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CFPB and the Use of Abusiveness – Ten Years In
A little over 10 years ago, the US Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (“CFPB” or “Bureau”) gained
authority to enforce a prohibition against abusive acts and practices in connection with the provision
of consumer financial products or services. This new authority raised a host of questions about what
conduct was abusive and how the CFPB would use this new tool. Five years ago, we reviewed the
CFPB’s use of abusiveness in its first four-plus years of existence. This Legal Update summarizes our
prior findings and examines the CFPB’s use of abusiveness in the exercise of its enforcement,
supervisory and rulemaking authorities over the subsequent five-plus years.
Some patterns from the early years still hold true—abusiveness is more likely to be alleged in
contested litigation than in settled enforcement matters; most abusiveness claims are either paired
with, or could be paired with, unfairness or deception claims; and the agency relies on certain kinds of
abusiveness claims more than others. Yet other patterns changed over the past five years—the CFPB
substantially increased its reliance on claims that companies “materially interfered” with consumers’
understanding, and the CFPB relied on abusiveness in a rulemaking for the first time.
The big question from 10 years ago—what conduct is abusive that was not already proscribed by the
prohibitions on unfair or deceptive conduct?—remains largely unanswered. As noted, most CFPB
abusiveness claims are paired with claims of unfairness or deception. And those that are not—the
seven “stand-alone” abusiveness claims we discuss below—appear susceptible to such unfairness or
deception claims and do not reveal a clear pattern of conduct that the agency appears to believe is
abusive.
From a compliance standpoint, the takeaway is that robust compliance systems to prevent and detect
potentially unfair and deceptive acts and practices should be well positioned to prevent allegations of
abusiveness as well. That said, understanding how the CFPB thinks about the various elements of
abusiveness claims—such as the prohibitions on “materially interfering” with consumer understanding
and “taking unreasonable advantage” of certain circumstances—can help companies avoid not just
abusiveness claims but also claims of unfair or deceptive conduct.
New leadership has recently come to the CFPB with the confirmation of Director Rohit Chopra, and
with it a potential new approach to thinking about abusiveness.1 Companies subject to CFPB
jurisdiction should carefully follow developments in this space to help ensure they understand the
agency’s current thinking about this unique tool.

I. Background on Abusiveness
The Dodd-Frank Act defines an act or practice as abusive if it meets any one of four separate Prongs
of the statutory definition. Those Prongs define abusive conduct as an act or practice that:
(1) “materially interferes with the ability of a consumer to understand a term or condition of a
consumer financial product or service; or
(2) “takes unreasonable advantage of:
A. a lack of understanding on the part of the consumer of the material risks, costs, or
conditions of the product or service;
B. the inability of the consumer to protect the interests of the consumer in selecting or using a
consumer financial product or service; or
C. the reasonable reliance by the consumer on a covered person to act in the interests of the
consumer.”2
For ease of reference, we refer to these different definitions as Prongs 1, 2(A), 2(B) and 2(C),
respectively, reflecting the statutory subsections of the abusiveness definition.

II. Prior Findings
In 2016, we reviewed the CFPB’s use of abusiveness in its first four-plus years of existence.3 At that
time, we noted that the majority of the CFPB’s abusiveness claims were brought under Prongs 2(A) or
2(B)—the provisions that prohibit covered persons from taking “unreasonable advantage” of either a
consumer’s lack of understanding of the material risks, costs or conditions of a product or service
(Prong 2(A)) or the consumer’s inability to protect her interests in selecting or using a consumer
financial product or service (Prong 2(B)).
We saw that the Prong 2(A) claims often were based on deceptive conduct, which caused the requisite
“lack of understanding” by the consumer. That is, a misrepresentation or omission by the covered
person caused the consumer to lack an understanding of the materials risks, costs or conditions of a
product or service. We surmised that the CFPB believed that consummating the transaction under
those circumstances constituted taking “unreasonable advantage” of the lack of understanding
caused by defendants’ misrepresentations or omissions. At the time, it appeared that Prong 2(A) was
a “deception plus” sort of claim; and indeed in most cases where the CFPB alleged a Prong 2(A) claim,
it also alleged a deception claim.
The CFPB’s Prong 2(B) cases at that time fell into two categories. In some of the cases, the consumer’s
alleged inability to protect her interest was based on a deceptive statement by the covered person. In
most of these cases, the CFPB alleged that the conduct at issue violated both Prongs 2(A) and 2(B).
Although not expressly stated in the cases themselves, the CFPB’s theory seemed to be that a
consumer that lacks an understanding of the material risks, costs or conditions of a product or service
as a result of a covered person’s deception (the predicate for a Prong 2(A) claim) by definition cannot
protect her interests in selecting or using the product or service (the predicate for a Prong 2(B) claim).
In this rubric, any Prong 2(A) claim could be recast as a Prong 2(B) claim.4 The remaining Prong 2(B)
claims at that time did not involve allegedly deceptive statements but rather focused on the
underlying conduct to conclude that the consumers could not protect their interest. In two cases, the
CFPB focused on forum selection clauses in contracts of adhesion that consumers could not
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negotiate; in two other cases, the underlying conduct involved aggressively pushing consumers into
loans that they could not afford; and in one case the conduct involved payment allocation across
multiple loan products. In all these cases, the CFPB alleged that in light of the nature of the conduct,
the consumer could not protect her interests. These cases sound in unfairness, where a required
element of the legal standard is that the harm to consumers is not reasonably avoidable by the
consumer. Although the CFPB pled that the conduct was unfair in only some of these cases, it could
reasonably have alleged unfairness in all of them. As a result, we concluded that Prong 2(B) appeared
be akin to “unfairness plus.”
At the time of our analysis in 2016, the CFPB had asserted only two claims under Prong 1, which
requires a covered person to “materially interfere” with a covered person’s ability to understand a
term or condition of a product or service. In both cases, the CFPB appeared to assert that deceptive
statements constituted the “material interference” with a consumer’s understanding; and in both
cases, the CFPB also pled that the conduct at issue violated another Prong of the abusiveness
standard and was both unfair and deceptive. These cases, therefore, shed little light on how the CFPB
interpreted Prong 1.
The CFPB’s use of Prong 2(C) at the time did provide a clearer sense of the agency’s thinking. Prong
2(C) is based on taking unreasonable advantage of a consumer’s “reasonable reliance” on a covered
person to act in the consumer’s interests. In most of the Prong 2(C) cases that the CFPB had brought
at the time of our prior analysis, the agency alleged that the covered person had taken some
affirmative action—through interactions with consumers or marketing—to induce a consumer’s
reliance. The cases also all involved products that were unlikely to benefit consumers (e.g., services the
consumer did not qualify for or loans the consumer was unlikely to be able to repay).
We also made some other observations about the CFPB’s use of abusiveness in 2016. First, we noted
that abusiveness claims were proportionally more likely to be brought in contested litigation than in
settled enforcement actions and that, at the time, the CFPB had not made a single abusiveness claim
against a depository institution. Second, we observed that some of the CFPB’s abusiveness claims
focused on concepts of suitability (selling consumers products or services that they were unlikely to
benefit from) and steering (directing consumers to products with less favorable terms than may
otherwise be available to them). Third, we noted that the CFPB was inconsistent in its allegations of
abusiveness—similar conduct was sometimes alleged to be abusive in one case but only deceptive or
unfair in another case. Finally, we noted that at that time, the use of abusiveness was almost entirely
limited to enforcement cases; the CFPB had not relied on abusiveness in any completed rulemakings
and did not reference findings of abusiveness in its supervisory work.

