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Since 2015, CUNA Mutual Group and TruStage™ have conducted an annual consumer research study designed to help us 

understand a critical subset of the credit union marketplace: What Matters Now.™  Past reports focused on middle-income 

(2015), Millennial (2016) and non-member (2017) consumers; for 2018, we studied multicultural consumers.  

This segment was a logical choice for a variety of reasons. First, because multicultural consumers accounted for 100 percent of 

U.S. population growth and 61% of credit union member growth over the last fi ve years. Second, because the spending power 

of multicultural consumers is growing at a faster rate than that of white consumers across races. And last, because roughly half of each 

multicultural group falls into the category of middle income, which is traditionally seen as the sweet spot for credit union membership.

In addition, this research focus aligns with CUNA Mutual Group’s overarching efforts to gain a better understanding of the 

multicultural marketplace and our recent establishment of our Multicultural Center of Expertise, or MCOE.

The research uncovered a number of interesting fi ndings. Key among them was that multicultural consumers ranked 

considerably higher than whites in six key areas: optimism, hustle, living in the moment, worry, generosity and community 

spirit. These rankings resulted in important—and sometimes surprising—differences both in which fi nancial products/services 

multicultural consumers buy and how and why they buy them. 

Some of what we learned should drive credit unions to consider revamping their products and services; other insights should 

cause credit unions to reconsider their communication messages and product delivery channels. 

One of the most interesting things we uncovered: That credit unions could better meet member needs by learning from 

alternative lending sources, like payday lenders. Although these companies typically have a bad reputation in the credit union 

space, the reality is they fi ll a member need. Credit unions could do a better job serving all consumers if they borrowed a page or 

two from their playbooks.
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WHAT MATTERS NOW™

Insights From Multicultural Consumers
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KEY RESEARCH TAKEAWAYS

MULTICULTURAL CONSUMERS REPRESENT 
A HUGE OPPORTUNITY FOR CREDIT UNIONS 
BASED ON MARKET SHARE ALONE—
ESPECIALLY YOUNGER CONSUMERS
Here’s a somewhat astonishing fact: Over the last fi ve years, multicultural 
consumers have accounted for 100% of U.S. population growth and 61% 
of growth in credit union members. Turn the focus specifi cally to Millennial 
consumers and younger and it’s quickly apparent this trend is going to continue. 

It’s important for credit unions to understand the needs and challenges of this 
large and growing population.

THE IMPACT OF MULTICULTURAL CONSUMERS 
ISN’T JUST ABOUT SIZE—IT’S ALSO ABOUT 
SPENDING POWER
While the sheer number of consumers that make up the multicultural market is 
impressive, perhaps even more important is the segment’s spending power—
especially the rates at which it’s growing. In every category, the spending rates for 
people of color are growing faster than those for whites. And the purchasing power of 
multicultural consumers in the U.S. is equal to that of the entire country of Germany.

Research methodology 
for the 2018 What
Matters NowTM research
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1.   Financial Services
Market Survey

• 12,000 participants

• Understanding of fi nancial 
services behaviors, fi nancial 
literacy and confi dence, and 
needs, worries and goals of 
both consumer and credit
union membership.

2.   Segmentation Survey

• 3,500 participants
(a subset of the 12,000 survey)

• Insights into the values, opinions  
and beliefs that bind different 
groups of people together and 
drive them apart

3.  Multicultural Online Diary

• 38 participants

• Insights from African American/
Black, Asian and Hispanic 
consumers

• Online journaling, photo and 
video diary activities about their 
hopes, dreams, aspirations and 
fi nancial realities.
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Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis, Current Population Survey, World Bank, Latinum 
Network Analysis

*2015

**Annual growth from 2003-2015

ROUGHLY HALF OF MULTICULTURAL 
CONSUMERS FALL INTO THE CREDIT UNION 
SWEET SPOT: MIDDLE INCOME
Myth might have it that people of color tend to have lower incomes than 
the population at large, but here’s a fun fact: in each segment, nearly half of 
consumers are actually middle income, which nicely aligns with the credit 
union focus. As per the Pew Research data, “middle income” is defi ned as 
having an annual income of $42,000-$126,000 for a three-person household

