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1 Note that these numbers are based on the estimated populations reported in the 2022 American Community Survey 5-Year Results. All 
percentages in this paper should be treated as estimates. 

NCUA Low-Income 
Designations
An OverviewAn Overview

On July 1st, the National Credit Union Administration (“NCUA”) issued its first update to the Low-income 
Designation Area Workbook (“the Workbook”) in over two years. Table 1, on the following page, summarizes the 
changes, state by state, and an in depth discussion of the changes and their implications follows. At a high level, the 
updates are:

1. The NCUA removed the Zip Code Qualification Test. Overall, this is a welcome change, as the test was more
complicated than any other and often resulted in negligible increases in the overall qualification rate.

2. In large measure, the removal of the Zip Code Test was cured by the addition of more qualifying geographies
for the other tests. Overall, the percentage of the U.S. population qualifying as low-income increased from
54.7% to 57.9%,1 which should result in a slightly lower qualification hurdle for low-income credit union
(“LICU”) status. How much easier is difficult to say since the Workbook is not a perfect representation of the
NCUA internal methodology.

3. This increase in qualifying geographies was not shared evenly among states.

a. Twenty-one states and the District of Columbia continue to have fewer than 50% of their residents qualifying
as low-income, with Connecticut being the lowest at just 34.6%. Connecticut was also the only state that saw
an overall decrease in the percentage of the population considered low-income.

b. Of the remaining twenty-nine states with over 50% qualification, West Virginia continues to have the highest
qualification rate at 83.6% of its population. Puerto Rico has a 100% qualification rate, just as it did in the
previous version.

4. The addition of counties to low-income designation can often define a credit union’s ability to qualify. The
most notable counties added to the low-income designation in the Workbook include: Prince Georges County,
MD (population 947,000); Hays County, TX (population 280,000); Erie County, PA (population 267,000);
Tuscaloosa County, AL (population 237,000); and Bay County, FL (population 190,000). No counties were
removed from low-income qualification.

Overall, we welcome these changes from the NCUA and believe an update to the Workbook was necessary given the 
availability of updated Census Bureau data. Historically, credit unions have done a better job of reaching low-income 
customers than banks. And we believe strongly that credit unions should be incentivized to continue doing so. Our 
data also suggests that LICUs represent a stronger cohort than the overall credit union industry, in large measure, 
due to the additional regulatory relief provided by the low-income designation. Therefore, to the extent this update 
mirrors the changes to the internal NCUA methodology, it represents an important step toward a stronger credit 
union system.
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"Overall, the percentage of the U.S. population qualifying 
as low-income increased from 54.7% to 57.9%,1 which 
should result in a slightly lower qualification hurdle for low-
income credit union (“LICU”) status."

Table 1. Low-Income Qualification by State
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The NCUA Low-Income Area Designation Workbook is an incomplete guide to determining the low-income status 
of your credit union based on geography as defined in 12 CFR § 701.34.2 While we will not go into detail here on 
the benefits of the low-income designation, it suffices to say the designation offers substantial regulatory relief and 
should be responsibly pursued by all credit unions that may qualify. To qualify, your credit union must demonstrate 
“a majority of its membership qualifies as low-income members.”3 This is often interpreted as “fifty percent of 
membership, plus one.” The Workbook allows your credit union to estimate its low-income qualification without 
input from the NCUA.

First, a disclaimer. In a perfect world, the Workbook and methodology laid out on the NCUA resources page would 
allow credit unions to accurately replicate the analysis performed by the NCUA. However, having gone through this 
process a few dozen times, this is not the case. The NCUA explicitly states (emphasis mine), “[t]he workbook was 
created to assist credit unions in identifying low-income populations and to increase their outreach efforts to those 
communities. It is not designed to qualify a credit union for the low-income designation.” 4  Note that this 
language was added with the July 2024 update to the Workbook. Previously, it said the Workbook could be used 
by credit unions in “at least two ways” and then listed the current version’s two uses. It had no disclaimer about not 
being suitable for determining low-income designation.5 

The NCUA’s process is opaque, and we routinely find the numbers calculated via the Workbook and the numbers 
calculated by the NCUA are different. In fact, sometimes there is a drastic difference, though the NCUA is normally 
quite amenable to discussing discrepancies and working with credit unions (as much as is possible) to achieve the 
designation.

If you want to understand your credit union’s relation to the low-income designation, ask the NCUA to run 
your numbers. This is the only way to get the “true” percentage.

That being said, the steps to use the Workbook are as follows:

1. Data Collection - Gather, for each member, the address of their primary residence. This cannot be a P.O. Box 
and all foreign addresses are immediately considered non-low income. This data should be derived from the 
AIRES Share File, though this file may require substantial cleaning prior to use. Single members with multiple 
accounts must be consolidated and corrections should be made where possible for improper data entry by 
members (e.g. a member’s address is listed in “Mami” rather than “Miami”).

