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Curating Human-Centered Design 
Principles for a Distinctively 
Credit Union Approach to Product 
Development

Before the pandemic, our innovation team set out to build a digital lending solution 

specifically for the credit union movement. Although we couldn’t have known 

it at the time, the approach to solution design we ultimately chose had all the 

right properties to keep our project on track – even through the unprecedented 

disruptions of COVID-19. 

Our team curated the approach by selecting a set of human-centered design 

principles and slotting them into a custom process suited to our organization’s 

culture and goals. The six-step process was developed to help us deliver a user-

centric omnichannel lending platform that would ultimately support credit unions 

in helping members achieve greater financial security.
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PART 1: DEPLOYING STRATEGIC RESEARCH  
AND UNCOVERING MEANINGFUL PATTERNS 3

Following two years of working within the framework, we began to see expansive 

opportunities for credit unions to emulate certain aspects of the strategy to drive 

growth through strategic innovation. This three-part series walks through each of the 

six elements of our human-centered design framework while also providing practical 

tips for credit union innovators. 

Why Human-Centered Design?

Out of the many philosophies great innovators have used to bring their ideas to life, 

human-centered design is the most closely aligned with credit union values. Keeping 

employees and members at the heart of everything credit unions do is so engrained, 

in fact, that it may not even seem all that innovative. The key is to grab that traditional 

human-centricity and retool it for the modern era.

Human-centered design is an iterative process during which builders focus on user 

needs in every single phase. The idea is to address the whole user experience by 

having a strong grip on context and drawing on the powers of empathy. 

Keeping up requires 
continual feedback from 
users and an action 
plan to respond to that 
feedback in as close to 
real time as possible. 

While keeping the user at the center of 

the design process has perhaps always 

been a good idea, it’s imperative today. 

That’s because the pace of change—  

in market realities, consumer 

preferences and sophisticated 

technologies—is rapid to say the least. 

Keeping up requires continual feedback 

from users and an action plan to 

respond to that feedback in as close  

to real time as possible. 
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Step 1: Deploying Strategic Research

OBJECTIVE:

Understand and empathize with users.
 

STRATEGY:

Conduct interviews, qualitative analysis and  
a variety of interactive design activities.

 

OUTCOME:

Discover users’ latent (and blatant) pains, 
gains, needs and jobs to be done. 

Human-centered design is used by market disruptors like Venmo, HelloFresh and 

Spotify to reimagine, build, deliver and iterate game-changing experiences that are 

perfectly tailored to the end user’s reality. 

The approach is also used by legacy companies that have spotted opportunities to 

reimagine the user experience. A great example is Kraft Heinz Company’s redesign 

of its ketchup bottle. In response to the irritation consumers reported when trying 

to get ketchup out of a full bottle, the company rolled out an inverted design. Not 

only did the new bottle’s hand grip and holding space make it easier to get ketchup 

out, it satisfied another problem some of the company’s more frugal customers had 

complained about—not being able to get at the last drop in the bottle. 

How many products, services or experiences delivered by your credit union could use 

a strategic inversion? The first step of the human-centered design process, strategic 

research, enables innovators to answer this very question. 

1
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To give strategic research the best chance of producing meaningful outcomes, 

innovators should establish clear objectives. Teams can do this by answering three 

questions at the outset of a research project:

1  | What do we want to prove or disprove?  

Before you even begin outlining a process for interviews and other qualitative 

investigations, formulate a tight hypothesis. Maybe you want to get to the bottom 

of online application abandonment rates so you can make tweaks to the platform 

driving that experience for borrowers. Perhaps your ambitions are more extensive 

and you want to identify underserved populations that could benefit from a 

relationship with your credit union. 

2  | How are we going to use this research?  
Understanding how the body of work will ultimately be leveraged enables 

researchers to structure the process and timeline appropriately. Innovators 

should think through the strategic direction, product design feedback or other 

concrete initiatives the research will enable. 

3  | How will we share our findings?  

Outlining the who, what, when, where and how of communicating research 

findings is a smart thing to do early on. Having a plan in place for the 

stakeholders who need to view the insights and in what order they need them 

prevents getting snagged by unexpected or time-consuming requests for updates. 