III. Enforcement
We identified 18 new cases since our last review in which the Bureau made a finding or allegation of
abusiveness.5 Those 18 cases involved 45 separate claims of abusiveness.6 Over half of those claims
(24), however, were made in just two of the cases, both involving allegations of unauthorized account
openings (or “sales practices”). Because those claims tend to skew the analysis, we report separately
below on the 21 non-sales-practices claims brought in the remaining 16 cases and separately address
the CFPB’s handling of sales practices allegations. In addition, several district courts have issued
opinions addressing abusiveness claims brought by the Bureau (as well as abusiveness claims brought
by the states). Below, we provide a brief summary of each claim or opinion, organized by the Prong of
abusiveness at issue. As before, in some instances the CFPB alleged that a particular act or practice
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violated more than one Prong and in many cases also alleged that the act or practice was unfair
and/or deceptive. After describing the cases, we offer some observations about the Bureau’s use of
abusiveness as an enforcement tool.

A. PRONG 1 – MATERIALLY INTERFERING WITH CONSUMER UNDERSTANDING
As noted above, a Prong 1 violation is based on a covered person “materially interfering” with a
consumer’s ability to understand a “term or condition” of a consumer financial product or service. In
our 2016 article, we noted that the CFPB had relied on Prong 1 in only two of the 23 abusiveness
claims brought to that point and that it was not clear what conduct the Bureau considered to
constitute “material interference.” Since our last article, the Bureau’s reliance on Prong 1 has increased
significantly. Of the 21 non-sales-practices abusiveness claims brought by the CFPB since our last
article, six (or nearly one-third) have been based on Prong 1.
i. Overdraft Protection Services
Two of the Prong 1 cases involved conduct related to bank overdraft protection services. In both
cases, the Bureau cited policies or actions taken by the bank or bank employees during the accountopening process that allegedly materially interfered with a consumer’s ability to understand terms and
conditions of the overdraft service offered.
In the first case, the CFPB cited the bank’s account-opening process and other actions that allegedly
interfered with customers’ ability to read, consider and understand the contents of required opt-in
notices and gave the impression that opting in to overdraft protection was mandatory.7
In the second case, the CFPB cited the bank’s opt-in procedures, including the timing of providing
disclosure and pre-checking the opt-in box.8
In both cases, the CFPB appeared to focus on affirmative conduct taken by the bank to allegedly
impede a consumer’s understanding of the overdraft service being offered; in the CFPB’s view, such
conduct constituted the “material interference” required to state a Prong 1 claim. In addition to the
findings or allegations of abusive acts or practices, both cases also included claims of deceptive acts
or practices that were based on largely the same conduct.

