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Kordeleski argues that denial, fear, and defiance, though common reactions 
to crisis, are a recipe for failure. He advocated for taking a confident, 
proactive approach instead. 

The values that are baked into the credit union difference and cooperative 
principles can actually pave the way toward growth. They are what set 
credit unions apart from other players in the financial services industry,
and now is the time to make the most of them. 

The following five superpowers can help your credit union expand your 
membership, improve the financial health of your cooperative, and magni-
fy the positive impact in your community — through the current turbulence 
and beyond.

THIS PAST YEAR HAS 
BEEN ONE WILD RIDE. 
Who could have predicted COVID-19 and the myriad challenges that 
we’ll continue to navigate in the coming months and years?

These challenges are, well, challenging, but they can also bring new oppor-
tunities for growth and impact. As we enter into the recovery, how do you 
avoid slipping back into "business as usual?" How do you seize the moment 
and take advantage of new opportunities for you and your members?

We firmly believe the long-term health of the credit union system, and the 
ability to meet members’ needs, demands a growth-oriented focus. 
So what should you do now to manage the current crisis and come 
out stronger on the other side?

Focusing on growth won’t always be easy — and, frankly, it might feel 
impossible in the midst of all that’s currently happening. Kirk Kordeleski, 
who served as the CEO of Bethpage Federal Credit Union during 
three major market disruptions — 9/11, Superstorm Sandy, and the 
Great Recession — shared three common reactions to a crisis in 
a recent Credit Union Business News article. 

https://creditunionbusiness.com/choosing-survival-or-growth-during-the-current-market-disruption-management-lessons-learned-from-3-previous-crises/
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SUPERPOWER #1 

TELEPORTATION
The first months of the COVID-19 pandemic hammered home the importance 
of good digital tools. The combination of closed branch lobbies, crowded 
drive-thrus, and a general desire to minimize social contact, drove members 
of all ages to try new channels to manage their finances. In fact, a post-
pandemic survey conducted by Fidelity National Information Services (FIS) 
reported a 200% surge in mobile banking registrations in early April 2020 
and an 85% increase in mobile banking traffic.

You might be tempted to cut your technology budget during a recession, but 
studies cited in this 2019 Harvard Business Review article found there were 
multiple reasons to keep investing. These included lower opportunity costs, 
as well as the role technology could play in helping organizations become 
more transparent, flexible, and efficient. 

Every credit union leader we spoke with for this ebook agreed it was 
important to maintain digital investments in tough times. Kathy Mayer,
Marketing Coordinator for Abilene Teachers FCU, reported that her credit 
union focused on growing technology capacity and products throughout 
the last recession — and the credit union saw organic growth of 32.5% 
in assets and 31.5% in loans in part because of this investment.

https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20200513005027/en/COVID-19-Rapidly-Reshaping-Consumer-Banking-Payments-Behaviors
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20200513005027/en/COVID-19-Rapidly-Reshaping-Consumer-Banking-Payments-Behaviors
https://hbr.org/2019/05/how-to-survive-a-recession-and-thrive-afterward
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Personal service has always been a credit union hallmark and a
differentiator that could be compromised by reducing opportunities 
for human interaction. While digital can allow for a highly personalized, 
data-driven experience, there’s still something to be said for keeping 
the actual person in the picture—sometimes literally!

Members want digital but continue to value the personal touch. 
Here are five ways to deliver both:

1. Include photos with your online appointment     
    scheduling tool. 

Compare the two screenshots below—one from a digitally savvy 
healthcare provider called ZOOM+Care (left) and one from a bank using a 
popular branch appointment scheduling tool. Which one does a better job 
saying “personalized, friendly service” to you?

Melissa Vigil, COO at Northwest Community Credit Union, felt her 
credit union kept a recession mindset longer than they should have in 
2007/2008. “We lingered a little bit too long… this elongated some 
stagnation whether that was in membership growth, hiring good talent or 
investing in the digital arena. One thing we are doing differently this time 
is our continued investment in digital products and services versus solely 
focusing on expense control/reduction.”

The evidence suggests consumers aren’t in a hurry to return to branch lobbies, 
even when they can, which means prioritizing digital can be a win for both 
credit unions and members. An increased sense of urgency may be a good 
thing, but it’s not without its challenges. 

One thing we are doing differently this time 
is our continued investment in digital
products and services versus solely 
focusing on expense control/reduction.

“ “

 — Melissa Vigil
Northwest Community Credit Union

ZOOM+Care pairs headshots with its 
appointment scheduling tool (left), while a 
popular branch appointment scheduling 
tools (right) lacks a human touch. 

Which one does a better job saying 
“personalized, friendly service” to you?

https://www.wsj.com/articles/people-arent-visiting-branches-banks-are-wondering-how-many-they-actually-need-11591531200
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2. Turn member calls into member video chats

Video chats can be a great way for members to get help with virtually any 
financial issue without having to leave the security of their home. Plus, 
video chats can help reduce member frustration — Hubspot Research found 
that 33% of customers are most frustrated by having to repeat themselves 
to multiple support reps over the phone, a problem that video chat can 
minimize. Video chat is especially valuable for members needing personal 
contact and reassurance when dealing with a more complex need, 
like a mortgage or an investment. 