Do you need a beautiful one-page overview with each new finding or will weekly, 

quick-hit emails suffice?

Research has a funny way of revealing unintended 
insights. Crystal clear objectives help innovators 
resist the temptation of diving down the rabbit 
holes opened up by good research.

Dale Tomalin / Senior Manager

Digital Solutions Research and Insights, Cuna Mutual Group
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Because building empathy with users is such a strong component of human-centered 

design, qualitative (vs quantitative) research is the preferred methodology. Innovators 

should create opportunities to have conversations with the people who will ultimately 

benefit from the new or refined product, service or experience. For our team, that 

meant literally peering over the shoulders of loan officers (with their permission, 

of course) as they worked within their loan origination systems. It meant talking 

with members who were in the market for car loans and chatting with prospective 

members about when in the homebuying process they start to think about financing. 

For your credit union, qualitative research can take any number of forms, but our 

team has found one-to-one conversations work best. More insights come from 10 

conversations than 1,000 survey responses. 

Face-to-face conversations are great, and thanks to increasing comfort with virtual 

conferencing apps, it’s possible to have such interactions even from a distance. If 

staffing is an issue for the quantity of research you’d like to obtain, consider using 

the recording feature of a virtual conferencing platform. Ask participants to record 

themselves interacting with the product, service or experience you’re researching. 

The idea is to push beyond transaction or satisfaction surveys to get to the heart of a 

member’s or employee’s experience. 

Here are a few one-to-one interview best practices to consider:

• Provide interviewers with a 

discussion guide to keep them on 

track with the research objectives.

 

• Practice having conversations 

with internal dry-runs to test the 

effectiveness of the discussion guide 

and train the interviewer on pivoting 

when conversations inevitably veer 

off course. 

• Revise questions when necessary. If 

they work, great. If they don’t, change. 

Think progress over perfection.  

• Ask questions even if you may not like 

the answer. Listen for what you need 

to hear, not what you want to hear.  

• Always have at least one other person 

observe the interview. This becomes 

very important in Step 2. 
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Step 2: Uncovering Meaningful Patterns

OBJECTIVE:

Synthesize feedback gathered during research. 
 

STRATEGY:

Cluster individual pieces of data into groups  
of similar data points. 

 

OUTCOME:

Recognize patterns of user attitudes and behaviors. 

Once findings from the initial go at strategic research are in, it’s time to distill the 

information into meaningful insights. Innovators should plan to devote the most 

time in this phase. 

2

My advice to credit union innovators is don’t short cut the 
synthesis of feedback. That’s where the magic is formed. 
You’ll want to go fast; you’ve done all the research. But, 
uncovering patterns is an art more than a science. It  
takes a lot of rework and a number of minds. The beauty  
of synthesis comes from multiple perspectives.
 
Dale Tomalin / Senior Manager

Digital Solutions Research and Insights, Cuna Mutual Group
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Our team has developed a regimented, yet highly enjoyable, process that turns 

nebulous concepts into concrete learnings. Here’s how we go about it…

During our interviews, we always have at least two people listening and taking notes 

in addition to the researcher conducting the interviews. Each note taker writes down 

observations on a certain color of sticky notes assigned only to that note taker. 

After all interviews in the initial study are complete, the team comes together and 

clusters the sticky notes onto a whiteboard. The clusters represent things like pains, 

gains, needs and jobs to be done. (During the pandemic, we pivoted to the use of an 

online whiteboard platform, which was a very effective way to collaborate in real-time.) 

Initial observations happen at a glance. If a certain cluster has all the colors of the 

rainbow, we know multiple observers heard the same thing from our participants.
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Here are a few best practices to consider 

as your team works to synthesize its 

strategic research findings:

• Develop a synthesis agenda that 

defines clear objectives to rally  

the team around what needs to  

be accomplished. 

• Be fluid; learn and adjust your 

activities or process based on what 

works best for your group. 

• Engage team members across the 

credit union for unique lenses on 

the research.

• Keep groupings rough to begin with; 

use a fine-tooth comb later as you 

transform your learnings into solid 

patterns, and eventually, insights. 

• Discuss what you are finding/

grouping along the way. What did 

person A find interesting, and are 

there ties to person B’s thoughts?

