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Abstract
The US struggles to fully bank the unbanked and underbanked populations. This paper 
examined the policy landscape around these efforts by exploring the following research 
questions: (1) What policy goals that may impact the availability of low-cost, basic 
bank accounts that have been introduced in Congress as legislation? (2) How far in the 
legislative process did the legislation advance? (3) What populations did these proposed 
laws target? and (4) What related policy goals were pursued most ardently over the past 
20 years? We conducted a policy mapping content analysis of all bank account-related 
bills (N = 32) proposed in Congress between 1999 and 2020 (May) (106th–116th Con-
gresses). Two researchers independently coded basic characteristics (e.g., type, status, 
sponsorship), focal populations, and illustrative mechanisms for policy goals using a 
taxonomy developed by the researchers. Researchers compared codes and addressed 
discrepancies through consensus. New codes were created as needed. Goals appearing 
most often were expanding access to bank accounts (81.2%), increasing consumer pro-
tection (81.2%), and reducing costs of basic accounts (78.2%). Increasing consumer dis-
closure (37.5%) and expanding the type of institutions that offer basic accounts (9.4%) 
were addressed infrequently in the legislation. No legislation addressed the policy goal 
of expanding account access in minority populations and communities. Explicit atten-
tion toward unbanked and underbanked households, racial/ethnic minorities, and other 
vulnerable populations was rare. This study represents the first systematic analysis of 
key features of the US congressional response to the problem of affordability and acces-
sibility of bank accounts. Legislative attention to the policy goals of expanding access 
and types of institutions that offer accounts is needed.
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Introduction

Recent efforts by national prominent organizations have added momentum to ongo-
ing campaigns by various groups to encourage consumers to own a bank account 
and for banks to offer affordable, safe bank accounts (CFE, 2020). For example, dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic, the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) is 
hosting a “get banked” campaign to persuade consumers to open a bank account so 
they can easily and quickly receive federal stimulus payments (FDIC, 2021). At the 
same time, the American Bankers Association is encouraging all banks to offer low-
cost, basic accounts that meet national standards for functionality and affordability 
(ABA, 2021).

This recent attention in practice mirrors increased attention in policy arenas 
and by researchers. For several decades, scholars and government entities (e.g., 
the FDIC, the Federal Reserve, and Congressional committees) have called atten-
tion to the problem of unbanked and underbanked in the USA (Barabaran, 2020; 
Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve, 2019; FDIC, 2009, 2012a, 2014, 2016b,  
2018, 2020). In 2019, an estimated 5.4% of US households had no bank account 
(are “unbanked”) (FDIC, 2020). Unbanked individuals live in a household where 
no one has a checking or savings account at a bank or credit union (FDIC, 2020). 
These individuals take care of their banking needs through the use of cash, and/
or use of alternative financial services (AFSs), such as general purpose reloadable 
prepaid debit cards, check cashiers, non-bank money orders, and auto title loans. 
Another 18.7% have an account but also used AFS (are “underbanked”) (FDIC, 
2018). Underbanked individuals use the same types of AFS as unbanked individu-
als for purposes of convenience, preference, avoidance of fees, and other reasons 
(FDIC, 2018). Unbanked and underbanked rates are higher among lower-income, 
less-educated, Black, Hispanic, American Indian, or Alaska Native, working-age 
disabled households, and households with volatile income (FDIC, 2020).

Lacking a bank account at a financial institution, or not fully using an account 
or the banked relationship for other products and services, can be problematic in 
several ways. First, without an account, consumers spend an average of 9.5% of their 
annual income on fees (Office of the Inspector General, United States Postal Ser-
vice, 2014). Second, the unbanked and underbanked also suffer the cost and indigni-
ties of financial exclusion, a lack of “financial citizenship” that creates a bifurcated 
culture of those within and those outside of mainstream financial institutions, and 
must pay more for credit than those fully within mainstream financial institutions 
(Servon & Castro-Cosio, 2015).

The challenges of the unbanked and underbanked have structural roots in pol-
icy related to the financial system. Mainstream financial institutions, (i.e., retail 
banks and credit unions) provide basic bank accounts for the majority of the US 
population, yet policy falls short of sufficiently incentivizing or requiring them 
to provide basic accounts for everyone. Policy solutions have long been proposed 
by scholars and policymakers to reduce or eliminate financial exclusion related to 
accounts. Yet little research has systematically analyzed Congressional proposals to 
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these problems. This paper examines them and their fate. Results will inform future 
related policy efforts to reduce these populations.

