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PROBLEM DEFINITION
Jokes about ‘retail therapy’ in popular culture testify to the idea that our spending habits tend to have
significant emotional roots. Even people who are extremely frugal can have emotional reactions to
spending money—for example, experiencing buyer’s remorse after buying what most people would
consider an essential item.
You might think that emotional spending does not affect most consumers, but you would be wrong.
Moreover, the emotions that consumers are experiencing are not all that positive. Here are the facts:
-‐
-‐
-‐

A 2012 BMO study found that 59% of the study participants make impulse purchases, and
1
over half (52%) regret the elective spending that they do
A study out of the University of Hertfordshire found that a third of women participants had
spent more than they could afford in the past week and that during that period, 70% had
2
worried about money
According to a 2006 Stanford University study in the American Journal of Psychiatry, 6% of
3
women and 5.5% of men are compulsive buyers

While having emotions about money is not in itself a negative thing, emotions that lead the charge in
guiding consumer decisions without being tempered by rational thought can be harmful to long term
financial happiness. A way to counteract this chaos is to introduce an awareness of the emotional
triggers behind consumers’ spending, thus enabling them to identify and regulate their emotional
spending and empower them to make better financial decisions.

	
  

INNOVATIVE SOLUTION
Centsus connects consumers, their financial decisions, and their emotions to help them spend
happier. Participating credit unions can provide the Centsus service for free to their members through
seamless integration with existing online banking or personal financial management (PFM) software.
Consumers simply connect Census to their accounts—checking and credit cards, individual and joint
accounts—every aspect of a consumer’s spending can be analyzed. Centsus provides consumers
with an interface via a mobile app or web site to make a quick assessment of how an individual
transaction made them feel, using an easy five-point scale of emoticons ranging from anger to
extreme happiness.
Then, using a proprietary set of analytical tools, Centsus analyzes the consumer’s spending patterns
and provides Centsus Insights. These insights are timely, relevant tips the consumer can use to
better understand their financial happiness and make better decisions in the future. If Centsus sees
that a member rated a recent clothing shopping spree as making them angry, yet sees that the

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1

“BMO Psychology of Spending Report: Impulse Shopping a Costly Habit for Canadians”, http://newsroom.bmo.com/pressreleases/bmo-psychology-of-spending-report-impulse-shoppin-tsx-bmo-201209250821167001, accessed 4/30/2013

2

Elizabeth Landau; “Compulsive Shopping: When Spending is Like Substance Abuse”,
http://www.cnn.com/2011/12/19/health/mental-health/shopping-addiction-compulsive-buying/index.html, accessed 4/21/2013

3

Karen Pine; “Report on a survey into female economic behavior and the emotion regulatory role of spending”,
http://www.sheconomics.com/downloads/womens_emotions.pdf, accessed 4/20/2013

	
  
CENTSUS | September 25, 2013 | CONCEPT DOCUMENT | Page 2

	
  

member is consistently happy when going out to see movies or making a donation, Centsus will point
out the difference and recommend the member think twice before going on a “retail therapy” trip in the
future.
The timeliness of Centsus Insights is the key to their power. Perhaps a member has indicated that
she gains more satisfaction when buying groceries and has rated recent work lunches as
dissatisfactory. Centsus can send a message to the member in the morning prior to them heading to
work, suggesting they take their lunch rather than have another less-than-satisfying lunch at a
restaurant.
Participating credit unions can leverage Centsus to strengthen their relationship with their members
and support their financial well-being. Research conducted prior to the launch of the Centsus pilot
showed that over 60% of respondents felt their financial institution did not help them understand how
their spending habits affect the way they feel. There is a significant opportunity for participating credit
unions to show support for their members’ financial happiness with Centsus.
Additionally, Centsus Insights can be customized to present individual credit union product and
service solutions as ways to improve a Member’s financial happiness. This in turn can lead to
increases in loan and deposit growth and credit union profitability.
Centsus helps make consumers more aware of how their financial decisions impact their emotions
without preaching to them. The goal is to provide relevant information to members which they can
choose whether or not to use. Centsus serves the consumer, but does not judge them.

PROTOTYPE
Centsus was created as a web-based application that allows participants to rank how they feel
regarding a purchase. Using this information Centsus provides feedback tailored to the individual to
help identify emotional trends and assist in making emotionally positive spending decisions.

TEST
Centsus launched into pilot with a pilot group of 24 individuals. This pilot phase included four phases:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Completion of a pre-survey
Registration on Centsus and entering transactions and emotions over a four week period.
Receipt of two Centsus Insights e-mails.
Completion of a post-survey

The pre-pilot survey was designed to determine if users had an issue with their financial spending
habits and if there was a need for a solution. Two interesting highlights from the survey regarding a
solution to help understand emotions and spending are displayed in the graph below.	
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Pre-‐Pilot	
  Survey	
  Results	
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  the	
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  feel.	
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According to the survey results, over 60% of the respondents would be interested in an app or tool to
help them understand their spending habits. In addition, over 60% of the respondents feel their
financial institution does not help them connect their feelings to their spending habits.
Over a four week period, users entered their financial transactions and ranked their emotions using a
fun and engaging emoticon scale. At the two week point a Centsus Insights e-mail was sent to each
user which highlighted the number of transactions entered along with the user’s highest and lowest
ranked categories. The insights compared the user’s emotion scale to other users in the same
categories. The following is a sample of an e-mail.