• Define your stopping point. 

Determine what “good” looks like 

so you stick to a progress-over-

perfection approach.



Six Steps to Innovation… 
on a Continuous Loop

Human-centered design begins with strategic research and the synthesizing 

of feedback into patterns. But, innovators soon find themselves back to having 

more one-to-one conversations with users and synthesizing feedback from those 

conversations. This is because the entire approach is cyclical and continuously  

draws on user perceptions to ensure the product, service or experience remains 

relevant and competitive. 

Keep an eye on AdvantEdge.Digital for the next two parts in this series, which will 

explore steps 3 through 6 below.

Cuna Mutual Group is the marketing name for Cuna Mutual Holding Company, a mutual insurance holding company, its  
subsidiaries and affiliates. AdvantEdge Digital Proprietary. Further Reproduction, Adaptation or Distribution Prohibited. ©2021

For more information, visit  

AdvantEdge.Digital
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Step 3: Identifying Opportunities

OBJECTIVE:

Identify opportunities that are desirable, feasible and viable.
 

STRATEGY:

Vet patterns for relevance in context of industry,  
market and member realities.

 

OUTCOME:

Outline actionable areas that reflect a clear path to success. 

In the first part of our series on human-centered design, we talked about the 

importance of deploying foundational research to gain context and empathy with 

the eventual users of the product, service or experience your credit union is building. 

Secondarily, we discussed how this research can be strategically coalesced to help 

innovators identify patterns within the research. 

Following strategic research and the identification of meaningful patterns, innovators 

are ready to introduce the rubber to the road. In other words, they are in a position to 

turn insights into action, identifying opportunities and developing solutions aligned 

to those opportunities. 

3
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Checking 3 Critical Boxes: Desirability. Feasibility. Viability. 

For credit unions, in particular, discovering opportunities is less about finding 

new things to sell and more about discovering new ways to create exceptional 

experiences and financial wellbeing for members. The aim, therefore, is to pinpoint 

areas of innovation focus that make the most sense for investment of the credit 

union’s time and other resources.  

It’s especially helpful to think about opportunities through three lenses:

If your strategic 

research and pattern 

identification was 

effective, desirability 

will be the simplest of 

the three qualities to 

assess. After all, the 

people you most want to 

serve already expressed 

what they most want out 

of a product, service or 

experience.  

 

Desirability Feasibility Viability

Simply put, feasibility 

describes an opportunity 

your credit union can 

realistically solve for. 

It’s not uncommon for a 

team of well-intentioned 

innovators to attack 

an opportunity that 

is desirable before 

assessing whether it can 

realistically be developed 

and at what cost. 

 

 

Viability is where the 

opportunity must 

be assessed for 

sustainability. Innovators 

work in close contact 

with internal or external 

consulting teams to 

understand the business 

case for addressing  

the opportunity with  

a new product, service  

or experience. 
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While many organizations understand the criticality of desirability, feasibility and 

viability, there are common stumbling blocks. For one, the three traits are often 

considered as isolated goals rather than interdependent. Meeting two of the three is 

considered good enough. 

How do you know if you’ve pinpointed a 
good opportunity? First, users want it. 
Second, you can build against it. Third,  
you can charge for it in a way that drives 
profit or sustains the organization.
 
Ben Weismer / Director, Product Innovation 
AdvantEdge Digital

Another common mistake is to assess 

desirability, feasibility and/or viability 

too far down the road. Especially 

for product teams following a more 

traditional waterfall approach, in which 

all components are built in order, the 

focus can lean too heavily on meeting 

feasibility standards. It’s not difficult 

to see how desirability can fall off the 

radar when you’re heads down on the 

challenges of engineering. Although 

it makes for a moving cinematic 

sentiment, “If we build it, they will 

come,” doesn’t track with a human-

centered, agile approach to innovation.   
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As your credit union deploys its opportunity assessment, keep the following  

best practices in mind:

• Assess opportunities immediately on the heels of research and pattern 

identification. The earlier you can vet your idea through the critical three 

standards, the less risk you introduce into the process of innovation. 

 

• Collaborate with as many internal teams as possible. IT leaders, product 

architects, engineers and business analysts can be a big help assessing 

feasibility. Likewise, product development and go-to-market leaders will  

lend a lot of expertise to discussions of viability.

