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Bringing together two or more fi nancial institutions into one cohesive entity is 

a massive and complicated undertaking. You’re integrating people, processes, 

policies, products, services, technology, physical locations, cultures, brand 

identities, online and social media identities, business strategies, governance 

philosophies, and so much more. If you’re unprepared for the merger process, 

it will not be a smooth ride.

The pandemic experience of the last year has taught us that businesses must 
always prepare for the unexpected. In the case of a merger, credit unions should 
explore every nuance of a merger to ensure there are no unexpected surprises. 
Of course, the people component in the merger should be a top priority. You’ll 
want to determine who will lead the newly merged credit union, both in the
C-suite and in the boardroom, and how you’ll staff , train, and develop the people 
you’ll need to ensure your member service and community outreach are operating 
on all cylinders.

DDJ Myers has prepared this white paper to help credit unions move through 
the merger process in what is expected to be an uptick of mergers during the 
post-pandemic age. In early 2021, we solicited the input of nearly 25 credit union 
executives and board members who generously shared their knowledge of how 
the merger should proceed, from early conversations with potential merger 
partners to transitional considerations, such as how to establish your credit union 
brand in new markets and meld two or more previously distinct organizations into 
one cohesive whole. Having experienced the merger process fi rsthand, they know 
the right questions to ask and the pitfalls to avoid. With their experience as a guide, 
they provide a valuable roadmap for navigating through the merger process.
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      Introduction



BRINGING THE “PEOPLE HELPING PEOPLE” TOGETHER 

While a variety of organizational components must mesh together  
to create a successful credit union merger, none is as critical as  
human capital, as represented in the movement’s pride in its “people  
helping people.”  
“People are the most important part of the merger,” Brandon Michaels, former 
President/CEO of JSC Federal Credit Union (JSC FCU), Houston, Texas  
(www.jscfcu.org; $2.6 billion; 135,000 members) contends. “Oftentimes, mergers 
are driven by numbers or economies of scale, but ultimately it is the people who  
determine the merger’s success.”

A central question among the leaders, staff, and directors of the credit union  
considering merging is: What’s going to be my role going forward? “People are  
in this business because they love it and they want to make a difference for  
their members, and they want to be able to continue to do that,” Barry Shaner, 
President/CEO of Directions Credit Union (Directions), Toledo, Ohio  
(www.directionscu.org; $1.1 billion; 110,000 members) suggests.

Who Shall Lead? 
 
Developing a plan to mesh leadership and management teams should be an early 
priority in a merger, and the needs addressed in such plans will vary in  
complexity based on the status of current leaders. For credit unions with a CEO 
nearing retirement age, a merger can be an effective means of addressing the 
need for new leadership. In contrast, a chief executive with a longer career  
runway may be seeking a path to new opportunities. In either case, leaders of  
the prospective continuing credit union should set aside the assumption that 
money is the best tool to address resistance, Simon Walton, chair of USALLIANCE 
Federal Credit Union (USALLIANCE), Rye, New York (www.usalliance.org;  
$2 billion; 120,000 members), suggests.

Walton adds that determining leadership in the post-merger period begins with 
a careful assessment of how to mesh the current management talent across the 
organization in lending, technology, treasury, accounting, branch service, contact 
centers, and marketing—and what the future talent needs of a growing organization 
will be. 

“What does the organization need to be successful, and do you build that talent, 
borrow it, or buy it? In other words, do you commit to develop and train, hire  
consultants for a medium term, and/or hire from outside?” Walton notes. “Those 
questions help develop a talent strategy. It’s not going to happen by accident. You 
have to put time and effort into it and recognize that not every investment will  
pay off.” 
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Some executives and managers joining a credit union through a merger, especially  
if they are taking on new roles, “may look for the door pretty quickly,” he adds.  
“Be ready for it, have a plan, manage through it, and don’t take it personally.” 

In short, a merger integration plan is not just about systems and branches. It 
should address talent development over the short and long term, and HR and  
talent development leaders should play crucial roles in merger transition alongside 
their finance, lending, and operations peers.

When the chief executive of the merging credit union wants to continue to play a 
role in the continuing organization, it is important to identify if and how that person 
can offer value, Bob Burrow, President/CEO of Bayer Heritage Federal Credit Union 
(Bayer Heritage), Proctor, West Virginia (www.bayerhfcu.com; $572 million; 36,500 
members), says. One option is to create a time-limited advisory position.

“If you have a CEO who says, ‘Hey, I still have some gas in the tank,’ I recommend 
that you look at it seriously,” Burrow says. “They say a new broom sweeps clean, 
but that shouldn’t necessarily be the case. It would be inadvisable to walk away from 
someone who’s solid and has good experience.”

Mergers of like-size financial institutions present opportunities to develop new 
positions and specialties, such as a risk department or a chief accounting officer, 
chief administrative officer, or chief culture officer, David L. Tuyo II, President/CEO 
of University Credit Union (UCU), Los Angeles, California (www.ucu.org; approaching 
$1 billion; 45,000 members), suggests. Creating a dedicated chief of diversity, equity, 
and inclusion (DEI) position would recognize the growing importance of developing 
and implementing a DEI strategy.

During his time as CEO at JSC FCU, Michaels emphasized bringing in talented  
people to enhance the member experience. One of his first moves was to hire a  
Chief Experience Officer, and he also has hired several individuals from Fortune  
100 companies.  

