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The reality is that millions of Americans
access critical financial services every day
from our legitimate businesses. Seldom 
are the highly satisfied, silent majority of
consumers we serve or the many alternatives
we offer that better meet their needs ever
taken into account. Unfortunately, the 
inaccurate perceptions of our businesses
too often create a different reality in the
minds of the beholders. 

Managing public relations has not traditionally
been a core competency of the typical operator
in our industry. Initial reaction to reporters’
inquiries is often “No comment,” or simply
no response at all. These actions fuel negative
perceptions, as a non-response is often
assumed to be a non-defense, leaving the
party questioned to appear “guilty as
charged.” Even reasonable responses can
be taken out of context, causing more 
harm than good.

So what do we do to combat this “Catch-22”
situation? How do we dispel these negative
perceptions that always seem to put us in
an unfavorable light? Can we really reverse
perceptions without spending hundreds of
millions of dollars in advertising and PR to
turn public opinion to the realities of who 
we are as an industry?

Many businesses, even entire industries,
have been able to shift public perception.

This usually involves 
creative strategies and
activities that require a
rethinking of the status
quo. If we are going to
change the perception of
who we really are, we
cannot continue to do the
things that created the
negative perceptions and
expect different results.

HOW OTHERS 
HAVE DONE IT

One such business 
that has undergone a 
significant turnaround in
public perception is the
Harley-Davidson motorcycle
company. This organization has seen many
ups and downs since its inception in 1903.
By 1985, foreign bike builders had eroded
Harley-Davidson’s market share to less than
one out of five motorcycles sold in the
United States, leading it to near bankruptcy.

Harley’s reputation for quality and value
had deteriorated considerably. And the
image of its rider was one of a rebel, 
counterculture, Hell’s Angels bad boy.
According to the company’s Vice President
Clyde Fessler, “Our weaknesses were terrible
quality, lack of investment, the dealers
hated us, and there was also ‘the image
thing’: The Harley-Davidson image was
strong, but not exactly positive in the 
marketplace, given the biker associations.”

Japanese manufacturers were strong
competitors on all fronts, outspending
Harley-Davidson in advertising by a factor
of 40 to 1. And as early as the 60’s, companies

such as Honda began to feed into the 
questionable Harley image with ad 
campaigns in the U.S. like: “You meet the
nicest people on a Honda.” It was a subtle
reference to the way people perceived
Harley riders, but also the sign of a new
influx of Japanese manufacturers looking 
to bring new people into the market with
entry-level motorcycles.

Harley’s management team decided to go
on the offensive. The resulting turnaround
drove Harley-Davidson to become the leading
motorcycle manufacturer in the industry. 
In order to accomplish this, the company
changed its culture, its manufacturing 
quality, and how it dealt with dealers and
consumers. The need to dramatically
improve manufacturing quality, relationships
with suppliers, and its image in the mind of
consumers was acute. Harley did so, not by
spending millions in advertising, but by
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changing the way it did business at every
level that touched the public.

For example, surveys showed people were
scared of going into dealers’ stores; they
saw it as an intimidating experience. The
company’s research found the majority were
in fact nice places to go into, but that there
was nevertheless a ‘fear factor’ in potential
customers’ perceptions that needed
addressing. The company let every dealer
know that change was afoot by sending
each one a Harley-Davidson welcome mat
to put in front of their door. Harley followed
this up with a store redesign test, which
showed that through increased product
turns and profit, dealers could recoup the
costs of their store redesign in less than
eighteen months.

But Harley’s biggest achievement in
fighting and winning the perception war
was the creation of what has become its
most powerful marketing tool – the Harley
Owners Group (HOG). When a person buys
a Harley-Davidson motorcycle, he receives a
free one-year membership to HOG. It has
been a resounding success. Today, HOG has
more than 900 local chapters across the
country boasting nearly 300,000 members.
It sponsors four national and 44 state ral-
lies per year. Management and dealers alike
are also members and, with their cus-
tomers, they live the legend that has
become Harley-Davidson, thus promoting
the company and its image constantly. In
the process, the company has become one
of the premier brands, not only in the
motorcycle industry, but also in the world.
It challenged traditional ideas and reinvented
itself. By doing so, it changed how it was
perceived by the general public – especially
those who don’t ride motorcycles.

The auto industry offers another example
of how it’s possible to shift the perceptions
of an entire industry. Thirty years ago,
American car manufacturers dominated the
U.S. market, while the general perception
of Japanese brands such as Datsun, Toyota
and Honda was that their products were
substandard and cheap. 