• Remember the double bottom line imperative. Credit unions have a lot of 

wiggle room when it comes to defining feasibility and viability. Certainly, you 

can’t support an innovation that will drain the organization of funding; you 

may, however, be able to prioritize the financial wellbeing of members over an 

overflowing revenue stream.  

• Viability can also be assessed by thinking through an entire product suite.  

Look at the Amazon Kindle. A notorious loss leader, the Kindle nonetheless 

seamlessly brought readers into the Amazon ecosystem. Same is likely true for 

the number of “smart” devices Amazon is delivering to homes across the world. 

Especially when we think of data as a valuable currency, it’s easy to see that 

monetization can be accomplished in a lot of different ways. 

https://advantedge.digital/blog/using-ai-to-strike-the-right-balance-between-innovation-and-risk
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2011/10/yes-kindle-fire-loss-leader/337237/
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Step 4: Developing Solutions

OBJECTIVE:

Develop fresh solutions aligned with the organization’s 
mission and its constituents’ needs.  

 

STRATEGY:

Ideate products, services and experiences that address 
users’ pains, gains and jobs to be done.

 

OUTCOME:

A stream of design deliverables and requirements to  
move a solution into live development. 

Innovation Can Happen in the Margins 

Human-centered design is not only good for the development of entirely new 

products. When your team hits the stage of considering solutions, you may want to 

start by looking at existing areas of the credit union that may benefit from retooling. 

Take indirect lending, for example. What would happen if that program were 

disrupted by making it easier for borrowers to redeem pre-approval in app? Or 

what if loan officer time could be freed up by adding pre-approval applications to 

an in-branch kiosk? These are just two examples of how human-centered design 

innovation doesn’t have to build something new from the ground up; it can  

simply smooth out an experience, drawing in new user groups and potentially  

new members along the way. 

4
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This is similar to how our team developed the AdvantEdge Digital lending solution. 

Applying for loans digitally is not, in and of itself, an entirely new concept. But desire 

for something entirely new was not what we heard from the auto and home buyers we 

talked to in our strategic research. They were looking for something extra — intuitive 

UX, streamlined processes, transparency, and overall, less anxiety in what is commonly 

viewed as an emotionally and financially stressful process for many people. 

During our competitive analysis, we discovered a digital 
communication feature that’s extremely popular in the 
existing marketplace did not get positive feedback from 
our user groups. We used that intelligence to pivot and 
design for stronger human-to-human communication 
between lenders and borrowers. 
 
Samantha Ziesemer / Innovation Product Manager 

AdvantEdge Digital

Ideating solutions is an enjoyable, but complex, process. Here are some of the 

lessons our team learned as we navigated the solutions development step:

• Survey the competitive landscape to fill in differentiation gaps. Analyze solutions 

already live in the marketplace see how well they solve for your interview 

subjects’ pains, gains, needs and jobs to be done. This can vastly accelerate the 

development of an initial set of features for your innovation.

• Go back to your interview subjects (or people of similar personas). Ask them to 

rank your top-contender solutions in terms of desirability. This step, which can be 

accomplished using a simple survey, will narrow lengthy lists of possible solutions.  

• Run remaining solutions through a series of matrixes, such as value vs. effort, 

cost to deliver vs. return on investment, table stakes vs. differentiator, to reach 

your most desirable, feasible and viable solution. 



At the end of the day, any product, service or experience solution the team settles on 

should be iterative. Establishing a minimally viable product (MVP) is the closest any 

team at this stage of development can get to saying they are “done.” Of course, even 

reaching the eventual MVP stage cannot truly be characterized as a completion. 

 

All product designers in the digital age know that within days, sometimes within 

minutes, of an MVP launch, they are already working on what’s next. The feedback 

loop is powerful and never ceases, at least if you’re executing human-centered 

design to the fullest.  

 

Keep an eye on AdvantEdge.Digital for the final part in this series, which will explore 

steps 5 and 6 below. 
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Step 5: Designing, Prototyping and Testing

OBJECTIVE:

Distill a product design that achieves the vision  
in a validated way. 

