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PROBLEM DEFINITION 
 
How might we better communicate and increase the impact credit unions and their members 
have on their communities? 
 
Credit unions bring a unique value to the financial services industry by operating under a 
universal set of seven cooperative principles, with the seventh principle being Concern for 
Community.  This principle is exemplified through the concept of “people helping people” 
that is at the core of the credit union philosophy.  While concern for community is ingrained 
in credit unions, we questioned how well credit unions communicate the positive impact they 
have in their communities or how well they engage their members to make an even bigger 
difference. 
 
Many credit unions support their communities by donating to local causes and organizing 
volunteer activities, but often these activities are done on behalf of the membership base, 
rather than in partnership with our members. This observation moved us to question 
whether we could strengthen member engagement, loyalty, and participation through 
increased awareness and alignment with our member’s chosen organizations. 
 
Our belief was that educating and engaging members in the process of charitable giving 
could have significant impacts.  Potential impacts we considered ranged from greater levels 
of charitable giving, awareness, and engagement, to increased product and service usage. 
 
INNOVATIVE SOLUTION 
 
Collective Karma was designed to take the concept of one member, one vote to a whole 
new level. With our solution, members would have a voice in how credit union dollars would 
be used to impact their communities, while also ensuring that the credit union could easily 
facilitate the process and publicize the results. 
 
Our solution is a collaborative community (members) giving program focused on leveraging 
the online banking platform to facilitate the selection of approved community organizations 
for charitable donations, and to allocate donations to those organizations.   
 
Participating credit unions could use one of two models of allocating charitable spending. 
One method is to assign a set pool of funds, with member voting determining the allocation 
through a set number of votes. Alternatively, the pool of funds could be influenced by 
allowing for expansion of the pool of funds through member action, such as by using 
specified products or services. Participating credit unions would also have the flexibility of 
choosing the charitable organizations eligible for member consideration during the period, 
or opening up that aspect for a member vote as well. 
 
Members would then be able to allocate their shares, known as Karma Points, to the 
charitable organizations. Members already enrolled in online banking could instantly be 
provided access to a dashboard showing their Karma Points and allocate those points as 
they see fit.  
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Collective Karma was designed to be easily configured to meet specific credit union needs, 
but the solution also includes marketing guides and promotional materials to ensure greater 
awareness of charitable giving is achieved. 
 

 
PROTOTYPE 
 
The premise behind Karma Direct was that if we involved members in the process of 
deciding where charitable dollars should go, they would be more engaged and would 
willingly use more of our products and services.  
 
With the assistance of Dr. Luke Hopkins, Marketing Faculty and Assistant Department Chair 
for the Department of Marketing at Florida State University, we designed a survey to 
determine the extent that allowing members to participate in the allocation of charitable 
dollars would translate into increased engagement. We then gathered feedback from over 
150 consumers using the survey.  While surveys are not as accurate as creating and 
measuring baseline engagement metrics, implementing the program, and then measuring 
the change in engagement, they can provide valuable insight into how engagement levels 
would be expected to change.  
 
The survey allowed us to investigate several engagement aspects. First we wanted to 
determine how familiar consumers were regarding where their financial institution’s 
charitable spending was allocated. This was done using a five point scale that ranged from 
“not at all familiar” to “extremely familiar.”  As we suspected, 76.64% were either slightly or 
not at all familiar with their financial institution’s charitable giving. 
 
Next, we wanted to determine whether consumers wanted to have a say in where the 
charitable dollars went. This was done using a five point scale that ranged from “not at all 
interested” to “extremely interested.”  68.59% were only somewhat, slightly or not at all 
interested. 
 
To try and determine the impact to engagement, we asked consumers if they would 
increase activity in small ways to gain a larger vote for the charities they support. It was 
disappointing to find that only 31.61% were even moderately likely to participate in more 
services in exchange for a bigger voice. 
 
Overall, the results indicated that we were correct in believing that members had low levels 
of knowledge about their financial institutions giving programs, but were mistaken in our 
belief that they wanted more knowledge and participation in the process.  After reviewing 
the results, we began to question whether credit union members may respond differently 
than the public as a whole.  We slightly modified the survey, then sent it out to credit union 
members and employees to understand whether the results may vary. 
 
