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B ANKS KNOW THAT COMPLYING 

with the complex and ever-changing body 
of federal and state regulations is a cost of 

doing business. Savvy institutions also recognize that 
well-designed compliance toolkits can advance business 
objectives as well as support revenue growth. 

While the Department of Justice (DOJ) and prudential bank regulators 
require banks to maintain programs to ensure compliance with fair lend-
ing laws and the Community Reinvestment Act (CRA), strong fair lending 
and community reinvestment compliance practices can also help identify 
strategic business opportunities for growth. With slight modifications to 
existing approaches, analyses conducted as part of existing fair lending and 
CRA compliance programs can also highlight areas of competitive strength 
and weakness in a bank’s current and potential target markets. 

By repurposing compliance tools for business-line consumption, low-hang-
ing competitive opportunities, gaps in product sets or services, and potential 
growth partnerships may come into focus. 

This article offers practical suggestions for applying a fresh lens to fair 
lending and CRA compliance tools, such as peer analysis, mapping, and 
performance context, across a variety of situations. It helps banks identify 
actionable strategies for growth and maximize the impact of compliance 
teams on the bank’s bottom line, while maintaining strong CRA and fair 
lending programs. 

Market intelligence as a growth tool
Fair lending and CRA compliance teams conduct a wide variety of quantitative 
and qualitative analyses to identify risks and support action plans to manage 
them appropriately, but these analyses can serve dual functions. Banks can 
leverage the same market-based information used for fair lending and CRA 
compliance to identify targeted areas of competitive opportunity. 

Market-penetration or “peer” analyses, mapping, and performance con-
text are three types of reviews commonly conducted by banks of all sizes. 
By using these analyses to answer growth questions, banks can implement 
high-impact actions to gain or reinforce a competitive edge. 

Peer analyses: Useful for identifying gaps and strengths
Bank fair lending and CRA programs typically conduct or oversee statistical 
analyses to evaluate the bank’s performance in receiving applications and 
originating loans in all segments of the bank’s markets, including comparisons 
to competitors in the same markets. The analyses typically track requirements 
and expectations that regulators have historically communicated through 
rules, guidance, and public enforcement actions. 

For example, regulators and enforcement agencies expect banks to mon-
itor redlining risk through statistical peer analyses that evaluate the bank’s 
performance in majority-minority census tracts (including majority-Black, 
Hispanic, or in other demographically-defined areas) and non-majority-mi-
nority tracts within its service areas as compared to that of peer lenders. Banks 
evaluating their CRA performance assess how well they meet the credit needs 
of all segments of their communities, including low- and moderate-income 
(LMI) communities and borrowers, by analyzing their lending patterns in 
LMI census tracts and with LMI borrowers relative to their peers. 

From fair lending and CRA compliance perspectives, these analyses indicate 
whether application and origination activity differs from peer institutions 
in statistically and materially different ways. 

If the bank identifies statistically significant differences in its penetration of 
defined census tract segments, the analyses may provide additional contextual 
information to help evaluate the performance gaps. For example, they may 
show the shortfall in applications or loans needed to close the gap, or more 
granular information regarding the loans made by peer lenders.

The same peer analyses conducted to monitor CRA and fair lending risk 
contain valuable market intelligence that can answer strategic growth ques-
tions. Peer analyses most typically evaluate a bank’s performance in CRA 
assessment areas, metropolitan statistical areas (MSAs), or metropolitan 
divisions (MDs) within an MSA. Still, banks can use the underlying data 
to zero in on smaller geographies with high growth potential. Peer analyses 
can provide even more granular information about any observed lending 
penetration gaps, such as a list of census tracts where other lenders have 
generated material application volume. 

However, if a bank has received few, if any, applications in certain census 
tracts, or receives applications that do not result in funded loans while peer 
institutions are originating loans in those areas — this may indicate a compet-
itive gap or elevated redlining risk. Analyzing the tract lists where the bank is 
underperforming can support strategies for microtargeting to increase name 
recognition, rebalancing loan officer coverage, monitoring leads, and more. 

Compliance reporting appropriately focuses on areas presenting the 
greatest fair lending and CRA risks, but by carefully analyzing success 
stories, business lines can use the data to spur growth in new ways. Peer 
analyses showing statistically significant favorable results demonstrate 
the bank’s existing dominance in a particular market relative to other 
lenders, and the bank can use this information to expand its competitive 
advantages further. 

Banks should evaluate the factors driving high-performance observations 
and consider whether they can replicate successful approaches in other areas. 
Exploring the strategies that underpin success stories can position banks to 
advance growth in underperforming or stagnant markets.

