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A practical perspective for credit union technology leaders 

 

Executive Summary 

 

Most credit unions didn’t choose to accumulate technology debt. It happened gradually—one 

system at a time, one workaround at a time—often in response to real constraints: limited 

budgets, regulatory pressure, and the challenge of competing for technical talent. 

 

For years, these systems worked well enough. Until they didn’t. 

 

Today, the risk is no longer just aging platforms. The bigger concern is reduced agility—the 

inability to move quickly when regulations change, member expectations rise, or new digital 

competitors enter the picture. 

 

Large-scale modernization programs sound appealing but are rarely realistic. They’re expensive, 

disruptive, and risky—especially for mid-sized credit unions. 

 

This paper outlines a more practical path: one that focuses first on stability, then on 

strengthening delivery, and finally on selective modernization—without overwhelming budgets 

or teams. 

 

What Tech Debt Really Looks Like in Credit Unions 



 

Tech debt doesn’t usually announce itself. It shows up quietly, in small but compounding ways: 

• Core systems that only a few people truly understand 

• Manual workarounds living in spreadsheets and email chains 

• Enhancements that take months instead of weeks 

• Consultants who leave, taking institutional knowledge with them 

• Backlogs that never seem to shrink, no matter how hard teams work 

 

Individually, these issues may seem manageable. Collectively, they slow everything down. 

 

Many credit unions don’t feel tech debt day-to-day. They feel it when they try to launch a new 

service, respond to an audit finding, or integrate with a new partner—and realize how much 

effort even small changes require. 

 

Why This Keeps Happening (And Why It’s Understandable) 

 

It’s easy to label tech debt as a planning or leadership failure. In reality, most credit union IT 

leaders are navigating real constraints: 

• Budget pressure: Every dollar spent on IT must compete with member-facing priorities 

• Compliance demands: Regulatory requirements often take precedence over 

modernization 

• Talent challenges: Competing with banks and fintechs for specialized skills is hard 

• Small teams: A handful of people are expected to keep everything running 

 

Over time, short-term decisions made for good reasons become long-term structural challenges. 

 

The issue isn’t capability. 

It’s capacity and continuity. 

 



The Real Cost of Doing Nothing 

 

Tech debt rarely causes a single dramatic failure. Instead, it creates a slow drain: 

• Projects that consistently run late 

• Increasing dependence on external vendors 

• Rising operational risk tied to a few key individuals 

• Burnout within already-stretched IT teams 

 

The cost isn’t always visible on a balance sheet, but it shows up in lost momentum, higher long-

term spend, and reduced confidence in delivery. 

 

Doing nothing often feels safer than change—but over time, it becomes the more expensive 

option. 

 

A More Practical Approach: Stabilize, Then Modernize 

 

Rather than attempting a full-scale transformation, many credit unions succeed by taking a 

phased approach. 

 

Phase 1: Stabilize 

 

The goal here is not innovation—it’s resilience. 

• Reduce single points of failure 

• Add dependable, long-term technical capacity 

• Document systems and processes that live in people’s heads 

• Create breathing room for internal teams 

 



This phase alone often improves delivery predictability and reduces risk. 

 

Phase 2: Strengthen 

 

Once stability improves, teams can focus on execution quality. 

• Address backlog items that unblock progress 

• Improve testing, support, and release cycles 

• Introduce structure without adding bureaucracy 

• Balance onshore oversight with cost-effective delivery 

 

Momentum builds here—not through speed, but through consistency. 

 

Phase 3: Modernize (Selectively) 

 

Modernization works best when it’s intentional. 

• Focus on systems that directly impact members or operations 

• Avoid “rip and replace” thinking 

• Align technology changes with business priorities 

• Modernize in pieces, not all at once 

 

This approach reduces risk while still moving forward. 

 

What This Looks Like in Practice 

 

Consider a mid-sized credit union with a lean internal IT team and heavy vendor dependence. 

 



Over six to nine months: 

• Knowledge is documented and shared 

• Backlogs begin to shrink 

• Delivery timelines become more predictable 

• Internal teams regain control over priorities 

 

Nothing dramatic. Just steady improvement. 

 

That’s often what real progress looks like. 

 

How Credit Unions Typically Engage External Partners 

 

Short-term contractors can help—but only to a point. The most successful credit unions tend to 

favor partners who: 

• Commit to continuity, not constant churn 

• Understand regulated environments 

• Work alongside internal teams, not around them 

• Balance cost, accountability, and long-term value 

 

The goal isn’t to outsource responsibility. 

It’s to strengthen internal capability without losing control. 

 

Closing Thoughts 

 

Technology doesn’t need to be perfect to be effective. But it does need to be understandable, 

supportable, and adaptable. 

 



Addressing tech debt isn’t about moving faster at any cost. It’s about moving forward with 

confidence—one practical step at a time. 

 

If this perspective resonates, Rockwoods works with credit unions to strengthen delivery capacity 

while keeping control firmly in-house. 

 


