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Financial institutions collect and have access to a treasure trove of member information. Finding 

ways to use it to better the member experience, however, is hard. But not impossible. It’s become 

more common for credit unions to deploy analysts and build analytical-focused departments 

to help information-rich, time-poor organizations make informed decisions in near real-time. In 

finding analytical solutions to common challenges, credit unions are finding new ways to put 

member data to work. Here’s how today’s credit unions are using analytics to their advantage.
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Melissa Pomeroy was working as an IT consultant in Washington, DC, in 2014 when she 
got an offer from St. Mary’s Bank ($1.0B, Manchester, NH) to lead the nation’s oldest 

credit union through a core conversion.
“It was a massive effort,” the now-director of  business analytics and project management says.
That’s because it was more than just a core conversion. The credit union, in fact, upgraded 

67 different databases, data feeds, and systems.
At the start of  its conversion, St. Mary’s Bank hired a consulting firm to help the cooperative 

clean up its data, which, for decades, had no quality control or cleanup efforts and minimal 
purging, Pomeroy says. Her team identified tens of  thousands of  data elements the credit union 
needed to address before its conversion.
“We wanted to go into our new core system with clean data,” she says.
To track the credit union’s data-cleaning efforts, the consulting firm developed data quality 

dashboards through the Tableau visualization platform. This was St. Mary’s Bank’s introduction 
to Tableau and its first steps in its subsequent analytics journey.

EASING INTO ANALYTICS
To best use the visualization software for data cleanup, St. Mary’s Bank created a data 

warehouse to house source data from disparate providers, including FICS, Mortgagebot, 
MeridianLink, Episys, and others.
Building a data warehouse from scratch allowed Pomeroy to set and maintain a consistent 

standard for data quality at the point of  entry rather than retroactively cleaning a legacy 
warehouse. For her and others in the credit union to feel good about the data, it had to be 
accurate, well-organized, and originate from a trusted source.
“We had to make sure we were sourcing and organizing data consistently across all our 

business areas,” Pomeroy says. “We had to make sure our ‘single source of  truth’ was 
universally accepted.”

But although the data going in was vetted, business unit employees had a harder time building 
reports from it. According to Pomeroy, employees could not simply query the core production 
like they had before. Additionally, the reports they were pulling looked different.
“Users were frustrated, struggling, and angry,” she says. “We had to help them.”
To meet that immediate need, Pomeroy leveraged Tableau as a mechanism for users to filter 

and export data to create reports. Called “workbenches,” the credit union has created four 
high-level dashboards in the past three years, the final two in 2018, aligned around debit and 
credit card, loan, member, and transaction data sets.

A 4-YEAR JOURNEY INTO THE 
HEART OF ANALYTICS

St. Mary’s Bank used the power of data visualization software to introduce stronger business 
intelligence and analytics into the organization — and into the strategic decision-making process. 

BY ERIK PAYNE

St. Mary’s Bank
MANCHESTER, NH

DATA AS OF 06.30.18

$1.0B
ASSETS

104,664
MEMBERS

9
BRANCHES

3.0%
12-MO SHARE GROWTH

0.2%
12-MO LOAN GROWTH

0.69%
ROA

CU QUICK FACTS
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“If  you want to know how many charged-off loans we have on the 
books, how many charged-off car loans come from a specific dealer, 
how many charged-off credit cards, how many loans we originated in 
the past quarter, you enter your search dimensions and filters and get 
that information,” Pomeroy says. “We tried to give our business units 
the ability to get the data they need. We didn’t just jump into analytics.”
In addition to providing quick access to data, St. Mary’s Bank’s 

workbenches also serve to familiarize employees with Tableau, which 
made the next step in the credit union’s analytical journey easier.

TABLEAU USER? ANALYTICS NERD? BI ENTHUSIAST?

Join the Credit Union Tableau User Group for cooperative discussions on 
technology, driving value, managing data, building your team, and more. 
No Tableau experience required! Learn more or join today.

BOTTOMS UP
Next, Pomeroy alleviated the institution’s reliance on time-intensive, 

imperfect, manual reporting, starting with the credit union’s business 
units. She met with managers from the departments that most used 
the Tableau workbenches — consumer lending, deposit operations, 
loan servicing, collections, and others — to learn how these teams were 
using the data and what manual reports they were creating.

“We asked what reports they needed to deliver most often,” she says. 
“We told them, ‘Why don’t we just do this for you?’”
Rather than Pomeroy unilaterally building dozens and dozens 

of  reports, this bottom-up approach allowed her to understand 
departmental need while at the same time garnering buy-in from users.

“We started bottom-up to gain credibility by helping people with what 
they needed,” she says. “They appreciated it because they saw how we 
could eliminate some difficult, tedious, manual work.”
This knowledge in tow, Pomeroy — with the help of  the data 

consulting firm used during the core conversion — created a prioritized 
list of  reports to deliver to the business units. Those built, Pomeroy then 

asked department managers to validate her reports against what they 
had previously built manually to ensure nothing was lost in translation.
“Some people said it won’t be right, or they had to do it manually,” 

Pomeroy says. “It took convincing to show them they didn’t have to 
build reports manually anymore.”
An example of  one of  these reports is the dealer report card for 

the consumer lending department. St. Mary’s Bank carries a higher 
percentage of  indirect loans than state, peer, and national averages and 
works with a wide swath of  car dealerships. This report shows how 
many loans the credit union sourced from a given dealer, the credit 
scores of  borrowers who come from a given dealer, how those loans 
perform over time, and more.

ST. MARY’S DEALER REPORT CARD DETAILS MANY ASPECTS 
OF THE CREDIT UNION-DEALER RELATIONSHIP.

For the vast reporting needs of  the collections department, Pomeroy 
and her team built a series of  automated reports to expedite the 
reporting process: a delinquency report, a consumer loan loss report, 
and both a year-to-date and month-to-date charge-off report.

“Ideally, your data analytics programs help develop a fully data-
driven organization where every decision leadership makes is 
based on the information presented to them. That’s utopia.”

— MELISSA POMEROY, DIRECTOR OF BUSINESS ANALYTICS & PROJECT MANAGEMENT, ST. MARY’S BANK

”

https://community.tableau.com/groups/credit-unions
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“Now, the collections department opens the report in the morning 
and all they need is right there,” Pomeroy says.

