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If we look all the way back in history, we see the 
organizations that implement innovations are the ones 
that succeed. But to be that kind of organization, we 
need to grow and develop innovative people. As Filene 
Fellow Dr. Jeffrey Robinson of our Center for Innovation 
& Incubation describes it, “innovation is really applied 
creativity.” It’s nice to have ideas but turning them into 
practices, products or approaches that improve upon 
something else is what defines innovation—and credit 
unions will need to focus on innovation within their 
organizations to remain competitive. Dr. Robinson isn’t 
subtle about his point: if we don’t innovate, we die. 

Throughout this issue of The Asterisk, Filene shares 
stories of the impact that the credit union industry’s  
most innovative people are having on their organizations 
(page 4) and on cooperative finance (page 6). 

Josh Sledge
Senior Director, Incubation
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You will gain resources to advance you and your team’s 
competency on innovation (page 12) and opportunities  
to join networks and communities of like-minded  
innovators (page 9)—because teaming up and working  
together on implementing innovation can supercharge  
big improvements.
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Credit unions, let this be your rallying call: “If we don’t  
innovate, we die.” Yet don’t let the harshness of that point  
scare you. This is an exciting transformational moment, and  
one that credit unions have long prepared for. In fact, credit  
unions were born of innovation—an alternative option that 
improved upon the best financial services options available  
at the time.  

We have what it takes to be innovative organizations, full  
of innovative people with an innovative culture and the ability  
to implement. We have what it takes to creatively apply ideas 
and distinguish ourselves as leaders, not followers, in the  
financial services space. We have what it takes to differentiate 
on our value proposition and make transformational impact in 
our communities. We have what it takes to collaborate and work 
together to make our impact bigger than the sum of our parts.

To help you get there, I am excited to announce The Lab at Filene, 
the newest addition to our innovation program which engages 
credit unions in designing and executing an annual slate of pilots 
to test emerging solutions for growth and community impact.  
The Lab provides an efficient platform for exploring new products 
and strategies and getting answers to the questions that matter 
most. It creates capacity for you to rapidly test and implement the 
next generation of products to grow your organization and mission. 
True to the nature of cooperation, we didn’t get here alone. From 
the inspiration of the industry’s biggest innovators, many of whom 
share their stories in this issue, The Lab at Filene came to be.  

The Lab at Filene is one piece of the bigger Filene innovation 
picture. It enables us to build on the questions and new ideas 
emerging from Filene’s Centers of Excellence and communities  
and return actionable insights and solutions for credit unions  
to put into action in real and tangible ways. Together with support 
from innovators in Filene’s i3 program, we are on the precipice  
of big things for credit unions striving to make an even bigger 
positive impact on their members and communities. 

You’re invited to join us — we’re not waiting to innovate! 

http://filene.org


1  I N  5  C R E D I T  U N I O N  M E M B E R S  R E P O R T  T H AT  T H E Y  W O U L D  L E AV E  T H E I R 
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Credit unions have historically been champions at 
knowing their members. Where knowing isn’t always 
enough, one credit union took a proactive approach to 
not only meeting current needs but looking ahead to 
where needs were evolving even before their members 
did. What stemmed from an unconventional idea to  
build a digital presence in the early 2000s has become 
an irreplaceable long-term strategic pillar for growth  
and innovation. 

It started almost two decades ago as Michigan State 
University Federal Credit Union (MSUFCU) faced the 
challenge of trying to stay competitive digitally and 
manage the day-to-day. The right combination of 
an executive with the background and drive to take 
calculated risks to gain greater rewards, plus a team 
eager to lead the organization into unchartered territory, 
led to getting their online banking app into the Apple 
store. After the idea was pitched and Vice President of 
E-Commerce, April Clobes, who would go on to become 
MSUFCU’s CEO a few years later said “Okay, let’s do it!”, 
the path to their future was paved. 

New Role Faces a Global Pandemic 

Fast forward to January 2020, when Ben Maxim moved 
into a new and critical role as MSUFCU’s VP of Digital

Strategy & Innovation. Just as 
MSUFCU was launching this new 
strategic initiative, investing their 
time, their talent and their internal 
structure, COVID-19 swept across  
the globe. Ben had a lot of digital 
ground to cover as credit unions and 
the world shifted to a virtual one.

Everyone knew that moving forward virtually was more 
than just a nice-to-have to stay competitive, it was a  
must-have to survive. 

As the global pandemic and economic downturn 
continued, credit unions across the country were forced 
to evaluate their budgets. MSUFCU made the strategic 
decision to keep their investment and priority  
on innovation.  

“It is imperative that credit unions invest in innovation 
in order to remain relevant to their members’ changing 
needs. How members interact with the credit union 
has changed drastically in the past few years and will 
continue to do so. We should be the members’ first place 
choice for all things financial because we provide the 
relevant tools and resources they need and desire,”  
April shared. 

The Lab at MSUFCU 

The Lab at MSUFCU was established in 2020 to identify, 
create and execute opportunities for innovation and bring 
agility, collaboration, drive and innovation together to 
turn ideas into advanced financial technologies.  

Employees work together to identify members’ needs  
and fintech startups who can offer solutions to meet 
those needs. They explore and test new opportunities  
in pilots before the organization makes a decision 
towards a long-term investment by crowd-sourcing 
perspectives from the entire staff on which ideas are  
most essential to serving members’ needs. Members  
are also invited to be part of the piloting process and  
their feedback is incorporated as early as the 
development stages. 

