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rter researching a
:;1 ber of issues,
- e American First
Federal Credit
Union executive
team decided its

':ve-year strategic plan need-
e some revisions. Among
items at issue: a professional
survey of the organization's
66,000 members, querying
them about their financial
relationship with the credit
union.

"Not all our members
were using us as their pri-
mary institution. They might
have had three to five
accounts elsewhere," notes
Karen Dryer, senior learning
and development - specialist
for the $430 million organi-
zation in La Habra, Calif.

With survey in hand, the
Southern California credit
union knew it needed to initi-
ate changes to improve mem-
ber relationships. It went a
step farther, electing to revise
irs five-year strategic plan to
cover all aspects of credit
union functions.

Meanwhile, $448 million
Orange County's Credit
Union was facing the new
millennium wirh a dilemma. "We didn't
have a solid direction, or at least we
hadn't articulated ir," says Karen
Moyer, VP/research and development.
Like American First FCU, the 64,000-
member institution decided it was time
to create a strategic plan.

As both credit unions soon discov-
ered, developing such a plan is not for
the faint of heart. Mission, vision and
values must be articulated, core strate-
gies identified and action plans devel-
oped. The process can rake days,
weeks--or even months, in some cases.

Moyer describes the process. "We
spent approximately 10 days, through-
out the year, actually meeting on site or
off site with and without the consult-
ant. These days included meetings with
managers and other key people and
board members to obtain input and

Jump-start
strategic planning
at 'Internet speed:

"We used to do 20-year plans. Now
we do three-year plans, and even those
get fuzzy after 10 months. The target
is moving. If your plan is not fluid, it's
'credenza ware,'" she notes, adding a
rigid plan is especially detrimental in
today's highly competitive, fast-paced
marketplace where credit unions com-
pete against E-LOAN and Nordstrom
as much as the bai1k down the street.

There are other challenges. What
happens to credit unions when spon-
sor groups they serve merge or close?
Credit unions facing those scenarios

buy-in along the way as we progressed.
Of course, there were some assignments
between meetings that executives were
responsible for."

However, Moyer emphasizes, "It's
the process and planning-not the doc-
ument-that takes the time and is most
important. We were learning how to
put a planning and implementation
framework in place that we could
administer year after year. The docu-
ment itself is only a byproduct."

Management consultant Diane
johnson, CEO of Counter Intelligence
Associates, San Juan Capistrano, Calif.,
echoes Moyer's admonition. "Once the
strategic planning event is over, we tell
clients, 'you've just started the planning
process.' The plan has to be updated,
changed and tweaked regularly," says
Johnson.
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must determine how to redefine them-
selves. "We tell clients the vehicle (i.e.
strategy) that brought you to this
moment may not be the one to take you
into the future," Johnson says. That's
why planning is so important. "If our
focus is not absolute, and our vision is
not shared by all members of the lead-
ership groups, the ability to compete is
compromised. "

'VlRTUAL CONSULTANT'
Johnson discovered this firsthand when
her company recently conducted a per-
formance assessment using a Web-
based tool developed and provided by
Virtual CEO Inc. (www.virtualceo.
com). Jeff Rigsby, CEO of the San Juan
Capistrano, Calif.-based company,
explains Virtual CEO" was designed in
response to the new economy's fast-
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paced demands for planni~g;, ~e stres.ses
that using Virtual CEO IS Just a first
step and typically part of a complete
consulting exercise." Such software
doesn't eliminate the face-to-face-since
the consultant would typically meet with
the executive team to discuss results and
develop an action plan-but jump starts
the process so executives can focus on
areas already targeted by the assessment.

Web-based action-planning software
like Virtual CEO'" is designed to help
"eliminate flip charts and enable action
plans that include priorities, obje~tives,
milestones, due dates and assigned
responsibilities for each activity," he
adds. "Ideally, team members receive
copies of the plan as they leave the meet-
ing and get started immediately."

The fast start of using Web-based
action planning software was "an eye-
opener for us," Johnson says. "Even
within our small group of professionals,
there were pockets of misalignment."

