
I was truly inspired by this book, and I wholeheartedly recommend it 
to anyone embarking on developing a culture of needs-based selling, 
whether as an executive or as a manager eager to elevate their team’s 
potential through the power of coaching techniques. It offers a clear 
and transformative perspective on the journey ahead and an action-
able framework successfully shifting culture, making complex concepts 
easy to understand and implement.

Heiwote Tadesse, CUDE, EVP, Member Relations, Associated 
Credit Union

Michael Neill’s experience, sense of humor, and brilliance have 
informed our movement’s strategy for years. As credit unions invest in 
coaching and leading member engagement, Developing and Maintain-
ing a Sales and Service Culture shares evergreen and powerful insights 
grounded in practical experience that can ensure they elevate impact 
on members’ lives. Throughout my career, I’ve leveraged this book, and 
it transformed my approach. Once you start reading, you’ll be referring 
to it for years to come.

Tansley Stearns, President & CEO, Community Financial 
Credit Union
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FOREWORD

I ’m thrilled to introduce Developing and Maintaining a Sales and Ser-
vice Culture, a valuable guide created by my friend Mike Neill, a 

leader in reshaping organizational culture in the credit union move-
ment. Mike brings his expertise to the forefront, sharing insights that 
have already helped countless teams thrive and now reach an even 
wider audience.

From the first page, he challenges us to rethink what it means to 
build a culture of service and sales, encouraging us to move beyond 
traditional ideas. His approach is straightforward: creating a lasting 
sales and service culture requires a continuous investment in skills and 
accountability. It’s not a one-time effort, but a journey of growth, with 
practical steps that anyone can start applying immediately.

What I especially enjoy in this book is Mike’s down-to-earth style. 
Just like in his previous book, he presents concepts in a way that feels 
digestible, walking us through each stage with clear examples and 
actionable advice. Whether he’s breaking down how to set meaningful 
goals, navigate tough conversations, or recognize team achievements, 
his guidance is grounded, making it easy to implement.

In our field, where member impact is at the heart of everything, 
this book reminds us to focus on people—not just on goals or met-
rics. True leadership is about doing something for our employees, not 
to them, a powerful distinction that transforms the way we lead. It’s 
about helping employees feel supported and engaged, which ultimately 
strengthens the entire organization.

This book emphasizes the importance of aligning everyone’s 
actions with the organization’s mission, with a straightforward 
approach that anyone can follow:
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1.	The mission defines and sets clear behavior expectations 
for everyone.

2.	With thoughtful coaching and training, employees develop 
these behaviors.

3.	These behaviors foster a positive culture that drives results, leading 
to higher engagement and sustainability.

Throughout the book, Mike’s commitment to improving organiza-
tional performance and approachable style makes it feel like you have 
a personal coach guiding you every step of the way. As you read, you’ll 
find yourself nodding along, inspired to put these lessons into action. 
This book is more than a guide; it’s a partner on the journey to elevat-
ing our organizations and teams.

So, dive in, take these insights to heart, and let’s continue to 
#MoveTheMovementForward together—creating teams and leaders 
who will shape the future of our industry for years to come.
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1
WHAT IS A SALES 
AND SERVICE 
CULTURE?
“There are always two choices, two paths to take. One is 
easy. And its only reward is that it’s easy.” — Unknown

TO UNDERSTAND THE DEFINITION OF A SALES AND 
SERVICE CULTURE, WE MUST FIRST UNDERSTAND 

THE BASIC CONCEPT OF A CULTURE.
My working definition of a culture is an agreed-upon method 

of thinking and behaving. This right way of doing things is taught 
to those who assimilate into the culture. If I act outside the cultur-
al norm, there is a price to pay. If I act within it, life moves much 
more smoothly.

A culture can be changed in a short period of time. When employ-
ees fail to pass along the accepted way of thinking and acting, or decide 
a new way is better, the existing culture can be replaced with a new 
one rather quickly.

A sales and service culture develops when a credit union exerts 
continuous effort to teach sales and service skills along with establish-
ing methods to hold employees accountable.
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How Is a Sales and Service Culture Different 
from Sales and Service Training?
In my experience, training alone will cause a behavior change in a 
small minority of people. I feel I do a pretty good job teaching employ-
ees how to sell and provide outstanding service. However, if these 
skills require a change in their behavior, what ultimately motivates 
them to make a change? Any motivation I provide through training 
is temporary. They can leave my seminar ready to take on the world. 
Unfortunately, reality sets in on their first day back at work when the 
new skill is uncomfortable to use. Most people drop the skills learned 
in training early on. They know what to do and that doing certain 
things will make them better, but they can’t make themselves do the 
things. Why does this happen?

Have you ever tried to lose weight? I was on a diet for seven years 
and gained thirty-two pounds. Every morning, I swore, Today will be 
the day I begin my new diet. My commitment lasted until about 10:30 
a.m., when I would see the employees in the loan department enjoy-
ing their daily smorgasbord of sweets that had been baked the night 
before. The next thing I knew, I’d be shoving one of everything into 
my mouth. Afterwards I felt guilty and would swear to begin again . . . 
tomorrow. Over the seven years on this diet plan, each day began with 
the commitment to do better. And what happened? When the discom-
fort of following the diet began, I quit.

The same thing happens when we ask employees to do things dif-
ferently. A few will push through the discomfort and master the skill. 
Some won’t even try. Most will give it a shot and quickly revert to what 
is most comfortable. This is why I turn down invitations to present 
sales and service training when there is no plan to develop an infra-
structure to develop the skills culturally.

What are the seven steps required to build a sales and service 
culture? 



What Is a Sales and Service Culture?

11

1.	Develop sales and service coaches who can grow employees to their 
full potential.

2.	Hire employees who have the ability to provide outstanding service 
and perform relationship selling.

3.	Train employees in how to provide superior service—which, 
for them, looks like being able to identify members’ needs 
and understand what products or services could meet their 
specific needs.

4.	Develop and communicate a vision for a sales and service culture.
5.	Set service and sales goals.
6.	Track performance.
7.	Develop and provide incentives for those who exceed the 

standard performance.

In the following pages, we will examine how to use these seven ele-
ments to create a credit union that exceeds members’ expectations and 
ensures long-term financial success.
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2
WHY IS IT CRITICAL 
TO DEVELOP A 
SALES AND SERVICE 
CULTURE?
“We can’t become what we need to be by remaining 
what we are.” — Oprah Winfrey

I ’m a former banker. While I worked at the bank, the concept of sales 
culture began to develop. The basic idea was to get employees to sell 

as much as they could to customers, whether they needed the prod-
ucts or not. While the end goal was not very admirable, the process of 
developing a culture to support the behavior made sense.

When I left banking and went to work at the Southern Feder-
al Credit Union as the vice president of branch operations, I learned 
that a credit union is “not for profit, not for charity, but for service.” 
Account holders are members, not customers. Credit unions offer 
low-interest-rate loans, free checking, and low fees. I thought to myself, 
People should be fighting to use the credit union as their primary financial 
institution. However, what I saw at the credit union was only average 
service, and checking and Visa penetration was only approximately 20 
percent. Our overall product penetration was about two products per 
person. If we were so great, why didn’t the members want to do more 
business with us? We didn’t have more business because we weren’t 
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asking for it. So developing a sales and service culture seemed like a 
natural response.

Over time, the Southern Federal Credit Union came to be rated 
by Callahan & Associates as No. 2 in the nation in its peer group for 
product penetration. This did not happen by accident, nor did it hap-
pen quickly, but it did happen. It happened because the credit union 
chose to live up to its commitment: not for profit, not for charity, but 
for service. If a credit union can save members money and make their 
lives better, telling them how we can do this is merely an extension 
of service.

What Is Service?
Great service is difficult to define and even more difficult to find. 
When I ask, “What is good service?” most people define it as:

•	 Fast
•	 Friendly
•	 Accurate
•	 Personal
•	 Consistent

Service is all those things, but there is an element missing from 
that list: finding ways to help beyond what is expected.

Let’s look at how this could work in a credit union. Two mem-
bers come in to apply for a car loan. The member service representative 
(MSR) completes the paperwork and tells the members they will have 
an answer by the next morning. The MSR reviews credit reports to 
determine how the members have managed their debt. What if the 
MSR saw that the members have a credit card with a local bank, four 
credit lines totaling $10,000, and a ten-year-old mortgage with an 
original balance of $75,000 and a current balance of $50,000? What 
if the MSR took the opportunity to tell the members how the cred-
it union could save them money on their Visa cards and roll their 
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high-interest-rate unsecured debt into a low-rate home equity loan? 
Now that would be service. The members expected a reply on their 
auto loan. What they got was much, much more. This is value-added 
service that exceeds members’ expectations.

Members expect credit unions to be accurate, fast, consistent, and 
friendly. If we fail to be any one of these things, we disappoint them. 
If we are all those things, we have merely met members’ expectations. 
If we can make members’ lives better, we have made a member for life. 
Relationship selling is merely an extension of good service.

What Is Relationship Selling?
Relationship selling is built on the principle that a good sale bene-
fits both the buyer and the seller. We should never sell something to 
members they do not need. Our job is to find out what members need 
and provide them with information that will make their lives better. 
Relationship selling cannot be achieved without a foundation of great 
service. We must learn to value members and to develop trust with 
them before we can think about selling.

I have seen some credit unions bypass the step of developing out-
standing service. This creates an atmosphere in which each member is 
a potential cross-selling opportunity. You don’t like to feel this way as a 
consumer. Credit unions can’t do it this way and stay true to the foun-
dation principles of the movement. Any effort to instill a sales culture 
must be based on the cornerstone of concurrently developing a service 
culture. All the efforts of the credit union are directed at making mem-
bers’ lives better. Why do we resist the concept of selling?

Can you think of a situation in which you were frustrated or angry 
as the result of your interaction with a salesperson? Your response may 
be, Which one do you want me to tell you about? There are so many I can 
discuss. When I ask participants of my sales training workshop, the first 
adjective they use to describe a salesperson is “pushy.” It is almost one 
word, “pushysalesperson.”
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Most of us have negative images of selling based on our experi-
ences with salespeople. Therefore, when the term “selling” comes up 
in relation to the credit union, many managers and board members 
respond, “We would never sell to our members!” What then is the 
alternative for the credit union to facilitate increased business? Many 
credit unions, while revolted at the concept of selling, subscribe to a 
product promotion mentality. Great promotions have their place, but 
let’s look at what happens when product promotion is used instead of 
building a sales and service culture.

The marketing director says, “Let’s have a super-duper Visa blow-
out month. We’ll put up banners and have the tellers hand everyone a 
Visa brochure. If we reach our goal for new Visa cards, let’s give every-
body a pizza party!”