“With dedicated resources, The Lab is set up in a way to bring 
products and services to members early on in the process so  
they can try it out and give us feedback before we put a big 
investment forward,” Ben explains. “Should a concept go well, 
then we can make that bigger investment to scale it and integrate 
it into our other products.” 

Since January 2020, The Lab at MSUFCU has evaluated 215 
innovative fintech, digital transformation and emerging 
technology startups resulting in 12 fintech partner pilots.  
Seven of those pilots were completed with 6 “greenlit”  
to be fully implemented. Two of those “greenlit” products  
were early successes; a new service channel delivered to 
members in weeks and a chatbot built out in 10 days.  

Ben reflected on one of the early “greenlit” pilots  
that enhanced video banking services to their digital  
channels, “we were able to deliver a new service  
channel including training employees in a fast  
5-week period from signed contract to first 
member video chat. Over the next few weeks  
we discovered that members didn’t care that 
it wasn’t fully branded or completely integrated  
into our site yet. They just wanted to talk to  
us. This realization allowed us to think  
differently about how we innovate and  
that we can move faster than we had  
originally thought.”

Over 3,000 MSUFCU members have  
participated in pilots facilitated by  
The Lab, including 500 members  
who serve on an ongoing member 
panel to provide early product  
feedback and guidance on  
innovation priorities. 

FA I L  FA S T.  
LE A R N  FA S T. 

We are excited to announce the The Lab at Filene!  
The purpose of this work is to help credit unions adapt 
and grow by creating an efficient testing platform to 
speed implementation of emerging solutions and  
get answers to the questions that matter most. 

We thank Inner Circle sponsor MSUFCU for embodying the definition 
of an innovator and stepping up as a true leader and role model for the 
industry by building out The Lab at MSUFCU, an inspiration for our work.

Learn more at filene.org/thelab. 

To continue reading 
this impact story 
turn to page 18.

Photos shared by The Lab at M
SUFCU
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Ben Maxim 
VP Digital Strategy  

& Innovation 
MSUFCU

http://filene.org/thelab


financial impacts leave lasting burdens. Additionally, 
the economic impact of financial abuse is multipronged. 
Individuals experiencing economic abuse lose a total of 
8 million days of paid work each year—the equivalent 
of 32,000 full-time jobs. Further, survivors lose nearly 
$53,000 in lost wages over their lifetime, and the 
estimated overall workplace productivity costs are  
$1.3 trillion.*

It should then come as no surprise to learn that the 
parallel effects of COVID-19 and domestic violence were 
almost immediate. In New Mexico, during the initial 
lockdown in 2020, one Albuquerque domestic violence 
agency reported a 40% increase in service calls. 

With these numbers on the rise, a CUSO, a cross-sector 
group of credit unions and a health foundation teamed 
up to develop a New Mexico-based model within which 
survivors of domestic violence can access the financial 
tools necessary to become financially secure and 
independent. Survivors of domestic violence can only 
secure long-term safety for themselves and their children 
if they can afford to leave, rebuild and heal.

First Step in Solving a Complex Issue 

Credit Union Survivor Alliance for Financial Empowerment 
(CU SAFE) program and service began operating at the 
end of August 2020 as a partnership with the CUSol  
CUSO. The program is designed to pair survivors who 

are referred from a domestic violence 
center with a financial institution to 
provide survivors with access to  
necessary capital. Through CU SAFE,  
U.S. Eagle Federal Credit Union  
was successfully paired up with  
Domestic Violence Resource Center  
in Albuquerque.   

U.S. Eagle President/CEO Marsha Majors says, “the  
first step to solving an issue as complicated as domestic  
violence is to offer tangible support. This offering is 
focused on getting funds into the hands  
of people who need it most knowing 
full well that a small, affordable loan 
might save someone’s life.”

Having now offered 3 of these loans  
to date through the CU SAFE program,  
U.S. Eagle is continually thinking  
about ways to create a more tailored  
loan program that supports the long-term  
success of its recipients. The support that stands out 
the most? U.S. Eagle ensures they offer loans with a 
low interest rate. This is especially important in the 
State of New Mexico where there is no cap on interest 
rates except for one: a cap of 175% on consumer loans 
of $5,000. To ensure domestic violence survivors do 
not have to rely on predatory lenders, U.S. Eagle offers 
access to their financial resources at no interest rate for 
the first twelve months and allows a 9.9% interest rate 
after they have been able to transition to their new lives.

The Collective Grows

At the height of the global pandemic, Filene’s prior 
research on a domestic violence recovery loan program 
was the second most downloaded Filene research report. 
In 2021, Credit Union Support for Domestic Violence 
Survivors During COVID-19 and Beyond was one of the 
most read blogs by credit union leaders all year. The 
desire for more information on how to support domestic 
violence survivors continues and so too must our work  
to find safe and affordable products to meet their  
unique needs.

In 2021, the Con Alma Health Foundation, based in  
Santa Fe, joined the partnership as a funder. “The 
research is clear. Financial health and stability contribute 
to the overall health and well-being of individuals and 
families. We proudly support this effort to strengthen 
financial services and opportunities available for 
domestic violence survivors in New Mexico,” said 
Executive Director of Con Alma Health Foundation 
Denise Herrera. “We are also inspired by Filene Research 
Institute’s commitment to create viable solutions so 
domestic violence survivors not only have their financial 
needs met—but they also thrive and plan for a healthy 
financial future.”