Background

Unbanked and Underbanked as a Policy Problem

While the remedies for the unbanked and underbanked problem appear, at face 
value, to lie at the consumer level, several important aspects of these challenges are 
rooted in policy. These aspects include the type of institution offering accounts, the 
ability or willingness to optimize incentives to create needed account products, and 
physical access challenges.

Type of Institution

The type of institutions that offers an account, and its incentives and rewards, may 
play a role. In the USA, only government-chartered financial institutions offer bank 
accounts with consumer protections (American Banker, 2014). The products and 
services offered by banks and credit unions are influenced by their competitive mar-
ketplace, their mandate to produce a profit, and by government regulations. Within 
this environment, offering affordable basic accounts for the unbanked and under-
banked is often not profitable nor attractive (Geffner, 2010). Less than half of banks 
create products and services for underserved consumers (FDIC, 2012b). Banks 
often charge fees to pay for the administrative costs of accounts with small balances, 
such as overdraft fees, which make up 75% of all bank fees (Maremont & McGinty, 
2014). Those consumers who are the least able to afford the fees pay the most to 
use checking accounts. Ninety percent of the fees are paid by 10% of the customers 
(Crepeau, 2014). Banks earn approximately $17 billion annually from overdraft and 
insufficient funds fees (CFPB, 2017).

Lack of Optimizing Incentives

A second policy root lies in bank regulations that do not fully optimize incen-
tives to offer basic accounts. Offering a basic, affordable bank account holds the 
potential to be rewarded within the requirements of the Community Reinvestment 
Act (CRA), a bank regulation that requires and incentivizes products and services 
to low- and moderate-income communities. Under the CRA’s Service Test, banks 
have the potential to be rewarded for offering low-cost bank accounts (FDIC 2016a). 
However, this incentive is weak, and few banks nationally offer accounts that meet 
national standards for affordability and accessibility (CFE, 2020).
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Account Physical Access Challenges

Physical access challenges to banks that consumers face influences their account 
ownership and usage. As a result of federal policy changes, banks are merging 
and closing branches in underserved communities at a record pace in recent years 
(Ensign et  al., 2018, February 5), which has drastically reduced the number of 
branches since 2010 (FDIC, n.d.). Opportunities to access a bank account using 
face-to-face interaction with bank staff, used more by financially vulnerable 
populations, is therefore more difficult (FDIC, 2018). At the same time, reliable, 
affordable internet service lags in underserved communities, making it more diffi-
cult to consistently access online accounts (Friedline et al., 2020). Physical access 
to a bank can also affect available options for low-cost accounts; account features, 
such as high balance requirements and fee structure, are less attractive among 
banks physically located in black and Latinx communities (Faber et al., 2018).

Policy Suggestions to Address the Problems of Unbanked and Underbanked

A broad range of policy ideas have been proposed by researchers, scholars, and 
government actors. These policy ideas are centered on the type of institution per-
mitted to offer accounts, policy and regulations regarding banks, their regulations 
and their environment, as well as policies directly relating to bank accounts.

Type of Institution

Among the most expansive proposals are those that would increase the type of 
institutions that offer low-cost bank accounts. One example is to allow the US Post 
Office to offer basic accounts, as it did between 1911 and 1967 (Baradaran, 2014; 
Servon, 2017). Another idea is to offer basic accounts for consumers directly from 
the Federal Reserve Bank, bypassing retail banks (Ricks et  al., 2020). Expand-
ing the capacity and range of products and services for mission-oriented financial 
institutions, such as community development financial institutions, could allow 
them to offer low-cost accounts (Birkenmaier, 2018).

Policy Regarding Banks, Bank Regulations, and Banking Environment

Other policies would expand access to banking and financial services in under-
served communities through additional branches, changing the regulatory empha-
sis, and strengthening the physical infrastructure through which banking is deliv-
ered. Policy that promotes bank branch location in underserved communities  
could allow for easier account access (Friedline et  al., 2019a, b), as would  
increasing the sheer number of bank branches so that bank branches outnumber 
more costly non-bank financial institutions offering AFS in underserved commu-
nities (Friedline et al., 2019a, b).
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Changing CRA regulation could also have a profound effect on the number of 
banks offering affordable accounts (FDIC, 2016a). Increasing the weight given 
to low-cost accounts in the CRA Service Test could incentive low-cost accounts 
(Friedline et  al., 2018). Changing regulations could also add increased con-
sumer pressure on banks to provide affordable account in two ways. First, banks 
could be required to providing account information in easy-to-locate, standard-
ized formats for straight-forward comparative shopping of their account offering 
(Birkenmaier et al., 2021). Second, making it easier to change banks could cre-
ate increased pressure on banks to retain their customers through more attractive 
account offerings (Bernardo, 2015; du Toit & Burns, 2016).