ii. Other Conduct
The other Prong 1 claims brought by the CFPB involved a variety of conduct. In one case, the Bureau
asserted that a defendant check-cashing company materially interfered with consumers’
understanding by taking steps to prevent consumers from learning of the applicable check-cashing
fees and making false or misleading statements about consumers’ ability to cancel or reverse the
transaction or to cash their check elsewhere.9 The CFPB also alleged that similar, related conduct was
unfair and deceptive.
In another case, the Bureau found that a specialty finance company that originates and services
automobile title loans violated Prong 1 by utilizing a sales pitch and sales materials that emphasize
the monthly payment amount but obscure the actual terms and total cost of the transaction.10 The
CFPB did not make a finding that the same conduct was deceptive, although the same rationale—that
the company was obscuring material information from consumers—could presumably support a
deception claim.
Together with the New York Attorney General, the CFPB filed a lawsuit against a group of companies
and individuals offering advances on payments from settlements and compensation funds.11 The
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complaint included a Prong 1 abusiveness claim based on the defendants’ alleged misrepresentations
to consumers that the contracts were valid and enforceable assignments and not extensions of
credit.12 The complaint also included allegations of deceptive acts or practices based on the same
conduct. The district court held that the allegations of abusiveness were sufficient to survive a motion
to dismiss, holding that “[r]epresentations that a transaction is a sale when it does not, in fact, transfer
validly any rights of ownership from the consumer to the RD Entities are materially misleading
because such representations are false. To that end, the Government is correct that these false
representations prevent Consumers from evaluating accurately whether this transaction is in their best
interest.”13
Finally, the most recent case involving a Prong 1-based allegation of abusiveness involved a group of
companies and individuals offering bond payment services.14 The complaint, which was filed by the
CFPB along with the attorneys general of Massachusetts, Virginia and New York, alleged that
defendants served as intermediaries between the immigration detainees and the sureties and bond
agents who post immigration bonds and contains a series of deception claims alleging that
defendants misrepresented the services they were offering and the true costs of the services. The
Prong 1 claim was specifically based on the defendants’ use of predominantly English-language
documents with non-English-speaking consumers, coupled with a rushed enrollment process that
omitted or misrepresented material terms.
All of the Prong 1 allegations discussed above involved some affirmative conduct by the
defendants/respondents that was alleged to materially interfere with consumers’ understanding. In
most cases, this involved deceptive statements or omissions, but it also included other aspects of
engagement with consumers, such as rushed enrollment processes or use of English language
documents with non-English-speaking consumers.

B. PRONG 2(A) – TAKING UNREASONABLE ADVANTAGE OF LACK OF CONSUMER
UNDERSTANDING
In 2016, we noted that Prongs (2)(A) and (2)(B) were the workhorses of CFPB abusiveness claims, with
the vast majority of such claims relying on one or both of the Prongs. And Prong 2(A) continues to
feature prominently in the non-sales-practices abusiveness claims, with a total of nine out of the 21
claims being based on this Prong. In 2016, we commented that Prong 2(A) appeared to be closely
related to deception claims, as the “lack of understanding” that defendants allegedly took
unreasonable advantage of was typically caused by an alleged misrepresentation or omission of the
defendant, with the possible exception of cases involving collection of loans rendered void by state
law violations. The more recent Prong 2(A) cases also fit this pattern, with virtually all of the cases
including alleged misrepresentations or omissions that caused or contributed to the alleged
consumer “lack of understanding.”
i. Making or Servicing Void Loans
Three of the cases involving a Prong 2(A) claim related to the making or servicing of loans that were
wholly or partially void under state law (“state-law-voidness claims”). These cases were brought over a
seven-month period and feature very similar facts, both to each other and to three pre-2016 statelaw-voidness cases that the CFPB brought alleging that collecting on loans rendered void by state law
violated Prong 2(A).15
In two of the more recent cases, the Bureau based its abusiveness allegation on the collection of loan
payments that the customer allegedly did not owe as a result of relevant state usury or licensing
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laws.16 In each case, the Bureau’s claim was based on a consumer’s lack of understanding that the
loans at issue were void under state law. While the consumer’s lack of understanding that the loans
were void was not directly caused by the defendants in these cases, the CFPB alleged that attempting
to collect on such loans implicitly represented to the consumer that the loans were valid. And in each
of the two cases, the CFPB also alleged that the same conduct was both deceptive and unfair. In the
third more recent case, the Bureau issued a consent order with a finding that the respondent
company violated Prong 2(A) when it sold payday and installment loan applications to lenders it knew
were likely to make loans that the lenders had no legal right to collect based on state usury and
licensing requirements.17 The CFPB did not allege that this same conduct was unfair or deceptive, and,
because the alleged conduct involved the sale of loan leads as opposed to collection activity, there
was no allegation that any conduct by the respondent caused the consumer’s lack of understanding.
It is somewhat surprising that the CFPB chose to rely only on Prong 2(A) in these more recent statelaw-voidness cases, as the only court opinion to uphold a CFPB abusiveness claim in such a case
based its decision on Prong 1, rather than 2(A). In December 2016, before the CFPB filed the three
cases described in the prior paragraph, the district court hearing the CFPB’s action against NDG
Financial (one of the cases discussed in our prior article) denied the defendants’ motion to dismiss the
abusiveness claim against them. The court held that, at least at the pleading stage, “[f]alsely
representing to consumers that the loans they sought (1) are valid and must be repaid and (2) are not
covered by state or federal law ‘materially interferes’ with consumers’ ability to understand the terms
and conditions of their loans.”18 The court did not address the CFPB’s Prong 2(A) claim. In a separate
state-law-voidness action brought by the State of Pennsylvania, a separate district court did find that
the state’s allegations under Prong 2(A) were sufficient to withstand a motion to dismiss and a motion
for summary judgment by the defendants.19