Filene is working with the New Mexico collaborative 
to expand the program, and create new, affordable 
financial products that can be scaled for credit unions 
across the United States. Filene is engaging domestic 
violence survivors, service agencies and credit unions to 
help identify, develop and offer financial services that 
are most needed by domestic violence survivors when 
meeting their most critical financial service needs. 

Why it Matters — Credit Union Perspective

“At the end of the day, we all share in the victory of 
providing lifechanging services that directly benefit 
all members in our communities, especially those 
members facing significant barriers like domestic 
violence survivors,” Marsha adds. “Collaboration and the 
cooperative spirit are inherent within our industry. We are 
stronger together and collectively, we can make a very 
real and powerful difference.”

Filene’s research is  
directed in part by  
a council of credit  
union leaders and  
innovators. Under  
their guidance, topics 
like this one, and  
others that address the  
needs of credit unions’ most  
vulnerable members rise to the  
top of the list of important issues for the industry. By 
serving the unique needs of these members, credit 
unions can better serve the needs of all members and 
elevate their value proposition in a crowded financial 
services space. Research like this is focused on through 
Filene’s Centers of Excellence for Consumer Financial 
Lives in Transition and Community Social Impact.

If you or your credit union  

wish to participate in this  

research opportunity,  

please reach out to  

RESEARCH@FILENE.ORG. 

Seeing a statistic as high as 99% should make us all  
stop and pause. 

Did you know that 99% of domestic violence survivors 
experience economic abuse as part of domestic violence? 

This type of abuse is one of the main reasons victims  
stay or return to an abusive relationship and the  
effects of economic abuse can stay with survivors  
long after an abusive relationship may have ended. 
Credit unions are in a unique position to understand 
these complicated financial situations and provide 
domestic violence survivors with tailored financial 
products and opportunities to rebuild credit and  
regain economic independence.

Understanding the Complex Dynamics

There are unique and complex challenges in delivering 
financial services to domestic violence survivors. Even 
when the effects of physical violence have subsided, 

An Economic Path to Safety:  
Credit Union Model of Support

*    Content provided by the National Network to End Domestic Violence and the Pennsylvania Coalition Against Domestic Violence. U.S. Eagle Federal Credit Union is an Innovator Filene Member. Thank you to Marsha for sharing U.S. Eagle's story.

To read Credit Union Support for Domestic Violence Survivors  
During COVID-19 and Beyond visit:
F I L E N E . O R G / S U P P O R T I N G D V S U R V I V O R S
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Marsha Majors 
President/CEO 
U.S. Eagle FCU 

According to the National Domestic Violence Hotline, economic  
or financial abuse occurs when an abusive partner extends their  
power and control into the survivor’s financial situation, including:
 →  Being refused access to financial services
 →  Having savings or property destroyed, given away  

or sold without consent
 →  Being saddled with loans or credit cards taken out  

in their name without permission
 → Being refused access to job opportunities

mailto:research%40filene.org.?subject=
http://filene.org/supportingDVsurvivors
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Dave Bodmer
WSECU

Melissa Choi
SkyOne FCU 

Thomaz DeMoura 
Digital FCU

Shawn Dunn 
Arrowhead CU

Anthony Fletcher 
American Airlines FCU

Greg Gallaway 
Spokane Teachers CU 

Anthony Norman, Jr
Local Government FCU

Katie Schrooten
Credit Union 1 

Lis Mulcahy
Truliant FCU

Marella Nardotti
NextMark CU 

David Hullet
WEOKIE FCU 

Kory Kunze
Together CU 

Katie Leute
Salal CU

Korey McMahon
WEOKIE FCU 

Vladimir Jovanovic
PSCU 

Justin Stoddard 
Chartway FCU

Nicole White 
Advantis CU 

Heidi Worker 
Chartway FCU

Sandy Selewski
Zeal CU 

Mitchell Speer 
Teachers CU

Twenty-three credit union leaders are being welcomed 
into the 18th cohort of Filene's i3 program. They begin 
a two-year innovation leadership program to explore 
and address credit unions' most pressing challenges, 
building their innovation mindset and leading change 
for the industry.

Stephen Green 
Class Act FCU 

Wayne Hartman
Idaho Central CU 

Alicia Huerta
Christian Financial CU

Take a look at the next class of innovators coming from the credit union system,  
Filene’s 2022 Crashers attending Crash the GAC in Washington DC. F I L E N E . O R G / C R A S H T H E G AC - 2 0 2 2

PATH TO INNOVATION
THROUGH 

F I L E N E ' S 
C O M M U N I T I E S

C R A S H  C O U R S E

i 2

i 3

T H I N K  TA N K

T H E  
C O O P E R AT I V E  

T R U S T

I N N E R  C I R C L E

 Filene's 

INNER CIRCLE
Filene’s Inner Circle spans the entire United States!  
Thank you for growing the industry through your organizations’ innovation mindsets.