 

STRATEGY:

Execute a continuous stream of design deliverables,  
requirements and research results. 

 

OUTCOME:

Move into live development of the solution.   

In part 1 and part 2 of our series on human-centered design, we walked through the 

initial four of six steps our product team has used to build fintech solutions for the 

modern member. Ironically, the last of our remaining steps — prototyping, launching 

and iterating — are anything but final. In fact, the “end” of the human-centered 

design process is merely the beginning. That’s because the best product innovation is 

cyclical. You might even say product design in the digital era is never really finished.

5
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Strategic Empathy Ensures a 
Compelling User Experience  
Across Personas

The design phase is all about bringing 

imagined solutions to life with an eye toward 

functionality, elegance and usability. While 

the main idea is to learn how users want 

to interact with the new product, service 

or experience, there is another side of the 

empathy coin that’s important to explore 

during this phase — anticipating future pains, 

gains, needs and jobs to be done. 

By this point in the human-centered design process, most current user needs 

will be known. Some may still be latent, but the majority have been uncovered 

through strategic research and the refinement of solution ideas. However, great 

product designers know meaningful innovation can change everything we 

know about a particular experience. That belief compels designers to become 

usability detectives, constantly monitoring and investigating new behaviors and 

preferences brought on by market trends, or perhaps even the innovation itself.  

Take Uber, for instance. The company’s product designers use an immersion 

technique to understand how people use the things Uber has already designed,  

like Uber Eats. Immersing themselves in the Uber Eats driver experience revealed  

a significant pain point. Drivers were having a hard time finding parking spaces  

near restaurant entrances. To solve the problem, the Uber Eats design team 

added a new feature to the already in-market driver app, one that provided  

step-by-step directions for faster pickups.  

https://www.yukti.io/what-is-design-thinking-5-stages-in-design-thinking-process/
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Workflow Considerations for  
Fintech Solutions

Workflows are an essential piece of the design process. There are a variety of methods 

that can be used, from wireframes to flip books, to help designers, engineers and 

programmers visualize how users will navigate the innovation, as well as the different 

considerations users will go through as they engage with the new solution. Designers 

also use workflows to look for opportunities to reduce friction or eliminate wasted steps. 

Education and comprehension are critical components of human-centered design 

in financial services, and therefore, must be considered as you build out different 

versions of the workflow. Take a digital mortgage lending solution, for example. 

Designers must find ways to make the complicated processes of applying for and 

closing a mortgage loan not only smooth, but comprehensive. Both user personas in 

this circumstance  — the borrower and the lender — need clear documentation that 

is easily understood. As anyone who’s been through the process of buying a home 

knows, that’s a tall order. 

Credit union fintech designers solving for complicated financial transactions must 

study common complexities. Only with a strong understanding of how users work 

through their issues can they build features to improve the experience. This could  

be as simple as a self-service feature, such as an info icon, or as sophisticated as  

an AI agent backed by natural language processing.   

When it comes to design, it’s important to talk 
about innovating, but not at the cost of utility. 
Innovation must be intentional and purpose-driven 
to be most transformative. We can come up with 
a really awesome interface, but if it doesn’t solve 

any problems, we’ve missed the mark. 
 
Jeff Allen / Director, User Experience 
AdvantEdge Digital
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Here are a few best practices that will set your human-centered design team up  

for success:

• Involve designers in the process early, from day one of strategic research,  

so they are aware of the different personas who will be using the product. 

• Write first-person stories from the viewpoint of each persona to inform 

relevant workflows. Use this basic framework: “As a [persona], I want to  

[job to be done] so that [outcome].” This is often referred to as behavioral 

design, a close cousin to human-centered design. 

• Have conversations about the personality of your product, service or 

experience. The language and tone of a robochat feature, for example, should 

match your credit union’s brand to provide the most seamless experience. 

• Ensure all prototypes are reviewed by legal and compliance experts. Even 

beta and pilot products should be vetted if the intention is to present them to 

real consumers (vs. test subjects who will not complete actual transactions).

• Consider taking a mobile-first approach to design. Building for a small screen 

forces designers to focus on what’s most important. It’s always easier to 

expand than to shrink. 
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Step 6: Go Live and Iterate

OBJECTIVE:

Continue to enhance the minimally viable product (MVP)  
by collecting additional learnings ahead of launch.