ii. Other Conduct
With one exception, the remaining non-sales-practices Prong 2(A) claims all relied, at least in part, on
alleged misrepresentations or omissions of the respondents/defendants that were alleged to have
caused or contributed to the consumers’ alleged “lack of understanding.” In one case, the CFPB
asserted that the same alleged misrepresentations regarding the enforceability of contracts for
advances on payments from settlements and compensation funds that constituted “material
interference” with consumers’ understanding under Prong 1 also formed the basis for a Prong 2(A)
claim because the company took unreasonable advantage of the resulting lack of understanding.20 As
noted above, the CFPB also alleged this conduct was deceptive.
In another case, the CFPB alleged that a debt settlement company did not disclose to its customers
that when creditors refused to negotiate with the company, the customer would need to negotiate on
their own, and that defendants took unreasonable advantage of the customers’ resultant lack of
knowledge.21 The CFPB also alleged that this conduct was deceptive.
In another case, the CFPB alleged that a group of companies and individuals offering mortgage relief
services marketed and sold audits and litigation documents purportedly to assist consumers in
fighting foreclosure, but that the description of the services provided were misleading or false. The
CFPB asserted a violation of Prong 2(A) based on consumer lack of understanding caused in part by
the alleged misrepresentations, though the CFPB also alleged that consumers lacked the necessary
understanding of the mortgage industry and foreclosure processes to be able to evaluate the value of
defendants’ products.22 The CFPB also alleged that this conduct was deceptive.
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In another case, the Bureau alleged a Prong 2(A) violation against a lawyer who held himself out as
providing independent advice with respect to the purchase of structured settlement streams.23
Because the lawyer was allegedly not independent due to his ties to the defendant company
purchasing the settlement streams, the Bureau alleged that he took unreasonable advantage of
consumers’ lack of understanding of his lack of independence. The Bureau also alleged that this
conduct was unfair and deceptive. The Bureau also brought a separate Prong 2(A) case against the
defendant company based on the company’s alleged misrepresentation to consumers who received
advances from the company that they were obligated to complete the transaction with the
company.24 The Bureau did not allege that the company’s conduct was unfair or deceptive. In both of
these Prong 2(A) abusiveness claims, the Bureau relied in part on the alleged misrepresentations of
the defendant to assert its Prong 2(A) claim.
Finally, the Bureau found a violation of Prong 2(A) by a check-cashing company based on the
company’s failure to inform consumers of its practice of withholding funds during check-cashing
transactions to satisfy outstanding amounts on prior loans.25 Although the abusiveness claim was
predicated on this allegedly material omission, the Bureau did not allege that this conduct was
deceptive.
In addition to the new Prong 2(A) cases discussed above, one court addressed a pre-2016 Prong 2(A)
case brought by the Bureau. There, the court held after a bench trial that certain marketing
statements made by defendant company in marketing its bi-weekly mortgage payment service were
deceptive. In a footnote, the court concluded that “[t]he conclusions set forth above that defendants
made certain misrepresentation[s] and omissions is sufficient to support liability under both the
‘abusive’ and ‘deceptive’ prongs of the CFPA . . .”26 Recognizing that the remedies for the alleged
conduct would be the same whether it was categorized as deceptive or abusive, the court apparently
felt no additional analysis was necessary. While it is unwise to read too much into a single sentence of
analysis, the court’s conclusion bolsters our analysis that Prong 2(A) claims are often based on
allegedly deceptive statements that impede a consumer’s understanding.

C. PRONG 2(B) – TAKING UNREASONABLE ADVANTAGE OF CONSUMERS’ INABILITY TO
PROTECT THEIR INTERESTS
In its first four-plus years, the CFPB relied on Prong 2(B) more than any other prong. Since then, the
agency has brought only three Prong 2(B) claims outside of the sales practices context. In our 2016
analysis, we noted that Prong 2(B) claims fit into two general categories: (a) cases where the
consumer’s alleged inability to protect her interest was caused by an alleged misrepresentation or
omission of the respondent/defendant (i.e., claims that could also be pled as Prong 2(A) or deception
claims), and (b) cases where the consumer’s inability to protect her interests was based on the nature
of the underlying conduct at issue, as opposed to any misrepresentation or omission, and was more
akin to unfairness cases where a consumer is alleged to be unable to “reasonably avoid” consumer
harm. The three Prong 2(B) claims since our 2016 analysis continue to fit these buckets, with one claim
sounding in deception and two of the claims sounding in unfairness.
The Prong 2(B) claim sounding in deception was made in the case involving contracts for advances on
payments from settlements and compensation funds discussed above. Without elaborating, the CFPB
relied on the same alleged misrepresentations regarding the contracts’ enforceability to allege
violations of Prongs 1, 2(A) and 2(B) of the abusiveness standard (as well as claims for deception).27
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The other two Prong 2(B) claims sound more in unfairness than deception. The first claim related to
check-cashing services and was brought in a complaint that also included a Prong 1 allegation,
discussed above. The Prong 2(B) allegation was based on the company pressuring or coercing
consumers into using check-cashing services by taking active steps, such as processing checks
without consent or retaining custody of checks to prevent consumers from leaving, among others.28
Some conduct served as the basis for both the Prong 1 and Prong (2)(B) claim, but the latter focused
on more coercive conduct. The Bureau also alleged unfair and deceptive acts and practices based on
substantially similar conduct. This is a Prong 2(B) claim that sounds in unfairness—the acts alleged
relate not to a lack of consumer information but alleged conduct by the defendant that precludes
consumers from avoiding the injury alleged.
The second Prong 2(B) claim sounding in unfairness involved private student loans issued to students
of a now-defunct for-profit college. In a settled matter, the Bureau alleged that the defendants took
unreasonable advantage of student borrowers’ inability to protect their interests in selecting or using
student loans by funding, supporting and then purchasing student loans made to students at
Corinthian Colleges, Inc.29 The CFPB alleged that the loans were part of a ruse designed to allow
Corinthian’s students to qualify for, and Corinthian to benefit from, Title IV federal student loans and
that Corinthian and the defendants knew that the private loans were likely to default. The case is more
akin to an unfairness claim, as it relates to alleged borrower harm that was not caused by a
misrepresentation made by the defendants to the students, although the CFPB did not allege that the
conduct was unfair or deceptive.