3. Add a personal touch to live chat

If you’re not ready to go the full-video route, live chat can be a good 
alternative. Members who are already on your site will be able to get their 
questions answered without switching to another channel (e.g., phone or 
email). Add a photo to make the digital experience more personal, and 
consider making your live chat proactive. With reactive chat, a member
has to choose to engage; proactive chat is the digital equivalent of a 
greeter actively approaching a member as they enter the branch. 

4. Connect members to personal bankers via an app

Umpqua, an Oregon-based community bank, was ahead of the curve when 
it launched a hybrid digital-human platform, Go-To Banking, back in 2018. 
The app provides a list of personal bankers for the customer to choose 
from; each listing includes a photo and often-amusing self-description. 
Users connect with their banker of choice by pressing a button on the 
app, and most communication is via text. Umpqua makes the app 
available to all customers, regardless of their net worth. 

According to this article in The Financial Brand, Umpqua describes the app 
as a valuable way to deliver “people plus technology” and reports they saw 
a 30% increase in enrollment and a 20% jump in customer use in March 
2020. This kind of tool could be a great option for tech- and text-savvy 
members.

Umpqua’s Go-To Banking app provides 
a list of personal bankers for the 
customer to choose from; each listing 
includes a photo and often-amusing 
self-description. 

Image courtesy of umpquabank.com

https://www.revechat.com/blog/video-chat-customer-service/
https://www.umpquabank.com/personal-banking/online-mobile/go-to/
https://thefinancialbrand.com/94429/umpqua-human-digital-bank-mobile-chat-covid-coronavirus/
https://www.umpquabank.com/
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5. Take events virtual

Nothing beats the power of face-to-face annual meetings, educational 
seminars, and more. But when those meetings aren’t possible, virtual 
options can be a good alternative, especially as members become 
more accustomed to and comfortable with them. 

Here are some examples:

Clackamas CU is hosting virtual workshops—topics include 
Adulting 101, Mortgages 101 and Mortgage MythBusters. 

Atlantic Financial held a virtual town hall to share COVID-19 
relief options and resources available to members. 

Peninsula Credit Union has been sending out video messages 
from its CEO on an ongoing basis, with topics ranging from 
fraud to re-entry plans to thanking “financial first responders.”  

Summit Credit Union held a virtual homebuyers’ event that 
had 200 sign-ups and 125 attendees, and has future 
virtual events on its calendar. 

3 KEYS TO SUCCESSFUL DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION
Whether you’re launching new online loan application forms or rebuilding 
your digital systems from the ground up, keep these three guiding principles in mind:

Don’t digitize a cumbersome process. 
Focus on backend processes before you revamp the front-end 
tool or application. 

Leverage cross-functional teams. 
Successful transformation isn’t an IT-  or marketing-only endeavor.
Siloed digital transformation efforts are less successful. 

Remember your WHY. 
Let members’ needs drive all your digital efforts.

Our client Clackamas CU has been 
hosting ongoing virtual workshops 
throughout COVID. Topics include 
Adulting 101, Mortgages 101 
and Mortgage MythBusters. 

https://www.clackamasfcu.org/events/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A51KHRVFNB0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6vj0TszG98g&feature=youtu.behttp://
http://scu.summitcreditunion.com/EmailTracking/NView?id=OW1swEenfUK83FfM4L7cbA&e=sample
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SUPERPOWER #2

COLLABORATION 
Folks in the financial industry love to talk about innovation, usually in 
reference to fintech. But innovation isn’t always flashy. It doesn’t have 
to involve technology, nor does it always represent a tremendous 
break-through. Sometimes innovation can be incremental.

Or, as George Hofheimer, EVP of Research & Development at Filene, put it, 
the “coolest innovation… is usually the most boring innovation.” Hofheimer 
also advised that during these tenuous times, credit unions would do well 
to focus less on differentiation and more on collaboration.

After all, as member-owned cooperatives, collaboration is baked into the 
credit union difference. From CUSOs to regional leagues and associations, 
credit unions routinely seek out opportunities to join forces. Collaborative 
partnerships have been a driving force for innovation throughout credit 
union history.

Credit unions and community banks often don’t get enough credit for 
their innovations; some don’t even recognize that they are innovating.

https://www.pixelspoke.com/blog/covid-19/practical-actionable-ideas-for-credit-unions-during-the-covid-19-crisis/
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CU Forward Day, which was first launched in 2013, became a way for the 
movement to bring the “why” of credit unions to life in a memorable and 
tangible way. It strengthened trust and connections throughout the state, 
and generated powerful stories to leverage in marketing efforts.

Transformational Deposits

Hope Credit Union, which serves one of the most impoverished regions in 
Mississippi, has launched a $100 million initiative to make more business, 
mortgage and consumer loans to low-income families. Not only is the credit 
union partnering with Netflix, which contributed $10 million to the program, 
but it has launched a Transformational Deposit program to “import capital” 
from other (wealthier) communities.