However, by the 1970s, fueled by the
gasoline shortages, purchasing motives
began to move away from traditional large
American vehicles to smaller and more fuel-
efficient cars. For the next thirty years, 
consumers began to perceive American cars
differently than their Asian competitors.
Japanese manufacturers worked hard to
improve their car products during this time.
Americans first recognized Japanese cars
positively for their fuel efficiency, followed
by a newly earned reputation for high quality
and reliability. This year, for the first time
in history, Toyota sold more cars in the

United States than the previous sales
leader, General Motors. This represents 
a true shift in perceptions and the buying
habits of U.S. consumers toward an entire
industry. 

THE CREATION OF FISCA
So what does all this have to do with the

financial services business? It proves that
with sound, creative strategies, perceptions
can be changed. Our industry has evolved
quite a bit over the years, according to
Gerry Goldman, FiSCA’s Chief Counsel and
one of the association’s founders. In 1987
the industry was more fragmented than
today. According to Goldman, “It was 
comprised almost entirely of independent,
entrepreneurial operators with no unified,
collective voice. It saw itself as a cottage
industry with a poor self-image and
believed it was in its own best interest 
not to call much attention to itself.”

As legislation proposing the issuance 
of government benefits, basic checking
accounts and no-fee government check
cashing by banks began to present chal-
lenges to the industry, its leadership real-
ized that its traditional, “under-the-radar”
mentality left it in a position of weakness.
The formation of a national trade associa-
tion gave its members a collective voice
with which to tackle its image issues. Its
efforts to provide a vehicle for consolidating
local and regional voices into a single,
cohesive national voice led to more effec-
tive communication and helped educate
regulators, legislators and consumer groups
about our industry and our customers.
Proactively developing best-practices guidelines
and comprehensive regulatory compliance
manuals also helped change the industry’s
perception with federal agencies, such as
FinCEN and the U.S. Treasury Department.
Today, twenty years later, opinion leaders
recognize our industry as a legitimate and
necessary segment of the financial services
industry, not just some niche sector that

exists on the periphery. Through the efforts
of these industry leaders, regulators and
legislators now often seek our input right
alongside that of bankers and credit unions
on issues ranging from compliance to con-
sumer behavior.

As the organization evolved and matured,
it also influenced how the industry perceived
itself. Originally founded as the National
Check Cashers Association (NaCCA), it
changed its name in 1999 to the Financial
Service Centers of America (FiSCA) to better
reflect the expanded scope of its membership
as full-service providers of financial services.
This move also helped expand our industry’s
self-image beyond that of check cashers.

But it is not only the national association
that has changed the face of our industry.
Many local and regional businesses have
emerged as progressive leaders affecting
the public perceptions of the industry by
rethinking how we: 

– Improve neighborhood aesthetics
through better store presentation

– Bring consumers into the financial main-
stream with new products and services

– Enhance community relations through
local involvement

– Educate government regulators, legislators
and advocacy groups on our industry
and consumers’ wants and needs 

– Accurately represent our industry in the
media through better press relations

Many progressive-thinking members have
led the way. These creative and successful
operators are proof that we can change
public perceptions about who we are. The
following examples demonstrate ways that
organizations, both large and small, have
applied unique thinking and inventive
strategies to their businesses, thus moving
the needle in how the world thinks of our
business.

Gerald Goldman Carlos Lopez R. Craig Schafer

continued on page 46

Currents Show Guide Oct 07  10/30/07  12:55 PM  Page 45



46 |  currents show guide 2007

RETAIL PRESENTATION AND NEIGHBORHOOD AESTHETICS
In the early days, all one had to do to be successful was choose

a good location, open a store, secure the transaction area, and
hang a sign that read “Checks Cashed.” In many instances, these
were located in poor urban neighborhoods and focused on food
stamp distribution and cashing government benefits checks. The
appearance of these facilities was quite basic, even aesthetically
ugly, creating a somewhat seedy atmosphere. Nothing differentiated
one store from another beyond the convenience of its location. For
the casual observer, the only impression of our industry was
gleaned by observing these dingy facilities. Unfortunately, that
image remains today in the minds of many who have never set foot
in one of our stores.