The second survey captured feedback from 51 people, with 80% of those being credit union 
employees.  The responses showed some improvement, with only 35.30% somewhat, 
slightly or not at all interested in having a say in where the charitable dollars went.  
However, only 54.90% were even moderately likely to participate in more services to get a 
bigger say in the allocation of charitable dollars.  This showed that credit union members 
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and employees are more likely to find value in our solution, but it wasn’t enough for us to 
dismiss the findings of the primary survey. 
 
In addition to feedback we received, we considered somewhat similar programs offered by 
other credit unions related to charitable giving and examined their published participation 
levels. We found that even with a good deal of promotion surrounding contests to determine 
the allocation of charitable dollars, participation was typically low. Below is a sample of 
credit unions that published their results:  
 

 
 
Similar to the survey results, other programs indicate low engagement levels for this type of 
program. While we were disappointed with the results, we believed there might be an 
alternate use of Collective Karma as an employee engagement tool.  We conducted in-
person interviews of 39 employees to determine if granting them a larger voice in the 
charitable giving process might drive engagement or loyalty.  Unfortunately, we found over 
70% of respondents had little-to-no interest in participating in the charitable giving process. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Credit Union Number of Members Number participating % Participating 
BECU 865,000 13,000 1.5% 
American Eagle FCU 110,000 1,359 1.23% 
Missoula FCU 48,275 15,000 31% 
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TESTING AND RESULTS 
 
As we conducted the surveys, we also designed an interactive prototype to solicit 
hands-on feedback on the Collective Karma program.  The intent of our prototype 
was to gather feedback from both members and credit unions who had a desire to 
partner on charitable giving efforts. 
 
The prototype was designed to be visible to members primarily through an online 
banking dashboard.  The dashboard indicates the member’s total Karma Points, as 
well as how they’ve allocated those points to various charities. 
 
 

 
 
 
With a simple click on the dashboard, members would be able to reallocate their 
Karma Points to ensure the charities of their choice receive a portion of the credit 
union’s pool of donation dollars. 
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Additionally, the Collective Karma prototype was designed to make configuration by 
participating credit unions quick and intuitive.  The prototype was created with an 
easy to navigate dashboard to select the pool of donation dollars, timeframes, 
charitable recipients, etc.  
 
After evaluating feedback from the general public, from credit union members, from 
the results of similar programs, and from our employees, we believe the desirability 
of a program like Collective Karma is in doubt. 
 
Given our concerns with the desirability of Collective Karma, we opted not to roll out 
the prototype in a live credit union environment. 
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BUSINESS MODEL AND 3-YEAR FINANCIAL PROFORMA 
 
During the initial stages of development, we informally surveyed several credit unions to 
evaluate the viability of various pricing structure options.  We found that credit unions were 
opposed to the concept of a base fee plus cost per user model, as many services already 
employ this model and credit unions would want greater cost certainty to consider providing 
this service to their members. Furthermore, credit unions were generally appeared reluctant 
to agree to even a flat fee, as many already have giving programs in one form or another.    
 
Based on that feedback, we began structuring Collective Karma using a freemium model, 
where the base model could be used to demonstrate value to the membership, with 
additional tiers providing greater functionality and marketing support.  However, based on 
weak consumer interest and little credit union willingness to pay for the service, we 
concluded Collective Karma would be unlikely to generate sufficient income to offset product 
development, maintenance, and marketing costs. 

 
 
COMMENTS, NEXT STEPS, AND CALL TO ACTION 
 
As noted earlier, preliminary market research for the Collective Karma concept was 
not promising from either a member engagement or an employee engagement 
perspective. While a segment of members and employees would find value in the 
concept, our research indicated that neither group was willing to participate in 
significant enough numbers to justify the resources it would take to implement the 
Collective Karma concept.  
 
Based on the low level of familiarity of credit union giving programs, we recommend 
that credit unions continue to do the great work they’re already doing to strengthen 
their communities, but better publicize the impact of the charitable giving programs. 
 
 
SUPPLEMENTAL INFORMATION – FULL CONSUMER SURVEY 
RESULTS 
 
	
Below is a summary of the full results from the initial survey that was created with 
the assistance of Dr. Luke Hopkins, Marketing Faculty and Assistant Department 
Chair for the Department of Marketing at Florida State University. Please note that 
two questions have been omitted from the summary due to the format of responses, 
however they were both considered in the overall analysis. Q6 was “How long (in 
years) have you been a customer or member of your Financial Institution?” and Q7 
was “What year were you born?” 
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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) nonprofit 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 