Income Advance Program

Can credit unions partner with businesses to help their employees be more 
financially secure, and to increase profitability for the business and the 
credit union? In a word, yes. NorthCountry FCU partners with Rhino Foods 
to guarantee Rhino Foods employees same-day access to $1,000 for 
emergency needs. The advance is repaid through payroll deductions, and 
when the loan term is complete, that auto-deduction continues to go into a 
savings account at the credit union. 

The program is a win for all involved. Over 60% of Americans don’t have 
$500 in savings, and finances are the biggest stress for most employees. 
Employees who face less financial stress are more likely to be focused and 
productive. In addition to productivity gains, the business likely improves 
employee retention — and, potentially, the ability to attract new employees 
too. The credit union, meanwhile, gains new members and offers them a 
clear path to improved financial wellness. 

From a marketing standpoint, developing new, even unexpected partner-
ships, can be a key to unlocking all sorts of innovative strategies that don’t 
require a mobile app. Here are some examples we love:

CU FORWARD Day

Minnesota credit unions worked together to create a “statewide day of 
kindness” (and who couldn’t use a little more of that?). The day emerged 
from three simple questions:

1. How do we spread kindness?

2. How can credit unions come together and do more than lobby 
    for tax breaks?

3. How can we grow the credit union movement and respond 
    to the pressing challenges of our time?

The biggest bang for the buck for credit 
unions into the future is to create a culture of 
innovation. There’s a lot of opportunity and a 
lot of talent in the industry to help solve prob-
lems in a very, very creative way.

“ “

 — George Hofheimer 
Former EVP of Research & Development, Filene

https://www.clarionledger.com/story/news/2020/06/30/netflix-invests-10-m-mississippi-black-owned-credit-union/5350664002/
https://www.clarionledger.com/story/news/2020/06/30/netflix-invests-10-m-mississippi-black-owned-credit-union/5350664002/
https://www.pixelspoke.com/blog/innovation-technology/beyond-payday-lenders-and-pawn-shops/
https://www.pixelspoke.com/blog/social-impact/winning-on-kindness-how-to-bring-the-credit-union-mission-to-life/
https://www.pixelspoke.com/blog/social-impact/winning-on-kindness-how-to-bring-the-credit-union-mission-to-life/
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Overdraft Line of Credit for Stimulus Checks

After Jill Castilla, CEO of Citizens Bank of Edmond, responded to a tweet by 
entrepreneur Mark Cuban, they ended up partnering to create an overdraft 
line program for the bank’s customers who were waiting for their stimulus 
checks. Cuban and Castilla were able to launch the program in just a few 
days, allowing customers to overdraft their accounts by up to $900 without 
penalty. 

Transformational Wellness Program

Allegacy FCU (a PixelSpoke client) has long focused on “wellness of mind, 
body, and wallet” with innovative products like the All-Health Savings 
Account. In collaboration with its local YMCA, Allegacy rewards members 
for their visits. The credit union took its commitment to wellness one 
(sizable) step further through a partnership with Wake Forest Baptist Health. 
In 2018, they launched WellQ, a preventative healthcare center that focuses 
on physical and financial well-being.

Relief Grants

Sometimes the best partners are your own members. Just after the onset 
of COVID-19, SECU Credit Union realized that grants would be much more 
beneficial to its members who were experiencing financial hardship than 
loans. The credit union launched a $500 Relief Fund Grant Program, actively 
soliciting contributions from members who had the means, then matching 
their contributions. Members ultimately contributed over $53,000!

In Oregon, four credit unions, including our clients Trailhead and Point 
West, have teamed up to distribute relief grants, which qualified small 
businesses will not have to pay back. The Oregon Legislature and Governor 
set aside $5 million, asking these CDFIs to process the applications and 
issue the grants. The grants are intended for historically disadvantaged 
businesses across the state, with a focus on business owners who are 
Black, Indigenous, people of color, and/or women. 

There are foundations and philanthropists all across the country who want 
help getting grants or low-cost loans into the hands of businesses. They 
would love to partner with a financial institution that is embedded in the 
local community and has the know-how to get the funds disbursed.

Our client Allegacy Federal Credit Union 
partnered with Wake Forest Baptist Health 
to launch WellQ, a preventative healthcare 
center that focuses on physical and
financial well-being.

Image courtesy of yourwellq.com

https://www.businessinsider.com/personal-finance/mark-cuban-jill-castilla-citizens-bank-2020-4
https://www.businessinsider.com/personal-finance/mark-cuban-jill-castilla-citizens-bank-2020-4
https://www.pixelspoke.com/blog/financial-wellness/wellness-of-mind-body-and-wallet/
http://cascadebusnews.com/credit-unions-partner-with-state-of-oregon-to-help-truly-small-businesses-impacted-by-covid-19/
https://yourwellq.com/
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SUPERPOWER #3

COMMUNITY ROOTS
Local matters, now more than ever. A 2020 survey by ZypMedia found 
consumers were more likely to buy from a local business during the 
COVID-19 crisis, with the top two reasons being a desire to support their 
local community (84%) and a desire to support the local economy (54%).

During the Great Recession, when so many of us were disillusioned with 
the big banks, many credit union marketers learned that consumers wanted 
to keep their money in local institutions and heavily emphasized the local 
angle in their marketing efforts.