We know what happens next. The tellers hand out hundreds of 
Visa applications over the course of the month. The member does not 
know why they are handed the Visa brochure. Members who already 
have a Visa card throw the brochure in the trash. Some members, how-
ever, are very excited to see the brochure come their way. They are the 
members you have already turned down for a Visa card.

As the month wears on, the marketing director spends less and less 
time visiting the loan department. The reason for the decreased con-
tact is that, upon observation, the loan officers can’t be seen as they are 
buried behind stacks of Visa brochures, most of which will be denied.

Promotion-based marketing is like door-to-door selling. The only 
difference is the member is coming to you instead of you going to 
them. Everyone gets a brochure whether they need one or not.

Relationship selling solves this problem. Using it, we develop trust 
with a member by providing outstanding personal service. We notice 
a need and offer a solution that makes sense for the individual. This is 
not what we think of when we think of selling. Our memory conjures 
up a vision of plaid polyester pants, white patent leather shoes, and 
the comment, “What’ve I got to do to make you drive out in this car 
tonight?” We have seen it done poorly so many times that we draw the 
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conclusion that this is the way selling is done. We must redefine selling 
rather than run from it.

How Do Credit Unions Compete?
We have been taught that success in any business comes from being 
discernibly superior to the competition regarding one or more of the 
following attributes:

•	 Price
•	 Product
•	 Convenience

Let’s examine how credit unions compare to our competitors 
regarding each of these attributes.

Price — We are merely competitive. In Q1 2024, S&P Global 
Market Intelligence highlighted a significant difference between bank 
and credit union rates. Credit union credit card rates were nearly 300 
basis points lower than those at banks. Auto loan rates were up to 111 
basis points lower. Let’s not discuss the introductory offers on credit 
cards and Ford Motor Credit’s auto loan rates.

Product — Credit unions rarely invent new products. We 
copy what others have found successful or what members demand 
we provide.

Convenience — Most credit unions lag in this area. Large banks 
have thousands of branch locations and ATMs. Their pricing provides 
profits to support large investments in technology to improve custom-
er access. Credit unions are forced to provide similar services to retain 
members rather than create members.

In each of the above areas, there is no positively discernible differ-
ence the credit union can look to that will create and keep members. 
The only solid foundation for credit unions to build on will be ser-
vice. Service has been the motto and focus of credit unions from their 



18

DEVELOPING A SALES AND SERVICE CULTURE

inception and will be the only cost-effective method to provide a posi-
tive difference between our competitors and us.

For credit unions to thrive, we must provide the highest-quali-
ty service in our markets and look at members to find ways we can 
improve the quality of their financial lives. If and when we commit 
to doing the work to achieve this goal, credit unions will become 
peak performers.
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3
THE IMPORTANCE 
OF STRATEGIC 
PLANNING
“When you come to a fork in the road, take it.”  
— Yogi Berra

One of the most important and least often performed activities 
in sales and service culture development is strategic planning. 

Implementing a sales and service culture is no less an undertaking 
than a system conversion or a new product, two activities for which we 
would surely plan. As you will discover in the coming pages, develop-
ing a sales and service culture touches every aspect of the organization. 
As a result, all parties must be involved in planning to make the cul-
tural implementation a success.

How Does Strategic Planning Relate to 
Building a Sales and Service Culture?
1. Ensure that those who will be involved in directing the implemen-
tation have a clear picture of what a sales and service culture is. When 
one uses the term “sales culture,” there may be as many ideas of what 
that means as there are people. Have a firm idea of what form the 
sales and service culture is to take and be able to express that to those 
involved in the planning process.
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2. Ensure that all functional elements of the operation are involved 
in the planning process. It is easy to see how branch operations would 
need to be an integral element of the planning process because branch 
employees will be using sales and service skills daily. However, you will 
discover that those in the accounting, human resources, and informa-
tion services departments will be needed to make the cultural shift 
a success.

3. Ensure that those who are to be responsible for coaching employ-
ees are involved in the planning process. One of my early mistakes in 
developing a sales and service culture was telling those who would be 
impacted the most by the results of the planning what they had to do. 
This left them frustrated and left me without valuable insight as to how 
the actions I had planned would be received. When I began to use the 
coaches as an important part of the planning process, I received more 
buy-in for the actions planned. I also learned more about the issues 
that would make the implementation more or less effective from the 
employee’s standpoint. Creating a sales and service culture is some-
thing you do with people, not to people.

4. Move slowly, but deliberately. Rome was not built in a day, nor 
is a sales and service culture. For most credit unions, the process of 
building will take more than a year. You are not installing a new com-
puter, you are changing a way of thinking and behaving. Be patient 
but keep moving forward. If you pace the implementation steps, you 
will not overextend the resources of the organization. All other work 
does not stop while the credit union becomes a sales organization. A 
paced but focused approach will ensure that the credit union remains 
on track without overreaching what it can realistically do.

5. Follow the plan without succumbing to the “tyranny of the 
urgent.” As with most strategic plans, the biggest problem is a lack 
of follow-through. In fact, I truly believe many of us plan because it 
provides the comfort of doing something without actually having to 
do the thing. Many issues, most of an urgent nature, will easily side-
track the credit union from its sales and service culture goal. In fact, 
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when you begin to change the culture in the organization, most will 
expect the credit union to not see the plan through. They have seen it 
happen before.

Today’s plans become tomorrow’s excuses. Employees will believe 
the credit union is committed to it when they see the credit union 
committed to it. Stay the course.

I have provided a sample timeline for the aspects of sales and service 
culture implementation common to all credit unions in the Appendix.
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4
DEVELOPING SALES 
AND SERVICE 
COACHES
“Coaching is keeping the guys who hate you away from 
the rest who are undecided.” — Casey Stengel

Why Is Coaching Important?
How important is coaching? Can you think of a team with outstand-
ing talent that consistently underachieved? Can you remember a team 
that had only average talent that defied all odds to win a champion-
ship? The answer to both, for most of us, is yes. The difference between 
a championship team and a losing team is often coaching. Coaching 
is the cornerstone of maximizing the performance of both individuals 
and the team as a whole.

What Are the Characteristics of an 
Outstanding Coach?
Great coaches come in all varieties. Some are quiet and reserved. 
Some are excitable and vocal. However, there are some similarities. All 
great coaches:

•	 Teach. They provide new ideas and skills for every player, 
regardless of talent level.

•	 Communicate. They talk about what is important and make sure 
everyone understands the team’s core values.
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•	 Set goals. They ascertain the potential of the team and develop 
a goal to serve as a rallying point and standard of success for 
the players.

•	 Understand personal differences. They don’t treat everyone alike. 
They find out what connects with each player and use that to 
motivate them. While always fair, coaches understand that no 
two people are alike.

•	 Create accountability. They create positive consequences 
for appropriate behavior and negative consequences for 
inappropriate behavior.

•	 Plan. They develop a plan for success that complements the 
talents of the team members.

What Is the Credit Union Coaching Challenge?
I present several management training programs each year for cred-
it union professionals. It is a great pleasure to work with branch and 
department managers of credit unions. These employees are tru-
ly middle managers. They are in the middle of everything. They are 
responsible for people, performance, and proper procedure. They often 
have little say in the strategic direction of the credit union but are 
expected to implement the actions to get there. They are responsible 
for everything that goes on in their departments/branches but often do 
not have the authority to make critical decisions.

To describe the challenges they face, let me tell you one of my 
favorite things to do when I am presenting a training to these people. 
As I begin the session, I ask, “How many of you began your career in 
the credit union as a teller?” Approximately 75 percent of hands go up. 
I then ask, “How many of you would rather be a teller than do what 
you’re doing now?” Most of the group raises their hands. They are say-
ing in essence, If I could make what I’m earning now, I’ d give up the 
responsibility and pressure associated with being a manager.
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Because middle managers will often be key sales and service coach-
es, this presents a serious coaching challenge for credit unions.

What is the coaching development problem? The coaching devel-
opment problem at credit unions is related. Middle managers are most 
often chosen based on their technical and procedural prowess, rather 
than their experience and ability to work with employees.

In fact, the process of becoming a manager many times works 
this way: I start at the credit union as a teller. The credit union pro-
vides me with training on how to process transactions accurately and 
quickly. I do a good job and soon bid for a job as an MSR because I 
need more money. Again, the credit union trains me on how to open 
accounts and complete all the paperwork. Time passes and I bid for a 
job as a loan processor because the pay is better, and loan processors 
don’t have to interact with members. As a loan processor, I am trained 
in all aspects of lending and, over time, I become a loan officer. With 
each new position, the credit union provides me the necessary train-
ing to perform the job at a satisfactory level. One day, the credit union 
has a branch manager opening. The credit union looks at me and says, 
“Let’s offer him the job.” I take it, and what does the credit union do? 
It stops training me. At every step of the way, the credit union provided 
knowledge to support my success, and then, when I have the responsi-
bility to develop and direct people, it quits training me.

As I speak at management workshops, I am amazed at how many 
attendees have been managers for several years and are attending their 
first workshop. It is very rewarding to work with these credit union 
professionals because they are so grateful for any and all information 
they can get to make them confident in their ability to manage.

What happens in the interim? From the time they take the man-
agement job to the time they receive the training, they focus on their 
strength—the technical processes. They avoid and ignore what is most 
uncomfortable and confusing—interacting with people. When they 
see a performance or morale problem, they ignore it in hopes that it 
will go away. Worse, new managers may misdiagnose the problem and 
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handle it incorrectly. Because they have a great deal of technical exper-
tise and experience, they spend their time over-managing the process 
and under-managing the people. They are the best teller, MSR, and 
loan officer at the branch. They can outwork and outperform any of 
their employees and can be counted on to take care of any emergency 
that may arise. But oftentimes they don’t know how to coach.

Experience has proven that a potential problem in developing a 
credit union sales and service culture is ineffective coaching. While 
working with a client, I noticed a particular branch having difficul-
ty adapting to the new culture and skills required for success. I was 
given the opportunity to sit with the tellers of the branch office to dis-
cuss how I might be able to break down their resistance to the concept 
of cross-selling. During the discussion, one of the tellers spoke out, 
“Mike, I just don’t have time to sell! I’ve got to move the line.” Now, 
this teller had been in several training sessions with me and had been 
taught how to identify a member’s need and cross-sell in no longer 
than five seconds. The idea that she did not have enough time to sell 
was simply her excuse. Employees tend to throw this excuse out there 
because a manager or consultant often is afraid to say, “No, you’re not 
too busy!” Rather than dealing with the issue the teller presented, I 
asked, “What is your manager doing to coach you to sell?” The tell-
er’s reply told me all I needed to know. She said, “Oh, my manager is 
coaching me every time I turn around. Every time I see him, he’s yell-
ing at me to sell, sell, sell! He’s always nagging us about our minimum 
point totals.”

