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Technology has transformed many vertical 
sectors of business in the past, and there is a 
new wave of technology that has the potential 
to dramatically transform the financial sector. 
This new wave is being triggered by the 
changing habits of consumers moving to 
mobile platforms to interact and transact with 
financial institutions, and the digitization of the 
information that powers the decision making 
in finances for both consumers and providers. 
An additional trigger is the democratization 
of big data technologies that now makes 
sophisticated data analytics capabilities 
available at an unprecedented low cost both 
to the providers of financial services and to 
consumers. Consumers can now compare and 
contrast competing financial products with a 
speed and precision that simply wasn’t possible 
just a few years ago.

What Is the Research About?
Within this broader context of changes, we 
undertook a focused study of credit unions to 
better assess the current challenges that credit 
unions face. Our aim was to determine the role 
of technology in empowering credit unions to 
meet the challenges they face today as well as 
those they anticipate in the near future.

We employed a dual strategy of conducting an 
online survey, then engaging select respondents 
in one-on-one, in-depth interviews. Our findings 
reveal that credit unions are seeing varying 
levels of growth, suggesting that at least this 
group of credit unions is competitive in the 
large landscape of banking institutions.

Overview

Credit unions seem to be 
far behind in their use of 
technology, and while 
most are aware of the 
changes that technology 
has unleashed, there is not 
a strong sense of urgency 
to rethink the ways credit 
unions work.

Meet the Authors

Jignesh M. Patel
Professor, Computer Sciences, 
University of Wisconsin–Madison

George Hofheimer
Chief Knowledge Officer, 
Filene Research Institute
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What Are the Credit Union Implications?
We found, perhaps not surprisingly, that mobile is the most important touchpoint 
for consumers when interacting with their credit union. An interesting result of this 
shift is that physical branches now become more important as relation hubs than as 
transaction hubs. Physical branches, however, are still relevant in this new dynamic, 
although the functions that physical branches need to provide are changing rapidly.
We find that credit unions use traditional marketing methods in isolation, and they do 
not have a holistic view of all the interactions with their members, including mobile 
apps, social media, and traditional direct marketing. Interestingly, incorporating 
the human element into marketing is likely crucial in the digital age, and ignoring 
opportunities for actual human interaction in the physical world may dampen credit 
unions’ marketing efforts in the digital world.

A highlight from the research presented here shows an interesting aspect of the 
gap between CEO and non-CEO respondents when rating their credit union’s new 
member acquisition activities on “importance” and “satisfaction.” The research points 
to opportunities where credit unions have a potential misalignment of their overall 
business strategy and pain points across the management chain.

Notice a persistent gap in importance and satisfaction with checking and savings and 
mortgage products. The gap in these cases is over 20%. Delving further into the data, 
we observe a general tendency for non-CEO respondents to be less satisfied than CEO 
respondents. This dynamic holds true for every product category except automobile 
loans, where the responses were nearly identical.

We also observed that 
credit unions largely 
employ outdated data 
technologies to power 
their core business 
functions. More alarmingly, 
rich sources of “new” 
data, such as user activity 
data from mobile, 
are largely ignored. 
Furthermore, traditional 
data are often stored in 
silos, and inefficient and 
cumbersome processes are 
used to extract information Figure 4: Gap between CEO and non-CEO respondents
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across silos. The urgency of extracting real-time insights from data—for example, to 
maximize a mobile interaction—is largely absent. The silver lining is that this alarming 
absence of modern big data technologies points to a potential opportunity for 
credit unions to realize their business goals by exploring and deploying modern 
data analytics technologies. It is clear that credit unions must embrace big data 
technologies in order to survive and thrive in the larger financial ecosystem.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the birth of modern computing about six decades ago, computing technology 
has revolutionized how business works. Different sectors of our economy have adopted 
technology at different paces, with the financial sector often in the vanguard of new 
technology adoption. In fact, a key aspect of what powers the so-called big data 
revolution involves innovations in data processing and management that in the very 
early days of computing were in large part motivated by managing data for banks. 
Textbooks on database systems, the precursor to the current big data technologies, 
are filled with examples that highlight the need for banks to reconcile financial 
transactions and maintain data consistency.

