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The Power of Access

At Ascendus, we believe that every small business owner deserves the
opportunity to rise, no matter where they start. The Get Ready Program is
proof that access to capital, paired with guidance and trust, can unlock new
financial futures.

Too often, entrepreneurs with vision and drive face closed doors simply
because of past credit challenges. With Get Ready, we’ve shown that a
different path is possible. By offering a modest line of credit, personalized
financial coaching, and the chance to graduate to larger financing, we’ve
seen clients not only rebuild credit but also grow and thrive.

This report shines a light on what we already know: accesible financial
solutions change lives, households, and communities. But it also reminds us
that demand for this kind of support is far greater than current resources
allow. With continued collaboration from funders, partners, and advocates,
we can scale this model, helping more small business owners access the fair,
affordable capital they deserve.

Thank you for walking alongside us in creating a world of financial
ascension for all—one loan, one client, one transformed future at a time.

YOURS IN FINANCIAL
ASCENSION,

CEO, Ascendus
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Micro businesses play a critical role in the US economy.
Employing 27 percent of all US employees,’very small businesses
of fewer than 20 employees are important not just for the labor
market but for the income and wealth of owners, local tax bases,
and community connection, identity, and belonging (Fitzgerald

and Muske 2016; Prince et al. 2021; Wade and Oldstone 2024).
But many small business owners struggle with personal and
business credit issues, which means their ability to access
capital to sustain and grow their business can be a challenge.

In a 2024 survey of small businesses, 77 percent reported concern about
their ability to access capital.2 In 2024, only 41 percent of small firms were
fully approved for the financing for which they applied, lower than
prepandemic levels (Johnson et al. 2025). In general, credit access is harder
for younger and smaller firms, for firms in industries with limited collateral, for
businesses owned by lower-wealth individuals, and for women owners and
owners of color (Conell-Price, Heck, and Tibbitts 2024; Lederer and
Asante-Muhammad 2020; Lederer and Oros 2023).
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Some of this struggle might be driven by the credit

readiness  of  business  owners  themselves.
High-net-worth owners can access lower-price small
business loans (though often only still by personally
guaranteeing the business debt), but low-net-worth
owners have fewer options. They can become trapped in
a cycle of high-cost loans, which can undermine the

business’s survival.

Community development financial institutions
(CDFls) help drive capital to small businesses that might
otherwise be unable to access affordable financing
(Theodos, McDaniel, and Hangen 2025). CDFI
microloans typically range from $10,000 to $50,000.
But even CDFI financing options are less available for
truly small loans, especially for owners with credit
challenges.

To explore how to bridge this credit gap for small
business owners, we review the Get Ready loan, a unique
credit-building product and financial coaching program
for small business owners offered by Ascendus, a New
York-based CDFIl. Ascendus designed the program to
(1) expand credit access and financial health, particularly
for historically underserved populations; (2) build a
future cohort of credit- ready borrowers; and (3) create
a credit-building model with the potential to be
replicated by other financial institutions. The program’s
unique structure starts borrowers with a $500 line of
credit and graduates them to $5,000 after
demonstrated repayment behavior, offering a novel
approach to underwriting for borrowers who are

typically considered high risk. We find the following:
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» The Get Ready Program has provided access to
capital for borrowers who would not otherwise be
considered for traditional loan products. The
average credit score of an incoming Get Ready
borrower was 571, lower than the threshold that
CDFl lenders typically use.

» More than 75 percent of participating borrowers
were in good standing as of March 2025, and 41
percent were able to graduate from the $500 line of
credit to the $5,000 line of credit. Although this is
somewhat below Ascendus’s expectation of 50
percent graduation, it still demonstrates that a large
portion of borrowers who would not traditionally be
considered creditworthy can manage lines of credit.
Several participants were also able to borrow
additional capital outside the program. Borrowers
appreciated the program’s financial coaching, and
many felt the program gave them tools to help them
manage their credit.

