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White Paper 
Introduction 

 

Community Development Financial Institutions (CDFIs) are mission-driven, private, financial 

institutions that specialize in delivering affordable credit, capital, and financial services to 

individuals with low and moderate incomes, as well as residents and businesses in 

economically distressed communities. There are four types of CDFIs: Community 

Development Banks; Community Development Credit Unions; Community Development Loan 

Funds; and Community Development Venture Capital Funds. By focusing on the needs of 

individuals and communities that are overlooked or underserved by conventional financial 

institutions, CDFIs fill a vital niche by providing the flexible, market-driven financing products 

and services that communities, consumers, and small business owners need to grow and 

thrive.  

 

The Disability CDFI Coalition (DCC) is a network of CDFIs, financial institutions, disability 

service providers and advocacy organizations, and individuals with disabilities launched in 

2015 to address the unique set of challenges faced by people with disabilities and their 

families: Asset Development – Financing Affordable, Accessible, and Safe Housing – 

Employment Opportunities – Access to Assistive Technology. 

 

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)—signed into law in 1990—makes it unlawful to 

discriminate against a person based on that person’s disability.  The ADA defines an 

individual with a disability as a person who has a physical or mental impairment that 

substantially limits one or more major life activities, a person who has a history or record of 

such an impairment, or a person who is perceived by others as having such an impairment, 

though the ADA does not name all of the impairments that are covered. The ADA definition 

of “disability” is a legal term—not a medical one—and may vary depending on the federal, 

state, or local statute being referenced.  

 

For purposes of its inclusive mission, the DCC will harness the power of CDFIs to empower 

individuals and families whose quality of life is diminished due to a physical, mental, 

intellectual, sensory, or cognitive impairment or chronic disease.   

 

The DCC Mission 

 

The mission of the Disability CDFI Coalition (DCC) is to bridge the CDFI industry and the 

disability community, to ensure that CDFIs can respond effectively to address the needs of 

individuals with disabilities and their families, and to offer technical assistance and support 

to CDFIs developing financing products and services to address the needs of people with 

disabilities. 
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The Need for CDFI Products and Services in the Disability Market 

 

All CDFIs certified by the Treasury Department work in a target market or serve a target 

population that is economically distressed and underserved by traditional financial 

institutions. Like other target markets or populations served by CDFIs, individuals with 

disabilities and their families face barriers accessing traditional financial products and 

services, accumulating assets or savings, financing a home, an education, or a business, or 

purchasing a mobility device. In addition to the challenges faced by individuals, the 

institutions that serve the diverse needs of people with disabilities and their families have a 

difficult time securing the capital needed to develop, renovate, and maintain affordable 

housing, community facilities, and workspaces.  

 

One in five people—or nearly 60 million Americans—identify as having a mental or physical 

disability, making them the single largest minority group in the United States. Currently, the 

world of service and support organizations for people with disabilities remains inefficient. It 

is a non-intuitive patchwork of private and public entities, with little direct involvement 

beyond charitable support from the general business community. 

 

While there is a growing field of nonprofit service providers, advocates, and organizations 

working to address the needs of people with disabilities, these institutions often lack the 

capital and technical expertise needed to develop affordable housing, build and maintain 

community facilities, and provide financial services and counseling.    

 

There are many CDFIs with a proven history of addressing the continuing needs of this 

growing market through creative financing and tenacious technical assistance. Other CDFIs 

have the desire to get involved, but need guidance on how to take the first step. Yet, there is 

currently no mechanism to coordinate these efforts. 

 

DCC’s Areas of Policy Focus and Action Items for 2015 

 

In recognition of the 25th Anniversary of the passage of the American with Disabilities Act 

(ADA), a Steering Committee with representatives from the CDFI industry and the disability 

community was organized to launch the Disability CDFI Coalition (DCC) as a membership 

organization committed to harnessing the power of CDFIs to empower people with 

disabilities and their families.  

 

The DCC is committed to the following goals: To develop a network of CDFIs to effectively 

address the needs of individuals with disabilities and their families; to build a bridge 

between the disability community and the CDFI community; and to maintain a technical 

assistance and support center. 

 

The DCC Steering Committee identified the following four policy areas for 2015: 

 Financing Affordable, Accessible Housing and Community Facilities 

 Supporting Asset Development 

 Expanding Employment Opportunities 

 Ensuring Access to Assistive Technology 
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Financing Affordable, Accessible Housing and Community Facilities 

 

There is significant demand for flexible capital to develop affordable housing for people with 

disabilities. According to the Disability Opportunity Fund, there is not enough government 

funding to meet the needs of organizations (for-profit and nonprofit developers, social 

services agencies, hospitals) interested in developing needed services for people with 

disabilities. Those who successfully develop affordable housing for people with disabilities 

rely on multiple capital sources that most often include local, state, and federal government 

programs, the Federal Home Loan Bank, CDFIs, banks, and occasionally their own earned 

income. Affordable housing for people with very low incomes, multiple disabilities, or a 

severe disability often leads to increased complexity and costs that negatively affect a 

developer’s ability to access appropriate financing for the project. There is a growing need 

for creative thinking through technical assistance for these developers.  

