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Introducing ‘Our Society’ 
(or: Let’s build a platform for societies owned by 
societies) 
 

 
What we’re trying to do in a nutshell  
 
The team that currently runs the Community Shares Unit (CSU) and its accompanying 
Microgenius platform are seeking to establish an independent digital venture Our 
Society Ltd.  It will act as a dedicated community enterprise platform, providing an 
online facility for societies to raise investment from their community and continue to 
manage and engage their membership - with the aim of supporting community 
enterprises to start and grow across the UK.  
 
We intend to establish Our Society as a society for community benefit which is owned 
and controlled by our growing market of community enterprises and supportive 
intermediaries.  
 
We know from our market research that investors in community shares are primarily 
motivated by social purpose and they want to establish or sustain assets and services of 
importance in their communities so it seems entirely appropriate to establish a social 
purpose vehicle to enable them to do this. 
 
We have already created a Minimum Viable Product (MVP) that provides equivalent 
and improved functionality to Microgenius to allow communities to mange their share 
offer. We are now looking to raise investment and build membership to launch this new 
platform and extend its functionality and crucially give ownership to the wider sector to 
support its operation and continued development.  
 
This document serves as an outline of our plans ahead of launching a Pioneer Share 
Offer in Summer 2016, as well as acting as an invitation for directors to join Our Society 
Ltd.  
 

 
Why are we trying to do this?  
 
The idea to setup a new independent platform for societies is borne out of both an 
immediate need and a wider aspiration:  
 
The immediate need is to build on our experience with Microgenius and find a 
sustainable model for an equivalent community shares platform that we can collectively 
own as a sector.  
 
Community shares are helping save local shops and pubs, financing renewable energy 
schemes, transforming community facilities, supporting local food growing, funding new 
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football clubs, restoring heritage buildings, and above all, building stronger, more 
vibrant, and independent communities.  
 
This depends on a growing network of organisations and individuals to help 
communities achieve their goals and relies on key infrastructure to actually make it 
happen. Crowdfunding platforms are becoming an important part of this infrastructure 
as technology reduces the transaction and administration costs to enable people to 
invest in their community easily and securely.  
 
This begs the question as to who should own these platforms – we think there is clear 
value in the sector having an involvement. Our Society is an attempt to give the sector a 
stake in this infrastructure that will enable:  
 

• Communities to raise the investment they need via a low-cost model that 

maximises the finance they can use for their community purpose 

 

• Give the sector ownership of the valuable data that these platforms generate so 

we can learn collectively and transparently about the market to help grow it 

further 

 

• Build a community of developers and technical experts as members of the 

society to develop and share the technology on a sustainable basis in which a 

co-operative structure brings the necessary balance between open source and 

proprietary models  

 
While this hopefully gives a compelling account of why we’re exploring this possibility, 
the wider aspiration is potentially more exciting and seeks to realise a more profound 
opportunity that technology presents for co-operation as a whole.  
 
In particular, we’ve been interested by the growing network of academics, 
entrepreneurs, policy makers and co-operators, predominantly in the US, that have come 
together under the banner of Platform Co-op which is exploring whether the internet 
could be owned and governed differently, posing questions such as “what if Uber 
drivers could setup their own platform or if cities could control their own version of 
Airbnb?” At its heart it is advocating a co-operative Internet, built of platforms owned 
and governed by the people who rely on them. 
 
The emergence of this movement in the US is largely in reaction to Silicon Valley which 
has provided a tech start-up eco-system that is fundamentally rooted in capitalist 
principles of capital gain, investor control and profit maximisation.  The conditions that 
have made Silicon Valley so successful - the co-location of knowledge, finance and 
capability via the academic institutions, incubators, accelerators and importantly venture 
capital - provides limited scope for co-operative models. 
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The Platform Co-op movement are already looking at “Silicon Alley” in New York as a 
potential nascent environment to apply co-operative values. However, the UK tech scene 
is similarly formative, yet we feel there is need to stimulate activity.   
 
This is particularly notable given that the UK is one of the leading locations for Social 
Tech with organisations and initiatives from MySociety to Nominet Trust active in the 
space. Yet the ‘Social’ in ‘Social Tech’ continues to focus on the product or the service 
offered, rather than the governance and ownership of the organisation. In the 2015 
Nominet Social Tech 100, which celebrates the world’s most inspiring projects using 
digital technology for social good – we couldn’t find one that was structured as a co-
operative or other democratically-run organisation. 
 
