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The Credit Union Innovation Playbook: Data Analytics Edition, a PYMNTS and PSCU collaboration, 

delves into credit union ecosystem players’ innovation agendas. Each edition homes in on a specific 

focus, exploring the differences in how credit union members and leadership prioritize innovation in 

four select areas: risk and fraud, digital banking, data and analytics and loyalty strategies. 
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Even as traditional banks and FinTechs crowd the financial services land-

scape, credit unions (CUs) continue to distinguish themselves through 

their member-first investments and innovation approaches. They require 

data analytics tools and solutions to continue catering to members’ 

specific needs and deliver the products and services consumers desire, 

however.

New PYMNTS research reveals that only about one-third of CUs have 

made data analytics a top innovation priority, though. Most are instead 

focusing their efforts on anti-money laundering (AML) initiatives, data 

security, mobile and digital payments and fraud. While pursuing these 

goals is certainly worthwhile, those that prioritize data analytics can 

more easily access a range of innovations than those that do not. 

Larger CUs with assets ranging from $1 billion to more than $5 billion are 

more likely than others to make data analytics a top investment goal. 

They are also likelier than their smaller counterparts to make bigger in-

vestments in AML initiatives, data security, mobile and digital payments 

and fraud innovations. On the other hand, smaller CUs with assets at 

or below $1 billion invest considerably less in data analytics than larger 

financial institutions (FIs).

This budgeting gap explains why some CUs are more inclined than 

others to invest in innovation. Those that emphasize data analytics are 

more likely to equally prioritize innovating new features and developing 

new products compared to those that do not, for example. The former 

also tend to face fewer challenges in pursuing their innovation goals and 

more quickly bring their offerings to market.

INTRODUCTION
PYMNTS surveyed 102 CU decision-makers 

for the Credit Union Innovation Playbook: 

Data Analytics Edition, a PSCU collabora-

tion, to better understand their innovation 

strategies and determine their top goals. 

Our findings reveal that those prioritizing 

data analytics take different innovation 

approaches than their counterparts, al-

lowing them to pursue new opportunities, 

release products or services and better 

compete with financial services rivals. This 

Playbook also examines the innovation 

tactics of CUs that do not emphasize data 

analytics.
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Security appears to be a top-of-mind in-

vestment for a significant share of CUs, and 

many focus on innovations that will protect 

their members’ financial assets, help them 

operate more efficiently, yield higher re-

turns on investment (ROIs) and secure their 

systems. 

Among the CUs surveyed for the Playbook, 

79.4 percent reported making AML-based 

initiatives a primary investment focus over 

the past three years. This was followed by 

priorities like data security (62.7 percent), 

mobile/digital payments (62.7 percent) and 

fraud prevention (60.8 percent). Just 35.3 

percent of them identified data analytics as 

an investment focus during the same time 

period. 

Why CUs must 

tap into Big Data

109
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79.4%
FOR THE PAST THREE YEARS , CUs HAVE MADE 

AML-BASED  
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A PRIMARY  
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Figure 1. CUs’ investment focuses in the past three years
A breakdown of credit unions’ innovation priorities
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Larger CUs are also more likely to list data 

analytics as a top investment priority, cited 

by 70.4 percent of those holding more than 

$5 billion in assets and 53.6 percent of those 

in the $1 billion to $5 billion range. On the 

flip side, fewer than 5 percent of CUs with 

assets of $1 billion or below say the same.

11 12
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Figure 2. Importance of CUs’ investments
Reasons CUs choose certain investments,  
by focus on data analytics
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We need to meet consumer 
expectations

We are concerned with the impact on our 
brand’s reputation if an incident occurs
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1900000000

1200000000

3000000000

2100000000

FOCUS ON DATA ANALYTICS

3600000000

50.9%
28.1%

1.8%
19.3%

12.1%
30.3%

21.2%
36.4%

That said, data analytics and security often 

go hand in hand. Among CUs that focus on 

the former, 36.4 percent do so to bolster 

their security and fraud management ef-

forts. It comes down to more than just these 

two concerns, though, as 30.3 percent of 

CUs that focus on data analytics say they 

do so to meet members’ expectations. 

Different concerns shape the innovation ap-

proaches of CUs that do not prioritize data 

analytics, however, and 50.9 percent of FIs 

in this group list incurring financial losses as 

their biggest fear. These CUs do still closely 

align with their counterparts when it comes 

to delivering on members’ expectations, 

with 28.1 percent indicating it is an import-

ant innovation driver.