 

STRATEGY:

Continuously test with real or potential users to uncover 
pain points in the proposed experience.

 

OUTCOME:

A market-leading, yet persistently improving, solution  
that empowers credit union members to live their  
best financial lives.   

Innovators Value Progress Over Perfection 

In the final (not final) stage of human-centered design, a minimally viable product is 

released into the wild. It’s time to see if the solution resonates as well as anticipated 

with the users you’ve been meticulously studying and seeking to serve exceptionally 

well through your innovation. 

6
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Of course, there is a lot of work to complete before launch day. After an initial 

prototype is created, the research and insights team kicks off a period of evaluative 

research. Their objective is to make recommendations for improvements based on 

empathy and context. Essentially, they are working to ensure any confusion or pain 

points identified are adequately addressed before the solution is built. 

After evaluative research is completed, the solution then moves into development. 

Once the experience is built in the demo environment, the research and insights 

team conducts usability testing. Users who are in the right context (e.g., shopping 

for a car or planning to get a mortgage) interact with the solution, and the 

research and insights team watches for any glitches or hang-ups in completing or 

understanding tasks. Generally, these tests are unmoderated; however, one-on-one 

interviews or virtual “over the shoulder” shadows can be conducted, as well. 

Once the research and insights team is satisfied the solution is ready, it’s taken live. 

Working under a “progress over perfection” mindset, the team is comfortable with 

discovering the need for enhancements even after the solution is in the market.  

In fact, they relish the opportunity. 

Not every innovation requires a full-blown 
prototype before it enters the evaluative 
research phase. We’ve worked with simple 
screenshots to gather user feedback. 
 
Alissa Pfeiffer / Consumer Insights Manager 

AdvantEdge Digital
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A few best practices for research and insights teams to consider:

• Some recommended improvements will require a second round of evaluative 

research, but most will not. Because they are working directly from user feedback, 

research and insights teams can be confident the changes they recommend will 

click with users.

 

• Usability tests do not have to be extensive. In fact, a single day’s worth of user 

tests can provide enough insight to keep marching forward toward launch day.  

• Screening users is very important. You want to make sure the people testing your 

innovation are people who would actually use it in real life. So, while you might 

include a broad range of ages, you might narrow your pool to only those people  

in the market to buy a car or apply for a credit card, depending on the solution 

you’re building. 

• You can recruit a variety of participants, such as current and prospective 

members, as well as family and friends who meet the above criteria. 

• A few mantras to keep in mind: Good is good enough. No decision is the last 

decision. Progress over perfection. 

You have finished step 6. But, you’re far from finished. Remember, human-centered 

design is cyclical. Above all else, though, it’s member-first. As your members 

change, your solutions should change. There is no such thing as too much iteration, 

particularly when rooted in empathy. At the end of the day, credit union innovation is 

about changing the way credit unions do things so members can have the tools and 

guidance they need to live their best financial lives. This simply can’t be achieved 

with a set-it-and-forget-it product strategy. 
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some of which 
become

which we explore 
creatively to find

that we prototype 
and test during

until consumers like 
it well enough for

1
Deploy 
strategic  
research  
using qualitative  
methods.

2
Uncover 
meaningful 
patterns by 
clustering research 
into groups of 
similar data points.

3
Identify 
opportunities 
that are desirable, 
feasible and viable.

4
Develop fresh 
solutions that 
address users’ 
pains, gains,  
needs and jobs  
to be done.

5
Prototype and 
test through 
iterative design 
and continual 
feedback. 

6
Go live and 
continuously iterate 
from minimally 
viable product (MVP) 
to market-winning 
solution. 

So, take a day to celebrate. Step 6 is a major milestone that deserves applause and 

recognition, maybe even a party. Tomorrow, pack away the decorations and pick right 

back up where you started, talking one-on-one with the people your innovation is 

purpose-built to serve.  

To learn more about AdvantEdge Digital’s lending and analytics solutions — and how 

we can help your credit union activate the principles of human-centered design in 

your innovation strategy — contact us today.

https://AdvantEdge.Digital
https://advantedge.digital/schedule-a-demo