However, the use of technology in the financial sector has not been uniform, especially 
over the last decade. While the areas of equity, commodity, and currency trading have 
aggressively adopted new technologies—witness the dominance of high-frequency 
trading—other parts of the financial industry have been behind the adoption curve. 
The banking sector, especially when focusing on aspects that involve core banking 
functions, has largely been behind in the adoption of modern computing and data 
technologies. 

The key motivation for this research was to focus even further within the financial 
sector on credit unions. We aimed to examine the state of technology adoption for 
big data technologies and to point to potential future opportunities for big data in 
the credit union sector. The overall method that we adopted was to start with a survey 
across a broad spectrum of participants from credit unions across the country. Then, 
we conducted focused one-onone interviews with select participants to dig into some 
of the interesting top-level survey results that stood out. Next, we describe our findings 
from each of these two components in depth.
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From February through May 2015, 
the Filene Research Institute and 
Professor Jignesh Patel fielded a 
survey to better understand how 
credit unions use data to make 
strategic decisions and where better 
data and analytics would be most 
impactful. 

We started by developing an online 
survey1 and distributing it to Filene’s 
Research Council and members of 
CUNA Councils (www.cunacouncils.
org). This survey yielded 190 usable 
responses. Figure 1 shows the top-
level breakdown of respondents’ 
job titles. The corresponding asset 
size distribution of the respondents’ 
institutions is shown in Figure 2.

This survey was not meant to be 
representative of the US credit 
union system. Rather, the purpose 
was to examine institutions that 
have a potentially strong capability 
in data analytics. Previous Filene 
studies indicate a strong positive 
correlation between this capability 
and asset size.2 National Credit 
Union Administration (NCUA) data 
indicate the actual distribution of 
credit unions by asset size, as shown 
in Figure 3. As can be observed by 
comparing Figures 2 and 3, the 
respondents in our survey tended to 
be from larger credit unions.

Figure 1:  Job function of the survey respondents

Figure 2:  Asset size distribution of the survey respondents

1A copy of the survey can be found in the appendix of 
this research report.
2Online and Mobile ChannelStrategies of 
High-Performing credit unions, Ron Shevlin, Filene 
Research Institute, 2013.

SURVEY BACKGROUND
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In addition to the online survey, we 
conducted extended interviews 
with survey participants. A total of 
39 individuals volunteered for the 
extended interview, and 12 were 
selected as interview subjects. 
These subjects included CEOs and 
executives in finance, marketing, 
operations, and technology. The size 
distribution of the credit unions in 
this set of 12 interviewees is as follows: 
6 participants were from credit unions 
with assets of over $1 billion (B), 2 
were from credit unions with between 
$250 million (M) and $500M in assets, 
and the remaining 4 were from credit 
unions with less than $250M in assets.

Measurement: Importance vs. Satisfaction Gap
The survey was designed to capture the credit union’s rating of “importance” versus 
“satisfaction” in different product areas (checking/savings, automobile loans, etc. 
and business capabilities (cross-selling, new member acquisition, etc.). This method 
was employed to understand whether the products and business capabilities are 
overserved, appropriately served, or underserved in the marketplace. For example, 
if a product is given an average importance score of 4.8 (on a scale of 1 to 5) but the 
average satisfaction score for the credit union’s current solution is 1, the gap is 3.8. 
(Note that decimals have been converted to percentages elsewhere in this report.) 
Such a gap would imply that the market for the product or business capability was 
underserved and that an alternative solution could create value for credit unions. 
The reverse is also true. If the satisfaction score is greater than the importance score, 
the market for the product or business capability may be overserved. An alternative 
solution for the marketplace might cost less or have fewer features. If the importance 
and satisfaction scores are similar, this implies that the marketplace is likely 
appropriately served, so an alternative solution may not be of value.