Analytics-focused CUs are also more  

inclined to pursue a broader range of inno-

vation priorities, and 50 percent of them 

cite offering quicker transaction process-

ing and responding to competition as their 

top concerns. These rates are considerably 

higher than the 34.8 percent and 30.3 per-

cent, respectively, cited by the CUs that are 

not focused on data analytics. Data analyt-

ics-driven CUs concentrate considerably 

more efforts on pursuing innovations that 

help them quickly bring products to market 

and improve their reputations.
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Figure 3. Important factors credit unions consider
Elements that motivate CUs to innovate, by focus on data analytics
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Figure 4. CUs’ innovation focuses
Credit unions’ interest levels in different innovation priorities, by asset size
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Figure 5. How CUs of varying branch sizes focus on data analytics 
Surveyed FIs’ focuses on data analytics, by number of branches

Not focused on data analytics

Focused on data analytics

Sample

There also seems to be a correlation be-

tween the number of in-network physical 

branch locations a CU has and its interest 

in data analytics. The largest share of ana-

lytics-focused credit unions (63.9 percent) 

have more than 25 branches in their net-

works — a portion considerably larger than 

that of CUs that do not focus on analytics 

(24.2 percent) and the overall sample (38.2 

percent) with the same number of physical 

locations. 

All told, a CU’s size in terms of both assets 

and branches appears to affect its interest 

in data analytics investment. This makes 

sense, as institutions with higher valuations 

are more likely to seek out solutions that 

can provide actionable insights into meeting 

their members’ needs. Additionally, CUs with 

larger branch networks have more points of 

interaction with their members and, there-

fore, more opportunities to collect data that 

can inform their innovation strategies.

25 BRANCHES  
IN THEIR  
NETWORKS.

O F  O U R  S A M P L E

THE LARGEST SHARE OF ANALYT ICS-FOCUSED 
CREDIT  UNIONS (63 .9  PERCENT)  HAVE MORE THAN
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INNOVATION 
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Based on PYMNTS’ findings, CUs that 

focus on data analytics are often more in-

vested in pursuing additional innovations. 

In fact, 55.6 percent of them say they 

equally prioritize developing fresh fea-

tures and new products, compared to the 

28.8 percent of those that do not focus 

on data analytics that say the same. The 

highest share of FIs in the latter group 

(42.4 percent) said their focus was on 

adding new features to existing offerings.

CUs that focus on data analytics also 

invest heavily in products that mitigate 

fraud, improve security and encour-

age members to continue seeking their  

banking services. Among this group, a 

significant majority (91.7 percent) have 

focused on fraud management solutions 

in the past three years. This share is con-

siderably greater than the 60.6 percent of 

those that do not invest in data analytics 

that say the same. 

Data analytics opens 

Innovation  
DOORS for CUs

18
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Figure 6. How CUs characterize their payment innovations
Credit unions’ investment priorities, by focus on data analytics
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Figure 7: Product types on which CUs have focused in the past three years
Credit unions’ innovation priorities within the past three years, by focus on data analytics
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A similar pattern emerges when it comes to 

innovating financial services products. CUs 

that keep data analytics top of mind are 

more likely to invest in real-time payments 

(80.6 percent) and security and authenti-

cation solutions (58.3 percent) than those 

that do not, cited by 66.7 percent and 42.4 

percent, respectively. CUs that do not focus 

on data analytics are more likely to invest in 

person-to-person (P2P) payments, though, 

at 42.4 percent compared to 36.1 percent of 

those that do.

 

A CU’s asset size can also heavily influence 

its innovation goals. Fraud management 

solutions are a top priority for 100 percent 

of small-to-medium-sized CUs that focus on 

data analytics, compared to 84.2 percent of 

larger institutions that do the same. Bigger 

analytics-focused CUs are more likely to 

innovate in real-time payments at 84.2 per-

cent, however, compared to 76.5 percent of 

their smaller counterparts. The results are 

similar for digital wallets, which are a focus 

for 68.4 percent of larger analytics-driven 

CUs compared to just 47.1 percent of small-

er ones.

19 20
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Figure 8. CUs’ product innovation focuses
How credit unions prioritized innovation investments in the past three years, by size
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Large CUs
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O F  O U R  S A M P L E

Based on these insights, data analytics 

solutions are informing CUs that fraud man-

agement solutions can help them fortify 

their threat defenses. Larger institutions, 

in particular, are using this information to 

determine how best to encourage greater 

member engagement and create more valu-

able, revenue-generating products for their 

customers.

FRAUD MANAGEMENT SOLUT IONS 
A R E  A  T O P  P R I O R I T Y  F O R
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ROLLOUT, 
STRONGER ROI

A ROADMAP TO FASTER INNOVATION 
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Focusing on data analytics is crucial to 

helping CUs understand which products 

their members want and accelerating 

subsequent launches. Of those that pri-

oritize data analytics, 58.3 percent can 

develop and implement an innovation 

in less than six months, while just 30.3 

percent of those that do not emphasize 

analytics say the same. Among those in 

the latter group, 69.7 percent are likely 

to take between seven months and two 

years to develop and release a product.

CUs that focus on data analytics also 

devote greater portions of their budgets 

to innovation. Among these institutions, 

44.4 percent slate more than one-quarter 

of their budgets for this purpose, while 

only 33.3 percent of CUs that do not fo-

cus on data analytics do the same.