“Everything we do is geared toward fulfilling our role as a member-centric  
organization,” Michaels says.

At the executive level, retention packages that reflect the current compensation  
market can be a key tool in holding on to leaders identified as strong players in 
moving the organization forward in existing and new business units, Jeff Disterhoft, 
President/CEO of GreenState Credit Union (GreenState), North Liberty, Iowa  
(www.greenstate.org; $7.1 billion; 250,000 members), notes. Working with a trusted 
third party knowledgeable about the market to structure these arrangements can  
be invaluable. 
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Staff Integration, Training, and Development 
 
One of the most important considerations in the aftermath of a merger is staff 
integration. Bill Birnie, President/CEO of Frontwave Credit Union (Frontwave), 
Oceanside, California; (www.frontwavecu.com; $1.09 billion; 111,000 members), 
contends that fully integrating all employees into one team should be an immediate 
priority. “There can be no ‘us’ and ‘them’ conversations,” he says.

Input from both the merged and merging credit unions’ leadership is needed to 
achieve the highest possible “talent density, while at the same time taking a fresh 
perspective to the opportunities the new organization presents to the strengths of 
its staff,” Disterhoft says. 

Deploying that wider range of talent is best accomplished through an iterative pro-
cess between supervisors and employees to identify their strengths and interests 
and to steer them toward the opportunities that will support career growth. But 
managers should not presume that everyone wants or needs to grow beyond their 
current roles. Some are happy where they are and will continue to do their best 
work there.

“The initiative needs to start with the employee,” Disterhoft says.  

Teresa Freeborn, President of Kinecta Federal Credit Union (Kinecta), Manhattan 
Beach, California (www.kinecta.org; $6 billion; 300,000 members), is “a big believ-
er in the power of education to transform lives” and in the critical importance of 
nurturing a learning culture as a cornerstone of optimizing organizational perfor-
mance and employee engagement. 

“All of that just becomes that much more important in the due diligence phase and 
post-merger environment, because that’s when the employees who will make the 
transition have a great opportunity to showcase their skills, their flexibility, and 
their ability to adapt and contribute in a new environment,” she says. 

It is also smart for leaders to make sure their associates stay up to date on broad-
er trends affecting credit unions and the whole financial services industry, “so they 
have an awareness of the big strategic moves like mergers that are happening and 
understand the good reasons their leadership might have in implementing such a 
strategy,” she adds. The Western CUNA Management School, CUES’ CEO Institute, 
and NAFCU’s Management and Leadership Institute are just a few examples of the 
many professional development seminars and workshops hosted by credit union 
associations that can facilitate investments in people before, during, and after a 
merger and as an ongoing commitment to support leadership development.  

The Emerging Leaders Program (ELP) designed and taught by the DDJ Myers 
company and co-hosted by the Northwest Credit Union Association (NWCUA) 
has been generating the industry’s next leaders for the last eight years. The 
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award-winning Emerging Leaders Program provides the framework for the next 
generation of senior leaders to gain the necessary skills to coordinate and execute 
strategies and tactics for your organization. This unique program starts executive  
development in strategic thinking, organizational and interpersonal communication, 
and executive presence. DDJ Myers was awarded the NAFCU 2021 Innovation  
award for transforming this in-person leadership program into a successful Virtual 
Emerging Leadership Program (VELP) during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020.  
This innovation allowed development and coaching to continue despite the 
restrictions of the pandemic.

Kinecta’s 10-person training and development department will be working hard to 
support the credit union’s expanding employee base. In integrating the management 
and staff of the merging credit union, there will not always be a one-to-one trans-
lation into the same roles, but “if you’ve got a pool of talented people who already 
understand the way credit unions do business, it really behooves you to access and 
use that,” Kinecta CEO Keith Sultemeier says. 

For those employees who self-select out of the continuing organization, the credit 
union should be prepared to facilitate their departure on good terms, he recommends. 
“There will be departures at both credit unions before a deal gets done, but leaders 
don’t know where those vacancies might pop up. It’s great to be able to fill those 
openings from the existing talent pool—and to acknowledge that not all investments  
to train people for new positions in the continuing credit union will pay off.” 

It is impossible for credit unions to gain economies of scale without addressing the 
overlap and redundancy that might result through a merger, such as two branches 
in close proximity, Tuyo notes. That said, in past negotiations, UCU has guaranteed 
employment for the staff of the merging credit union “to take the fear away” and  
then dealt with allocating its wider talent pool to maximize value to stakeholders. 

The continuing credit union’s commitment to offering a job to every employee in the 
merging organizations may be harder to maintain as the impetus for consolidation 
evolves, for both financial and cultural reasons, Kirk Kordeleski, executive benefit  
consultant with OM Financial Group (om-financial.com), cautions. As online and  
mobile banking become the primary delivery channels, the need to win over the  
in-branch members by transitioning frontline staff becomes much less relevant  
and impactful to overall success.

It is also important to recognize that the culture of a $1 billion-plus financial institution 
is likely much different than that of a much smaller credit union. New employees may 
need to adjust to new performance models, learning models, product differentiation, 
brand positioning, and requirements for education. 