 

CDFIs can play a key role in improving access to affordable, accessible, and safe housing 

and community services. The need for additional capital to create these solutions typically 

breaks into two categories: (a) conventional financing for which the CDFI industry can 

provide traditional capital resources either along-side or in place of commercial financial 

institutions and (b) unconventional housing and service models being tested by parent 

groups, service providers, and government agencies.  For the latter category, the CDFI 

industry, by its nature, incorporates higher risk factors in financing projects and provides 

technical assistance to help develop these cutting-edge models. The unifying goal in the 

United States is for the next generation of children with disabilities to live in the community 

as adults and to abolish institutional settings.   

 

Supporting Asset Development 

 

The financial needs of individuals with disabilities are not adequately addressed by 

conventional financial institutions or markets. This is particularly true for low- or moderate-

income individuals. According to the National Disability Institute (NDI), approximately one in 

three Americans with a disability lives in poverty and are too often limited by their 

dependence on means-tested government benefits that prohibit savings or the 

accumulation of assets. As a result, this makes it difficult to qualify for conventional credit, 

purchase a home, or save for their future.  

 

CDFIs can play a key role in improving access to resources and tools to help people with 

disabilities save money. For example, the Achieving a Better Life Experience (ABLE) Act—

signed into law in December 2014—creates tax-free savings accounts for individuals with 

disabilities that can be used to cover a range of qualified expenses, including education, 

housing, and transportation costs. Moreover, the ABLE Act eliminates barriers to work and 

saving by preventing dollars saved through ABLE accounts from counting against an 

individual’s eligibility for other federal benefits programs. The passage of the ABLE Act 

marks an important milestone for the disability community and represents a key opportunity 

for CDFIs to work with the Treasury Department and traditional banking partners to expand 

access to this new resource.  

  



 
D i s a b i l i t y  C D F I  C o a l i t i o n  

Harnessing the power of CDFIs to empower people with disabilities and their families. 
201 I.U. Willets Road Albertson, NY 11507 · disabilitycdficoalition.org 

 

 

 

 

Expanding Employment Opportunities 

 

The Department of Labor's (DOL) Office of Disability Employment Policy (ODEP) reports that 

people with disabilities face significant barriers to employment. As of November 2014, less 

than 20 percent of people with disabilities participated in the labor market, compared to 

68.7 percent of people without disabilities. Cornell University has found that people with 

disabilities are more than twice as likely to live in poverty as people without disabilities. 

These dramatic discrepancies are longstanding and continue to separate Americans with 

disabilities from their peers without disabilities. 

 

CDFIs can play a key role in creating employment opportunities for people with disabilities. 

The federal policy shift away from institutional settings and toward residing within the 

community includes meaningful employment opportunities for those who can work. 

Sheltered workshops and meaningless “day habilitation” programs should be abolished and 

replaced with jobs with living wages. As leaders within the community, CDFIs can address 

the financial needs of corporations, entrepreneurs, and small business operators as they 

incorporate their new employees. CDFIs can also provide key technical assistance in the 

form of workplace education and training, as well as tracking social metrics. As low-income 

people with disabilities enjoy the benefits of a living wage, CDFIs will be able to provide 

financial counseling as part of the Asset Development segment discussed above. 

 

Ensuring Access to Assistive Technology 

 

According to Disabled World, the 6.8 million community-resident Americans who use mobility 

devices differ in many significant ways from the population at large. A majority are in poor or 

indifferent health, and many have experienced a recent hospitalization. Many are affected 

by debilitating health conditions, such as arthritis, stroke, or serious back problems. Others 

have long-term conditions and impairments, such as multiple sclerosis or some form of 

paralysis. A majority is elderly, but there is a substantial minority who are of working-age.  

 

Members of this group are very unlikely to have jobs and, partly as a consequence, are 

substantially more likely to live in poverty than the remainder of the population. At all ages, 

income levels for mobility device users tend to be low, as do levels of educational 

attainment. Women are more likely to use mobility devices than men, and African Americans 

more likely than whites, who are in turn much more likely than Asians and Pacific Islanders 

to be device users. Latinos are less likely to use mobility devices than people not of Hispanic 

origin.  

 

CDFIs can play a key role in creating access to the technology needs of low-income people 

with disabilities. Micro-lenders and credit unions will be able to join the existing Assistive 

Technology Fund network in providing low-income people with disabilities with affordable 

capital to acquire needed technology. Small business lenders will be able to provide capital 

to technology start-ups creating new “apps” and other life-changing technology. CDFI 

technical assistance will include both financial counseling for individual consumers, as well 

as developing conferences for the technology industry addressing the needs of people with 

disabilities and their families.    