On this basis, we think setting up a platform for societies, owned by societies has the 
potential to provide a valuable contribution to the development of the co-operative 
economy, acting as a valuable tool to support co-operative enterprise.  
 
Notably it would be putting into practice a key activity of the Platform Co-op initiative, 
here in the UK.  Quoting one of the leading proponents of this network Neal Gorenflo, 
founder of Shareable in the US, that as a movement we need to ‘Incubate the 
Templates’ in which he describes: “Part of the magic of tech startups is that there’s a 
well understood organizational structure, financing method, and developmental path for 
entrepreneurs to use. In other words, there's a template. Platform coops need templates 
too, but ones, which support a diversity of organizational patterns.  
 
What’s needed is a small number of incubators in different global cities working 
together to give birth to the first wave of platform coops. The trick is to get the first few 
platform coops off the ground, and then develop a global ecosystem that encourages 
replication of working models across industry verticals and geographies.” 
 
Our Society is an attempt at incubating a template here in the UK. We think it maybe the 
first time that a tech start-up has gone through a tech accelerator and is subsequently 
structured as a member-owned society. This could be a powerful exemplar to allow 
other enterprises to follow suit, which in turn will provide greater demand for the 
potential use of Our Society as the digital enterprise tool for emerging tech co-ops.   
 
 
 

Background  
 
The Community Shares Unit (CSU) took on Microgenius from its founder Emily Mackay, 
who set it up as a community energy platform at the start of 2013. We relaunched the 
service that summer for the community shares market as a whole.  
 
Since then, it has listed 32 successful share offers and facilitated over £2m of online 
investment from over 7,000 investors. It has also crowded in a further £2m of offline 
investment to these offers. It has raised investment for pubs, shops, football clubs, farms, 
community energy schemes, a pier, a port and a broadband project.  
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Primarily it is a tool for managing community share offers. The platform automates the 
process of registering investor details and taking payment for shares. Compared to 
manual/offline share offers, Microgenius is quicker, easier, more secure, and provides 
escrow-like benefits to protect funds from enterprise liabilities. In addition, Microgenius 
provides share offers with an online presence and a tool for updating investors on the 
progress of the share offer. 
 
Since being under CSU control, the platform has not charged commission and 
consequently has not generated any revenue. Rather it has been an important facility to 
allow the CSU to work directly with community shares offers to design and implement 
good practice standards, as part of the CSU’s wider initiative to introduce a self-
regulatory approach that will boost investor awareness and protection.  
 
With this, the CSU introduced the mandatory condition for all prospective share offers on 
Microgenius to be awarded the Standard Mark in 2015., The roll-out of the Standard 
Mark has been a very positive development in which over the course of the last year, 20 
offers have gone through the process and listed on Microgenius – equivalent to a fifth of 
offers in 2015/16. Currently all but one offer has been successful in raising at least their 
minimum investment target.  
 

 
Current position 
 
The Microgenius white label website and brand is part of Co-operatives UK and 
Locality’s CSU scheme and does not charge for its service, but enterprises do incur a 
0.5% fee levied by the platform’s payments processor GoCardless.  Our Society cannot 
operate in this manner and must find a route to a sustainable business model.  
 
In particular, Our Society must become financially and technologically independent in 
order to overcome the threats outlined below. 
 

• Conflicts of interest over its governance.  As the CSU’s activities become more 
established, there is a fundamental tension in co-locating the responsibility for 
good practice standards with more significant market development activities. This 
is primarily because the Standard Mark is based on a voluntary model that 
requires full buy-in from the sector. Under current arrangements, the CSU is 
unable to engage the full variety of practitioners and intermediaries that are 
active in this space to adopt good practice standards, when it is also operating 
Microgenius, which in some instances competes with intermediaries’ services by 
channelling resources and support to groups. Our Society will be independent of 
the prospective Community Shares Standard Board, which will have sole 
responsibility for overseeing standards and is thus more likely to generate full 
sector support.  
 

• Uncertainty over the funding landscape for community shares:  Microgenius is 
currently operated as part of the CSU scheme, funded by the Department for 
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Communities and Local Government. There is now wider uncertainty regarding 
the funding for the CSU in 2017 when its funding agreement with DCLG ends.  
 