D. PRONG 2(C) – TAKING UNREASONABLE ADVANTAGE OF CONSUMER RELIANCE
The CFPB brought only three non-sales-practices-related abusiveness claims based on Prong 2(C)
during the review period. In our 2016 analysis, we noted that the Bureau’s Prong 2(C) claims involved
circumstances in which defendants took affirmative steps to induce consumers’ reliance on the
defendants’ acting in the consumers’ interests. The Prong 2(C) claims brought since then have not all
met this paradigm. Instead, in at least some instances, the CFPB seems to infer the reasonableness of
consumer reliance from the circumstances.
One of the three Prong 2(C) claims during this review period did involve alleged reliance-inducing
statements. In that case, the CFPB alleged that a student loan servicer steered borrowers experiencing
long-term financial hardship to forbearance rather than adequately advising them about incomedriven repayment plans that would have been financially beneficial to those borrowers.30 The CFPB
alleged that consumers’ reliance on the company acting in the consumers’ interest was reasonable
because both the defendant company and the Department of Education “repeatedly encouraged
borrowers to rely on their servicer to help them” select a suitable alternative repayment plan.31 The
CFPB also alleged this alleged “steering” of consumers was unfair.
The other two non-sales-practices Prong 2(C) claims did not fit the pattern described above. First, in
the case involving the sale of structured settlements discussed above, the CFPB brought a Prong 2(C)
claim against the lawyer to whom consumers were referred for independent legal advice prior to
consummating sale of their structured settlement payments (in addition to the Prong 2(A) claim
based on the same conduct).32 The CFPB alleged that the lawyer “held himself out as providing
independent professional advice” and that consumers therefore “reasonably relied on [him] to
provide independent professional advice that took their best interests into account” (emphasis added).
In addition to alleging that this conduct violated Prong 2(C), the Bureau also alleged that failure to
provide independent professional advice under the circumstances was also unfair and deceptive.
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In the final Prong 2(C) case, the CFPB alleged that a debt settlement company did not tell consumers
that it had a financial connection to entities with which it negotiated for the consumers and, thus,
took unreasonable advantage of the consumers’ reasonable reliance that the company would protect
their interests.33 Notably, the complaint does not allege any specific representations by the defendant
company that it would act in consumers’ interests (although it otherwise quotes extensively from the
defendant’s marketing materials); it only includes a generic statement that the company told
consumers it would work in their interests. It is not clear, therefore, what conduct the CFPB believes
induced reasonable consumer reliance in this case. The CFPB did not allege that the same conduct
was unfair or deceptive.

E. SALES PRACTICES CLAIMS
As noted above, the CFPB brought two actions against banks for alleged unauthorized account
openings and related sales practices.34 Those two cases involved a total of 24 abusiveness claims,
brought under all four prongs of abusiveness. Both cases involved Prong 1 claims. In the first case, the
Bureau found that (1) opening unauthorized deposit accounts and funding them with transfers from
consumers’ existing accounts and (2) opening credit card accounts using consumers’ information
without their knowledge or consent violated Prong 1. The CFPB also found this conduct to be unfair.35
In the second case, the Bureau alleged that the following actions taken without consumers’
knowledge or consent violated Prong 1: (1) opening deposit accounts (but not the funding of those
accounts via transfers from consumers’ existing accounts), (2) applying for or issuing credit cards, (3)
enrolling consumers in online banking services, (4) opening lines of credit on consumers’ accounts, (5)
enrolling consumers in overdraft protection and (6) enrolling consumers in other consumer-financial
products (including prepaid debit cards). As in the first sales practices case, the CFPB alleged that all
of the conduct alleged to violate Prong 1 was also unfair.36
The CFPB made two Prong 2(A) claims in the second of the two sales practices cases. First, the Bureau
alleged that the bank’s sales practices as a whole “lead to product issuances and product changes
without consumer knowledge and consent,” and thus took unreasonable advantage of consumers’
lack of understanding of the material risks, costs or conditions of products or services.37 The CFPB
made this claim in addition to, and separate from, its claims that (as discussed above) the opening of
different types of unauthorized accounts constituted abusive conduct under Prongs 1 and 2(B).
Second, the CFPB averred that the bank’s alleged failure to “make reasonable efforts to identify
additional consumers that it subjected to unauthorized financial products or services or applications
therefor” (and presumably to provide remediation to such consumers)38 itself constitutes an abusive
practice in violation of Prong 2(A).39 This view of abusiveness suggests that the Bureau may view
certain failures to identify and remediate consumers when an institution is aware of prior legal
violations as an independent legal violation. The CFPB has recently moved for judgment on the
pleadings on this claim, so a court decision on the issue may be forthcoming.
As discussed above, the CFPB alleged that the same conduct that violated Prong 1 (unauthorized
account and credit card opening in the first case; unauthorized account, credit card and line of credit
opening and unauthorized enrollment in online banking, overdraft protection and other products or
services in the second case) also violated Prong 2(B). In addition, however, the CFPB found or alleged
that additional sales practices-related conduct, which it did not allege violated Prong 1, violated
Prong 2(B)—unauthorized issuance of debit cards and enrollment in online banking in the first case;
and general sales practices and the failure to identify and remediate affected consumers in the second
case (i.e., the same conduct found to violate Prong 2(A) in the second case).
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Finally, the CFPB also asserted that the alleged general sales practices and the alleged failure to
identify and remediate affected consumers in the second case also violated Prong 2(C). In this regard,
the amended complaint in that case alleges that the bank told consumers it was acting in their best
interest and trained its employees to tell consumers that the bank was “acting in your best interest.”
The second of these two cases is in litigation and judicial decisions in that matter may shed additional
light on the abusiveness standard. Short of that, however, it is difficult to draw many conclusions from
the unique circumstances of these two matters.

