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BY LIN GRENSING-POPHAL

very year, usually in late fall, credit union employees

gather together in meeting rooms large and small for

an important event that credit union leaders and HR
representatives strive to make as compelling as possible.
They don’t always succeed.

Open enrollment is that time of year when employees
sign up for annual benefits. It's an important process and
one that many organizations—not just credit unions—
realize that most employees are ill-prepared for. Not
because their organizations don’t try to keep them
informed, but because the information provided can be
voluminous, detailed and—Ilet’s face it—dry.

5till, despite the obvious challenges, open enrollment
is an important time of year and one that credit unions
can benefit from significantly.

As Brad Pricer, brokerage sales and retention man-
ager in CUES Supplier member CUNA Mutual Group's
(terwre.cunamutual.com) Employee Benefits division,
says, “There is definitely value in having open enroll-
ments each vear.” He acknowledges that there can be a
tendency to look ar open enrollment as “something vou
just go through each year, get done quickly, get over
and put behind you.” But, he notes, the inherent value
in this process makes open enrollment a critical part of
any credit union’s benefit administration activities.

“It’s a chance to get in front of the employees and
explain to them the investment the credit union is mak-
ing,” he says.

A good job of highlighting and explaining benefits, the
value of those benefits—and the cost of providing those
benefits—has a definite impact on retention, says Pricer. “A
lot of studies have shown that employees who feel like they
understand their benefits are happier with those benefits.
And, they have a higher loyalty to their employers,” he says.

Howr long should the open enrollment period last? Pricer
stresses that while many think of “open enrollment™ as the
actual meetings that are typically held to tell employees about

Credit unions share tips for
maximizing the benefits of
this yearly event, making it
less of a chore for both the
CU and employees

any changes in their benefit options, pre-planning
and preparation of communication materials is an
important behind-the-scenes part of the process.

Pricer is not alone in emphasizing that
open enrollment should be considered more
of a process than an event.

CUES member Lynn Stephens, SFHR,
SVP/human resources at $2.85 billion/
328,000-member Mountain America Credit
Union (tenenmacu.comt) with 886 full-time
equivalents in West Jordan, Utah, notes the
importance of keeping benefits in front of
employees year round. “We try not to make
apen enrollment the only thing. We do other
things during the vear as a reminder,” he says.

For instance, at the beginning of the year, employ-
ees receive a “hidden payvcheck”—information about
the value of their benefits in addition to pay. Wellness
brown bag lunches are another way Mountain America
CU keeps benefits—and wellness—in front of employees
year round. “These brown bags are not just on physical
fitness, but also emotional wellness,” says Stephens. For
example, at one lunch an employee assistance program
counselor did a session on parenting skills.

Still, the open enrollment period itself does remain an
important time of year for credit unions—and employ-
ees. From an administrative standpoint, it’s the time
when employees must indicate their plan choices for
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