Race/Ethnicity
Annual Purchasing 
Power*

Annual Spending
Growth Rate**

White $9.9 Trillion 1.4%

African American $1.2 Trillion 2.5%

Hispanic $1.4 Trillion 4.1%

Asians $0.8 Trillion 5.1%

Race vs. Ethnicity

Although there’s a tendency to use 
these words interchangeably, they 
do mean different things. For the 
purpose of this report, we’ll use these 
defi nitions, provided by the U.S. 
Census Bureau 

• Race is defi ned as a person’s 
self-identifi cation with one or 
more social groups including 
White, Black or African American, 
Asian, American Indian and 
Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian, 
and Other Pacifi c Islander.

• Ethnicity determines whether a 
person is of Hispanic origin or not 
and broken into two categories: 
Hispanic or Latino or Not 
Hispanic or Latino. Hispanics
may report as any race.

For this research, we designate survey 
respondents as falling into one of the 
following categories: White, African 
American, Hispanic or Asian. 
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LOANS AND PROTECTION PRODUCTS
ARE POPULAR
African American consumers are more likely than any other group to have a loan of 
any kind and more than twice as likely as white consumers to have a student loan.

And, when it comes to insurance, we’ve found that African American 
consumers are more likely to have insurance protection in general and that 
both they and Hispanic consumers show an increased propensity to purchase 
payment protection.

Something to keep in mind

As we’ve said in each of our What 
Matters Now reports, it’s important to 
remember that no market segment 
is a homogeneous group. Whether 
our research focused on middle 
income, Millennial, non-member or 
multicultural consumers, we have 
always recognized and stressed that 
each consumer is a unique individual 
and our fi ndings are designed to 
uncover general trends—not to make 
across-the-board assumptions about 
every member of that group. 

In addition, we must acknowledge 
race and ethnicity are sensitive topics 
and discrimination and prejudice 
are real. It is imperative for us to 
be aware that we can marginalize 
whole communities with something 
as simple as how we accept bill 
payments or the language we use in 
our communications. We are working 
hard as an organization to become 
more aware and responsive and 
urge credit unions to do the same.
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“INVESTMENT PRODUCTS” HAVE A BROADER
DEFINITION FOR MANY
At fi rst glance, it could appear that White and Asian consumers are much 
more likely to purchase investment products than African American and 
Hispanic consumers. 

But a deeper analysis showed that’s not necessarily the case—it’s all a matter 
of how the idea of an “investment product” is framed. While White and Asian 
consumers might be more likely to purchase traditional passive investment 
products—like mutual funds—Hispanic and African American consumers 
might take a more active approach to investment. For instance, their preferred 
investment vehicle might be fi nancing a family member’s business.

“This is a screenshot of some 
of my mobile fi nance apps. I 
have them set to remind me 
whenever I spend a certain 
amount of money. It also sends 
me an alert when my bank 
accounts get to a certain balance 
to be cautious with spending.”

Eduardo O., Hispanic
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ELECTRONIC CHANNELS—ESPECIALLY MOBILE 
APPS—ARE THE MOST COMMON WAY TO ACCESS 
FINANCIAL INFORMATION AND APPLY FOR LOANS. 
African Americans and Hispanics are frequent users of mobile apps, while 
Asian consumers are more likely to use a Web browser (though this could be 
via computer, tablet or mobile phone). And they aren’t just using these tools 
occasionally—many are using them not just daily, but multiple times a day. 

These consumers are very engaged in their fi nances and tend to be early 
adopters when it comes to tech tools—especially in the mobile space. 

Hispanic and African American consumers are both more than 10% more 
likely than Whites and Asians to check their fi nancial accounts every day. 

“I am obsessed with 
checking my banking 
account.”

Jadeeva S., African American

“Online banking is one of the 
greatest creations!”

Jasmine R., African American
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These consumers aren’t just more likely to use electronic tools to access 
existing fi nancial products, they’re also using them to apply for new ones. 

