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Foreword 

The Credit Union Advisory Committee’s (CUAC) statutory function is to advise the Minister for Finance 

regarding the improvement of the management of credit unions; the protection of the interests of members 

and creditors of credit unions, and other matters. As part of this work, CUAC prioritised Director Research 

when we set out our work plan in early 2019.  

Credit union Directors hold positions of considerable responsibility in a regulated financial services 

environment, protecting the interests of their members. We know the role of a volunteer Director has 

evolved significantly in recent times. The survey of Directors undertaken is comprehensive and timely.  It 

is the first of this type of research conducted by CUAC amongst this important stakeholder group. Good 

policy always relies on good data and in this respect it is our view that this is an exercise that should be 

repeated every three years. 

CUAC would like to thank all of the 36 Directors who took part in the focus groups along with the 924 

Directors and countless managers and staff who helped us to achieve such strong response rates to the 

survey. Your input has been hugely valuable and has been fully considered by CUAC.    

I, and CUAC, would also like to thank Ed Farrell and colleagues from the Irish League of Credit Unions 

(ILCU), and Kevin Johnson and colleagues from the Credit Union Development Association (CUDA), for 

their inputs and insights. These Credit Union bodies provided valuable understandings during the research. 

In addition, Lisa Stapleton from the Credit Union Managers Association (CUMA), and Joe Tobin from the 

National Supervisors Forum (NSF), provided helpful insights from the particular perspective of their 

respective members. We are also grateful to Elaine Byrne and Anna Marie Finnegan in the Central Bank of 

Ireland (Central Bank) who assisted us with technical queries; and David O’Callaghan from Board 

Excellence who managed the focus groups. We would also like to acknowledge the research drafting 

expertise of Michael McLoughlin.  

Lastly, we would like to thank CUAC secretariat in the Department of Finance – Brian Corr, Leonard Wall, 

Paul Caball and Tom Byrne – and their former colleagues – Cian O’Laoide and Joan Finnerty – who worked 

so diligently over the last year in supporting CUAC, particularly chasing responses and analysing the 

voluminous data. 

On a personal note, it has been a pleasure to work on this topic. The levels of engagement across the board 

have been exceptional with constructive inputs that have enabled CUAC to put forward tangible 

recommendations. These recommendations have the potential to deliver significant benefits to Directors, 

which in turn will strengthen the sector.        

While this is the final output from the Directors’ Survey, it is just another staging post for the movement 

as a whole. CUAC will provide further assistance to the Minister for Finance and the sector in 2020, 

particularly in relation to the barriers that exist and the supports needed for increased collaboration across 

the sector. As ever, CUAC will continue to ensure that all our efforts support the future viability of the 

sector.   

 

Lorraine Corcoran 

Chair 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 The Minister for Finance asked the Credit Union Advisory Committee (the Committee) to look at 

“people” aspects of the sector, as it was not an area focussed on in previous CUAC reports. CUAC 

chose to prioritise undertaking research with Directors during 2019.  Given the depth and breadth of 

how the role of the Director has changed over the last six years and its central governance function, 

CUAC believed that there would be valuable insights to be gained from this important cohort. 

 

 This research had a number of purposes: primarily to understand the issues and challenges facing 

Directors and to explore their role in the context of the current governance structure, operating 

framework and the broader environment that credit unions conduct business in. Furthermore it was 

designed to provide a better understanding and obtain a more detailed profile of credit union Boards 

thereby helping to inform policy decisions in relation to Board and Directors. 

 

 It is important to emphasise that this research centres on Directors and their role within credit unions. 

It was not designed to analyse the credit union sector as a whole or the opportunities and challenges 

facing it.   

 

 The focus groups, questionnaire and survey provided all Directors with a unique opportunity to voice 

their opinions, and the level of responses received from Directors demonstrated the value of this 

exercise. 924 Directors from 83% of credit unions contributed to the survey process. As part of the 

survey, 1,587 comments were submitted by 545 respondents across 9 different open questions in the 

survey, providing valuable context to the other survey questions. 36 Directors participated in the focus 

groups. 

 

 The credit union sector is a fundamental part of the financial services landscape in Ireland safeguarding 

€15 billion in savings and having a 34% share of the personal unsecured lending market (primarily 

lower value loans). Without credit unions, and the work of their volunteer Directors, it is undeniable 

that many people would be disenfranchised or be at risk of financial exclusion.  

 

 The role of a credit union Director has fundamentally changed as a consequence of the Credit Union 

and Co-operation with Overseas Regulators Act, 2012 (CUCORA). It places additional levels of 

responsibility on the Board. In contrast to all other Directors regulated by the Central Bank, they are 

also all volunteers. In addition to safeguarding their members’ interests, Directors are also upholding 

the ethos of the movement – an ethos which is unique and markedly different to other financial 

institutions.   

 

 Despite the changes that have occurred, the survey findings are broadly positive. They highlight the 

rewarding nature of the role of a Director of a credit union for the Director, and its positive impact on 

personal and career development. The findings demonstrate the fact that the profile of Directors is not 

unduly weighted towards an older age group, has good gender balance comparable to the banking 

sector, has Directors who are well educated, and has a large proportion of Directors who have been 

recruited relatively recently. 

 

 While there are positive findings from the survey, it also highlights significant challenges and areas of 

concern. CUAC believes that, if the challenges raised are not addressed, they have the potential to 

damage the viability of the sector. Directors appear to have adjusted quite well to the change in 

governance structures, however, it is clear from the survey feedback that supervision/regulation is the 
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biggest challenge. Many Directors feel that legislation, and regulation and supervisory activities are 

occupying the focus of Boards at the expense of strategic issues.  There is a strong view that the 

regulator is not fully cognisant of the unique ethos of the credit union movement.  In many ways all of 

the other significant challenges for Directors that are evident in the survey responses such as time 

commitment and level of responsibility are directly connected to the burden of legislation/regulation 

and intense supervision.   

 

 In terms of time commitment, the survey paints a nuanced picture with a minority raising significant 

issues around time and commitment. However, Directors know their role is a responsible one and 

therefore, in most cases expect, and readily give, a significant time commitment. It would appear though 

that there are also areas where their valuable time could be used more efficiently.  

 

 The survey data also highlights that credit unions have been successful in recruiting Directors since 

2013 – 71% of Directors covered in questionnaire returns were appointed since then. Despite this 

many comments noted that succession is an issue for their credit unions, particularly given the 

responsibility of the role and the regulated nature of the industry. The negative Net Promoter Score 

(NPS) from the survey further supports this sentiment. Therefore, it is clear that the area of succession 

is one that requires further debate. In the future credit unions may need to consider different methods 

to attract new generations of capable Directors to ensure the pace of recruitment is maintained.  

Summary Recommendations 

The recommendations made by CUAC cover three core areas (1) legislation, regulation, supervision (2) 

structure and workings of the Board and (3) supports. CUAC has set out a range of recommendations 

which taken together could positively benefit Directors: 

 allowing Directors to focus more time on strategic planning;  

 improving the attractiveness of the role;  

 reducing the burden associated with the role; and  

 better positioning credit unions for the opportunities and challenges of the future.  

These recommendations recognise and respect the voluntary status and acknowledge the significant burden 

felt by many Directors, whilst at all times recognising the importance of the strong governance standards 

that were implemented following the Commission on Credit Unions in 2012. In certain areas further 

research and/or stakeholder engagement may be required before definitive policy proposals could be 

advanced. Detailed recommendations can be found in section 6.2. 

CUAC believes that the recommendations below are well placed to maintain robust governance structures 

while addressing significant challenges facing those tasked with guiding the sustainability and viability of 

the sector. This work is CUAC’s first research on credit union Directors. CUAC believes it would be 

beneficial to repeat this exercise in three years’ time to establish progress on the recommendations, trends 

and to identify where support is needed. 
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Summary Recommendations 

No. 1 Development of a framework by the Central Bank for engagement with credit unions 

reflecting the unique structure of credit unions and the role they play in the provision of 

financial services in Ireland. 