Policy could also address the environment that influences consumers related to 
bank accounts in several ways. First, expanding affordable, reliable internet connec-
tivity would allow consumers to securely access more account options, particularly 
in lower-income and marginalized communities (Friedline et al., 2020). Online and 
mobile banking holds the potential to expand banking access, but strong, consistent 
internet connectivity is needed (FDIC, 2020). Second, supporting and expanding the 
capacity of the federal Consumer Financial Protection Bureau [CFPB] may affect 
the supply of affordable accounts (CFPB, 2017; Evans & Stein, 2017). The CFPB 
offers consumers key government resources to address banking concerns, such as 
unfair, deceptive, or abusive practices related to accounts, that decrease consumer 
costs and increase consumer trust.

Policy Regarding Bank Account Requirements

Expanding access to a safe and affordable account could also occur through pol-
icy change directly related to bank accounts. For example, a new law could regu-
late bank account features, costs, and fees (CFE, 2020). Requiring all retail banks 
to offer basic accounts at very low cost by law is another option (Government of 
Canada, 2017). Likewise, regulations could serve to expand the use of municipal 
identification cards as acceptable identification to open an account (Center for Popu-
lar Democracy, 2013).

Study Research Questions and Rationale

Our analysis sought to answer the following research questions: (1) What policy 
goals that may impact the availability of low-cost, basic bank accounts have been 
introduced in Congress as legislation? (2) How far in the legislative process did the 
legislation advance? (3) What populations did these proposed laws target? and (4) 
What are the policy goals pursued most ardently over the past 20 years related to 
affordable bank accounts? The researchers did not generate hypothesis related to 
these questions because there was a lack of related research to consult.

These questions are grounded in policy analysis research regarding the promotion of 
policy goals through legislation. Policy development research suggests that policy actors 
(such as legislators) can define policy problems and public policy responses in various 
ways due to different causal attributions and policy interest alignment (Stone, 2012). 
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These perspectives and responses impact the degree to which policy goals are pursued 
in legislation. Policy proposals introduced as legislation can also reflect the author’s per-
ception about the weight of the evidence of the problem, complexity of the problem, 
ideology, and their personal motivations and agendas (McConnell & Hart, 2019), and 
the likelihood of successfully passing the proposal. Policy proposals that specify target 
populations, such as the unbanked, may provide strategic benefits (Stratmann, 2013), yet 
policy often targets the general populations for reasons of partisan protection, expansion, 
and policy maintenance (Balla et al., 2002; Holyoke, 2009).

Methods

This study used the method of policy mapping, which is a systematic content analy-
sis technique wherein researchers identify and analyze policy content in a topical 
area (Anderson et  al., 2008; Esdaile et  al., 2019; Hare et  al., 2016). Policy map-
ping can identify policy gaps, and provide information about trends and status of 
policy in a given area. This evidence can provide information for future policy advo-
cacy and a foundation on which research on policy implementation and enforcement 
occurs (Burris et al., 2016). Results can also provide evidence for the magnitude and 
nature of policy attention to a particular issue (Esdaile et al., 2019).

Data Collection and Parameters

This study focused on bills and resolutions introduced at the US Congressional 
level, rather than the state level. Federal bills are models for legislation at subor-
dinate (e.g., state and municipal) levels (Purtle & Lewis, 2017). Banks and credit 
unions can be chartered at both the federal and state levels, but all banks are regu-
lated by the federal government. Using Congress.gov, a publicly available database 
that catalogs all bills, amendments, and resolutions introduced in the US House 
and Senate, the research team searched for federal legislation related to basic bank 
accounts. Using the search terms “bank account,” “checking account,” and “transac-
tion account,” the researchers searched for any bill or resolution containing these 
exact phrases between 1999 and 2020 (June) (106th–116th Congress) anywhere 
in the bill summary. The following options were checked for each of the searches: 
word variants, all legislation, public and private legislation, any action, and any 
committee. This initial search yielded n = 144 unduplicated bills and resolutions. 
The researchers manually identified and removed legislation that was earlier ver-
sions of policies introduced in multiple sessions of Congress (whose time period is 
included), duplicate polices introduced in both the House and Senate, bills primar-
ily focused on lending, terrorism, FDIC insurance, and bills focused on one person. 
During the coding process, bills and resolutions that failed to address bank accounts 
in a substantive way were identified and excluded (n = 80). From the remaining 64 
unique legislative items, we manually identified and removed legislation that was 
introduced in more than one Congress without substantive change (n = 18), retaining 
only the most recent version for coding in the final dataset. Similarly, we removed 
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items (n = 14) that were introduced in identical or near-identical versions in both the 
House and Senate in the same Congress, keeping only the House version. The final 
dataset was n = 32 unique bills representing 64 total bills.