Survey Goals
While this research project was designed to provide insight into how credit unions use 
data to make strategic decisions and where better data and analytics would be most 
impactful, it was critical to first understand the biggest challenges that credit unions 
face. The survey was designed to identify those challenges in order to facilitate the 
follow-up interviews and understand how data and analytics are being used as part of 
credit unions’ current solutions.

Figure 3: NCUA data on CU distribution by asset size
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Highlights from the Survey
The survey results highlighted four main areas where credit unions’ current solutions 
are less than satisfactory. The application of big data solutions could help address each 
of these areas. The four areas are new member acquisition, marketing techniques, 
cross-selling to existing members, and information resources.

New Member Acquisition
The first highlight is related to the following survey question: “How important is 
it for your credit union to sell the following products to new members and how 
satisfied are you with your current solution?”

We found that respondents ranked the products’ importance, in terms of sales to 
new members, in the following order:

1. Checking/savings products (96%)
2. Automobile loans (96%)
3. Mortgage products (87%)
4. Commercial/small business products (44%)
5. Student loans (17%)

Furthermore, the respondents indicated 
the following order in terms of satisfaction 
with their current solution:

1. Automobile loans (80%)
2. Checking/savings products (70%)
3. Mortgage products (66%)
4. Commercial/small business 
products (41%)
5. Student loans (31%)

Notice a persistent gap in importance and satisfaction for checking/savings and 
mortgage products. The gap in these cases is over 20%. Delving further into 
the data, we observe a general tendency for non-CEO respondents to be less 
satisfied than CEO respondents. As Figure 4 illustrates, this dynamic holds true 
for every product category except automobile loans, where the responses were 
nearly identical. The gap between the CEO and non-CEO respondents suggests a 
potential misalignment of the overall business strategy and pain points across the 
management chain.

Marketing Techniques
Respondents were asked to give importance and satisfaction ratings for various 
marketing techniques used in new member acquisition; the results are shown in 

Figure 4: Gap between CEO and non-CEO respondents



State of Data Technology in Credit Unions          11Info-Pro Lender Services

Figure 5. Not surprisingly, marketing is seen as an essential tool in new member 
acquisition; however, satisfaction levels are noticeably lower than importance 
levels, especially for new marketing techniques. This relationship remains strong 
across a variety of demographic categories including large, medium, and small 
asset size institutions.

Traditional marketing techniques 
(design, communication, etc.)

New marketing techniques (social 
media, pay-per-click, etc.)

Importance 89% 86%

Satisfaction 75% 44%

Difference 14% 42%

 
Cross-Selling to Existing Members
Next, we asked respondents to rate the importance of, and their satisfaction 
with, specific cross-selling tactics. We discovered significant deficiencies in credit 
unions’ perceived importance of these activities compared with their stated 
satisfaction (see Figure 6). These gaps exist across all demographic profiles 
surveyed in this research, with the gaps tending to widen for smaller-sized 
institutions. 

Textual analysis of the comments reveals respondents believe the product 
mix that best drives retention at their credit union includes deposit products 
(checking, debit, etc.), followed closely by mortgage loans and credit cards. Auto 
loans were a trailing product in terms of retention.

Information Resources
Finally, we examined information resources essential to serving current and 
prospective markets. The trend continues of respondents in all demographic 
categories rating the importance of most sources very high with a corresponding 
low satisfaction with current sources.