TOP-DOWN
Departments were saving time and making fewer mistakes by 

eliminating manual reporting from their jobs, but the reporting itself  
was still the same. There was little that was strategic about it, Pomeroy 
says. And building automated reports to meet departmental need was 
not analytical. 

“Ideally, your data analytics programs help develop a fully data-driven 
organization where every decision leadership makes is based on the 
information presented to them,” she says. “That’s utopia.”
So, St. Mary’s Bank shifted from bottom-up to top-down.
“We want to provide information that can help managers and our 

executive team make decisions,” Pomeroy says.
To date, the biggest top-down win has come from the credit 

union’s retail area.
St. Mary’s Bank has nine branches, all of  which have location-specific 

deposit and loan goals; branch staff, too, have individual deposit and 
loan goals that support the credit union’s larger organizational goals. All 
this information lived on a multi-page spreadsheet that one employee 
manually created at the end of  each month. To input employee, branch, 
and credit union performance and calculate progression toward 
monthly, quarterly, and yearly goals required days of  work. For the 
SVP of  retail and branch managers, this was an invaluable document.
Pomeroy and her team analyzed the report process and spent weeks 

testing and validating the data before deploying a branch status 
dashboard. The report shows the same month-, quarter-, and year-
to-date performance and the given percent toward goal, but the 
performance is updated nightly. And, it’s automated.

ST. MARY’S BRANCH STATUS OVERVIEW DETAILS TOP 
PERFORMANCES AND PROVIDES NIGHTLY UPDATES TOWARD GOALS.

“An employee can see they’re already 100% of  the way toward their 
quarter goal for share deposits,” Pomeroy says. “They might need to 
focus instead on loans or CDs.”
Looking forward, Pomeroy would like to see data-driven decision-

making like this flow into the higher levels of  the credit union. One 
part of  that requires continued education on the capabilities of  business 
intelligence and analytics and Tableau’s place in it. To date, St. Mary’s 
Bank has held six sessions of  what it calls “Tableau Office Hours.” In 
these sessions, the 60 credit union employees with a Tableau license 
learn more about the software, ask questions, and work out use cases 
in real time. Past sessions have included refreshers on the credit union’s 
data quality program and workbenches, as well as more granular 
sessions explaining how to filter data in different dashboards.
Another part requires providing the executive team the reports they 

need to make decisions. Currently, Pomeroy has built a dashboard 
that shows the credit union’s performance on several KPI metrics, 
including efficiency ratio and return on assets, but there’s more she 
wants to build. Near the top of  that list is an analytical model that can 
predict, based on various factors, when a member might be gearing 
up to terminate his or her membership.
“We want to be more predictive,” Pomeroy says. “I’d love to make 

the attainment of  our goals as data-driven as possible.” 
This article originally appeared on CreditUnions.com on Oct. 1, 2018.
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LESSONS FROM A $3 BILLION 
DATA POWERHOUSE

BCU started small and developed its business intelligence on a case-by-case basis. Now, 
12 years in, the credit union is considering how to re-engineer its data depository. 

BY ERIK PAYNE

BCU ($3.2B, Vernon Hills, IL) has an insatiable appetite for data, says credit union vice 
president and chief  data officer John Sahagian.

BCU has had analysts embedded within different departments since the early aughts. By 2005, 
the $3 billion credit union needed to make the sheer volume of  data it generated accessible to 
everyone who wanted it. So, it allocated funding for the research and development of  a data 
warehouse. Once the analysts recognized the power of  the warehouse, things quickly took off.
“The analysts started applying use cases to it,” Sahagian says. “Then they started asking 

for more: ‘Can you add this field?’ ‘Append this table?’ They really wanted to expand their 
use of  it. Within a few years, it became an important reporting and analytics tool for the 
entire organization.”
Building its data warehouse case by case has its benefits — namely, understanding the 

organization’s needs and growing to satisfy them. But being on the analytical forefront has 
also presented BCU with challenges, and for the past few years the Illinois cooperative has 
been working to alleviate pain points arising from structure inefficiencies and core governance.

REMAP AND REFACTOR
BCU has built a data warehouse based on the queries of  curious, analytical minds. The result 

is a patchwork quilt of  data sets and query fields that contains information valuable enough 
that someone, at some point, went looking for it.

“I’m a big advocate for building it this way,” Sahagian says. “That’s versus building the Titanic 
before deciding where to sail.”

Still, the piecemeal process has resulted in inefficiencies surrounding duplicative, inconsistent, 
and hard-to-find data. Finding the right data can require some digging, so organizing the 
warehouse is an ongoing endeavor at this big, data-driven organization.

“We need the right balance of  standards to empower the business to run more efficiently and 
effectively without creating the kinds of  bottlenecks and obstacles that will take away from the 
value of  the data warehouse,” Sahagian adds.
BCU is still investigating what that balance is, but for now, it has identified a few places to 

make adjustments.
First, the origin of  new data introduced into the warehouse must be clearly defined so analysts 

know the validity of  what they’re citing. Second, new data can’t already exist in the warehouse. 
So, BCU must refactor its standards as well as remap the data already in its warehouse. That’s 
a tall task with potentially big rewards.
“We don’t want to have to ask if  the data is reliable or if  this is the proper place to 

query it,” Sahagian says. “If  it’s well-mapped and well-defined, then we’ll know it’s high 

BCU
VERNON HILLS, IL
DATA AS OF 06.30.18

$3.2B
ASSETS

240,202
MEMBERS

58
BRANCHES

13.1%
12-MO SHARE GROWTH

15.0%
12-MO LOAN GROWTH

1.09%
ROA

CU QUICK FACTS
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quality and consistent. We won’t need to spend too much time 
validating our analysis.”

CENTRALIZE REQUESTS
The patchwork nature of  BCU’s data warehouse isn’t the result of  

case-by-case queries alone. The credit union’s decision to adopt a 
decentralized functional analyst team played a role, too. With no high-
level group ownership of  the data, the warehouse swelled into an 
inefficient store shaped by deep dives with narrow departmental focuses.
That’s why BCU reorganized internal talent to deploy a member 

intelligence team in 2016. Sahagian oversees the three-person team 
that includes two full-time analysts and an experienced data technology 
professional who acts as the group’s manager. One of  the analysts is 
a member analyst who works on a range of  analytical and utilization 
projects, including standardizing how BCU visualizes projects through 
Microsoft’s Power BI program. The other is a data scientist who focuses 
on developing models for advanced analytical projects.

