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TARGET MARKET 
 
Have you ever had food delivered by Door Dash, or needed a ride by Uber? You may not have 
considered that the person delivering your lunch is likely experiencing “income volatility” – a 
circumstance in which a person’s pay is subject to spikes & dips, resulting in unpredictability. 
For these workers, income volatility is attributable to a wide range of factors: unexpected 
events (like pandemics), severe weather, competition in the field, and more. These “gig” jobs 
are becoming increasingly popular; and consequently, income volatility is affecting more 
Americans than ever before. 
 
As the number of “gig workers” [also referred to as independent contractors or online platform 
workers] continues to grow, it is our goal to help those individuals succeed by solving the 
problem where their volatile income does not always meet their recurring living expenses.  
 

PROBLEM DEFINITION 
 
Meet Greg Williamson. Like most people, Greg has come into some hard times and stressful 
situations that have created a serious problem. Greg is a 27-year-old widower who has two 
small children ages 5 and 7. Both children go to school and are in after school daycare.  Greg 
was in college when his wife suddenly passed away leaving him with the decision to drop out of 
school to take care of his children full time. He is riddled with student loan debt, rent, utilities, 
and other fixed expenses. His main source of income is working for Door Dash. He chose this 
line of work because it would be flexible enough with the children, however the volatility of 
income is causing Greg to rely on payday loans to pay his expenses when his income is too low.  
 
Between the monthly expenses, the student loans, pay day loans, and the uncertainty of his 
income, Greg is becoming increasingly stressed and frustrated with how things are going. Greg 
sees all his friends getting great jobs after college and doing all the things that he wishes he 
could do. He is trying his best to keep everything in line for his kids but feels that there isn’t 
anything better financially for him since he does not have a college degree. Greg is wondering if 
he will ever be able to catch up and get his life back on track.  
 
How might we help gig workers like Greg experiencing income volatility meet recurring living 
expenses? 
 

INNOVATIVE SOLUTION 
 
Introducing: Budget Buckets 
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Budget Buckets is an innovative way to combine financial literacy, low interest loans, and a 
visual app to help people like Greg make sure they can meet their monthly expenses while 
keeping them away from high interest and high fee services such as payday loans.  
 
By combining an integrated mobile application that connects the credit union with the specific 
companies such as Door Dash and Uber, it will allow the member to get a snapshot of how their 
finances and expenses are lining up.  The mobile application will show a monthly snapshot with 
weekly “buckets” of expenses. Those “buckets” are what need to be filled with income.  
 
Each week the mobile application will show how much was earned from the member’s time 
worked and the “bucket” will show how much is needed to cover expenses. By visually seeing 
this process it will hopefully encourage the member to make better decisions on their 
purchases and extras that they may have been splurging on in the past.  
 
As the income comes in, the “buckets” begin to fill up. If the “buckets” do not get enough 
income to fill them, then a low interest line of credit will be used to supplement. If the 
“buckets” overflow with income, that excess will first go towards paying back the loaned 
amount from the previous month and anything left over will go into an “excess bucket” for the 
member to spend.  
 
The idea is to help the member identify problem areas that they may need help with, but also 
allow them to get away from payday loans and other high interest rate solutions.  

 

PROTOTYPE  
 
The prototype for this idea was mainly focused on how the application itself would look and 
work. However, the situation is so much more complex than that. It requires multiple steps and 
communication between the credit union and the member.  
 
Step 1: The member fills out an application. This application allows the credit union to 
understand who the individual is that they will be helping. The document will gather general 
information as well as monthly expenses that the individual has.  
 
Step 2: Integrating the member’s workplace app with the credit union’s app to combine income 
and expenses. 
 
Step 3: Once the credit union’s information and the employer’s information are configured into 
the app, the member will be able to then see and keep track of spending and income 
throughout the week to make informed spending decisions. 
 
Step 4: At the end of each week if the income is more than what is needed for expenses, the 
excess will go into an “excess funds bucket”. If there is not enough income, the “expense 
buckets” will only fill with what is available. Please see the Appendix for a visual. 



4 | P a g e  

 

  
 If at the end of the month the “expenses buckets” are not filled, the funds will pull from 
the “excess funds bucket” first. If that still is not enough to cover the expenses for the month 
funds will pull from the low interest rate line of credit account.  
 