“It’s great to say you’re going to keep everyone, but doing that requires a significant 
training investment to get everyone on board,” Kordeleski notes. 
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On the plus side, there will be opportunities for talented, productive, and ambitious 
employees to move up in the new organization or to move to other departments 
that did not even exist in their former credit union. Institutions that help individuals 
adapt and learn will be the winners in today’s environment of continual change. 

A merger can often give the larger, integrated organization the resources to provide 
a better service experience to members. This is essential, Michaels notes, especially 
considering that credit unions have fallen behind banks in the American Consumer 
Satisfaction Index (2020) for a second year in a row. 

“The main reason for this is because the defi nition of service has changed,” Michaels 
says. “It’s not just about face-to-face service anymore. It’s more about ease of use 
and the mastery of technology to deliver a phenomenal experience.”

Realigning the Board

Decisions about the composition of the continuing credit union’s board of directors are 
often guided by the extent to which a merger brings about changes at the governance 
level. In mergers of small credit unions, the continuing board may stay largely intact. 
However, when a merger results in signifi cant expansion, through a large new fi eld 
of members or new geographic markets for example, board membership may need to 
expand or evolve to refl ect those changes. 

It makes sense to expand the number of board seats, especially for mergers that bring 
large numbers of members into the continuing credit union, because “people who 
have been member-owners for decades will want to ensure they have solid represen-
tation at the board level,” Kinecta Board Chair Mary Yasui-Yamabe says. “However, if 
the merger was undertaken for the right reasons—and with alignment on key factors 
like values and culture—one can expect the new members to quickly gain a comfort 
level with existing board leadership.”

A major merger provides a great opportunity to reassess the criteria that guide board 
composition, including expertise, experience, SEG/community representation, and 
diversity. That fi nal factor, she adds, can encompass a broad array of characteristics, 
including gender, race, cultural background, age, and sexual orientation. 

Institutions that help individuals adapt and learn will be the winners
in today’s environment of continual change. 
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For example, when Xceed merged with Kinecta, the continuing board expanded from 
seven to nine members, bringing Xceed directors Roni Crichton and Judy Novak on 
board. Crichton represents Xerox, the original sponsor of the merging credit union 
and a key SEG for the continuing organization; Novak is based on the East Coast, 
and “her top priority is the very important community of Rochester, New York, where 
Xceed has a major presence,” Yasui-Yamabe notes. “Adding these two volunteers 
enhanced our board and immediately increased the number of women and people of 
color at the table.”

Board expansion can be temporary. Directions has “almost always” invited some 
directors from the merging credit union to join its board, often by increasing the 
number of board seats for a set period. At one point, the board had 17 directors.

“When other CEOs hear that, some are horrified,” Shaner acknowledges. “But we’ve 
been able to make it work. It’s not a permanent situation. We always have a plan. It 
may be that in the merger date plus five years, we’ll be back down to a more normal 
board size.” 

The credit union added four directors to its board in a 2018 merger. Currently, there 
are 13 board members, and plans are in place to reduce that number to 11, which 
Shaner considers optimal. For the next several years, the Directions board might, for 
instance, have four seats coming up for re-election, but only three seats will be filled. 
In practice, those elections are rarely contested, typically because a director will  
voluntarily announce that he or she will step down at the end of the term. 

With a merger of equals, Walton observes that in an ideal world, the continuing  
credit union should end up with a board that pulls the right talent and expertise  
from both organizations to execute the merger today, provide bench for the board 
over time, and facilitate a graceful exit for those volunteers whose contributions  
are no longer needed.

At the same time, Walton recommends that credit unions look beyond current  
board membership to ensure a longer-term path to attract new volunteer talent  
for the greater organization that stays true to the values of a growing and evolving 
membership. A plan that confines board seats to existing directors of the merging 
and continuing credit unions over several years could be too limiting, he cautions. 

“Put in place a process and a structure that gets you through the merger and the  
immediate period beyond, and then give the organization a process to govern itself,”  
he advises.

As a past chair of Telhio Credit Union, Columbus Ohio (www.telhio.org, $960 million, 
35,000 members), Pat Zollars understands the dynamics of boards very well and 
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the challenges of bringing two separate entities into a cohesive whole. “The new board 
will have to go through some refl ection, within each respective existing board, and be 
prepared to either be part of the new team or think about stepping aside,” he says. “I 
believe there has to be some tool in place to keep the board strong, forward-thinking 
and cutting-edge, and willing to be decisive.”

Zollars advises that the best course is for the new board to be representative of both 
credit unions. That is not to say, however, that board members should assume they 
will stay on the new board in the interest of “status quo.” Attrition will play a role in 
determining the eventual composition of the new board, and the best choices may well 
become apparent in planning sessions, board meetings, and social gatherings. 

“Those that don’t fi t will fi nd their way out or should be coached out,” he suggests.

Discussions about post-merger board composition should be guided by the governance 
approach and best practices of the continuing credit union, Tuyo suggests. UCU bases 
its governance philosophy on the premise, put forward in Sandy Ogg’s book Move: The 
CEO’s Playbook for Capturing Value, that unchecked complexity is the killer of growth. 
Its board conducts annual assessments and encourages all directors to create and 
implement their own development plans to ensure that governance remains simple 
and eff ective. The board has established an advisory council to build bench strength 
by developing future directors, based on its assessment of needs for specifi c expertise 
and experience.