Interestingly, when optimism is linked specifi cally to fi nances, optimism 
continues but African American consumers jump to the lead. Every group is 
quite a bit more optimistic than White consumers—with a 3:1 margin between 
African Americans and Whites. 

Build a better focus group

Is your credit union setting up focus 
groups to better understand the 
needs of multicultural members? It’s 
a good idea to oversample. If a credit 
union attempts to create a group 
that mirrors the actual credit union 
makeup, it’s easy to have too few 
multicultural members to really gain 
an understanding of their needs. It 
might even be appropriate to create 
focus groups made up only of non-
white members. 

African American and 
Hispanic consumers tend 
to be optimistic. And that 
holds true regardless 
of age, income level and 
where they live. 

Multicultural consumers in every 
segment are more optimistic than 
Whites, though this disparity is most 
evident with Hispanic consumers, 
followed by African Americans. 
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CONSUMERS AREN’T JUST WAITING FOR GOOD 
THINGS TO HAPPEN—THEY KNOW THEY NEED 
TO HUSTLE TO MAKE THEM HAPPEN. 
Multicultural consumers don’t expect good things to fall into their laps. They are 
driven and focused; they believe hard work and creativity will allow them to obtain 
what they need and want. We identifi ed this mindset with questions around jobs, 
income streams, and how these consumers juggled jobs and responsibilities. 

We learned that multicultural consumers are always working toward 
something beyond their current situation. Both African American and Hispanic 
consumers describe themselves as striving for excellence at rates that are 
roughly 20% higher than White consumers. 

“I do feel confi dent, I’m 
not going to sit and be a 
Debbie downer and say my 
fi nancial situation is never 
going to change ... I’m going 
to be confi dent that I will 
overcome whatever fi nancial 
issues I have.”

Valerie F., African American

“Never let excuses hold you 
back from life.”

Jasmine R., African American

“Live your life to the 
fullest.”

Robert R., Hispanic
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In addition, both African Americans and Hispanics are more than twice as 
likely as Whites to believe they’ll have to work more than one job to accomplish 
their fi nancial goals. And Hispanic consumers are very likely to open their own 
business. In fact, Hispanics are nine times as likely as Whites to get a small 
business loan in the next fi ve years.

HUSTLE IN ACTION
Here are just a few examples from our research participants:
Beatrice: a divorce lawyer who also does pro-bono immigration law.
Eduardo: a U.S. Census worker, who’s also an aspiring police offi cer.
Darnell: a teaching assistant and a hotel consigner. 
Jadeeva: U.S. postal worker and owner of a matchmaking business

The fi nancial realities 
associated with having 
more than one job

When a single job isn’t enough to 
meet a consumer’s fi nancial needs, 
it’s not uncommon to supplement 
their income with contract work or 
“gigs.” Which can lead to an income 
stream that can vary widely from one 
week or month to another. 

An erratic income can make it 
challenging for consumers to deal 
with everyday expenses and things 
like loan repayments. Credit unions 
should keep these challenges in mind 
when structuring their products. 

“Live without pretending. 
Love without depending. 
Listen without defending. 
Speak without off ending.”

Annie N., Asian
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THESE HARDWORKING CONSUMERS VALUE—
AND PRIORITIZE—CONVENIENCE AND 
FLEXIBILITY
As they juggle paychecks and work schedules, these consumers can’t afford 
to wait to hear if they qualify for a loan: they need it N-O-W—and they’re willing 
to pay for that convenience. 

This is especially true of Hispanic consumers who are more than twice as 
likely as White and Asian consumers to prioritize convenience in their fi nancial 
products, even if they have to pay higher fees or costs to get them. 

“One friend told me about 
a company that you apply 
for a loan and they tell you 
instantly whether they can 
help you or not ... so because 
of the urgency I went ... I paid 
a lot because the interest was 
a little high ... but I really 
needed to pay rent ... even 
though the interest was very 
high it was worthwhile.”

Delia C., Hispanic
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ALL AMERICAN CONSUMERS ARE MORE 
WORRIED—AGAIN ...
During the fi rst year of What Matters Now research (2015), 62% of consumers 
reported worrying about their fi nances every day. Although that percentage 
dropped in 2016 and 2017, this year consumers were almost back to 2015 
anxiety levels, with 58% reporting daily worries about their fi nancial stability.  

