofit that provides financial education and 
counseling, wanted to incorporate tangible credit building strategies into its array 
of services but did not have the capacity to become a lender. Instead, Guidewell 
joined the Credit Building Nation Initiative—a partnership model created by Justine 
PETERSEN (JP), a nonprofit lender, that is helping to expand access to credit 
building across the country. Through that partnership, Guidewell is now able to offer 
clients JP’s Save2Build credit building loan. 

B. Refer and share costs of loan provision. In this approach, your organization would make a
financial investment in the loan fund to offset some (or all) of the costs to the lender. This
can be done strategically so that your organization can exert more control over the loan
features, for instance, to ensure low-rates or fees and/or to loosen underwriting criteria. For
example, your organization could provide the loan loss reserve funds to guarantee the loans
so that the lender feels more comfortable lending to “higher risk” borrowers.

  Bradley Angle, a Portland, Oregon based nonprofit serving survivors of domestic 
violence, partnered with their local CDFI, Innovative Changes (IC$), to offer economic 
empowerment loans. Bradley Angle provided financial backing—the loan capital and 
loan loss reserve funds—and Innovative Changes administered and serviced the loans. 
Because of this partnership, IC$ was able to offer the loans with a lower interest rate 
and fees than their other loan products.

C. White label loans. White labeling means that your organization provides the loans in-house,
but a partner does the back-end servicing of the loans. This model is good for organizations
that have staff with the capacity (time and knowledge) to work with borrowers, but don’t
want to invest in the infrastructure and jump through the regulatory hoops needed to be a
lender. The cost of this arrangement varies. In some cases the lender may require a nonprofit
to cover the full costs of loan provision, and in other cases the lender may charge a monthly
or annual flat fee or fee based on loan volume.

  Nonprofits throughout Texas and Indiana are now able to partner with the  =
Rio Grande Valley (RGV) Multibank, a Texas-based CDFI founded through the 
Community Development Corporation (CDC) of Brownsville, to become Community 
Loan Centers (CLCs). CLCs partner with employers in their community to offer small 
dollar consumer loans to employees. The CLC does the front-of-house loan provision, 
while the CDC of Brownsville owns the loan, and the RGV Multibank services and 
manages the loans. The CLCs are responsible for reporting the loans to the credit 
bureaus, and take on the liability for the loans. (It’s complex, we know!)
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https://www.guidewellfs.org
www.justinepetersen.org/
www.justinepetersen.org/
www.rgvcommunityloancenter.com/
www.rgvcommunityloancenter.com/
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3. LENDING CIRCLES

Lending circles or peer-to-peer lending groups, are a prevalent loan alternative around the 
globe.60 In Mexico they are called “tandas” and in the Philippines, “paluwagan.” Since the  
loan funds are provided by lending circle participants, this is a low-cost way to offer credit  
building loans within your community. Yet, your organization must have the capacity to implement 
the program. 

  In the United States, Mission Asset Fund has pioneered and facilitated the spread 
of a formalized model of Lending Circles marketed as “zero-interest credit building 
social loans.” Mission Asset Fund provides training, implementation support, and 
tools for organizations interested in facilitating Lending Circles within their 
community.

4. ONLINE LENDERS

Partnering with or referring to a licensed and reputable online lender is also an option. Though 
there is still some reasonable skepticism to be applied, there are more and more self-proclaimed 
socially-responsible online lenders that do seem to be making an effort to replace traditional 
payday and other more predatory lenders with better, but still risk-based priced loans.  

5. CROWD-SOURCED LENDING61

Similar to lending circles, crowd-sourced lending means that someone provides loan funds directly 
to the borrower, takes on the risk of borrower default, and receives a modest rate of return (if 
any) as the borrower repays the loan. This type of lending, made popular by the nonprofit Kiva, 
often relies on a user-friendly online platform that features compelling borrower stories, and a 
socially-minded investor base that is willing to “take a chance” on a borrower.

PROGRAM EXAMPLES

eMoneyPool facilitates and secures online Lending Circles. 

Lift Fund, a nonprofit based in Texas, provides online loans to small business 
owners in seven southern U.S. states. Their loans range from $500 to $1 million, 
and the average borrower has a credit score of 575. Additionally, LiftFund 
manages Microloan Management Services®(MMS®), a web-based lending 
platform that handles the back end processes of application, underwriting, and 
loan closings for small business lenders. LiftFund uses a proprietary underwriting 
algorithm that consists of a combination of data analytics and psychometric 
indicators for underwriting loans to those with subprime or no credit scores. 

60  Mission Asset Fund. “Lending Circles.” Retrieved Oct. 29 2017 from https://missionassetfund.org/lending-circles/
61  CBA is currently working on solutions for helping lenders who have crowd-sourced funding become credit bureau reporters. 

www.lendingcircles.org/
https://www.emoneypool.com
https://www.liftfund.com/
https://www.kiva.org/