There was the answer. The manager had not learned to coach, so 
he did what was natural to keep the idea of selling in the forefront 
of his employees’ minds: nag and hound. No motivating, no teach-
ing, just good old-fashioned nagging. You’ve heard it before from your 
mother, “Am I the only one around here who sees these dirty clothes 
lying around the house?” How did you respond as a child? You let 
her nag, because that was her job, and you let her pick up the dirty 
clothes because you knew she would. This example is perfect because 
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the employee, while irritated at the nagging, knew there would be no 
real accountability for not cross-selling. So the teller let the manager 
complain. The result was a manager who thought he was coaching but 
was left wondering why it wasn’t working. The teller let the manager 
nag and endured the mild irritation because, in the end, her perfor-
mance would not have to improve.

Coaching development can be the greatest challenge in sales and 
service culture development. While I can focus on other cultural 
changes and sales skill improvement training, managers need to move 
their focus away from procedure and process. Management and lead-
ership training is key to making consistent improvements in the sales 
and service culture.

How do you develop sales and service coaches? If you want to 
make the shift to a retail culture from a process culture, your cred-
it union will need managers who can develop employees. So you will 
need to train them to be coaches. If your credit union has not taken 
the time to train its managers as coaches, don’t place the responsibility 
of coaching on their shoulders.

There are many opportunities to provide training these days. 
Regardless of a credit union’s asset size, budget, or number of staff, 
a training opportunity exists. Training presented by nationally rec-
ognized credit union organizations, state leagues, books, and videos 
can help. The most effective training will not come from a one-time 
training event but from ongoing skill development. The following is a 
recommended curriculum.

Training Agenda
1.	Definition of Coaching [1 hour]

a.	Have participants define the attributes of a coach.
i.	Teacher

ii.	Motivator
iii.	Leader
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iv.	Knowledgeable
v.	Fair

b.	Have participants discuss how coaching is different 
from management.

i.	Management is about process; coaching is 
about people.

2.	The Importance of Coaching [30 minutes]
a.	Lasting skill changes come from coaching. Most of us know 

how we can improve, but few make the necessary sacrifices 
to do so. Coaches motivate us to get better.

b.	Coaching makes managers’ lives easier as people are 
developed to be better employees.

c.	Have participants set a learning goal that will help them 
become a more effective coach.

3.	Performance Management [2 hours]
a.	Learning How to Be a One-Minute Coach [1 hour]

4.	Goal Setting for Skill Improvement [15 minutes]
a.	Coaches identify their primary area of focus for skill 

improvement and set specific, attainable, and measurable 
goals. The supervisor monitors these goals. When they are 
achieved, the next area of skill development is identified, 
and new goals are set. This process continues until the 
coaching is fully developed.

What Is the Process of Sales and Service 
Coaching?
Below is the basic process I teach new sales and service coaches 
to follow:

Step 1: Catch employees doing something right!
Sales coaches are instructed to observe their employees for two weeks 
after the sales and service training. They are instructed to only catch 
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employees doing things correctly. The purpose behind this exercise 
is to have the coach use positive reinforcement to motivate employ-
ees to use their new skills. I have found that employees respond better 
to encouragement than to constructive criticism in the early stages of 
skill development. The second purpose of this exercise is to have the 
manager focus less on a management skill (finding the flaw in the per-
formance) and more on a coaching skill (motivating an employee to 
try something new by providing no negative consequence for failure). 
It is critical that the employee attempt to use the new skills very ear-
ly. I have found employees who do not try the new skills early on have 
bigger performance challenges later. Remember when you learned to 
ride a bike and fell for the first time? The most important thing you did 
was get right back on the bike. If you hadn’t, your fear of riding would 
likely have grown. The same holds true when adults learn a new skill. 
They must work through the uncomfortable stage of learning. If they 
don’t begin to use their new skill shortly after the training, they may 
convince themselves of their own future failure.

Step 2: Transactional Coaching
Once employees have been trained on the sales and service skills, the 
coach is responsible for helping the employee transfer the skills from 
the classroom into the workplace using “real world role-play.” We call 
this Transactional Coaching. Take a look at how it works.

TRANSACTIONAL COACHING:
For Tellers

A.	Review a recently run transaction.
a.	“Let’s look at the transaction.”
b.	“What credit union solution could you have recommended 

that would allow us to better live out our mission with 
this member?” (Can they identify the next best product 
to recommend?)
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c.	“How would you have recommended the product?” (Make 
sure they use a benefit term.)

B.	Look to see that the rep goes through all the skills taught in 
Referral Training, which are:

•	 Identify a need.
•	 Recommend the product using a benefit.
•	 Provide the product collateral.
•	 Don’t overtalk.

For New Accounts

A.	Take time to sit down with the rep and say, “Let’s pretend I 
am a new member. Let’s role-play what you would do to live 
out our mission and get this new member to be a productive 
member, rather than one who only has a share account.”
a.	Look to see that the rep goes through all the skills taught in 

Sales Training, which are:
•	 Ask open-ended questions.
•	 Sell using benefit terms.
•	 Ask for the business.
•	 Overcome objections.

For Loan Officers

A.	Take time to sit down with the rep and say, “Let’s pretend 
I am a member applying for an X loan. Let’s role-play what 
you would do to live out our mission and provide additional 
solutions that would benefit the member.”
a.	Look to see that the rep goes through all the skills taught in 

Sales Training, which are:
•	 Ask open-ended questions.
•	 Sell using benefit terms.
•	 Ask for the business.
•	 Overcome objections.
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For Support

A.	Choose a Service Standard and/or one of the key behaviors 
taught in Internal Service Training to focus on each week.

B.	“This week let’s focus on the first Service Standard for our 
department, Treating Internal Members with Respect. What are 
the behaviors we would use to show we are treating our internal 
members with respect?”

C.	Employees will provide suggestions. List them.
a.	You and the other department employees catch each other 

using the skill/behavior, compliment the teammate, and 
note it for the rest of the team to see.

When you have exhausted all the Service Standards for your 
department, you are finished.

Step 3: Conduct monthly performance meetings with staff
Meet one-on-one with each employee to review:

A.	Internal Service Survey Action Plan Results
a.	Commend good performance.
b.	Get employee to develop Internal Service Action Plans to 

improve skills that need to improve.
c.	Review progress on Internal Service Survey Action Plans 

each month and provide feedback on progress.
B.	Member Service Measurement Results

a.	Commend good performance.
b.	Get employee to develop Action Plans to improve skills that 

need to improve.
c.	Review progress on Action Plans each month and provide 

feedback on progress.
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C.	Referrals/Sales Results
a.	Stay missional: “You did/didn’t do a good job of living out 

our mission with our members last month. I can tell that 
because you did/didn’t meet your minimum expectations.”

b.	Make sure the employee has their numerical results prior to 
your meeting so you don’t get caught up in a meeting that 
focuses on simply reviewing their numbers.

Resolve the performance problem until he/she has properly diag-
nosed why the problem is occurring. Very often managers look at the 
symptoms of the problem and then diagnose a solution. This severely 
hinders effective performance development. For example, if an employ-
ee is not selling, many would look at this as the problem when, in fact, 
it is a symptom. If I merely look at the symptoms, I must make some 
dangerous assumptions about why the employee is not selling. If I mis-
diagnose, I may cause more problems. The question at hand should be, 
“Why is the employee not selling?” When I answer this question, I will 
have diagnosed the problem. Let’s look at a grid that may help:

FOUR TYPES OF EMPLOYEE BEHAVIORS

Willing

Able Unable

Delegate &
Recognize

Confront
Behavior

Instruct

Quit Coaching &
Hold AccountableUnwilling

How can you address a performance problem? In an ideal world, 
each employee would respond to basic coaching in a satisfactory man-
ner. Unfortunately, experience has proven that this will not be the 
case. Some skill development situations are more complex. A coach 
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can’t know what to do if an employee is choosing not to sell or pro-
vide excellent service. The reason for this behavior will be one of those 
illustrated in the diagram. The undesirable performance is a symptom 
of the problem, not the problem itself.

For example, if I have a low-grade fever, stuffy nose, and sore 
throat, a doctor will look beyond those symptoms to determine what 
illness could be the cause. If the doctor addressed the symptoms, she 
might prescribe medicine to make me feel better but would ultimately 
mask the deeper ailment. A good doctor will examine the symptoms, 
discover the cause, and heal the sickness. Undesirable employee per-
formance is no different. Most often we focus on the symptoms rather 
than the cause. Let’s look at an example:

Mary is a teller. She is fast, accurate, and well-liked by members. 
However, Mary does not cross-sell. When you ask her why she is not 
selling, she gives excuses like, “I’m too busy,” “I just don’t think about 
it,” or “I do when you’re not around.” Mary’s lack of cross-selling is a 
symptom of a problem, not the problem itself.

If you deal with the symptom, you will say things like, “Well, try 
to remember to do it” or “You need to focus on cross-selling more.” The 
result of this type of management is that the employee will do better 
for a short period of time, if they think you are watching. Then they 
will revert to their previous behavior.

To fix the problem, you must determine if the employee is failing 
to cross-sell because they are unwilling or unable. To do so, try asking 
these questions:

1.	Has the employee ever cross-sold?
2.	Has the employee been trained to cross-sell?
3.	Are others performing at or above the expectation?
4.	Have you told the employee they are not meeting expectations? 
5.	Has the employee ever come to you to ask for help?

You can add any number of additional questions to the list, but by 
now you can see that the questions are focused on determining if the 
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employee is unwilling or unable to cross-sell. In this diagnosis lies the 
solution to improving the employee’s performance. As you look at the 
above grid, notice that each of the four performance types prescribes 
different coaching/management behaviors.

Willing/Able
These employees should be recognized for their effort and attitude to 
be the best they can be. Unfortunately, in many organizations, they go 
unrecognized and underappreciated. Take time to pat these employees 
on the back in a public way. Don’t be afraid to hold them up as a good 
example for others. If you don’t, these employees will become dissat-
isfied and leave. They do not work harder for more money. They are 
wired to give their best all the time. They desire recognition and your 
trust. These employees can easily go ignored by the coach because they 
are not a problem. Don’t fall into the trap of spending all your time 
with those who can’t or won’t. It will leave you with very little time to 
focus on those who can and do.

Willing/Unable
These employees want to do a good job, but they don’t know how. 
Most credit union employees are not natural salespeople. They need 
cultivation. Don’t expect an employee who has never been in a sales 
environment to attend one training and have it all down pat. Addi-
tional instruction from you, the coach, may be required. Remember, 
one of the functions of a good coach is teaching. Observe the employ-
ee and see how and when they cross-sell. When you notice areas for 
improvement, share them with the employee in a constructive and 
helpful manner.