No. 2  A review by the Department of Finance of the requirements for Directors under Sections 

53-55 of Part IV of the 1997 Act to ensure that the current obligations are commensurate 

with the nature, scale and complexity of credit unions and appropriate for the volunteer 

nature of a Director’s role. In addition, consideration to be given by the Central Bank to 

the balance in accountability between voluntary Directors and professional managers in 

its interaction with both management and Directors.  

No. 3  Production by the Central Bank of a credit union specific guide to explain PRISM and 

other regulatory inspections. 

No. 4  Review of legislation and regulation on policies, including recommending that such 

policies are reviewed by Boards at a minimum every three years. 

No. 5  Increased support on Fitness and Probity and a review of the application and 

administrative process by the Central Bank. 

No. 6  The minimum number of Board meetings per annum be reduced in legislation to not less 

than six annually. 

No. 7  Central Bank to provide guidance, followed by any necessary legislative changes, so that 

the credit unions can implement a more streamlined committee structure.  

No. 8  Credit unions to review the size of Boards and ensure that they are appropriate in size, not 

necessarily the maximum required under legislation. 

No. 9  Representative bodies, following engagement with the Central Bank, to give guidance to 

credit unions on the appropriate information to be contained in Board packs. 

No. 10  That, where possible, Directors do not sit on committees other than those established 

under Section 56A(1). 

No. 11  Ensure that training for Directors is embedded in Board work plans and adequate 

provision is made in the annual budget to support the training needs of Directors. 

No. 12  Further research (impact analysis etc.) to be undertaken by the sector into the area of 

remuneration of Directors taking account of international trends. 

No. 13  That credit unions provide sufficient administrative and secretarial support to assist the 

Board of Directors in carrying out their responsibilities. 
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SECTION 1 INTRODUCTION, PURPOSE, AND PROCESS 

 

Credit union Directors hold positions of great responsibility in a regulated financial services environment, 

protecting the interests of members who have deposited €15 billion in credit unions. 

The role of a volunteer Director in credit unions has evolved significantly since 2008, most particularly 

since the introduction of the CUCORA which 

fundamentally changed credit union 

governance structures, and expanded the role 

of the Central Bank.   

The sector itself has also changed with an 

estimated 241 credit unions holding €18.3 

billion in assets (as of September, 2019). The 

average size of a credit union has doubled in the 

past five years and there are now fifty-five 

credit unions with assets greater than €100 

million.  

The Minister for Finance, Mr Paschal Donohoe 

TD, requested that as part of its work CUAC 

should focus on “people” aspects of the sector. 

Having considered the Minister’s directions 

and given the fundamental change to the role 

of Directors, CUAC chose to prioritise 

undertaking research with Directors during 

2019. 

Volunteer Directors are an integral part of the 

credit union movement and play a key role in 

role in the health, development, and prosperity 

of their credit unions and the movement as a 

whole. The purpose of CUACs research was to 

gain an insight into the experiences of these 

Directors, and to better understand the issues 

and challenges that they are currently facing. 

This research was calibrated very specifically to 

focus on Directors and does not encompass all 

issues facing the sector as a whole. 

 

 

 

 

 

Being a credit union Director is not what it was 

20 years / 10 years or even 5 years ago. By the 

same token Ireland & the credit union movement 

are not the same in terms of the socio-economic 

landscape for citizens and members. It is vital to 

have a strong but balanced outlook on what the 

credit union movement brings to Ireland and how 

it benefits both the individual / the local economy 

/ region inter alia the country in terms of 

employment, revenue etc. These are tangible but 

what's just as important for the majority of 

members is a "feeling of belonging to a 

community within a community" which has their 

interest and not those of unseen investors 

foremost. Consistently ranked as the most trusted 

financial institutions, credit unions should not be 

seen as "outside the norm".  Being a credit union 

Director brings great responsibility but also 

brings a sense of treating people with respect / 

dignity / fairness while helping them to grow in 

terms of their lives and those of their families.  

The greatest sense of achievement for me as a 

Director is to believe that credit unions and 

thereby one’s involvement make a difference. 

 

Director of a Community Credit Union  
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RESEARCH PROCESS 

There were 3 phases in the research as detailed below:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Board Facts 

Questionnaire 

(questionnaire) 

Engagement 

with Bodies 

 

Focus Groups 

 

 

Review and Analysis of the Data: Report on Research into Credit Union Directors 

 

Phase 2:  

 

 

Phase 3  

 

Phase 1:  

 

 

Online Survey 

(survey) 
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The first phase of this process consisted of focus groups designed to guide the development of the second 

phase. Four focus groups were held with 36 Directors from randomly selected credit unions from different 

size cohorts. 

The groups were questioned on how they view their role, any difficulties they experience in fulfilling the 

role, and supports needed. One focus group consisted solely of ex Directors. The issues raised during the 

focus groups helped shape and focus the design of the survey. 

The feedback received included a wide variety of perspectives and personal reflections on the role. Many 

offered both positive and negative feedback. People found the role frustrating, challenging, enjoyable, 

carrying a significant weight of responsibility, hugely satisfying, stimulating, and rewarding. There was often 

a great sense of achievement, and most frequently, an assertion of how time consuming they felt the role 

was.  

The following is a summary of the topics that Directors raised in the focus groups:  

 Difficulties attracting new members and retention of existing Directors. There was awareness 

of a potential upcoming ‘retirement cliff’: legislative changes that meant that all Directors in 

place in 2014 would be ineligible for re-election in 2026 (presuming they have not been replaced 

in the interim) when the 12 year term limit expires. 

 

 Increasing demands on Director’s time as the role becomes more onerous. 

 

 Perception that increased supervision by the Central Bank was driving micro-management of 

business by the Board of Directors. This is distracting Directors from their strategic and growth 

oversight roles. 

 

 A recurring theme in the feedback was that whilst there was an array of training options available 

to Directors (including training available through Representative Bodies), there was a lack of 

overall structure and guidance to help Directors understand and address their own training 

needs. 

 

 Ineffectiveness of the current approach to investment strategy, particularly considering the 

aggregate level of credit union funds sitting in banks. There was also frustration at that 

constraints on certain types of business.   

 

 Other topics brought up at the focus groups were collaboration, slow pace in IT and digital 

platforms, tiered approach to regulation, and some form of reimbursement for Directors. 

 

 Outside of their specific roles, participants were very vocal on the viability of the current 

business model and pressure on investment returns.  

  

Phase 1: Focus Groups 
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The Board Facts Questionnaire was to be completed by the Secretary, Manager or other staff members on 

behalf of the Board of the individual credit union.  

The purpose of this questionnaire was to build a demographic profile of credit union Boards. 

 

 

 

Following feedback from the focus groups, a survey was designed and issued to all credit unions.  

Respondents had from May 2019 to August 2019 to complete the survey online. The survey was to be 

responded to by individual Directors.  

It is important to note that every Director of a credit union had the opportunity to participate in this survey. 

The opt-in nature of the survey was the most effective way of inviting engagement but it is worth 

highlighting that those who filled in the questionnaire may have done so because they feel more engaged. 

Director who feel disengaged or disenfranchised, may have had a different perspective and decided not to 

participate on this basis. 

 The scale of the sample response received would indicate, however, a very positive engagement. 

 

 

 

In addition to the formal Online Survey and Board facts questionnaire, CUAC wrote to the Irish League 

of Credit Unions (ILCU) and the Credit Union Development Association (CUDA) seeking their feedback 

as to what they consider to be the biggest challenges facing Directors and the supports they provide. 

Furthermore, CUAC wrote to the Credit Union Managers Association (CUMA) and the National 

Supervisors Forum (NSF) seeking input from the particular perspective of their respective members. 

Submissions were received from all of these bodies and their views are captured in Section 5. 

 

 

 

The Report on Research into Credit Union Directors reviews and evaluates the role of Directors based on 

data gathered through the questionnaire and the survey, and was presented to the Minister for Finance in 

February, 2020. A comprehensive overview of the full research process is provided in Appendix II. 

 

Phase 2: Board Facts Questionnaire 

 

 

Phase 2: Online Survey 

 

 

Phase 2: Engagement with Sectoral Bodies 

 

 

Phase 3: Draft Report on Research into Credit Union Directors 
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SECTION 2 OPERATING ENVIRONMENT 

 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

In a relatively short time (from 2003 to 2012) Irish credit unions have moved from a form of registration 

and self-regulation with tailored supervision based on available powers and non-statutory guidance, to the 

current comprehensive, interventionist and principles-based, regulatory approach.   

