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The Pew Charitable Trusts’ Safe Checking in the 

Electronic Age Project advocates for policies that 

reduce risks and allow Americans to responsibly 

manage their checking accounts.  

 

We provide the public with information about policies 

that promote a competitive marketplace and foster a 

level playing field among financial institutions. 



 



• A general purpose reloadable (GPR) prepaid card 

operates much like a “checkless” checking account. 

• GPR prepaid cards can be purchased at retail stores 

and online. 

• $201.9 billion will be loaded onto GPR prepaid cards 

in 2013.* 

• This is up from $28.6 billion in 2009.* 

* Source: Mercator Advisory Group. 



Pew reports on Prepaid Cards: 

1. Key Focus Group Findings on Prepaid Cards (April 

2012) 

2. Loaded with Uncertainty: Are Prepaid Cards a 

Smart Alternative to Checking Accounts? 

(September 2012) 

3. Imperfect Protection: Using Money Transmitter 

Laws to Insure Prepaid Cards (March 2013)  

 

www.pewstates.org/prepaid 





1. The varying fee structures and disclosures for prepaid 

cards make comparison shopping very difficult. 

Key Findings 









Savvy Consumer 

Avoids fees 
whenever possible; 
uses direct deposit 

Basic Consumer 

Not as proficient at 
avoiding fees; incurs 

one overdraft or 
point-of-sale decline 

fee per month 

Inexperienced 
Consumer 

Makes heavy use of 
services and does not 
avoid fees; incurs two 
overdraft penalty fees 

or decline fees per 
month 

Key Findings 

2. Prepaid cards can be less costly than checking accounts for some 

consumers. 

Consumer Models 









Key Finding #3:  

Significant gaps in consumer protections exist. 

 



The Electronic Fund Transfer Act (EFTA) applies to checking 

accounts but not prepaid cards. Protections under EFTA from 

unauthorized transactions include:  

• financial institution investigation of the claim; 

• limits on the liability of consumers; and  

• provisional credit to the account while a dispute is pending; 

• periodic statements and customer access to past 

transaction information. 

 



Key Finding #4: 

FDIC Insurance does not necessarily apply to funds 

loaded onto GPR Prepaid Cards. 



• Although most cards disclose that the funds are 

covered by  FDIC Insurance, this is not required. 

• “Pass-through” insurance can apply to prepaid cards if 

certain steps are taken. 

• One company is covering most of their prepaid cards 

products via state money transmitter laws rather than 

FDIC insurance, but these laws are a poor substitute. 







Key Finding #5: 

 

Overdraft products are antithetical to the purpose of GPR 

prepaid cards and should not be offered. 



EFTA also requires opt-in to 

overdraft. 

 

As of August, 2010 banks 

need affirmative consent to 

provide overdraft on debit 

point of sale and ATM 

transactions.  



• Substitutes for a checking account, like the ever-growing 

prepaid card market, need comparable protections. 

• Consumers have a significant new agency in the 

Consumer Financial Protection Bureau which should 

write new rules to ensure the safety of these products. 



Upcoming Pew Research Reports

 

• Survey of prepaid card users’ attitudes and experiences 

(August 2013) 

• Loaded with Uncertainty 2 – another look at the 

disclosures and practices of prepaid cards (September 

2013) 
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