Importance Satisfaction Gap

Identifying members who are good 
prospects for additional products

97% 31% 66%

Knowing the “next best product” for existing 
members

90% 30% 60%

Maximizing revenue per existing members 86% 31% 55%

Selling multiple products to existing 
members

96% 42% 54%

Retaining existing members 95% 49% 46%

Figure 5
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Type Importance Satisfaction Gap

Cost of Consumer Acquisition 70% 25% 45%

Competitive Product Features Analysis 84% 41% 43%

Product Benchmarking 76% 34% 42%

Consumer Segmentation 83% 51% 32%

Consumer Trends and Insights 87% 59% 29%

Market Share 70% 45% 26%

Geographic Analysis 66% 47% 19%

Indexing (e.g. loan portfolio comparison 
to key competitors)

70% 51% 19%

Risk Modeling (e.g. balance sheet 
management)

87% 74% 14%

Asset Protection (e.g. mortgage 
delinquency data) 

70% 63% 8%

The survey results were quite clear: Credit unions are generally dissatisfied with 
their ability to acquire new members, adopt new marketing techniques, identify 
information resources relevant to existing and prospective markets, and especially 
their ability to cross-sell to existing members. The survey enabled us to identify 
these challenges at a high level and provided the direction for conducting focused 
interviews to determine the impact data analytics have on the credit union’s 
current solution for addressing the challenges highlighted.

In the initial survey, we asked respondents to indicate if they were willing to participate 
in a follow-up focused interview. Of the 190 individuals who completed the initial 
survey, 39 volunteered for a 30-minute follow-up interview. Filene facilitated the 
initial communication with those 39 individuals, and 12 interviews were ultimately 
scheduled and completed. When selecting candidates for the focused interviews, it 
was important that the interviewee’s survey results were similar to the trends for all 
respondents, ensuring that the interviews were largely representative of the broader 
group. In addition, it was important to conduct interviews with individuals from 
credit unions of different asset sizes and representing different departments. The 
interviewees were not given any insight into the trends or overall results from the 
survey prior to the interview.

FOCUSED INTERVIEWS
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The interview team’s goal was to explore the greatest challenges in the four main areas 
identified in the survey. These areas were:

1. New member acquisition
2. New marketing strategies (social media, e-mail, etc.)
3. Cross-selling to existing members
4. Data aggregation and analytics across existing products

The team explored current solutions, current and past successes, current and past 
failures, and future prospective projects of credit unions in the four areas. There were 
three main goals for the interviews: (1) understand the approach taken by credit unions 
to solve problems in the four areas, (2) understand how data and analytics are used to 
support their approach, and (3) identify specific opportunities within each problem 
area that are likely to create the most value. We describe these key takeaways from the 
focused interviews in more detail next.

Key Takeaways
Most of the credit unions we talked to are successfully positioning themselves in an 
increasingly competitive market. But there is a rich diversity of strategies to sustain 
and grow credit unions. These strategies range from taking on competitors (including 
regional banks) head-on to taking a “swim away from the sharks” approach. An 
example of the latter is taking a focused approach to growing the automobile loan 
business, which other lenders tend to avoid, and establishing unique abilities to 
analyze the data and accurately determine the risks for such automobile loans. Thus, 
there is no one-size-fits-all solution for growing a credit union. 

Even though the credit unions that participated in the focused interviews are doing 
well and growing, they would like to grow even more aggressively. Credit unions have 
different missions because of the diversity of their charters, and that adds a unique 
dimension to their growth strategies. However, a number of 
crosscutting pain points and themes quickly start to emerge, 
as outlined below. A thoughtful big data strategy could assist 
credit unions with each of these pain points and themes.

Mobile First
Not surprisingly, members have embraced mobile phones 
as the primary way of interacting with their credit union. 
The bulk of transactions, especially routine transactions, 
are now being carried out on mobile phones. Credit 
unions need to recognize that their mobile presence is 
perhaps the most important member touchpoint. 
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Changing Nature of Branches
Branches, which in the recent past were the key hubs for transactions, have now 
become hubs for relationship management. Members rarely walk into branches, 
but when they do, they present an important opportunity to better understand 
members’ needs and make them aware of the relevant products they might not 
have considered.

The Human Touch Matters
Even though members interact with credit unions primarily via mobile, human 
interaction does matter. For example, when trying to expand the circle of trust to 
the member beyond existing products, using digital means (e.g., e-mail, text, in 
app alerts) works well only when coupled with some human touch (e.g., a phone 
call). But the personal interaction has to be done in a tasteful way that is respectful 
of members’ privacy and time. The human touch is crucial in amplifying the 
effects of other marketing efforts.