» There is demand for the program. Ascendus staff
members noted they have a pipeline of 150 potential
borrowers in the application process.

« The time-intensive coaching and low-dollar
credit lines mean that the program does not pay for
itself; it requires a subsidy to run. In addition, the
program is served by only one dedicated staff
member, which has constrained growth. Additional
support, including from the public and philanthropic
sectors, will be key for expansion.

« More research is needed to determine how
well the program helps borrowers build credit,
particularly in terms of impacts on financial
attributes such as credit scores.
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BOX 1
METHODOLOGY

To better understand the Get Ready Program and
its outcomes, we conducted a mixed-methods
research study using interviews and data obtained
from program and credit reports.

QUALITATIVE DATA.

We interviewed three program leaders and nine
borrowers, including three borrowers at the initial
loan level ($500), five at the first graduated level
(65,000), and one who further graduated to an
Ascendus loan above $5,000. We sought to
understand program goals, design, usage, and
perceived effects. Interviews were semistructured,
ranging from half an hour to an hour, and were
conducted virtually.

PROGRAM AND CREDIT

REPORT DATA.

We conducted a quantitative study of deidentified
program and pre-loan credit report data, provided by
Ascendus. Program data included information about
174 borrowers, their businesses, their line of credit,
and their repayment performance, and pre-loan
credit data included credit attributes for 161
borrowers.



The Get Ready

Program:

A Credit
Building Model

The Get Ready Program was launched in 2023 by Ascendus, a
New York City-based CDFI with a national reach. The program was
launched in response to observations by Ascendus staff members
during the CDFI’s expansion into Jacksonville, Florida: Its
traditional microloan products were not meeting the needs of
small business owners in that market. Whereas Ascendus had
previously developed microloan products for immigrant and other
entrepreneurs with thin or nonexistent credit histories in New
York, the CDFl encountered a different challenge in Jacksonville. In
that market, Ascendus found entrepreneurs with promising
business prospects but damaged credit histories, meaning their
credit scores were below the requirements of most loan programs.
The Get Ready Program, a credit-building loan product that also
provides financial coaching, was designed to address this gap.

Ascendus leadership noted that pursuing this new model of
credit-building product aligned well with the organization’s
mission of improving access to capital and financial education. This
approach differs from conventional credit-building and
microlending initiatives. First, many CDFls and banks have
programs designed to build individual consumer credit—such as
secured credit cards or small-dollar loan products—but building
credit for small business owners is not always a focus.®> Second,
existing initiatives that do focus on small business owners are often
intended for owners with thin or nonexistent credit histories,
rather than challenged credit histories. And finally, structuring the
product as a revolving line of credit, rather than a more
conventional term loan, allows for greater ability to build credit
history even with a low dollar amount.
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The Get Ready Program provides lines of credit that start with
a $500 limit. Borrowers can graduate to a $5,000 line of credit
after three months with on-time repayment and other good
financial habits, such as no new delinquencies and timely
repayments on any derogatory debt. By providing initial capital
at a small dollar level, Ascendus limits its own exposure to risk
while giving borrowers an opportunity to demonstrate
consistent repayment habits and thereby build positive credit
history. When borrowers successfully manage this low dollar
amount, Ascendus gains the confidence it needs to underwrite
larger loans or credit lines for borrowers and graduate them out
of the program.

We’re trying to help people ascend. We're trying to
create mobilities, meet people where they’re at, and
actually graduate them or move them up.

A pillar of the program is financial coaching. The coaching is
one-on-one and tailored to each borrower’s needs. But there are
also common themes and topics for which entrepreneurs need
support. Most notable are credit building and cash flow
management. Program staff members check in with all
borrowers at least once a quarter, but borrowers can also getin
touch with program staff members for assistance at any time.
Many do, with questions about how to apply for additional loans,
how to make extra payments, and other topics, both about the
program and about their financial health in general.

If I have an issue financially, 1 call [the Get Ready
Program staff]. They give me all the information I want
and assist me.