Currently, UCU’s board members represent diff erent arenas of the universities it 
serves, including faculty, staff , administration, athletics, alumni, medical, technology, 
and support organizations. 

“We need to make sure we have a board that refl ects the size and complexity of our 
organization and is representative of our membership to ensure that all stakeholders 
have a voice in our fi nancial cooperative,” Tuyo says. 

“ We need to make sure we have a board that re� ects the size 
 and complexity of our organization and is representative of our 
 membership to ensure that all stakeholders have a voice in 
 our � nancial cooperative.”  
                                                                                                                           David L. Tuyo II
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Ideally, the board is a blend not just of the necessary expertise, experience, and  
leadership but at the same time a representation of the demographics the  
consolidated organization serves, Disterhoft says. Achieving that blend is no easy 
task, but defining those priorities and codifying them in some sort of matrix is 
often a helpful first step in striking that proper balance.

The CEO’s sometimes-unspoken concerns are another factor that can play into  
merger negotiations that involve the makeup of the continuing board, Kordeleski says. 

“Credit union CEOs are in a really unusual situation. They don’t have stock as a price 
lever and most don’t serve on the board. They’re not in a position of power on the 
board, so they can be very sensitive about changing board makeup because it could 
mean their job,” he explains. “It is a very different dynamic than for-profit boards,  
because the makeup of the board in the relationship to the CEO can be a lot more 
about that relationship than it is about financial performance.”
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Creative Solutions to Expand 
Volunteer Opportunities

volunteers to collect and share feedback from 
members on how the transition is going.

Form a regional board.
When a merger expands the continuing credit union’s 
geographic reach, another strategy is to ask directors 
from the merging organization to share their views 
on serving that new territory. “There’s so much talent 

that each board brings. You have to determine 
how to utilize the talent and strengths 

from both boards to drive your organi-
zation forward,” suggests Val Mindak, 
President/CEO at Park City Credit 
Union (Park City), Merrill, Wisconsin 
(www.parkcitycu.org; $290 million; 
22,000 members).

Mindak notes that the continuing 
credit union may reap some benefi ts 

by looking at the potential for board 
members from the merging credit union to bring 
their governance skills and expertise to the table. 
“Though one organization is not continuing, there’s 
a lot of knowledge and history from that board,” 
she says. “To just dismiss that is a real mistake.”

Honor their commitment to the movement. 
Simon Walton, chair of USALLIANCE, recommends 
fi nding opportunities for every volunteer who wants 
to continue to serve in some capacity, perhaps on 
other committees, advisory boards, and foundations, 
“so that we don’t show people the door unceremo-
niously, especially when they’ve given service and 
commitment over a sustained period for the benefi t 
of others.”  

Finding roles for displaced board 
members in the aftermath of a merger 
can be a challenging proposition, but 
savvy credit unions have come up with 
innovative ideas to take advantage of 
these volunteers’ experience and 
facilitate a smooth transition. 

Create an advisory council. 
When Webster First Federal Credit 
Union begins a merger process, 
it convenes an advisory council 
consisting of board members 
from the merging credit unions. 
Michael Lussier, President/CEO 
of Webster First Federal Credit 
Union (Webster First), Worcester, 
Massachusetts (www.websterfi rst.
com; $1.2 billion; more than 100,000 
members) acts as liaison between the board 
and advisory council, which is typically dissolved 
within 18 months. “It’s a solution that has worked 
beautifully for us in 15 consecutive mergers,” 
he says.

Kathy Courtney, EVP/COO of GreenState Credit 
Union (GreenState), North Liberty, Iowa (www.
greenstate.org; $7.1 billion; 250,000 members) 
sees an advisory board as an eff ective means 
of (1) off ering an opportunity for continued 
involvement and input for directors of the merging 
credit union and (2) providing a clear view of the 
continuing credit union’s commitment to the 
community of the merging organization. Such 
a board can also serve as a conduit for those
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Seeking Third-Party Guidance

There is no one-size-fi ts-all solution for bringing together the leadership, employee 
base, and boards of two organizations. In some cases, bringing in a trusted con-
sultant or advisor with a big-picture view of the industry can provide an informed 
approach to identifying the best path forward. 

“Ideally, one would start by considering the talent and leadership that needs to be in 
place fi ve years out and then assessing each organization’s leadership team to de-
termine the best fi t,” Courtney says. “With cooperative CEOs and leadership teams, 
this can be done well. However, an option to consider is engaging an outside party 
to assist with these eff orts for a more objective view. A third party can also help as-
sist with determining appropriate retention or exit packages given their pulse on the 
market expectations/norms.”

Steve Ewers, President/CEO of Members Cooperative Credit Union, Duluth, Minne-
sota (www.membersccu.org; $950 million; 55,000 members), says decisions about 
who should lead the newly integrated organization are often obvious, especially if 
one or more executives are planning to retire. “Otherwise, the boards of the merg-
ing credit unions may want to consider having an outside facilitator bring expertise 
into the boardroom to help the directors create strategy around how to best move 
forward with CEO selection, exit packages, etc.,” he recommends.

Shawn Gilfedder, President/CEO of Kitsap Credit Union, Bremerton, Washington 
(www.kitsapcu.org; $1.7 billion; 115,000 members), likewise sees value in using a 
facilitator to resolve issues related to personnel decisions and other matters. This 
is especially true when ego or emotion gets in the way and potentially clouds the 
decision-making process. 