…BUT MULTICULTURAL CONSUMERS ARE EVEN
MORE WORRIED
While White consumers tend to worry most about healthcare costs and 
being able to fund their retirement, people of color start there and keep piling 
on. Asian consumers add caring for a loved one to their list, while African 
Americans share all those worries plus concerns about paying bills, their 
mortgage and student loans. Hispanic consumers are the most worried of all, 
with every expense category causing them concern—sometimes up to 20% 
more concern than other consumer groups.  

Not everyone views 
alternative lenders as the 
“bad guys”

Although many see alternative 
lenders as taking advantage of 
consumers, people who use them 
would likely be quick to point out 
their advantages. In addition to fast 
approvals and processing, alternative 
lenders offer a host of other 
consumer-valued benefi ts.

• Quick approval and processing 
of loans/check cashing

• Plain and simple “menu” of 
products with easy application

• Extended hours and completely 
online services

• Incentives to save or get lower 
interest rates as time goes on

• Convenient locations and 
friendly personal service
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EVEN THOUGH THEY’RE WORRIED, 
MULTICULTURAL CONSUMERS EMBRACE 
BEING ABLE TO LIVE IN THE MOMENT
We discovered their deep appreciation for being truly present by asking 
questions around spending habits, what people were saving for, and the 
emotion and meaning behind their purchases.

Hispanic consumers especially stand out in this regard and are nearly twice 
as likely as White consumers (42% vs. 23%) to strive to live in the moment.

“How often do I feel stressed 
about money…too often.
I would like the answer to
be never but the answer is
too often.”

Jadeeva S., African American

“It’s who I worry about. My 
children. I want them to 
do better than I have. 
I want to be able to 
help them get a college 
education and a career 
and be satisfi ed. And that 
requires fi nancial stability.”

Sagrario T., Hispanic
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IN ADDITION TO EMBRACING THE NOW, 
MULTICULTURAL CONSUMERS ALSO HAVE
A STRONG SENSE OF GENEROSITY.
This was another way that people of color—especially Hispanics and African 
Americans—stood out regardless of income or age. For instance, when they 
took out a loan, it wasn’t unusual to use that loan to help someone else and to 
be glad to have the ability to fund that assistance. These consumers tended 
to have an emotional connection to the reason behind the loan, while White 
consumers typically associated getting a loan with functionality (it enabled 
them to buy something they needed).

THERE IS A STRONG SENSE OF “US” VS. “I” 
African Americans and Hispanics had the highest numbers in terms of 
believing there was power in working together and that a sense of community 
was key to achieving their goals. And even though Asian consumers showed 
the lowest numbers in terms of being able to learn and achieve when people 
worked together, their focus on community was high. All three groups topped 
White consumers when it came to serving their community. 

“It’s very important to live 
your life to the fullest 
because no day is promised 
to us. Travel the world, 
experience new people 
and new cultures.”

Jasmine R., African American

“My old car was working fi ne, 
but I wanted a nice gift for 
myself after a successful fi rst 
year of being an attorney. To 
this day, this car makes me 
feel proud and full of 
happiness because it’s a 
tangible object of my success.”

Beatrice L., Asian

“I’d like to provide for the 
people I love most and 
watch them succeed.
I would love to be able to travel 
and world and see new things 
with all my family members.”

Collin D., African American

14
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MULTICULTURAL CONSUMERS PREFER TO 
WORK WITH INSTITUTIONS THAT SHARE THEIR 
COMMUNITY FOCUS. 
These consumers don’t just value this sense of community; they actively 
choose to work with organizations they perceive as sharing it. And Hispanic 
consumers are the most likely, across categories, to seek out and expect this 
type of connection.

“I always gave some of my 
money in case anybody out 
there was suff ering and in 
need. I would donate that 
money to that person who is 
suff ering in times like these.”

Jakim S., African American

“Sometimes I worry about my 
money management because of 
my parents and our future. My 
parents are getting older and 
I want to give them more 
support when they retire.”