F. OBSERVATIONS ON ENFORCEMENT’S USE OF ABUSIVENESS
i. Contested vs. Settled Cases
In our prior analysis, we noted that abusiveness claims were more likely to be made in contested as
opposed to settled enforcement cases.40 At that time, approximately 22 percent of all CFPB
enforcement cases had been contested, but 38 percent of cases involving abusiveness claims had
been contested. A similar pattern holds true for enforcement cases filed during our current review
period. From March of 2016 (the beginning of our review period) through July of 2021 (the CFPB’s 10year anniversary and the end of our review period), the CFPB brought 166 enforcement actions. Of
those, 35 percent (58 cases) were contested at the time of filing, and the remaining 65 percent of
cases were settled at the time they were brought (via consent order or consent judgment). As noted
above, 18 of these cases (or just over 10 percent of all enforcement actions brought during this time
period) involved abusiveness claims. Of those 18 cases with abusiveness claims, over 60 percent (11
cases) were contested. It thus remains the case that abusiveness claims are more likely to be made in
contested rather than settled enforcement actions.

ii. Abusiveness Prongs
The most frequently relied upon Prong of abusiveness in the non-sales-practices cases discussed
above was Prong 2(A), which accounted for nine of the 21 claims at issue. In our prior analysis, Prong
2(A) was also one of the most used Prongs, then accounting for eight of 23 claims. Similarly, reliance
on Prong 2(C) remained fairly consistent, accounting for three of the 23 claims in our original analysis
and three of the 21 non-sales-practices claims in this analysis. The big change in the Bureau’s use of
abusiveness came with respect to Prongs 1 and 2(B). Whereas the CFPB had only brought two Prong 1
claims as of March 2016, they brought six such claims (not counting sales-practices-related claims)
since then. And while Prong 2(B) had been the most frequently relied upon Prong as of March 2016
(accounting for 10 of the 23 claims), it has been used only twice since then in non-sales-practices
cases.
Of the 16 cases involving non-sales-practices allegations of abusiveness, only three involved more
than one abusiveness claim against a single party (and all were filed before 2018). No discernable
pattern emerges from this type of pleading. As noted above, one theory posits that any Prong 2(A)
claim (which relies on a lack of consumer understanding) could also be pled as a Prong 2(B) claim
(because the lack of understanding would render the consumer unable to protect her interests).41
Similarly, one could imagine Prong 1 claims, which are based on materially interfering with a
consumer’s understanding of a term or condition of a product or service, being pled in conjunction
with Prong 2(A) claims, which turn on taking unreasonable advantage of a consumer’s lack of
understanding. And, indeed, in one case the CFPB pled that the same conduct violated Prongs 1, 2(A),
and 2(B), essentially for the reasons listed above.42 But the other two non-sales-practices cases
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pleading multiple abusiveness claims did not match this paradigm: one case alleged that the same
conduct violated both Prongs 2(A) and 2(C);43 and the third case alleged that different conduct of the
same defendant violated Prongs 1 and 2(B), respectively.44

iii. Stand-Alone Abusiveness Claims
Seven of the 21 non-sales-practices abusiveness claims discussed above were “stand-alone”
abusiveness claims—meaning that the CFPB did not also plead that the same alleged conduct was
unfair or deceptive in addition to being abusive. These claims involved a variety of conduct, and no
clear pattern emerges as to when and why the CFPB chooses not to plead unfairness or deception
along with abusiveness.45 The stand-alone claims involved the following conduct:
 Using a sales pitch and sales materials that emphasize the monthly payment amount but obscure
the actual terms and total cost of a credit transaction.46 The CFPB did not make a finding that the
same conduct was deceptive, although the same rationale—that the company was obscuring
material information from consumers—could presumably support a deception claim.
 Using predominantly English-language documents with non-English speaking consumers, coupled
with a rushed enrollment process that omitted or misrepresented material terms.47 The same
conduct could have been alleged to be unfair on the theory that consumers could not avoid harm
due to their inability to understand the transaction, though pleading abusiveness as opposed to
unfairness eliminated the need to allege consumer harm; it could also have been alleged to be
deceptive to the extent that the claim was based on misrepresentations made to consumers.
 Selling payday and installment loan applications to lenders the respondent knew were likely to
make loans that the lenders had no legal right to collect based on state usury and licensing
requirements.48 The same conduct could have been alleged to be unfair, as consumers did not
know about, and could not prevent, the sale of their applications to such lenders, though pleading
abusiveness as opposed to unfairness eliminated the need to allege consumer harm.
 Misrepresenting to consumers who received advances from a company purchasing settlement
streams that the consumers were obligated to complete the contemplated transaction with the
company.49 The same conduct could have been alleged to be deceptive, as the claim was based on
alleged misrepresentations by the defendant.
 Failing to inform consumers of a check-cashing company’s practice of withholding funds during
check-cashing transactions to satisfy outstanding amounts on prior loans made by the company.50
The same conduct could have been alleged to be deceptive, as the claims were based on an alleged
material omission.
 Funding and purchasing student loans made to for-profit students that the company knew were
likely to default.51 The same conduct could have been alleged to be unfair, as consumers did not
know that the loans were likely to default and thus could not avoid the attendant harm of default.
 Failing to tell consumers that a debt settlement company had a financial connection to entities with
which it negotiated on behalf of consumers.52 The same conduct could have been alleged to be
deceptive, as the claims was based on an alleged material omission.
It is not apparent on the face of these pleadings why the CFPB chose to plead abusiveness, and only
abusiveness, as opposed to also (or in the alternative) pleading unfairness or deception. Nor do the
cases suggest any particular course of conduct that the Bureau believes to be abusive. In our prior
analysis, we noted that the stand-alone abusiveness claims we identified at that time included claims
of “suitability” based on selling consumers products or services from which they would not benefit
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and improper “steering” of consumers to less favorable products or services. We do not discern any
similar pattern in the “stand-alone” claims described above.