In the wake of the financial crisis in 2008 the 

Report of the Commission on Credit Unions1 

recommended a new regulatory framework 

specific to credit unions, built around the 

principles of responsibility, accountability, 

prudence, compliance and transparency. This 

was implemented through the CUCORA, and 

has been supplemented by multiple new 

regulations and the introduction of a Fitness & 

Probity regime. 

A large number of credit union mergers have taken place in recent years, particularly from 2013 to 2017 

when the Credit Union Restructuring Board (ReBo) was in operation. The sector has absorbed these 

changes while coping with the management of commercial challenges, which include falling investment 

income and increasing costs. The fall in investment returns combined with an increase in deposits has 

created a particularly difficult environment. This issue is challenging the viability of the current business 

model of credit unions, which has remained largely unchanged during this period. 

Credit union membership and deposits continue to grow. This demonstrates the continuing confidence of 

and trust by members in their credit union. Credit unions regularly top surveys regarding reputation and 

customer experience and 2019 was no exception. The sector was voted number one for the fifth consecutive 

year in the 2019 CXi Ireland Customer Experience Report.2 

2.2 FINANCIAL PROFILE OF SECTOR 

In reviewing the financial profile of credit unions, it is important to note their not-for-profit co-operative 

ethos, and that returns to members can be provided both in dividends and by way of interest rebates.  

 The number of active credit unions as at 30 September 2019 stood at 241. 55 credit unions with 

over €100 million in assets control 59% of sector assets (having risen from 41% of sector assets in 

2015). Credit unions of < €20 million asset size have reduced by 58% since 2015. 

 Asset growth has been strong, having grown from €14.9 billion in 2015 to €18.3 billion at 30 

September 2019, an increase of 23%. Over the same period, average asset size has grown to €76 

million in September 2019, an increase of 73%.  

                                                      

1 Report on the Commission of Credit Unions 2012 

2 CXi Report 2019 

If I’d known the satisfaction I get from my 

involvement with my credit union, I’d have made 

enquiries long ago to offer my services. It is a 

deeply satisfying role being a board Director.  

  

Director of a Community Credit Union  

https://assets.gov.ie/6252/060219170706-1c5116c9c54d49ad9dfed3de66d32f0c.pdf
https://thecxcompany.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/CXi-Report-2019b.pdf
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 Loans have grown to €5.1 billion at 30 September 2019, an increase of 29% since 2015. The 28% 

average sector loan to asset ratio has remained broadly static, primarily as a result of continuing 

growth in member savings. 

 Reserves averaged 16.5% in September 2019, with the corresponding figure in 2015 at 16.2%. The 

growth in savings is placing pressure on credit unions to maintain their current reserve levels. 

 The average sector return on assets has fallen from 1.4% in 2015 to 0.7% in September 2019. This 

is due to a rising cost base (78% average cost income ratio) combined with falling investment yields. 

There will be continuing focus by credit unions on increasing income, and increasing interest-earning assets 

(primarily loans) or reducing costs. All stakeholders agree that significant investment is required to address 

business model development.  

In recent times, significant investment has been made by credit unions in collaborative ventures, including 

CU Home (ILCU), SAM (CUDA) CUSOP, PAYAC, MetaMo, Cultivate and Peopl.. This has created 

additional complexity for Boards. 

Further detail on the performance of the credit union sector is available in the Financial Conditions of 

Credit Unions statistical reports published twice yearly by the Central Bank3.  

2.3 LEGISLATIVE & REGULATORY CHANGE 

GOVERNANCE CHANGES 

The CUCORA brought about a fundamental shift in the governance of credit unions. It was the legislative 

basis for a separation of roles between the executive/operational roles performed by the manager and the 

non-executive/governance roles performed by the Board. The elimination of the role of treasurer 

exemplified this new approach. It also required credit unions to develop their internal audit, risk and 

compliance functions. The CUCORA set out the roles and responsibilities of those in key positions 

including the Board of Directors, chair, manager, Board Oversight Committee (whose role now involves 

assessing if the Board of Directors has acted in accordance with the relevant legislation regarding their 

management of the credit union) and other Board committees. The CUCORA provides for the 

appointment of a credit officer and a credit control officer. The CUCORA also reduced Board size, reduced 

the term of office to 12 years, and set out additional exclusions from the Board. 

PRUDENTIAL CHANGES 

The CUCORA provides for the delegation of regulation-making powers to the Central Bank in respect of 

specific matters, including savings, borrowing, lending, investments, reserves, liquidity, systems of controls, 

reporting arrangements and additional services. These regulations came into effect on 1st January 2016. 

Since then the investment regulations and the lending regulations have been amended. 

SUPERVISORY CHANGES 

Since 2012, the Central Bank has provided a systematic, risk-based, and defined regulatory approach under 

the PRISM engagement model, designed for financial institutions and tailored for credit unions. In 2018, 

                                                      

3 Financial Conditions of Credit Unions, 2019: II 

https://www.centralbank.ie/docs/default-source/regulation/industry-market-sectors/credit-unions/communications/financial-conditions-of-credit-unions/financial-conditions-of-credit-unions-2019-ii.pdf
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amendments to the supervisory approach considerably reduced the number of on-site inspections, 

particularly for smaller credit unions.  

In its ‘PRISM Supervisory Commentary 2019’4, the Central Bank noted that while it was encouraged to see 

credit union Boards at times demonstrating effective governance through strong leadership and oversight, 

it also continued to identify fundamental governance risks.  

STABILITY MEASURES 

A statutory credit union Resolution Scheme was established in 2011.5 This scheme provides a resolution 

regime for credit unions that are failing or are likely to fail, and requires credit unions to contribute to the 

Resolution Fund to provide financial support for credit unions considered by the Central Bank to meet 

intervention conditions. The Resolution Fund has been used by the Central Bank in three cases to date.  

A statutory stabilisation support scheme fully funded by the sector was put in place in 2013.6 To date, no 

requests for support from the Stabilisation Scheme have been made. 

FITNESS & PROBITY REGIME 

The Fitness & Probity (F&P) Regime came into effect in December 2011 for all regulated financial service 

providers, other than credit unions. In September 2012, the legislation was amended to include individuals 

performing Controlled Functions and Pre-Approval Controlled Functions in credit unions. 

                                                      

4 PRISM Supervisory Commentary 2019 

5 Central Bank and Credit Institutions (Resolution) Act 2011 

6 Credit Union and Co-operation with Overseas Regulators Act, 2012 

https://www.centralbank.ie/docs/default-source/regulation/industry-market-sectors/credit-unions/communications/supervisory-commentary/prism-supervisory-commentary-april-2019.pdf?sfvrsn=5
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SECTION 3 BOARD FACTS QUESTIONNAIRE  

 

The Board Facts Questionnaire (the questionnaire) is a quantitative questionnaire issued by CUAC to all 

credit unions alongside the Directors’ Online Survey (the survey). It was to be completed by an individual 

on behalf of each credit union. The purpose of the questionnaire was to gather quantitative data on credit 

union Boards, particularly regarding Board sizes, age profiles, gender breakdown, committee details, and 

tenure of Directors. 

3.1 RESPONSE RATES 

133 credit unions – approximately 54% of active credit unions – completed the questionnaire, representing 

1,298 Directors.7  

Credit Union 
Type8 Responses 

Responses as 
% of all 
Credit 

Unions of 
this type Asset Size Responses 

Responses as 
% of all 
Credit 

Unions of 
this size 

Community 118 53% Large ( >€100m) 44 83% 

Industrial 15 63% Medium (€40m - 
€100m) 

42 53% 

   Small ( <€40m) 47 41% 

Total 133 54% Total 133 54% 

 

There was a correlation between credit unions that completed the questionnaire and a higher response rate 

to the survey from their respective Directors. From credit unions that completed the questionnaire an 

average of 5 Directors responded to the survey – those that did not complete the questionnaire had an 

average response rate of 2 Directors. Only 4 credit unions who submitted a questionnaire had no Directors 

complete the survey. 