Unwilling/Unable
These are employees who you determine are incapable of cross-selling 
and refuse to try. I call these employees, “The Black Hole of Coaching.” 
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We have heard that a black hole in space is a place that sucks all the 
energy from this universe into the next universe. Well, a coaching 
black hole is someone who will let you coach them ad nauseam but has 
no intention of improving. When you tell these employees they should 
do better, they say, “I know. You’re right. I will.” But nothing changes.

My advice to you is to quit coaching those who you determine 
are unwilling/unable. This may sound harsh. However, think about 
the alternatives when training, coaching, and praise do not work. You 
can’t coach someone who will not be coached. It is time to quit coach-
ing and begin holding them accountable for their actions. One other 
important reason to hold these employees accountable is that those 
who are willing/able lose respect for a coach who will allow an unwill-
ing/unable person to continue to underperform.

Many managers ask me, “Do you fire an employee merely for 
refusing to sell?” I respond by asking, “Do you have a sales culture or 
not?” If an employee told you, “I’m just not into balancing,” you would 
escort them out the door quickly because you value accuracy. If you 
don’t value selling and effective member service equally with speed and 
accuracy, you will never fully develop a sales culture. The message will 
be clear in your decisions and actions. It is not easy to transform your 
organization from process focus to service focus. It definitely won’t 
happen if the process is valued more than service and cross-selling.

Unwilling/Able
With the employees who are unwilling/able, there are two appropriate 
resolutions. First, the coach should work with the employees to deter-
mine why they are choosing not to cross-sell. To do this, the coach 
must use what I call “effective confrontation.” The steps to effective 
confrontation include the following:

1.	Remember that people are good. It’s their behavior that is not 
acceptable. Just because some choose not to cross-sell does not 
make them bad.
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2.	Tell employees what behavior is inappropriate. Get to the point.
3.	Attempt to express something positive the employees do that 

is diminished by not cross-selling. Just because employees are 
unwilling to cross-sell does not mean they are not performing in 
other areas of work.

4.	Tell employees what impact not cross-selling will have on them, 
others, and you.

5.	Ask them to provide you with a solution to the problem. This is 
most important. Remember, it is the employees’ problem, not 
yours. If they determine a solution, they will buy into it. If you 
determine a solution, they will not do it and then tell you why 
your idea didn’t work.

6.	Agree on a solution.
7.	Monitor the behavior.
8.	When the behavior improves, even incrementally, let employees 

know you have noticed.
9.	If the behavior does not change, reevaluate your diagnosis of the 

problem and approach from a different perspective. If the behavior 
still does not change, maybe they are unwilling/unable.

I will give you an example of effective confrontation, which is a 
compilation of several I have performed.

“Mary, I wanted to meet with you today to discuss why you are 
not cross-selling. You are a very good teller. You run a lot of transac-
tions and balance very well. However, that is only part of the job. An 
important part of our job is to improve the financial lives of our mem-
bers. The way we do this is by determining ways we can help members 
and suggesting solutions for their needs. Mary, when you don’t do 
this, our members lose an opportunity to make their lives better. Our 
members trust you to have their best interests in mind. Not only do 
we ourselves want to know about our products and services but we also 
must be willing to share this information with the members.
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Additionally, when you don’t cross-sell, it places a burden on our 
other employees to do more to achieve our goals. Mary, I want you to 
tell me what you think you should do to resolve this problem.”

At this point, the conversation becomes Mary’s. I want her to 
develop a specific solution to the problem. I’m not going to let Mary get 
away with suggesting that she will think about cross-selling more or try 
to remember to cross-sell. These are classic responses for someone who 
is unwilling/able. Mary needs to suggest something more specific—
such as beginning to focus on members who do not have a checking 
account and suggesting to them that the credit union may be able to 
save them money. This is a specific, attainable, and measurable goal.

Now that we have discussed how to handle each of the four per-
formance types, let’s look at a few easy coaching techniques that I call, 
“one-minute sales and service coaching.”

How Can You Become a One-Minute Sales 
and Service Coach?

A.	Understand the four most common reasons for resistance 
to selling.
•	 Lack of product knowledge. People will not sell what they do 

not know. Develop product knowledge in your employees.
•	 Fear of rejection. This can prevent someone from suggesting 

something that may be helpful. Teach the employee that the 
member rejects the idea, not the person.

•	 Fear of being pushy. Reassure the employee that being pushy 
will not work in the credit union’s sales culture. The job is 
to provide outstanding service by determining a member’s 
needs and suggesting a solution.

•	 Lack of positive role models. When most people think of 
selling, they think of a used-car salesman. They may never 
have seen selling done the way you want it done. Be sure 
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that the employee receives adequate training to know how to 
sell correctly.

B.	Model the sales and service skills.
•	 Your employees will care no more about service and selling 

than you do. They will probably care less.
•	 Never joke about members. Employees will not provide 

outstanding service to those whom they disrespect.
•	 Meet and greet your members in the lobby. Set a welcoming 

example by treating members as guests.
C.	Seek to hire employees who have sales and service ability.

•	 Don’t ask, “Do you have cash handling experience?” Ask the 
applicant, “Can you sell me this pencil?” Say, “Tell me what 
bothers you most about working with customers.”

•	 Look for employees with retail, not banking, backgrounds.
D.	Catch employees doing things right.

•	 Don’t be a “seagull” coach. A seagull swoops down, makes 
a great deal of noise, and dumps on everyone. Don’t let your 
employees feel that you only spend time with them when 
something is wrong.

•	 Make it a point to catch at least three people doing 
something right, every day, and compliment them publicly. 
When you do, you will see their performance rise along with 
the performance of others who want you to catch them too. 
Spend at least as much time praising good performance as 
you do correcting ineffective performance. If you focus too 
much on negative reinforcement, people will attempt to do 
just enough not to get caught.

E.	Talk about sales and service routinely. Ask coaching questions, 
not management questions.
•	 Management questions:

	{ “How many transactions did you run today?”
	{ “Were you in balance?”
	{ “How many loans did you get today?”
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	{ “How many calls did you take?”
•	 Coaching questions:

	{ “How many members did you help today?”
	{ “How many members spoke with you about a 
loan today?”
	{ “What did you do to make a member’s life better today?”
	{ “What needs did you identify today?”
	{ “Tell me about the best member service situation you 
had today.”
	{ “What problem did you solve for a member today?”

These coaching questions cause the employee to focus more on 
the member as a person rather than on a process to be performed 
and completed.

F.	 Show employees the possibilities of their talents.
•	 The wrong question to ask is: “Why didn’t you say 

something to that member about a home equity loan?” The 
employee will respond with an excuse because you have 
asked for one.

•	 The right questions to ask would be: “If you were going 
to talk to the member about a product, what do you 
think would have been of most benefit to them?” “How 
would you have said it?” “What is the worst thing that 
could have happened?” “What is the best thing that could 
have happened?”

Overcome resistance to skill development by playing, “What if?”
Employee: “Why should I hand out these Visa brochures? I did it 

one day last week and only two came back approved!”
Coach’s response: “Great, you were able to help two members who 

would have otherwise not been able to take advantage of our Visa. 
When you multiply it out, if you help two people every day you work, 
in a year you would help 480 people. Not bad, eh?”
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G.	Value sales and service equally with balancing and accuracy.
•	 What would you do if a teller said, “I can’t sell!”?
•	 What would you say if a teller said, “These members get on 

my nerves!”?
•	 What would you do if a teller said, “I can’t balance!”?

The point here is that until you feel like part of being a good 
employee is selling and service, you will never have a sales and service 
culture. Sales and service must be as important as accuracy and speed.
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HIRING THE 
CORRECT PEOPLE
“Life is like a box of chocolates—you never know what 
you’re going to get.” — Forrest Gump

L et’s face it, not everyone was cut out to work in the service indus-
try. This doesn’t make them bad people. But how do we find 

high-quality employees who are focused on outstanding service and 
consider cross-selling an integral part of member service? Bottom line: 
it’s not easy.

What Is Behavioral Interviewing?
Behavioral interviewing is one technique that may be used to deter-
mine if a job candidate is likely to provide outstanding service. For 
example, the interviewer may say, “One of the important parts of our 
job at the credit union is to be able to explain how our products and 
services can assist our members. Do you see this pencil? I would like 
you to tell me why I should buy this pencil from you.”

If the applicant can say a few words describing the pencil and 
what it is used for, this is a good sign. If the applicant looks at you in 
stunned silence, this may mean that he or she cannot develop an “off 
the cuff” sales discussion with a member. Another question you may 
ask is, “Can you tell me about the most difficult customer you’ve ever 
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encountered? How did you handle it?” These questions may allow the 
interviewer to determine if the applicant has the necessary tolerance.

While behavioral interviewing is better than focusing only on 
applicants’ technical experience, it is only slightly more reliable than 
any other type of interview. A recent Northwestern University sur-
vey revealed even the best behavioral interviewing techniques provided 
only a 51 percent chance of accurately determining if an employee 
would be effective in the position. That doesn’t provide a great deal of 
comfort. Even so, behavioral interviewing is more effective than just 
looking at a person’s past financial institution experience.

What About Pre-Employment Tests?
While I strongly recommend behavioral interviewing as an important 
part of the hiring process, several valid pre-employment tests have been 
used by companies all over the world to accurately determine a person’s 
aptitude, with regard to personality and temperament, for the job at 
hand. I recommend using these pre-employment tests, not as a screen-
ing process, but as a method to consider similar applicants you feel are 
both suited for the job opening. Other information, such as referenc-
es and your own understanding of the applicant, is equally important.

The bottom line is, when you choose to develop a sales and service 
culture, it may change the kind of applicant you seek. All the train-
ing and coaching in the world cannot make someone into something 
they cannot be.
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PRODUCT SALES, 
SERVICE, AND NEW 
EMPLOYEE TRAINING
“It’s better to keep your mouth shut and have people 
assume you’re an idiot than to open your mouth and 
confirm it.” — My mother, speaking to me

I t makes perfect sense for you to train your employees as you develop 
your sales and service culture. Here are a few suggestions to ensure 

the training is most effective.

What Are the Best Practices for Product 
Training?
Remember, the number one reason people do not sell is that they can-
not sell what they do not know. Many times, credit union employees 
do not sell because they do not know about the products available 
to members.

Our employees will not become involved in a conversation that 
will make them appear ignorant. Have you seen what can happen when 
credit unions run a home equity promotion? We encourage tellers to 
discuss our home equity program with members. We even provide 
cursory training on our home equity product. However, when mem-
bers ask about our home equity line of credit, the conversation moves 
toward the details of the program unfamiliar to the tellers. This causes 
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members to wonder why they know more about our home equity prod-
uct than the credit union employee. The tellers think to themselves, 
That is the last time I will ever do that. I felt like a fool. You can forget 
the cross-selling effort from that point forward.