IV. The Payday Rulemaking
In its 10-year history, the CFPB has relied on the abusiveness prohibition in only one rulemaking,
regarding payday lending. In 2017, the Bureau issued a final rule finding that two practices related to
specified loans constituted abusive practices under both Prongs 2(A) and 2(B): (i) making such loans
without reasonably assessing that the borrower will have the ability to repay the loan according to its
terms (the “ability-to-repay provisions”) and (ii) attempting to withdraw payment from a consumer’s
account in connection with such loans after two successive withdrawal attempts failed due to a lack of
sufficient funds (the “payment provisions”). In 2020, the CFPB repealed the ability-to-repay provisions,
finding that both the factual basis and legal analysis supporting the 2017 rule did not support a
finding of abusiveness. Thus, only the payment provisions of the 2017 rule remain in force, and it is
only the analysis of abusiveness supporting the payment provisions that remains the agency’s official
position with respect to Prongs 2(A) and 2(B).53
The payment provisions provide that it is an abusive (and unfair) practice for a lender to make
attempts to withdraw payment from a consumer’s accounts in connection with a covered loan after
the lender’s second consecutive attempt to withdraw payments from the account have failed due to a
lack of sufficient funds, unless the lender obtains the consumer’s new and specific authorization to
make further withdrawals from the accounts.54 As noted, the CFPB found this practice to take
unreasonable advantage of consumers’ lack of understanding of the material risks, costs, or
conditions of a product or service (Prong 2(A)) and of the inability of the consumer to protect her
interests in selecting or using a consumer financial product or service (Prong 2(B)). In reaching this
determination, the CFPB opined on the meaning of a “lack of understanding,” the “inability of the
consumer to protect [her] interests” and taking “unreasonable advantage.”

A. LACK OF UNDERSTANDING
With respect to a consumer’s lack of understanding of the material risks or costs of a product or
service (Prong 2(A)), the CFPB noted that the phrase refers not to a consumer’s general understanding
of the risks or costs of a product, but rather to a consumer’s understanding of the likelihood or extent
of the risk or cost occurring or being incurred. In the case of the payment provisions, the CFPB found
that although consumers understand as a general matter that they may incur NSF or returned item
fees from failed payment attempts, they do not understand that the risk is very likely to happen or
that the impact of the risk is severe. Thus, the CFPB concluded that because lenders in many other
markets do not initiate multiple payment attempts and in light of the complexity of payment
presentment practices, it is likely that a significant number of borrowers lack a sufficient
understanding of the specific practices and their likely effects. (This same distinction between
generalized understanding of risks and costs and a more nuanced understanding of the likelihood
and magnitude of the risks and costs faced by consumers animated the Bureau’s repealed findings
regarding the ability-to-repay provisions).
B. INABILITY TO PROTECT THE CONSUMER’S INTEREST
With respect to a consumer’s inability to protect her interests (Prong 2(B)), the CFPB rejected the
notion that the standard can be met “only when it is literally impossible for consumers to take action
to protect their interest.”55 Instead, the CFPB interprets the term to mean that “it is impracticable for
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[consumers] to do so in light of the circumstances.”56 The CFPB also analogized a consumer’s “inability
to protect the consumer’s interests” to the assessment of whether consumer harm is “not reasonably
avoidable by the consumer” as part of the unfairness analysis.57 With respect to the payment
provisions, the CFPB found that it is often too late to take effective action to avoid the harms at issue
once consumers learn that a lender is making repeated withdrawal attempts. In this regard, the CFPB
relied on (i) the fact that closing the account at issue is likely not practical as the consumer is likely to
rely on the account for living expenses and (ii) the considerable challenges with both stop payment
orders and the revocation of the payment authorization.

C. TAKING UNREASONABLE ADVANTAGE
The CFPB concluded that the repeat payment withdrawals proscribed by the payment provisions take
unreasonable advantage of both the consumer’s lack of understanding of the material risks and costs
of covered loans and of consumers’ inability to protect their interest.
In explaining what constitutes taking “unreasonable advantage,” the CFPB first noted that “in any
transaction involving a consumer financial product or service, there is likely to be some information
asymmetry between the consumer and the financial institution” (a fact relevant to consumer
understanding) and that “[o]ften, the institution will have superior bargaining power as well” (a fact
relevant to a consumer’s ability to protect her interests).58 The Bureau then expressly noted that the
abusiveness standard “does not prohibit financial institutions from taking advantage of their superior
knowledge or bargaining power to maximize profit,” noting that in market economies participants
generally pursue their self-interests.59 “At some point,” however, “a financial institution’s conduct in
leveraging a consumer’s lack of understanding or inability to protect their interests becomes
unreasonable advantage-taking that is abusive.”60 The CFPB then noted that determining when that
line is crossed is based on “all the facts and circumstances.”
The CFPB’s analysis then turned to a cost-benefit analysis. The CFPB noted that successive withdrawal
attempts after two prior attempts have failed “generate relatively small amounts of revenue for
lenders as compared with the significant harms that consumers incur as a result of the practice.”61 The
Bureau went on to cite statistical evidence to support this conclusion. In light of the “low expected
value of these presentments” as compared to the financial harm to consumers, the Bureau concluded
that the practice was abusive. The CFPB’s analysis in this regard is strikingly similar to that aspect of
unfairness that requires that any consumer harm resulting from a challenged practice not be
outweighed by benefits to consumers or competition. Essentially, the CFPB has incorporated this
same test into its articulation of what it means to take “unreasonable advantage.”

