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Introduction 

Credit union executives no longer ask whether AI matters. They ask whether their institution can deploy it 

effectively. 

That shift in the conversation happened fast. Eighteen months ago, most credit union AI discussions centered 

on vendor pitches, proof-of-concept projects, and cautious board-level curiosity. Today, AI is already running 

inside contact centers, fraud monitoring systems, marketing platforms, and back-office workflows at credit 

unions across the country. The question isn’t awareness. It’s execution. 

To get a clear picture of where the industry stands, The League of Credit Unions & Affiliates and its service 

corporation LEVERAGE surveyed 78 credit unions across a broad range of asset sizes, operating models, and 

geographies. The findings reveal an industry that is pragmatic, increasingly active, and still working through the 

structural and governance questions that will determine which institutions get lasting value from AI and which 

end up with a collection of disconnected pilots. 

Three things stand out from the data. 

• AI activity is outpacing AI strategy. More than half of respondents either have no formal AI strategy 

or are operating through department-level experimentation with no executive ownership. 

• The early value is real—and concentrated. Contact center support, fraud detection, operations 

productivity, and marketing optimization are where credit unions are finding traction. These aren’t 

experimental use cases; they’re production deployments with measurable outcomes. 

• The barriers are addressable. Risk concerns, expertise gaps, and unclear ROI dominate the list of 

obstacles. Each has a practical solution—but none of them gets solved by deploying another tool. 

This report examines how credit unions are building the business case for AI investment, where they’re finding 

early value, what’s holding back broader adoption, and how to build the governance foundation required to 

move from experimentation to scalable execution. 

About the Data 

The League of Credit Unions & Affiliates and LEVERAGE surveyed 78 credit unions to understand the current 

state of AI adoption across the industry. The respondent group spans a wide range of asset sizes—from $13 

million to $9.8 billion—and represents varied operating models, charter types, and geographic markets. Survey 

data was collected in early 2026. All findings are attributed to the combined survey effort of The League and 

LEVERAGE unless otherwise noted. 
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Building the Business Case for AI 

AI adoption in credit unions faces a structural problem: Enthusiasm is running ahead of the measurement 

discipline. 

Many institutions are in pilots that haven’t run long enough to produce results. Others are capturing outcomes 

in ways that don’t translate into financial terms that boards and CFOs find compelling. The result is a cycle 

where AI projects generate interest but struggle to secure sustained investment or get scaled beyond their 

initial footprint. 

Fixing that cycle requires a consistent framework for evaluating AI initiatives before they’re launched—not 

after. 

Four Value Categories 

AI benefits don’t all look the same, and credit unions that try to measure them with a single lens miss most of 

the picture. A practical business case evaluates value across four categories: efficiency, revenue, risk reduction, 

and strategic value (Table A).  

TABLE A: 
Four Value Categories 

Category The Question to Answer What to Measure 

Efficiency 
Does this reduce manual work, shorten cycle 
times, or increase service capacity? 

Hours saved, throughput 
increase, cost per transaction 

Revenue 
Does this grow or deepen member 
relationships? 

Conversion lift, attrition 
reduction, cross-sell rate, faster 
decisioning 

Risk Reduction 
Does this prevent losses or improve decision 
quality? 

Fraud losses avoided, false 
positive reduction, underwriting 
accuracy 

Strategic Value 
Does this strengthen our long-term 
competitive position? 

Member satisfaction, employee 
retention, scalability, brand trust 

Source: Cornerstone Advisors 

 



 

 

AI in Credit Unions: From Experimentation to Execution 4 

The Full Cost Picture 

ROI calculations frequently undercount costs. One-time costs—implementation, integration, data preparation, 

change management—are usually captured, but the ongoing cost picture is often incomplete. Recurring costs 

include licensing or usage-based fees, cloud and infrastructure expenses, model monitoring, ongoing 

compliance validation, and the internal staff time required to manage the solution in production. 

For multi-year initiatives, net present value and payback period should supplement basic ROI. Both metrics 

allow credit unions to compare AI investments against other capital allocation decisions on an apples-to-apples 

basis. The rule of thumb: evaluate both costs and benefits over a consistent horizon (three years is standard), 

and build scenarios—base, optimistic, and conservative—before committing to scale. 

CORNERSTONE’S TAKE: 

Fraud detection is where credit unions have built the clearest AI business cases—because the value is direct 

and measurable. Benefits include reduced fraud losses (baseline minus post-implementation losses), lower 

manual review costs, fewer false positives, and improved member experience from fewer declined legitimate 

transactions. Costs include the platform, data infrastructure, ongoing monitoring, and internal risk 

management resources. Build three scenarios before signing a contract. The range of outcomes tells you as 

much as the midpoint. 
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Where Credit Unions Use AI 

The early AI investment pattern in credit unions follows a clear logic: Start where outcomes are visible and risk 

is manageable. Contact center support, operations, marketing, and fraud—the top four use cases in our 

survey—share a common characteristic. Each one has measurable outputs, visible employee impact, and a 

relatively contained blast radius if something goes wrong. 