Ascendus

THIS WAY UP

Who Is Borrowing
via the Get Ready Programs

As of March 2025, the program had 174 borrowers take out a Get Ready loan since its inception in 2023. To be
eligible, applicants and their businesses must meet certain requirements: Small businesses must have been
operating for at least a year, and applicants must have less than $10,000 in derogatory debt, have a minimum of
$300 in monthly business-related deposits, be in good standing with their rent or mortgage for the previous year,
have no bankruptcies within the past year, and have no foreclosures within the past two years. Importantly,
personal credit score is not in the mix of requirements. The program is designed to serve borrowers who might
have scores that are too low to meet traditional loan requirements. Beyond financial attributes, Ascendus is looking
for borrowers who are willing to learn and engage with the program.

Get Ready borrowers’ businesses varied in terms of size and sector, but most were small, both in terms of
cash flow and employment. More than 50 percent of businesses had only one employee (table 1). The average
business had an annual revenue of nearly $136,000 (median of almost $80,000) at the time of their application.
But 35 businesses had annual revenues above $150,000, and 7 had revenues above $500,000. Almost 70
percent of the businesses had been operating for less than 5 years, though 5 percent had been operating for 10
to 30 years before applying for the Get Ready Program.

TABLE 1: BUSINESS AGE, EMPLOYMENT AND REVENUE

. . Number of Share of

Business age

1to less than 3 years 39 22%
3 to less than 5 years 80 46%
5 to less than 10 years 46 26%
10 or more years 9 5%
Number of FTEs

1 99 57%
More than 1, less than or equal to 2 36 21%
More than 2, less than equal to 5 31 18%
More than 5 8 5%
Revenue

$0 to $50,000 44 25%
$50,001to $100,000 67 39%
$100,001 to $150,000 28 16%
More than $150,000 35 20%
Total 174 100%

Source: Authors’ analysis of Get Ready Program data.
Notes: FTEs = full-time equivalent employees. Each part-time employee counts as half of one full-time
equivalent employee. For business age, lower bounds are inclusive, but upper bounds are not.
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Participating business owners spanned a wide range of sectors (figure 1). The most common industry was
transportation and warehousing (including freight trucking and rideshare and passenger transportation),
representing 15 percent of businesses. This is followed closely by professional and administrative services (e.g.,
management consulting and security services) at 14 percent of businesses. Personal and pet care services (e.g.,
beauty salons and barbershops) and retail trade (e.g., clothing, accessories, and other merchandise) both
represented 13 percent of businesses. Other common industries include food, beverage, and hospitality; health
care and social assistance; educational services; and construction and remodeling.

FIGURE 1: BUSINESS INDUSTRIES

Transportation and warehousing I 15%
Professional and administrative I — 14%
Retail trade NN 13%
Personal and pet care NN 3%
Food, beverage and hospitality NN 0%
Health care and social assistance I 8%
Educational N 8%
Construction and remodeling I 3%
Arts, entertainment and recreation I 3%
Wholesale trade INIINININININING 3%
Cleaning, landscaping and waste I 3%
Child care G 3%
Manufacturing N 2%
Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting I 1%
Automotive care 1l 1%

Share of Businesses

Source: Authors’ analysis of Get Ready Program data.

After an initial pilot phase in New York City, the program has expanded, lending to borrowers across 20
states. Lending is concentrated in Ascendus’s primary service areas, which include New York, Florida, New
England, Georgia, and Michigan. Thirty-one percent of borrowers are from New York, while 20 percent are from
Florida and 18 percent are from Georgia. Ascendus leadership has noted differences in the credit challenges
borrowers are facing across geographies. For example, borrowers in Florida are more likely to struggle with

mortgage debt, whereas borrowers in New York were more likely to be struggling with auto loans.
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Although borrowers came into the program with
a range of household incomes, they tended to be
below the national average. The median annual
household income for Get Ready borrowers was
$53,556 (average of $87,271), compared with the
national median of $78,538 in 2023 (average of
$110,491).4 About one third of borrowers (32
percent) had household incomes under $30,000,
which is below the federal poverty level for a family of
four in 2025.5 Meanwhile 15 percent fell between
$30,000 and $50,000, and another third (34
percent) were between $50,000 and $100,000.
While nearly one-fifth of borrowers had household
incomes above $100,000, only two borrowers had
households earning above $500,000.