Kathy Mayer, Marketing Coordinator for Abilene Teachers FCU, has seen 
the power of local at her credit union. “[During the last recession], we 
learned that local consumers wanted to keep their money in local institutions 
and riffed on that in our marketing efforts. Since that time, our focus has 
been on emphasizing our local roots, our local people, and our commitment 
to the community. From a marketing standpoint, I think the biggest lesson 
learned was that we could play with the big boys in this market.”

Here are some creative ways to highlight and celebrate your local roots:

https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/consumers-want-to-support-their-local-economy-by-supporting-local-businesses-according-to-a-survey-by-zypmedia-301066610.html
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Highlight community artists

On the hunt for its next campaign, the marketing team at Verity Credit 
Union in Seattle, Washington reached out to the community and discovered 
something surprising:
 

When they asked people, “What do you do?” their answers didn't reflect 
their day jobs but rather their passions. For instance, someone who was a 
CPA by day but also loved sculpting tended to describe themselves as a 
sculptor first and an accountant second. 

Recognizing the importance of art across communities, Verity invited local 
bands and visual artists to come up with “truth art” — artwork, in their 
medium of choice, that incorporated “Verity,” or truth, in some respect. 
Melina Young, who at that time served as Verity’s Director of Marketing and 
Brand, explained that artists weren’t asked to write or paint or draw specifically 
about the credit union, but rather taskedwith creating whatever truth meant to 
them. Below are just a few examples of what participants came up with.

Buy local

In recent months, delivering a safe-as-possible branch experience to 
members has become paramount. But instead of ordering face masks, hand 
sanitizer, and plexiglas barriers online, can you make it a priority to partner 
with local sources? It might be a bit more time-consuming and expensive to 
go this route, but the quality and support are usually better, and what a great 
way to walk the talk when it comes to supporting your local community! 

Verity Credit Union invited local bands 
and visual artists to come up with “truth 
art” — artwork, in their medium of choice, 
that incorporated “Verity,” or truth, in 
some respect. 

Images courtesy of veritycu.com

[During the last recession], we learned that 
local consumers wanted to keep their 
money in local institutions and riffed 
on that in our marketing efforts. 

“ “

 — Kathy Mayer
Marketing Coordinator for Abilene Teachers FCU

https://www.veritycu.com/about-us/by-the-community/previously-featured-artists.html
https://www.veritycu.com/about-us/by-the-community/previously-featured-artists.html
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Our client Clearwater Credit Union partnered with a local seamstress to 
produce nearly 500 face masks for branch employees. With so many 
weddings and other events cancelled, the seamstress has seen a huge 
decline in business. She told Clearwater, “You have no idea what this 
means to me.” Not only is local sourcing aligned with credit union 
values, but it has the added benefit of giving you a story to tell.

Organize a community event

Recognizing the power of outdoor festivals to connect communities, 
Citizens Bank of Edmond started the Heard on Hurd community festival 
in Edmond. In our Remarkable Credit Union podcast, CEO Jill Castilla 
explained that her bank didn’t go in with any expectation of monetary 
benefit — it just saw the festival as a way to build community. 

But as Castilla found, when you do good, you do well. The festival was a hit 
with the community — 30,000 to 40,000 people attended each year pre-
COVID — and also created growth opportunities for the bank. Citizens 
provides ATMs at the event, builds business relationships with festival 
participants, and co-develops technology to meet those businesses’ 
needs. The bank has also seen a large uptick in loan transfers and 
new accounts. 

But Castilla cautioned, “If we had just said we were going to do this event 
so we could get ten million dollars in loans, we would’ve lost all that magic. 
We may have gotten close to that goal, or maybe even exceeded it, but we 
would’ve lost out on all those additional benefits that come from 
something... organically.” 

Since COVID, Heard on Hurd has moved to Facebook, where organizers 
stream performances by local musicians and highlight the indie retailers 
and food trucks that typically participate in the street festival. 

Share local business stories

We all know the power of storytelling. It’s a wonderful way to inspire 
empathy while bringing visibility to an important issue or cause. Now
is the time to share the stories of your local businesses, whether they 
are members of your credit union or favorite lunch spots for your branch 
employees. Our clients OnPoint, and Clearwater both do a great job of 
highlighting and celebrating local businesses on their blog and in their 
social media channels.  

Credit unions can go a step beyond visibility and offer incentives for 
members to buy from local businesses. At the beginning of COVID,
for example, our client Baton Rouge Telco launched #OperationTakeout, 
encouraging members to get takeout from featured restaurants for a 
chance to win a gift certificate.

Our clients OnPoint and Clearwater both 
do a great job of highlighting and 
celebrating local businesses on their 
blog and in their social media channels. 

https://www.pixelspoke.com/blog/social-impact/jill-castilla/
https://www.onpointcu.com/blog/rocky-butte-coffee-roasters-brings-community-to-an-underserved-portland-neighborhood/
https://clearwatercreditunion.org/impactstory/missoulacompost/
https://www.instagram.com/p/B_FvVsll9YX/
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Celebrate your community’s quirks

Finally, one of our all-time favorites: PEMCO Insurance. This is a company 
that really knows its local community! Here in a nutshell, is the appeal of 
the Pemco campaign (borrowed verbatim from its ad agency’s mouth): 
“People may not want to hear about insurance, but they love talking about 
the neighbors. Our Northwest Profiles campaign allowed our audience to 
poke fun at themselves and confirmed their belief that people here are, 
well, a little different. And it has made PEMCO a true local favorite.” 