Find your next partner in Callahan’s online Buyer’s Guide. Browse 
hundreds of supplier profiles by name, keyword, or service area.

The member intelligence team is laying the groundwork for more 
formalized data governance standards while at the same time completing 
enterprise project requests funneled through a central portal.

Requests vary but have included analysis into exposure for BCU’s legal 
team and calculations into insurance limits for its deposit team, among 
others. The biggest application, says Sahagian, has been with BCU’s 
marketing department. The credit union has historically segmented 
campaigns by rule-based targeting, but over the past year, the member 
intelligence team has helped develop propensity modeling with the aid 
of  machine learning.
“We’ve seen a terrific lift in our response rates with model-driven 

targeting,” Sahagian says.
Functional department-level analysts still remain vital to BCU’s 

operations, but Sahagian anticipates continued evolution of  their 
hybrid model for managing data and analytic projects in the future. 

As the member intelligent team fulfills more requests and the data 
ecosystem continues to grow, Sahagian recognizes there might be 
concern about scale. He hopes funneling more requests through 
a centralized team that applies consistent use of  data will increase 
efficiencies and alleviate concerns.
He also expects the way analytical insights are gathered to change. 

Today, human curiosity and SQL queries allow analysts to report on 
data; tomorrow, Sahagian expects modern tools and techniques to 
surface insights in real time.
“We want to leverage machine learning to surface insights we might 

not have otherwise noticed,” he says.
Sahagian and the BCU analytics team understand that what they’ve 

set out to do is a tall task in a fast-moving field. The chief  data officer 
believes in iterative growth — starting small and learning from success 
and failure. That’s exactly what the credit union has done over the past 
12 years. It built a data warehouse one use case at a time, learned from 
mistakes, and remained flexible as times changed.
“You’ve got to have specific use cases in mind when you build 

something like this,” Sahagian says. “If  you try to boil the ocean, you 
are going to spend an insane amount of  time and money and likely 
not reach your goals.”  
This article originally appeared on CreditUnions.com on Sept. 3, 2018.

“We need the right balance of  standards to empower the business to run 
more efficiently and effectively without creating the kinds of  bottlenecks and 

obstacles that will take away from the value of  the data warehouse.”
— JOHN SAHAGIAN, VICE PRESIDENT & CHIEF DATA OFFICER, BCU

”

https://www.creditunions.com/connect/buyers-guide/
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HOW TO BUILD A BI TEAM 
THAT DRIVES RESULTS

A CFO-led team of four specialists and an intern collaborate across the 
enterprise at the world’s largest university credit union. 

BY MARC RAPPORT

Acting on member data is a growing imperative at Michigan State University FCU ($4.0B, 
East Lansing, MI), which is using an in-house business intelligence team to provide insight 

for every step of  a member’s life cycle.
Membership is particularly fluid at the world’s largest university-sponsored credit union, 

which — with an average age of  40 and median age of  38 — skews young by credit union 
standards. Those numbers dip a bit each year in the third quarter as more than 3,000 student 
accounts join the roster.
Here, Sara Dolan, chief  financial officer at MSUFCU, discusses the work of  the BI 

team she leads.

DESCRIBE THE HISTORY, ORGANIZATION, 
AND ROLE OF MSUFCU’S BI DEPARTMENT.
SARA DOLAN: We created the business intelligence department 
in 2014 to centralize data research, analysis, and reporting. 
Prior to 2014, these tasks were completed in marketing, 
administration, and various departments.

Centralizing this function provides consistency in the source 
data and a broader perspective in each analysis. For example, if  
we’re evaluating trends in loan or membership applications, we 
can include information about promotions, rates, or regulatory 
changes that might have influenced results. 
Centralization also improves efficiency by allowing the 

managers to spend time evaluating the results and using the 
data to make decisions and coach their teams rather than extracting data themselves to create the 
reports. The BI team is responsible for presenting and analyzing data; the database architecture 
is managed by IT.

WHO DOES THE TEAM REPORT TO, AND WHAT DO EACH OF THEM DO?
SD: We have four business intelligence positions and one intern. The team reports directly to 
the CFO. Each BI specialist has a specialty — marketing, Visa, loans, or members — but all 
are familiar with the systems and processes behind all of  our reports. They create reports and 
analyze results to mitigate risks and identify opportunities.

Sara Dolan, 
Chief Financial Officer, 

MSUFCU
MSUFCU
EAST LANSING, MI
DATA AS OF 03.31.18

$4.0B
ASSETS

255,284
MEMBERS

19
BRANCHES

8.4%
12-MO SHARE GROWTH

19.2%
12-MO LOAN GROWTH

1.15%
ROA

CU QUICK FACTS
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MSUFCU USES A MARCOM REQUEST FORM TO COMPILE 
THE INFORMATION NEEDED FOR MEMBER PROMOTIONS.

WHAT SOFTWARE DOES THE BI TEAM USE?
SD: We use ARCU, which is Advanced Reporting for Credit Unions. 
It’s a Jack Henry BI and analytics product. It consolidates our core 
system data, and we have added data from external systems such as 
our mortgage servicing platform.
We import data from ARCU into Spotfire daily. We use Spotfire 

to create dashboards or visualizations of  the data. The reports are 
dynamic, so we can drill down to the member level if  necessary. I think 
it’s easier to interpret trends visually rather than in tables of  numbers 
or data, so we try to create a visualization as part of  our analysis. This 
usually results in an annotated chart.

WHAT PERCENTAGE OF YOUR MEMBERSHIP 
START AS COLLEGE STUDENTS? HOW MANY 
DO YOU RETAIN BEYOND THAT?
SD: In 2017, student accounts represented just over 12% of  the 
accounts we opened. If  a member joins through a student SEG, they 
remain coded as a student for the life of  their membership. We separate 
current from former students based on age. Students/former students 
represent just over 26% of  total members.

HOW DO YOU ADDRESS STUDENT ENGAGEMENT?
SD: We’re actively reviewing historic student engagement as well as 
changes for current students. This year, we covered student engagement 
as a topic at our annual management retreat and brainstormed 
ideas to attract and retain student members. This included a panel 
of  students and Q&A session about how they interact with their 
financial institutions. Half  of  the panel were MSUFCU members 
and half  were not.