We are excited to announce Filene’s next big strategic project, The Lab at Filene! (See page 5 for more info) We thank Inner 
Circle sponsor MSUFCU and other leading innovative credit unions for the inspiration. If you work with partners or solution 
providers that would be a good fit to support this work, please let us know at  E N G AG E @ F I L E N E . O R G  
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1. 4Front CU
Traverse City, MI

2. Advantis CU
Portland, OR

3. Alaska USA FCU
Anchorage, AK

4. Alliant CU
Chicago, IL

5. America First FCU
Ogden, UT

6. American Airlines FCU
Fort Worth, TX

7. BCU
Vernon Hills, IL

8. BECU
Seattle, WA

9. Bethpage FCU
Bethpage, NY

10. Callahan & Associates Inc
Washington, DC

11. Canvas CU
Englewood, CO

12. Christian Financial CU
Sterling Heights, MI

13. Civic FCU
Raleigh, NC

14. Coastal CU
Raleigh, NC

15. CO-OP Financial Services
Rancho Cucamonga, CA

16. Collins Community CU
Cedar Rapids, IA

17. Corporate Central CU
Muskego, WI

18. CUNA Mutual Group
Madison, WI

19. Defense Credit Union Council
Washington, DC

20. Desert Financial CU
Phoenix, AZ

21. Digital FCU
Marlborough, MA

22. Envisant
Naperville, IL

23. Financial Partners CU
Downey, CA

24. GECU
El Paso, TX

25. Kinecta FCU
Manhattan Beach, CA

26. Lake Trust CU
Brighton, MI

27. Local Government FCU
Raleigh, NC

28. Michigan State University FCU
East Lansing, MI

29. New England FCU
Williston, VT

30. PSCU
Saint Petersburg, FL

31. Redwood CU
Santa Rosa, CA

32. SchoolsFirst FCU
Santa Ana, CA

33. State Department FCU
Alexandria, VA

34. State National Companies
Bedford, TX

35. Summit CU
Madison, WI

36. Suncoast CU
Tampa, FL

37. Teachers CU
South Bend, IN

38. Together CU
Saint Louis, MO

39. United Nations FCU
Long Island City, NY

40. University FCU
Austin, TX

41. University of Michigan CU
Ann Arbor, MI

42. UW Credit Union
Madison, WI

43. Vantage West CU
Tucson, AZ

44. VISA Inc
San Francisco, CA

45. Visions FCU
Endicott, NY

46. Vizo Financial Corporate CU
Middletown, PA

47. Washington State Employees CU
Olympia, WA

48. WEOKIE FCU
Oklahoma City, OK

49. Wings Financial CU
Apple Valley, MN

Filene’s

Inner
Circle

Community Social ImpactConsumer Financial Lives in TransitionData Analytics & the Future of Financial ServicesDiversity, Equity & InclusionEmerging Technology Innovation & Incubation
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Community Social Impact        Consumer Financial Lives in Transition        Data Analytics & the Future of Financial Services         
Diversity, Equity & Inclusion        Emerging Technology        Innovation & Incubation

Centers of 
Excellence for:

Inner Circle contributors 
as of February 11, 2022.

" Joining i3 has offered me the opportunity  
to connect and collaborate with diverse,  
forward-thinking credit union thought leaders  
and change-makers... It’s not only about  
solving today’s problems but preparing for 
tomorrow and onward!"

Hazelmae Overturf, BECU, i3 Wave 17

1.  4Front CU 
Traverse City, MI

2.    Advantis CU 
Portland, OR

3.   Alaska USA FCU 
Anchorage, AK

4.  Alliant CU 
Chicago, IL

5.  America First FCU 
Ogden, UT

6.  American Airlines FCU 
Fort Worth, TX

7.    BCU 
Vernon Hills, IL

8.   BECU 
Seattle, WA

9.  Bethpage FCU 
Bethpage, NY

10.   Callahan & Associates Inc 
Washington, DC

11.  Canvas CU 
Englewood, CO

12.  Christian Financial CU 
Sterling Heights, MI

13.  Civic FCU 
Raleigh, NC

14.  Coastal CU 
Raleigh, NC

15.  Collins Community CU 
Cedar Rapids, IA

16.  CO-OP Financial Services 
Rancho Cucamonga , CA

17.  Corporate Central CU 
Muskego, WI

18.  CUNA Mutual Group 
Madison, WI

19.  DCUC 
Washington, DC

20.  Desert Financial CU 
Phoenix, AZ

21.  Digital FCU 
Marlborough, MA

22.  Envisant 
Naperville, IL

23.  Financial Partners CU 
Downey, CA

24.  GECU 
El Paso, TX

25.  Kinecta FCU 
Manhattan Beach, CA

26.  Lake Trust CU 
Brighton, MI

27.  Local Government FCU 
Raleigh, NC

28.  MSUFCU 
East Lansing, MI

29.  New England FCU 
Williston, VT

30.  PSCU 
Saint Petersburg, FL

31.  Redwood CU 
Santa Rosa, CA

32.  SchoolsFirst FCU 
Santa Ana, CA

33.  State Department FCU 
Alexandria, VA

34.  State National 
Bedford, TX

35.  Summit CU 
Madison, WI

36.  Suncoast CU 
Tampa, FL

37.  Teachers CU 
South Bend, IN

38.  Together CU 
Saint Louis, MO

39.  United Nations FCU 
Long Island City, NY

40.  University FCU 
Austin, TX

41.  UMCU 
Ann Arbor, MI

42.  UW Credit Union 
Madison, WI

43.  Vantage West CU 
Tucson, AZ

44.  VISA 
San Francisco, CA

45.  Visions FCU 
Endicott, NY

46.  Vizo Financial Corporate CU 
Middletown, PA

47.  WSECU 
Olympia, WA

48.  WEOKIE FCU 
Oklahoma City, OK

49.  Zeal CU 
Livonia, MI

https://filene.org/innercircle
http://filene.org/crashthegac-2022
https://filene.org/be-a-part-of-something/cooperative-trust/crash-filenes-centers-of-excellence
https://filene.org/i3
http://filene.org/thinktank
https://filene.org/be-a-part-of-something/cooperative-trust
https://filene.org/be-a-part-of-something/cooperative-trust
https://filene.org/innercircle
mailto:engage%40filene.org?subject=
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“ This is about helping 
them learn faster. 
This is about giving 
them information 
so that they can 
make their own 
selection decisions. 
This is what we 
call operational 
transparency.” 