The actual number of completed questionnaires was similar across the different asset sizes. However, due 

to the fact that credit unions are not evenly spread across the different asset size classes, there was some 

variation in the questionnaire response rate in percentage terms. So although the response rate from smaller 

credit unions was 41% vs. 83% from large credit unions, numerically more small than large credit unions 

actually completed the questionnaire (47 vs. 44). 

There was a strong correlation between asset size and location in the pool of respondents. 56% of rural 

respondents were from small (<€40 million) credit unions, compared to 17% of urban respondents. 

                                                      

7 Some credit unions did not complete all data points and in some cases data had to be amended somewhat to allow 
for analysis. For example, some credit unions put in a range (eg. “50-60”) for age whilst an exact figure was needed 
for analysis. If ranges were used, mid-points figures were utilised for data analysis. 

8 The common bond defines who can join a credit union. A community credit union is defined by its local area 
whereas an industrial credit union is defined by the followers of a particular occupation/employer e.g. the Public 
Service Credit Union Ltd. 
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Conversely 50% of urban respondents were from large (>€100 million) credit unions, compared to 14% of 

rural respondents. 

3.2 SUMMARY PROFILE OF THE DIRECTORS THAT EMERGES FROM THE 

RESPONSES 

 Approximately 60% of Directors are aged between 50 and 70 years. 

 

 Approximately 40% of Directors are female, with rural credit unions having a better gender balance 

on the Board (43%: 57%, female: male) compared to urban credit unions (36%: 64%, female: male). 

 

 Chairs are more likely to be male (71%). 

 

 Directors sit on an average of 2 committees. 

3.3 SIZE OF BOARD 

The average Board has approximately 10 Directors, with the smallest Board having 7 (the legal minimum) 

and the largest having 11 (the legal maximum). There is no material difference between the size of the 

Boards in credit unions of differing asset size, type of common bond or location.  

For further context, the average size of an Irish bank Board (excluding executive Directors) is 8. Typically 

the Board of a non-profit, such as a charity, is 7.9 

In the credit union sector, a Board Oversight Committee (generally comprised of 3 members) has oversight 

of the Board’s compliance with certain aspects of legislation. Directors are not eligible to sit on the Board 

Oversight Committee, therefore, the survey was not extended to members of this committee. 

The average size of a credit union Board is larger than comparable organisations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                      

9 Benefacts Analysis 2019 

https://analysis2019.benefacts.ie/
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3.4 AGE PROFILE 

The average age of Directors is approximately 57 years, with an age range between 19 years and 89 years.  

The average age of a Chair is 58 years. There is no material difference between the average ages of Directors 

in differing asset size, type of common bond or location.   

Age Profile (as at September 2018) 

 

The average age of non-executive Directors in listed companies is 59.1 years. The average age of Chairs is 

65.5 years.10 The average age of non-executive Directors in Irish banks is 58 years. The average age of 

Chairs in Irish banks is 60 years. The average age of Directors in non-profits/charities is 57.11  

The average age of Directors in credit unions is similar to other comparable organisations. 

                                                      

10 Balance for Better Business (May 2019) 

11 Benefacts Analysis 2019 
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3.5 GENDER 

The findings showed that 39% of Directors are female and 61% of Directors are male. Rural credit unions 

have a higher percentage of female Directors (43%:57%, female:male) than urban credit unions which are 

36%:64%, female:male. When analysed by asset size, credit unions with assets of < €40 million have the 

highest level of female Director participation (46%:54%, female: male). In terms of chairs, the split is 

29%:71%, female:male. 

Gender split – Urban vs Rural 

 

Gender split – by asset size 

 

Only one credit union in the survey has no female Directors. In terms of rural/urban credit unions, 31% 

of rural credit unions have a Board comprised of more than 50% female Directors while 25% of urban 

based credit unions have a Board with more 50% or more female Directors. Overall, 28% of credit unions 

have a Board with more than 50% female Directors. Conversely, 21% of credit unions have a Board with 

25% or less female Directors. 
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The percentage of female Directors on State Boards was 41.5% as at December 2018.12 19.3% of non-

executive Directors in listed companies are female.13 In the banking sector, 31% of non-executive Directors 

are female. 46% of Directors in charities are female.14 The Central Bank published a report in 2018 

providing a demographic analysis of applications for PCF roles in regulated firms: 27% of applications to 

credit unions were female compared to 31% in the banking sector. In some sectors, including the public 

sector, gender targets have been set. This is not the case in the credit union sector.   

Gender Profile Comparison – Female % of Boards 

 

The gender profile of credit unions is comparable with State Boards but significantly better 

than Irish banks and publicly listed companies, although females continue to be under-

represented compared to males. The gender balance is better in rural credit unions than 

in urban credit unions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

12 Report of the Inter-Departmental Group on Gender Balance on State Boards 

13 Balance for Better Business May 2019 

14 Benefacts Analysis 2019 
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3.6 TENURE 

The average tenure of a credit union Director in a returned questionnaire is 7 years. 71% of Directors have 

been appointed since 2013, when the new governance and regulatory framework for credit unions was 

introduced. 16% of Directors have more than 10 years served. The average tenure of a Director in an 

industrial credit union is 10 years whilst the average tenure of a Director in a community credit union is 6 

years.  

The average tenure of Directors (executive and non-executive) in listed companies is 5 years.15  The average 

tenure for non-profit/charity Directors is 4 years.16  

Tenure - % by years served as a credit union Director as at September 2018 

Whilst 71% of the overall population of Directors have been on the Board since 2013, only 57% of those 

who hold the position of chair in a credit union have been appointed as Directors since 2013 (the cohort 

of Directors who serve as chairs tend to have been on the Board for a longer period of time). The average 

tenure of a chair as a Director is 8 years. 

Tenure of chairs - % of Directors by years served as at September 201817 

 

71% of Directors of credit unions have served 5 years or less in the role. The tenure of 

Directors in credit unions is materially longer than in comparable organisations and this 

increases with the role of the Chair. 

                                                      

15 Balance for Better Business, May 2019 

16 Benefacts Analysis 2019 

17 Due to rounding of figures, some charts may not add up to 100%. 
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3.7 TERM REMAINING 

Under Section 53 of the Credit Union Act, 1997 (as amended) (the 1997 Act), a member of a credit union 

may not be appointed or elected to the Board of Directors if he or she has served for more than 12 years 

in aggregate in the previous 15 years on either the Board of Directors or the Board Oversight Committee 

of the credit union. For Directors of a credit union or members of the Board Oversight Committee who 

were already Directors or members of the Board Oversight Committee on the date of the commencement 

of the legislation, the 12-year period commenced on 3 March 2014.   

The data shows that the profile of tenure in the sector is healthy with a very significant continual intake of 

new blood onto credit union Boards. However, it should be noted that, based on the data provided, it is 

estimated that 58% of Directors would be ineligible for re-election in 2026 indicating that this high rate of 

intake will need to continue in order to avoid gaps in succession in the medium to long term.  

A cliff-edge is possible in 2026, though it may not be as large as expected if the rotation of 

Directors continues at a pace similar to recent years 

3.8 COMMITTEES 

On average, Board members are also members of 2 committees in their credit union, including the statutory 

committees. The statutory committees include the nomination, credit, credit control, membership, and 

Board Oversight Committee. Of these, only the nomination committee is a mandatory committee which 

must be staffed exclusively by Directors. As previously noted, Directors are not eligible to sit on the Board 

Oversight Committee. 

A considerable quantity of Directors (67%) serve on more than 1 committee and 40% serve on 3 or more 

committees, in addition to their role on the Board. 4% of Directors serve on 6 or more committees.  

% of Directors by number of committees served on 

 

Board members serve on a number of credit union committees, which illustrates their 

dedication and willingness to serve, but also increases their time commitment.  
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3.9 NUMBER OF DIRECTORSHIPS 

23% of credit union Directors serve as Directors on other Boards outside of their credit union work. 

Additional Directorships (can include commercial, charities, NGOs18) 

 

Data provided indicates that 23% of credit union Directors hold additional Directorships 

in other organisations. 