The hilariously specific “Northwest Profiles” include Goosebumped Beach 
Bum, Year-Round Shorts Duude, and First Snowflake Freakout Lady. 
Anyone who lives, or has lived, in the Northwest is likely chuckling right now.

Anyone who lives, or has lived, in the 
Pacific Northwest is likely to immediately 
relate to PEMCO’s Northwest Profiles.

Image courtesy of dnaseattle.com

SOMETHING TO THINK ABOUT 
Are you measuring and sharing your credit union’s local impact?

Community support is a critical part of the credit union ethos. But credit unions 
shouldn’t rest on system laurels — there’s still plenty of work to be done. Plus 
most credit unions don’t do a very good job of capturing what they’re doing 
and why it matters.  
 
In August 2020, Filene Research Institute released a report on the importance of 
measuring and sharing the impact of credit union philanthropy (Amplifying Social 
Impact: The State of Credit Union Giving). They found that gaining a better 
understanding of philanthropic impact in the credit union space was a 
surprisingly difficult task, mostly because:

•      Credit unions’ filings don’t require philanthropic contributions to be 
        reported as a line item, and

•      Even credit unions that share contribution levels seldom measure and 
          report their impact. 

In fact, fewer than two-thirds of credit unions share giving and impact statements publicly. 

Do philanthropy and impact matter? The Filene report shows there’s ample reason to 
suggest the answer is “yes” for reasons that include community perceptions, 
employee attraction and retention, and a strong return on investment.

   
 

For instance, here are a few interesting findings cited in Filene’s report from 
Project ROI. This research was conducted by the Lewis Institute for Social 
innovation at Babson College and quantified the potential financial returns 
of corporate social responsibility efforts for marketing, sales, and 
brand/reputation:

•    Up to 20% increase in revenue

•    11% of the total value of company linked to CSR brand & reputation

•    Up to 20% increase in price premium

•    Up to 20% increase in member commitment (in a core segment)

•    Up to 7% loss of firm’s market value avoided 

http://dnaseattle.com/work/pemco-insurance/
https://pixelspoke.us7.list-manage.com/track/click?u=710ee13822dbf19e5ddcf741e&id=7b271fa11e&e=c8c7547edc
https://pixelspoke.us7.list-manage.com/track/click?u=710ee13822dbf19e5ddcf741e&id=7b271fa11e&e=c8c7547edc
http://dnaseattle.com/
https://filene.org/learn-something/reports/amplifying-social-impact-the-state-of-credit-union-giving
https://filene.org/learn-something/reports/amplifying-social-impact-the-state-of-credit-union-giving
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SUPERPOWER #4

EMPATHY
In today’s “new normal,” what should credit unions be doing differently?
As the pandemic stretches from months to who knows how long, even 
members who were in decent financial shape at the beginning might 
find themselves struggling to get by. 

Now is the time to put empathy into action: Step back and really get to 
know your members today. What are their individual stories and dreams,
and how do you use them to guide your strategy? How do you move 
from serving members to saving members?

Although members’ financial health is the most obvious area where credit 
unions can be of assistance, their physical, mental, and emotional health is 
important to acknowledge, too. Members need to know you care and that 
you’re making an effort to understand them and meet their needs.

Ready to strengthen and leverage your empathy superpower? 
Here are some great places to start.
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Create opportunities for members to share their pain

One of our clients created an online member survey shortly after COVID hit 
and received over 8,000 responses! This stunning response certainly speaks 
to members’ heightened financial anxieties and a need to feel heard.

There are a lot of great digital channels for soliciting feedback, and it’s best 
to meet your members where they are. That is to say, don’t rely on one 
channel only. Consider:

If fear of being overwhelmed by responses is preventing you from reaching 
out, try tailoring your survey to specific member subgroups and staggering 
your solicitation efforts. You can always start small and build from there.

But what about your members who don’t use digital channels? It all goes 
back to proactive member outreach and meeting members where they are. 
Sometimes we forget we can pick up a phone! Calling to check in on 
members, particularly those who aren’t enrolled in online banking or 
haven’t recently logged in, is a great way to leverage under-utilized staff. 

Be flexible and creative when responding to 
members’ needs  

“If we are willing to be flexible and accommodating to the challenges facing 
members, we will gain their loyalty and they will stick with us when things 
improve,” stresses Kim Faucher, VP of Marketing at Trailhead Credit Union. 
“We’re training our staff to address the financial situations our members 
are facing — to understand the current situation impacts each person in a 
unique way — there is not a one-size-fits-all solution.”