It's really a big thing because a lot of people
won’t give you that chance. [Ascendus| doesn’t
know your background. They don’t know where
you're coming from. And they’re willing to
work something out with you to help you one at
a time. 'This program is very, very helpful,
especially for minority women like me.

—Get Ready borrower




We also explored baseline borrower credit
attributes (operationalized as the most recent credit
pull within the first 90 days of joining the Get Ready
Program). Unlike in other microloan programs,
which might target borrowers with no credit history
or thin credit history, 81 percent of the 174 Get
Ready borrowers (or 141 borrowers) had visible
credit histories before engaging the program, and
only 6 percent (11 borrowers) had no visible credit
history. (The remaining 22 borrowers joined the
program either too early or too late to be included in
a credit pull within their first 90 days.) But given the
program’s selection criteria, borrowers’ baseline
credit scores were quite low. Get Ready borrowers
had an average credit score of 571 before getting
approved for a Get Ready loan (table 2).

On average, borrowers had 9 existing open
accounts (median of 8). Many Get Ready borrowers
had been able to borrow previously, but that raised
challenges. Nearly 55 percent of borrowers had an
account with a balance that was past due in the 90
days before their Get Ready loan, and the balance on
open revolving accounts was $8,591 at the mean and
$3,070 at the median.

TABLE 2: BASELINE BORROWER CREDIT
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Credit Attribute m m Share with attribute

Credit score

Number of open accounts

Balance on open revolving accounts
Total amount past due

92%
77%
80%
55%

Source: Authors’ analysis of borrower credit attributes.

Notes: Ascendus collected quarterly credit information for Get Ready borrowers from July 2023 to
January 2025. Baseline attributes are based on credit pulls within 90 days after borrowers were
approved for a Get Ready line of credit. Nine borrowers had joined the program more than 90 days
before the first credit pull in July 2023, and 13 borrowers had joined the program too recently to be
included in the latest pull in January 2025. This table is based on the remaining 152 borrowers. Means and
medians are calculated for borrowers with the attribute. Credit score is FICO score 5.0. Balance on open
revolving accounts is the sum of balances for all open revolving accounts on file with an update within the

past three months. Total amount past due is the sum of the past-due amount for all accounts on file.
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Simultaneously, borrowers begin financial
coaching. Ascendus staff members work with each
borrower to develop a personalized plan for how to
graduate to the $5,000 level. The coaching sessions,
which happen at least quarterly, focus on decreasing
credit utilization, maintaining positive monthly
balances, and reducing derogatory debt, and the
sessions always tie the concepts back to real-world
practice to help borrowers understand their
significance. Borrowers note that the personalized
plans give them clear goals and keep the process from
becoming overwhelming. Ascendus staff members
are also available in between coaching sessions to
answer questions and troubleshoot challenges.

It felt like I got my syllabus, my study
guide. 1 studied hard, 1 passed every
checkpoint. If you give me a list of things to do,
I'm just going to go one by one and attack
them. It was helpful for me, having that extra
support telling you what you need to do and
when to get where you want to go.

—Get Ready borrower

Borrowers noted an increase in financial literacy
since joining the program. Many reported that they
were introduced to concepts such as credit
utilization, credit scores, credit history, and
derogatory debt. Borrowers also noted that the
coaching was encouraging, which helped motivate
borrowers when they were feeling frustrated or
demoralized, or feeling like the program was too
much work.