“ No matter how ready 
for change you are, 
no matter how much 
you like change, the i3 
program will push you 
out of your comfort 
zone and help you 
think differently.  
Stop thinking 
incrementally and 
start thinking about 
changing the system.” 

Episode 73
Introducing Dr. Jeffrey Robinson, 

Innovation & Incubation Fellow

Episode 69 
Turn Failure into Opportunity,  

with Erin Coleman

Episode 75
Out of the Comfort Zone, 

with Randy Stolp, i3 Wave 17

FILENE.ORG/PODCAST

Filene Fill-In 

PODCAST

“ Credit unions, 
just like any other 
business or any other 
industry, need to 
maintain some level 
of innovation to  
be competitive.”

HERE'S A LOOK AT WHAT THE FILENE STAFF IS CURRENTLY WATCHING ON NETFLIX.

T H E  B OY  W H O  H A R N E S S E D  T H E  W I N D 

Inspiration comes in many forms and can be the difference between 
life and death. For one boy, inspiration took the form of an outdated 
science book. Based on a true story, The Boy who Harnessed the 
Wind, shares the story of a 13-year-old boy, inspired to build a wind 
turbine to save his Malawian village from famine. Fellow Dr. Jeffrey 
Robinson has said on more than one occasion that if credit unions 
don’t innovate now, they will die. Accelerate a culture of innovation 
in your organization to find inspiration all around by sending your 
team through an upcoming Innovation Accelerator Workshop. 
F I L E N E . O R G / I N N O W O R K S H O P S 

M A D E  BY  D E S I G N :  T H E  I N D I G E N O U S  I N V E N TO R  
Season 1, Ep 3 

When designing solutions, you want to start with the problem. This 
episode of Made by Design follows architect and car designer, Dapo 
Akintunde, from Lagos, Nigeria as he shares his design process on 
building cars specifically for the people of Nigeria. His philosophy: 
design things that work for you. In order to design that work for your 
members, you need to test ideas and learn what they want most. 
Learn more about the ways The Lab at Filene will help credit unions 
like yours seek, test and scale solutions.  
F I L E N E . O R G / T H E L A B

S T E V E  J O B S

Sometimes launching a new product can be terrifying. The 2015 
film Steve Jobs takes us backstage before the launch of some of 
Apple’s most iconic products and shows how the stage was set 
for the digital transformation we’re still experiencing today. Even 
Steve Jobs had fears, but it never stopped him from incubating 
and implementing his innovations. The world would be a different 
place had he never taken action. What ideas are you waiting to 
implement? Don’t wait anymore — join us at The Lab at Filene.  
F I L E N E . O R G / T H E L A B  

If you want more recommendations, dive into our curated list of shows and movies from our Top 5 Series of 2021.  
From short documentaries to dramas, we’ve got your list of what to watch to get your creative ideas flowing for  
the strategies, projects and innovations we’ll build together throughout 2022. F I L E N E . O R G / B LO G
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Image courtesy of Sony Pictures Steve Jobs

Image courtesy of Netflix documentary Made by Design

Image courtesy of BBC Films The Boy Who Harnessed the Wind

https://filene.org/filene-fill-in/introducing-dr-jeffrey-robinson-innovation-and-incubation-center-fellow
https://filene.org/filene-fill-in/how-innovation-turns-failure-into-opportunity-with-erin-coleman
http://filene.org/podcast
http://filene.org/Podcast
http://filene.org/innoworkshops 
http://filene.org/thelab
http://filene.org/thelab  
http://FILENE.ORG/BLOG
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Cryptocurrency and Credit Unions 

R E P O RT 

Climate Change and Credit Unions 

P OS IT I O N PA PE R

Innovation Position Paper

R E P O RT

Understanding the Implementation and  
Impact of Employee Resource Groups

R E P O RT

Credit Union Data Stack and Vendor Partnerships 

R E P O RT 

Becoming an American: Financial Inclusion for Immigrants 

PR E V I E W

Research 

TAKE-AWAY TOOL
B U S I N E S S  S T R AT E G Y 
INSIGHTS COLLECTION

We’ve curated a complete collection  
of work from Fellow Alum Dennis Campbell  
of the Harvard Business School, to  
help credit union leaders like you  
advance in a competitive financial  
services marketplace. 

Find insights for understanding how  
you can leverage member compatibility  
to improve member experience, how  
your credit union can foster innovation  
from within, and how effective leadership  
can unlock staff productivity and help 
your credit union grow. 

V I S I T  
FILENE.ORG/

BUSINESSSTRATEGYINSIGHTS
F O R  H I G H L I G H T S  FRO M  T H E  C E N T E R  F O R  

O RG A N I Z AT I O N A L  E N T RE P RE N EU R SH I P

TOOL

Member 
Experience

Structures 
for Innovation

Effective 
Leadership

filene.org/businessstrategyinsights

You Asked. 