Simplicity Credit Union learned to focus on the “human” side of banking, 
operating outside of guidelines and policies during the last recession. 
The credit union modified loans, made payment arrangements, and offered 
financial counseling. They recognized the importance of offering counseling 
to their team as well. “If the financial well-being of our employees wasn’t 
important, how would they talk a member through a struggle?” says 
Sarah Arnoldy, VP Service. 

Simplicity also introduced what they described as “financial first 
responders,” employees who were certified as Financial Counselors. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the credit union described itself
as being very quick in coming up with outside-the-box solutions. 

Utilizing online surveys and promoting them via alert 
tools on your website

Asking questions or soliciting feedback on social media

Including calls for feedback and story sharing in 
your email newsletters

Asking your blog readers to email you their responses 
to questions you pose in your posts

Organizing virtual office hours, community roundtables, 
or town halls

Building opportunities for member story sharing into 
existing communication tools, like your contact form, 
call center scripts, or post-transaction surveys
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“We understood what was coming and were able to easily create new relief 
programs and understand member behavior before it truly hit our area,” 
says Arnoldy. 

Put financial wellness at the center of your business model 

People are inspired by purpose, not products, as Simon Sinek, author of 
Start with Why, knows full well. In the midst of our current turmoil, Gigi 
Hyland, Executive Director of the National Credit Union Foundation (NCUF) 
encourages credit union leaders and marketers to take a step back and ask 
themselves, “Why do we exist and why are we here?” Or, posed a 
different way, “If you were chartering your credit union from 
scratch today, what would you do?” 

Answering these questions involves not just articulating your “why” but 
reevaluating your “how” and “what.” Are your sources of income congruous 
with your “why?” Do you engage with members in a way that reinforces your 
“why?” As Hyland asks, do “members feel that the credit union continues to 
be a very trusted partner that they can turn to in those micro moments 
of their financial lives, not just the big moments of college education
and buying a car and buying a house and retiring?”

Many credit unions have been waiving fees and allowing members to defer 
payments, which has offered some short-term relief, but through the lens of 
financial wellness, it’s important to ask, do your recession-centric efforts 
ultimately help or hurt your members? 

It’s a question Sarah Arnoldy at Simplicity Credit Union wished her credit 
union had done a better job answering during the last recession by monitor-
ing the pre-, mid- and post-recession behavior of the members they helped. 
“Did they come out stronger, or did we inadvertently put them in a worse 
position? Where did they end up with regard to pre- and post-PFI status?” 

Of course, centering financial wellness is easier said than done. As financial 
wellness expert Manisha Thakor points out, “We talk about [budgeting] in a 
really judgy way, usually around coffee, which is, to me, sacrosanct.” How 
can we educate in a way that doesn’t condescend, and in a way that actually 
inspires behavior change? Similar to Hyland’s emphasis on micro moments, 
Thakor maintains that financial education efforts will be vastly more successful 
if we can take a page from Weight Watchers and create a tribe that 
celebrates the little wins.

If we are willing to be flexible and 
accommodating to the challenges facing 
members, we will gain their loyalty and they 
will stick with us when things improve.

“ “

 — Kim Faucher
VP of Marketing at Trailhead Credit Union

https://www.pixelspoke.com/blog/covid-19/empathy-in-action/
https://www.pixelspoke.com/blog/covid-19/empathy-in-action/
https://www.pixelspoke.com/blog/financial-wellness/emotions-finances-empowering-credit-unions-to-create-happy-members/
https://www.pixelspoke.com/blog/financial-wellness/emotions-finances-empowering-credit-unions-to-create-happy-members/
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SUPERPOWER #5

INCLUSION
Inclusivity has always been at t   he core of the credit union movement. After 
all, credit unions came into being to serve the needs of vulnerable popula-
tions who could not otherwise get loans or open bank accounts. With a 
mission to better the financial lives of those underserved by traditional 
banking models, credit unions have long prioritized member experience 
over profit, resulting in a strong sense of community and lasting member 
loyalty.

With so much of the member experience moving online, how can you 
ensure that your digital experience is inclusive? How can you create an 
experience that doesn’t alienate your most vulnerable and financially 
stressed out members — the very people that credit unions were 
designed to serve?

Rethink personas

At its core, inclusive design means building your digital experience primarily 
for “stress cases” instead of tidy personas who are intended to encapsulate 
your core audiences. Personas can certainly be useful tools—we use them 
as part of our website redesign process—but they can also run the risk of 
becoming exclusionary, failing to address the needs of those a credit union 
might consider “outside the norm.”
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In their excellent book, Design for Real Life, Eric Meyer & Sara Wachter-
Boettcher describe inclusive design this way: “Instead of treating stress 
situations as fringe concerns, it’s time we move them to the center of our 
conversations — to start with our most vulnerable, distracted, and 
stressed-out users, and then work our way outward.”

During COVID, it’s especially critical to recognize stress doesn’t always 
relate to a core component of a person’s identity—it can also be situational. 
Even your smiling “Ambitious Adrianna” from your persona deck, who was 
“recently promoted” and “wants to save money for upgrading her home,”
is going to go through some rough times. We’d venture to guess that 
the last year has taken its toll on her, too!

One last caution: Personas are often product-driven, but for credit unions 
in particular, members are rarely driven by purchases alone. Instead of 
prioritizing a pathway to profit, credit unions would benefit from allowing 
member needs, goals, and stress points to drive their strategic thinking. 