New Marketing Techniques Lagging
Traditional TV, radio, and print marketing are still effective, 
though their effectiveness varies. TV and radio advertising 
continue to be important. Perhaps surprisingly, direct mail 
marketing channels are still very important, too. While 
many credit unions are experimenting with social media 
marketing, there haven’t been any resounding 
successes among the group that we interviewed. Most 
social media marketing efforts are in the early stages, 
and it remains to be seen if social media will play a 
significant leading role in marketing. It certainly is 
important for brand creation and brand imaging.

Inadequate Marketing Resources
The resources that credit unions allocate to marketing vary widely. Not surprisingly, 
marketing budgets are largely correlated with the size of the credit union. For the 
smaller credit unions among our interviewees, the marketing department consists 
of a few individuals, making it difficult to have best-in-class output.

Best Product Mixes Not Well Defined
The credit unions we interviewed continue to experiment with their product mix, 
and while checking accounts are important—they generally start the relationship 
they aren’t the leading revenue maker. Thus, finding the right product mix 
continues to be a challenge for these credit unions, especially given the highly 
competitive nature of the marketplace. Newer products such as mobile pay may 
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put even more pressure on these credit unions. Strategies for how credit unions 
might partner with the big mobile pay players (e.g., Apple, Google) are still in 
the formative stages, and no clear winning strategy for the credit union has yet 
emerged.

Varied Growth Strategies
The strategies for growth vary widely across the interviewed credit unions, and in 
some cases they are constrained by the charter. Some credit unions are focused 
on deep crosssell across their products, while others are looking to expand to 
additional services and are using a profile database to identify potential new 
members. The big banks offer large incentives to new customers (e.g., cash 
bonuses for new checking accounts), and credit unions generally cannot afford to 
compete on such offers. Credit unions tend to focus more on personal referrals. 
Geographical proximity plays an important role in targeting new members. Thus, 
physical branches are still important, as in many cases the membership is highly 
concentrated around the physical branch locations.

Data Analysis is Largely Manual
The adoption of technology in the interviewed 
credit unions is clearly lagging. It is very 
common to see core technologies that are 
decades old. Furthermore, the back-end 
enterprise architecture for managing and 
analyzing data is often a duct taped solution, 
consisting of various silos of data. An enormous 
amount of human time is spent on processes 
that move data from one silo to another or 
into tools (e.g., Excel spreadsheets) to carry 
out analytics that power business decisions. In some cases, the crucial analytics 
that monitor the health of the business or generate insights about how to better 
engage existing and new members is outsourced. Analysis of data is often static, 
and it is often not real-time. There is surprisingly minimal use of transactional data 
for analytics, and there is surprisingly little use of real-time predictive analytics 
(e.g., predicting whether a member is going to churn). 

Unknown Member Behavior
These data silo issues suggest that the credit unions don’t have a 360-degree 
view of their members, which makes it challenging for them to engage members 
at every touchpoint in a meaningful way. Not surprisingly, most credit unions 
complain of challenges in acquiring new members. Ironically, even though credit 
unions operate under the KYC (Know Your Customer) umbrella, they really don’t 
know their members’ behavior and needs that well.
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While most of the credit unions interviewed indicated they had strong financial 
reporting solutions, many highlighted significant opportunities in leveraging a wider 
set of data and employing more current data and predictive analytics to increase 
membership, to grow their share of wallet, and to retain members. One respondent 
used the phrase “we are walking where we would like to be running” to describe how 
they are using data to maximize member relationships.

The following opportunities were consistently discussed during the interviews:

•	 Actionable data. Many credit unions indicated a desire to use better data 
to attract, grow, and retain member relationships. While most credit unions 
are using data to support their marketing efforts, the use of transactional 
data, more current data, data from a wider range of sources (including digital 
marketing), and data from outside the organization were consistently identified 
as significant opportunities.