WE ANSWERED.

Driven by digital transformation, 
provision of new fintech services, 
creative approaches to revenue 
generation and new investment 
models, CUSOs offer credit unions  
the opportunity to create new and 
novel avenues for growth through  
innovative collaboration. This report 
highlights how these partnerships 
offer opportunities for credit unions 
looking to create a more sustainable  
business model. 

For more on CUSOs read The Next  
Generation CUSO: New CUSO Models  
for Growth and Innovation executive  
summary on page 14.

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF  
PARTNERING WITH CUSOs?

WHAT’S COMING UP IN THE RESEARCH PIPELINE? 

CAN CREDIT UNIONS IMPROVE 
LENDING STRATEGIES IN THE 
ONGOING PANDEMIC ECONOMY? 

HOW CAN CREDIT UNIONS 
REIMAGINE OVERDRAFT 
PROTECTION PROGRAMS? 

Find Filene's latest research at  F I L E N E . O R G / R E S E A R C H

INSIGHTS  
FROM FILENE'S  
TOP RESEARCH 

ON INNOVATION

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic  
and recent recession have had a 
powerful impact on consumers'  
lives and livelihoods. This report 
shares insights from chief lending 
officers across the United States  
and explores how credit unions 
can grow responsibly and advance 
inclusion through more calculated 
and innovative lending amidst 
uncertain times.

For more on lending strategies read  
the Beyond Legacy Lending: Strategies  
for Loan Growth and Inclusion executive  
summary on page 15.

Overdraft protection programs are 
undergoing dramatic transformations 
across the financial sector. Sparked 
by shifting consumer behavior and 
expectations, credit unions have an 
opportunity to reevaluate their own 
ODP programs. This report showcases 
how ODP affects consumers and 
how credit unions can rethink their 
noninterest income sources. 

For more on Overdraft Protection Programs 
read the Overdraft Protection Programs:  
Credit Union Best Practices executive  
summary on page 16.

INNOVATION MATTERS

Financial services have become more competitive with 
digital transformation and focus on consumer ease 
of use rapidly becoming table stakes. Consumers are 
experiencing greater financial uncertainty while there  
is an increased competition offering new types of 
financial services. This environment requires creative 
approaches to expand market reach and social impact.

Upcoming research will explore the origins of 
innovation studies, research insights from the last  
30 years, and discuss the practices of cultivating  
and managing innovation.   
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The Center for Organizational 
Entrepreneurship was generously 

sponsored by American Airlines  
Credit Union, BCU and PSCU. 

http://filene.org/businessstrategyinsights
http://filene.org/businessstrategyinsights
http://filene.org/research
http://filene.org/research
http://filene.org/businessstrategyinsights


Summarizing key insights from ethnographic  
interviews with credit union chief lending officers,  
the brief highlights the barriers to adopting new 
technologies, the challenges presented by the  
COVID-19 pandemic and showcases the ways that  
credit unions are seeking to grow responsibly and  
advance inclusion through more calculated and  
innovative lending.

As COVID-19 continues to impact the livelihoods 
of many, credit unions are seeking ways to juggle  
the head with the heart and grow their lending  
responsibly while meeting the complexities around  
the financial well-being of their members. 

This research brief explores five alternatives credit 
union leaders are implementing and the barriers  
they've faced so you can responsibly grow your 
lending and maintain a positive member experience  
in these shifting times.

 → Inclusive Lending

 → Automation

 → Alternative Data

 → Barriers to Adoption

 → Beyond Fair Lending

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

WHAT ARE THE CREDIT UNION IMPLICATIONS?

14 15

Credit unions are redeploying the  
credit union service organization  
(CUSO) model to create new  
avenues for growth through  
innovative collaboration.

REPORT        NUMBER

554

This study describes recent developments in the ways  
credit unions have redefined strategic partnerships with 
credit union service organizations (CUSOs). Next generation 
CUSOs offer rapidly evolving innovations across product  
and service offerings and a new approach to sustaining 
growth and diversifying revenue. Driven by digital 
transformation, the provision of new fintech services, 
creative approaches to revenue generation, and new 
investment models, CUSOs now offer a qualitatively  
different collaborative opportunity for credit unions  
looking for more sustainable business models. 

The constancy of collaboration is the backbone  
of the credit union movement. Credit unions looking  
to partner with next generation CUSOs should  
consider these three things:

 → Align internally on your strategy before  
looking for partnership and investment  
opportunities that support your goals.

 → Assess partnerships and get to know  
potential collaborators.

 → Learn by doing; test out opportunities  
to build understanding and experience.

Partnering with next generation CUSOs offers a vital new 
opportunity for collaboration that can help credit unions 
spark new growth, shore up balance sheets, and allow  
credit unions to take advantage of fintech offerings from  
a position of strength.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

WHAT ARE THE CREDIT UNION IMPLICATIONS?

INNOVATION & INCUBATION

FROM THE CENTER FOR

F I L E N E . O R G / 5 5 4
Published December 2021

AUTHORED BY

Melissa K. Wrapp
University of California, Irvine

SPONSORED BY

The Next Generation 
CUSO: New CUSO 
Models for Growth  
and Innovation

Explore how credit unions adapt to  

new paradigms for consumer lending 

while navigating a pandemic economy, 

and advancing the credit union  

people-helping-people philosophy.