The post survey results show that 61.6% of the pilot participants said since using Centsus, they make
financial decisions only after thinking about how they will make them feel. In addition 84.6% of the
participants said they stopped themselves from buying something they truly didn’t need while using
Centsus. Some comments about the Centsus app include:
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•

•
•

•

I like that it causes you to reflect back on your purchases - in some cases, a few days after
you made them. I found that my short term emotional reaction to spending was much more
positive than my long term reaction (makes sense - instant gratification) however, increasing
my awareness of how I will feel after the fact and providing me with historical data of how I
felt after I spent my money has caused me to learn and changed the way I spend.
I liked seeing the emotions related to the different things I spend money on. I can definitely
see a trend on certain types of purchases.
The Centsus app gives me a place to go back and see the pattern of my spending. It is an
eye opener for people to see where they spend their money and I think it will help people who
are not aware of their spending habits to learn to spend more wisely.
Tracking my spending and how each spend makes me feel. It will help me align my spending
habits better.

RESULTS, COMMENTS, AND NEXT STEPS
Financial Implications
The upfront investment required of an online banking vendor, PFM provider, or individual credit union
would consist of hosting the Centsus service, further developing the Centsus database and Insights
delivery engines, and developing a mobile app for iPhone, Android, or other devices.
In turn, the enhancements Centsus would bring to an online banking vendor or PFM provider would
justify a higher price point to be charged to financial institutions. On a credit union basis, the product
and service recommendations included with the Centsus Insights would drive additional deposit and
loan growth, resulting in increased profitability for the financial institution.
Integration Considerations
As discussed in the problem definition, research indicates that emotional spending is a significant
issue for consumers. Increasing consumers’ awareness of emotions while spending will empower
consumers to make better financial decisions. The easier it is and less effort the emotional ranking
takes, the better. With this in mind, integrating with existing online banking, mobile banking, and PFM
vendors provides the best option for engagement and ease-of-use. Please reference the
supplemental information section for an example of integration within a mobile banking application.
A second integration option is the expansion of www.centsus.org to automatically pull in transaction
history on behalf of the consumer. This can be accomplished by using account aggregation services
such as Yodlee or CashEdge. As an alternative, www.centsus.org can also allow consumers to
upload transaction history via industry standard extracts such as OFX from their online banking
provider.
Next Steps
1. Discuss the addition of a transaction emotional ranking scale with your online banking/mobile
banking provider or PFM provider.
2. Consider integration with real-time purchase alerts to enhance engagement and capture
instantaneous emotions.
3. If enhancement opportunities within online banking, mobile banking, or PFM are not possible
contact software development forms to integrate emotional ranking and insights within these
products.
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4. Contact us as innovation@filene.org if you are interested in developing Centsus for your
credit union members, or if you are an online banking or PFM software developer that would
like a unique product differentiator that helps improve consumer financial happiness.
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ABOUT FILENE
Filene Research Institute is an independent, consumer finance think and do tank. We are
dedicated to scientific and thoughtful analysis about issues affecting the future of credit
unions, retail banking, and cooperative finance.
Deeply embedded in the credit union tradition is an ongoing search for better ways to
understand and serve credit union members. Open inquiry, the free flow of ideas, and debate
are essential parts of the true democratic process. Since 1989, through Filene, leading
scholars and thinkers have analyzed managerial problems, public policy questions, and
consumer needs for the benefit of the credit union system. We support research, innovation,
and impact that enhance the well-being of consumers and assist credit unions and other
financial cooperatives in adapting to rapidly changing economic, legal, and social
environments.
We’re governed by an administrative board made up of credit union CEOs, the CEOs of
CUNA & Affiliates and CUNA Mutual Group, and the Chairman of the American Association
of Credit Union Leagues (AACUL). Our research priorities are determined by a national
Research Council comprised of credit union CEOs and the President/CEO of the Credit
Union Executives Society.
We live by the famous words of our namesake, credit union and retail pioneer Edward A.
Filene: “Progress is the constant replacing of the best there is with something still better.”
Together, Filene and our thousands of supporters seek progress for credit unions by
challenging the status quo, thinking differently, looking outside, asking and answering tough
questions, and collaborating with like-minded organizations.
Filene is a 501(c)(3) not-for-profit organization. Nearly 1,000 members make our research,
innovation, and impact programs possible. Learn more at filene.org.

“Progress is the constant replacing of the best there is with something still better!”
—Edward A. Filene
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