•	 Member scorecard. Most organizations have robust financial reporting and 
dashboards. While many organizations have a good understanding of some 
member metrics, many reported feeling they do not have a good 360-degree 
view of their members’ impact on the organization. For example, one survey 
participant highlighted the value of understanding which members refer the 
most new members to the credit union. A complete member scorecard that 
integrates member acquisition, retention, monetization, and referrals would 
improve decision making.

•	 Predictive analytics. There are 
significant opportunities to use 
member data to maximize 
the value of the credit union’s 
relationships with its members. 
Predictive analytics based on a 
wide range of data could provide 
the data necessary to bridge the 
gap between the ever-changing 
needs of the member and the 
credit union’s understanding of 
their members’ current needs.

POTENTIAL OPPORTUNITIES
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•	 Multichannel relationship management. Most credit unions rely heavily on 
teller interactions to support their marketing initiatives. Several organizations 
reported having some kind of cross-selling platform that their tellers use. 
Leading credit unions may consider moving toward a relationship management 
model that uses a wide range of data (including transactional data) and 
predictive analytics and facilitates interactions with all channels (including 
mobile).

•	 Simpler banking enterprise ecosystem. The back-end systems that are 
typically deployed in a credit union to manage transactional data are often a 
duct-taped solution that requires enormous software and hardware engineering 
resources to operate. There is a clear need for a simpler enterprise platform that 
has a far lower cost of operation and that permits seamless integration with 
modern analytics tools. Besides traditional data there is a richer (and far more 
voluminous) source of data originating from user interactions on mobile devices 
and web applications. These user activity logs are a gold mine of information 
that can allow credit unions to better understand their members and their 
frame of mind at the present moment. This type of data is crucial for any type 
of predictive analytics, yet it is largely ignored. There are rich opportunities 
in marrying these data with traditional banking data by employing modern 
analytics tools.

We are at an exciting and terrifying nexus point for credit unions. Historical events 
and forces have given credit unions an incredible gift—the time to build a brand and 
a member base over multiple decades. But credit unions are now in an extremely 
competitive environment, as banking is becoming yet another service that members 
can access digitally from anywhere at any time. In this new world, maintaining a brand 
requires a dramatic reimagination of what the touchpoints are in interacting with 
members. In addition, gaining new members requires a critical examination of how 
the credit union speaks to members in the new digital language. Credit unions seem 
to be far behind in their use of technology, and while most are aware of the changes 
that technology has unleashed, there is not a strong sense of urgency to rethink the 
ways credit unions work. In the past, technology has ruthlessly upended incumbents 
that were slow to change and handsomely rewarded incumbents that fully embraced 
technology. In our view, credit unions are clearly at this nexus point, and to survive they 
must incorporate technology deep into their DNA, and fast.

CONCLUSION
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COPY OF FIELD SURVEY
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1 A reproduction of the survey can be found in the appendix.
2 Ron Shevlin, Online and Mobile Channel Strategies of High-Performing Credit
Unions (Madison, WI: Filene Research Institute, 2013). Info-Pro Lender Services

ENDNOTES
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ABOUT INFO-PRO
Info-Pro Lender Services offers a variety of products that would complement the 
product mix credit unions are looking to achieve. Their primary services include real 
estate tax monitoring, escrow processing, flood determination, homeowners insurance 
monitoring services. 

Info-Pro already uses technology that this paper has proven as crucial to staying 
competitive in today’s marketplace. Some examples of this technology include 
systems to identify delinquent taxes, a successful track record working with the Loan 
Origination Systems, and the ability to reduce foreclosure risks and audit problems.

The Info-Pro Advantage feature offers the combination of passionate customer service 
and unmatched technology to protect your financial portfolio.

For more information, visit www.info-pro.com. 
Contact Info-Pro Lender Services at 888-393-0393 or info@info-pro.com
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