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PROBLEM DEFINITION 
 
Credit unions are often viewed as being small-business friendly, but we don’t always put our 
money where our mouth is. Credit unions primarily help small business owners with their 
businesses by offering products and services to ease potential problems, such as banking 
services accessibility, cash flow and capital issues.  Despite this, small businesses tend to fail at 
an alarming rate.  How might credit unions use its high profile in the community to improve the 
long-term viability of small businesses? 
 
A cause for concern? 
In the United States, 7 out of 10 new employer firms survive at least 2 years, half at least 5 
years, a third at least 10 years and a quarter stay in business 15 years or more.  (Source: 
Forbes)  In Canada, 96% of small businesses survive for one full year, 85% survive for 
three years and 70% survive for five years. (Source: Industry Canada) 
 
Why should we care?   
Small businesses are an integral part of our communities and local economies.  In Canada 
in 2005, small businesses accounted for 42%of Canada’s private sector GDP.  (Source: 
Industry Canada)  In 2009, 28%of Canada’s total GDP came from businesses with fewer 
than 50 employees.  (Source: British Columbia Statistical Services) In the US, there are 
almost 28 million small businesses and over 50% of the working population (120 million 
individuals) works in a small business. Small businesses have generated over 65% of the 
net new jobs since 1995. (Source: Forbes) 
 
How can we help? 
Small business owners are so focused on making their next sale or building their next 
product that they tend to not focus enough attention on business strategy or utilize the 
resources available to ensure long-term business viability. Most small businesses fail 
because of mismanagement. According to Statistics Canada, most businesses fail because 
of weak general management, weak financial management, or weak marketing capabilities.  
(Source:  Failing Concerns: Business Bankruptcy in Canada) 
 
Credit unions can lend an invaluable asset to small business owners in the form of free 
targeted marketing that will help to maintain the longevity of their small business. We can 
increase small business exposure in the local community and generate future sales by 
intentionally profiling small businesses to the broader credit union membership.  
 
 
INNOVATIVE SOLUTION 
 
Members Market is inspired by both the traditional Farmer’s Market and the Groupon 
model, matching consumers with online coupons according to their personal preferences. 
After collecting meaningful information on member preferences, we will match them to 
personalized coupons from local businesses. For instance, a member who enjoys eating at 
local restaurants will receive frequent promotions from said restaurants. A member who is 
in the process of renovating their house will receive frequent promotions from a local blind 
manufacturer or flooring expert. Members Market is an online forum, consisting of two key 
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stakeholder groups:  small businesses that bank with the credit union and credit union 
members.     
 
Small Business Owners: 
Members Market brings awareness and builds the profile of local small businesses to credit 
union’s membership.  Participating credit unions can provide the Members Market service 
for free to their small business members.  It will provide immediate added value to the small 
business – especially in the event new sales are generated through the site.  This low 
effort, easy to use platform is a great solution for credit unions that are currently struggling 
to connect with their existing small business owners and/or attract new small business 
members.   
 
Marketing is a big problem for small business owners.  Professional marketing is expensive 
and not all small businesses have the budget for it.  Doing it “off the side of the desk”, while 
less expensive, also tends to be less effective.  Right now, many small businesses use free 
services like Kijiji for marketing – some small businesses in our test group stated that they 
update Kijiji ads daily, which can be time consuming.  Sites like Groupon seem lucrative to 
small businesses, but we found that Groupon takes up to 50% of the fee!   
 
Members: 
Small businesses are not the only ones to benefit.  Credit union members are rewarded for 
their membership, by receiving discounts and special sales from the local businesses.  This 
is also an opportune way to support local businesses. 
 
Credit Unions: 
A major side benefit to this approach is its potential to attract more members in the form of 
small business owners. In a time where there are few differences in products or services in 
the financial services industry, credit unions need a point of differentiation to stand out from 
their competitors. What better way to stand out among small business owners than by 
contributing directly to their bottom line, through referring new customers and future sales 
their way?  
 
In addition, small business loans tend to yield a higher margin than larger business loans – 
upwards of 175 – 200 bps – and small businesses tend to carry lower priced deposits (ie: 
higher balances in transaction accounts).  Furthermore, credit unions tend to be the most 
local financial institution in our communities, which provides a natural alignment between 
credit unions and small businesses. 
 
Depending on how the credit union chooses to participate in the program, there are other 
potential benefits.  Those credit unions that no longer offer a meaningful “profit share” or 
“dividend” program need some compelling value proposition to stand out from competitors.  
Simply offering the program will provide additional value to the membership.  Going one 
step further by pre-buying goods or adding extra incentives will be an additional 
enhancement. 
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PROTOTYPE 
 
Members Market was created as a website that allows credit union members to connect 
with local, small business owners.  Small business owners have the ability to customize 
their own profile page, which includes pertinent information about the small business; such 
as address, hours of operation and contact information, as well as local discounted 
offerings to the credit union membership.  These all help to serve as an added incentive for 
credit union members to shop locally.  Members too have the ability to customize their 
profile, which includes information such as location and contact information, as well as 
questions on their shopping preferences.  Members Market will match members with local 
small businesses, according to their personal preferences and location.   
 