“The best way to address such situations is through facilitated conversation that 
will allow you to move forward pragmatically with the business elements and then 
address the emotional elements separately,” Gilfedder advises.

“ � e best way to address such situations is through facilitated 
 conversation that will allow you to move forward pragmatically 
 with the business elements and then address the emotional 
 elements separately.” 
                                                                                                                          Shawn Gilfedder
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TRANSITIONAL ISSUES  

The period immediately after the merger is the most critical for  
assuring its success. From rebranding and marketing costs associated 
with establishing the continuing credit union’s identity in new markets, 
to reconfiguring the board, to ensuring continuity in community relations, 
the transitional period entails a number of necessary decisions to launch 
the newly merged credit union off on the right foot.

Rebranding

The cost of rebranding the merging credit union under the continuing credit union’s 
name and identity will be a major expense in the aftermath of the merger. Michaels 
estimates that credit unions the size of JSC FCU may need to invest at least  
$5 million to $6 million over multiple years for rebranding after a merger. 

“I think credit unions, by and large, underinvest in brand,” Michaels says. “They  
assume that everybody knows what a credit union is and knows who they are. 
When you’re branding an organization or merging two organizations together,  
you have to invest in the brand—and that’s going to cost millions of dollars.”

Rebranding of the previous credit union need not happen overnight, and in some 
cases, a co-identity might be advisable. USALLIANCE has an effective solution for 
rebranding its newly merged credit unions—continued use of the familiar name  
of the merging credit union with the phrase “Powered by USALLIANCE.” That 
co-branding may continue for six months or a year; in one instance, a five-year 
commitment made sense. This allows members of the previous credit union to 
become accustomed to the USALLIANCE brand before their credit union makes a 
complete identity switch.

“We’ve configured ourselves as USALLIANCE Financial, and we look at ourselves  
as a group of financial capabilities under that overall umbrella,” Kris VanBeek,  
President/CEO of USALLIANCE, explains. “That resonates well with other credit 
unions, who can say, ‘Yes, we’re a part of this.’”

While rebranding is the outward presentation of the credit union to its members  
and community, some aspects of that work also need to be directed toward  
employees so that they can represent the new identity consistently and effectively. 
For example, Frontwave Credit Union (Frontwave), Oceanside, California (www.
frontwavecu.com; $1.09 billion; 111,000 members) introduced “Brand Camp” for all 
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employees after implementing a name change (from its previous name of Pacific 
Marine Credit Union) in 2018. Today, to facilitate and accelerate integration, all em-
ployees who are new to the organization attend Brand Camp as part of orientation. 

Birnie reports that Brand Camp helps get all employees on the same page in terms 
of the organization’s guiding principles. “This is where we learn the language and 
character of our brand. We talk about our mission to make financial dreams come 
true,” Birnie states. “We talk about our vision to be the best place our members 
have ever banked. And we also talk about core values of passion, innovation, and 
excellence. As we consider merger partners, we’re looking for organizations that 
are aligned with those traits.”

Staffing Transitions 

In the immediate aftermath of a merger, the continuing credit union may need to 
have some transitional positions in leadership that last for only a short time. “Every 
situation is unique,” Gilfedder says. “Depending upon the circumstances and the 
timing of certain events, you may have somebody on board for two years to help 
manage elements of the transition. But at the end of the day, there can only be one 
leadership stack in the organization. That’s just the reality of mergers.”

With a new organizational structure in place, the continuing credit union may ben-
efit from creating a professional development program with training opportunities 
for board members, executives, managers, frontline, and back office staff. In one 
example, UCU has developed a career path and job laddering program for member 
service staff to earn certification as financial counselors through CUNA. Staff can 
then enroll in a two-year personal financial planning program at UCLA and complete 
the requirements for certification as a financial planner and, eventually, qualification 
for a securities license to become a financial advisor. Similar career paths have 
been developed for accounting staff to become CPAs and for risk and compliance 
officers to work toward leadership positions. That commitment gives UCU the  
competitive advantage of homegrown talent, Tuyo notes.

When moving into new communities, credit unions may have to decentralize some 
aspects of decision making and reassign personnel. For instance, Vibrant moved 
an individual who had been running branches to its new Des Moines location. “We 
wanted to have a boots-on-the-ground person who understands us to be in that 
market and help make an impact,” Matt McCombs, President/CEO of Vibrant Credit 
Union (Vibrant), Moline, Illinois (www.vibrantcreditunion.org; $970 million; over 
50,000 members), says. 
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Keeping staff  in place is especially important if the merger involves the continuing 
credit union’s entry into new markets. “When a merger occurs, you want as little 
upheaval as possible,” Burrow says. “The worst thing you can do is merge and all 
of a sudden have all new faces. If you’ve already got staff  in place who can do the 
job and they already have the members’ trust, then you’ll want to do everything 
you can to keep them.”

In its recent bank branch acquisition, GreenState “co-located” credit union and 
former bank teams so that they were working side by side in offi  ces in Des Moines 
and Fort Dodge, Iowa. That integration helped build “we’re in this together” team-
work from the onset so that employees could learn from each other.