Personas like “Ambitious Adrianna” can 
be useful tools, but they can also run the 
risk of becoming exclusionary, failing to 
address the needs of those a credit 
union might consider “outside the norm.”

Instead of treating stress situations as fringe 
concerns, it’s time we move them to the center 
of our conversations — to start with our most 
vulnerable, distracted, and stressed-out users, 
and then work our way outward. 

“ “

 — Eric Meyer & Sara Wachter-Boettcher
Design for Real Life

https://filene.org/learn-something/reports/the-needs-adaptive-member-journey
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Don’t create a “one size fits all” marketing strategy

Our country is growing increasingly diverse. The proportion of people of 
color in America has doubled since 1980, from 20 percent to 40 percent, 
and people of color are expected to represent over 50 percent of the popu-
lation by 2045. In order to accommodate the needs of this quickly growing 
demographic, the best credit unions have always been intentional about 
growing a competency in multicultural marketing, rather than trying to
shoehorn everyone under a single marketing strategy.

Edgar Hernandez, Senior Multicultural Strategy Manager at CUNA Mutual 
Group, says that credit unions who are leaders in the multicultural 
marketing space, “have been intentional. They have recruited people that 
really understand the market. They have doubled down in their marketing. 
They have created products to meet their needs.”

Understand the nuances and needs of different 
demographics

It’s all too easy to make assumptions about different populations. Data can 
tell a different story. For instance, don’t assume that someone without a 
credit history is a high risk for a loan — the data might well show otherwise. 
Or if you serve a Spanish-speaking market, it might be a great idea to 
translate your documents into Spanish — or it might be something your 
Spanish-speaking members don’t really need. Use your own data to 
gain that understanding. 

That said, data rarely tells the whole story. When analyzing data, Hernandez 
stresses the importance of asking yourself, “What could be a hypothesis? 
Is this a hypothesis that we can test? What are our blind spots? How can 
we be making the wrong assumptions?”

For instance, maybe the data shows that Black households in your member-
ship have an affinity for life insurance and Latinx households do not. Before 
launching a targeted Facebook campaign, take the time to understand why 
that is. Hernandez’ own research revealed that in the Black community, life 
insurance was often seen as a method of wealth transfer. Says Hernandez, 
“For many Black people, the perception and their reality of risk for their 
own lives is a lot higher.” These types of insights are crucial to informing 
your marketing strategy.

Diversity is being invited to the party, but 
inclusion is being made to feel welcome.“

“

 — Edgar Hernandez
Senior Multicultural Strategy Manager at CUNA Mutual Group

https://www.pixelspoke.com/blog/marketing-strategy/equity-is-empathy-why-credit-unions-need-a-multicultural-marketing-strategy/
https://www.pixelspoke.com/blog/marketing-strategy/equity-is-empathy-why-credit-unions-need-a-multicultural-marketing-strategy/
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CONCLUSION
No matter what happens in the coming year, creativity and flexibility 
are key. 

Justin Olson, President & CEO of US Agencies Credit Union, says, “If we 
just sit back and wait, the mega banks... are going to continue to grow and 
leave all the smaller institutions behind. Smaller credit unions have to get 
creative and find ways to drive growth.”

In fact, as credit unions, you may be at an advantage — while no strangers 
to bureaucracy, you can be more agile than mega banks. And unlike 
fintechs, you have survived past storms and learned how to navigate 
difficult times. 

You can also benefit from the values that are so core to the credit union 
difference: your personal, high-touch service; your belief in the power of 
collaboration; your commitment to your local community; and your 
empathetic, inclusive mindset. Add in the hard-won lessons of the last 
recession and, frankly, we think there’s very little to hold you back. 

You’ve got the superpowers. 
Now put on your cape, and get ready to fly!

If we just sit back and wait, the mega 
banks... are going to continue to grow 
and leave all the smaller institutions 
behind.

“ “

 — Justin Olson
President & CEO of US Agencies Credit Union

41



43

REFERENCES
“Amplifying Social Impact: The State of Credit Union Giving.” Filene, filene.org/learn-something/
reports/amplifying-social-impact-the-state-of-credit-union-giving. Accessed 6 Nov. 2020.

“Beyond Payday Lenders and Pawn Shops: Thinking Differently about Small Dollar Loans.” 
PixelSpoke, 28 May 2019, www.pixelspoke.com/blog/innovation-technology/beyond-payday-
lenders-and-pawn-shops/. Accessed 6 Nov. 2020.

“Choosing Survival or Growth during the Current Market Disruption: Management Lessons 
Learned from 3 Previous Crises – Credit Union Business Magazine.” Credit Union Business 
News, creditunionbusiness.com/choosing-survival-or-growth-during-the-current-market-disrup-
tion-management-lessons-learned-from-3-previous-crises/. Accessed 6 Nov. 2020.