3.10 BOARD PACKS 

A Board pack is a collection of reports prepared by credit union management at a point in time, to inform 

Directors of the credit union’s financial, strategic and regulatory matters and the progress of ongoing 

projects etc. In the survey responses, a notable difference in the size of Board packs was evident between 

credit unions that differ in asset size. Credit unions with less than €100 million in assets have, on average, 

Board packs of less than 80 pages. In contrast, credit unions with over €100 million in assets have average 

Board packs of slightly above 180 pages. 

Size of Board pack by size of credit union 

 

                                                      

18 Non-Governmental Organisation (NGO): a non-profit organization that operates independently of any 

government, typically one whose purpose is to address a social or political issue. 
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Size of Board pack by type of credit union 

 

There is a significant difference in Board pack sizes between large and medium/small 

credit unions and between community and industrial credit unions. The obligation to have 

at least 11 Board meetings per annum results in significant preparation and information 

assimilation by Directors on a very regular basis. 
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SECTION 4 ONLINE SURVEY  

 

4.1 RESPONSE RATES 

The response rate to the Online Survey (the survey) was exceptionally high, particularly as the survey was 

issued to Credit Union management, rather than directly to Directors:   

 924 completed responses were received in total. This represents 39% of all Directors in active 

credit unions.19 The response rate was approximately 55% of the estimated Director pool in credit 

unions with assets greater than €100 million, and approximately 33% of the estimated Director 

pool in credit unions below €100 million asset size.   

 

 The 924 responses were received from 204 individual credit unions (representing approx. 83% of 

all credit unions). In terms of response rates from different cohorts of credit unions, larger credit 

unions had a higher response rate (i.e. more of the larger credit unions had at least one Director 

responding). 98% of credit unions greater than €100m had at least one response, 88% of credit 

unions between €40m-€100m had at least one response and 79% of credit unions less than €40m 

had at least one response. 

 

 In terms of the 204 credit unions which were represented, there was an average of 4 responses per 

credit union. 13% of credit unions had one response and 1% of credit unions had 11 responses. 

The median number of responses was 3 Directors per credit union. 

924 RESPONSES FROM 204 CREDIT UNIONS 

 

Credit 
Union 
Type20 

Number of 
Directors 

that 
Responded 

Response as 
a % of Total 

Director 
Population 
in this bond 

Size of credit 
union 

Number of 
Directors 

that 
responded 

Response as 
a % of Total 

Director 
Population in 

this bond 

Community 817 37% Large ( > €100m) 293 55% 

Industrial 107 45% Medium (€40m - 
€100m) 

294 37% 

   Small ( < €40m) 337 33% 

Total 924 42% Total 924 42% 

 107 responses were from industrial credit unions (12%). 52 were from credit unions greater than 

€100 million in asset size (6%).  

                                                      

19 The population of Directors cannot be confirmed with any certainty as the 247 credit unions surveyed could have 
differing numbers of Directors, and between 10 and 15 credit unions are not active.    

20 The common bond of a credit union defines who can join a credit union. A community credit union is defined by 

its local area whereas an industrial credit union is defined by the followers of a particular occupation/employer e.g. 

the Civil Service Credit Union Ltd. 
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 The response rate for Directors in industrial credit unions (45%) was higher than for community 

credit unions (37%). 

   

 57% of respondents (522) were between 45 and 64 years of age with a further 28% above 65 years 

of age (254). [Question 3] 

 

 43% have been a Director for less than five years (397), 69% for ten years or less (640). 15% have 

been a Director for over twenty years (141).  [Question 13] 

 

 65% have obtained a third level education (605). [Question 4] 

 

 61% are in employment (561 being a full-time or part-time employee, or self-employed) with 36% 

retired (328). [Question 5] 

 

 37% of respondents replied that they bring financial services experience to their Board (339), 36% 

that they bring corporate governance experience (332) and 57% that they bring professional 

experience (525). 66% of respondents noted they bring community knowledge to their Board (606). 

[Question 18] 

4.2 COMMENTS IN RESPONSE TO OPEN QUESTIONS 

In total 1,587 comments were contributed by 545 respondents across 9 different open questions in the 

survey.  59% of Directors who completed the survey made at least one comment, while 41% made no 

comments. Furthermore 26% of respondents contributed 73% of the comments submitted.   

Directors shown by the number of comments made 

 

Of the nine open questions asked two received a significantly higher rate of responses: 

 Q32: What (if any) specific sections of Legislation/Regulations related to your role as a Director 

should be changed? 268 comments, 29% of respondents 

 Q33: Is there anything else you wish to tell us about being a Director of a credit union? 280 

comments, 30% of respondents  
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4.3 ROLE OF THE CREDIT UNION DIRECTOR 

The results of the survey, in particular responses to Q14, support the view that the governance framework 

is understood by the majority of Directors. Over 90% agree/strongly agree that there is a clear division of 

responsibilities and that they are clear on the role and responsibilities of a credit union Director.   

In addition, 67% agree/strongly agree that the governance requirements are commensurate to the nature, 

scale and complexity of their credit union. However, it is important to note that almost 20% of Directors 

would disagree or strongly disagree with this sentiment, while 14% provided a neutral response.  

Q. 14 Role of Directors 
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4.4 CHALLENGES FACING THE WORK OF THE DIRECTOR 

Of the challenges listed, the top 3 arising were:  

1. Regulations/Supervisory process;  

2. Time Needed; and 

3. Level of responsibility.  

Lack of Supports was by far the lowest ranked 

challenge (23% agree/strongly agree).   

A significant number of comments made by 

Directors referred to regulations and/or the 

supervisory process. 

Q. 15: The biggest challenges for me as a Director are: 
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A huge challenge is that very competent successors 

have more limited time than I have which will 

hinder the quality of the role going forward. 

 

Director of a Community Credit Union  
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In a related question, Q16, it is clear Directors are very positive about the role:  

 88% agree/strongly agree that it makes them feel proud,  

 87% agree/strongly agree that it is rewarding,  

 80% agree/strongly agree that it is great for personal/professional development.  

In contrast, 13% agree/strongly agree that it is overwhelming and 16% that it is a burden.  

Q. 16 Being a Director of my Credit Union: 

 

It is worthwhile noting that whilst ‘time needed’ is ranked as one of the top challenges in Q15, only 20% 

agreed/strongly agreed that being a Director of a credit union is too much of a commitment.  

Time needed was noted by respondents as the 

third biggest challenge. In response to more 

direct questions 51% of respondents said they 

spend 11-20 hours per month (equivalent to 2 

days per month or 24 days per annum) in the 

role, while 34% said they spend less than 10 

hours per month. The majority of Directors 

(68%) attend between 11 and 15 Board 

meetings per annum, with the prescribed 

minimum being 11 per annum. In addition, the 

majority of Directors (70%) attend the credit 

union more than twice a month, likely 

indicating attendance at committees and other 

credit union events.  
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Sometimes I feel, as someone who works full time, 

that I do not have the necessary time to fully cover 

the items that I need to study prior to each board 

meeting. I don’t like going to meetings when I am 

not fully prepared. 

 

Director of a Community Credit Union  
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Q. 6 Number of hours spent in role as credit union Director (per month) 

 

Q. 7 Number of Board meetings attended (per annum) 

 

Q. 8 How many days a month would you attend credit union meetings (Board and non-Board 

meetings)?21 

 

                                                      

21 Due to rounding of figures, some charts may not add up to 100%. 
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In Q17, ‘How I feel about the role’, over 65% of respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed with the 

statement that they only continue being a Director out of a sense of obligation, while 22% agreed or strongly 

agreed with the statement.  

In the same question, there was a similar response to the statement ‘If I had been aware of the time 

commitment I would never have become a Director’, 64% of respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed, 

while 19% agreed or strongly agreed. 

4.5 NET PROMOTER SCORE 

In Q19, respondents were asked to mark on a scale of 1 to 10, 1 being ‘extremely unlikely’ and 10 being 

‘highly likely’, ‘How likely are you to recommend being a Director of a credit union to family or friends’. 