 If at the of the month the “expenses buckets” are filled and there are funds in the 
“excess funds bucket” as well, the “excess funds bucket” will first pay back anything that had 
pulled from the line of credit account. Anything more than that will be what the member has in 
excess funds for the month.  
 
The goal of this process is to educate the member on what expenses are needed while helping 
them to make smarter decisions about spending and saving to ensure that all expenses are 
covered without having to rely on high interest items such as pay day loans and other high 
interest rate products.   

 

TESTING AND RESULTS 
 
For the testing aspect of the project, we put together a summary along with diagrams, which 
you will see in the appendixes, and a questionnaire to see not only how well the project was 
understood but also how likely it would be to help members.  
 
We sent out a survey to local credit union staff, local organizations consisting of gig workers as 
well as other friends and family in our communities.  It proved difficult to reach gig workers 
through other avenues.  Of the 124 responses received only 1 respondent was a full-time gig 
worker while 4 used gig work as a secondary income. 
 
We asked those taking the survey if they had ever used payday loans in which 10 respondents 
of the 124 reported that they had. 
 
To ensure our solution was easy to understand we asked the respondents to rank how easy our 
solution was from 1 to 5 with 5 being very easy and had 83 of the respondents rank the solution 
a 4 or 5. 
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When asked if this was a problem that needed a solution 59% said yes, while another 35% said 
maybe meaning 116 of the 124 respondents felt in some way something needs to be done to 
help these gig workers. 
 
 Do you feel this is a problem Do you think Budget Buckets 
 Greg needs help with? would help solve Greg’s problem? 

   
 

Needing to make sure the program would be used we asked “Do you think this is something 
people will use?”.  67 of the 124 respondents said Yes with another 54 saying Maybe and only 3 
said No.  This helped us to confirm we were on the right track. 
 
When we were brainstorming how we could best help the members we thought perhaps a 
reward could be offered if the member had not used their line of credit for a month.  We asked 
those taking the survey if they felt a reward should be offered.  60 of the respondents did not 
think a reward was necessary while 54 thought offering either a cash incentive or interest 
discount award could be offered.  With those results it would seem just offering Budget Buckets 
to the members could be seen as enough of a reward. 
 

How easy was our proposed solution to understand? 
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During the questionnaire we also asked respondents to provide written feedback on their 
answers if they desired.  Throughout the survey many respondents commented that they felt 
this was a solution that could help more than just gig workers, they mentioned they have seen 
this industry growing and the need to provide financial stability to gig workers and other credit 
union members.  Many felt Budget Buckets was a great alternative to payday loans that offers 
the members a much lower interest rate and lower fees when they needed help meeting their 
monthly expenses. 
 
There were concerns that members would just begin to rely on the line of credit and still not be 
able to save. This is an important opportunity for the credit union to continually coach and 
assist these members to ensure they are doing what they can to get out of their financial 
struggles. 
 
Many felt the solution was easy to understand, offered financial security and is a great 
alternative to payday loans.  Others commented that it was a great way to reduce worry and 
stress while helping when cash is tight. 
 

 

BUSINESS MODEL AND PROFORMA 
 
By the year 2023 the gig work economy will represent a gross economy of $455.2 billion dollars. 
Currently 48% of millennials use some sort of gig economy platforms to find work and generate 
income. According to the McKinsey Global Institute 46% of gig workers do gig work full time 
making it their primary source of income such as our Greg Williamson, the remaining members 
of the gig economy do it as a side hustle to generate extra income. One third of American 
workers with a full-time job do something else to earn additional money. By 2027 projections 
show that more than half of the workforce will do some sort of independent work such as gig 
work. Currently independent work such as gig work makes up 30% of the work force.  
 
As you can see by the statistics mentioned above gig workers like Greg are a growing trend and 
not an exception. What is even more alarming is that 42% of gig workers say it would be hard to 
handle a $400 emergency expense. Gig work presents the challenge of income volatility which 
can create budget challenges. These budgeting concerns are not limited to just gig workers but 
also can be felt by seasonal workers, independent contractors, and many more. However, for 
this project our focus was on Greg Williamson and the Gig Worker Community.    
 