STUDENT MEMBERS USE MORE CREDIT UNION SERVICES 
AS THEY AGE AND HAVE A HIGHER NUMBER OF SERVICES 
PER MEMBER THAN THE AVERAGE MEMBER AT MSUFCU.

We measure retention based on account open date for the past 20 
years. Since 1998, we’ve opened 157,000 student accounts and retained 
65,000 (44%). Retention percentage of  students still on campus — 
opened between 2014-2018 — is very high at 80%.
One of  our challenges is retaining student members after they leave 

campus. Online and mobile banking has helped improve our student 
account retention — it has also created a challenge in attracting new 
student accounts as most students have already established an account 
when they come to campus.

“Our BI team is successful because of  the collaboration with 
other areas. It’s critical that the business units have input on the 

structure, format, and information included in the reports.”
— SARA DOLAN, CHIEF FINANCIAL OFFICER, BCU

”
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ANALYZE WITH EASE

It takes minutes to compare various aspects of your organization’s 
portfolio to other credit unions with Peer-to-Peer. Let us walk you through 
your numbers with a customer performance audit. Learn More.

HOW DOES YOUR BI TEAM HELP FORM 
STRATEGIES AND TRACK SUCCESS?
SD: We’ve incorporated BI into our project management process.
Reporting, monitoring, and measurements of  success are included 

in the project vision statement, and a member of  the BI team may 
attend project meetings to participate in discussions about how to best 
track the results.
Additionally, when a report or information is requested, the BI 

specialist will ask questions to determine what the data will be used to 
decide. This allows them to provide input into other data points that 
might be relevant to the analysis.

HOW DOES YOUR BI TEAM WORK 
WITH OTHER DEPARTMENTS?
SD: Our BI team is successful because of  the collaboration with other 
areas. It’s critical that the business units have input on the structure, 
format, and information included in the reports.

When we create a dashboard, we start by sitting with the department 
management to identify the important information and the questions 
the data will answer. We then create, review, and revise draft reports 
until we agree on a final product.
Once we finalize a report, we post it to our CU Stats page on the 

intranet and update it regularly (weekly, monthly, quarterly, etc.).

THE CU STATS PAGE ON MSUFCU’S INTRANET PROVIDES READ-
ONLY ACCESS TO REPORTS ABOUT MULTIPLE TOPICS.

WHAT ARE SOME EXAMPLES OF REPORT 
REQUESTS THAT YOUR BI TEAM HAS RECEIVED?
SD: We provided a list of  2,500 members that visit branch locations 
who received paper statements but had online access. The branches 

contaced these members to let them know how convenient e-statements 
are. In two weeks, the branches converted more than 1,500 accounts 
from paper to electronic statements.
BI worked very closely with card services and finance to analyze the 

target market for a new card product. We analyzed card transaction 
data, member demographics, and product penetration for current 
cardholders as well as opportunities to capture spend from other cards.

Fab 4 (Plus An Intern)
The BI team at MSUFCU has four specialists focused 

on specific areas, plus an intern. Here’s what each does.

• Marketing: BI creates lists for marketing 
promotions and tracks the results. Marketing 
uses a custom request to compile the information 
needed to pull the list for the promotion. Upon 
submission, the request posts to the BI calendar 
for processing and a follow-up task is scheduled 
to report the results after the promotion. BI and 
marketing team members meet regularly to 
discuss trends, results, and ideas.

• Visa: MSUFCU has approximately $300 million in 
credit card balances and $200 million in monthly 
debit and credit card purchase volume. BI helps 
analyze the card activity to identify opportunities, 
mitigate fraud and credit losses, and engage 
inactive cardholders.

• Loans: BI creates a variety of reports to measure 
application volume, funding, and credit quality. BI 
develops these reports in cooperation with the 
lending teams to ensure the information is useful 
to manage volume, service, and risk.

• Members: The BI team tracks various 
demographic data points such as generation, 
location, product and channel usage, and 
credit score. Demographic data helps the 
credit union anticipate future financial services 
needs and remain relevant to the membership. 
This information is used for strategic decision-
making, budgeting and forecasting, product 
development, and more.

• Intern: The BI intern works on projects based on 
course of study and current needs. This summer, 
the intern is working on a review of MSUFCU 
checking account offerings and comparing them 
to other options available in the market.

http://go.callahan.com/Peer-to-Peer.html?rs=CreditUnions.com&cid=CO_how-to-build-a-bi-team-that-drives-results/
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We worked with payment services to identify members who use our 
eDeposit feature to inform them of  upcoming regulatory changes.

Lending does loan preapprovals on a quarterly basis, and BI helps to 
create the targeted lists for each offer. This year, we worked with lending 
to evaluate the results of  these campaigns and made recommendations 
to more specifically target members meeting certain criteria. This 
reduced the number of  offers mailed by 51% — from 70,000 to 34,000 
— and improved the response rate from 1.96% to 2.66%. This change 
is expected to save $34,000 per year while producing similar results.   

WHAT PROJECTS HAVE ALLOWED THE TEAM 
TO EXPLORE A QUESTION THAT INTERESTED 
THEM? WHY IS THAT IMPORTANT?
SD: Creating reports and analyzing data is likely to create as many 
questions as it answers. There have been several instances when BI 
built a report to answer one question and created three more questions. 
The team works on answering these questions in addition to their 
regularly assigned projects.
Some are small things that help to improve data integrity. Others 

provide insight that can be applied to a variety of  other projects. One 
of  our larger curiosity projects related to channel usage. This resulted 
in a model that tells us how many channels and which combinations 
a member has used in the past month, quarter, or year.
It’s important to have the team pursue these ideas as part of  their 

work. Allowing the freedom to explore ideas provides opportunities 
for learning — whether we find something that provides new insight 
into our membership or scrap the project because we didn’t. We learn 
just as much from projects that don’t work as we do from those that 
get incorporated into our reporting structure.

HOW DOES YOUR BI TEAM USE PREDICTIVE ANALYTICS?
SD: We’re just starting to build predictive models. One of  the projects 
we worked on was using historical new account data, addresses, 
and address changes to predict what markets would be growing 
over the next 10 years. This helps us prioritize market areas for 
exploration/development.