Mapping: Visualizing market opportunities 
Banks regularly conduct mapping analyses that visually display residential 
mortgage, small business, or small farm applications and loans across the 
geographic area they serve. These maps support a range of fair lending and 
CRA compliance objectives. For example, banks compare applications and 
originations inside and outside their delineated CRA assessment areas to 
monitor geographic lending patterns relative to areas with concentrations 
of minority or LMI populations. Mapping also helps banks evaluate poten-
tial adjustments to assessment area delineations. Additionally, banks map 
branch and other physical locations to assess market coverage, travel-times, 
and geographic deposit concentration. 

As with statistical peer analyses, mapping can serve as a dual-purpose 
tool for identifying areas to target for growth and investment. By mapping 
lending activity or physical locations on shaded maps that also depict CRA 
assessment area boundaries, MSA/MD boundaries, county lines, major cities, 
and major highways, business unit leaders can more easily identify areas where 
the bank has a dominant presence and where unexplained gaps may exist.

To meet CRA requirements, compliance programs appropriately focus on 
LMI geographies and borrowers, but mapping analyses can also help identify 
credit-access gaps in middle- or upper-income areas, including areas with 
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concentrations of minority populations. Mapping 
analyses can also help identify LMI and non-LMI 
tracts that appear to be banking deserts. This can 
help a bank to meet customer needs better by de-
ploying micro-branches, loan production offices 
(LPOs), shared space, or mobile bankers. 

By incorporating deposit accountholder address-
es and branch and LPO locations with HMDA, 
CRA small business/small farm, or other lending 
data, a bank can create a robust picture of its market 
penetration across tract types. Publicly available 
Summary of Deposits data lets you consider com-
petitors’ locations as well as your own. 

Are there areas within a bank’s markets where 
it lacks a physical presence while peers operate 
branches? If peer lending activity is strong but the 
bank has little or no lending or deposit activity in 
those areas, the market may be ripe for addition-
al outreach, LPOs, or branch network expansion. 
Conversely, if the bank has a physical presence but 
limited deposit or loan customers, this is a signal 
to reassess marketing and engagement strategies 
in these areas. However, if your customer base is 
substantial in areas without physical locations, it 
may indicate effective use of digital channels. 

Mapping can also be a useful tool in identify-
ing potential new locations. The map shown of a 
metro Atlanta suburb in Figure 11 overlays census 
tracts with no branches (green areas) or only one 
branch (orange areas) with highest owner-occupied 

housing quartiles. A review of census data reveals 
these areas also have significant population growth. 

For example, let’s consider the Marietta Metro 
Division. Cherokee County grew by more than 
30% between the 2010 and 2020 census enumer-
ations, and the county expects an additional 50% 
increase in population by 2050. Paulding Coun-
ty’s population grew by nearly 40% between 2010 
and 2020. Despite the substantial growth, there 
is a dearth of bank and credit union branches in 
middle- or upper-income census tracts with high 
levels of owner-occupied housing and substantial 
growth. These high population, low branch areas 
might be opportunities for strategic expansion. 

Performance context: 
Understanding local market 
conditions
Because socioeconomic conditions and commu-
nity credit needs vary considerably by market, the 
performance context analysis is a core part of bank 
CRA evaluations. To ensure uniform application 
of CRA requirements across banks operating in 
diverse markets, CRA examiners conduct perfor-
mance context analyses and develop research-based 
descriptions of market conditions within banks’ 
assessment areas.

According to regulatory guidance, “the perfor-
mance context is a broad range of economic, demo-
graphic, and institution- and community-specific 

information that an examiner reviews to understand 
the context in which an institution’s record of per-
formance should be evaluated.”2 Compliance teams 
conducting CRA performance reviews also com-
plete performance context analyses by considering:
   ■ Demographic data on income level and dis-
tribution, housing stock, housing costs, and 
unemployment; 

   ■ Data on lending, investment, and service 
opportunities in the bank’s assessment areas 
obtained from the bank itself or from commu-
nity organizations, state or local government 
authorities, economic development agencies, 
or other sources; 

   ■ Data on levels of banking and lending compe-
tition in the market; and the

   ■ General economic climate at national, regional, 
and local levels; and more.
Consistent with regulators’ practices, many bank 

compliance teams meet with community contacts 
in their assessment areas to discuss local market 
conditions and credit needs. 

A carefully conducted performance context 
analysis can impact a bank in ways that extend 
far beyond developing a framework for fairly 
assessing CRA performance. Business lines can 
leverage the same data and information underlying 
the performance context analysis to improve their 
understanding of local market trends, the nuances 
of differing credit and banking needs across com-
munity segments, and barriers to credit access. 
Then they can use that knowledge to create unique 
business opportunities. 