With the value of product knowledge established, let’s discuss steps 
you can take to make product training most effective: 

1. Develop a product manual that describes the features and 
benefits of every product and service the credit union offers (include 
open-ended questions too). A three-ring notebook with a separate page 
for each product and service will allow for updates to be made easily.

Every employee should be expected to know the products and 
services of the credit union. Just because someone works in account-
ing does not mean that product knowledge is not important. All the 
employees of Ford Motor Company know what models of automobiles 
Ford produces.

2. Provide a comprehensive product knowledge assessment. When 
the product manuals are delivered, attach a copy of a product knowl-
edge assessment that will be given to each employee in four to six 
weeks. Reassure employees that they will be given an assessment exact-
ly like the one attached to the product manual. Set a standard of ninety 
for a passing grade and give the assessment. Reward all those who pass 
the test the first time. For those who fail, simply have them retake the 
section they failed until they pass it. Create no negative consequenc-
es for failure and only positive rewards for success. Keep the actual 
scores private.

What Are the Best Practices for Sales 
Training?
Sales training should be provided to every “member contact” employee 
of the credit union. To be effective, any sales training must acknowl-
edge the fact that most people have a negative view of selling. Also, if 
your employees have not had sales experience, they must be taught the 
relationship selling process. Don’t expect your employees to perform 
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a skill they have not been taught. Effective sales training should cover 
the following information (with suggested timing):

Understanding and Breaking Down Resistance to Selling [90 
minutes]

1.	What are the major reasons people are reluctant to sell?
•	 Fear of rejection
•	 Lack of product knowledge
•	 Lack of appropriate role models
•	 Fear of appearing pushy

2.	What is the need for relationship selling?
•	 To provide outstanding service, we must provide information 

that will help the member.
•	 Define relationship selling as identifying a member’s 

financial need and recommending an appropriate solution. 
A relationship salesperson never sells something members do 
not need and is never pushy.

•	 Help people understand the buying process.
	{ We can better understand how people want to be treated 
when we look at how we make our own buying decisions 
and match our behavior with how people buy.
	{ Have employees work in groups and review the steps they 
would go through to buy a new car. Then share the four 
steps of the buying process with them. This will allow 
them to see how important it is to a consumer to get 
good information from a salesperson.

•	 Steps of the buying process.
	{ Determine a need.
	{ Search for a solution.
	{ Make a buying decision.
	{ Determine post-purchase feelings.
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Steps in Relationship Selling [4 hours]
1.	Gain the member’s confidence.

•	 Provide a proper first impression in person or by phone. 
Ask the participants, “What are the elements of a positive 
first impression?”

2.	Determine the member’s needs.
•	 Observe a need.
•	 Give examples of how one can determine if members have a 

need for a product by watching them.
i.	Listen to a need.

1.	Define good listening skills.
ii.	Ask questions.

1.	Open-ended questions: Begin with who, what, 
where, when, why, and how (they get information 
from a member).

2.	Closed questions: Let the member know why 
you are asking the questions and get the member 
interested (e.g., “Would you be interested in me 
telling you how I could save you some money?”)

3.	Provide a solution to the member’s needs.
a.	Recommend the correct product.

i.	Features: Things that describe a product (e.g., interest 
rate, fees, etc.)

ii.	Benefits: Things that tell how the product will help 
the member
1.	Saves time
2.	Saves money
3.	Provides peace of mind
4.	Convenience
5.	Makes money

iii.	When discussing a product with a member, use both 
features and benefits to tell the member how the 
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product will help them (e.g., “Our checking account 
will save you money because it has no fee.”).

iv.	Overcome objections by being empathetic with the 
member and/or by asking open-ended questions to 
determine why the member is objecting.

b.	Close the sale.
i.	Ask members to open the account so they will know 

you want their business.
ii.	 If members say, “No,” they have rejected your idea, 

not you.
iii.	Don’t be pushy. “No” means “no.” Allow people to take 

their own time to make a decision.

You can develop many fun exercises and examples to use during 
a sales training to make it your own. However, I have listed the most 
important information to be covered.

I am always asked the question, “Is it better to have someone from 
the outside do the training?” The answer is maybe. It never ceases to 
amaze me that employees will listen more attentively to someone from 
outside their organization. The message has added credibility com-
ing from a perceived expert. However, you should never use this as 
an excuse not to train. When I work with clients, my goal is to teach 
someone in the organization to deliver the training when I am finished. 
The training cannot die with the consultant. All things considered, you 
must have someone internally who can provide the training to the new 
employees. The primary consideration is that the material is effective.

What Are the Best Practices for Service 
Training?
This is the most often neglected step in credit unions’ efforts to devel-
op a sales and service culture. Service training is an integral element 
of sales training and all member-contact employees should attend. 
To have an effective sales culture in a credit union, there must be a 
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corresponding focus on service. Otherwise, employees will view selling 
as an end rather than as a method of extending service to a new level.

Here is a sample agenda with suggested timing:

Understanding the Need for Outstanding Service [90 
minutes]
1.	Have participants define the attributes of good service in their 

own words.
a.	Have participants share where they experience good service 

consistently and what makes the service so good.
b.	HubSpot’s “State of Customer Service” report found that 93 

percent of customers are likely to make repeat purchases 
with companies that offer excellent customer service 
and that 84 percent of customers say the experience a 
company provides is as important as its products or 
services. If customers feel they are not valued or that the 
company does not care about their experience, they are more 
likely to leave.

c.	Explain how good service gets and keeps members.
i.	Word-of-mouth advertising has great credibility.

ii.	Members want to do business with a 
high-quality business.

Defining the Moment-of-Truth Concept
•	 Have employees list all the moments of truth that occur when 

a member makes a deposit. (e.g., Was there adequate parking? 
Were deposit tickets available? How long was the wait? How 
pleasant was the greeting I received? Was the transaction 
performed accurately? Was I thanked?)

•	 Ask participants, “How many moments of truth occur for our 
credit union in a day, week, and month?” Explain that service is 
received one moment of truth at a time. Every point of contact 
with a member is important.
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•	 Define the internal/external member concept. Ensure employees 
understand that service is everybody’s job. That includes service 
an employee provides internally to other employees.

The Elements of Excellent Service [1 hour]
•	 Consistency

	{ Don’t bring personal problems to work with you.
	{ Choose not to be moody.

•	 Follow-through
	{ Keep promises.
	{ If the job had to be turned over to someone else, make sure it 
was completed.

	{ Respond quickly.
	{ Know your job.
	{ Apologize for delays.

•	 Concern for complaints
	{ Be empathetic, not judgmental.
	{ Thank people for their complaints—now you know what 
to fix.

•	 Project a positive image
	{ Don’t joke about members—you can’t give good service to 
people you disrespect.

	{ Call people by name—by doing so, we tell them they are peo-
ple, not account numbers.

How to Defuse an Irate Member [30 minutes]
1.	Why members become irate—members are rarely mad at us 

personally, so don’t take it personally:
•	 Poor communication
•	 Repeated problems
•	 Lack of follow-through
•	 Member had a bad day
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2.	How to defuse the member’s anger:
•	 Let the member vent—do not interrupt.
•	 Realize the member is angry at the situation, not you.
•	 Let the member’s anger blow by you and listen actively for 

the facts.
3.	A model for resolving an irate member’s problems:

•	 Pause before you respond—this allows you to remain calm 
and to listen fully.

•	 Maintain eye contact with the member. This tells the 
member they have your full attention.

•	 Remain calm and don’t react to the member’s anger. This 
keeps you in control and the member calm.

•	 Empathize with the member’s feelings. For example, say, 
“I am sorry that happened,” or “I see how you could feel 
that way.”

•	 Don’t argue with the member. Don’t take out the 
policy manual at this point. You are attempting to calm 
the member.

•	 Use active listening to show you are attentive. Ask questions 
and paraphrase to make sure you understand.

•	 Assure the member you will do everything possible to solve 
the problem. This tells the member that you want to help.

•	 Help the member find a solution to the problem. Sometimes 
what the member says is the problem isn’t the deeper 
problem. Look for a solution of some kind, rather than going 
to policy to tell them why you can’t.

Of course, you can add other information that would be perti-
nent to your staff. I have given a sample agenda of the issues I feel 
are most important to cover. One of the goals of any service train-
ing should be to get employees to start thinking like members. This 
develops empathy.
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Emphasize the point that we often ask for better service as con-
sumers than we provide as employees. Use as many real-world stories 
about the elements of excellent service as you can. Begin to create the 
narrative that outstanding service is the standard and no excuses are 
welcome to explain away anything less than our best efforts.

A special service training class should be provided to employees 
who may consider themselves “nonmember-contact” employees. This 
training should cover the following:

1.	The internal/external member concept. The service we provide to 
members is never better than the service we provide to each other. 
Personal differences and intradepartmental bitterness must be set 
aside so that we can serve members.

2.	The moment-of-truth concept. Members experience service one 
experience at a time. It is not enough to be friendly, accurate, 
fast, and knowledgeable. We must be all these things and do so 
consistently, regardless of branch, department, or person providing 
the service.

3.	The elements of excellent service. Such skills as professionalism, 
effective greeting, follow-through, calling the member by name, 
etc., can no longer be assumed to be understood as important by 
our employees. We must define good service and communicate 
how to deliver it.

4.	How to effectively handle irate members. An irate member is an 
opportunity to make a member for life. Irate members intimidate 
most employees. Employees should be given the skills to effectively 
handle these members.

What Are Best Practices for New Employee 
Training?
Sales and service training must be provided to those new to the credit 
union’s culture.
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Here is a suggested training timeline for new employees:

New Employee Orientation – Service Training
Day 1 of Teller Training
Product manual and product assessment delivered to the employee. 
Embed the referral training with the operational training in New 
Teller Training.

Day 1 on the job
Have the teller begin referring from day one by only referring one easy 
product (e.g., e-statements) per day for the first five to ten days.

Days 30–45
Product assessment completed by the employee.

You must combine the sales/service training into the operational 
training if the employee is to understand that selling/referring is a crit-
ical part of the job.
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7
COMMUNICATE 
THE VISION OF A 
SALES AND SERVICE 
CULTURE
“First say to yourself what you would be, and then do 
what you have to do.” — Epictetus

The most difficult element of sales and service culture develop-
ment is convincing employees that it is the right thing to do. As a 

result, it becomes extremely important for leaders in the organization 
to effectively explain the importance of developing a sales and service 
culture. If that does not happen, the amount of resistance received 
from employees will be greater.

Many credit unions quit the process midstream because they have 
not done a good job of sharing the vision for a sales and service culture. 
All of this can be avoided, however, by leading effectively. I learned this 
the hard way when I began my efforts to develop a sales and service 
culture at the Southern Federal Credit Union.