We’re also working on a closed account model to help identify patterns 
in member behavior that indicate a member might close their accounts 
in the next year. We’re currently validating the results to determine 
how we can incorporate the model into our member retention strategy. 
One challenge for the team is recognizing that even if  the model 
isn’t 100% accurate, the incremental opportunity to increase member 
retention is valuable.

WHAT IS THE KEY TO MANAGING A GROUP LIKE THIS?
SD: There is a balance between brainstorming, collaboration, 
independent research, and analysis. We look for BI specialists who 
liked to dig into the data and identify questions to ask.

The key for us is being open to feedback and questions. When you’re 
building the report, you’re very familiar with the data source and any 

assumptions made. It’s important that the final product objectively 
presents the data to the end user.
As the BI specialists expand their knowledge, and progress in their 

roles, they take on more responsibility for making recommendations 
and presenting data to other departments and management.  

4 Tips For BI Bliss
Effective business intelligence doesn’t happen in a 

vacuum. Here, MSUFCU’s Sara Dolan shares four best 
practices for empowering collaboration and, ultimately, 
informed decision-making.

• Ask “so what?” A chart or infographic can be 
beautiful, but the data must be presented in a 
way that the end user can make a decision.

• Foster collaboration. BI should not operate 
in a silo, distribute repor ts, and make 
recommendations without discussion and input 
from the appropriate departments.

• Foster transparency. MSUFCU has created 
an intranet page to share information with all 
employees, but we also discuss various data 
reports in meetings throughout the organization.

• Be curious and ask questions. Reflect on the 
data that is relevant to a decision and try to 
reduce the noise.

WHAT’S ONE PIECE OF ADVICE TO CREDIT UNIONS 
JUST GETTING STARTED WITH ANALYTICS?
SD: It’s impossible to create a report that will answer every question. 
Analytics is likely to create as many questions as it answers. These new 
questions provide opportunities to dig deeper into the data.
It’s important to evaluate what is relevant data and what is noise. At 

the beginning of  a project or report, it’s critical to clearly define the 
questions to answer or the performance to measure.

IF YOU COULD START ALL OVER, 
WHERE WOULD YOU START?
SD: I’m happy with where our BI team is today. We started in 2014 
with a team of  two people and focused on the standard reports and 
dashboards first. In 2016, we created the four specialties. This has 
helped to develop specific knowledge and allocate projects more 
effectively. If  I could go back, I would explain sooner the value of  
small incremental changes. 
This interview has been edited and condensed.
This article originally appeared on CreditUnions.com on July 23, 2018.
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HOW TO EMBED ANALYTICAL 
MINDS ACROSS AN ORGANIZATION

An internal program at Wings Financial builds serious data skills for interested employees. 

BY ERIK PAYNE

Wings Financial Credit Union ($4.7B, Apple Valley, MN) reformed 
its business intelligence and analytics team two years ago with 

the goal of  nurturing BI and analytics skills across the organization.
To ensure it was focusing efforts in the right areas, the North Star 

State cooperative looked to the practices of  a credit union known for 
its engagement between BI and analytics team and other departments. 
That’s how Wings conceived of  the idea that became its Internal 
Practitioner program.
Today, Wings trains employees to build data queries and prepare 

visualizations for their own departments. The credit union currently 
has four employees participating in the program, which takes six to 
12 months to complete.
Here, Mike Lindberg, manager of  strategic analytics and member 

insights at Wings, talks about the program’s design, what employees 
take away, how it impacts the credit union’s mission, and more.

WHAT’S THE IDEA 
BEHIND THE INTERNAL 
PRACTITIONER PROGRAM? 
HOW DOES IT WORK?
MIKE LINDBERG: Originally, we 
thought we were going to train these 
folks to become our next data analysts, 
that this program would essentially 
act as an onboarding in case someone 
left or we wanted to expand. We 
had a curriculum focused on data 
architecture best practices, holistic data 
governance, and information on data 
science, but that was too much.

Now, we base the program on the capacity of  the business unit to 
loan us that person. We target six to 12 months or six to 10 hours per 
week. Otherwise, we take requests for reports, analytics, or data science 
for employees who go through this program to complete. We gauge 
how long each project will take, and that’s how long the work loan is.

Mike Lindberg, 
Manager, Strategic Analytics 

& Member Insights,  
Wings Financial Credit Union

HOW IS THE WORK DIFFERENT NOW?
ML: The sweet spot is in the data visualization and interpretation 
side of  things, so we focus on using Tableau and querying a SQL 
database. Learning these skills is enough to handle most of  the 
requests that come in.
Our ultimate goal is to provide high-level data governance and train 

them on where to look for the data they need and how to query it. 
We use Tableau for our data visualizations, so they need to learn that 
system. Then, there’s a work list of  different projects their business 
unit leader has submitted, so they get to work on those.

WHAT BUSINESS UNITS HAVE EMPLOYEES IN THE 
PROGRAM? HOW DID YOU SELECT THESE UNITS?
ML: We chose business units based on the volume of  requests coming 
in and their willingness to try the program.
We picked consumer loans and IT when we first started more 

than a year ago. We’ve since expanded into mortgage lending and 
payments systems. These are business units that have significant impact 
on organizational revenue and member experience but don’t have 
incentive-based pay. Ideally, we’d target retail delivery and others like 
that in the branch network, but we would have to account for their 
missed sales in some capacity.

WANT MORE ENGAGING IDEAS?

A subscription to Callahan provides the right mix of content and data 
insights to help your organization grow. REQUEST AN AUDIT

HOW DID YOU CHOOSE THE EMPLOYEES YOU DID?
ML: Business unit managers choose practitioners who have a desire to 
learn. In most cases, these are younger folks who had some interest in 
analytics or in doing something beyond what they’re currently doing. 
The program affords an opportunity for employees to enrich their 
employment and learn a new skill.

http://go.callahan.com/Membership.html?rs=CreditUnions.com&cid=CO_an-incentive-for-purpose-not-employees/
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DO YOU USE A GRADING SYSTEM TO 
MEASURE HOW PROFICIENT THEY ARE?
ML: We’re working on that right now. With the help of  the manager 
or vice president the practitioner reports to, we set a performance goal 
that’s mapped to the program and grade them based on items delivered.
We’re working on measuring proficiency with the tool and things 

like that, but their ability to deliver something that is both acceptable 
and functional for the business unit is really the statement of  their 
knowledge of  the software.