One of the challenges resulting from this “image problem” lies
in securing desirable retail space. Many landlords simply have
taken the position that they do not want “this kind of element” in
their shopping center. Worse, many municipalities are restricting the
expansion of Financial Service Centers into their communities
because they perceive that they degrade the neighborhood.

The Pay-O-Matic Corporation is a perfect example of how a company
can create a favorable public impression. It operates more than
100 stores in the New York City market with a distinctive style that
is highly recognizable to consumers. Stores are clean, bright and
inviting. Employees wear “Pay-O-Matic vests,” and the level of
service is a primary focus of the customer experience. They’ve created
a reputation of professionalism and respect for their customers.

According to Pay-O-Matic President Ray Mustafa, before they
created this new image, landlords often wouldn’t even return calls
inquiring about potential sites. Once the company shared its retail

concept, many  otherwise reluctant landlords
saw the opportunity in a different light. Now
their clean, bright facilities are welcomed into
neighborhoods and their reputation has resulted
in weekly solicitations by landlords and com-
mercial real estate brokers seeking them out 
as a tenant. 

Looking better is not just a strategy that
works for big chains. Improving the appearance
of your business is the smartest marketing investment
that you can make. It is well- documented that
improving your “curb appeal” attracts more
customers as well as appeals to more regular
users. Keeping your store clean and well-main-
tained not only improves public perception, it
improves your business. “With competition
being what it is today, to maintain a competitive
edge, you need to look better and give better
service than the other providers in the neigh-
borhood,” says Mustafa.

Your customers will, of course, notice the
improvements to your facilities. But the 
perception issues we have are with the public
that is unfamiliar with us, not those who use
our businesses daily, so you must publicize
these activities to that audience. To shed the
“seedy” image created by the lack of focus on
the appearance of our facilities, we need to tell
those who don’t visit us frequently that we
have changed.

EXPANDED PRODUCT OFFERINGS
In too many instances, we are defined for a

single product offering, whether it is check

Altering Attitudes, continued from page 45
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The dramatic transformation of a Pay-O-Matic location in 
the Bronx, NY helped to change community perspective.
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cashing or payday loans. By incorporating new products and services
that demonstrate how consumers can be brought into the financial
mainstream, we will create opportunities for positive perceptions
about the value we provide to these consumers. We can also begin
to turn around the misconceptions that the only valuable financial
services come from traditional banking relationships – a primary
challenge to our industry.

A good example can be found in the groundbreaking work done
by Joe Coleman of RiteCheck Financial Services in the Bronx.
RiteCheck operates only 12 stores, demonstrating that one does
not need to be an industry giant to be innovative. More than ten
years ago, Coleman began discussions with a small, community
development credit union called Bethex Federal Credit Union.
Bethex had approximately 10,000 members, which it served from
two branches and teller windows in a local church, senior citizens’
center and an animal hospital. Bethex’s membership included 
significant numbers of low- to moderate-income consumers from 
a variety of ethnic backgrounds. Sixty percent of their members
received some type of state or federal benefits, and while forty percent
were employed, they generally did not have direct deposit of payroll.
These demographics matched well with RiteCheck’s customer base,
and Bethex saw a significant opportunity to increase its reach in
the community through the 11 locations that RiteCheck had at 
the time. 

By creatively adapting the current ATM and POS card-processing
technology platforms, RiteCheck pioneered the development of the
PayNet Point of Banking (POB) program, a deposit program that
enables members of participating credit unions to make withdrawals,
deposits and transfers directly into their credit union accounts
through machines in check-cashing locations that operate like

“manned ATMs.” This system offers consumers instant liquidity 
for checks or cash deposited to their accounts while creating cash
inventory and fee revenue to check cashers from the interchange
paid by the banks.

Today, the POB program includes nearly 200 independent check-
cashing stores serving the members of a half dozen different credit
unions. It provides a service that is both valuable for the consumers
and profitable for its providers. The initiative has also garnered an
incredible amount of national press and studies published by advocacy
groups, such as the Center for Financial Services Innovation. This
excellent case study illustrates how a local Financial Service Center
can make a significant difference in how it provides services to the
communities it serves. This is how we change public perception!

Another good example is prepaid debit cards. Not only do they
provide a convenient alternative to cash, they also create a virtual
bank account for many consumers that are typically unbanked.
FiSCA and NetSpend Corporation took this product to a whole new
level when they teamed up to launch the National Savings program
in May 2005, giving NetSpend cardholders the opportunity to add
a savings account to their debit card. These accounts are FDIC
insured and pay 3% interest – significantly higher than most banks
or credit unions offer today. People can easily transfer money back
and forth between their debit card and their savings account, at no cost. 

