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Chairman Meeks, Ranking Member Luetkemeyer, members of the subcommittee, thank you for the
opportunity to testify before you this afternoon.
My name is Diego Zuluaga and I am a policy analyst at the Cato Institute’s Center for Monetary and
Financial Alternatives.
Creating the conditions for a dynamic and competitive market for short-term credit is essential to
promoting financial security and financial inclusion. At a time when 24 percent of American
families, and 50 percent of low-income families, lack enough liquid savings to cover a $400
emergency expense,1 broad and immediate access to credit is a matter of great urgency. Furthermore,
with 8.4 million households unbanked and another 24.2 million underbanked,2 a share of that
emergency credit is bound to come from nonbanks, including payday and vehicle title lenders.3
Payday loans are often one of very few options available to cash-strapped households. 16 percent of
payday borrowers use these loans to cover emergency expenses, while 69 percent borrow to pay for
recurring items, such as rent and utility bills.4 Payday loans offer a way to cope with unexpected
events and month-to-month income volatility, which affects more than a third of American
households with incomes below $50,000.5
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While the media often describe payday loans as predatory, the evidence suggests otherwise. Prof.
Ronald Mann of Columbia Law School, in a study quoted extensively by the Consumer Financial
Protection Bureau, finds that 60 percent of payday borrowers accurately estimate the time it will take
them to repay the loan.6 Importantly, there is no systematic bias in borrowers’ predictions of
repayment: borrowers overestimate roughly as much as they underestimate the time it will take them
to repay.7
Prof. Mann’s results contradict the assertion that payday borrowers are misled by predatory lenders,
or that they suffer from behavioral biases. His results are not atypical of the empirical academic
literature on payday lending, which finds that these loans are helpful to borrowers, and payday loan
bans harmful, at least as often as it finds the opposite.8
Payday borrowers are not stupid. They make the best of limited options. As Prof. Lisa Servon of the
University of Pennsylvania writes, “The question […] is whether expensive credit is better than no
credit at all.”9 Like Prof. Servon, I worry that placing an interest cap on short-term credit would
altogether remove access to emergency funds for the most vulnerable Americans.
I have had the opportunity to study in detail the impact of payday loan interest-rate caps in the
United Kingdom. While UK regulators expected loan volume to decline by 11 percent after the
introduction of the cap, it dropped by 56 percent – five times what regulators estimated – within 18
months.10 The number of borrowers dropped by 53 percent, versus the 21 percent that regulators
estimated.11 Given that regulators’ forecasts aimed for the “optimal” amount of payday borrowing,
this miscalibration of the interest cap’s impact almost surely left hundreds of thousands of
borrowers worse off.
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I worry that the CFPB’s payday rule, which predicts loan volume to drop by 62 to 68 percent but
expects 90 percent of borrowers to retain physical access to payday facilities, will prove similarly overoptimistic. The consequences of regulatory error could be very damaging.
Low usury caps were once widespread across American credit markets. But Progressive reformers in
the early 1900s recognized that these caps harmed low-income people by throwing them into the
hands of loan sharks. Gradually, they persuaded legislators to lift or remove interest caps, helping
the formal market for small-dollar credit to flourish.12 Placing a cap on small-dollar loans risks
leaving vulnerable households at the mercy of family members and unscrupulous providers – or
forcing them to go without basic necessities.
Policymakers can, however, do more to promote financial inclusion. I welcome efforts to bring a
greater focus on underserved households to financial regulators. For example, the CFPB and FDIC
should conduct a joint review of the regulatory costs to banks of maintaining deposit accounts. This
will permit them to compare the costs of regulation with its benefits and determine whether
financial regulation excludes low-income and minority borrowers.
But I would not limit this work to fostering access to depository institutions, important as such
access is. Financial innovations like mobile money accounts have delivered impressive results in
Africa and Asia.13 With 81 percent of Americans now owning a smartphone, and another 13 percent
owning a more basic cell phone,14 mobile money accounts could bring essential financial services to
households which, for reasons related to cost, trust, or both, do not own a bank account.15 Mobile
payments could help low-income consumers avoid account fees and gradually gain access to other
financial services.
Thank you. I’d be happy to answer any questions.
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