REPORT        NUMBER

546

INNOVATION & INCUBATION

FROM THE CENTER FOR

F I L E N E . O R G / 5 4 6
Published August 2021

AUTHORED BY

Melissa K. Wrapp
University of California, Irvine

SPONSORED BY

Beyond Legacy 
Lending: Strategies  
for Loan Growth  
and Inclusion

http://filene.org/554
http://filene.org/554
http://filene.org/554
http://filene.org/546
http://filene.org/546
http://filene.org/546


F I L E N E . O R G / 5 5 3
Published January 2022

INNOVATION & INCUBATION

FROM THE CENTER FOR

AUTHORED BY

Luis Dopico
Economist

SPONSORED BY

Overdraft Protection 
Programs: Credit Union 
Best Practices

Leaders in the credit union system and 
in financial services are reevaluating 
overdraft protection (ODP) programs. 
With shifting consumer behavior and 
expectations, fintech firms gaining 
market share and a disparity of impact 
on lower income members and people 
of color, ODP programs are undergoing 
dramatic transformations.

REPORT        NUMBER

553

Overdraft protection programs have become a reliable 
source of noninterest income for many credit unions, 
especially small institutions. But in the wake of the COVID-19 
pandemic and recession, many credit unions are eliminating 
or restructuring their ODP programs, as well as their fees 
and noninterest income mix overall. One reason: shifting 
consumer behavior and expectations are sparking a public 
reevaluation of the purpose of fee-based services like ODP, 
especially as recognition grows that such fees typically affect 
a small group of members who tend to have lower incomes 
and weaker credit histories. 

As a number of financial institutions move away from such 
programs, ODP may not be a viable source of income for 
much longer. How can credit unions reimagine overdraft 
protection? Where else can they look for noninterest  
income to replace overdraft fees? Based on intensive 
interviews with 16 credit union leaders and a review  
of the ODP landscape, this research presents several key 
findings and next steps for credit unions to rethink  
their noninterest income sources. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Developed over 20 years ago, overdraft protection 
programs were originally designed with empathy for 
members who were incurring NSF fees, both from 
the credit union and from the entity with which they 
completed a transaction. The programs were designed 
to help complete the transaction, avoid a fee from 
the payee and incur only one fee from the financial 
institution providing the access to funds.

These programs are now under fire from consumer 
groups, law makers and regulators. We should  
ask ourselves, quite simply, are these programs  
even performing with the intent in which they were 
originally designed?

Decades of decline in interest rates have resulted in 
lower yields on both loan and investment portfolios 
for credit unions. Many financial institutions have 
developed a strong dependence on ODP to sustain 
their non-interest income. This report makes the reader 
pause and think that maybe we have relied on this 
source of income for long enough. Maybe we should 
develop better products to address margin compression 
and consumer needs. 

WHY IT MATTERS? A CREDIT UNION PERSPECTIVE  
BY CHRISTIAN FINANCIAL CREIDT UNION PRESIDENT  
& CEO PATTY CAMPBELL

CENTER FOR INNOVATION & INCUBATION SPONSORS

“ MANY FINANCIAL INSTITUTIONS 
HAVE DEVELOPED A STRONG 
DEPENDENCE ON ODP TO SUSTAIN 
THEIR NONINTEREST INCOME.  
THIS REPORT MAKES THE READER 
PAUSE AND THINK THAT MAYBE  
WE HAVE RELIED ON THIS SOURCE 
OF INCOME FOR LONG ENOUGH.”

   PAT T Y  C A M P B E L L 
P R E S I D E N T  &  C E O 
C H R I S T I A N  F I N A N C I A L  C R E D I T  U N I O N
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Review insights from an esteemed panel 
of credit union leaders as they described 
their experiences and perspectives on the 
opportunity at hand around overdraft  
protection programs during a webinar  
hosted on February 17, 2022.
F I L E N E . O R G / O D P W E B I N A R

http://filene.org/553
http://filene.org/553
http://filene.org/553
http://filene.org/odpwebinar


Creating a Culture of Innovation 

The Lab is doing more than helping members reach their 
financial goals through new products, it is also impacting 
employee retention and engagement at MSUFCU. Through 
a structured format, teams of eight cross-functional credit 
union employees, with different roles and experiences  
make up The Lab. “Bringing together a mix of expertise  
and providing dedicated space and resources for them  
to work together turns innovation into more than just  
a part of our culture, it is a part of the entire employee 
experience at MSUFCU.” 

The second “greenlit” project was a chatbot built out  
in 10 days in collaboration with Boost.AI to support the 
internal navigation of MSUFCU’s Knowledge Base located  
in Sharepoint with an end goal to speed up the time it takes 
for front line staff to find resources. Following the 10-day 
build out, 60 employees were invited to pilot what is now 
called Gene. After 1 week of piloting Gene with employees, 
only 50% favorably reviewed the chatbot. Taking feedback 
from staff and sharing multiple iterations, by the fourth 
week, 100% of employees provided a favorable review.  
A big reason why The Lab had so much success launching 
new products early on was the involvement of staff. 

Surveys of the 40 employees who have participated in 
The Lab so far share that they feel more engaged in their 
position, feel they have a voice at the credit union and feel 
like their work matters. These positive sentiments from 
employees are taken back to their teams and elevate the 
entire organization’s culture of innovation. 