TEST 
 
We launched the Members Market pilot in two communities – Saskatoon, Saskatchewan 
(Canada) through Affinity Credit Union and Los Angeles, California (USA) through Xceed 
Financial.  The pilot consisted of 3 key phases:   
 

1. Completion of Pre-Pilot Surveys 
We gathered survey results from three key stakeholder groups from across North 
America:  Members (543), Small Business Owners (10) and Credit Union 
Executives (67).  The survey data complimented the research we had done and 
validated many of our original assumptions.   
 

2. Members Market Website Launch (Pilot) 
The registration of small businesses (10 +7 = 17) and members (361+ 265 = 626 ) 
on www.cumembersmarket.com started March 21, 2014 and is expected to wrap up 
May 15, 2014.   

 
3. Completion of Post-Pilot Surveys 

Once the pilot is complete, we plan on surveying pilot participants to gain further 
insights on areas, such as functionality, usability, member and small business 
preferences, etc.  

 
 
Pre-Pilot Survey Results 
 

CU Executives: 
- 67 executives from a variety of credit unions, ranging in locations and sizes, 

completed our survey   
- 60% of respondents stated “small businesses” played a large or growing role in their 

overall growth and membership strategy 
- 59% stated that they do not refer their members to their small business members 
- 90% stated that they do not offer financial incentives for small business owners to 

bring their banking to the credit union 
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Note:  While gathering survey results from credit union executives, many executives 
stated that they would be very interested in hearing back on the pilot results.  We heard 
narratives from credit union executives that their respective credit unions had ‘kicked’ 
this idea around, but had not executed on it.   

 
Small Business Owners: 
- 10 small business owners completed our survey 
- 0% listed their credit union or bank as a significant referral source 
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Members/Consumers: 
- 543 consumers/members completed our survey 
- 84% feel small businesses are “very important” to their local economy 
- 89% of participants stated they are ‘likely’ or ‘very likely’ to shop local 

 
Members Market Pilot Results   
- In 3 days, cumembersmarket.com has seen 272 hits 
- On average, the small businesses have 15 click throughs to their coupons 
- To date, Dennis’ Tire Centre is the most popular business with 37 click throughs to 

the coupon.   
 
 

Pilot Comments from Small Business Owners:   
After pitching the concept of Members Market to small business owners, we received 
the following comments:     

 “I love that Affinity Credit Union is doing this for their members!  There are no 
other institutions that would think to do this for their members.” Chris Wood – 
Wood’s Body Goods 

 “I am always looking for ways to increase business.”  Dennis Asselin– Dennis’ 
Tire Centre 
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RESULTS, COMMENTS, AND NEXT STEPS 
 
Financial Implications: 
The upfront investment required of a credit union to begin using Members Market would 
consist of hosting the Members Market service, further development of the database and 
‘matching’ algorithm and marketing of the service to both members and small businesses.   
 
Once initial momentum of the service has been realized, a credit union should look to 
develop a mobile app for iPhone, Android and other devices.  In addition, real-time payment 
solution should be set up so that members paying with their credit union credit card or 
member card would receive the business discount in real-time, without having to use a 
coupon.   
 
Integration Considerations: 
As discussed earlier, small businesses are an integral part of our local, national and 
international economies.  Helping small businesses make sales and increase local 
exposure by marketing to other credit union members is a way to free up cognitive 
bandwidth.  They can then focus on investing more in their business strategy, which will 
increase the likelihood of their longevity.   
 
The easier it is for members and small businesses alike to access Members Market and 
use it to post or find local deals, the better.  With that in mind, finding a way to integrate 
Members Market into a high traffic area of the credit union’s website –online and/or mobile 
banking – would be ideal.  If members are able to ‘click through’ to Members Market after 
signing in to their online banking account, this will increase the likelihood of member 
adoption.   
 
Member engagement is a key element to the success of Members Market.  49% of survey 
participants suggested that they would prefer to receive their discounts via email – further 
development of an email engagement strategy should be considered.       
 
Next Steps:   

1. Further develop tracking of coupon redemptions for the credit union to be able to 
communicate a clear value proposition to participating small businesses (ie: “Your 
credit union referred you 35 referrals this year, which lead to $500 in new sales”).   

2. Further develop user engagement strategy, including regular email updates to both 
user groups.   

3. Contact us as innovation@filene.org if you are interested in developing Members 
Market for your credit union members.   

 
Note:  The two pilot credit unions – Affinity Credit Union and Xceed Financial – are planning 
on continuing with the pilot and will be pursuing Members Market in further development.   
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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 