I was under the illusion I could “blame and train” my way to suc-
cess. My efforts were focused on the issues of hiring, training, goal 
setting, and incentivizing. To my dismay, I was constantly in a position 
of forcing employees to sell. It became very frustrating that employees 
did not see the benefit of the new way of thinking and acting. While 
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obvious to me that the credit union and its membership were improv-
ing, the fact was lost on the employees.

When I took time to determine what I could be doing different-
ly, it dawned on me that I had done a very poor job of explaining why 
we were going through all of the “extra trouble.” I then made it my 
goal to take time every day to explain to anyone who would listen 
that our number one objective was to improve the financial lives of 
our members.

With each meeting someone was asked to share a story of how 
someone had gone above and beyond the call of duty to help a mem-
ber or how someone had turned a denial into an approval. Those who 
performed well were rewarded and recognized. Soon, there was less 
and less resistance to selling and the changes around the credit union. 
The reason was simple. The employees now understood why we were 
going through changes: to improve the life of each member. Here are 
a few important points to be aware of as you communicate the vision 
to the employees.

People Do Not Make Difficult Changes 
Without Having a Good Reason to Do So.
Have you ever tried to lose weight? I have and am still trying. I know 
I should lose weight. I know it will make me feel and look better, but I 
still eat carrot cake. Why? Because it is more comfortable for me to be 
overweight than to give up dessert. The times in my life when I have 
lost weight are when I have said to myself, “I’d rather be hungry than 
feel like this.” Only then is my motivation high and my goal achieved.

As humans, most of us need a vision to carry us toward making a 
change in our lives. Your employees have been performing the job the 
same way for weeks, months, and maybe years. Now you are asking 
them to do it differently. Even if they agree with the idea of changing, 
it is difficult to adjust patterns of behavior that have been in place for a 
long time. Explain that service cannot be exceptional without helping 
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members beyond what they ask for—you will notice people change 
more readily.

People Do Not Change Their Behavior to 
Improve the Credit Union’s Financial Report.
One of the greatest characteristics of credit union employees is that 
they are so member-focused. They really believe the member is the 
owner and, consequently, should be treated in a special way. Unfortu-
nately, I hear many credit union CEOs and managers explain changes 
to the employees like this: “As many of you know, we have not had the 
best of years financially. Our capital ratio is down, and our loan vol-
ume is not improving. Additionally, we have noticed that we are below 
our peer group as far as product penetration. Therefore, we have decid-
ed to implement a sales and service culture.”

If that’s how you communicate, don’t be surprised when the 
employees don’t seem as excited about the changes as you are. Credit 
union employees are committed to the member, so don’t explain why 
the credit union benefits from developing a sales and service culture. 
Explain how it will help the member. When we help the member more 
effectively, our financial position will improve.

Repetition Is More Lasting Than Impact.
It is a great idea to have a big, fun-filled kickoff celebration for the 
sales and service culture. It’s great to have a wonderful time with bal-
loons, hot dogs, and music. However, if that is the last time the vision 
is communicated, it won’t work or stick. The party and the CEO’s 
speech are soon forgotten, as the employee hears “no” from the mem-
ber more often than “yes.” The vision should be communicated every 
day by the entire management team. Share great stories of how mem-
bers have been helped. Ask managers to ask employees, “What did you 
do today to make a member’s financial life better?” Develop an internal 
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newsletter that maintains a focus on why we do what we do. There are 
many other good ideas you could develop—only keep the vision alive.

Get Employees Involved in the Planning 
Process.
Developing a sales and service culture is something you do with some-
one, not to someone. One of the mistakes I made in the early stages 
of my work with the Southern Federal Credit Union was making the 
plans, telling the managers to enact them, and expecting the employ-
ees to follow them. Consequently, I pushed them toward the sales and 
service culture while they pushed back. It’s human nature. If you make 
me do something, I resist—even if I think it is a good idea—simply 
because I don’t like being told what to do.

Have managers and employees share in all aspects of developing 
the culture. Be sure to have detractors involved too. They will give you 
valuable insight as to how to obtain their agreement if you will just 
listen. Now, I am not asking you to agree with everything they say. 
Someone still has to lead. However, the time you take to listen and 
respond to employees’ ideas and concerns will be time well spent.

Be Prepared for More Resistance Later.
Most credit unions are shocked when the idea of implementing a sales 
and service culture does not meet with an immediate, visceral negative 
reaction from the employees. The credit union then operates under the 
illusion that the employees are fine with the change and think it will 
be smooth sailing from then on. Nothing could be further from the 
truth. In many cases, there will most often be more resistance to the 
implementation of the culture twelve months after the kickoff than 
there was in the beginning.

Why? It’s because employees are smart. Many credit unions have 
what I call organizational ADD (attention deficit disorder). Every year, 
the credit union president stands before the staff and says, “(Fill in 
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the blank) will be the most important thing that the credit union has 
done to date. And it will take a concerted effort on each person’s part 
to be successful. To this end, we will be seeking your input on (fill in 
the blank).”

As the year goes on, nothing changes and the employees are told 
that the credit union had every intention of doing (fill in the blank), 
but (fill in the excuse) happened. As this happens every year, employ-
ees learn not to invest their emotional energy into things that will not 
happen. Consequently, when the CEO announces the implementation 
of the new culture, employees who may disagree feel like the best plan 
of action is to “play along” until the credit union gets bored with the 
effort and moves on to something else.

The real test comes twelve months into the cultural change, when 
it dawns on the employees that the credit union leaders were not kid-
ding. This is really going to happen. Employees think, We better stop 
them before it goes any further. Then the credit union is blindsided by 
this “sudden” lack of cooperation. Be prepared for the resistance to 
come—because it will come.

Lead and Develop Followers Rather Than 
Developing Consensus.
Margaret Thatcher said, “Consensus is the absence of leadership.” I 
think she is correct. Your job as a leader is to do what is necessary to 
improve the credit union and its ability to serve its members. While 
you should be cognizant of the need to develop understanding and 
agreement, not everyone will agree or understand. This is where lead-
ership comes to bear. Stay the course and keep moving forward. If 
Franklin D. Roosevelt had simply followed popular opinion, the 
sweeping reforms of the New Deal that helped lift the nation out of 
the Great Depression might never have been realized
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Develop a Service Mission.
Most employees, maybe even you, can’t remember the credit union’s 
mission statement. Therefore, it has no real meaning. It does nothing 
to drive people to go beyond themselves in service to members. I rec-
ommend working together with employees to develop a service mission 
statement. It should be an easy-to-memorize, motivational statement 
of intent.

Here’s an example: “Improving the financial life of each mem-
ber.” The employees of Fraser Federal Credit Union in Madawaska, 
Maine, came up with that gem. When you or one of their members 
reads that statement, there are no questions as to what Frazier Feder-
al Credit Union is in business to do. Most mission statements have 
things like “secure, innovative products” and “knowledgeable staff” in 
the statement. I would propose to you that members expect both to be 
a part of the package. However, “improving the financial life of each 
member” makes a real statement to all. Once the mission statement is 
developed, it should be seen everywhere: on desks, in annual reports, 
in break rooms, in newsletters, and so on. Make every effort to let the 
statement come alive.

Don’t Create “Internal Saboteurs.”
Don’t make the mistake of associating disagreement against the sales 
and service culture with a poor attitude. Find out why people feel the 
way they feel. Work to sell them on the idea of the change rather than 
letting them know they had better get on the ship because it has already 
set sail. When you, the leader, refuse to listen, employees who disagree 
will tell someone—and that someone will be all other employees who 
will listen. Those in disagreement become disruptive influences.

Don’t drive such employees underground. There they will do 
untold damage. Meet with them and work together to overcome their 
concerns. A method that has worked for me many times is this: When 
I meet with the employee who says, “I’m not going to sell. I’m not 
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going to do that to my member.” I say, “I appreciate your desire to take 
good care of our members. If a member pays too much in interest on a 
credit card and we can help them, but choose not to, haven’t we done 
something to them by not telling them?”

Most often the employee says, “I see what you’re saying, but I still 
think it’s wrong.” My follow-up response is, “I will never encourage 
something that would be wrong for our members. If you ever see any 
element of this program encouraging employees to do the wrong thing 
for the member, let me know.” An employee will then come to me to 
discuss what fifteen other employees are thinking or feeling about the 
change. When I explain the rationale to the person in my office, they 
go back and tell my story to the others. Amazingly, the fifteen believe 
her when she tells them, but they would surely suspect me.
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8
GOAL SETTING AND 
TRACKING
“You can’t know where you are going until you know 
where you have been.” — Maya Angelou

The Marine Corps has a saying, “What gets inspected gets respect-
ed.” How true! The credit union sets goals for and measures 

everything it deems important. So it goes that employees learn what 
is important by witnessing what you set goals for and measure. Do 
you think the balancing record of the credit union’s tellers would be 
as good if you did not have a goal and tracking mechanism? Of course 
not. The employees know balancing is important because you have 
told them what an acceptable level of balancing is—you measure per-
formance and track results. Additionally, there are consequences for 
both exceptional and poor performance. We will discuss this aspect in 
the next chapter.

If you want to develop a sales and service culture, you must set per-
formance goals and track results. This concept makes some shy away 
from developing a true sales and service culture. I hear managers say, 
“Measuring sales will make people nervous.” To that, I think, Then stop 
measuring all the other things you’re measuring. Any of them are bound to 
make someone nervous!

If you are going to value sales and service, there is no get-
ting around the fact there must be a standard of performance and a 
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corresponding tracking method. Employees will never believe you are 
serious about a new culture without goals and tracking.

How Do You Set Service Goals?
There should be two categories of service expectations and standards—
internal and external. I recommend that employees, in conjunction 
with management, develop the service standards. Remember it is vital-
ly important you set these standards with your employees. They must 
buy into the validity and fairness of the expectations.

All goals should meet the S-A-M test. That is, they must be spe-
cific, attainable, and measurable. If the goals do not meet the S-A-M 
test, rework them until they do. Here is an example of a service goal 
that does not meet the S-A-M test: take responsibility.

Taking responsibility is a nice thought. I want employees who 
will be more responsible, but how can I measure it? It would be bet-
ter to determine the attributes of responsibility and create goals that 
can be measured accordingly. For example: handle all inquiries with-
in four hours.

That meets the S-A-M test and is one of the characteristics of 
taking responsibility. Here are a few more examples of effective 
service standards:

External:

•	 Greet each member with a smile.
•	 Call each member by name.
•	 Thank each member for their business.
•	 Ask each member if there is anything else you can do before the 

transaction is complete.
•	 Handle all transactions in a timely fashion. (Timeliness is always 

subject to the members’ perception of what timely is.)
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Internal:

•	 Address all inquiries within four hours.
•	 Provide the correct answer the first time.
•	 Treat each employee as a member.
•	 Thank the internal member for allowing you to help.
•	 Follow up to ensure the internal member is satisfied.