Coding Categories

The researchers established categories and codebook prior to beginning cod-
ing (Purtle & Lewis, 2017) and followed the example process of Bowen and Irish 
(2019) in coding. The codebook included basic information as well as four goal cat-
egories related to our research questions about the policy goal and focal population 
in legislation. Basic information included bill number and name, whether the bill 
had a companion bill (introduced in same Congress in same or different chamber), 
whether the bill had a matching bill (in a different Congress), number of Congress’ 
introduced (106th–116th), the final stage reached (e.g., committee assignment, 
passed one chamber, etc.), the sponsor party (Democrat, Republican or Independ-
ent), and whether the bill had bipartisan support (indicated by the presence of at 
least one cosponsor with a different political party affiliation than the sponsor). Any 
target populations mentioned were also coded.

For policy goals, as seen in Table 1, the researchers began coding based on six 
major policy goals: (1) expanding access to basic bank accounts, (2) expanding 

Table 1  Taxonomy of goals and illustrative mechanisms of consumer bank account-related policy

Goal Illustrative mechanisms

Expand access to accounts Increase support for mission-oriented financial services
Recalculate the formula for CRA credits
Expand affordable, reliable Internet connectivity
Locate bank branches in lower-income communities
Increase density of bank branches relative to AFS
Ensure the right to a bank account
Expand use of municipal identification cards for banking
Make it easier for consumers to switch banks
Make it easier to open accounts
Incentivize banks to offer low-cost accounts
Promote technology for access

New institutions offer accounts US postal banking
Expand account access in minority popula-

tions and communities
Regulation and consumer protection related to higher 

cost for communities of color for basic banking
Reduce costs of accounts Reduce fees
Increase consumer protection Extend FDIC/NCUA account insurance

Protect from unfair/deceptive/abusive account practices
Protect the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau

Increase consumer disclosure Create standards for affordable basic accounts
Provide consumer-friendly product information
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the type of institutions that offer basic accounts, (3) expanding account access in 
minority populations and communities, (4) reducing the costs of basic accounts, 
(5) increasing consumer protections, and (6) increasing consumer disclosure. As a 
starting point for coding, the goals and illustrative mechanisms were created through 
extensive literature review of research studies, academic scholarship, and “grey” 
literature. Some mechanisms have received study and research (e.g., postal bank-
ing (Office of the Inspector General, United States Postal Service, 2014; affordable 
account standards (Covington & Liu, 2019)), while others have only been suggested 
(e.g., expand affordable and reliable internet connectivity (Friedline & Chen, 2020)).

The codes were not mutually exclusive, and the coding scheme did not specify a 
maximum for the number of goal codes that could apply to a single bill or resolu-
tion. New illustrative mechanisms were added during the process of coding. Focal 
population was coded based on any target population named in the proposed legis-
lation. For ardently pursued legislation, the researchers coded for legislation intro-
duced into both chambers in the same Congress (“companion”), identical (or nearly 
identical) legislation introduced in subsequent Congresses (“matching”), and both.

Coding Process

The two researchers independently coded the basic information and illustrative 
mechanisms related to the policy goals. The researchers coded the basic informa-
tion using the summary provided, and coded policy goals using the full text of the 
bill using the illustrative mechanisms in Table 1. Only bill sections related to bank 
accounts were coded. The researchers met to review codes after independently cod-
ing about 10–15% of the bills, and developed new codes as needed. The researchers 
coded independently then met regularly to compare codes and add new codes as 
needed. Coding discrepancies were resolved through collaboratively reviewing the 
legislative text, and discussion among the researchers to reach a consensus decision 
(Krippendorff, 2018). Many discrepancies involved a coder lack of experience with 
a particular product or process (e.g., the timing of processing of checks relative to 
deposits by banks) or misreading or misinterpreting text sections. Inter-coder agree-
ment (Cohen’s kappa statistic) was calculated only for illustrative mechanisms of 
the policy goals because interpretation was unnecessary for the basic information 
categories. The researchers coded text for provisions that could directly or indirectly 
support the goal, or illustrative mechanism.