Case study: Addressing an unmet 
community credit need
In one case, a bank conducting a community credit 
needs assessment met with a city housing authority 
and learned of the city’s struggles to disburse grant 
funds earmarked for home winterization. The pro-
gram required a roof inspection as a condition of 
approval, and the city observed that it frequently 
denied winterization grant applications because 
the homes did not pass the roof inspections and 
the applicants lacked the funds to pay for necessary 
roof repairs. The bank developed a small-dollar 
home improvement loan program to meet the 
credit need. It was the only loan program of its 
kind offered in the area and was successful in 
generating loan originations. 

Using expanded data to strengthen 
performance context
Mapping and statistical analysis of expanded lend-
ing data can also help build performance context, 

Figure 1: Identifying expansion opportunities in high-growth census tracts
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particularly in areas where the bank has lower levels 
of HMDA- or CRA-reportable lending activity. 
For example, overlaying auto or other consumer 
loans on lending maps can help demonstrate that 
the bank is serving its communities with needed 
credit products, even in areas with lower levels 
of HMDA- and CRA-reportable lending. This is 
particularly true if consumer lending is an im-
portant part of your institution’s credit portfolio, 
or if the bank serves areas with limited need for 
mortgage loans. 

For example, in rural areas, auto loans are an 
important consumer credit need. The absence of 
public transit and limited service by taxi or ride-
share companies, combined with greater distances 
to employment centers, makes a car a requirement 
for both employment and educational access. 

Another long-term growth question that a per-
formance context analysis can help answer is: Has 
the bank developed and maintained a network of 
community partnerships and referral sources that 
sufficiently reaches all market segments? Thinking 
beyond core CRA relationships with Community 
Development Financial Institutions, community 
development corporations, and HUD-approved 
housing counselors: Has the bank engaged mu-
nicipal housing and community development de-
partments or divisions? Small business incubators? 
Local chambers of commerce? 

By identifying each market’s trusted advisors 
and pursuing non-traditional partnerships, banks 
can reach more broadly than their competitors and 
lay the groundwork to foster growth. 

Product and service offerings  
and design
Fair lending and CRA compliance teams regularly 
evaluate product and service offerings. From a fair 
lending perspective, the bank reviews products and 
services as part of fair lending risk assessments 
to meet regulatory expectations for identifying, 
monitoring, and managing risk. Federal regulators 
responsible for examining compliance with fair 
lending laws have observed that an “institution 
that offers a variety of lending products or prod-
uct features … may benefit consumers by offering 
greater choices and meeting the diverse needs of 
applicants.” Also, examiners assess whether the 
bank offers “programs that are specifically designed 
to assist certain borrowers,” such as “conventional 
‘affordable’ housing loan programs.”3 

Under the prior administration, redlining com-
plaints filed by the DOJ reveal the fair lending 
risks that may arise from product suites that lack 
options to address the needs of the full range of 

customer segments within a lending market. DOJ 
consent orders related to redlining require banks 
to conduct and analyze the steps taken to revise 
mortgage lending policies and practices that pose 
redlining risks, including a review of the types of 
loan products offered by the bank. The consent or-
ders also require banks to conduct a research-based 
market study, referred to as a “community credit 
needs assessment,” to help identify financial services 
needs in the allegedly redlined area, including an 
analysis of loan products offered by other lenders 
operating in the same geography.

CRA compliance teams also review the bank’s 
products and services. “Responsiveness” to cred-
it and community development needs is either a 
criterion or otherwise a consideration in the CRA 
performance tests. Information regarding the prod-
ucts and services offered by a bank can evidence 
the bank’s responsiveness in CRA examinations 
where examiners “evaluat[e] the range of services 
provided in geographies of different incomes.”4 

While not establishing a formal list of infor-
mation that demonstrates the responsiveness of a 
bank’s products and services, CRA guidance noted 
“practical suggestions of the types of information 
institutions could collect or maintain to demon-
strate the responsiveness of a community devel-
opment service,” including “surveys completed by 
the financial institution to ascertain community 
needs,” “an institution’s records of discussions with 
community contacts,” and “publicly available mar-
ket research data that support the importance to 
low- or moderate-income families for a particular 
type of service.”5

This fair lending and CRA guidance under-
scores the importance of reviewing product and 

service offerings to help mitigate fair lending risk 
and advance CRA performance examination goals. 
However, a bank can also use the same analyses 
to identify business opportunities for expanding 
product and service offerings to compete better 
with peers in its markets. 

If peer analyses reveal gaps in a bank’s lend-
ing performance by borrower income level or to 
neighborhoods by tract level income compared 
with other lenders, the bank should compare its 
product suite with those offered by competing 
lenders. The analyses may reveal that peer lenders 
who are the most successful offer certain prod-
ucts or product features that are missing from the 
bank’s offerings. 

Leveraging community 
relationships and outreach
Banks commonly collect feedback from attendees 
or community partners during financial education 
and other community outreach events they host 
or sponsor. Ongoing conversations with commu-
nity partners can help identify emerging credit or 
deposit account needs for consideration.

