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Jen Kulkoski Laud, First Financial Credit Union
Joline Epple, Target Credit Union - BCU
Kayce Bell, Alabama Credit Union

PROBLEM DEFINITION
How might we help recent college graduates reduce the impact of their student loan debt and provide
a solid pool of educated talent for credit unions?
Thirty five thousand bucks. According to a 2013 Fidelity survey of recent grads, that’s the average
1
debt a student today accumulates upon graduation. CUNA reports that students don’t know their
loan’s interest rate or duration -- but know they must borrow money to attend college. Sixty percent of
those students don’t know how much money they’ll even need. Not surprisingly, their plan for debt
management is just as vague. Student loan debt, much like the mortgage bust, is predicted to shackle
an entire generation of young adults, resulting in lowered credit scores, higher financing costs and
lost job opportunities when the student loan payments become delinquent. And, debt-ridden students
2
are reportedly returning to their parents’ households because they don’t earn enough to make
student loan payments and afford independent housing. This problem isn’t just big, it’s astonishing,
and it’s impacting far more than just the younger generation. This may be a ‘lost generation’ in terms
of the ability to realize key life milestones such as purchasing a new home, a new car, or building
adequate savings – all things that credit unions exist to assist their members with!
Credit unions, like many other employers, struggle to find the most qualified yet affordable talent.
“Recycling a banker” isn’t necessarily a desirable strategy when culture and the cooperative model
are important competitive differentiators. However, hiring a new graduate without relevant experience
is often a higher-stake strategy that is fraught with disappointing and costly risks. The likelihood of
turnover due to a poor career match or performance issues is expensive to credit unions and impacts
the service provided to members. However, as the industry seeks a younger membership base to
ensure a sustainable business model, having a workforce that reflects the target market is critical.

INNOVATIVE SOLUTION
We introduce Credit Union Career Corps, a unique and innovative solution that helps recent
graduates reduce the anxiety and burden of student loan debt by connecting them with a career in the
credit union industry. Credit unions participating in the program offer annual bonuses that are applied
directly to the principal balance of the loan, reducing the overall cost and life of the student loan.
Credit unions are given access to an educated talent pool that infuses new energy and ideas into its
ranks. These new employees are more likely to have values that align with the industry’s cooperative
and collaborative focus on member service. Credit Union Career Corps serves as a great introduction
to the credit union industry as a viable career for a generation of recent graduates.
Recent college graduates can browse available credit union positions that will provide a stipend to
soften the blow of their college loans up front, while also giving them the chance to work towards
long-term employment and aspire to achieve benchmarks for further loan payoffs. Credit unions can
recruit from a pool of talented recent graduates and introduce them to credit union culture via a
unique employment orientation program that marries the CUs’ needs with those of graduates looking
for a full-time, salaried position with benefits.
Think of it as a tuition reimbursement program, paid forward -- with an optional “let’s get to know each
other first” employment orientation program available for use by credit unions who prefer it (See
Appendix 2).
1 http://money.cnn.com/2013/05/17/pf/college/student-‐debt/index.html	
  
2 http://www.usatoday.com/story/money/personalfinance/2013/09/16/millennials-renting-longer-innicer-apartments/2660147/
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PROTOTYPE
Our team tested a unique, custom-developed employment program that attracts qualified talent and
introduces credit union-styled learning and development. One credit union conducted an 8-week
learn-and-serve experience that offers promise in identifying suitable potential employees. Layering
that experience with the student-debt reduction opportunity, our team created flexible suggested
compensation targets for talent acquisition and paired that with editable agreement documents that
may be used to formalize the debt-reduction payments to the employee’s student loan. We also
created collateral materials to help credit unions publicize their willingness to participate in this
program.
Successful outcomes are awareness of credit union’s service to community, positioning of
participating credit unions as employers of choice, production of pre-qualified talent available for hire
after graduation, and, of course, credit union-paid reductions of student’s loan debt.

RESEARCH
We conducted a survey of pre-graduate and newly graduated job-seeking students, a survey of
potential credit union employers, and a survey of participants in a credit union learn-and-serve
internship program.
Student and Graduate Responses
From pre-graduates and new graduates, we learned they are more likely to accept a position from a
credit union if the student debt payment is factored in. While their expectations of starting salary
ranges from low $30s to $100,000, most expressed concern about finding the right fit with an
employer.
From student employees participating in an 8-week credit union internship program, we learned that
the students are more likely to consider a position in a credit union than they were before the
internship. We also found out that having the opportunity to be engaged in community responsibility
projects is a very important factor as they consider competing offers from future employers.
Credit Union Responses
Eighty-five percent of credit unions in asset category $500 million - $1 billion indicated interest in a
program that differentiates their CU from other employers to upcoming or recent graduates. Credit
unions in this category told us:
•
•
•
•
•