Over 63% of respondents gave a score of 6 or above, while 16% of respondents gave a score of 4 or below 

to the question. The Net Promoter Score was -11%. This means that overall there are more detractors than 

promoters to recommending that a family member or a friend becomes a Director of a credit union. This 

negative result is somewhat at odds with what are positive responses to other questions. As this is the first 

time this question has been asked, it is a useful benchmark for future research. It also serves as a note of 

caution in terms of succession planning. 

Net Promoter Score (NPS): -11%22 

How likely are you to recommend being a Director of a credit union to family or friend? 

Promoters 

(232 Directors) 

 

Passive 

(358 Directors) 

 

Detractors 

(334 Directors) 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

22 The Net Promoter Score is based on a range of -100 to +100 and measures how likely someone is to recommend 
a product, service, or company. 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

10 9

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

8 7

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

6 5 4 3 2 1



Section 4 - Online Survey 

27 | P a g e  

4.6 WORK OF THE BOARD 

The respondents’ answers to Q20 ‘Work of the Board’ were generally positive. However, there remains a 

question as to whether the Board is spending sufficient time on strategic issues (16% strongly agree). It is 

interesting that only 6% disagree/strongly disagree that their Board has a good relationship with the Central 

Bank, despite supervisory issues being ranked as the highest challenge for Directors. However, a fifth of 

respondents were neutral on this question. Similarly, only 16% believe too much information is provided 

to the Board, despite the large size of the Board packs noted elsewhere.     

Q. 20 Work of the Board 
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While regulations/supervision was flagged by 

Directors as being one of their key challenges, 

a high number of respondents (73%) reported 

a good relationship with the Central Bank. 

Notwithstanding this response, there were 

many individual negative comments about the 

role of the Central Bank. In fact 

regulation/supervision was flagged by 

Directors as being one of their key challenges.  

66% of respondents agreed/strongly agreed that they had a good relationship with their representative 

body. 

Q. 22 My Board 
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The responses to Q22 contrast somewhat with those of Q20. While the responses to Q20 indicate that 

sufficient time is spent on strategy, in Q22 it appears only 41% agree/strongly agree that strategy is 

prioritised over operational issues. Q25 and Q26, below, further highlight Directors’ belief that more time 

should be spent focusing on strategy in Board meetings than currently occurs. 

There is a strong sense that the Board challenges itself (86% agree/strongly agree) and management (89% 

agree/strongly agree). 

Q. 25/26 What the Board should do/spend their time on? 

 

* Due to rounding of figures, some charts may not add up to 100%. 
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The charts above highlight that 17% of 

respondents spend most time on strategy at 

Board meetings but 38% of respondents felt it 

should take most time.   

In relation to CEO/Management reports, 28% 

of respondents spent most time on this topic, 

compared to 18% who felt their Board should 

spend most time on the topic.   

In short, there is a gap between what is 

prioritised at Board meetings and what 

Directors believe should be prioiritised.    

The move from quasi operational to purely strategy 

and oversight is the most positive and important 

advancement for the role of boards. 

 

Director of a large Community Credit 

Union  
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4.7 RECRUITMENT 

While a lack of a successor was not identified by Directors as a major challenge in their responses to Q15 

(‘The biggest challenge for me as a Director are’), it features strongly in the responses to Q29 where 80% 

agree/strongly agree that it is difficult to find new Directors.   

39 per cent agree/strongly agree that the fitness 

and probity process is a deterrent.  

Finding suitable candidates also appears to be 

an issue with 50% of respondents disagreeing 

that they have a range of suitable candidates to 

pick from when recruiting new Directors. This 

correlates with the findings from the focus 

groups, comments made in the survey, and 

submissions made by the various sectoral 

bodies. 

Q.29 Recruitment 

 

 

 

  

28%

17%

6%

8%

43%

33%

32%

11%

16%

26%

23%

45%

11%

21%

26%

35%

13%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

It is difficult to find new Directors to join the
board

My Credit Union usually has more candidates than
vacancies when recruiting Directors

My credit union has a range of suitable candidates
to choose from when recruiting new Directors?

The Fitness and Probity process is a deterrent for
new Directors

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree

I have learned so much through my role as 

Director. It isn’t for everyone but for me it has been 

a really supportive learning environment and I am 

delighted I made the decision to join the board. I 

feel that I am ‘giving back’ something to my 

community. 

 

Director of a Community Credit Union  
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4.8 REMUNERATION & EXPENSES 

Remuneration 

While the status of Directors as volunteers has 

been a core part of the credit union ethos, the 

responsibilities of the role have increased 

markedly, as outlined above.   

60% of respondents believe that Directors 

should receive remuneration. The majority of 

responses on level of pay indicate that any pay 

should be nominal or an honorarium (34% 

rising to 37% for Chairs/Secretaries). In 

addition, a sizeable number of respondents 

selected the option of credit union Directors 

being paid in line with State Boards (approx.  

€5k - €15k23) - 23% for Directors rising to 28% for Chairs/Secretaries. The higher responses given for the 

roles of Chair and Secretary may reflect the additional burden of these roles.   

Q. 30 Credit union Directors should: 

 

                                                      

23 Code of Practice for the Governance of State Bodies 2016: Remuneration and Superannuation 
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Directors Should be Paid in Some way Remain unpaid as volunteers

paid a nominal fee or honorarium

paid in line with Directors on State Boards (aprox. €5k -
€15k)
paid in line with Directors on Commercial Boards

Being a Director is time consuming and involves a 

lot of responsibility. The lack of financial reward in 

addition to making recruitment of skilled Directors 

harder, serves to diminish the serious 

responsibilities that Directors have. 

 

Director of a Community Credit Union  

https://govacc.per.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/Remuneration-and-Superannuation.pdf
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Q.31 Chairs of credit unions should:

 

Expenses 

In terms of expenses, 68% of respondents 

noted that they don’t claim all expenses 

allowable.  

 

 

Q. 11 How much of your expenses are 
reimbursed by your Credit Union? 

 

Q. 12 Do you claim all expenses allowable? 
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32%
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Most Directors actually incur a financial cost for 

being in the position as they do not charge expenses 

for travel to/from meeting in their own credit union. 

 

Director of a Community Credit Union  
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4.9 LEGISLATION & REGULATION 

Specific Responses 

75% of Directors either agreed/strongly agreed that 

Regulations/Supervisory process was one of the 

biggest challenges as a Director.  

Question 32 in the Online Survey asked:  

“What (if any) specific sections of Credit Union 

Legislation or Regulations related to your role as a 

Director should be changed?” 

Of the 924 completed surveys, 155 included an 

answer which could be considered specific.24 To give 

a sense of the scale of the responses in the table 

below, 9 responses would be equivalent to 1% of 

those surveyed. 

 

 

Summary of Top 10 Specific responses 

 

                                                      

24 “Specific” answers did not necessarily note a specific section of an act or regulation but provided sufficient 
information to ascertain what aspects the Respondent was proposing to amend.   
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As a general point, the legislation needs to be tidied 

up to remove contradictions and to more clearly 

define the division between governance roles and 

operational roles. In addition the [Credit Union] 

Act needs to be less prescriptive. It should be 

remembered that the credit union legislation was 

introduced when credit unions were being set up and 

run by volunteers who did not necessarily have any 

financial expertise. Therefore it was in effect a 

manual on how to run a credit union. Professional 

management and more experienced boards need to 

be given some flexibility on how to run their credit 

unions without having to follow overly prescriptive 

legislation.  

 

Director of a Community Credit Union  
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Regulations were listed as the number one issue where Directors would like change, which correlates to 

regulations/supervisory process being the biggest challenge. While regulations may not specifically impinge 

the governance aspects of a Director’s role, they do affect the strategic planning process.   

 The other main legislative and/or regulatory changes proposed relevant to the role of a Director were: 

1. Extension of term limit 

2. Changes to Fitness & Probity process (not the requirement for it) 

3. Changes to rule relating to Related Parties (disclosures and borrowing) 

4. Ability to pay Directors an honorarium or small fee 

5. Reduction in responsibility born by volunteers (derives from legislation) 

6. Removal or streamlining of Board Oversight Committee 

7. Simplification of legislation and regulation 

As referenced above, issues relating to Related Party rules were raised. While some of the requirements 

around Related Party loans are set out in legislation and regulations, it is important to note many of the 

issues referred to by respondents are related to credit union procedures on Related Party loans. For example, 

a number of the comments referred to having to provide information on family members to the credit 

union. The regulatory requirements are not prescriptive on how a credit union identifies Related Parties. 