For example, she prefers a freewheel-
ing or non-structured atmosphere, and
viewed that as one of her company's
strengths. Virtual CEO's analysis, how-
ever, revealed her newer consulting staff
members wanted more structure and
needed additional direction, so she is
working to implement new policies
responding to those needs.

By automating the consulting process,
Virtual CEO Inc. "allows us to do elec-
tronically what was done manually,"
says Johnson, who is using the applica-
tions to enhance her own practice. In
place of CIA's 20-page, hard-copy ques-
tionnaires, which support staff collated
by hand, Virtual CEO assessments can
be completed on line, transmitted via the
Internet and collated electronically to
produce immediate results. Moreover,
assessments can be compared to Fortune
500 companies.

Instead of comparing a high-perform-
ing credit union to another financial
institution, each credit union can be
compared with the world's best-per-
forming companies. "Too much peer
analysis is not entirely healthy," Johnson
asserts. "Being no worse than anyone in
your industry may not be sufficient to
sustain viability and compete.

"The industry cannot rest on its

past," she adds. "While credit unions
still deliver better and more personal
service than other financial entities, the
margins are harder to attain each year."

That's why strategic planning has
become crucial, Johnson stresses.
"Fifteen years ago, credit unions did not
do strategic planning. Now it's a regula-
tory requirement because it's critical to
ongoing success."

REAL RESULTS
Orange County's CU took the plunge
last year and used a version of Virtual
CEO as the first step in its strategic plan-
ning process. "It took a look at every-
one's perspective on where we are ill

terms of competitive advantage, and our
culture, character and leadership" says
Moyer, who is the credit union's coordi-
nator of strategic planning. "It helped us
quickly determine our status and where
we've fallen short."

Rather than spend a half-day or full
day with a consultant, executive team
members could complete the assessment
at their convenience. "You can save
what you've worked on and leave it. The
next day, when you have 15 minutes,
you can do a little more," Moyer says:

America First FCU completed ItS
strategic plan the traditional way, then
used Virtual CEO to validate its efforts.

Dryer compared the previous one- to
two-day planning method to the high-
tech Web-based assessment and plan-
ning process. "Virtual CEO's strategic
assessment takes about two hours. It
gets transmitted to Virtual CEO, where
their systems compile the data, then
shoot it back to you electronically. The
time saved is incredible."

The strategic assessment consists of
189 best-practice statements covering all
aspects of operations. For example, the
member service portion includes state-
ments such as: "We measure member
satisfaction by rourinely obtaining direct
feedback from those we serve" and "We
consistently exceed members' expecta-
tions." Participants can choose from a
range of responses from "strongly
agree" to "strongly disagree." They can
also respond with "I don't know" or
"non-applicable. "

"It forces you to focus on the organi-

zation as a whole, not just your depart-
ment," says Dryer. "Plus, it's anony-
mous, which is a great way to get dia-
logue going."

"Virtual CEO identifies what an or-
ganization is doing well, and not doing
well," Johnson adds. It also reveals
when an organization is focusing on
activities that do not contribute to suc-
cess, failing to live up to its stated pur-
pose, or-most important-performing
poorly in an area identified as having a
strong impact on strategic success.

"You may be doing a lot of things
well, but are they things that truly mat-
ter? You can have great systems and be
operationally sound, but if you're not
delivering on member services, you're
going to lose members," she stresses.
"You must build organizational focus.
Unless that focus is continually rein-
forced, people will work but not
achieve."

At Orange County's CU, it's Moyer's
job to maintain the strategic and tactical
focus. She holds monthly meetings with
the management team, and everyone is
required to report on the action items
assigned to him or her. She also plans to
schedule an annual review in case
changes are necessary.

American First FCU was scheduled to
repeat its Web assessment in March to
see how things have changed since incor-
porating Web-based action-planning
software into strategic planning.

Already, the new direction is having a
positive effect. For example, the credit
union incorporated relationship pricing
and assets increased considerably. The
strategic plan calls for American First
FCU to attain $500 million in assets by
2003. But as Dryer notes, "our assets are
already up to around $430 million, so
we may be looking at a more aggressive
target for 2003." •

Eve Gumpcl is a [ree- lance .business writer
based in SOlithem Califomia. Reach her at j~
egumpel@hkamarcom.com. 1)/
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