Results

Table 2 describes basic characteristics of legislation in the dataset (N = 32). No reso-
lutions were included in the dataset. The bills were fairly evenly distributed among 
the various Congresses, with the largest number in the 116th Congress (2019–2021). 
The vast majority was House bills (90.6%), and introduced by Democrats (78.1%). 
A minority of bills had companion legislation (34%) or similar bills introduced over 
more than one Congressional session (“matched”) (38%). A very small minority 
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had both companion legislation and matched legislation (15.6%). Most items (75%) 
did not progress beyond introduction and assignment to committee. A minority of 
bills (25%) targeted a specific population, such as the unbanked or underbanked. A 
few bills were well-known bills (e.g., H.R. 4173, 111th Congress, Dodd-Frank Wall 
Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act), while most were obscure.

Table 3 summarizes coding of goals, illustrative mechanisms, ardently pursued 
legislation, target populations, and illustrative examples of legislation. Cohen’s 

Table 2  Basic characteristics 
of bank account-related bills in 
the US Congress, 1999–2020 
(106–116th Congress) (N = 32)

Coding category N (%)

Congress (years)
106th (1999–2001) 2 (6.3)
107th (2001–2003) 1 (3.1)
108th (2003–2005) 2 (6.3)
109th (2005–2007) 4 (12.5)
110th (2007–2009) 1 (3.1)
111th (2009–2011) 4 (12.5)
112th (2011–2013) 2 (6.3)
113th (2013–2015) 3 (9.4)
114th (2015–2017) 3 (9.4)
115th (2017–2019) 4 (12.5)
116th (2019–2021) 6 (18.8)
Chamber of origin
House 29 (90.6)
Senate 3 (9.4)
Sponsor party
Democrat 25 (78.1)
Republican 7 (21.9)
Bipartisan support 4 (12.5)
Ardently pursued
Companion bill introduced 11 (34)
Matching bill introduced 12 (38)
Both co-introduced and matched 5 (15.6)
Final status
Introduced/assigned to committee 24 (75)
Committee hearing 1 (3.1)
Passed one chamber 4 (12.5)
Passed both chambers and became law 3 (9.4)
Target population
Unbanked 2
At risk youth 1
Unbanked and underbanked 2
Low and moderate income 2
Multiple vulnerable populations 1
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1 3

kappa statistic for illustrative mechanisms (0.79) indicates substantial inter-coder 
agreement.

The policy goal of expanding account access in minority populations and com-
munities was not represented in the dataset. Several illustrative mechanisms were 
also not represented. Related to the goal of expanding access to bank accounts, items 
related to the Community Reinvestment Act (CRA), internet access, bank branch 
location and density, identification cards, and switching banks were not represented 
in the dataset. Related to the goal of consumer protection, items related to protecting 
and strengthening the CFPB were not represented. Related to consumer disclosure, 
creating or supporting standards for affordable basic accounts was also not in the 
dataset.

Three goals were approximately equally addressed in the legislation: expand-
ing access to bank accounts (81.2% of legislation), increasing consumer protection 
(81.2%), and reducing costs of basic accounts (78.2%). Increasing consumer disclo-
sure (37.5%) and expanding the type of institutions that offer basic accounts (9.4%) 
were addressed infrequently in the legislation. The policy goals that have progressed 
the furthest in federal legislation are expanding access and increasing consumer pro-
tection; 8% of bills coded with both policy goals became law. For example, for the 
goal of expanding access, H.R. 4636, the Federal Deposit Insurance Reform Con-
forming Amendments Act of 2005 (109th Congress) required FDIC to conduct a 
bi-annual national study of the unbanked and underbanked. For the policy goal of 
increasing consumer protection, H.R. 1095 disallows penalties for withdrawing 
or transferring funds from an account. The goal that achieved the least progress is 
to expand type of institutions that offer basic accounts. For example, H.R. 3171, 
the Bridging Bank to Recovery Act of 2009 (111th Congress) proposed to create a 
new “bridging bank” that would provide basic accounts and access to credit for the 
unbanked, underbanked, and consumers with low credit scores. This bill only went 
through the initial steps, and never had a committee hearing.