“COVID-19 Is Rapidly Reshaping Consumer Banking and Payments Behaviors, New FIS Survey 
Finds.” Business Wire, 13 May 2020, www.businesswire.com/news/home/20200513005027/en/
COVID-19-Rapidly-Reshaping-Consumer-Banking-Payments-Behaviors. Accessed 6 Nov. 2020.
“Credit Unions Partner with State of Oregon to Help Truly Small Businesses Impacted by 
COVID-19.” Cascade Business News, 16 July 2020, cascadebusnews.com/credit-unions-part-
ner-with-state-of-oregon-to-help-truly-small-businesses-impacted-by-covid-19/. Accessed 6 Nov. 
2020.

“Doing The Right Thing: The New Competitive Advantage for Credit Unions.” PixelSpoke, 16 Apr. 
2020, www.pixelspoke.com/blog/covid-19/doing-the-right-thing-the-new-competitive-advantage-
for-credit-unions/. Accessed 6 Nov. 2020.

“Emotions & Finances: Empowering Credit Unions to Create Happy Members.” PixelSpoke,
10 Mar. 2020, www.pixelspoke.com/blog/financial-wellness/emotions-finances-empower-
ing-credit-unions-to-create-happy-members/. Accessed 6 Nov. 2020.

“Empathy in Action: Shifting the Center of the Credit Union Business Model.” PixelSpoke,
21 May 2020, www.pixelspoke.com/blog/covid-19/empathy-in-action/. Accessed 6 Nov. 2020.
“Equity Is Empathy: Why Credit Unions Need a Multicultural Marketing Strategy.” PixelSpoke, 
3 Feb. 2020, www.pixelspoke.com/blog/marketing-strategy/equity-is-empathy-why-cred-
it-unions-need-a-multicultural-marketing-strategy/. Accessed 6 Nov. 2020.

“How to Survive a Recession and Thrive Afterward.” Harvard Business Review, 18 Apr. 2019, 
hbr.org/2019/05/how-to-survive-a-recession-and-thrive-afterward.

“How to Turn Around a Struggling Community Bank: Jill Castilla, CEO of Citizens Bank of 
Edmond.” PixelSpoke, 1 Oct. 2018, www.pixelspoke.com/blog/social-impact/jill-castilla/. 
Accessed 6 Nov. 2020.

McCaffrey, Orla. “People Aren’t Visiting Branches. Banks Are Wondering How Many They 
Actually Need.” Wall Street Journal, 7 June 2020, www.wsj.com/articles/people-arent-visit-
ing-branches-banks-are-wondering-how-many-they-actually-need-11591531200.

Meyer, Eric, and Sara Wachter-Boettcher. Design for Real Life. New York, N.Y. A Book Apart, 2017.

“Practical & Actionable Ideas for Credit Unions During the COVID-19 Crisis.” PixelSpoke,
30 Mar. 2020, www.pixelspoke.com/blog/covid-19/practical-actionable-ideas-for-credit-unions-
during-the-covid-19-crisis/. Accessed 6 Nov. 2020.

Streeter, Bill, and Editor at The Financial Br. “Umpqua’s Human+Digital Platform a Perfect Fit 
for COVID Challenges.” The Financial Brand, 30 Mar. 2020, thefinancialbrand.com/94429/
umpqua-human-digital-bank-mobile-chat-covid-coronavirus/. Accessed 6 Nov. 2020.

Tarpley, Laura Grace. “An Oklahoma Bank CEO Who Responded to a Tweet from Mark Cuban 
Used His Advice to Get Cash into Customers’ Hands in Less than a Week.” Business Insider, 
www.businessinsider.com/personal-finance/mark-cuban-jill-castilla-citizens-bank-2020-4. 
Accessed 6 Nov. 2020.

“The Essential Guide to Use Video Chat for Customer Service.” REVE Chat, 8 Nov. 2018,
www.revechat.com/blog/video-chat-customer-service/.

“The Needs-Adaptive Member Journey.” Filene Research Institute,
filene.org/learn-something/reports/the-needs-adaptive-member-journey. Accessed 6 Nov. 2020.

“Wellness of Mind, Body, and Wallet: Allegacy FCU’s Transformational Wellness Program.” 
PixelSpoke, 28 Mar. 2019, www.pixelspoke.com/blog/financial-wellness/wellness-of-mind-body-
and-wallet/. Accessed 6 Nov. 2020.

Willingham, Leah. “Netflix Invests $10 Million in Mississippi Black-Owned Credit Union.” 
The Clarion-Ledger, www.clarionledger.com/story/news/2020/06/30/netflix-invests-10-m-missis-
sippi-black-owned-credit-union/5350664002/. Accessed 6 Nov. 2020.

“Winning on Kindness: How to Bring the Credit Union Mission to Life.” PixelSpoke, 
28 Aug. 2020, www.pixelspoke.com/blog/social-impact/winning-on-kindness-how-to-bring-the-
credit-union-mission-to-life/. Accessed 6 Nov. 2020.

ZypMedia. “Consumers Want to Support Their Local Economy by Supporting Local Businesses, 
According to a Survey by ZypMedia.” Www.Prnewswire.com, www.prnewswire.com/news-re-
leases/consumers-want-to-support-their-local-economy-by-supporting-local-businesses-accord-
ing-to-a-survey-by-zypmedia-301066610.html.

43