They are concerned about retaining talent (4.57 out of 5).
They are interested in program that helps retain talent by creating incentives for employees to
stay and increases loyalty towards their CU (4.36 (out of 5).
They are willing to offer a bonus program to employees who will commit to employment
(64%).
They need support for such a program (prioritized): Marketing, Salary & Benefits Info, Legal
Advice, School Relationships, Contracts.
Their concerns about offering tuition reimbursement to a prospective new employee are
(prioritized): Cost, Fit, Experience Level of Employee, Having a Trial Period Available, and
Employees’ Knowledge About CUs.
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Other selected data from credit unions’ responses:

Positions	
  CUs	
  Want	
  To	
  Fill	
  

Does	
  CU	
  Offer	
  a	
  Tuition	
  	
  
Reimbursement	
  Program?	
  

Front	
  line:	
  64%	
  
IT:	
  21%	
  

Yes:	
  93%	
  

Operations:14%	
  

No:	
  7%	
  

Lending:	
  14%	
  
Accounting:	
  14%	
  

FINANCIAL CONSIDERATIONS
Financial Considerations for Recent Graduates
According to the Fidelity survey, the Class of 2013 is facing an average college-related debt of
$35,200. If the debt is paid off within 10 years, it will cost the borrower an additional $13,410 in
interest above the principal balance. By participating in the Credit Union Career Corps program,
students could save approximately $5,000 in interest expense and reduce the time to pay off their
loan by 4 years (a 40% reduction).
Credit unions that expressed interest in the Credit Union Career Corps concept indicated that they
would offer as much as $1,000 for every $10,000 in salary. Based on the staffing needs of those
credit unions, which included frontline sales and service positions in addition to accounting, IT, and
marketing, the average starting salary of $37,000 would result in an annual bonus of $3,700. If we
factor in taxes, if the bonus were applied to principal, the student debt payment would be around
$2,200.
Assumes: $40,000 loan at 6.8% APR, standard payments of $460.32, with first payment now due
(See Appendix 3):

60	
  
40	
  

Payback	
  Time	
  Reduction	
  (in	
  
months)	
  

20	
  

Debt	
  Reduction	
  (in	
  
thousands)	
  

0	
  
$2,500	
  	
  

$3,500	
  	
  

$5,000	
  	
  

Financial Considerations for Credit Unions
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As stated above, the annual cost for a credit union to participate would be, on average, approximately
$3,700 per employee. While the financial impact of turnover varies between $7,000 to $24,000 per
employee, we will assume a cost of $10,000 (Workforce Magazine). This cost includes lost
productivity, increased overtime costs, increased burnout and lower morale, HR costs (such as exit
interviews and separation paperwork), IT costs (close and open new workstations and IDs), training,
and recruiting.
If turnover costs credit unions $10,000 per employee, a participating credit union can realize a $6,300
benefit through the increased retention associated with the Credit Union Career Corps program. In
2011, the average turnover for credit unions was 10% (CUNA’s 2012-2013 Turnover and Staffing
Survey). If the average size of a credit union with the target market is 150 employees, this means at
least 15 employees are lost each year – costing the credit union $150,000 annually. Students
surveyed told us that a principal reduction program would increase the likelihood of staying with the
credit union longer. If this program reduced turnover by 25%, it would save a target credit union
nearly $25,000 a year. Increase retention among this key demographic by 50% and the credit union
saves almost $50,000 each year. An additional benefit to consider is that in addition to increased
employee engagement and loyalty, there is an 87% retention rate among employees hired with a
bachelor’s degree.

LEGAL & COMPENSATION CONSIDERATIONS
Our team developed several useful tools for credit unions.
Appendix 1: Sample employment agreement that formalizes the student-debt reduction payments.
Appendix 2: Sample curriculum, program information and survey results for the optional learn-andserve employment orientation program.
Appendix 3: Worksheets and financial analysis tools to help determine price points and investment.
Appendix 4: Customizable promotional material for use by participating CUs.
Appendix 5: Tips for successful on-campus recruiting.

RESULTS, COMMENTS, AND NEXT STEPS
Potential employees are more likely to consider credit unions as a career choice when the debtreduction payments are a compensation factor. And, the credit union that offered the optional 8-week
learn-and-serve orientation program says it is more likely to hire one of its participants upon
graduation, because the prospective employee has already been familiarized with the credit union’s
culture -- and they would be more likely to offer a debt-reduction payment arrangement now that one
is available.
Credit Union Career Corps’ has significant potential to (1) help students reduce student loan debt in
addition to regular monthly payments, (2) create new talent acquisition pools for credit unions and
help position credit unions as employers of choice, and (3) help credit unions create and offer unique
culture and mission-based learning programs that identify candidates before they enter their
traditional “I’m graduating/ time to begin the job search” phase.
Moving forward, the program needs:
• To create a functional Web site (a sample site has been developed), with possible mobile
application;
• To foster alliances of credit unions that can offer the orientation program together;
• To measure the overall impact of debt reduction, tenure longevity, job performance and
satisfaction of participants.
3
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APPENDIX 1
Agreement
Included as Appendix 1 is an editable, customizable Word doc containing sample language
for an agreement between a credit union and a new employee who is to receive a student
loan bonus payment.