Within the policy goals, support for mission-oriented financial services (21.9%) 
was the most common illustrative mechanism for the expanding access goal. For 
the goal of reducing the costs of accounts, legislation that related to all types of fees 
was most common (43.8%). Protecting consumers from unfair/deceptive/abusive 
bank account practices and products and services was the most common mechanism 
for the goal of increasing consumer protection (28.1%). The illustrative mechanism 
most common for the goal of increasing consumer disclosure was notifying consum-
ers about other (non-fee) product features (21.9%). The policy that had illustrative 
mechanisms that achieved the most progress, without becoming law, were expand-
ing access and reducing costs. Within expanding access, two bills related to making 
it easier to open accounts passed one chamber: H.R. 4058, 113th Congress, the Pre-
venting Sex Trafficking and Improving Opportunities for Youth in Foster Care Act, 
which passed the House, would require staff to open accounts for youth prior to dis-
charge from the foster care system, and H.R. 1528, 108th Congress, the Tax Admin-
istration and Good Government Act, which passed the Senate, would make it easier 
to open accounts when filing taxes through government-supported tax filing sites for 
low- and moderate-income consumers. Regarding reducing costs, two bills related 
to reducing fees on accounts also passed the House: H.R. 4058, 113th Congress, the 

111Journal of Policy Practice and Research  (2022) 3:96–117



1 3

Preventing Sex Trafficking and Improving Opportunities for Youth in Foster Care 
Act (discussed earlier), and HR 1375, 108th Congress, the Financial Services Regu-
latory Relief Act of 2004, which required a survey of bank fees. The policy goal 
pursued most ardently through the combination of companion and matching bills 
is increasing consumer disclosure, with 33% of legislation that includes an illustra-
tive mechanism for this goal being pursued with the combination of companion and 
matching bills. Reducing cost was also ardently pursued through 28% of legislation 
that includes an illustrative mechanism for this goal featuring both companion and 
matching bills. Bills related to expanding access (19%) and type of institutions (0%) 
were pursued the least ardently.

Discussion

This study reports on the first comprehensive analysis of the basic characteristics, 
goals, illustrative mechanisms, and progress in the US Congress on the goals of 
reducing the number of unbanked and underbanked Americans between 1999 and 
2020. The 32 bills in the dataset indicate some legislative attention across the time 
period to the policy goals and illustrative mechanisms when the topic was emerging 
as an area of concern at the federal level. The Congressional response particularly 
occurred in the most recent Congress (116th, 2019–2021), and with bipartisan atten-
tion, although heavily skewed toward those in the Democratic party. Most of the 
bills were small scale bills, the majority of which did not advance past committee 
assignment.

Although most of the policy goals in our taxonomy were reflected in the dataset 
and new illustrative mechanisms were located, Congressional attention to this topic 
is noticeably lax in comparison to the attention paid by federal regulatory agencies 
and related academic literature. This finding of less attention to banking consumer 
interests is consistent with prior research that Congressional attention to consumer 
interests has dropped in recent decades relative to business interests (Bykerk & 
Maney, 2010). The progress of the bills in the dataset has been mostly minimal. 
Only three bills representing two policy goals have become law (expand access to 
bank accounts and increase consumer protection). This finding is not surprising, 
given that on average, only two-six percent of introduced bills passed into law in 
Congress during the study period (Civic Impulse, 2021).

The most commonly occurring policy goals of expanding access, reducing costs, 
and increasing consumer protection are primarily focused on proximal factors for 
lack of access, rather than the root causes of access barriers. For example, the policy 
goal of expanding the type of institutions that offer basic accounts, such as a new 
type of bank, have very few bills introduced about them and they failed to progress 
past the first steps. The illustrative mechanism that was the most expansive in terms 
of rights (e.g., ensuring the right to a bank account) stalled at committee assignment, 
despite the fact that it would be a prevention measure. These findings are consistent 
with the concept that incremental, rather than structural, change is often pursued by 
legislators (Baumgartner et al., 2018). Increasing consumer disclosure and reducing 
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account cost was pursued most ardently of all of the policy goals, while expanding 
access and type of institutions were pursued the least.

