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Step by Step
Automation technology strategies from Kern FCU.  
By Branwyn Rhodes 
September 3, 2008 
It's hard to explore outer space in an airplane—and it's just about as 
difficult to grow a credit union using yesterday's technology. A key 
component of Kern Federal Credit Union's strategic plan for growth was 
the automation of financial services. 
"We wanted to position ourselves to attract young families—and the next 
generation of members," says Linda Crosby, SVP/financial services for 
Kern FCU. "Many times Kern can be that first financial institution for a 
prospective borrower. Automating our financial services was an important 
step in appealing to these potential members." 
Consider these facts: The number of online account openings has more 
than doubled over the past five years. The latest forecasts from the Aite 
Group show that by 2010, 13 percent of accounts will be opened on line, 
compared to just 3 percent in 2006.  
But the process of automation isn't something that happens overnight. 
"There were numerous considerations," Crosby says. "Initially, we were interested in automating 
just our lending processes, but when we learned about the potential to streamline new member 
applications and account openings, we started to explore solutions beyond just underwriting." 
Here are some steps to follow in deciding how to approach automation, highlighted by the real 
experience of Kern FCU. 
Step One: Decide which services to automate. 
Some credit unions automate new member applications and account opening; others decide to 
use technology to streamline lending. But there also are software platforms that offer end-to-end 
solutions, which can provide the maximum potential return. By automating all financial services, a 
credit union's current members will enjoy much faster and efficient processing in the branch, and 
they can handle all their banking on line from any remote location with Internet access, as well. In 
addition, an end-to-end solution allows a credit union to optimize its Web site to attract new 
members, who can easily apply for membership, open accounts, deposit funds, apply for loans, 
and track the status of their application—all on line. 

"We decided to go with a platform (MeridianLink) that offered us a seamless solution, which 
automates and connects everything our frontline staff does," says Crosby. "There were huge 
advantages in using one platform to handle all our financial services. This system offered the 
potential to empower our staff to help members do everything—from opening new accounts, to 
qualifying them for additional loan products and validating underwriting decisions, to improved 
tracking. Right now, we only are using the system as an in-house solution, which in and of itself 
has been very powerful. But we also plan to utilize the system on line eventually, as well." 

Step Two: Choose a vendor partner. 

Choosing a vendor that's ideally suited to your needs requires due diligence. You will want to 
compare everything from features and reputation to pricing.  

"We took the time to explore our options," says Crosby, "so we could make the best decision for 
Kern. We interviewed several vendors, and we talked to other credit unions that had already 
taken this step. We also went to visit another credit union that had worked with one of the 
vendors we were considering, which was especially useful in helping us make our final decision. 
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This other credit union was completely satisfied with the system, the service and the training they 
received from the vendor. That kind of 'did it' for us." 

Working with a vendor that's able to integrate seamlessly with your core system—and any other 
software you're using—is also critical.  

"We needed to find a vendor, who was willing to work with our core system, Harland Financial 
Solution's UltraData," says Crosby. "We needed to know that the integration with our core 
processor would include in-depth mapping and seamless transition. We also wanted to be sure 
that any platform we chose would mesh with eFunds, which we use to handle our check system, 
detect fraud and comply with the Patriot Act & OFAC regulations. Then it had to interface with 
CUDL, for our indirect loans, and Liberty Harland Clarke, which we use to order checks." 

Step Three: Develop a play-by-play plan. 

You will likely need to plan on about six months to schedule and execute the deployment of any 
new system.  

"Our vendor provided us with a recommended outline for deployment," explains Crosby, "which 
we altered as needed to suit our situation. The entire process took just under six months. We had 
two meetings each week during this timeframe. In one, we focused on implementation; in the 
other we zeroed in on the integration with our core system. Marla Christian, assistant vice 
president of Lending, served as the project manager. Brenda O'Doherty, our assistant vice 
president of IT, was also very involved. The two of them were really our team's heroes in this 
process. In addition, Theresa Cazzell, the assistant vice president of Consumer Lending and I 
attended all the meetings, as did our CEO DeAnn Straub, whenever she was available.  

Step Four: Staff training 

There are several ways to approach staff training. Your vendor can train your staff. Or you can 
train a few key staff leaders, who can then in turn work with everyone else. "We used a 
combination of both approaches,' explains Crosby. "Initially we trained a few staff members to 
serve as in-house trainers. But then once we were up and running, we had the vendor's staff 
come in and work with us, as well." 

Crosby continues, "I think our staff was really ready for this tool. The more they use the system, 
the more they realize the many benefits. They can operate much more efficiently and with greater 
confidence, which in turn leads to better member service."  

Step Five: Enjoy the rewards 

"The automation of financial services has allowed our staff to refocus their attention," explains 
Crosby. "Previously, a lot of staff time was taken up following a complex set of instructions and 
guidelines to ensure that no steps were missed in opening accounts and handling loans. Now all 
of these processes—from member applications and new accounts, to signatures and loan 
processing—are incorporated into a single workflow within one easy-to-use system. We can open 
new accounts, and process loans so much easier and faster." 

"The system also offers us great cross-selling opportunities," Crosby continues. "Whenever any 
member opens an account, they are automatically qualified for other financial products and loans. 
We are able to immediately let these members know about products that are uniquely suited to 
benefit them financially. Our staff is able to spend more time getting to know members, talking 
with them about their needs, and letting them know about all of the products and services we 
provide. This leads to better customer service and relations—and improved member experiences 
and retention." 

Branwyn Rhodes is director of communications for MeridianLink, Inc., Costa Mesa, Calif., a 
leading provider of enterprise business solutions for over 26,000 end-users in the financial 
services industries.  
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