• Unable to develop and improve the platform to meet the needs of the market: 
The Microgenius platform is provided via a software-as-a-service white-labelling 
agreement with equity crowdfunding platform Crowdcube for a small monthly 
licensing fee. Crowdcube have stated their intention to exit the white-labelling 
business and to move Microgenius on from their services. Furthermore, the 
original developer of the Microgenius platform at Crowdcube has left the 
company. Crowdcube will no longer support any further development of the 
platform or commit developer time to support operation beyond the platform’s 
existing capabilities. 

Our initial exploratory work on Our Society has taken place with support from DotForge - 
a new UK-based ‘accelerator’ but focused on social ventures. The RSA, Cabinet Office 
and importantly Key Fund, one of the leading social investment institutions in the UK, are 
behind the DotForge programme. We were able to secure a place on the DotForge 
programme in November 2015 which has enabled us to produce an MVP for Our 
Society.  
 
Our main goal with the MVP was to provide equivalent and improved functionality to 
Microgenius in terms of managing community share offers. However, our plan is to 
develop the platform beyond this, based on a renewed value proposition outlined 
below:  

 
 
Our Society - Microgenius’ renewed value proposition 
 
As the Microgenius platform exists today, it would be unable to charge a competitive 
commission and generate revenue to cover the costs of running the platform without 
funding via the CSU.  
 
It is our opinion that while Microgenius provides a useful tool with a number of benefits 
for societies, it does not provide enough value to warrant a charge beyond the 0.5% of 
funds transacted, levied by GoCardless.  
 
Furthermore, charging similar levels of commission as seen in the wider crowdfunding 
market (approx. 5%) would be a significant barrier to societies for a service which was 
previously free, and for a customer base which is looking to start their enterprise with 
limited development funding, largely staffed by volunteers and which we need to retain 
as much of their funds invested by their community to enable their community businesses 
to start-up.  
 
In light of this, the business case for Our Society is underpinned by two fundamental 
principles related to its income generation and its operating costs: 
 

1. Income Generation: Our Society will be more than a crowdfunding platform, 
offering a ‘software as a service’ model to community enterprises on an ongoing 
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basis to manage and engage their members and their community. With this, its 
revenue model will be based on monthly and annual subscription fees, alongside 
a limited commission fee.  
 

2. Operating Costs: Our Society will not take on any responsibilities or activities for 
community share offer development, rather it will only list offers that have 
received the Standard Mark and so will work with Licensed Practitioners to 
ensure offers are developed to this stage, and then are ready to list on the 
platform. This means that we will not be involved in working up the share offer to 
be ready for launch – rather they will be approved to list based solely receiving 
the Standard Mark, keeping costs down.  

 
Furthermore, because Our Society will be constituted as a community benefit 
society, it will have a wide membership reflecting its ‘community of interest’ of 
individuals and organisation that support the platform’s role in starting and 
growing community enterprise. A key stakeholder group is the technical and 
developer community which we will look to engage with and who will become 
members to be able to contribute to its continued development on more 
competitive rates given its wider purpose, so keeping operating costs down.  
 

Further detail on Our Society’s income and cost projects is outlined later in the document 
but the rationale for these fundamental principles is based on a renewed value 
proposition that we have been actively exploring through engagement with the sector.  
 
We have used the ‘The Business Model Canvas’ approach to articulate the value 
proposition i.e. why Our Society customers will buy into its services.  
 
The approach is detailed below: 
 
Customer segments 
 
Firstly, there are three customer segments that Our Society will serve, based on an 
established understanding of the market that the CSU has developed: 
 

• Investors – members of a community who are looking to support an enterprise 
through membership and investment, and wish to be an active member through 
both online and offline participation  
 

• Enterprises –co-operative or community benefit societies seeking to raise 
investment and build membership through a community share offer and 
subsequently engage their members in the running of their business through 
digital channels 

 

• Practitioners – individuals and organisations that provide information, advice, 
support and complementary finance to community enterprises looking to launch 
a community share offer. Many of these have a formal association with the CSU 
via the practitioner and licencing scheme that it runs. However, there is a wider 
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practitioner base which Our Society will serve including social investors, 
sponsoring bodies and wider business advisers 

 
Customer jobs 
 
The table below outlines what each customer segment is trying to get done related to a 
community share offer and its ongoing operations. It could be the tasks they are trying 
to perform and complete, the problems they are trying to solve, or the needs they are 
trying to satisfy.  
 
