Members First Credit Union – A Statement Of Differentiation

Credit unions in general, and Members First Credit Union in particular, differ from other financial services providers in two aspects – the aspect of structural differentiation, and the aspect of market differentiation.

Structural Differentiation:

Members First Credit Union is a member-owned financial cooperative. Those that have accounts at the credit union are called members; every member, regardless of the amount of funds they have on deposit, has one ownership share, and one vote annually to elect fellow members to the credit union’s Board of Directors. Though these directors have full fiduciary responsibility in terms of governing the credit union, they are not compensated; they operate in a voluntary capacity. Because of this structure, the credit union is chartered as a not-for-profit corporation by the Internal Revenue Service, and is therefore for the most part exempt from taxes on its net income.

For-profit financial institutions seek to maximize the profitability of their owners or shareholders, which sometimes means that they can’t act totally in the best interests of their customers. The credit union’s mission is to maximize the profitability of its member-owners, which also happen to be the credit union’s “customers.” Therefore, Members First is able to maximize the profitability of its members by returning the profits of the cooperative to them in the form of charging lower rates on loans, paying higher rates on deposits, and charging less fees than other financial service providers.

Market Differentiation:

There are four pillars that comprise market differentiation, which is defined by the way credit unions differentiate themselves through participation in public affairs. They are as follows:

· Financial Literacy Educational Outreach: credit unions undertake the responsibility to provide personal financial education both to their members, and within their communities. Members First Credit Union practices financial literacy educational outreach in the following ways:

· By partnering with the Tri-Village Mentor League to sponsor one-to-one mentorship between a high school aged mentor and an elementary school aged child for every elementary school aged child enrolled in the latchkey programs in the Grandview Heights and Upper Arlington City School Districts. Members First also designs specific financial literacy games aimed at the elementary school children, then advises the high school aged mentors on how to teach these concepts to their elementary school aged partners.  At the end of the school year, Members First awards two $500.00 scholarships; one to a mentor from Grandview Heights High School, and one to a mentor from Upper Arlington High School.

· By partnering with the Hannah Neil Center For Youth to teach the National Endowment For Financial Education (NEFE) personal financial literacy curriculum to the teenaged youths housed at the center. These classes are held on a weekly basis.

· Social Responsibility and Outreach: credit unions perform a variety of activities in their fields of membership and their communities in order to contribute to the greater good of the community. Members First practices social responsibility and outreach in the following ways:
· By entering into a public-private partnership with the City of Grandview Heights Parks & Recreation Department. The credit union provides both funds and manpower in order to help defray or eliminate the cost to the city for the semi-annual parks and recreation department program guide, the annual Easter Egg Hunt, the annual Mayor’s Picnic, the annual Halloween Hayride and Party, and the annual Christmas Coloring Contest and Tree Lighting Ceremony. The resources that the city saves as a result of the credit union’s efforts are thus used to provide other essential and additional city services to the citizens of Grandview Heights and Marble Cliff.
· By sponsoring the Grandview Heights High School Athletic Program. The $3,000.00 contributed annually to the athletic program in return for advertising rights enables the school district to either minimize or eliminate participation fees for students participating on their various sports teams.
· By conducting an annual e-recycling event. Members First provides both its members and area residents the opportunity to annually dispose of both computer equipment and sensitive documents in a means which ensures the destruction of the data contained on the equipment and the documents, all free of charge.
· By offering a discount on financing of hybrid vehicles. Members First encourages environmental conservation by offering a permanent discount of 0.50% off of it’s published vehicle loan rates for members that wish to finance the purchase of a hybrid vehicle.
· Civic Involvement: credit unions have a responsibility to actively participate in the civic affairs of their communities, in order to be considered as good corporate citizens, and to enhance the stature of the communities in which they do business. Members First practices civic involvement in the following ways:
· By being extremely active in the Grandview Heights Marble Cliff Area Chamber of Commerce. The credit union’s CEO just ended a term as the President of the Board of Directors, and has held various other Board level officer positions for the past seven years.
· By positioning itself as a corporate community leader. The credit union’s management regularly consults with and works with City of Grandview Heights officials on a variety of issues well outside of the scope of the credit union’s normal course of business, including economic development.
· By both sponsoring and volunteering to work at various annual city events, such as the Lazy Daze Festival, the Grandview Art Hop, and the Tour de Grandview Cycling Classic. 
· Political Advocacy: the fourth pillar of market differentiation, political advocacy has a twofold purpose. First, it acts to keep public officials at the local, state and federal levels aware of the enhancements that credit unions create for their members and their communities by virtue of their active involvement in the first three pillars of market differentiation. Secondly, political advocacy aims to help preserve and strengthen the credit union charter at the state and federal levels in order to allow credit unions to continue to provide the positive economic benefits that are available to members and potential members as a result of our structural differentiation. Members First Credit Union practices political advocacy in the following ways:

· By actively participating on the Ohio Credit Union League Government Affairs Committee, which works to help shape public policy for Ohio’s credit unions.

· By actively developing relationships with the state representative and state senator that represent the credit union’s house and senate districts.

· By participating in one-on-one and group meetings with officials at all levels of state and local governments in order to ensure that they are fully aware of the economic and social good that accrues from credit unions’ differentiation efforts.

· By being active contributors at the staff, management and Board levels to the Ohio Credit Union League Political Action Committee, and at the corporate level to the Ohio Credit Union Defense Coalition, in order to ensure that the movement’s advocacy efforts can continue to keep the credit union movement strong, which in turn economically benefits citizens both in Ohio and nationally.