To date, more than 63,000 accounts have been opened and
more than $35 million has been deposited. According to Bill
Siegel, Chairman, FiSCA Savings Program Committee, “It truly is a
one-of-a-kind product, and the results clearly illustrate the desire
among these consumers for a savings option.” The Savings Program

continued on page 48
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has been a powerful and effective tool in
communicating to regulators and policy
makers how our industry is meeting the
needs of the self-banked with solutions that
build assets. This has allowed us to begin a 
different dialogue with these newly receptive
decision makers and plant the seeds of
change in their minds.

Purchasing airline tickets can be 

challenging and inconvenient for those
who transact on a cash-only basis. Our
customers who travel frequently but who do
not have use of a credit or debit card often
face this problem. Now, however, another

groundbreaking service is being offered at
Financial Service Centers across the country
to address this need. It is made available
through a specialized travel company called
Casa Travel and focuses primarily on
Hispanic consumers.  

According to company President Carlos
Lopez, “Through our market research and
partnership with various airline carriers, 

we have found that unbanked clients travel
quite a bit.” These travelers are typically
first- or second-generation immigrants who
travel home often, mostly to Latin American
countries. They need to get the cheapest,

Altering Attitudes, continued from page 47

LOOKING BETTER IS NOT JUST A STRATEGY THAT
WORKS FOR BIG CHAINS.

“WITH COMPETITION BEING WHAT IT IS TODAY, TO
MAINTAIN A COMPETITIVE EDGE, YOU NEED TO LOOK
BETTER AND GIVE BETTER SERVICE THAN THE OTHER
PROVIDERS IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD”
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fastest, easiest airline ticket possible and
to be able to purchase it with cash.

In response, Casa Travel developed an
Internet-based, patent-pending process of
booking tickets and accepting payments by
electronic funds transfer through stores.
This model is a perfect fit for Financial
Service Centers already accepting cash 
payments for utility bills, money orders,
wire transfers and a variety of other 
service-based payments. Accounts are 
settled at end of day through electronic
funds transfers.

Through Casa, consumers purchase tickets
on more than 20 major airlines at more
than 200 Financial Service Centers across
the country – mostly small, independent
operators of less than ten stores. “We have
created a convenience that serves the 
consumers who typically cash a check at a
Financial Service Center, then go to a separate
travel agency to purchase airline tickets
with the cash. The addition of this service
provides customers with the convenience to
do it all in one stop,” says Lopez. 

COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT
Any company can make its mark on the

community it serves, regardless of its size.

All organizations can get involved through
volunteering with local nonprofits, sponsoring
local Little League teams, contributing to
scholarship programs for local students,
making donations to church groups or partnering
its store(s) as collection centers for clothing
or food drives and spare change collections
for worthy causes. It’s not so much what
you do, but that you do something that
gives back to the community on a consistent
basis. It’s hard to create a negative perception
of an organization that does good things.

One of the most impressive examples of
an organization that has excelled in this
area is Amscot Financial Services in
Florida. Besides staff dedicated to managing
community activities, a community service
culture permeates the entire organization.
Ian MacKechnie, Founder, President and
CEO of the company, says, “Every member
of our management team is expected to
serve on the boards of nonprofits that are a
part of the communities that we serve.”
MacKechnie believes this is not only sound
business practice, but also an obligation of
any free enterprise that derives its revenue

continued on page 50
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and profits from a local community. “Good profits are consistent
with good behavior,” says MacKechnie.

With more than two million customers visiting its stores more
than a million times per month, Amscot is a highly visible organization
in the communities it serves. Under that type of public spotlight, 
it cannot afford to be perceived negatively. The company actively
promotes its employment of more than 2,000 associates working in
the communities in which it operates. A recent NPR sponsorship
message seems to say it all: “Amscot Financial: more than 2,000
hard-working Floridians serving the needs of more than two million
hard-working Floridians.” It’s this type of good-citizen public image
that goes a long way to promoting positive perceptions of our busi-
ness. And the hard work clearly pays off. Earlier this year, Amscot
was once again recognized as a winner in the Tampa Bay Business
Journal’s annual “Best Places to Work” competition. Not only does
this help with employee recruitment and retention, it also sends a
powerful message to the community that “these are good people.”