While a number of credit unions seem to ask Directors/management to disclose all family members to the 

credit union to ensure compliance with the Related Party lending requirements, this is not specifically 

required under the regulations. There are alternative methods to identify Related Party loans, including 

requiring a self-declaration from the borrower on the loan application. 

General Reponses 

Of those who did not provide a specific answer to the question being asked, 82 provided a general response 

and a further 10 asked that the views of their representative body be noted (8 of which specifically identified 

CUDA as their representative body, with the remaining two not specifying their representative body). 

The general responses included comments 

reflecting strongly held views: 

 asking that volunteerism be 

reflected in legislation and 

regulation;  

 stating that the sector was 

overregulated;  

 stating that Directors are 

overburdened; and  

 asking that credit unions not be 

treated like banks in certain respects.     

The legislation deals with credit unions like banks 

and in doing so, ignores the fact that Directors are 

volunteers; this should he reflected in the legislation 

requirements. 

 

Director of a large Industrial Credit Union  
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SECTION 5 VIEWS OF THE REPRESENTATIVE BODIES 

 

5.1 CHALLENGES FACING DIRECTORS 

The Irish League of Credit Unions (ILCU) and 

the Credit Union Development Association 

(CUDA) provided feedback as to what they 

consider to be the biggest challenges facing 

Directors and the supports they provide. In 

tandem with this, the Credit Union Managers 

Association (CUMA), and the National 

Supervisors Forum (NSF) inputted into the 

process from the particular perspective of their 

respective members.   

All the bodies referenced the challenges in the context of how important recognising and maintaining the 

ethos of the credit union movement is. It is worth noting that, based on the feedback received, the bodies 

appear to be more cautious regarding the challenges facing the sector than the Directors themselves. The 

broader nature of the feedback from bodies reflects the fact that they were not asked to complete the survey 

but instead submitted free form responses. 

In terms of challenges, a variety of issues were raised by each of the bodies. The regulatory environment 

that credit unions operate in was seen as being of central importance. The bodies voiced concerns that 

extensive regulatory and compliance obligations placed considerable demands on volunteer Directors. 

Concerns were voiced that the perceived intensity of regulation made it increasingly difficult for volunteer 

Directors to preserve the culture and ethos of the credit union movement. It was also communicated that 

the intensity of regulation would have negative consequences in attracting suitably qualified Directors in 

future. 

Ensuring full compliance and keeping 

informed of all emerging regulatory, conduct of 

business, and compliance requirements was an 

ongoing challenge. Some of the bodies felt this 

issue was exacerbated by the current legislative 

framework, which they believed to be 

contradictory in parts. It was argued by some 

that whilst the ‘spirit’ of the new regime was 

based on a clear separation between 

governance responsibilities and operations, 

there was a significant amount of legacy legislation which can reasonably be interpreted as requiring Boards 

to maintain a large amount of operational responsibility. They believed that this lack of clarity (in both 

legislation, and Central Bank, regulations and guidance) contributed significantly to the enduring 

“operationalisation” of Boards of Directors. This inhibited the time available to concentrate on strategic 

issues and made the relationship between Directors and managers more challenging.                                                                                                                      

The bodies also recognised that maintaining viability and sustainability in a dynamic, competitive, and 

turbulent environment was one of key challenges Directors are trying to deal with. 

 

Attracting, selecting, appointing, and maintaining 

the diversity of skills at Director level has never 

been more challenging. 

 

Representative Body  

The “operationalisation” of board of Directors 

is leading to a reversion to the hands-on 

volunteer model that existed prior to 2012. 

  

Representative Body 
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5.2 SUPPORTS PROVIDED TO DIRECTORS 

ILCU and CUDA provided information on the range of training and supports they offered Directors. These 

services included training and guidance on a range of issues including Learning & Development; Legislation 

and Regulation – Compliance and Risk; Data Protection; Human Resources; Marketing and 

Communications; and Business Advice. 

5.3 RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE BODIES 

In their feedback, the bodies set out a number of recommendations to assist Directors and to endeavour 

to make the role easier. One representative body believed that changes needed to be made to the Minimum 

Competency Code (MCC) so that it accounted for current and future challenges facing Directors. They 

believed that the current version of the MCC was a ‘one size fits all’ model that did not take into account 

the nuances of credit unions, the volunteer status of Directors or the difference between the role of a 

Director and that of front line staff in the credit union. There was a feeling that fostering a culture of 

learning and accountability that provided Directors with the tools to implement best practice would be very 

worthwhile. 

Some of the bodies argued that changes to legislation were required in order to clarify what they perceive 

as some of the existing contradictions and to allow for additional latitude for credit unions to make decisions 

for themselves. Some of bodies recommended that the role of the Central Bank as regulator be more 

specifically defined. Some questioned the role played by the Central Bank when it was involved in both 

regulation of the sector and business model development. Other issues raised included the frequency of 

Board meetings (too many) and the role of the Board Oversight Committee. A number of bodies argued 

for the maintenance of non-executive Boards. One body stated that the non-remuneration of Directors had 

worked well thus far and should be maintained.  
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SECTION 6 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

6.1 CONCLUSIONS 

The focus groups, questionnaire and survey provided Directors with a unique opportunity to voice their 

opinions, and the level of responses received from Directors demonstrated the value of this exercise. 

Directors from 83% of credit unions contributed to the survey process (whether directly through the survey 

or being included via their credit union submitting the questionnaire). It is important to note that the survey 

was garnering the opinions of individual Directors in the context of their role as a Director of a credit 

union. It was not intended to be interpreted as a report on the state of the sector or the broader challenges 

in financial services. 

As a Not for Profit, Co-operative sector, credit unions are a fundamental part of the financial services 

landscape in Ireland, safeguarding €15 billion in savings and having a market share of 34% of the personal 

unsecured lending market, primarily lower value loans. Without credit unions, and the work of their 

volunteer Directors, many borrowers and savers would be disenfranchised and/or have fewer options. 

Many people from both rural and urban areas – including some older customers and those at risk of 

financial exclusion – would likely face more challenges in carrying out their day-to-day banking needs.   

The role of a credit union Director has 

fundamentally changed since the introduction 

of the CUCORA, placing additional levels of 

responsibility on the Board. Credit union 

Directors are Directors of regulated firms but 

they are also all unpaid volunteers, in contrast 

to all other Directors regulated by the Central 

Bank. In addition to safeguarding their 

members’ interests, Directors are also 

upholding the ethos of the movement, an ethos 

which is markedly different to many other 

financial institutions. The credit union movement should also be seen in a broader community context – 

contributing to a wider community vibrancy, both economically and socially.     

The survey results highlight many positives, including the rewarding nature of the role of a Director of a 

credit union for the Director, and its positive impact on personal development and career development. 

The results demonstrate how worthwhile and beneficial participating on a local credit union Board can be. 

The survey also highlights that the profile of Directors is not unduly weighted towards an older age group, 

has good gender balance comparable to the banking sector, has Directors who are well educated, and has 

a large proportion of Directors who have been recruited relatively recently. 

While Directors appear to have adjusted quite well to the change in governance structures, it is clear from 

both the focus groups and the survey feedback that supervision/regulation is the biggest challenge. Many 

Directors stated that legislation, regulation and supervisory activities, are occupying the focus of Boards at 

the expense of strategic issues and that they believe the Central Bank is not fully cognisant of the unique 

ethos of the credit union movement. In many ways, all of the other significant challenges for Directors that 

have been evident in the focus group’s discussion and survey responses (such as time commitment and 

level of responsibility) are all directly connected to the burden of legislation and regulation, and intense 

supervision.  

“It is an honour to be able to serve my community 

as a credit union Director. Credit unions are 

unique within the financial services sector and their 

ethos and identity must be preserved”. 

 

Director of a Community Credit Union  
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In terms of time commitment, the survey paints a nuanced picture, with a minority raising significant issues 

around time and commitment. However, 

Directors know their role is a responsible one, 

and therefore, in most cases expect, and readily 

give, a significant time commitment. It appears 

evident though that there are also areas where 

time could be used more efficiently. For 

example, many Directors are on multiple 

committees. Directors of larger credit unions 

also have to review very large Board packs 

ahead of monthly Board meetings.     