V. Supervisory Highlights
When we reviewed the CFPB’s implementation of its abusiveness authority in early 2016, we noted
that the CFPB seldom mentioned abusiveness in its Supervisory Highlights newsletter. Since then, the
CFPB has made at least three findings of abusiveness in the course of its supervisory work, but the use
of abusiveness appears to still remain primarily an enforcement tool.
In June 2016, the CFPB disclosed that it cited a mortgage servicer for abusive practices under Prongs
2(A) and 2(B) when the servicer’s offer of a proprietary loan modification option made it impossible
for borrowers to understand the true nature of how and when outstanding fees, charges and
advances would be assessed.62
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The CFPB did not discuss abusive acts or practices in the Supervisory Highlights again for almost three
years. In Winter 2019, the CFPB described its settlement with a small-dollar lender over allegations
that included abusive acts or practices.63 As discussed above, the CFPB found that the lender engaged
in an abusive practice under Prong 2(A) by withholding funds during check-cashing transactions to
satisfy outstanding amounts on prior loans, without disclosing this practice to the consumer during
the initiation of the transaction. Later in 2019, the CFPB noted that at least one examination
conducted in 2018 found that an auto lender engaged in an abusive act or practice under Prong 2(A)
by selling guaranteed asset protection (“GAP”) products to consumers whose low loan-to-value ratio
meant that they would not benefit from the product.64 The CFPB considered the very fact that these
consumers purchased a product they would not benefit from as sufficient to demonstrate that the
consumers lacked an understanding of material terms of the product and considered the lender’s sale
of the product, knowing that consumers would not benefit from it, as taking unreasonable advantage
of that lack of knowledge.

VI. Conclusion
Much has been made of the CFPB’s abusiveness authority over the past decade. Yet 10 years into the
agency’s existence, it is clear that abusiveness does not play a major role in its regulatory activities.
Only about 10 percent of enforcement cases involve an allegation of abusiveness, and in almost all
cases, the same conduct is alleged to be unfair or deceptive (or could be). The CFPB has only relied on
abusiveness in one rulemaking, and there it found the same conduct it proscribed to also be unfair.
And the CFPB rarely cites abusive conduct in the course of its supervisory activities. On the whole,
therefore, the attention paid to abusiveness seems entirely disproportionate to the role it plays in the
CFPB’s broad regulatory arsenal. That may change as new, more aggressive leadership comes to the
Bureau with the recent confirmation of Rohit Chopra as director. But even so, companies that have
robust compliance systems to prevent and detect potentially unfair and deceptive acts and practices
should be well positioned to prevent allegations of abusiveness as well.
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Id. As discussed above, our 2016 analysis similarly analogized between the reasonable avoidability aspect of the unfairness standard
and the inability of a consumer to protect her interest under Prong 2(B).
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Id.
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Id.
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Id.
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Id. at 54,744.
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62

CFPB, Supervisory Highlights, Issue 11, June 2016, at 10, available at
https://files.consumerfinance.gov/f/documents/Mortgage_Servicing_Supervisory_Highlights_11_Final_web_.pdf.

63

CFPB, Supervisory Highlights, Issue 18, Winter 2019, at 16, available at
https://files.consumerfinance.gov/f/documents/cfpb_supervisory-highlights_issue-18_032019.pdf.

64

CFPB, Supervisory Highlights, Issue 19, Summer 2019, at 3-4, available at
https://files.consumerfinance.gov/f/documents/cfpb_supervisory-highlights_issue-19_092019.pdf. GAP covers the difference, or
“gap,” between the amount the consumer owes on the auto loan and the amount received from the auto insurer in the event a
vehicle is stolen, damaged or totaled. This finding is consistent with other abusiveness claims in which suitability appears to have
played a role.

Mayer Brown is a distinctively global law firm, uniquely positioned to advise the world’s leading companies and financial institutions on their most complex deals
and disputes. With extensive reach across four continents, we are the only integrated law firm in the world with approximately 200 lawyers in each of the world’s
three largest financial centers—New York, London and Hong Kong—the backbone of the global economy. We have deep experience in high-stakes litigation
and complex transactions across industry sectors, including our signature strength, the global financial services industry. Our diverse teams of lawyers are
recognized by our clients as strategic partners with deep commercial instincts and a commitment to creatively anticipating their needs and delivering excellence
in everything we do. Our “one-firm” culture—seamless and integrated across all practices and regions—ensures that our clients receive the best of our
knowledge and experience.
Please visit mayerbrown.com for comprehensive contact information for all Mayer Brown offices.
Any tax advice expressed above by Mayer Brown LLP was not intended or written to be used, and cannot be used, by any taxpayer to avoid U.S. federal tax penalties. If such advice
was written or used to support the promotion or marketing of the matter addressed above, then each offeree should seek advice from an independent tax advisor.
This Mayer Brown publication provides information and comments on legal issues and developments of interest to our clients and friends. The foregoing is not a comprehensive
treatment of the subject matter covered and is not intended to provide legal advice. Readers should seek legal advice before taking any action with respect to the matters
discussed herein.
Mayer Brown is a global services provider comprising associated legal practices that are separate entities, including Mayer Brown LLP (Illinois, USA), Mayer Brown International LLP
(England), Mayer Brown (a Hong Kong partnership) and Tauil & Chequer Advogados (a Brazilian law partnership) (collectively the “Mayer Brown Practices”) and non-legal service
providers, which provide consultancy services (the “Mayer Brown Consultancies”). The Mayer Brown Practices and Mayer Brown Consultancies are established in various
jurisdictions and may be a legal person or a partnership. Details of the individual Mayer Brown Practices and Mayer Brown Consultancies can be found in the Legal Notices
section of our website.
“Mayer Brown” and the Mayer Brown logo are the trademarks of Mayer Brown.
© 2021 Mayer Brown. All rights reserved.

18 Mayer Brown | CFPB and the Use of Abusiveness – Ten Years In