Ascendus staff members articulated that it takes
a particular type of staff person to manage this
program. The program is run by one dedicated
program manager, and Ascendus attributes much of
the program’s success to that manager’s ability to
relate to and engage borrowers from various
backgrounds, many of whom might distrust
traditional financial institutions because of negative
past experiences. Although the Ascendus team
considers this staff involvement essential to the
program’s success, this level of dedicated outreach
is also time and resources intensive. The program
requires a subsidy to run, and the limited available
staff time has constrained the program’s growth.

o-.op.--..-.---.
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I’'m not an easy fish to catch. Even though
it’s for my own good, it’s the time needed and
getting papers together that’s always an issue
for me. [Ihe Get Ready Program staff
were[very patient, working one-on-one with
me, and trying to help me get it together.
[They] said, Y ou can do it.”
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Borrower
Outcomes

A goal of the Get Ready Program is to graduate
borrowers from the initial $500 credit limit to a
$5,000 credit limit and then to additional credit and
loan products beyond the program. After three
months, borrowers are reviewed for good
repayment behavior: on-time repayment of their
$500 credit line, consistent repayments resumed on
any existing negative derogatory debt, and no new
delinquencies or reverse payments. If they are
approved, borrowers move up to the $5,000 line of
credit automatically.

Minimum payments are about $15 a month at the
S$500 level and $170 a month at the $5,000 level.
(Actual minimum payments are defined based on the
amount of debt outstanding.) Most borrowers set up
automatic repayments deducted from their
checking accounts. Existing personal accounts are
acceptable, but program staff members encourage
borrowers to set up business accounts. Borrowers
reported the automatic payments made the
payments easy to manage both financially and
logistically— even more so because being even one
day late on a repayment for the $500 line of credit
disqualifies borrowers for the $5,000 graduation.
Borrowers manage their accounts, including
requesting draws or adjusting their repayment
amounts, by calling or emailing Ascendus staff
members or through a recently launched online
client portal.

®



Ascend

GRADUATION:
INCREASED BORROWING POWER

Of the borrowers who have been evaluated for an increase, 41 percent have been approved for the $5,000
line of credit or beyond (table 3). This share is lower than the 50 percent goal that Ascendus leadership set at the
program’s outset, but it still shows that a large portion of borrowers—most of whom would not traditionally be
considered creditworthy—could manage lines of credit and move to a higher credit limit. Ascendus attributes
borrowers’ success to the program’s financial coaching element, which helps borrowers understand why good
financial habits matter and how they can expand access to larger loans.

TABLE 3: PROGRAM LEVELS

Share among
Line Of Credlt Eumber of ihare of all borrowers that were
orrowers orrowers evaluated for increase

$500 (not yet evaluated for increase) 15% =

$500 (increase declined) 87 50% 59%
$5,000 55 32% 37%
Over $5,000 6 3% 4%

Source: Authors’ analysis of Get Ready Program data.
Notes: Borrowers who could have increased does not include those with $500 lines of credit who
have not yet been evaluated.

In addition, six borrowers moved beyond the $5,000 Get Ready line of credit to larger, more traditional
business loans with Ascendus, demonstrating that the program can move potential borrowers from outside a
traditional “credit box”—the typical range of borrower characteristics that financial institutions consider
creditworthy—to a place where they can receive traditional microloans.

Borrowers we interviewed who had not yet pursued additional financing beyond the Get Ready Program felt
they were equipped to do so when they wanted. But one borrower noted that even after graduating from the Get
Ready Program, Ascendus could not approve him for a larger loan, even though he could secure additional
capital from a different CDFI.




Access to capital is really major, especially
forsomeone who both manufactures and
distributes their own products, because it is
very cash intensive. The benefit of having
access to funding when traditional resources
aren’t available to you or you don’t have
enough of a history to be able to even be
eligible for certain things—that’s probably
the biggest benefit.

—Get Ready borrower

Some borrowers were frustrated with the small
amount of the initial line of credit. Many had come
into Ascendus seeking larger business loans of
$20,000 to $50,000, so learning that they were
eligible for only a $500 line of credit could be
upsetting. But most Get Ready borrowers have
already been declined for a traditional loan by the
time they enrolled in the program, often more than
once. The Get Ready Program considers these
potential borrowers even when other financial
institutions would not, and the program aims to
meet them where they are.

