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Marc Schaefer describes how this credit union 

is staying true to its mission to improve its member-

owners’ financial well-being. Liz French reports.

Truliant Federal Credit Union

SPOTLIGHT

Truliant Federal Credit Union has come
a long way from its humble beginnings.
Chartered as Radio Shops Credit

Union in 1952 to serve employees of Western
Electric, an AT&T company, the Winston-
Salem, NC credit union had a mere 2,000 
members and $100,000 in assets. 

Today, $1.1 billion TFCU serves 180,000 mem-
bers, including employees of more than 850
companies throughout five states. Most of that
growth has taken place over the past 25 years as
a result of a diversification strategy that opened
up the organization’s field of membership.
“Back in the early ’80s, we started adding 
companies to our portfolio, including a fair
amount in the furniture, textile, and technolo-
gy industries. We have customers as large as
Duke Energy and Circuit City and as small as
four- to five-person operations,” said Marc
Schaefer, president and CEO.

TFCU broadened its customer base even further
when, seven years ago, it decided to target under-
served, middle-income communities. As a result,
it entered eight communities throughout North
Carolina and Southern Virginia. “Entering

underserved markets was a natural for us because
we were already in several of them serving
employees of local companies. But we wanted to
serve the entire community, particularly people 
of modest means who need access to affordable
financial services,” said Schaefer.

With underserved communities on its radar,
TFCU merged with Victory-Masonic Mutual
Credit Union in 2003. “We had been assisting
them for six years, but they only had about $2
million in assets and decided it was time to
merge with a larger organization,” said Schaefer.
TFCU brought Victory’s former chairman onto
its board of directors as an associate director and
kept the Victory name as its diversity brand. The
move enabled TFCU to plant itself in markets
spanning from Winston-Salem to Charlotte and
up to the Virginia border.

Shortly thereafter, TCFU merged with sinking
Chatham Lee Credit Union, which took the
organization’s footprint into Orange County all
the way to Chapel Hill. But Schaefer stressed
that TFCU’s geographic growth—27 member
financial centers (MFCs) in four states—means
much more than obtaining MFCs in other 
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communities. “Credit unions can’t work off 
the if-you-build-it-they-will-come philosophy. 
It takes many years to establish your brand.”

Financial literacy
As TFCU travels down its growth path, it has
never lost sight of its mission: to enhance the
quality of life of our member-owners and become
their preferred financial institution. “We feel
obligated to advise our members of their finan-
cial choices so they can make good decisions,”
said Schaefer. 

To that end, the organization holds financial 
literacy workshops in several North Carolina
communities. In fact, it recently received a
$22,200 grant from the National Credit Union
Foundation to sponsor classes, which follow the
Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation Money
Smart curriculum, held in 2007. Topics include
getting out of debt, understanding credit, buying
a home, and saving for the future.

TFCU also offers a financial education tool called
Balance, an 800-number staffed by financial
experts to answer questions ranging from “How
do I balance my checkbook,” to “How can I
catch up on debt?” Schaefer said that sometimes
members are embarrassed to share their financial
difficulties face to face, so Balance provides the
perfect medium for them to ask questions.

The credit union often encourages members to
take out a line of credit to protect their hard-
earned money. Schaefer gave an example of a
typical financial institution providing overdraft
protection. If you write a check at a department
store and it bounces, your bank will cover it
using an opt-out program, but it will charge an
overdraft fee of, on average, $35. “This is an
example of how we’re different: we educate our
members that it wasn’t a good transaction and
they would have been better with a line of credit
or an overdraft set up with another account.”

Instead, TFCU’s Last Resort Overdraft
Protection program puts the amount of the
bounced check onto a line of credit, usually
only up to $300, and members only have to
pay interest, which typically amounts to a few
dollars. If TFCU offered an opt-out program
similar to those at most financial institutions, 
it could make an additional $8 million a year.

“But if our members make bad financial choic-
es, even if we make money from it, we haven’t
served our mission.”

TCFU also acts in its members’ best interest by
maintaining control over its credit card portfolio.
Schaefer said the credit union could easily sell its
portfolio to another financial institution to make
a quick buck, but it would not be able to control
the rates, fees, and charges for its members.

“You’ve probably heard horror stories of people
paying their credit card bill a day late and their
nice 9.9% rate jumped to 26%. That is one of
many tactics credit card companies use to make
money, and that is why we want to maintain
control over our portfolio.” 

High tech, high touch
Like most banks, technology helps TFCU serve
members better, but it goes above and beyond
the typical Web site applications and ATMs. 
In fact, 12 years ago, TFCU and Bell Labs 
pioneered video kiosk technology, which allows
customers to virtually interact with a member
contact center representative. The technology is
helpful, for instance, during busy Friday after-
noons, otherwise known as pay day.

“If a member doesn’t want to wait in line for a
teller, he or she can go into this video kiosk and
interact with someone face to face. Some people
prefer it, even if there is a staff person available
to serve them,” said Schaefer. Although video
kiosks are only found in MFCs, the organization
would like to introduce it online so members
can access it at home.

MFCs are also decked out with flat screen TVs
broadcasting CNN news, a play room for children,
and a financial information library. TFCU also has
a 65-foot obelisk outside its headquarters that
serves as a real-time testament to member satisfac-
tion. Every fifth customer who visits a MFC is
asked two questions: “Do you feel like a part of
Truliant,” and “Are you satisfied with the service?”
Answers are entered into a database and trans-
ferred to a satellite. The satellite then tells ambient
orbs at the top of the tower (and in a number of
MFCs) to glow either blue, green, or yellow (blue
representing high member satisfaction, yellow rep-
resenting low). “It is a way to display our member
satisfaction—all the time in real time.” E
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