Hua F., Asian
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A SUBSTANTIAL PORTION OF MULTICULTURAL 
CONSUMERS WOULD PREFER TO WORK WITH A 
SINGLE FINANCIAL INSTITUTION. 
Although credit unions work hard to become all members’ primary fi nancial 
institution, their efforts are most likely to be recognized and appreciated by 
multicultural consumers. This is especially true for Hispanic consumers: almost 
half value and are looking for this type of fi nancial services relationship.  
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LEVERAGING THESE INSIGHTS TO BETTER SERVE 
MULTICULTURAL CONSUMERS

Having a better understanding of the values and concerns driving the financial 
behaviors of this segment will enable credit unions to better meet their needs. 
Here are some steps to consider taking now.

UNDERSTAND THE PRODUCTS THESE 
MEMBERS VALUE MOST—AND WHY THEY 
VALUE THEM.
The research showed that various segments of the multicultural market were 
more likely to have loans in general—with a special focus on student loans 
(African Americans) and business loans (Hispanics)—and to take out loans 
to help others and to have a more active perspective on investing (family 
business vs. mutual funds). It also showed greater uptake for insurance and 
payment protection. Credit unions should keep these things in mind when 
developing products and promoting them. 

DEVELOP LOANS WITH CONSUMER-FRIENDLY 
PAYMENT SCHEDULES. 

Consumers aren’t just looking for a financial partner that will let them select 
the day of the month when their payment is due; they’re looking for a partner 
that understands the financial realities they face and structures loans 
accordingly. For instance, perhaps this consumer is paid weekly and is more 
likely to stay on top of payments if a loan is structured with a weekly payment. 
Or they have more income during the construction season and a big drop over 
the winter months and need a payment schedule that aligns with this. What 
steps could your credit union take to meet these needs?

LEARN FROM ALTERNATIVE LOAN PROVIDERS. 
These institutions have tapped into a consumer need for convenience and 
quick turnaround on loans—and are charging for it. Does your credit union 
offer small dollar loans? And what are you doing to make access fast and 
easy and, preferably, mobile? Put off by the higher interest rates needed to 
make these loans viable from a risk perspective? Consider that a payday 
loan can have an interest rate that tops 400% and it’s easy to see credit 
unions can offer a much better alternative. 

18
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PRIORITIZE MOBILE CHANNELS.
Multicultural consumers have shown they value and use mobile channels for 
every aspect of their fi nancial lives—from paying their bills and checking their 
balances, to managing their savings and applying for a loan. They are highly 
engaged consumers, with many relying on apps daily if not hourly.  

KNOW YOUR MEMBERS AND BE THERE WHEN 
THEY NEED YOU.
As mentioned earlier in this summary, it can be all too easy to insult or 
marginalize a community through something as simple as the language 
choices on your website or requiring a loan application to happen at a branch. 
Gain a better understanding of consumer challenges and needs—plus their 
hopes, dreams and values. Incorporate these into your messaging and your 
outreach. Be a presence in the community and provide platforms to make a 
difference. These things are already ingrained in the credit union philosophy—
perhaps they just need a revisit. 
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CREATE A CREDIT UNION THAT MIRRORS THE 
COMMUNITY YOU WANT TO SERVE.
Unless credit unions hire, support and promote multicultural employees, 
consumers could justifi ably feel the system isn’t walking the talk.

SOURCES
Collage Group, Diary Research Study, December 2017
Pew Research Center analysis of the Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplements
TruStage What Matters Now™ Consumer Survey Dec 2016
TruStage member data with Acxiom overlay data on race and ethnicity, 2017
Nielsen Pop-Facts, CY 2016 aggregate of single year by race ethnicity (ASRE) with collapse Race/Ethnicity into “core” diversity cohorts.
CUNA Mutual Group Attitudes and Values Survey, 2017
2017 US Monitor Kantar Consulting
https://www.census.gov/mso/www/training/pdf/race-ethnicity-onepager.pdf
consumerfi nance.gov https://www.consumerfi nance.gov/ask-cfpb/what-is-a-payday-loan-en-1567/ accessed March 3, 2018
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