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Insightful, strategic planning is the single 
most important element to your credit 
union’s future success.
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So how did Rivermark’s numbers increase 
as the financial sector plummeted? Two 
words: smart planning.

“When we met for our 2008 planning 
session, we looked at the credit union 
industry as a whole and realized we needed 
to do something different if we truly wanted 
to grow in loans, deposits, assets and 
especially membership,” says Rivermark 
President and CEO Scott Burgess.

Rivermark’s first step was to identify one 
overarching goal: growth. “Everyone could 
relate to that and it became top of mind,” 
Burgess says. 

After identifying the main goal, Rivermark 
then identified four key strategies:
• 	Enhance the branch network
• 	Continue to deliver new and innovative  
	 product offerings based on member needs
• 	Pursue collaboration with other credit 	
	 unions and local business partners
• 	Deepen member relationships

“It’s not rocket science, but you must 
have a plan, and more importantly make it 
simple enough to execute,” Burgess says.

Success — perhaps even survival — in 
today’s environment requires that same 
vision, adaptability, creativity, boldness and 
strong leadership. Effective planning can help 
you get focused, get employees moving in 
the same direction and adjust your credit 
union’s direction in response to a changing 
economy. As your team meets to map out 
goals, the following ideas can help you plan 
big for 2010. 

Reassess Your Market
Bill Pearce, chief marketing officer at Del 

Monte Food Company, told leaders at the 
Argyle Executive Forum’s CMO Leadership 
Forum in June that the recession is changing 
consumer behavior in ways we can’t even 
begin to forecast. His counsel to other 
executives: Keep demographics and local 
market trends in the forefront as you plan.

“Demographic groups are undergoing life-
transforming reversals of fortune,” Pearce 
said. “It’s a life-altering, generational, scary 
change, and it’s going to change how they 
make purchases.” Pearce said the recession 

While bad news about the recession poured in last year, 
executives at Rivermark Community Credit Union in Beaverton, 
Ore., felt confident. The credit union with nearly 50,000 
members saw deposits jump by 16 percent, assets increase 
by 10 percent, loans rise by 9 percent and, most importantly, 
membership grow by 7 percent. Their good news came amid 
the $800 billion bank bailout, industry-wide negative return  
on assets and fall of the corporate credit union stabilization.

Plan Big for 2010
Insightful, strategic planning is the single most important 
element to your credit union’s future success.

>> Do we understand our purpose,  
and is it reflected in all we do? 
>> How is the economy affecting our 
members and the community at large?  
>> How will this affect our relationship  
with members and the way they use  
our services? 
>> How do we measure the quality  
of our member service across all 
channels? How do we measure  
employee engagement? 
>> How is the economy affecting our 
competitors? What are our competitive 
advantages and disadvantages and how 
are they changing? 
>>  Are we committed to our 
communities? Is there more we could be 
doing to demonstrate that commitment? 
>> How can we reach out to our 
community in ways that will earn 
nonmembers’ trust and convince them 
to join? 

Source: CUNA’s 2009-2010 Environmental Scan

Questions to 
Ask Your Staff
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has triggered a global retirement crisis that 
will see many baby boomers work beyond 
their planned retirement years to recoup 
what the financial turmoil has chipped away 
from their nest eggs.

Before your planning session takes place, 
be sure to research the latest trends in 
your market pertaining to the recession, 
unemployment, housing, bankruptcy and 
member growth. Such trends can build a 
framework that will help clarify your credit 
union’s vision. 

For example, the Credit Union National 
Association (CUNA) economists expect 
unemployment to continue increasing at about 
300,000 jobs per month through the end of 
2009. Earlier this year, when unemployment 
rates reached 10 percent in Spokane, Wash., 
Numerica Credit Union CEO Dennis Cutter 
knew consumer loans would be taking a huge 
hit and planned accordingly. 

“High unemployment rates mean 
we’ve had an increase in delinquency 
in our consumer loan portfolio,” Cutter 
says. “People are losing jobs and getting 
others that don’t pay as much. By offering 
a diversified selection of loan products 
comprised of consumer loans, indirect 
lending, business services and mortgages, 
we have been able to maintain a steady 
pipeline of loans.”

Understanding industry market trends 
is crucial to the planning process — so is 
understanding the hard numbers from your 
own credit union.

Operate on Facts 
Donna Denley, a national relationship 

manager at CO-OP, says credit unions aren’t 
taking advantage of the data that can help 
assess their own revenue and expenses as 
it relates to EFT processing. “Executives 
should make sure they are on target with 
their research before spending money or 
making cutbacks,” Denley says. “They 
should look for ways to analyze where their 
money is going.”

A powerful data analytics tool, called 
CO-OP Revelation, says Denley, is helping 
executives do just that by analyzing 
cardholder spending patterns and 
determining what types of transactions 
they are making (PIN, ATM, Signature). 
“Once you see the data, that’s the stepping 
off point for great planning,” she says. 
“Marketing programs, product development 
and even budget cuts can all be designed 
around this data.” 

Caroline Lane, CO-OP senior vice 
president of business development 
and marketing, says credit unions 
should operate from a basis of fact, 
not fear. “Being timid right now is not 
the right tactic,” she says. “CO-OP 
has 23 relationship managers who are 
knowledgeable about data analytics and 
best practices for planning. They can 
provide direction about how to use analytic 
tools such as Revelation to increase 
interchange income by nudging members 
into performing more cashless transactions.”

If a credit union, for example, wants to 
increase their interchange income on debit 
transactions, they can use Revelation to 
look at members doing fewer than five 
signature-based transactions a month and 
help them target a marketing message to 
those finite members. 