APPENDIX 2
Learn-and-Serve Employment Orientation Program
For credit unions wishing to reach into the college ranks for talent prior to graduation,
opportunities abound to create learning programs that help identify qualified talent, introduce
a credit union’s culture to candidates, and position credit unions as unique, communityoriented organizations that fulfill their mission to improve quality of life for members.
Participants of a model 8-week internship program reported in a survey that they would be
more likely now to work for a credit union than they were prior to the internship. And, they
identified community service as a key reason the internship and a potential offer of credit
union employment would be appealing.
The curriculum for the model internship -- which is available as part of Credit Union Career
Corps, can be adapted to most any time constraint and is scalable so multiple credit unions
can collaborate -- divides its focus into three sections of learning: on-the-job experience,
career/professional development and networking, and community service. The community
service component that strongly appealed to respondents required interns to identify a
community need, organize and implement a project to meet that need, and produce intended
results (usually fundraising goal, but could be other outcomes).
See Appendix 2.a for sample curriculum design and program parameters.

Participants in the sample internship program were surveyed; here’s an excerpt.
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APPENDIX 3
Worksheets & Financial Analysis Tools
See Financial Analysis/Assumptions (App. 3.a) and Student Debt Impact Worksheet (App.
3.b), attached.

APPENDIX 4
Customizable Promotional Package
Customizable collateral materials are available.

3
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APPENDIX 5
Tips for Successful On-Campus Recruiting
Contact the career center at nearby colleges and universities.
Convey your credit union’s brand. Advisors say students won't show up for an interview if
they don't know who you are.
Conduct classroom presentations. Topics that appeal to job seekers are welcomed; the
career center can advise you. Relationships with and presentations to student organizations
are also valuable, especially to reach IT or MIS candidates. These jobs are in high demand
and qualified candidates are quickly snapped up. At the end of your presentation, offer a brief
“here’s who we are” overview.
Be specific when recruiting. At career fairs, have complete job descriptions for open positions
so students will know what they're interviewing for.
Build relationships with faculty because students listen to them (also helps get you in the
classroom for presentations).
Participate in on-campus interviews at the career center. It's easier for advisors to advocate
for those employers they know.
Embrace and support the career center’s social media channels. Examples: Twitter Tuesday
(sponsor a T-shirt that day, or $10 gift card to Starbucks).
Career center does service alumni, but primary focus is current students. Most centers will
send e-mail blasts for you to specific student populations based on specific criteria that you're
looking for, such as graduation date, grade point average, and citizenship status.
Know your client and know what goes on with them. Campus recruiting is very cyclical;
September through November, and February through May are peak periods for entry-level
and internship recruiting. At one major campus, the majority of Fortune 500 companies do
only one on-campus session (autumn) for summer interns and Fall 2014 graduates; take
advantage of their absences.
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ABOUT FILENE
Filene Research Institute is an independent, consumer finance think and do tank. We are
dedicated to scientific and thoughtful analysis about issues affecting the future of credit
unions, retail banking, and cooperative finance.
Deeply embedded in the credit union tradition is an ongoing search for better ways to
understand and serve credit union members. Open inquiry, the free flow of ideas, and debate
are essential parts of the true democratic process. Since 1989, through Filene, leading
scholars and thinkers have analyzed managerial problems, public policy questions, and
consumer needs for the benefit of the credit union system. We support research, innovation,
and impact that enhance the well-being of consumers and assist credit unions and other
financial cooperatives in adapting to rapidly changing economic, legal, and social
environments.
We’re governed by an administrative board made up of credit union CEOs, the CEOs of
CUNA & Affiliates and CUNA Mutual Group, and the Chairman of the American Association
of Credit Union Leagues (AACUL). Our research priorities are determined by a national
Research Council comprised of credit union CEOs and the President/CEO of the Credit
Union Executives Society.
We live by the famous words of our namesake, credit union and retail pioneer Edward A.
Filene: “Progress is the constant replacing of the best there is with something still better.”
Together, Filene and our thousands of supporters seek progress for credit unions by
challenging the status quo, thinking differently, looking outside, asking and answering tough
questions, and collaborating with like-minded organizations.
Filene is a 501(c)(3) not-for-profit organization. Nearly 1,000 members make our research,
innovation, and impact programs possible. Learn more at filene.org.

“Progress is the constant replacing of the best there is with something still better!”
—Edward A. Filene
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