A roadmap to faster innovation 

rollout,  
stronger ROI

2423
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Figure 9. How long it takes CUs to implement innovations 
Credit unions’ time frames to release new features or products,
by focus on data analytics
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Data analytics-focused CUs are also more 

likely to make testing an inherent part of their 

innovation processes. They are considerably 

more inclined to trial new offerings with their 

members, for example, at 33.3 percent com-

pared to 19.7 percent of those that do not 

focus on analytics. They are also more likely 

than the latter to pilot implementations with 

their employees, at 30.6 percent compared 

to 18.2 percent, respectively. A sizable share 

of analytics-focused CUs (27.8 percent) also 

say they build their own tools and products, 

notably higher than the 7.6 percent of those 

that do not focus on analytics that say the 

same. 

Our research also reveals that the CUs that 

do not focus on data analytics often turn 

to outside innovation assistance. They are 

considerably more likely to partner with 

industry consultants, too, at 33.3 percent 

compared to the 16.7 percent of those that 

do value analytics. The former are also more 

likely to allow members to suggest inno-

vations (25.8 percent) and to partner with 

outside vendors (39.4 percent) compared 

to the 13.9 percent and 8.3 percent, respec-

tively, of analytics-focused CUs that do so.

This reliance on outside input could explain 

why CUs that do not prioritize data analytics 

are more likely to rely on FinTechs as solu-

tion provider partners. Among this group, 

48.5 percent considered such firms to be 

their most important solution providers, 

compared to 27.8 percent of analytics-driv-

en CUs. 
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Figure 11. Innovation methods CUs considered “important” or “very important” 
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Figure 12. CUs’ most important solution providers
Partners credit unions listed as most important, by focus on data analytics
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Figure 13. How credit unions measure new payments innovations’ ROI
Factors CUs use to determine innovations’ success, by focus on data analytics
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CUs that highlighted data analytics were 

considerably more likely than the oth-

er group to see cost-saving and reve-

nue-boosting results. The former more often 

base an innovation’s success on decreased 

operating costs for existing products (38.9 

percent), increased revenues per member 

(36.1 percent) and boosted demand for oth-

er high-margin services (36.1 percent). 

At the same time, both sides are more close-

ly aligned when measuring ROI in terms of 

increasing revenues by adding members, 

addressing competitive threats to prevent 

membership loss and reducing fraud-relat-

ed risks.

Focusing on several innovations requires 

considerably higher shares of FIs’ budgets, 

pressuring them to ensure such investments 

are worthwhile. Considering the high stakes, 

it is likely that the CUs that focus on data 

analytics will evaluate a broader range of 

metrics to determine whether innovations 

will deliver worthwhile ROIs.
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CONCLUSION CONCLUSION

30

CUs understand that innovation is key to 

both staying ahead of their competition 

and attracting and retaining members. Such 

investments also ensure these FIs do not 

fall victim to fraud, and allow members to 

remain confident that their financial needs 

will be satisfied.

Data analytics appears to be highly suc-

cessful in helping CUs meet these goals, 

whether they are focused on security inno-

vations that bolster fraud management or  

member-facing solutions like real-time  

payments. CUs invested in analytics feel  

empowered to seek a range of develop-

ments that will improve their operations 

and boost revenues. In addition to yielding 

insights into which innovations are most 

effective, data analytics are also crucial to 

speeding product delivery and helping CUs 

more quickly bring their solutions to market. 

Those that focus on data analytics are also 

more likely to devote one-quarter or more 

of their budgets to developing innova-

tions. It’s little surprise that these CUs base 

ROI measurements on a range of metrics 

like decreased operating costs, increased 

member-generated revenues and boosted 

demand for high-margin services, however, 

particularly given the scale of such invest-

ments. Analytics-focused CUs appear to 

perceive how knowledge and insights will 

shape their innovation priorities, and seem 

willing to spend sizable portions of their 

budgets on solutions that keep their oper-

ations secure and improve members’ expe-

riences. 

Knowledge is power, and analytics-driven 

CUs appear to be on the path to better 

understanding and enhancing members’ 

financial experiences — and improving the 

security of their own operations.
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ABOUT
PYMNTS.com is where the best minds and the best content meet on the web to 

learn about “What’s Next” in payments and commerce. Our interactive platform is 

reinventing the way in which companies in payments share relevant information 

about the initiatives that shape the future of this dynamic sector and make news. 

Our data and analytics team includes economists, data scientists and industry 

analysts who work with companies to measure and quantify the innovation that is 

at the cutting edge of this new world.

PSCU, the nation’s premier payments CUSO, supports the success of over 900 

Owner credit unions representing more than 2 billion transactions annually. 

Committed to service excellence and focused on innovation, PSCU’s payment 

processing, risk management, data and analytics, loyalty programs, digital banking, 

marketing, strategic consulting and mobile platforms help deliver possibilities 

and seamless member experiences. Comprehensive, 24/7/365 member support 

is provided by contact centers located throughout the United States. The origin 

of PSCU’s model is collaboration and scale, and the company has leveraged its 

influence on behalf of credit unions and their members for more than 40 years. 

Today, PSCU provides an end-to-end, competitive advantage that enables 

credit unions to securely grow and meet evolving consumer demands. For more 

information, visit pscu.com.
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