EDUCATING GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS, LEGISLATORS 
AND ADVOCACY GROUPS

An area where public perception can do the most good – or harm – is
in the formation of public policy. In Hawaii, R. Craig Schafer, president
of Money Service Centers – a 12-store payday advance operation-
engineered an unprecedented cooperative effort with a local 
consumer-advocate organization to help craft that state’s PDA 
legislation. Restrictive bills introduced in the 2005 and 2006 
legislative sessions sought to reform check cashing and payday
advance activities in the state. But when the original bills were
defeated, Schafer approached State Senator Gary Hooser and 

suggested forming an ad hoc committee of industry and consumer
group representatives to develop compromise legislation.

Schafer was able to lead efforts that shifted the focus from fees
and APR to restricting rollovers and providing extended payment
plans when necessary. What resulted was legislation that was more
effective in protecting consumers from potential abuse of the products
and was acceptable to both the advocacy groups and the industry.
The bill is back in session and is expected to pass early next year.

These types of efforts will change public policy, but it is done 
by first changing public perceptions. Become involved in the local
issues that will impact your business. If you are not comfortable
working with government officials, join your local association or
contribute to PAC funds that concern our industry. Support candidates
that back our issues. Write letters and communicate our side of the
story. The point is: be involved. The more we can set the record
straight, the more changes in perceptions will result.

POSITIVE MEDIA RELATIONS
When it comes to changing public perceptions, no tool is more

powerful than the media.  The media’s job is to report the information
it is provided. As an industry, we have traditionally managed media
relations from a reactionary or defensive position, so it is of no 
surprise that we see the type of one-sided coverage that we have
grown to expect.

Moneytree, a Seattle-based chain operating more than 125 locations
throughout Washington, Idaho, California, Nevada and Colorado,
has taken a very different approach to dealing with the media.
Dennis Bassford, one of the company’s founders, meets regularly with
the editorial boards of newspapers in the markets where Moneytree

Altering Attitudes, continued from page 49
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operates. By doing so, he educates the media
about our industry and his company. The com-
pany also is proactive in preparing informa-
tion to share with them. They have links to
industry associations on their Web site so 
it is easy to direct media to third-party
industry information. 

Company President Aggie Clark recom-
mends that every organization manage
media relations by having prepared press
statements or sound bites, a library of
resources to which reporters can be directed,
and well-rehearsed spokespeople who can
tell the story confidently. This is how
Moneytree has been able to effectively
manage media coverage and attain very 
balanced news coverage about the company.

As an industry, we all need to be more
proactive in responding to inaccurate
media coverage. If the local paper writes a
story or runs an editorial supporting zoning
regulations that would prevent a Financial
Service Center from opening in a given
area, it is incumbent on everyone one of 
us to submit a myth-busting response. 
It should contain facts about who our 
customers really are and the services that
they use. It should also provide statistics
about how satisfied our customers are with
the services we provide and the way they
manage their money. There is a wealth of
resources to help you with this on the
FiSCA Web site. Only we can change the
public’s perception of who we are as an

continued on page 52
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industry. We cannot rely on
someone else to do it for us.

CONCLUSION
Sometimes it may seem that

the negative perceptions will
never change. But as the old
adage goes, “The only constant
that is guaranteed is change.”
Although many changes in 
perception already have
occurred in the industry, there
is still more to do. But as an
industry, our ability to affect
change is only as strong as our
weakest link. The activities of a
few progressive businesspeople
in this article have effectively
moved us in the right direction and offer 
a good start to stimulate further efforts to
change public perception. 

Now it’s time for every financial services
center operator to get on board to improve
our reputation. Don’t be the weak link in
the chain. Think outside the box. Try some
new things with your business. Get involved
in your community. Respond to negative

press and set the record
straight with your local paper
when they bash our business.
Invite reporters and legisla-
tors to visit your stores. The
war on negative perception is
won one battle at a time, in
the trenches with everyone
involved. When our industry
is presented in a poor light, it
should be a personal affront
to you, your employees and
your business. 

Let’s show the world what
we are really all about! ■

Jim Higgins is a marketing 
professional specializing in the financial 
services industry and is Chief Marketing
Officer with Grafico, Inc., a firm that specializes
in branding, store design and marketing for
Financial Services Centers across the country.
Over the past ten years, Jim has served in
executive capacities for industry leaders 
such as Dollar Financial Group, Banco
Popular’s Popular Cash Express and 
United Check Cashing. 
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