
Without modernisation, we risked 
stagnating, unable to cope with 
increasing costs of staffing, branch 
networks and existing technology. 

£83m
GROSS MORTGAGE BALANCE  
GROWTH IN 2023 

67%
REDUCTION IN ACCOUNT 
OPENING TIMES

95%
BROKER OF APPLICATIONS NOW 
SUBMITTED DIGITALLY

Progressive has been on a modernisation journey 
for several years now. How did it start? 

It really began post 2007, particularly with the fall in 
house prices in Northern Ireland. Despite being in a good 
financial position (Progressive was the only building 
society or bank to avoid making a loss during the 
financial crisis in Ireland, north or south), we first had to 
rebuild our capital to meet new regulatory demand. The 
second part of our phased approach was building on our 
infrastructure and technology, which takes longer and is 
more costly than you initially think. Finally, we focused on 
growing the business to absorb rising costs.

How did you go about growing the  
business successfully?

The key was having a clear focus for our team, supported 
by the right technology. For example, the broker platform 
transformed mortgage applications. Previously, branches 
were manually re-entering handwritten mortgage 
applications into the system, which was needless effort 
and prone to input errors. Now, our staff can concentrate 
on the value add services to meet brokers’ expectations. 
We’ve built a new team of business development 
managers to foster a direct relationship with the broker 

network across Northern Ireland. After all, business is 
still about people, and technology can support that, 
but it’s people who make the decisions.

Can you give an example of a successful proof  
of concept?

Previously, for a mortgage product switch we conducted 
a one-hour interview filled with paperwork, which was 
labour intensive, time consuming and inconvenient  
for our borrowers and staff. We realised many  
borrowers requesting product switches felt  
comfortable about the process after having  
had a mortgage for a number of years. So we  
trialled a postal-based product switch which  
proved very popular with borrowers, and 
was replicated digitally so it now only 
requires a few online clicks.

Were there any challenges to get the board to sign 
off on your Digital Transformation budget? How did 
you ensure they felt comfortable with such risks? 

The Board were very supportive and understood 
the need for modernisation investment required to 
allow growth and bring relevance to more members. 
Without modernisation, we risked stagnating, unable to 
cope with increasing costs of staffing, branch networks 
and existing technology. To mitigate risk we broke the 
project into stages. Our initial focus was on areas with 
the highest return which was in the front end customer 
interface. We explored how other banks and building 
societies approached similar transformations which 
broadened our view. It was about taking a step back, 
looking at the end-to-end processes and seeing how 
to get from A to B as smoothly as possible without 
increasing the risk profile. We now have online savings 
and broker mortgage application functionality and we 
are currently digitalising our underwriting journey with 
a view to a more efficient process without losing the 
flexibility for individualised underwriting where needed. 

Modern Mutual Spotlight on 
Progressive Building Society

Progressive Building Society’s investment in digital technology enables the Society to remain relevant for its members. As it 
finalises moving its technology infrastructure from data centres to cloud, Woodhurst co-founder Ben Nadel sat down with Michael 
Boyd, CEO of Progressive Building Society to understand how the Society continues to strive for delivering their core purpose as a 
mutual, which is to help people to save and champion home-ownership through their personal, caring and responsible approach.

Michael Boyd, 
CEO
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Our staff have now embedded a  
real change culture, seeing change  
as inevitable but not to be feared.

£280m
NEW ADVANCES IN 2023

We shouldn’t be replaced by 
technology, but we absolutely have to 
use technology more, and better, to 
enhance what we already do. 

86% 
OF INTRODUCED PRODUCT SWITCHES 
NOW SUBMITTED DIGITALLY

60%
OF DIRECT CUSTOMER USE OUR PORTAL  
TO SUBMIT THEIR PRODUCT SWITCH

Building Societies have been at the 
heart of their communities, making 
decisions in the best interests of their 
members for almost 250 years.

How have you balanced your personalised 
underwriting with such technology?

While straight-through processing might work for 
the cleanest cases, as a mutual organisation, we 
look at the individual merits of difficult cases and 
take a measured view. For example, someone may 
have missed a phone bill, but with family support 
and a steady job, they could be a good candidate 
who otherwise may struggle to get on the property 
ladder. We are here to help the local Northern Ireland 
economy and we have a moral responsibility to help 
people onto the housing ladder. We shouldn’t be 
replaced by technology, but we absolutely have to 
use technology more, and better, to enhance what 
we already do. 

What would you say are the challenges facing the 
building society sector today?

Marrying the traditional with the modern is a challenge. 
Our members still like passbooks, but at the same 
time, expectations around services being available at a 
time suitable to our members are evolving. We need to 
ensure our products and services remain competitive 
and relevant. Cultural change is another challenge, as 
people don’t always like change. Communication has 
been key here – our staff have now embedded a real 
change culture, seeing change as inevitable but not to 
be feared; instead, it is to be embraced.

Could you talk about this cultural change a bit 
more? How do you address this? 

Change is something that won’t slow down. As the 
saying goes, culture eats strategy for breakfast, and 
there has been a mindset shift to embrace change. 
It’s about making sure colleagues understand where 
we’re heading, how we’re getting there, and why 
changes are necessary. 

What is some advice you would give to Societies 
that are hesitant about modernising?

It’s never too late to start and there’s been a lot of 
good work done in the sector, so you don’t need 
to trail blaze. The sector is a collaborative space 
with room for conversations. The earlier you start 
modernisation, the better positioned you’ll be to adapt. 

Our members feel valued as individuals; they are not 
just a number. We must not lose this as we modernise. 

Based on your experiences, where do you see the 
opportunity for the Building Society sector?

Our branch network provides the opportunity to 
evolve into modern service centres offering interaction 
– be it face-to-face, or via an app – to diverse cohorts. 
Branches for us are not profit centres, and support 
the community. Keeping them on the high street 
galvanises our commitment. It’s good to stand back 
and reflect where you’ve come from. Building Societies 
have been at the heart of their communities, making 
decisions in the best interests of their members for 
almost 250 years.
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Ben Nadel

 ben.nadel@woodhurst.com
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