This is based on feedback that we have obtained based on our work in this sector over 
a number of years: 
 
Investors’ jobs Enterprises’ jobs Practitioners’ jobs 

- Invest in a community 
enterprise 

- Be kept up to date with 
news of a community 
enterprise both during 
the share offer and once 
they are member 

- Update their contact 
details on the societies 
member register 

- View their share account 
after purchasing shares 

- Request that share 
interest is credited to 
their share account or 
paid out 

- Request a withdrawal of 
shares 

- Be informed of general 
meeting dates 

- Access to meeting 
papers  

- Voting remotely on 
resolutions 

- Reviewing board 
member nominations 

- Test the interest in a 
community venture 

- Take payments for shares 
with the ability to only 
collect funds following 
specific events i.e. 
minimum reached. 

- Collect details of investors 
for a share register. 

- Update their community 
during the share offer 

- Give members access to 
the member / share 
register so they can keep 
their details up-to-date 

- Inform members of general 
meetings 

- Provide papers to 
members ahead of 
meetings 

- Allow members to vote 
remotely on resolutions if 
they are unable to be 
present 

 

- Market their services to 
enterprises. 

- Deliver ‘development’ 
services to enterprises – 
i.e. business planning, 
community engagement, 
share offer drafting 

- Deliver ‘review’ services 
to enterprises i.e.  
Standard Mark award  

- Get paid for services 
delivered on terms of 
their choosing i.e. up-
front fee, payment by 
results  

- Improve their 
understanding of the 
market to deliver more 
competitive services. 

- Understand the pipeline 
of enterprises seeking 
services. 

 
 
Customer Pains 
 
The table below outlines for each customer segment the negative emotions, undesired 
costs and situations, and risks that each customer segment experiences or could 
experience before, during, and after getting the job done. 
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This is based on feedback that we have obtained based on our work in this sector over 
a number of years:  
 
Investors’ pains Enterprises’ pains Practitioners’ pains 

- Poor understanding of 
what community shares 
are 

- Learning curve for using a 
platform because of low 
digital literacy 

- Concerns over security 
and fear of financial data 
being stolen or abused 

- Not being aware of 
circumstances of the 
share offer changing 
which have an impact on 
key variables, i.e. targets, 
timetables   

- Not knowing whether 
their investment has been 
collected and they have 
been brought into 
membership 

- Not being able to access 
the member or share 
register after the offer to 
update details, view their 
share account  

- Being kept up to date as 
a member on the 
enterprises activities and 
key governance events  

 

- Not knowing the share 
offer’s performance in 
real-time  

- Difficulty updating 
investors with key share 
offer variables following 
changing circumstances 
during the offer  

- Dealing with share 
allocation constraints i.e. 
preference to local 
investors 

- Dealing with failed, 
cancelled or delayed 
payments after payment 
collection 

- Keeping a track of offline 
payments – either via 
BACS or cheque. 

- Including offline 
payments in their totaliser 

- Transaction fees 

- Processing refunds 
 

- Uncertainty and 
inconsistency of workload 

- Enterprises not being 
able to pay up front for 
practitioner’s 
development or review 
services  

- There is no streamlined 
arrangement to allow 
practitioners to get paid 
based on a success fee 
via the community shares 
raise 

- Other crowdfunding 
platforms putting in place 
exclusive arrangements 
with specific practitioners 

- Unable to constructively 
recommend platforms 
that enterprises can use 
for ongoing management 
of their membership   

 
 
Customer Gains 
 
The table below outlines for each customer segment the benefits eacha expects, desires 
or would be surprised by. This includes functional utility, social gains, positive emotions, 
and cost savings. 
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Investors’ gains Enterprises’ gains Practitioners’ gains 

- Successful share offer 

- Quick and easy 
investment  

- Security that the 
investment won’t be 
taken until the share offer 
at least meets its 
minimum 

- No hidden costs 

- Regularly updated 
throughout the course of 
the share offer 

- Feels assured that the 
membership register is 
up-to-date by being able 
to access and change 
their details at any time  

- Feels connected to their 
investment by always 
have access to their 
share account  