HOW DOES WINGS BENEFIT FROM THIS 
PROGRAM? HOW DOES THE EMPLOYEE?
ML: From an organizational standpoint, our practitioners are helping 
us align the analytics with the business. They help enrich the business 
unit’s usage of  data.
For the individual, this allows high-performing employees to step 

into something a little more strategic, less operational. And, it will 
help them in their career. These folks have really taken an interest in 
BI and analytics and have communicated some desire to move into 
this space in the long-term.

HOW LONG HAVE YOU 
HAD THE PROGRAM?
ML: The two practitioners who started the 
program have been in it for longer than 12 
months. We found that once the business unit 
adopted the analytics, the work didn’t dry up. 
So, if  we initially had a list of  20 things, and we 
delivered those, we now have a list of  40. More 
questions are being asked of  the practitioners 
and it’s helping the decision-makers in the 
business units make better decisions.
The second two are six months in.

WHAT SORT OF FEEDBACK 
HAVE YOU RECEIVED FROM THE 
PRACTITIONERS THEMSELVES?
ML: They’re excited by their work. If  nothing 
less, our BI and analytics team is run like a 
consulting unit, though I consider it more of  

a servant to the organization. We serve our organization; those who 
work well on our team are those who are able to serve.
It’s a mentality shift that comes with working for a credit union. The 

service we provide within the organization is rewarding because the 
net effect is for the entire membership to benefit.

CAN YOU TALK MORE ABOUT THE SERVICE ASPECT?
ML: As a credit union, we are focused on our membership. But the truth 
is we get to serve our members. Instead of  taking from the customer 
and giving to the shareholder, we work to provide value to our member-
owners. Our analytics team, and certainly our practitioner program, 
are looking to reinforce that by serving our business unit leaders to 
make better decisions that benefit our entire membership.

WHAT LESSONS HAVE YOU LEARNED 
SINCE STARTING THIS PROGRAM?
ML: We started out thinking too much. We built it thinking we needed 
essentially to train our replacements. We’ve found the sweet spot that 
aligns these practitioners in a way that they can be the resident experts 
within their business unit and still rely on insights from our BI and 
analytics team. It provides us with a hybrid analytics model. We still 
have a center of  expertise with our BI and analytics team, but we are 
able to distribute knowledge all through the business units. 
This interview has been edited and condensed.
This article originally appeared on CreditUnions.com on July 2, 2018.

“We still have a center of  expertise with our BI and analytics team, but 
we’re able to distribute knowledge all through the business units.”

— MIKE LINDBERG, MANAGER, STRATEGIC ANALYTICS AND MEMBER INSIGHTS, WINGS FINANCIAL CREDIT UNION

”

Wings Financial 
Credit Union

APPLE VALLEY, MN
DATA AS OF 03.31.18

$4.7B
ASSETS

239,587
MEMBERS

23
BRANCHES

3.5%
12-MO SHARE GROWTH

23.2%
12-MO LOAN GROWTH

1.29%
ROA

CU QUICK FACTS
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USE DATA TO ACT, 
NOT JUST ANALYZE
For Financial Center First FCU, using predictive analytics 

to inspire action is all in a day’s work. 

BY MARC RAPPORT

Predictive analytics is a hot topic. Crunching numbers to extract actionable insight on what members 
are doing now and what they might do next is an expertise in great demand.

Financial Center First Credit Union ($570.4M, Indianapolis, IN) has been involved in data analytics since 
2010. Its chief  strategy officer, Cam Minges, has been at it since 2008.
He says data analytics, and then making it predictive, is about context.
“In our shop, we tend to look at analytics as if  we were telling a story,” Minges says. “There’s no shortage 

of  information that tells what’s happening. The question of  ‘Why is this happening?’ is too often missing 
from the dialog.”
Minges says much of  FCFCU’s analytics work focuses on answering two challenges from CEO Kevin 

Ryan. First, tell him what he doesn’t know, and, second, tell him where the credit union needs to play.
Here, the 30-year veteran of  credit union technology shares how he views data and predictive analytics 

and how FCFCU uses them across the enterprise.

IS PREDICTIVE ANALYTICS DIFFERENT 
FROM DATA ANALYTICS?
CAM MINGES: I think so. Predictive analytics is an evolution not a starting 
point. You have to start with the data, with data analytics, because there 
is so much more of  it. That requires understanding and to some extent 
interpretation.

SO, WHAT IS PREDICTIVE ANALYTICS?
CM: To me, it’s the process of  turning data into action. As with anything 
new, there are missteps when embarking on a predictive analytics journey, 
and we certainly have made our fair share of  them.

I think where most fall short is that the definition of  predictive analysis ends with “why is it happening?” 
That often results in detailed analysis that looks awesome because everyone likes charts, graphs, and 
infographics, but it begs the question: “Now what?”
Done right, predictive analysis should result in a decision to do something or to stop doing something. 

Turning that decision into action is the hardest thing to do. We certainly were no exception to that.

CAN YOU GIVE AN EXAMPLE OF AN EARLY MISSTEP 
IN PREDICTIVE ANALYTICS AT FCFCU?
CM: A few years back, we made a couple of  missteps with inactive checking accounts that resulted in a 
high number of  other accounts being closed. It was easy to plan for the loss of  these dormant accounts 

Financial Center 
First FCU
INDIANAPOLIS, IN
DATA AS OF 03.31.18

$570.4M
ASSETS

60,132
MEMBERS

8
BRANCHES

6.9%
12-MO SHARE GROWTH

7.8%
12-MO LOAN GROWTH

0.84%
ROA

CU QUICK FACTS

Cam Minges, 
Chief Strategy Officer, 

Financial Center First FCU
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because they were creating expenses that were affecting our bottom 
line. However, many members saw it differently and closed out all their 
accounts. We focused the initial analysis on the account and not the 
relationship, and we lost member relationships.
This is a classic case of  “what” versus “why.” We knew our checking 

accounts were being closed. That’s the “what.” We assumed we knew 
why, but the answer was much different.
We were just getting our feet wet with analytics, and we weren’t able 

to perform “what if ” scenarios like we can today.