You or your employees can use these and develop many others 
that would be appropriate for your specific organization. Baseball 
manager Yogi Berra said, “If you don’t know where you’re going, 
you may end up someplace else.” Right, Yogi. Without standards, 
employees won’t understand what you expect, and they may give you 
something different.

How Do You Measure Service Standards?
Equally important will be measuring the standards you have set. Effec-
tive service measurement has two important criteria:

1.	The measurement is accurate.
2.	The measurement is ongoing.

For example, an annual member service survey is a good thing to 
do, but it is not sufficient to determine if the service goals you have set 
are being met. Members and employees experience service in an ongo-
ing fashion on a transactional basis. Therefore, the best way to measure 
service success is in an ongoing transactional fashion.

Think about this for a moment. Most credit union managers can 
tell me the status of every financial measurement. However, when I 
ask them what their members feel about their service, I hear comments 
like, “I think it’s okay,” or “That member survey we did a few years ago 
is around here somewhere. Let me see if I can find it.” Wow! Some of 
us have lost our focus. If we are “not for profit, not for charity, but for 
service,” then we should certainly measure it.
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Here are a few methods to measure member service that meet the 
above criteria:

Secret Shopper Program
Make sure you utilize one that uses your own members, who have been 
fully trained on what behaviors you want to observe.

For transactional surveys I suggest the member effort survey to 
measure the service delivery and ease of service. This is the single best 
predictor of the member’s likelihood to spend more money with the 
credit union.

Internal Surveys
I recommend you use a third party to conduct your internal service 
survey. If you are serious about outstanding service, you cannot avoid 
measuring internal service.

A word of warning: you must provide training to employees before 
initiating the internal survey. Employees must be told that there is 
great gravity placed on the results of the survey. The surveys should be 
anonymous to ensure honesty. Additionally, employees should be told 
that any unprofessional comments made on the survey will cause their 
survey to be thrown out. When employees understand the purpose 
and importance of the internal service survey, difficulties rarely arise.

What Is the Basis for the Sales Goal?
There are two methods to use for setting sales goals:

1.	Examine historical data. Look at what happened in the same 
period last year as a baseline for what should happen this year. 
Notice I wrote historical data, not hysterical data. Use the past to 
project the future. Do not pull a number out of a hat and expect 
people to buy in.
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2.	Benchmarking. Benchmark performance after the sales and service 
culture is underway and then make goals based on the results of 
the employees’ efforts in the new culture.

Both methods have pros and cons associated with them. Whichev-
er you choose, your efforts will be more effective if you:

1.	Set the goals in conjunction with employees. Employees will be 
suspicious of any new goal for which they will be held accountable. 
If they do not see the logic behind the goal, their assumption 
will be that the goal is unachievable. If employees have a bit of 
perspective though, they will see that the goal is attainable.

2.	Set unique goals for unique departments. If you set departmental 
goals, analyze the unique aspects of each branch or department. 
Each office and department is probably different in terms of 
the type of members, number of members, number and type of 
transactions performed, and so on. Benchmark or look at historical 
data but also review each unique area with an eye toward that 
area’s opportunities and limitations.

What Terminology Should I Use for the Sales 
Goal?
The terminology used for a sales goal is very important. I recommend 
describing the sales goal as a “minimum expectation.” This will help 
diminish the perception that the employee should strive for this num-
ber of sales/referrals and stop. Think about it. If you want the employee 
to get to fifty, forty-nine is not good enough. The “goal” is to find ways 
to improve the member’s financial life with our products and services. 
So really, the goal should be to do it with every member, every time. 
The number assigned is not the goal but a minimum expectation.
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How Do You Track Sales Results?
The question I am asked most often by participants in my seminars is 
about tracking sales goals. My advice is always to use your computer 
system to track cross-selling. More and more systems are adding sales 
tracking software or upgrading their existing programs.

It is important to automate your tracking system for cross-sell-
ing because manual tracking is labor-intensive, complex, 
and time-consuming.

For a credit union with several employees, it can become a night-
mare. If you want to track the cross-selling of each employee, you 
should have an adequate tracking mechanism to do so. If not, don’t 
track individual cross-selling efforts. Instead, track group or credit 
union-wide efforts.

What Should I Track?
Individual teller referrals. Tellers should get credit for a referral each 
time they speak to a member about a product or service and provide 
the member with literature. Also track closed business resulting from 
the referrals so you can assess the efficacy of the referral efforts. You 
want the tellers to cross-sell without taking too much of the members’ 
time or their own.

Teach your tellers to identify a need and say, “I think I can save 
you some money. Let me give you this.” That should be the extent of 
their effort. Members do not visit us with the intention of letting us 
take up their time to explain how we can improve their lives. They only 
came in to get $10 and go to lunch. Let’s not burden the member or 
the teller with the responsibility of conducting a formal cross-selling 
interview with each transaction.

I read recently that 75 percent of all transactions in a credit union 
are still performed on the teller line. This statistic underscores the need 
to get the tellers involved in the information-sharing process. If not, 
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we are missing out on a great percentage of our opportunities to help 
our members.

Additional closed business. For all other employees on the front line, 
the goal should be to find additional ways to assist the member beyond 
what the member requested. For example, if a member comes in to 
apply for a personal loan, the employee should notice if the member 
has a mortgage with another institution and ask a few questions to 
determine if the credit union can offer a better rate or save the member 
money. The focus should not simply be on complying with the mem-
ber’s request; a video kiosk can do that. A person can notice another 
way to be of service and suggest a solution.
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9
INCENTIVE AND 
RECOGNITION 
PROGRAMS
“A man always has two reasons for doing something: a 
good reason and the real reason.” — J. P. Morgan

The most controversial issue associated with sales and service cul-
ture development is the effectiveness of incentive and recognition 

programs. I believe that a well-designed incentive and recognition pro-
gram can improve sales and service performance. Let me explain why 
I feel this way.

A credit union surveyed its employees and found the following: 

•	 73% of employees said they were less motivated than they used 
to be.

•	 84% said they could perform significantly better if they 
wanted to.

•	 50% said they were doing just enough to keep their job.
•	 Front-line employees listed recognition as their top motivation.

When I read these results, I was shocked. I began to think about 
my own employees to determine if they would have responded similar-
ly. After much depressing analysis, I determined that our results would 
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indeed have been similar. I tried to find some reason for people to be 
content with performing at such a low level.

Then I realized—mediocre performance is like speeding! Let me 
explain. Do you drive faster than the speed limit? I do, too. How fast 
do you drive over the speed limit? I drive nine miles an hour over the 
speed limit. Not eight, not ten, but nine miles an hour over the legal 
limit. I will drive the speed limit where I saw a police car yesterday. 
When I observe the cop has not returned today, I speed up to my com-
fortable speeding limit and go on. I have no desire to obey the speed 
limit. In this case, my only desire is not to get caught breaking the law.

Why do I do this? There is a very logical reason for such behavior. 
When it comes to abiding by the speed limit, there are very few pos-
itive consequences for appropriate behavior. You may say, “If I don’t 
speed, I won’t get a ticket or I won’t be injured as badly in an accident.” 
These are not positive consequences. They are absences of a negative. 
Avoiding negative consequences does not make me want to do the right 
thing. It only makes me want to do the wrong thing in such a way as 
to not get caught.

Employees perform at such a low level because most reinforcement 
in the organization is negative. When employees make mistakes, they 
get in “trouble.” The motivation then becomes merely not getting into 
trouble. So employees reduce the odds of making a mistake that would 
lead to getting in trouble by doing less. As a manager, I was very good 
at catching people doing it wrong. I was not nearly as good at catching 
people doing it correctly. I came to realize that I had created my own 
performance problem. There was no one to blame for poor employee 
performance but me. Based on the above survey results, my own obser-
vation, and my belief in the four types of employee performance, I have 
developed the 10-80-10 Theory:

If we have done a good job of training our employees:

•	 Approximately 10% of employees are willing and able.
•	 Approximately 80% of employees are unwilling and able.
•	 Approximately 10% of employees are unwilling and unable.
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Remember the performance grid:

FOUR TYPES OF EMPLOYEE BEHAVIORS

Willing

Able Unable

Delegate &
Recognize

Confront
Behavior

Instruct

Quit Coaching &
Hold AccountableUnwilling

I believe most employees can do a better job if they choose to. The 
previously mentioned survey reinforces this idea. For those who are 
unwilling and able, negative reinforcement causes them to focus on the 
lowest level of performance you will accept. They operate at that level 
to avoid the pain of negative reinforcement. What if we were to provide 
positive reinforcement for exceeding the sales and service goals we have 
developed? Do you think performance would improve? Sure, it would.

When performance improves, the employees who fall into the 
unwilling/unable category will be easier to notice. They will not be 
motivated by any incentive or recognition plan. Therefore, their per-
formance will not improve as that of employees in the other groups.

How Do Incentive and Recognition Programs 
Relate to the Four Types of Employees?
Willing and able: Recognition programs are designed for those who are 
willing and able.

The primary intent is not to motivate, but to recognize someone 
who is doing very well. We need to recognize high performers with 
something other than more work. We need to spend the time to rec-
ognize high-performing employees rather than get too busy worrying 
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about lower-performers. A good recognition program shines light on 
what a great job looks like to the other employees who can then choose 
to emulate the behavior.

Unwilling and able: Incentive programs are designed for these peo-
ple. The purpose of an incentive program is to incentivize employees 
to move beyond their current performance level. Having used several 
types of programs with many different credit unions, I feel confident 
telling you incentives work if they are constructed correctly.

Willing and unable: These people need training, not incentives 
or recognition.

Unwilling and unable: Nothing works on these folks. They consume 
your time with no return. Find out who they are and begin termina-
tion proceedings. You will be amazed at how much more time you will 
have to coach and motivate other employees.

What Are Keys to Effective Incentive and 
Recognition Programs?
1.	Don’t let anyone tell you there is one correct way to develop 

incentives. Sales and service incentives are a function of 
organizational capacity, culture, and conscience.

a.	Capacity—The value of the incentive can only be what the 
credit union can afford to pay.

b.	Culture—If the credit union’s board of directors and/or 
management team has had limited or bad experiences with 
incentive plans in the past, you may have to begin with 
simple, low-cost programs. From there you can build toward 
a more valuable program.

c.	Conscience—Have you heard someone say, “Pay an 
incentive? Don’t we pay them a salary?” This person will 
have a difficult time with any incentive plan, especially 
one that does not have a minimum performance standard 
associated with it. Some credit unions have had great success 
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with an incentive program that pays an employee for each 
item sold.

In most credit unions, this type of incentive would violate 
the conscience of those who feel there is a minimum perfor-
mance that should be expected before becoming eligible for 
an incentive. The minimum standard or piecemeal depends 
on the conscience of those involved in developing and 
approving the plan. Don’t ask people to compromise their 
conscience. It rarely works. There are so many ways to devel-
op incentives, you should find a method that everyone can 
feel good about.