Evaluating feedback from potential customers 
whose needs reveal gaps in a bank’s product offer-
ings, features, or credit standards can help document 
a business case for developing new products or 
terms, or revisiting credit standards, to level the 
playing field and increase the bank’s competitive 
market position. 

Expanding customer relationships 
and wallet share
Finally, banks should consider deepening relation-
ships arising from the institution’s CRA and fair 
lending efforts. Consider whether organizations 
receiving community development services or in-
vestments have credit or deposit needs that the bank 
can meet. Can the bank leverage its community 
outreach efforts and partnerships to build trust 
and improve reputation, not just in LMI neighbor-
hoods, but across all segments of the communi-
ties it serves? Can information the bank gathered 
through community partnerships and outreach 
efforts reduce customer acquisition costs?

For consumer and small business customers, 
there may be ways to increase wallet share profit-
ably. For example, do small businesses, for whom 
the bank has provided technical assistance, need 
and qualify for additional deposit or credit rela-
tionships? Do consumers completing financial 
education have needs the bank can meet? 

Does the bank offer secured cards or lend 
through fintech partnerships? If so, those customers 

By repurposing 
compliance tools 
for business-line 

consumption, low-hanging 
competitive opportunities, 

gaps in product sets, 
and potential growth 

partnerships may come 
into focus.
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may be good candidates for more traditional banking products and services 
such as unsecured cards, auto loans, mortgages, deposit products, etc. In 
other words, this approach supports relationship deepening and long-term 
product migration.

Figure 2 provides a snapshot of growth questions your CRA and fair 
lending compliance program tools can help leverage into high-impact actions. 

Conclusion
In addition to supporting CRA and fair lending risks, a bank’s compliance 
team can be a critical part of its growth strategy. Banks can use CRA and 
fair lending capabilities as a strategic advantage by treating them as a mar-
ket-intelligence and product-design toolkit for the enterprise — not just 
a compliance function. When a bank combines routine fair lending and 
CRA analyses with market data, profitable gaps can surface that scale with 
consistent decisioning and pricing. ■
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Growth question Toolkit lens Signals High-impact actions

Where are competitors outperforming 
the bank?

Peer benchmarking by geography and 
channel (distribution + outcomes).

Share gap: low application/origination 
share vs. competitors’ despite similar 
demographic/economic profile.

Rebalance coverage (e.g., loan officer 
placement, broker relationships, digital 
marketing spend), develop and deploy 
targeted offers, tighten monitoring of 
follow-up on leads. Compare product 
and channel offerings and marketing 
activity to peers.

Where does the bank out-perform 
competitors in its markets? 

Peer benchmarking by geography and 
channel (distribution + outcomes).

Share gap: high application/origination 
share vs. competitors despite similar 
demographic/economic profile.

Identify strategies driving high 
performance and evaluate replication 
in other areas (e.g., marketing 
campaigns, pilot programs, community 
partnerships)

Are there mortgage credit access gaps 
being overlooked in middle- or upper-
income (MUI) areas?

Outcome segmentation by life stage 
and affordability constraints.

High denial rates or high pricing 
(e.g., higher incidence of rate-spread 
reportable lending) for first-time home 
buyers; low pre-approval conversion; 
high fall-out due to debt-to-income 
(DTI) ratios and/or DTI volatility.

Introduce down payment/closing-cost 
support via partnerships, particularly 
for LMI borrowers residing in MUI 
areas; restructure underwriting to 
recognize stable non-W2 income where 
appropriate; proactive and income-
inclusive pre-approval coaching.

Do any LMI or non-LMI tracts look like 
“banking deserts”?

Access and convenience analysis using 
branches, deposits, and customer 
travel patterns.

Few branches, low deposit share, high 
use of nonbank channels, long travel 
times — even when median income is 
not low or moderate.

Evaluate ability to serve the area using 
branches, LPOs, ATMs, micro-branches, 
shared space, mobile bankers, or 
embedded finance in trusted local 
institutions; modernize small-dollar 
credit and overdraft alternatives.

Where can the bank grow small 
business lending profitably and 
without concentration risk?

Industry-cluster and cash-flow lens 
using CRA-style geography slices.

Strong business formation/
establishments but low bank credit 
penetration; high card utilization; low 
term-loan prevalence.

Industry-specific credit boxes, faster 
working-capital products, treasury 
bundles, and technical-assistance 
partnerships.

Is the bank leaving money on the table 
with existing upper-income customers?

Fairness and retention lens on cross-
sell and renewals.

Uneven HELOC/home-improvement 
take-up, refinance retention gaps, or 
relationship pricing inconsistencies.

Streamlined renewals, transparent 
relationship pricing guardrails, and 
proactive equity/renovation offers tied 
to life events.

FIGURE 2. From growth questions to high-impact actions
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