- Able to be an active 
member through an 
online channel by voting 
on resolutions 

 

- Successful share offer 

- A way to communicate 
with all supporters and 
investors in one go 

- An effective destination 
for online and offline 
promotion  

- Real-time information on 
share offer performance 

- A simple method for 
adding offline investment 

- Access to investors data 
at all times in an 
exportable format 

- Able to maintain their 
member register via the 
platform 

- Able to continue to 
update members on key 
activities and governance 
events   
 

- Successful share offer  

- A tangible way to be 
paid for support on the 
share offer through taking 
fee following share offer 
raise 

- Greater credibility given 
to Standard Mark  

- A platform that has been 
designed from the outset 
to facilitate community 
shares  

- Practitioners can have a 
direct stake in the running 
of the platform by 
becoming a member of 
the society  

 

 

The Value Proposition: a dedicated community shares platform that 
actively supports community management  
	
Our Society overhauls the value proposition of Microgenius by acting as a digital tool 
that supports tasks beyond just share offer administration. These tasks will principally 
focus around community management. Share offer administration is historically what 
Microgenius has done, however for the MVP, the functionality has now been improved 
fundamentally to take into account the pains and gains of investors, enterprises and 
practitioners.  

Yet community management is a problem that community and co-operative businesses 
often do not anticipate. In particular, societies raising finance through community shares, 
then have to equip themselves with the responsibility of managing their membership.  

This includes holding annual general meetings, voting on resolutions, electing board 
members, maintaining a share register, issuing share interest and facilitating share 
withdrawals.  

Community management can become problematic as a business grows and scales, 
especially if managing the community detracts from managing the business.  
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Nevertheless, a well-managed community can ensure that a community business 
continues to deliver social value, and remains relevant to its customer base. 

Co-operatives UK explored this area partially with its One Click project but rather 
focused on the registration process. 

However, Our Society will focus wholly on providing the digital tools that community 
businesses can use once they are trading to manage their membership and wider 
community and supporter base. In addition to share offer administration, tools that we 
are scoping include an online share register, online share and interest balances, digital 
annual general meetings, and online polling.  

These tools will be the focus of Our Society’s ongoing development. However, the 
following section outlines how we approached developing our MVP for share offer 
administration using the concept of ‘Pain Relievers’ and ‘Gain Creators’ that we have 
introduced to meet the customer jobs, pains and gains associated already outlined.   
 
 
Pain relievers 
 
These describes how our MVP alleviates customer pains – with particular reference to 
negative emotions, undesired costs and situations, and risks our customer could 
experience before, during, and after getting the job done. 

 Investors’ Pain relievers Enterprises’ Pain relievers Practitioners  
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- Only Standard Mark 
awarded offers listed  

- Advanced web 
development methods 
& user focused and 
tested design to 
minimise learning curve 
for use of platform 

- A secure system with a 
trusted payment 
processer  

- Ability to hold card 
payments means 
investment only 
collected when at least 
minimum investment 
reached 

- Automated email 
updates on 
developments with the 
share offer  

- Use of Stripe system 
means only one 
interaction with the 

- Real-time performance 
analytics for enterprises 

- Automatic updates sent 
to all investors by email 

- Full control of payment 
collection once 
minimum has been 
reached 

- Automatic validation of 
electronic investments 
against share offer 
minimum and maximum 
shareholdings. 

- Enterprises can 
manually add offline 
investors to their 
totaliser 

- Lowest transaction fees 
in the market 
 

 
 
 
 

- All new enquiries get 
signposted to licensed 
practitioners  

- Ability for Our Society to 
facilitate payment to 
practitioners following 
investment raise   

- Our Society will work 
with any licensed 
practitioner rather than 
exclusive arrangements  

- Our Society to actively 
work on community 
management tools 
following launch  
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Gain Creators 
 
These describes how the MVP has been developed to create customer gains i.e. 
benefits the customer expects, desires or would be surprised by, including functional 
utility, social gains, positive emotions, and cost savings. 
 