HOW DID THE CREDIT UNION RESPOND?
CM: I took the analysis to my boss and later to the entire executive team. 
Certainly, there were thoughts on just letting the thing ride because the 
account closures were actually performing better than the proforma.
Our analysis didn’t focus on that, we focused on the loss of  

relationships. We were able to explain why it was happening: the 
timing of  decisions we made on other account types that these same 
members had. Our analysis linked them, and we were able to present 
a compelling reason why we should stop doing some of  the things we 
were doing in these other accounts.
Using analytics, we put together a comprehensive strategy that not 

only dug us out of  the hole but also turned our checking account 
strategy into the core competency it is today.

We decided to examine behaviors happening within the accounts and 
identified more than 12 indicators to track. During a period of  several 
weeks, we learned a great deal about behaviors that occur prior to a 
checking account closing.
Today, we take that information and apply predictive models to 

existing accounts to determine which of  our active checking accounts 
have similar behaviors. We then disseminate that information to our 
front-line operations through the CRM system we built for this purpose. 
Call lists show up in our team’s inbox every morning. The goal is to 
intervene and engage with the member before the account relationship 
gets to a point of  closing.
This process has been instrumental in our overall account retention 

strategy. We are closing fewer accounts today in terms of  percentages 
than we were in 2015.

MEMBERS WHOSE DORMANT ACCOUNTS WERE CLOSED OFTEN 
ENDED THEIR MEMBERSHIP ENTIRELY. FCFCU USED ANALYTICS 
TO DISCOVER THAT ISSUE AND THEN SOLVE IT, RESULTING IN A 
TURNAROUND IN NEW ACCOUNT OPENINGS AND RETENTION.

WHERE IS FCFCU NOW IN REGARD TO PREDICTIVE 
ANALYTICS AS A CORE STRATEGY?
CM: Predictive analytics is a core driver for development and execution 
of  our strategies. We built an online guide, “Six Steps to Creating a 
Strategic Plan,” for us and, potentially, other credit unions.

Our approach was certainly an evolution that we built over time, and 
it continues to evolve.

Want to see FCFCU’s strategic guide? Click here.

WHAT SPECIFIC PROCESSES, HARDWARE, 
AND SOFTWARE DO YOU HAVE IN PLACE?
CM: We separate our data needs from our analytics needs and have an 
entire department that is focused on analytics and execution.
We use a data warehouse that is built off a robust relational database 

technology. We then divide our data into structured and unstructured 
and build pointers and bitmap indices so that, where applicable, can 
bind the two together.
We have a data analyst who evaluates and builds databases and 

analytical cubes, monitors, and ultimately makes sure everything 
balances. We also have a business analyst who provides analysis, 
dashboards, and reports.
We use software from InterSystems. It’s a unified architecture that 

provides all the tools we need in one suite. For hardware, we use 
a virtual server that has several core processors, high-end storage, 
and throughput.

CLEAR ORGANIZATION AROUND DATA MANAGEMENT 
AND INFRASTRUCTURE HELPS FCFCU DEPLOY A 

SOPHISTICATED ANALYTICS PROGRAM.

https://myworking-52251.firebaseapp.com/FCFCU_Strategic_Planning.html
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“We use analytics to tell stories. Sometimes they’re stories people don’t 
want to hear, but if  you present the analytics as content, then you’re 

sure to tell the whole story and not just part of  the story.”
— CAM MINGES, CHIEF STRATEGY OFFICER, FINANCIAL CENTER FIRST FCU

”
WHAT KIND OF REPORTS AND OTHER 
INFORMATION DO YOU PROVIDE?
CM: We try to stay away from just providing reports. We provide several 
tools to our teams that enable them to pull their reports. One of  them 
— called DeepSee — is an easy-to-use analyzer that allows anyone to 
pull pivot tables and drill down on hundreds of  different dimensions.
When we publish information, we always make it interactive. 

We don’t send information in the form of  PDFs or spreadsheets. 
We view analytics as content much like a picture or video. We use 
content creation tools to present our information in an interactive 
and positive format, using an internal communications tool that we 
developed in-house.

WHY DO YOU DO THAT?
CM: We use analytics to tell stories. Sometimes they’re stories people 
don’t want to hear, but if  you present the analytics as content, then 
you’re sure to tell the whole story and not just part of  the story. Context 
is so important.
I believe in using analytics to share more of  what the credit union 

is doing right versus what it’s doing wrong. Of  course, you want to 
know when bad stuff is happening, but it’s easy to fall into the trap of  
using analytics to be a constant reminder of  what you’re doing wrong.
I would be remiss to say we don’t build dashboards. We do, but only 

on request. All of  the other information we publish is focused on what 
we want to accomplish through our business strategy.
For example, we publish an executive daily flash briefing that 

highlights how the organization is performing. More importantly, 
we highlight the remarkable things our teams are doing to take care 
of  our members.

ORGANIZATIONALLY, WHO WORKS 
WITH THIS TECHNOLOGY?
CM: We don’t force the tools on anyone. Our executive management 
team tends to use our strategic development team to do most 
of  the lifting.

WHAT MEMBER PRODUCTS AND SERVICES 
DO THESE TECHNIQUES DRIVE?
CM: We focus on the core products and services outlined in our business 
strategy that came, in some part, from our analytics. We look for ways 

to better engage with members by driving more relationships to our 
retail channels.
A prime example of  this is a strategy we use for two of  our core 

products: checking and auto refinance. Instead of  driving members 
to our website or toll-free phone number, we have product-focused 
microsites that enable members to get the information they need in a 
quick and easy format. They come with a “call to action” capability 
that allows the member fill out an application in less than five minutes.

What does FCFCU’s auto refinance microsite look like? See it here.

Our analytics engine then routes that application to our retail network. 
Often, our members receive a call back within five to 10 minutes.

This approach has yielded strong growth in core areas. Some readers 
might wonder if  this takes analytics beyond its original core. Yes, but 
data and insight must be put into action, and that’s what we do.