Contact Center: Enabling—Not Replacing—Employees 

Among credit unions using AI in the contact center, 80% are using generative AI to help agents with real-time 

responses, knowledge retrieval, and call summarization. Another 72% are using AI chatbots for common 

member inquiries and call containment (Figure 1). 

FIGURE 1: 
Credit Unions Using AI Technologies in the Contact Center 

 

Source: Cornerstone Advisors 

The most important finding here isn’t the chatbot adoption rate—it’s the split between member-facing 

automation and employee-facing enablement. Credit unions are using contact center AI on both sides of the 

conversation. They’re using it to help agents find information faster and document calls more efficiently, not 

just to deflect calls away from agents entirely. 
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CORNERSTONE’S TAKE: 

For credit unions struggling with call volume and staffing pressure, contact center AI may be the clearest 

starting point. The ROI case is straightforward: lower handle times, better first-call resolution, less after-call 

work. The member experience upside comes from faster, more consistent service—not from a bot that 

frustrates members trying to reach a person. 

Operations: The Quiet Productivity Story 

Among credit unions using AI in operations, 96% are using generative AI for internal knowledge management 

and process documentation—the highest use-case concentration in the entire survey (Figure 2). 

FIGURE 2: 
Credit Union Use Cases for AI in Operations 

 

Source: Cornerstone Advisors 

That number deserves attention. Internal knowledge management isn’t glamorous, and it rarely generates 

conference presentations. But it compounds. When employees can find policy answers in seconds instead of 

minutes, draft procedural documentation without starting from scratch, and navigate compliance 

requirements more efficiently, the aggregate time savings are significant—and they scale with headcount. 

CORNERSTONE’S TAKE: 

Internal productivity may be the most underrated AI opportunity in credit unions. The deployment risk is low 

(outputs stay inside the institution), the adoption curve is short (employees see the value immediately), and the 

ROI builds continuously. For institutions looking for a low-friction entry point into AI, this is it. 
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Marketing: From Volume to Relevance 

Among credit unions using AI in marketing, 59% are using generative AI for content creation, 55% are using 

machine learning for campaign performance optimization and next-best-offer recommendations, and 46% are 

using machine learning for member segmentation (Figure 3). 

FIGURE 3: 
Credit Union Use Cases for AI in Marketing 

 

Source: Cornerstone Advisors 

The shift underway in credit union marketing is from content production to targeted engagement. AI is 

accelerating creative output—but the more durable opportunity is using machine learning to improve when, 

why, and to whom offers are delivered. Better segmentation and next-best-offer logic improve relevance. 

Better relevance improves response rates. Better response rates improve revenue. The chain is short and 

traceable. 

CORNERSTONE’S TAKE: 

Credit unions that use AI to produce more content without improving targeting are solving the wrong problem. 

The opportunity isn’t to generate more campaigns faster—it’s to get the right message to the right member at 

the right time. That requires ML-driven segmentation and decisioning, not just a faster content pipeline. 
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Fraud: The Clearest ROI Case 

Among credit unions using AI for fraud detection, 85% are using machine learning for real-time payment fraud 

detection, and 62% are using it for synthetic identity detection in digital account opening (Figure 4). 

FIGURE 4: 
Credit Unions Using AI for Fraud Detection and Case Management  

 

Source: Cornerstone Advisors 

Fraud is the use case where AI’s value is most directly measurable, and it’s where the technology has the 

clearest production track record. Real-time transaction monitoring and synthetic identity detection are both 

high-volume, pattern-recognition problems—precisely the problems machine learning handles well. As fraud 

tactics become more sophisticated and faster-moving, AI-enabled detection is shifting from a competitive 

advantage to an operational baseline. 

CORNERSTONE’S TAKE: 

Credit unions that have not yet deployed ML-based fraud detection should be asking their core and fraud 

platform vendors what’s already available in their existing contracts. Many credit unions are paying for 

capabilities they haven’t activated. Activation is a faster path to value than a new vendor selection. 
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LLM Adoption: Where the Impact Shows Up 

Large language model adoption is still evolving across the industry, but the pattern in the survey is clear: The 

most meaningful early impact is in internal, employee-focused applications. Respondents consistently ranked 

internal productivity and knowledge management as the highest-impact LLM applications. 

In practice, this means tools like Microsoft Copilot, ChatGPT, and platform-specific solutions such as Eltropy 

are helping staff draft communications, summarize documents, retrieve internal knowledge, and navigate 

procedures. For most institutions, LLMs are approved for individual staff use or are being piloted, with a 

smaller share fully integrated into enterprise workflows. 