 Investors’ gain creators Enterprises’ gain creators Practitioners’ gain creators 
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- All share offers meet 
good practice 
standards 

- A seamless and simple 
way to invest in 
community enterprises, 
interacting with just one 
platform 

- Using latest payment 
technologies with 
optimal security using 
credit and debit cards 
rather than direct debit 

- No fees for the investor  

- Designed to only allow 
enterprises to collect 
funds once minimum is 
reached 

 
 

- Standard Mark gives 
investor confidence  

- Flexible arrangements 
to work with a licensed 
practitioner i.e. up-front 
or success fee 

- Easy way to 
communicate with 
supports and investors 

- Offline investment can 
be added automatically 
by the enterprise  

- Real-time analytics on 
the share offer 
performance  

- Access to investor data 
at all times  

- Tangible benefit of 
practitioner input with 
the requirement for 
Standard Mark   

- Flexible arrangements 
for getting paid to work 
on share offer with 
enterprise 

- Practitioners can have a 
direct stake in the 
running of the platform 
by becoming a member 
of the society  
 

 
  

Technology  
 
When considering the technology, our starting point was the considerable feedback we 
have obtained from enterprises and investors who have used Microgenius, who are 
generally older, have limited digital literacy, and needed a simple and easy website to 
invest.  
 
The MVP has been developed with the ideal of a seamless user journey as its chief 
goal. To achieve this goal we have used Google's Angular JS framework, along with 
various third-party add-ons, in conjunction and communication with the latest version of 
a bootstrapped extension of the PHP framework Laravel.  
 

platform rather than 
numerous processes i.e. 
Microgenius / 
GoCardless 
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Laravel provides various entry points to the system, and so, interaction with the server 
and the database. Angular JS consumes and communicates with the base provided by 
Laravel and delivers content to the browser, facilitating a flexible and dynamic user 
interface much like that of a Single Page App (SPA) on a modern mobile device such as 
an iPhone. 
 
These two core technologies, along with the css framework Twitter Bootstrap, are among 
the most highly regarded and used in the development of web applications today. 
 
Payment Systems 
 
We are also planning to migrate away from GoCardless as the payment processer and 
instead we will work with Stripe using their latest managed accounts system. Stripe are 
a leading provider of online payments that provides a more user friendly and logical 
payment structure for community shares. Essentially investors will use debit and credit 
cards rather than a direct debit process to pay for their shares, but the payment can 
only be taken once the offer at least meets its minimum.  
 
Furthermore, we have been accepted onto Stripe’s Managed Accounts Beta Programme 
to deploy their latest features. This means that users will only have an interaction with 
Our Society, with our platform responsible for all onboarding, dashboard, reporting, and 
communication flows with them. This will provide a more seamless experience for users, 
in which Stripe will take care of the payments in the background.  
 
 
Building a developer community  
 
Along with user experience, and a considered approach to performance optimisation, 
we also intend to provide a system that is modularised in such a way as to allow for the 
extension of particular system features by outside developers.  
 
We have a solid understanding of the structural considerations this will involve, and how 
Laravel's heavy use of 'packages' will come in to play. This extensibility and its 
implementation will be at the core of our considerations during the next phase of 
development. 
 
In particular, we are aware of a number of developers who are interested in using open 
source tools such as CiviCRM and Drupal to provide some of the features that Our 
Society are developing.  
 
We recognise that for some organisations building a highly customized CMS plus CRM 
using these open source tools can be quite appealing. However, we also know this can 
be time consuming and quite complex to deploy and that many groups will not be in a 
position to take on this activity. That is why we have focused on a ‘software as a service’ 
solution to provide a facility that almost any user can work with, regardless of their 
levels of digital literacy.  
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However, we are keen to work with developers who are interested in this level of 
customization to scope the opportunities to deploy Our Society’s packages as part of the 
development for these open source customizable tools. 
 

Pricing Strategy 
 
As outlined previously, Our Society will have two principle revenue streams: 
 

1. Fees paid by the enterprise on the investment raised on the platform in the event 
the society’s community share offer funding is successfully drawn down 
 

2. A monthly or annual subscription for ongoing use of the platform by enterprises 
to support their community management  

 
1. Commission fees on investment raised  

The platform will not charge investors, and will only charge enterprises if their share 
offer is successful. Even for ‘social purpose’ platforms, the average fee rate in the 
market is 5% plus any transaction costs incurred by the payment processer. However, in 
almost all cases, commission on funds raised is their sole form of income generation 
whereas Our Society will be looking to continue to support enterprises through a 
software as a service subscription model.  
 