These alarming trends are why we came up with the solution of the app Budget Buckets to 
assist gig workers experiencing income volatility and budgeting shortfalls. Budget Buckets is an 
app to support Greg and other gig workers see how their weekly income earned compares to 
their monthly living expenses such as rent, daycare, car loan, and food. Tied with the app credit 
unions would offer a low interest line of credit to aid with a month Greg or members like Greg 
may fall sort of meeting their living expenses. The credit union could generate revenue from 
interest earned if member needs to use the line of credit. However, the greatest benefit from 
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the idea would be to help Greg and members like him prosper financially and understand their 
budgetary needs. This would deepen the member / credit union relationship and avoid the 
never-ending trap of payday loans and other high cost options.  
 

 

OPERATIONAL AND OTHER CONSIDERATIONS 
 
The initial creation of the Budget Bucket app from estimates we have gathered would be 
between $55,000.00 and $85,000.00. Another item to consider is who would be responsible for 
working with Greg Williamson and members like him? This would be up to each individual 
Credit Union but most commonly we feel like it would be a frontline position such as a loan 
officer or member service type role. Some Credit Unions may even create a position solely 
dedicated to working with members in the Budget Buckets Program. The last item to consider 
would be the guidelines for the line of credit offered for months a member may not meet his 
living expenses. Again, we believe this would be up to each individual Credit Union based on 
the organizations risk tolerance. An institution underwriting guidelines would be a strong point 
to insure success for all parties as this program is a partnership between the credit union and 
the member.    
 
 

CALL TO ACTION AND NEXT STEPS 
 
We are working on an app that would help support Greg and other gig workers manage their 
volatile income to meet consistent living expenses. In support of the app, which would be used 
as a monthly budget balancing tool, we as credit unions would implement a line of credit on 
which gig worker members could draw on during challenging months and pay back the draw on 
months when excess funds are available.  
 
We ask that you try and step into Greg’s shoes and think about our solution and whether it can 
help solve Greg’s issue of relying on payday loans and other high interest rate products.  
 
This application is not just for gig workers, but for anyone who struggles with consistency and 
needs help to better understanding of their finances.  
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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 work to strengthen 
organizations through cutting-edge research, incubation opportunities to test and scale solutions, advisory services 
to help organizations implement innovation, and host communities and events to connect a community of leaders 
to improve financial well-being. 
 
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 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 body of work possible. Learn more at 
filene.org.  

 

ABOUT IOWA CREDIT UNION LEAGUE 
 

The Iowa Credit Union League is the non-profit trade association representing the interests of Iowa’s state and 

federally chartered credit unions and their more than 1.3 million members. ICUL provides the following services to 

Iowa’s credit union industry: 

• Advocacy—ICUL lobbyists hike the hill each year to speak with legislators in Iowa and Washington D.C. about 
the importance of credit unions and to discuss different issues affecting the industry. The legislative 
department also coordinates fundraisers for the Credit Union Political Action Committee (CUPAC) and 
manages and organizes grassroots involvement programs. 
  

• Regulatory Compliance—Iowa credit unions are heavily regulated by the National Credit Union Administration 
and the Iowa Division of Credit Unions. In partnership with ViClarity, ICUL offers support and expertise to 
credit unions to help them understand and comply with these regulations. In addition, the regulatory 
department offers fee-based professional audit products that include 24/7 Compliance Support, Lending Audit 
Services, BSA Independent Tests, Regulatory Training and Website Compliance Audits. 
  

• Professional Development—ICUL holds numerous professional development seminars for Iowa credit unions 
each year. This includes the Iowa Credit Union Convention, ICUL’s largest event of the year. 
  

• Management Consultation—Experienced management consultants work with individual credit unions to help 
identify goals, challenges, and prepare for the future. The consultants have a strong credit union background, 
provide educated advice and personalized service. 
  

• Communications & Marketing—The communications team works to increase awareness about credit unions 
through media outreach efforts, social media and the member engagement plan. 

Learn more at iowacreditunions.com 

https://filene.org/
https://www.iowacreditunions.com/icul/advocacy/state-and-federal-issues
https://www.iowacreditunions.com/icul/compliance/compliance-overview
https://www.iowacreditunions.com/icul/education/events-calendar
https://www.iowacreditunions.com/icul/resources/member-services
https://www.iowacreditunions.com/icul/news/latest-news
https://www.iowacreditunions.com/icul/