Fraud and risk detection emerged as the second most impactful area, with machine learning models supporting 

transaction monitoring, suspicious activity identification, and real-time detection (Figure 5). 

FIGURE 5:  
Top AI Use Cases Implemented 

Source: Cornerstone Advisors 

CORNERSTONE’S TAKE: 

LLMs are best understood as workforce enablement tools, not member-facing automation. The early value 

proposition is extending team capacity—helping people do more, faster—not replacing what people do. That 

framing also makes internal governance easier: the outputs stay internal, and humans review the results. 

10

6 6
5

4
3

Internal
Productivity /

Knowledge

Fraud / Risk
Detection

None / Early Stage Marketing /
Content

Member Service
(Chatbots / Voice)

Lending /
Underwriting

Top AI Use Cases Implemented



 

 

AI in Credit Unions: From Experimentation to Execution 10 

Closing the Strategy Gap 

The central tension in credit union AI adoption: Activity is accelerating, but strategy hasn’t kept up. Nearly 4 in 

10 credit unions have no defined AI strategy. Another 12% describe their approach as department-led or 

grassroots experimentation. Combined, that’s roughly half the industry running AI initiatives without executive 

ownership, formal governance, consistent prioritization, or defined success metrics. 

The 28% with an executive-led formal strategy and the 23% operating through cross-functional coordination 

represent the institutions most likely to scale AI successfully. They’ve established the infrastructure—decision 

rights, funding mechanisms, governance structures, ROI accountability—that allows promising pilots to 

become production deployments. 

The remaining half has the opposite problem. Not a shortage of AI activity—but a shortage of the 

organizational architecture required to turn that activity into durable capability. Fragmented experimentation 

tends to plateau. Individual departments find value, but cross-functional benefits don’t materialize. 

Governance gaps create risk exposure. Without executive accountability, AI competes poorly against other 

technology priorities when budgets tighten. 

What’s Holding Credit Unions Back 

Credit unions see some barriers to AI adoption (Figure 6): 

• Risk. Risk concerns were cited by two-thirds of respondents, which reflects something specific to the 

credit union operating environment. Risk concerns shouldn’t translate into inaction, however. They 

should translate into governance—the structures, policies, and oversight mechanisms that allow 

institutions to deploy AI with confidence. The credit unions that have made the most progress are not 

the ones that decided risk was acceptable. They’re the ones that decided risk was manageable.  

• Expertise. An expertise gap was cited by 52% of respondents. Credit unions don’t need to build 

internal AI research teams to deploy AI effectively. They need enough internal capability to evaluate 

vendor solutions critically, select appropriate use cases, define success metrics, and monitor 

performance once tools are in production. That’s a realistic capability-building objective, and it can be 

developed through training, external advisory support, and peer learning. 

• ROI. Unclear ROI (36%) circles back to the measurement discipline problem. Credit unions that have 

built consistent business case frameworks—using the four-category model above—report much 

greater confidence in AI investment decisions. The ROI isn’t inherently unclear; it’s unclear when the 

measurement approach hasn’t been defined in advance. 

 



 

 

AI in Credit Unions: From Experimentation to Execution 11 

FIGURE 6:  
Barriers to AI Implementation at Credit Unions 

 

Source: Cornerstone Advisors 

CORNERSTONE’S TAKE: 

The institutions that get the most out of AI over the next three years will be the ones that built the right 

architecture: executive ownership, defined use case priorities, consistent ROI measurement, and governance 

that scales with adoption. Those things aren’t glamorous. They’re what separates the institutions that scale AI 

from the ones that collect pilots. 

Building an AI Governance Foundation 

Governance is the part of AI that feels like a speed bump. In practice, it’s the accelerant. 

Strong governance gives: 1) employees clarity about what they can use and how; 2) executives visibility into 

what’s running and what it’s doing; 3) risk and compliance teams a framework for evaluating new tools before 

problems surface; and 4) boards the oversight they need. An effective AI governance foundation has 5 

components: 

1. An AI acceptable use policy. The AI Acceptable Use Policy (AUP) defines what tools employees are 

authorized to use, what data can and cannot be uploaded to those tools, and the process for requesting 

approval of new tools. Most institutions run new tool approvals through their IT Steering Committee. 

The AUP isn’t a bureaucratic exercise—it’s what prevents well-intentioned employees from 

inadvertently exposing member data or creating compliance exposure through an unapproved AI 

application. 
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2. Regulatory awareness. Credit unions should be familiar with the NIST AI Risk Management Framework 

and the NCUA’s Model Risk Management guidance. Both provide practical frameworks for evaluating 

and managing AI risk that can be integrated into existing risk management processes without requiring 

a wholesale infrastructure rebuild. 