Understanding the NCUA Low-Income Area 
Designation Workbook

2 We refer to the Federal Credit Union Act in this discussion as most state-chartered credit unions are bound by the same rules via parity 
provisions.
3 See 12 CFR § 701.34 (a)(1).
4 See Low-Income Credit Union Designation, National Credit Union Administration (visited Jul. 17, 2024), available at https://ncua.gov/
support-services/credit-union-resources-expansion/field-membership-expansion/low-income-credit-union-designation. 
5 See Low-Income Credit Union Designation, National Credit Union Administration (visited Feb. 24, 2024), available at https://web.archive.
org/web/20240224040431/https://www.ncua.gov/support-services/credit-union-resources-expansion/field-membership-expansion/low-in-
come-designation
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2. Geocoding – All addresses must then be fed into a “geocoder.” There are many of these services available 
(including one offered by the U.S. Census Bureau) and they take a street address and return a Federal 
Information Processing Series Code (“FIPS Code”) describing the state, county (or equivalent), Census Tract, 
and Census Block of an address. FIPS Codes are fifteen digit numbers with the first two describing the state, 
the next three the county (or equivalent), the next six the Census Tract, and the final four the Census Block. 
The Workbook is concerned only with the left-most 12 digits; the state code, the county code, the tract code, 
and the block group code. Below, Figure 1 shows the FIPS Code hierarchy and a sample 15-digit FIPS Code 
for the Olden Lane HQ.

3. Qualification – The FIPS Codes found in the previous step are then compared to the Workbook, starting 
with the county. The first five digits of the FIPS Code are compared to the list of qualifying counties found in 
the Workbook and any member with a primary residence in one of those counties qualifies. We then do the 
same with the first 11 digits and compare that to the tract list. Finally, the first 12 digits are compared to the 
block group list. Be wary of leading zeroes! The Workbook has all leading zeroes removed (e.g. Alabama is 
simply “1” rather than “01”) though many geocoders return the code as the Census uses it, zeroes and all. 
All qualifying members can then be counted and compared to the total number of members to determine 
qualification. 

Figure 1. FIPS Code Hierarchy
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Beyond the Workbook

To the final qualifying number found using the Workbook, you can then add any members who failed to qualify 
geographically but who are also students or active duty military, with some caveats. Note that these caveats are 
derived from experience and are not stated policy, as the NCUA is not forthcoming with this information.

If the credit union has ages for its members, it can qualify members as high school students between the ages of 
fourteen and eighteen but can only qualify them at the average rate of enrollment for the United States, normally 
around 90%. This same treatment does not apply to older members who may attend a college or university. For 
those members, your credit union must have an explicit indication the member is a student, such as a student 
account or an occupation listed as student on a loan form.

For active-duty military, the credit union again must have explicit indication via an occupation entry or loan product 
the member is active-duty military or an address as an APO or FPO (Army or Fleet Post Office). We find it is also 
helpful to look for the state codes “AA,” “AE,” and “AP,” standing for “Armed Forces America,” “Armed Forces 
Europe,” and “Armed Forces Pacific”. To these total number of members who are active duty military, the NCUA will 
then apply a factor that “will vary over time based on changes in median family income and periodic updates to the 
analysis of the income of military personnel.”6 Since this analysis is unpublished and apparently regularly updated, we 
recommend discussing directly with the NCUA Office of Credit Union Resources and Expansion if your credit union 
expects to rely on this method of qualification.

Additionally, unlike the qualification of students as low-income, the qualification of active-duty military personnel as 
low-income is not made explicit in the Federal Credit Union Act, but rather comes from guidance issued by Former 
Chairman Rodney Hood and supported by analysis from the NCUA’s Office of Chief Economist. With the recent 
overturning of Chevron deference, we expect that an injured party (though we do not know who this would be) could 
challenge this method of qualification. The NCUA could also simply change its mind if pressured.

How Can Credit Unions Use the Workbook?

The NCUA stated purpose for the Workbook is “to assist credit unions in identifying low-income populations and 
to increase their outreach efforts to those communities.” To the extent the Workbook contributes to this mission, it 
would be at the county level. The ability to prioritize certain counties for increased marketing, membership drives, or 
addition to field of membership allows credit unions to better control their low-income designation rate. However, 
the inclusion of Census tracts and block groups does not greatly contribute to this mission. Tracts are, on average, 
areas of roughly 4,000 people while block groups contain just 1,300 people. To the extent that Tracts and Block 
Groups form large, continuous areas of qualifying people, they are targetable. However, when they act as islands of 
qualification, targeting them becomes infeasible. When people on one side of the street qualify and the other do 
not, targeted advertising takes on a new level of precision.