In addition, “our leadership team regularly visited each location and took time to 
have employee events and general Q&A sessions with various teams, and each 
department leader did the same,” Courtney says. “We also had a process built to 
centralize questions coming through to ensure these were answered timely and 
people felt heard at every level of the organization.”

Regular employee engagement and pulse surveys have helped in monitoring the 
integration process and alerting managers so they can take prompt action “if some-
thing gets off  track,” she adds. “The key is that there should never be an ‘us versus 
them’ in vocabulary or actions. It is all ‘us.’”

To ensure continuity after any future mergers that Frontwave Credit Union may 
undertake, Birnie is planning to implement a bonus system to retain employees.

“I perceive a need for stability in the immediate post-merger period,” Birnie says. 
“So, I would reward anyone who agrees to stay for some period—say, 90 days—
with a retention bonus. And because at some point I suspect that we’re going to 
need to right-size the organization, I would thank anyone that chose to leave the 
organization between 90 days and six months with a separation bonus.”

Michaels notes that it can be diffi  cult for the combined organization to fi nd roles for 
all employees because of the need to eliminate duplicate positions. However, he 
advises credit unions to do what they can to fi nd roles for everyone.

“Sometimes the needed role doesn’t align with what the individual wants to do, in 
which case they may select out,” Michaels acknowledges. “Everyone has to feel 
valued and know that leadership cares about their future. How you treat the people 
in a merger will defi ne your legacy, your character, and ultimately your success.”

“ � e key is that there should never be an ‘us versus them’ 
 in vocabulary or actions. It is all ‘us.’”
            

Kathy Courtney
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Maintaining a Community Identity 

When two institutions come together, McCombs stresses that the main focus  
should be on doing what is best for the members as well as the communities  
they serve. “Community is a broad-based term,” he says. “It could be geographic 
communities. It could be workforce communities. It could be communities of faith. 
But the broad-based community you serve, as well as the members and employees 
of the organization, should all find collective value that comes from the merger.”

The merger plan should directly address how the continuing credit union will con-
nect with its wider community, Freeborn says. “Many credit unions are pillars of the 
communities they serve, especially in smaller towns, and there is often tremendous 
brand equity and a deep reservoir of goodwill for them and their employees,” she 
notes. “There’s huge value in that for the combined credit union, so the merger plan 
should include specific plans to ensure local members, employees, and community 
partners know why the merger is a good thing for them. One can’t make promises 
about the future…but communities need to know that they’re valued and that the 
continuing credit union has a plan for the future that includes them.”

Everything in a merger is negotiable, and that includes determining how the con-
tinuing credit union handles relationships in the community that have value to the 
merging credit union. “I would suggest that if a merging institution feels that it’s 
important that certain aspects of their membership base are served appropriately, 
these terms should be negotiated prior to the transaction closing,” Gilfedder says. 
“They should take the opportunity to put those asks forward and make sure they’re 
addressed and not just leave those elements to chance.”

Community commitment by continuing credit unions may not be a primary factor  
in all merger discussions, “but from my perspective, it needs to be. It’s part of over-
coming the resistance to change,” Bob Jacobson, Board Chair of Pen Air Federal 
Credit Union (Pen Air), Pensacola, Florida (www.penair.org; $2.1 billion; 115,000 
members) suggests. Pen Air leaders use the term “communi-rosity” to describe 
their organization’s support for regional charitable causes—support that would  
extend to the fields of the membership of merger partners.

That community calculation often includes branch locations. Directions is unlikely 
to pursue a merger that would require the closure of a significant number of 
branches to make it financially viable, Shaner says. If the bottom line of measuring  
a merger’s impact is member benefit, a significant reduction in branch locations 
could be viewed as a big negative. 



One way to maintain community ties is to make sure there are familiar faces on 
the board. This strategy has worked well for USALLIANCE, whose current vice-
chair comes from the board of a small credit union in West Haven, Connecticut, 
that merged into the organization.

“We also have the mayor of West Haven on our board, and she is a great person to 
have as a community contact,” VanBeek says. “If you have someone on your board 
who can leverage those relationships, I can’t think of anything better than that. The 
individuals from West Haven have been great additions to our board.”

In some merger situations, USALLIANCE has established advisory committees as a 
presence in the community, which has turned out to be a great way to establish brand 
awareness. “We’ve done everything from investing in libraries and parks to sponsor-
ing fi reworks,” he adds. “The advisory boards have played a role in allocating funds 
so that we can have the biggest impact.”

Mindak is open to looking for mergers as a pathway to growth for Park City Credit 
Union and furthering its mission of serving its members and the community. “We 
give to over 150 community organizations every year and provide thousands of hours 
of community service through our Park City Cares initiatives,” she says. “If we were 
able to fi nd a partner who has that same kind of philosophy, we would be happy to 
engage with them.”

Ewers stresses the importance of evaluating the impact of a merger on the commu-
nity, since credit unions pride themselves on making a diff erence in the communities 
they serve. 