3. Third-party risk management. Most credit union AI deployments involve vendor-provided solutions. 

When evaluating any software with embedded AI, credit unions should require clear answers from 

vendors on three questions: 1) How does your AI model work, and how do you ensure it doesn’t 

introduce bias that violates Fair Lending or UDAAP requirements? 2) How do you test model inputs and 

outputs for accuracy, fairness, and consistency? and 3) What model validation documentation can you 

provide, and will you support independent model validation audits? Third-party risk management 

checklists should be updated to include AI-specific due diligence requirements for any vendor deploying 

AI in a credit union environment. 

4. An AI model inventory. Whether deployed through in-house tools or vendor platforms, every AI model in 

production should be catalogued. A basic model inventory captures the model name and identifier, 

authorized users, permitted uses and restrictions, the model developer, input types and data sources, the 

underlying model components, and the intended use cases. Without a model inventory, institutions lose 

the ability to audit what AI is doing, identify risk concentrations, and respond to regulatory inquiries. 

5. PII safeguards. Network monitoring tools should review employee prompts to generative AI solutions 

to ensure that member personally identifiable information (PII) is not being uploaded to unauthorized 

platforms. This is a GLBA compliance requirement—but more practically, it’s a protection against a 

common failure mode in early AI adoption, where employees use publicly available AI tools with 

member data because internal options aren’t yet available or well-known. 

Boards should be briefed regularly on AI adoption—not as a technology update, but as a strategic update. 

Effective board AI reporting covers: 

• Current AI use cases in production and their performance against defined ROI targets 

• AI initiatives planned in the next quarter and the expected value from each 

• Governance structure and oversight mechanisms 

• Risk exposures identified and how they’re being managed 

Board members don’t need to become AI experts. They need enough context to provide meaningful oversight—

which means clear, consistent reporting that connects AI activity to member impact, financial outcomes, and 

risk posture. 

CORNERSTONE’S TAKE: 

The institutions making the most progress on AI governance treat it as an enablement tool, not a compliance 

exercise. Governance answers the questions that employees, executives, boards, and examiners will eventually 

ask. Building those answers in advance is cheaper than reconstructing them after a problem surfaces.  
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Five Moves to Make Now 

The survey findings point to five practical moves for credit union leaders working to advance AI adoption with 

purpose and discipline: 

1) Assign executive ownership. AI can’t remain a departmental initiative. As use cases expand into lending, 

fraud, compliance, and member service, the strategic trade-offs require executive-level decision-

making. Leaders should designate an executive—CEO, COO, or a dedicated Chief AI or Chief Data 

Officer—who owns AI strategy, governs prioritization, controls the budget, and is accountable for 

outcomes. Without that, AI remains fragmented. 

2) Start where the value is visible. The strongest early AI use cases—contact center support, fraud 

detection, operations knowledge management, and marketing optimization—share a common attribute: 

the value is measurable and the operational risk is contained. Prioritize those cases first. Build 

measurement frameworks before launch. Demonstrate ROI. Use that track record to earn investment in 

more complex deployments. 

3) Require a business case before scaling. Every AI initiative should define expected value (by category), 

total cost (one-time and recurring), risk considerations, and success metrics before it moves beyond the 

pilot stage. Not as a bureaucratic checkpoint—but as a forcing function for the discipline that separates 

productive AI deployments from perpetual pilots. If the business case can’t be articulated before scaling, 

the deployment probably shouldn’t scale yet. 

4) Build governance before you need it. Acceptable use policies, vendor review standards, model 

inventories, data protection protocols, and board reporting should be in place before adoption becomes 

widespread. Retrofitting governance after deployments are already running is harder, more expensive, 

and more disruptive than building the framework in advance. The institutions that have moved fastest 

on AI adoption are also the ones that built governance early—because governance is what creates the 

confidence to move fast. 

5) Frame AI as a workforce enablement strategy. The strongest early use cases are not replacing 

employees. They’re helping employees work faster, serve members more consistently, and reduce the 

administrative burden that consumes productive capacity. That framing matters—for employee buy-in, 

for board alignment, and for member trust. Credit unions that position AI as a tool for serving members 

better, through employees who are better supported, have a more compelling and sustainable adoption 

story than those leading with automation or cost reduction. 

Bottom Line 

Credit unions don’t need to become AI-first institutions to win with AI. They need to be deliberate: choose the 

right use cases, measure value consistently, manage risk intentionally, and build the governance infrastructure 

that lets adoption scale without creating exposure. The institutions that figure that out will find AI makes them 

more distinctly credit-union-like—more efficient, more attentive, more capable of delivering the trust and 

service that differentiates the credit union model. 
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