Accelerating Innovation, Together 

Over his tenure in Filene’s esteemed i3 program, Ben  
gained a clearer perspective on the innovation landscape 
across the credit union industry. “Since the early launch 
of The Lab at MSUFCU, we realized that we want to be a 
leader in the industry and bring people along with us. As 
we’ve embraced innovation, MSUFCU wants to share our 
experience with the 5,000 other credit unions out there to 
make everyone stronger.”  

Anyone who knows me will tell you, I can put 
an asterisk on an asterisk. What I mean by that 
is, with research there’s always something 
more to explore. This past year, Filene has 
been diligent in our focus on the most pressing 
issues impacting credit unions. To give it 
structure, we funneled the work of our Centers of 
Excellence through the filter of “three themes” 
universally impacting credit unions including: 
digital transformation, mining for growth and 
reimagining the credit union value proposition. 
You’ll find a useful strategic playbook about 
these themes at filene.org/themes. 

There is an asterisk to these three that has been 
the constant heartbeat within your organizations 
throughout the pandemic. It is talent—and 
more specifically—employee well-being. To 
serve members’ well-being, credit union talent 
must be well. One of our research fellows, Dr. 
Sekou Bermiss, recently spoke to more than 
1,200 board members about the importance of 
building resilient organizations, and last year 
Filene published a two-part series on trauma-
informed services for staff (filene.org/539). 

This is a truly transformational moment, and 
I know many are struggling with complex 
personal challenges. I believe innovation is the 
way forward. Filene is committed to leading 
through it, so credit unions have the support you 
need to be prepared to serve your members’ and 
employees’ needs now and in the future. 

Cheers + Best, 

Mark Meyer 
CEO + President 

final reMARKs
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Filene Members back together again

Filene Fellows with surprise moderator Fellow Alum Sekou Bermiss

Experiential breakouts gave opportunities to put innovation into action

Crashers at big.bright.minds.

Alongside four of his fellow i3 members, Ben and his i3 team 
have pulled together key innovation principles that MSUFCU 
have used to take innovation to the next level. 

Key Innovation Principles from The Lab at MSUFCU: 

 1.  Make it an employee experience. Innovation isn’t 
something you decide to just go and do. It happens 
every day by everyone when you learn and iterate. 
Employees need to feel that they are empowered 
with opportunities to make a difference without  
fear of repercussion.  

 2.  Plan…but don’t over-plan. Innovation presents 
unique challenges to credit unions and their 
employees because you are trying brand new things. 
While planning is essential to creating alignment 
with strategic goals, no plan will ever be perfect.  
Let your team have enough leeway to be creative  
and the space to problem solve. 

 3.  Start small. Bring along a small group, have some 
quick wins, celebrate those wins and then scale 
innovation up and down all you want. We get buy-in 
when explaining we’re spending 10K to not spend 
100K. It’s all about risk mitigation, not avoidance. 

 4.   Learn fast. Chances are, someone else is already 
testing out your idea or, a potential fintech partner 
has the expertise and skills to bring your ideas to 
life. The success of innovation is what you learn 
from it. Think about what you can capture from an 
innovative concept and then capture it (good or bad).  

 5.  Identify a champion. It can’t be everyone’s job 
to champion innovation, but it is important for 
everyone to keep a focus on it as an organization 
and that may require identifying one or two people 
to own innovation and set milestones. This will help 
prevent a lack of execution post-idea phase and 
ensure your organization’s history of innovation 
is captured for why, or why not, your ideas get 
implemented. 

“ At the end of the day, innovation is about making things 
better today than they were yesterday.” As credit unions 
work through a never-ending changing financial landscape, 
we must all learn fast as we embrace innovation. 
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MSUFCU is an Inner Circle Filene Member and sponsor of the Center 
of Excellence for Data Analytics & the Future of Financial Services.  
Thank you to Ben and April for sharing MSUFCU's story.

P
H

O
T

O
 B

Y
 R

O
M

U
LO

 M
O

R
IS

H
IT

A

Innovating with Intention
The Lab consulted with MSUFCU’s DEI Counsel 
to select a gender-neutral name and a persona 
for their internal chatbot that was androgynous 
in appearance and used they/them pronouns.

Continued from page 5.

http://filene.org/themes
http://filene.org/539
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A P R I L  0 5 – 0 7
V I R T UA L  R E S E A R C H  E V E N T

CENTERS FOR DIVERSITY, EQUITY & INCLUSION; CONSUMER 
FINANCIAL LIVES IN TRANSITION; AND INNOVATION & INCUBATION 

AU G U S T  0 1 – 0 2 
H Y B R I D  R E S E A R C H  E V E N T   |   S A N  A N TO N I O,  T X 

CENTERS FOR COMMUNITY SOCIAL IMPACT;  
DATA ANALYTICS; AND EMERGING TECHNOLOGY
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ANNUAL MEMBER MEETING
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BIG.BRIGHT.MINDS.  

2022 EVENTS

The future is HYBRID and Filene invites you to  

engage with us throughout the year in-person  

or virtually at our Research Center events and  

at our annual signature event, big.bright.minds.

FILENE.ORG/EVENTS

R E G I S T R AT I O N  I S  O P E N  F O R  A L L  F I L E N E  

2 0 2 2  R E S E A R C H  E V E N T S  A N D  W E B I N A R S !
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