Another key consideration for our charging structure is that as a community owned 
enterprise, we want to reduce the transaction costs as far as possible to help as many 
community enterprises raise what they need. However, some fees will have to be 
applied to cover the society’s operational costs. Based on our initial modelling we are 
committing to a 2% fee for societies which have been awarded the Standard Mark.  
 
Enterprises themselves will have to absorb the fees charged by our payment processer 
Stripe in which we have negotiated a lower transaction fee of 1.1% on funds raised. This 
means that customers using the platforms will pay an overall fee of 3.1%. This is still 
markedly lower than the fees charged by other platforms - for example the total fees for 
using Crowdfunder are currently 7.4% when using the equivalent payment processer.  
 
An additional feature will allow societies to deduct any costs associated with their 
Standard Mark award from the investment raise. So for example, the platform will take 
its 2% fees as standard, but will also be able to take an additional fee from the raise 
which has been agreed by the society and a licensed practitioner should they have 
decided on a success fee approach for receiving the Standard Mark. This additional fee 
will be passed to the licensed practitioner.  
 
2. A monthly or annual subscription for ongoing use of the platform by enterprises to 

support their community management   

As outlined above, Our Society will develop a number of services specifically for 
enterprises and their investors to continue to use the platform for the ongoing 
management and governance of their society. The revenue model for this service will 
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use a ‘software as a service’ subscription that will be available on either a monthly or 
annual basis. Our current market research suggests that this service will start at £50 per 
month with more extensive packages coming on-stream with added functionality at a 
later date. 
 

Income projections 
 
Based on the pricing strategy and historic activity on Microgenius, we are able to outline 
our preliminary income projections. These are based on a number of assumptions: 
 

1. The community shares market over the next fives years will see some 
consolidation following reduced activity in the community energy sector, but will 
still be an active market based on growth in other sectors, likely to equate to 
approximately 75-100 offers a year, raising around £40m-50m in equity per 
annum.  
 

2. Our Society will be able to build on Microgenius’ market share in 2015/16, in 
which a fifth of share offers have listed on the platform, albeit the majority of 
offers listing on Microgenius are generally of smaller value and so only 
represents around 10% of equity raised i.e. £4m – of which roughly 50% is 
processed directly by the platform (i.e. £2m) and the remainder is raised offline 
and so would not be subject to commission charges.  

 
3. Thus based on commission fees alone, the platform will start to generate annual 

income of around £35k per annum in Year 1 (assuming a lag due to offers taking 
several months to close) but with the expectation that over the next three years it 
will be able to go from 10% to 20% of total equity raised and then levelling out, 
which would see its commission income increase by approximately £20k per year 
based on a similar online / offline split.  

 
4. From Year 2, Our Society Ltd will start to charge for its Community Enterprise 

Dashboard – a series of online tools for managing their organisation which 
enterprises can access via a monthly or annual subscription. It assumes that 
approximately three-quarters of the enterprises using Our Society to list their 
share offer will move onto a subscription, equating to around 30 users in Year 2, 
and will then start to attract existing societies wishing to use just the dashboard 
features. This would generate an additional £15k in Year 2, growing by an 
equivalent rate each year as more customers sign-up.  
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  Indicative income projection based on assumptions (Years 1 to 5)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Operating Costs  
 
In order to ensure Our Society can operate as a low-cost platform, every attempt has 
been made to keep Operating Costs down. A number of assumptions can be made in 
terms of its operating model:  
 

1. Our Society will not take on any responsibilities or activities for community share 
offer development, rather it will only list offers that have received the Standard 
Mark and so will work with Licensed Practitioners to ensure offers are developed 
to this stage, and then are ready to list on the platform.  
 

2. It will continue to work with our full stack developer Gary Grainger, who will 
continue to be responsible for every element of the site’s development in the 
initial stages. However, over the course of Year 1 we will be developing a system 
that is modularised in such a way as to allow for the extension of particular 
system features by outside developers. Following this, we will be looking to bring 
interested developers into membership to work on packages. Accordingly, a 
development budget will be put in place to commission external development 
work from interested parties. Salary costs for a full-time, full-stack developer and 
an accompanying development budget will be approximately £50-70k per year 
to begin with.  