2.	Keep the incentives consistent. Don’t use the temporary incentive 
ploy of paying employees to cross-sell only during promotions. 
When the incentive is taken away, the employees quit cross-selling. 
Surprise! I have seen employees hold back on cross-selling until 
management rolls out the next promotion. If cross-selling is worth 
something today, it should be worth something tomorrow.

3.	Allow employees to assist you in developing the program. Don’t 
make the mistake I made in the early stages of my experience 
with sales culture development. I developed the plans and told 
employees how much they would like the reward. This method 
rarely brought about the excitement I desired. When I developed 
the plan, employees found fault with it from the beginning. It 
is always easy to criticize others’ work. When I began to have 
employees help develop the plans, the programs were received 
much more readily and generated more excitement and buy-in.

4.	The incentive program is only as good as your ability to track 
it. As previously stated, the ability to track will dictate not only 
the goal but also the type of incentive. An inability to track 
individual performance inhibits your ability to incentivize 
individual performance.
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Every program has potential advantages and disadvantages. Don’t 
be frustrated because the program you have put together has flaws. 
Everything has flaws. The credit union’s current policies, procedures, 
and operating systems are flawed. However, the credit union contin-
ues to open and operate every morning. While you look to improve 
the flaws, you continue to operate. There is no perfect incentive or 
recognition program.

Try your best to create a program that meets these criteria:

•	 Control. Employees must be able to impact the achievement of 
the goal in a significant way. If you incentivize things such as 
the capital ratio, you must explain completely how the employee 
impacts the capital ratio. I recommend you incentivize issues 
more directly in control of the employee (e.g. cross-selling, 
service satisfaction, over and short, new accounts).

•	 Value. For a reward to be motivating, the employee must perceive 
it as valuable. Remember, most employees value recognition 
very highly. If you can’t afford a large monetary reward, seek to 
ensure that the praise will be significant.

•	 Compete against a goal, not against other employees or 
departments. This is a critical issue. Competition against fellow 
employees creates winners and losers. Losers always find a 
reason they lost. They never blame themselves but rather say the 
program was unfair. (Also, programs that develop competition 
against colleagues generally diminish departmental teamwork. 
Not everyone handles competition the same way. Some become 
hyper-competitive and do whatever it takes to win. Others are 
hypo-competitive and refuse to compete because they don’t like 
the way those who compete are behaving. A good recognition 
or incentive program is based on specific, attainable, and 
measurable goals. Use the sales and service goals the credit union 
has developed as the foundation for the incentive plan.)
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•	 Ensure that everyone in the organization can receive an 
incentive, including support employees. Credit union bonus 
plans are a great way to pay these folks for their extra efforts. 
Additionally, if you do evaluate internal service, those 
departments that exceed their service rating goals can and should 
be rewarded.

•	 Don’t worry if tellers make more money. The good tellers just 
might have a reason to stay. Most of us have been involved in 
discussions about how to control teller turnover. Here is my idea: 
give them the opportunity to make more money based on their 
performance. This is a critical issue in credit unions today.

Let’s analyze the basis of the problem. Our tellers have more mem-
ber contact than any other position. They are responsible for thousands 
of dollars in cash and can be robbed at any time. We want them to be 
fast, accurate, and cross-sell. To encourage the hiring and retention of 
these talented people, we pay them about what a fast-food restaurant 
pays. Consequently, we attract very young, inexperienced applicants 
who, when hired, can’t wait to get promoted because the next job pays 
more money. Once we have hired the employee, we have turnover rates 
nearing 100 percent annually when we take into consideration inter-
nal and external turnover. Consequently, we have difficulty developing 
relationships with members because of the internal and external turn-
over. As a result, the teller position is perceived to be a job with little 
respect or value.

Of course, we know how important tellers are, so we must change 
the way we pay tellers. If we are truly going to operate as a retail orga-
nization, we should pay those involved directly with the member a base 
salary and incentives based on their level of selling and service prowess.

Currently, we encourage our employees to move father away from 
the member by paying them more to do so. As a result, our best and 
brightest employees are in support functions and the least trained and 
least experienced are in direct contact with the member. If you create 
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an incentive program that provides more incentive money for tellers 
than other positions, that’s okay. If a person in the back office com-
plains that the tellers’ incentive program is richer than theirs, look 
them in the eye and tell them that there are several teller openings if 
they would like to bid. Let’s keep people who want to be tellers on the 
line by paying them more based on their performance. This will devel-
op improved service to our members.

•	 Evaluate the program each year to fine-tune the system. Work 
with employees on an annual basis to improve any flaws in 
the program.

•	 Timing the implementation of incentives and recognition 
programs is very important. Implement a service recognition 
program in the early stages of the culture’s development. Service 
is always the foundation for the culture. Implement sales 
incentives no sooner than three months after the sales training. 
Allow the coaches to become comfortable with developing 
employees’ skills through coaching. When sales incentives are 
implemented too early, coaches tend to define success by how 
their employees “score” in the incentive program rather than 
focusing on developing the employees’ selling skills. This focus 
on a “quota” can destroy the culture.

What Does an Effective Incentive or 
Recognition Program Look Like?
Here’s a sample:

Frontline
•	 External Service Measured via Member Effort Survey

	{ Measures of Value
	– Overall individual score

	{ Recognition Based On
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	– Top 10% above established minimum expectation
	{ Recognition Value

	– 1 unit for score in top 10%
	– 1 unit for score above minimum expectation

•	 Sales Measured via Results from Core Processor
	{ Measure of Value

	– All product units and/or dollars valued by the 
credit union 
(e.g., New Loan Dollars, Checking Accounts, Home 
Banking, etc.)

	{ Recognition Based On
	– Meeting and exceeding established initial 
minimum expectations

	{ Recognition Value
	– Points are assigned to units/dollars sold based on value 
to credit union

•	 Referrals Measured via Referral Tracking System (CRM, 
Cross-Selling Module)

•	 Measure of Value
	{ Number of referrals that meet or exceed minimum expecta-
tion (*Gatekeeper Metric)

	{ Referrals that result in a sale
•	 Recognition Based On

	{ Employee must meet or exceed the minimum number of 
referrals to be eligible to receive recognition for a sale result-
ing from a referral that occurs within forty-five days of 
the referral.

•	 Recognition Value
	{ Value is assigned based on points assigned to respective prod-
ucts based on their importance to the credit union (e.g., all 
products do not have the same value to the credit union).
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Support
•	 Overall Credit Union Score on the Member Effort Survey
•	 Measure of Value

	{ Overall Score
•	 Recognition Based On

	{ If overall score is higher than minimum expectation
•	 Recognition Value

	{ 5 units for score above initial minimum expectation (5)

*A Gatekeeper Metric is one that must be achieved for the employee to 
be eligible to receive an incentive or recognition.

How to Set Teller Referral Goals
This is a format that I use to set teller referral minimum expectations. 
The point is to take away all potential objections and still get enough 
referrals to be missional.

•	 Look at each branch as unique.
•	 Take the average monthly transaction volume for a typical 

full-time teller at that branch. For our example we will use the 
number 1,000.

•	 Let’s assume that each member runs 2 transactions per visit. 
1,000/2 = 500 members per month.

•	 Of the 500 members let’s assume that 20% of them are the type 
that come to the branch all the time. Let’s deduct them from the 
500. (500 x .80 = 400)

•	 Of the 400 members let’s assume that 10% are the members who 
are so broke and have such bad credit they could never qualify 
for anything. (400 x .90 = 360)

•	 Of the 360 let’s assume that 20% are the members who already 
have everything. (360 x .80 = 280)

•	 This gives the teller 280 unique referral opportunities per month.
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•	 Now you decide what percentage of this 280 you feel 
comfortable expecting the teller to take advantage of. For 
example, at a 25% referral expectation: 280 x .25 = 72.

•	 Set the initial expectation as a weekly or daily expectation. That 
gives fifteen referrals per week or two per day. It would be hard 
for the teller to argue that those numbers are not achievable.

When Do I Raise the Minimum Expectations?
When 80 percent of the performers are within 10 percent of the expec-
tation or greater, it is time to raise the expectation. This should be done 
each quarter with minimum expectations subject to change quarterly.

It is important to remember that the credit union should provide 
incentives for both service and selling to ensure that service and selling 
are valued equally by the employees.





81

SUMMARY

C reating and maintaining a sales and service culture should be 
a top priority for every credit union. Ensuring that our mem-

bers receive the highest quality service and information to improve 
their financial lives is the basis of the credit union movement. Beyond 
remaining true to our roots, it will be critical to the success of a cred-
it union to provide something that its competition does not. The only 
thing a credit union will always be able to provide better than its com-
petition is good, honest, helpful information solely focused on helping 
the member. To achieve this end, the credit union’s leaders will have to 
make a concerted, coordinated effort to develop a culture that focuses 
on service and cross-selling.

It will take an investment of time and effort to create such a cul-
ture. When the credit union chooses to invest time and effort, using 
a logical and planned approach, the goal can be attained. While any 
organizational change is difficult, a change such as I have proposed 
impacts the way the credit union acts at every level of the organization. 
Therefore, there will be more discomfort. Having a member-orient-
ed vision and intelligent and strong leadership is required for success.

Good luck to you on your journey.
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APPENDIX
IMPLEMENTING A 
SALES AND SERVICE 
CULTURE TIMELINE
Start
1.	Planning for implementation of sales and service culture
2.	Development of product manual and product assessment
3.	Coaching training for managers and supervisors
4.	Beginning to determine sales tracking methodology

90 Days After Start
1.	Kickoff celebration to present the concept of the culture to 

the employees
2.	Service coaching by managers and supervisors begins
3.	Delivery of product manual and product assessment
4.	Presentation on becoming a sales champion
5.	Presentation on service excellence
6.	Management and employees work together to develop internal and 

external service awards
7.	Service tracking methodology is determined

120 Days After Start
1.	Internal and external service standards are introduced
2.	Internal and external service excellence recognition program is 

introduced and continues
3.	Service tracking system implemented
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4.	All employees take the product knowledge assessment
5.	Sales and service meetings begin—the first meeting will 

allow employees to share the results of their Shopping the 
Competition exercise

6.	Decide on sales tracking methodology
7.	Benchmarking of referral and cross-selling performance begins

180 Days After Start
1.	Coaches have their first formal performance meeting with each 

employee to complete a goal-setting worksheet

210 Days After Start
1.	Coaches have their second formal performance meeting with each 

employee to review steps-of-the-sale worksheet and complete a 
goal-setting worksheet

2.	Initial sales and referral goals are determined
3.	Sales incentives developed

240-365 days After Start
1.	Initial sales and referral goals are introduced to staff
2.	Sales incentive plan introduced to staff
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