Even if borrowers agreed that the program was
useful for building credit, the program did not
always help with their immediate cash flow issues.
For example, one borrower was struggling with the
loss of a warehouse and inventory after a fire, and
she did not meet Ascendus’s requirements for the
$5,000 increase. She was forced to borrow money
from family members to meet some immediate
needs but continued to work toward the $5,000 line
of credit in the Get Ready Program. Ascendus staff
members acknowledge that the program is not
necessarily equipped to solve immediate cash flow
problems but intended to provide a stepping stone
toward additional future credit.
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Most borrower accounts were in good standing, as
of March 2025. Nineteen accounts (11 percent) have
been closed and written off over the program’s
history—better than Ascendus’s initial expectations
that 20 percent would be written off. Another 22
accounts (13 percent) were in active bad standing. The
remaining 133 accounts (76 percent) were either in
active good standing or had been closed with
obligations met. This finding is striking, given that none
of these borrowers were considered creditworthy
when they enrolled in the program. It suggests that, at
least on their Get Ready account, most of these
borrowers have been able to manage a line of credit.

Borrowers have a 30-day grace period to make
payments after their due date has passed, though
making a payment even one day late on the $500 line
of credit disqualifies borrowers from graduating to
the $5,000 line of credit. Once a missed payment
falls beyond the 30-day window, it is reported to
credit bureaus as delinquent and is sent to
Ascendus’s internal payment support team. At that
point, borrowers might be subject to late fees.

We examined which business attributes
correlate with account status. Interestingly, there is
no clear relationship between a firm’s annual
business revenue, age, or number of employees and

whether accounts were in good standing or in bad
or closed standing.
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CREDIT SCORE

One of the program’s primary goals is to help
borrowers build a healthier relationship to credit so
that they can access additional capital in the future.
The Get Ready loan is set up as a revolving line of
credit to help borrowers build consistent repayment
habits, which then get reported to credit bureaus
and with positive repayment history, build their
credit standing.

More research is needed to determine whether
this program had a direct impact on credit scores.
Anecdotally, several borrowers confirmed they had
seen their credit scores increase, while others noted
that their credit scores remained steady during their
time with the Get Ready Program. One borrower
noted that when he came into the program, his score
was around 580, but after just three months with
Get Ready, his score had risen to around 710. As his
score rose, he noticed that he started receiving
offers from banks to apply for credit cards and other
accounts that he had previously not been eligible for.
“Of course, all the banks are offering that | can apply
to them now,” he said. “Now they can give me all the
money that | need. But no, now | don’t want it.”

They give you the chance no matter how bad
your credit score is.... Instead of going to those
apps that would charge me like 20 percent per
day [1 joined the Get Ready Program].

—Get Ready borrower




Looking
Ahead

The Get Ready Program has provided an
important entryway for accessing capital for small
business owners who might otherwise struggle to
access traditional loans. After two years, it has
shown promise toward improving access to capital
and financial health, developing new borrowers, and
providing a replicable model. Some promising
conclusions include the following:

« Several borrowers noted that the program took a
chance on them when no other lender would. The
average credit score of an incoming Get Ready
borrower was 571, lower than the typical threshold
traditional lenders use. In particular, the program
appears to reach borrowers typically underserved by
financial institutions.

+ Despite coming into the program with credit
challenges, roughly three-quarters of borrowers
were in good standing as of March 2025, and 41
percent were able to graduate from the $500 line of
credit to the $5,000 line of credit. Several
participants were also able to access additional
capital outside the program.

» Borrower impressions of the program were
largely positive, particularly regarding financial
coaching. Many noted increased financial literacy
and felt the program gave them tools to help them
manage their credit.