The bills included little language about focal populations. Only six bills men-
tioned any populations at all. This lack of mention is consistent with the idea of 
legislation benefitting the general population as a strategy that increases the chances 
of passage (Balla et  al., 2002; Holyoke, 2009; Strolovitch, 2006). Legislation that 
benefits the general population, including advantaged subgroups, can also positively 
impact financially vulnerable populations, even when not specifically mentioned 
in the legislation (Strolovitch, 2006). For example, expanding the institutions that 
can offer basic accounts to the US Postal Service can benefit the general popula-
tion and offer convenience to all, including the unbanked and underbanked popula-
tions. Thus, the fact that so few bills included any mention of financially vulnerable 
populations may in fact help the progress of the bills because of a wider beneficiary 
population.

Not all goals and illustrative mechanisms in our taxonomy were reflected in the 
dataset. The policy goal of expanding account access in minority populations and 
communities was not represented in the dataset. Thus, no introduced legislation has 
sought to specifically target minority populations and communities that are dispro-
portionally represented among the unbanked and underbanked (FDIC, 2020). The 
missing illustrative mechanisms related to the goal of expanding access to bank 
accounts are notable because all have received attention in the research literature as 
critical to reducing the number of unbanked and underbanked (Center for Popular 
Democracy, 2013; Friedline et  al., 2020), in particular, bank branch location and 
density of banks relative to Alternative Financial Services (Friedline et al., 2019a, 
b). Regarding consumer protection and disclosure, there were no items related  
to protecting and strengthening the CFPB, which provides important consumer 
advocacy for individual consumers related to the banking industry. Also miss-
ing was the creation of standards for affordable basic accounts, which is a growing 
movement across the country (Erwitt et al., 2019; Wack, 2020).

To address the challenges of the unbanked and underbanked through federal leg-
islation, advocates could focus on the policy goals and illustrative mechanisms that 
have achieved legislative movement in the past by passing either the House or the 
Senate, yet have not become law. For example, under the policy goal of expand-
ing access to bank accounts, the illustrative mechanism of making it easier to open 
accounts had two bills that passed one chamber (H.R. 4058, 113th Congress and 
H.R. 1528, 108th Congress). Under the goal of reducing costs, the illustrative mech-
anism of generally reducing fees (not specifically related to ATM or overdraft fees) 
has also achieved momentum in the past through H.R. 4058, 113th Congress and 
H.R. 1375, the 108th Congress. Advocates may also want to focus on legislation 
that directly affects the account fee structure, given its prominence in reasons given 
for unbanked status (CFPB, 2017; FDIC, 2020). Consumer protections related to 
accounts and those related to a national crisis have also passed one chamber. Leg-
islation that would increase consumer notification about account features, that fur-
thers the policy goal of increasing consumer disclosure, has achieved passage within 
one chamber. These results suggest that legislation that is related to fees in gen-
eral, rather than fees tied to specific activities, may gain more policy movement. 
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Legislation related to consumer protections may be another likely avenue, given 
these results of substantial legislative movement of related bills.

Limitations

These findings should be considered in light of the study’s limitations. First, this 
study omits policy making that occurs in other contexts, such as the federal regu-
latory process (FDIC, 2016a), the courts, and state legislation. Second, only bills 
that specifically mentioned bank accounts were included. Relevant legislation may 
have been missed that had an indirect effect on bank accounts, that did not men-
tion accounts, or that benefitted financially vulnerable populations and communities. 
Third, the nature of legislative attention to various goals and illustrative mechanisms 
related to bank account access deserves a closer examination in future research. For 
example, future studies could analyze the influence of companion and matching bills 
related to the final status of legislation, as well as the nature of legislation within 
which language about account access was situated for some included bills. Lastly, 
future research should include more contextual factors, including dominant political 
party within the chambers and in the executive branch.

Conclusion

The presence of the unbanked and underbanked populations through the study 
period suggests that additional policy development and legislative attention is 
needed to meet the needs of these populations. Moving forward, policy advocates 
may wish to focus on impactful areas that shows evidence of movement forward 
in the legislative process, such as making it easier to open accounts, reducing fees, 
and increasing consumer protections. Policy advocates may also wish to focus their 
attention on areas that are under-addressed in the past legislative response (e.g., 
expanding the type of institutions that offer basic accounts, and the basic right to an 
account). In sum, the findings of this study indicate that despite some congressional 
legislative activity in the past decade, the sufficiency and effectiveness of proposed 
policy solutions remain insufficient to address the problems.
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