ARE YOU ALSO WORKING WITH AI 
AND MACHINE LEARNING?
CM: As much as these intrigue me, we are relatively young in analytics 
and I would rather spend more time maturing what we already have.  
This interview has been edited and condensed.
This article originally appeared on CreditUnions.com on April 9, 2018.

https://lovemyrefi.fcfcu.com/
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Over the past few years, senior managers at Oregon Community 
Credit Union ($1.7B, Eugene, OR) realized it was time to 

challenge some long-standing assumptions about auto lending.
The credit union was feeling pressure on its margins and capturing 

less indirect auto loan market share in its competitive market. 
Something had to change, and lending vice president Ethan Nelson 

knew where to start.
“We hadn’t fundamentally changed the structure of  our auto rate 

sheet in years, so we knew it was time to test some of  our assumptions,” 
says the 19-year veteran at OCCU who’s been the lending VP 
for the past four.

TESTING OLD ASSUMPTIONS
To test those assumptions, the credit union undertook a multi-

department project that combined the art of  relationship lending 
with the science of  data analytics to create a new rate sheet and a 
new understanding of  risk and reward.

When it comes to risk, it turns out one of  
OCCU’s longstanding assumptions holds 
water. The project found that FICO scores 
are a good predictor of  risk. One assumption 
that didn’t pan out is that loan length also is a 
good predictor.

HOW DO YOU COMPARE?

Check out Oregon Community Credit Union’s 
performance profile. Then build your own peer 
group and browse performance reports for more 
insightful comparisons. Search & Analyze

“Not by itself  it isn’t,” says Casey Foltz, 
OCCU’s business intelligence manager. “A 
72-month loan is not riskier than a 60-month 
loan just because of  the loan length.”
Thanks to the project, OCCU can also 

now quantify risk according to member 

CRUNCHING NUMBERS LEADS 
TO SURGING LOANS
How data analytics and life experience drive record auto loan 

production at Oregon Community Credit Union. 

BY MARC RAPPORT

loyalty, giving the credit union the ability to reward loyal members 
with better rates.

THE RESULTS FROM NEW RATES
The project began in late 2016, and OCCU put new rates into place 

in May 2017. The effects were swift. The credit union posted record 
months in auto loan volumes and high credit scores that June and July.
Nelson attributes some of  that to market conditions but says the 

production surge was beyond expectations.
“It was high-quality paper at what we think are fair rates,” he says.
Adds Foltz, “We ended up with the opportunity to reprice loans 

according to risk.”

LOAN GROWTH
FOR U.S. CREDIT UNIONS > $1B IN ASSETS | DATA AS OF 12.31.17
Updating an old rate sheet with new data techniques helped OCCU post year-end loan 
growth of 22.4%, sharply higher than the 11.6% average for credit unions $1 billion to 
$10 billion in assets and the 11.6% average for Oregon credit unions. Sharp auto loan 
growth, particularly indirect, has driven OCCU’s overall lending to new heights.

SOURCE: CALLAHAN & ASSOCIATES

Oregon 
Community 

Credit Union
EUGENE, OR

DATA AS OF 12.31.17

$1.7B
ASSETS

150,282
MEMBERS

10
BRANCHES

2.3%
12-MO SHARE GROWTH

6.4%
12-MO LOAN GROWTH

0.83%
ROA

CU QUICK FACTS

https://www.creditunions.com/analyze/profile/Oregon-Community/
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MORE THAN NUMBERS
The lending and business intelligence departments at OCCU joined 

forces to take on the analytics project. Foltz’s team put together 20 
different models that used algorithms and machine learning techniques.

Collaboration + Process
Casey Foltz and Ethan Nelson of Oregon Community 

Credit Union offer advice on how to dive deep into a 
data analytics project.

1. Strive for collaboration. “It wasn’t data science 
people on one side of the wall throwing a ball 
over the top to the other side,” says Casey Foltz, 
OCCU’s business intelligence manager. “It was 
all of us getting together.”

2. Meet regularly. The project team at OCCU met bi-
weekly for the better part of a year. “It was very 
iterative,” Foltz says. “There were a lot of decision 
points, and we always erred on the side of being 
conservative to mitigate the risk. And, we followed 
the advice of the lending staff.”

3. Don’t rush. Allow time to the let the process flow 
where it needs to flow, advises Ethan Nelson, vice 
president of lending.

4. Be open-minded. Think through your assumptions, 
but don’t be afraid when the data changes those 
assumptions, Nelson says.

They used open statistics software called R, along with Microsoft 
business intelligence programs and Tableau reporting tools. The lending 
team contributed supporting documents, testing, and validation, as 
well as deep institutional knowledge about members and the market.
Now, OCCU pricing incorporates such factors as overhead cost of  

paying the dealer reserves, probability of  default, how much interest 
the note is likely to generate, and member loyalty.

“It all goes into one simple number where we can see where we’re 
breaking even and where we have room to adjust,” Foltz says. “We 
use that science to support lower rates and properly price those with 
higher risk, so pricing as a whole is more in line with the real risks.”
But OCCU’s approach to lending isn’t solely about hard numbers.
“We balance that science with what our gut tells us about pricing loans, 

what our competitors are doing, how our dealers will react, and what 
we know about each member we deal with,” adds chief  lender Nelson.
In addition to gut checks, the use of  machine learning techniques 

enhances OCCU’s ability to refine its rate sheet and lending criteria 
as time and data accrues.

“We now model our pricing structures to better understand the results 
from changes we made and predict what future adjustments we’ll need 
down the road,” Nelson says.

The credit union is no longer working harder for a shrinking number 
of  loans, and it’s no longer subsidizing risker loans at the expense of  
more credit-worthy members.
“We can write more loans to more people of  higher risk,” Foltz says. 

“That is a real community service.”
And the membership as a whole — even those without a loan — is 

getting something out of  OCCU’s enhanced analytics.
“Now, we can put more money toward investing in branches, digital 

channels, and other value propositions,” Foltz says. “We view that as 
returning real value to members.”

Some of  the modeling underway at OCCU also strongly suggests that 
a long-term relationship with OCCU specifically and credit unions 
generally tend to dramatically improve a member’s overall credit.
“There are exceptions, but overall that’s pretty clearly happening,” 

Foltz says. “If  we can price a loan in a way that’s fair to all our members, 
that higher-risk member will be in better financial shape two or three 
years down the line.” 
This article originally appeared on CreditUnions.com on Feb. 26, 2018.

“We can write more loans to more people of  higher 
risk. That is a real community service.”

— CASEY FOLTZ, BUSINESS INTELLIGENCE MANAGER, OREGON COMMUNITY CREDIT UNION

”
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