 
3. The day-to-day operation of Our Society will initially be undertaken by directors 

on a voluntary basis (i.e. on-boarding enterprises, handling customer enquiries) 
but with a view that a dedicated Manager is brought in by the end of its first 
year. It will not need any further staffing until beginning of Year 3 when an 
administrator will be required based on increased activity. Our initial 
management costs will be £35k in Year 2, rising to £50k from Year 3 with 
additional support staff.  
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4. The only other operating costs are low cost hot-desking / premises, site hosting 
and a limited marketing budget – estimated to be no more than £15k per 
annum.  

 
 Indicative operating costs based on assumptions (Years 1 to 5)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Finance requirements 
 
Based on the assumptions regarding the income projects and operating costs, Our 
Society Ltd requires approximately £100k investment for working capital to cover its 
operating costs during its first three years of operations while we build our market share 
of community share offers and grow our customer base for the Community Enterprise 
Dashboard. 
 
In order to raise this investment, we are planning to launch a Pioneer Share Offer of 
withdrawable, non-transferable share capital in the new community benefit society. This 
will be targeted at organisations which are active in the community shares sector and 
would be willing to support such an initiative.  
 
As part of the DotForge programme, Key Fund has committed to invest at least £18k in 
the new entity. This means we are looking for investment of approximately £80k.  

	
	
About Us  
	
The main instigator of this venture is Simon Borkin – Programme Development Lead at 
Co-operatives UK who has led the work of the Community Shares Unit since its 
establishment in 2012, and has been running Microgenius as the first ever community 
shares platform since 2013.  
 
Simon will act as a founding director in a voluntary capacity alongside his full-time role 
at Co-operatives UK.   
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He has been joined by Gary Grainger who is the lead developer and has built the 
MVP. Gary has worked on some very high profile technology projects including the e-
commerce site for Wrangler. He uses Laravel 5.0 (PHP Framework) for building back end 
systems but also knows his way around these:   
 
PHP 
OOP 
HTML 5 
CSS 3 (responsive 
design) 
SASS 
Gulp 

Grunt 
JS 
jQuery 
Angular JS 
AJAX 
APACHE 
SQL 

MYSQL 
Composer 
Node JS 
UBUNTU 
BASH 
GIT

 
Gary will be contracted by Our Society Ltd to continue his development role going 
forward.  
 
Simon and Gary are being supported by the wider Community Shares Unit team which 
includes: 
 

Jim Brown (Baker Brown) - Jim	is	the	principal	consultant	for	Baker	Brown	Associates,	a	
training,	research	and	development	co-operative	in	Bristol	specializing	in	community	
investment	and	community	business	development.	He	is	the	lead	author	of	the	Community	
Shares	Handbook	and	also	spearheaded	the	design	of	the	Community	Shares	Standard	
Mark.		
	
Hugh	Rolo	(Locality)	–	Hugh	works	for	Locality	which	is	the	UK's	leading	network	for	
community-led	enterprises.	Based	in	Bradford	as	Director	of	Business	Development,	he	
leads	the	team	delivering	Locality’s	support	for	its	members	and	other	enterprise	
development	work,	with	a	specialism	is	in	Social	Finance.		
	
Alice	Wharton	(Co-operatives	UK)	–	Alice	is	the	Programme	Manager	of	the	Community	
Shares	Unit	in	which	she	looks	after	a	number	of	areas	including	the	practitioner	training	
and	licensing	programme.	Alice	also	runs	the	day-to-day	operation	of	Microgenius.		
	
 
WE NEED YOUR HELP  
 
This document sets out the approach for establishing Our Society as a digital platform 
for the benefit of the community enterprise sector. It draws on our experiences of 
running Microgenius to introduce improvements to the existing service but more 
importantly sets out an aspiration for a more ambitious platform to support the 
community and co-operative enterprise sector as a whole. 
 
However, we need your help to make this aspiration a reality. This is where we need 
your support:  
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1. We need directors for the new society – we want Our Society Ltd to represent the 
sector and so are looking for directors who will join Simon on the board 
 

2. We need investment – as the finance requirements set out, we are looking to raise 
up-to £100k to meet our working capital requirements 

 
3. We need your enthusiasm, skills time– even if you’re not in a position to put yourself 

forward as a director or cannot invest, we could do with your enthusiasm, skills and 
even some of your time to help us start-up and grow 

 

If any of these apply to you then get in touch with Simon on simon.borkin@uk.coop or  
07895 268 715, or let’s meet for a coffee… 

	