Return on investment takes on other forms 
as well, according to Jay Johnson, executive 
vice president of Callahan & Associates in 
Washington, D.C. Johnson helps lead credit 
union planning sessions, and says executives 
should plan ways to measure the quality of 
member services across all channels. 

“Some of the traditional measures of 
success, such as ROA (return on assets), 
may not be as relevant or even comparable as 
a benchmark given the range of approaches 
taken by credit unions to corporate credit 
union assessments,” Johnson says. 
“Measure success, instead, on member 
relationships and product penetration. If 
executives look at member relationships and 
the industry’s higher-than-average lending 
and deposits, they notice channels that will 
strengthen the core business.”

Pursue Collaboration 
At Callahan & Associates, Johnson 

strongly encourages executives to consider 
new business models, such as collaborations 
with other credit unions and partnerships 
with local businesses. “What opportunities 
exist in your market? Are there lines of 
business that other competitors might 
be leaving? Are there new ways of doing 
business? Are there new partnerships that 
you can develop? Also, enhancing your 
vendor relationships through such offerings 
as CO-OP Network are real strengths,” 
Johnson says.

Collaborating with such organizations as 
Private Alliance and Credit Union Student 
Choice (CUSC), which try to advance credit 
unions on a national level, can also help 
develop business. Private Alliance is expanding 
its partnership in the mortgage-lending arena, 
and CUSC, a student lender, helps students 
in a market that has collapsed since traditional 
financial providers have backed out. 

Focus on Member Growth
To deepen member relationships and 

promote growth, Rivermark and Numerica have 
expanded their checking accounts services. 
“We developed a key product in the latter 
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part of 2007 that contributed to growth in 
2008 and 2009,” says Rivermark’s Burgess. 
“We grew $51 million in deposits in  
2008 — $28 million of that was attributed  
to our Rewards Checking Account.” 

With Rivermark’s Reward Checking 
Account, members are required to meet 
three requirements: They must make 12 
debit card transactions per month, sign into 
online banking at least once a month and 
receive their statements electronically. “If 
a member has a checking account, they 
will view the credit union as their primary 
financial institution, which leads to other 
products and services,” Burgess says.

At Numerica, membership grew about 6 
percent in 2008. “We attribute our growth 
to our new Sequel Checking Account,” 
says CEO Dennis Cutter, “which requires 
the members to use their debit card at 
least 12 times a month; have one electronic 
withdrawal, deposit or transfer of $100 or 
more each month; and use home banking 
and eStatements.” 

In addition to promoting new products, 
surveying members can be a crucial factor 
for planning membership growth. Many 
credit unions now use the Net Promoter 
Score to determine which members are 
most likely to recommend or promote their 
credit union to other potential members. The 
factors that determine a member’s likelihood 
to recommend the credit union give that 
credit union valuable insight about how to 
improve its service. 

According to CUNA’s 2009-2010 
Environment Scan, the Gallup organization 
takes this a step further by recommending 
that companies assess the quality of each 
employee/customer interaction (face-to-
face, call center or online) because each 
interaction can create or erode value for the 
company. Surveying nonmembers is also 
important and can help identify how much 
you’ll have to commit to financial, human and 
marketing resources.

Communicate Your Message 
In order to carry out your strategic plans, 

it’s important to market to your members. 
“Lots of folks are pulling back marketing 

dollars in this economy as a way to save; 
but I feel that when we get out of recession, 
those folks will be behind,” Burgess says. 
“We use a fairly unique method of getting 
the word out — we use billboards more than 
any other credit union in Oregon. It’s our 

Effective planning requires a yearlong commitment to the process. It also demands a 
logical sequencing of its components. 

James This, president of the Paragon Consulting Group in Olympia, Wash., facilitates 
planning sessions with credit unions such as Rivermark. “The key is to treat planning as a 
continuous process, not a retreat,” says This, who has worked in the credit union industry 
for 25 years. “Good planning requires exceptional data gathering and analysis, effective 
programming and creative leadership.” 

Source: Paragon Consulting Group 

Plan to Plan

Action 

Situation Analysis

Can be shared through written reports  
and presentations at board meetings

Updating the Strategic Plan

• Often done at a weekend retreat

• Involves senior management

• Results in updated goals and objectives

Updating the Tactical Plans 

Takes the priority goals from the strategic  
plan and integrates them into the  
tactical plans (business, budget and  
marketing plans)

Endorsement of Tactical  
Plans by the Board

Implementation of  
Tactical Plans

Regular Progress Reports  
and Adjustments

Timeline 

Late spring to early summer

Late summer to early fall

30 to 45 days after the planning retreat

Late fall

Immediately after endorsement by the board

Quarterly

primary expense in the marketing budget, 
but because of it we are widely known in the 
Portland-metro area.” 

Here are a few marketing musts:
>> 	Whether you call it viral marketing,  
	 user-generated content or testimonials,  
	 it’s all about letting members tell their  
	 stories. Using this tool is effective  
	 and inexpensive.
>>	Search engine optimization (SEO), 	
	 making your business name pop  
	 up first in search engine results 
	 improves the quantity and quality  

	 of traffic from a search engine to your  
	 credit union’s website. Do your  
	 homework first and define the scope of  
	 your project because Internet marketing  
	 can get technical and expensive. 
>> Take advantage of anything prepackaged  
	 or no-cost. CO-OP’s Consumer  
	 Marketing Program is a good example of  
	 such low-cost programs. It includes free,  
	 downloadable statement stuffer artwork;  
	 ATM Signage Program promoting your  
	 credit union and CO-OP Network on your  
	 ATM; and consumer education.


