
Real Life

Answers

To Real Life

Questions
About Credit Unions

Credit unions are owned by their members.

Everyone who deposits money in a credit

union joins the cooperative and becomes

a member—and an owner.

The profits from a credit union go back

to its members. They may be paid out as

dividends, in lower loan rates, or in free

or low-cost services. Credit unions are

“not-for-profit” financial institutions. That

doesn’t mean they don’t make money—

it does mean they distribute the wealth

back to their members rather than to

outside stockholders.

Credit unions are financial cooperatives,

which are run by the people who belong to

them—the members.

Who really owns 
credit unions?

Where do credit union 
profits go?

What exactly are 
credit unions?
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How are credit unions run?

Each credit union is democratically controlled, and

run by a volunteer board of directors, elected by the

members who belong to the credit union. The direc-

tors are members, too—in fact, any credit union

member can run for election to the board, and all

credit union members have a say in how the credit

union is operated. The day-to-day managers of 

credit unions, and the staff who serve members, 

are paid, expert professionals in the financial 

services field.

Can anyone join a credit union?

Members of a credit union share some kind of com-

mon bond, such as working for the same employer,

belonging to the same organization, or living in the

same community. Each credit union’s “field of mem-

bership” is defined in its charter.

How many credit unions & members
are there in the United States?

More than 70 million Americans belong to a credit

union, and it is estimated that another 40 million

people in the U.S. qualify for credit union member-

ship according to current “field of membership” rules.

There are currently more than 11,000 credit unions

across the country.

Do credit unions offer the same
services as banks and other

financial institutions?

Many credit unions offer a wide range of services to

members, similar to banks. Other credit unions have

more limited services. Credit unions specialize in ser-

vices for consumers, such as savings accounts, and

personal or consumer loans. Many credit unions

today have expanded their services to include credit

cards, debit cards, electronic transactions, IRAs,

mortgages, home equity loans, student loans and

other products and services. Banks usually focus on

serving business as well as consumers. Savings

banks (also called savings & loans) specialize in real

estate financing.

Are deposits in credit unions insured?

Federally chartered and many state-chartered credit

unions are insured by the National Credit Union

Share Insurance Fund, which is backed by the credit

of the U.S. government. The fund that insures credit

union deposits is run on a “pay-as-you-go” system,

so losses cannot build up. This fund, like the FDIC,

insures each account up to $100,000. It is so secure

that it has never had to use taxpayers’ money.

How can credit unions offer
lower service fees and loan

rates, and higher deposit rates?

Because credit unions are member-owned, they exist

to serve the needs of members rather than to make

a profit for stockholders. This allows credit unions to

return their surplus earnings to the people who

belong to them, by way of dividends, better rates

and lower service fees. 

Are there credit unions 
in other countries?

Credit unions are part of a worldwide movement, and

there are credit unions established in Canada, Europe

and many countries around the globe. The move-

ment has a strong support network that includes

credit unions, state credit union associations (called

leagues), a national trade association (Credit 

Union National Association, Inc.—CUNA), and 

an international credit union organization (World

Council of Credit Unions—WOCCU). The Credit 

Union System shares ideas, information and

resources cooperatively.