“Mergers may open doors for new opportunities of helping our neighbors, not just 
our members, which really goes back to our industry’s DNA,” he says. “Credit unions 
play a signifi cant role in leveraging their physical, fi nancial and human capital to help 
people, and mergers can potentially increase these resources to make even more 
signifi cant impacts.”
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“ Mergers may open doors for new opportunities of helping our 
 neighbors, not just our members, which really goes back to 
 our industry’s DNA.” 
                                                                                                                                Steve Ewers
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Supporting the Community in the 
Post-Merger Period

members, but also the communities it serves, CEO 
Brandon Riechers notes. The credit union supports 
fi nancial education through 29 student-run school 
branches and through community outreach programs, 
such as those for incarcerated individuals. In addi-
tion, Royal’s foundation donates to community causes, 
guided by a “giving map” that ensures an equitable 

distribution across the markets it serves. Team 
members throughout Royal actively 

support the foundation through 
volunteering in fundraising events 
and making fi nancial contributions 
directly. More than 600 of Royal’s 
650 team members volunteer on an 
annual basis in support of Royal’s 

and the foundation’s eff orts to give 
back to their communities.

“We know we only thrive if our community 
thrives—and that includes the new communities 

where we are expanding through mergers,” he says.

Maintaining a community presence and support can be 
central considerations for a prospective merger part-
ner’s board and members, agrees Shaner. In a past 
merger with Education Plus, the formal agreement 
specifi ed that Directions would continue to maintain the 
same level of resources for school and community sup-
port in the merging credit union’s fi eld of membership 
for a set period after the transaction was completed.  

“That’s just good business, so we would have done 
that anyway, but it’s really important for the leaders 
of a credit union that’s going to merge to be sure that 
the community they serve will have the same benefi ts 
as having their credit union there,” he notes.

A common concern among directors and 
executives at credit unions evaluating their 
merger options is the loss of identity and 
presence in their member communities. 
However, there are many examples of continuing 
credit unions ensuring continued support—and
in some cases, even increased fi nancial and 
volunteer resources—to communities.   

In negotiations with potential merger 
partners, the Connexus Credit 
Union team (Connexus) in 
Wausau, Wisconsin (www.con-
nexuscu.org $3.3 billion, 385,000 
members) seeks to address that 
concern directly, Board Chair Ron 
Dins says. Following a 2018 merger 
with a $150 million Wisconsin Rapids 
credit union, Connexus formed the Bull’s 
Eye Legacy Fund named to honor the history of 
the original organization. The fund operates within 
the Connexus Cares program to continue to honor 
the merging credit union’s community commitment 
with, among other donations, sponsorship of shelters 
and food pantries. 

Connexus Cares organizes charitable support, both 
fi nancially and through volunteerism, in markets 
where the credit union has a branch presence. In 
2021, the credit union earmarked $2.5 million in 
donations through that program.

“To create a positive impact on the lives we touch,” 
is the purpose of Royal Credit Union (Royal), Eau 
Claire, Wisconsin (www.rcu.org; $3.5 billion; 226,000 
members). This encompasses not only the current 

such as those for incarcerated individuals. In addi-
tion, Royal’s foundation donates to community causes, 
guided by a “giving map” that ensures an equitable 

distribution across the markets it serves. Team 
members throughout Royal actively 

support the foundation through 
volunteering in fundraising events 
and making fi nancial contributions 
directly. More than 600 of Royal’s 
650 team members volunteer on an 
annual basis in support of Royal’s 

and the foundation’s eff orts to give 
back to their communities.

“We know we only thrive if our community 
thrives—and that includes the new communities 

where we are expanding through mergers,” he says.

Maintaining a community presence and support can be 

However, there are many examples of continuing 
credit unions ensuring continued support—and
in some cases, even increased fi nancial and 
volunteer resources—to communities.   

In negotiations with potential merger 
partners, the Connexus Credit 
Union team (Connexus) in 
Wausau, Wisconsin (www.con-
nexuscu.org $3.3 billion, 385,000 
members) seeks to address that 
concern directly, Board Chair Ron 
Dins says. Following a 2018 merger 
with a $150 million Wisconsin Rapids 
credit union, Connexus formed the Bull’s 
Eye Legacy Fund named to honor the history of 
the original organization. The fund operates within 
the Connexus Cares program to continue to honor 
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Gauging the Merger’s Success

As part of merger planning, the continuing credit union should pinpoint quantitative 
and qualitative criteria for monitoring outcomes. Lussier identifi es one of the most 
important as retention and growth in membership from the merging organization.

“When all is said and done, do you still have members?” Lussier asks. “Did they 
stay, or did they leave? A majority of the people who are going to leave you, leave 
you in the fi rst six months. If you still have 85 percent or more of those members 
after 12 months, you’ve done a pretty good job.”

Employee retention is another important indicator of merger success. “Are 
employees happy? Did they leave you?” Lussier asks.

In the best-case scenarios, he adds, the credit union is able to off er higher pay and 
better benefi ts to the new employees who have come into the fold via merger, which 
will be an incentive for them to stay.

“There are a lot of diff erent ways to determine whether or not the merger was 
successful: Are you growing loans? Have you reduced costs? Did you get the scale 
you were hoping for?” Birnie says. “From my perspective, if you can get the culture 
right and the talent right, everything else falls into place.”

In gauging the eff ectiveness of this transition, credit unions can turn to a variety of 
tools to measure performance comparatively before and after the merger. Michaels 
advocates for the use of Net Promoter Scores and team member scores to gauge 
how well the credit union is doing in the post-merger period. “Those scores are a 
real indicator of how successful you’ve been in integrating the cultures of the two 
organizations and if you’re delivering on the value proposition you promised your 
members,” he says.