6 See Low-Income Designations: Qualification of Military Personnel, National Credit Union Administration, Letter to Credit Unions 20-CU-
16 (May 2020), available at https://ncua.gov/regulation-supervision/letters-credit-unions-other-guidance/low-income-designations-qualifi-
cation-military-personnel
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This is, however, a minor criticism. Figure 2 shows the low-income designated areas of New York City and 
demonstrates how a credit union could use the workbook to increase qualification. The orange areas indicate two 
low-income counties, Bronx County and Kings County (Brooklyn), where a credit union could open branches and 
target outreach to boost its low-income designation and could be confident it is reaching qualifying members. The 
purple areas then show the qualifying Census Tracts and the blue areas the Block Groups. Where they form large 
groups, credit unions can target those areas, such as upper Manhattan and Queens. However, targeting the small 
groups of low-income members in Manhattan and on Staten Island would likely dilute low-income membership 
counts based on the surrounding potential membership. To the extent that credit unions serve low-income members 
in unhighlighted areas (and there are low-income members everywhere) they do not assist the credit union in 
qualifying.

Figure 2. New York City Low-Income Designated Geographies 
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What Does it Mean for an Area to be Low-Income?

Within federal statute, low-income is defined as an individual, family, or household making less than 80% of the 
median individual, family, or household income for the given comparison level, where this comparison level can be 
the Metropolitan Statistical Area (for urban geographies), the state (for rural geographies), or the country as a whole 
(if this is greater than either of the other levels). In practice, the Census Bureau does not estimate individual incomes 
(though the IRS does report on it) and this is rarely used. Instead, median family income and median household 
income are the two standards, with 12 CFR § 701.34 specifying the use of median family income for the purpose of 
NCUA low-income designation.7 If the median income for an area is less than 80% of the threshold for comparison, 
we can say that at least 50% of the population of that geography earns less than the median comparison amount 
and therefore there is a better-than-not chance the member living in this geography is low-income. Table 2 shows the 
low-income threshold for each state and Table 3 shows the thresholds for the fifty largest metropolitan areas in the 
United States. 

Now, the NCUA does not officially publish its methodology for the creation of the Workbook, however, we assume 
that for a given level of geography (county, tract, or block group) the surveyed median income is compared 
to appropriate comparison group and a determination is made for each county, tract, and block group in the 
country. Attempting to recreate the Workbook is fraught with issues unless and until the NCUA publishes its own 
methodology (trust me, I’ve tried).

The most important aspect of the low-income determination is the deference to the greater of either the local 
median family income or the national median family income. The national median family income is $92,646, making 
the low-income threshold $74,116. By this measure, we can see that multiple entire states (AR, MS, NM and WV) are 
by definition low-income, though the NCUA does not make determinations of low-income status at the state level. 
Referring back to Table 1, these are four of the top six states by level of low-income qualification, which we would 
expect to see. This is also what allows the NCUA to create the statistical impossibility where over 50% of the country 
earns less than 80% of the median family income. By taking the more favorable number (which they are required by 
statute to do), the NCUA can use the high incomes of people in California to qualify people in Mississippi as low-
income.

To be clear, the designation is a good system that allows the NCUA to quickly approximate the low-income 
membership of a credit union with minimal burden on the member. Additionally, the Emergency Capital Investment 
Program (ECIP) offers evidence credit unions do a better job reaching low-income borrowers than banks in general. 
The program gave over $8.57 billion to Community Development Financial Institutions (CDFIs) and Minority 
Depository Institutions (MDIs) as capital with the requirement they report on their lending to disadvantaged groups. 
The money went to both banks and credit unions. The results for calendar year 2023 show that recipients made 
286,568 loans for $3,698,859,847 to low-income individuals, where the income used had to be reported by the 
borrower. Banks, despite making up over half the ECIP award amounts, made only 9.3% of the number of total 
loans made to low-income borrowers and only 13.2% by dollar amount. By contrast, credit unions accounted for a 
staggering 90.7% of the ECIP loans to low-income borrowers by number and 86.7% by dollar amount.8

7 A family is defined as at least two people (one of whom is the householder) living together, related by birth, marriage, or adoption.
8 Available at: https://home.treasury.gov/policy-issues/coronavirus/assistance-for-small-businesses/emergency-capital-investment-program
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Though many goods have prices set on a national or close to national market, the laws of supply and demand 
almost necessitate that goods and services will cost more in areas with higher incomes, in particular housing. Table 
4 shows the same data as Table 2, however, median yearly housing costs as a percentage of median family income 
is appended as the last column. Even in higher income states, the housing costs simply rise to make up the same 
percentage of total income.  Additionally, the geographic system fails to take into account family size. What is a 
comfortable income for a couple with no children can be low-income for a couple with three children.

Table 2. Median Family Income and Low-Income Threshold by State
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Table 3. Population, Median Family Income, and Low-Income Threshold for 50 most-populous Metro Areas
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Table 4. Median Family Income Compared to Housing Costs
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