+ There is demand for the program. Ascendus staff
members noted that they have a pipeline of 150
potential borrowers in the application process. But
the program requires a subsidy to run and will need

additional staff support and additional capital to
continue to expand its borrower base or find
adoption in other contexts.

« Additional research is needed to better
understand the program’s full impact. In
particular, more analysis is needed to understand
any direct outcomes of the program on its
borrowers, including any impacts on financial
attributes such as credit scores.

Some borrowers did have suggestions for
improvements. Several borrowers mentioned that it
would be useful to have a user-friendly mobile app
for making payments and managing their
accounts— a level of ease and access they are
familiar with from other banks and financial
technology services. It might also be beneficial to
more directly connect the program to a borrower’s
business credit, in addition to personal credit. One
borrower noted that although the personal credit
building was helpful, it would have been more helpful
for payments on her Get Ready line of credit to show
up on her business credit report, given that she is
using the program for business expenses.

Other borrowers struggled with the low dollar
amount of the initial line of credit and noted that
although the program might have helped them build
credit, it did not alleviate their cash flow issues.
(Ascendus leadership has acknowledged that the
program is not designed to tackle cash flow.)
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ROOM FOR GROWTH

One of Ascendus’s goals with the Get Ready Program was
to provide a credit-building model that other financial
institutions could use or adapt. But there are challenges for
widespread adoption. Ascendus staff members noted that
the program’s time-intensive nature and the low dollar
amounts on the credit lines mean that the program does not
pay for itself; it requires a subsidy to run. Ascendus has made
this work with a mix of its own capital and philanthropic
investment. Ascendus leadership believes the program is
worth investing in to educate and invest in a future cohort of
successful borrowers, seeing a social and economic impact
beyond the bottom line.

Even so, Ascendus has just one full-time staff person
administering the program, meaning the program can take
on only as many borrowers as that staff person can manage.
Given the program’s promise, it is worth considering
whether additional staff capacity might allow the program to
support additional borrowers or to what extent the model
can be expanded through replication at other financial
institutions. Ascendus could consider taking a leadership role
in replication, such as by providing templates or resources
for the field. Public and philanthropic support will also be key
for expanding the model.

The Get Ready Program offers a unique model and
approach to underwriting that can offer important lessons for
the broader CDFI field and its funders. By focusing on small
dollar amounts, Ascendus limits its own risk while helping
some credit-challenged borrowers manage a line of credit
and demonstrate preparedness for larger loans. The
approach differs from other credit-building initiatives by (1)
focusing on small business owners, rather than consumers;
(2) targeting borrowers with credit scores below the typical
threshold accepted for traditional loans; and (3) offering a
revolving line of credit, which provides greater opportunity to
build credit history even at a low dollar amount. With public
and philanthropic support, other CDFls, banks, and business
advisory service providers can take lessons from the Get
Ready Program and develop their own credit-building
products to help more small business owners succeed across
the US.

20
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Notes

« 1 “Employment by Size of Establishment, Private Industry,” US Bureau of Labor Statistics, accessed July
21,2025, https://www.bls.gov/charts/county-employment-and-wages/employment-by-size.htm.

« 2 “Class Half Full: Small Business Owners Optimistic about 2024 Despite Challenging Business, Lending
Environment,” Goldman Sachs, January 31, 2024, https://www.gsbrandguidelines.com/community-
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» 3 Alexander Bruce and Simona M. Hannon, “An Overview of Credit-Building Products,” FEDS Notes
(blog), Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, December 6,2024,
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/an-overview-of-credit-building-products-
20241206.html.

% “Income in the Past 12 Months (in 2023 Inflation-Adjusted Dollars),” US Census Bureau, accessed
September 29,2025,
https://data.census.gov/table/ACSST5Y2023.51901?g=median+household+income+2023.

« 5 “Poverty Guidelines,” US Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the Assistance Secretary
for Planning and Evaluation, accessed September 29, 2025, https://aspe.hhs.gov/topics/poverty-economic-
mobility/poverty-guidelines.
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