Be aware that Net Promoter Scores can go down in the immediate aftermath of a 
merger because of unforeseen transitional issues. “But at some point, the member 
should start seeing the value of the combined entity, whether that’s access to more 
branches, access to more ATMs—a whole host of things—and that will be refl ected 

“ From my perspective, if you can get the culture right and the talent   
 right, everything else falls into place.”
                                                                                                                                    Bill Birnie
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in your relational Net Promoter Score,” Michaels says. “The team member scores  
are equally important because no member experience can be achieved without a  
positive team member experience.”

Zollars recommends looking at the impact of the merger on both members and  
the community to best gauge the endeavor’s success. “The community itself  
should become stronger, and the benefits for the members greater,” he says.  
“Our industry needs to keep an eye on the ball and be greatly aware of those that 
want to do harm financially to credit unions through taxes and other regulations.”

According to Burrow, the merger has achieved its objectives when the newly  
combined credit union operates cohesively going forward. “By and large, we’ve  
kept all our staff, and we’re all one family now,” he says. “This doesn’t happen  
overnight. At first, employees will identify as being part of one credit union or the  
other. I can’t tell you how long it’s going to take—every credit union is going to be 
different—but you want to get to the point that, merged or not merged, you all look 
at each other the same. We are the staff of Bayer Heritage Federal Credit Union—
whether people got here via merger or by hiring on like I did 27 years ago—when  
we all feel like part of the same team, that, to me, is success.”
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Part Three provides insights into what is often the most trying phase of a merger, 
the transition. Putting the plans that were made into motion requires exemplary 
teamwork in coordination, communication, and collaboration from the leaders of 
both credit unions. 

When the leaders show enthusiasm for the changes, the employees 
will likely be enthusiastic about the changes as well. This ensures a 
smooth transition and a better long-term outcome for the continuing 
credit union. 

Without great people, a business cannot survive and credit unions are no diff erent. 
It is critical for merging credit unions to acknowledge their employees throughout 
the transition. Clear communications on their place in the new organization, how the 
rebranding impacts them and the ways they can stay involved in the community will 
keep them informed and will make the transition easier for both employees 
and members. 

Throughout this white paper series, we have examined the many intricacies of 
mergers and acquisitions in the credit union industry. Driven by a wide range of 
market and technological forces, consolidation has transformed the credit union 
landscape—and will continue to do so for the foreseeable future. It is too soon to 
evaluate the full impact of the pandemic on fi nancial cooperatives, individually and 
collectively, but in the near future, it seems likely that the prolonged economic 
fallout from the COVID-19 outbreak will only accelerate M&A discussions. 

While some view the march of mergers with regret and concern that “credit unions 
are becoming more like banks,” others take a more optimistic view of consolidation 
as a path forward to stay on par with other fi nancial service providers on products, 
pricing, and digital delivery—without sacrifi cing the movement’s “members 
fi rst” commitment. 

The bottom line favors that latter point of view. According to the NCUA, the number 
of federally insured credit unions across the United States declined from 10,316 at 
the turn of the century to 5,099 at year-end 2020. Over those two decades, total 
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assets held by credit unions increased from $438.2 billion to $1.84 trillion and  
combined membership rose from 77.6 million to 124.3 million. That growth supports 
Sultemeier’s view that “two old-school assumptions about mergers need to be put  
to rest if our cooperative model is to survive”:

1. 	 The steady consolidation of smaller credit unions will continue. “Continuing  
to operate as an independent may be ideal, but many smaller credit unions 
simply do not have the resources to keep up with the ever-increasing cost 
and complexity of running a successful credit union,” he says.

2. 	 “For most merging credit unions, a proposal to merge does not represent  
loss or failure, but a thoughtful and careful assessment of the facts of the 
financial services space and a prudent choice on the part of the board and 
management to put their members’ best interests first.” 

“It takes a lot of courage for a merging credit union to go down that path,” Sultemeier 
adds. “Its leaders have come to recognize that their model, while they might be able 
to sustain it in the near term or even for a decade, is not achieving what they set out 
to do—to provide their members with the best possible services and to support em-
ployees in working toward their best possible careers for advancement and growth.”

As we continue to move back to ‘normal’, credit union leaders are resuming a pro-
active approach after a year full of reactive measures to preserve their organizations 
and to protect their members. Now that we can look ahead, conversations about 
mergers and acquisitions are making their way back into the boardroom. 

This white paper series is a deep dive into the lesser-known details that credit unions 
on both sides of the table should consider when strategizing. Financial data, locations, 
and services are important but weighing the benefits of culture, talent, and commu-
nity impact can be the difference between a smooth and easy merger or a rough and 
rocky one. 

Preparing a strategic position on M&A is necessary for all boards and CEOs. Under-
standing, from a third-party perspective, the value of your organization puts you in 
a more competitive and defensible position. Learn how to build an effective mergers 
and acquisitions strategy regardless of which side of the table your credit union may 
be sitting on. Understand how other organizations may see you as an acquisition 
target. Create a defensive or offensive strategy in advance, and be clear on the role of 
the board and the CEO in the cycle of conversations. 

We hope you have enjoyed this series, “Credit Union Leaders Plan Post-Pandemic 
Merger & Acquisition Strategies” and find the information valuable. Please send any 
questions, comments or feedback to Deedee Myers.
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