The survey data also highlights that credit unions have been successful in recruiting Directors since 2013 – 

71% of Directors covered in questionnaire returns were appointed since then. However, many comments 

noted that succession was an issue for their credit union, particularly given the responsibility of the role and 

the regulated nature of the industry. In 

addition, the negative Net Promoter Score 

would indicate that Directors would not 

necessarily recommend friends or family to 

become a credit union Director. These 

comments and the Net Promoter Score echo 

findings from the focus groups. Interestingly, 

the findings in the survey regarding Board 

recruitment contrasts with the feedback 

received from the credit union representative 

bodies. Yet, the ability to attract the right 

individuals to the role is fundamental to the 

ongoing success of the sector. In the future 

credit unions may need to consider different 

methods to attract new generations of 

Directors, to ensure the pace of recruitment is 

maintained. This could involve a greater focus 

on targeting younger professionals who are 

looking to be part of community/cooperative projects. 

The survey results indicate that 60% of Directors feel that some form of remuneration – in most cases 

nominal – is needed to balance against the 

responsibility and time commitments needed. 

However, the survey also indicates that many 

Directors do not fully claim the level of 

expenses they are currently entitled to. In 

effect, many volunteers are out of pocket in 

their role.  

While it goes beyond the scope of this report’s 

aims, it is important to recognise the concern 

Directors raised in the focus groups regarding 

the sustainability and viability of the sector 

given the current financial environment – 

notably the low interest rate environment, loan 

Being a credit union Director is extremely 

rewarding in that we continue to follow the ethos 

and core values, aspirations and visions of our 

founders .i.e., providing financial services in a 

professional, positive and personal manner whilst 

ensuring the future viability of the credit union. 

After all, we all want to have choices and we are 

the only financial service providers with the 

users/members at the core of all we do. 

 

Director of a Community Credit Union  

Time spent on regulatory issues at board meetings 

is disproportionate to the amount of time spent on 

other key areas such as strategy etc. 

 

Director of an Industrial Credit Union  

I believe that younger people with the required skill 

set and commitment should be encouraged to join 

the board of credit unions as they can bring 

valuable insights and gain valuable experience on 

the working of a Board of Directors (as most 

younger people no longer join committees). 

 

Director of an Industrial Credit Union  
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books growing at a slower rate than deposits, and increasing costs. Although the survey did not cover such 

viability issues, these concerns were also echoed throughout the survey with many Directors taking the 

opportunity to raise concerns around sector viability in the free-form comment questions. 

While there are positive findings from the survey, it also highlights significant challenges and areas of 

concern. Many Directors clearly find the role rewarding, however, the negative Net Promoter Score and 

the tone of comments in relation to the Central Bank are worrying. These concerns are related to the many 

challenges highlighted for Directors. These include the regulatory environment, the level of responsibility 

involved, and the time needed. These are issues that have the potential to damage the sector if they are not 

addressed.  It is in this context that CUAC has set out a range of recommendations which aim to support 

the role of the Director, giving greater recognition for the voluntary status and significant burden felt by 

many, while still maintaining the strong governance standards that were implemented following the 

Commission on Credit Unions in 2012. In certain areas, further research and/or stakeholder engagement 

may be required before definitive policy proposals can be advanced.   

This work is the first instance of research of credit union Directors undertaken by CUAC, and it would be 

beneficial to repeat this exercise in three years to establish progress on the recommendations, trends, and 

where support is needed.   

6.2 RECOMMENDATIONS    

1. LEGISLATION, REGULATION AND SUPERVISION 

The regulations/supervisory process was noted as the biggest challenge for Directors, with 73% of 

Directors agreeing or agreeing strongly with this point. While the responses to the direct question on the 

relationship with the Central Bank were positive, a significant portion of comments made by Directors as 

part of the research indicate that there is scope for improvement in the engagement between Directors and 

the Central Bank. The level of regulation, a perceived lack of clarity, and the time intensive nature of Central 

Bank obligations has served to create a tension. To improve this, several recommendations are outlined 

below: 

 Relationship with the Central Bank: In the 2016 CUAC report ‘Review of Implementation of 

Recommendations in the Commission on Credit Unions’, there was a recommendation for the Central 

Bank to develop a Service Level Agreement (SLA) (or equivalent) for engagement with credit unions.25 

The CUAC Implementation Group26 reiterated the recommendation in January 2019 and issued a 

paper to the Central Bank setting out the key principles of engagement which would seek to deliver 

more clarity and transparency for credit unions and their representatives in their engagements with the 

Central Bank  The responses received in the focus groups and free-form comments included as part of 

the survey indicate that the lack of progress by the Central Bank on such an agreement remains an 

issue, and as a result CUAC would reiterate the need for an engagement framework underpinned by an 

undertaking by the Central Bank for increased clarity, certainty and transparency in its engagements 

with the sector. CUAC would welcome this in the context of credit unions’ unique structure and the 

role they play in the provision of financial services in Ireland. 

 

                                                      

25 Review of Implementation of Recommendations in the Commission on Credit Unions Report, 2016 

26 Final Report of the CUAC Implementation Group 

https://assets.gov.ie/4089/101218104521-98ae34819c084176bfc8664e9a3fcb04.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/c8959e-final-report-of-the-cuac-report-implementation-group/
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 Responsibilities of Directors: Some 64% of Directors agreed or strongly agreed that the level of 

responsibility was one of the biggest challenges facing Directors. Sections 53-55 of Part IV of the 1997 

Act set out the responsibilities of Directors. CUAC recommends that the Department of Finance carry 

out a review of the requirements for Directors under these sections to ensure that the current 

obligations are commensurate with the nature, size and complexity of credit unions and are appropriate 

for the nature of a Director’s role. In addition, CUAC notes most credit unions now employ 

professional managers who have specific statutory responsibilities. CUAC believes the Central Bank 

should consider the balance in accountability between voluntary Directors and these professional 

managers during its interactions with both management and Directors. 

 

 Guidance from the Central Bank: As noted above, a lack of clarity from the Central Bank in terms 

of what it expects from credit union Boards was evident from the feedback received from Directors. 

CUAC notes that the Central Bank produced a guide for financial services firms in February 2016 to 

explain the implementation of PRISM27. CUAC believe that it would be of assistance to credit union 

Directors if the Central Bank produced a credit union-specific guide. This guide would take account of 

the fact that credit union Directors are volunteers and would provide credit union Directors with 

specific guidance on PRISM, thematic reviews, desktop reviews, Section 90 inspections28 and any other 

regulatory/supervisory processes which apply to credit unions.  

 

 Review of Policies: CUAC is recommending that the Department of Finance and the Central Bank 

review the current list of policies as set out in the 1997 Act and in regulations to ensure that the 

requirements are proportionate to the nature, scale and complexity of credit unions and do not impede 

the functioning of the Board in its governance role. In line with this, CUAC is recommending that 

credit union Boards of Directors be required to review these policies at a minimum of every three years 

(rather the current annual requirement) or as often as deemed necessary by the Boards of Directors. 

 

 Fitness & Probity: CUAC recognises the importance of the fitness and probity regime. However, 

some Directors raised concerns that the fitness and probity regime could be a deterrent to the 

recruitment of new Directors. CUAC, therefore, recommends in the first instance that consideration is 

given by the Central Bank on how support can be best provided to credit unions and for the Central 

Bank to carry out a review of the application and administrative process. 

 

 

Recommendations 

NO. 1  

Development of a framework by the Central Bank for engagement with credit unions reflecting the 
unique structure of credit unions and the role they play in the provision of financial services in Ireland. 

NO. 2  

A review by the Department of the requirements for Directors under Sections 53-55 of Part IV of the 
1997 Act to ensure that the current obligations are commensurate with the nature, size and complexity 

                                                      

27 PRISM Explained – How the Central Bank of Ireland is Implementing Risk-Based Regulation, February 2016 

28 Section 90 inspection: this is an inspection authorised by the Central Bank under section 90 of the Credit Union 

Act, 1997 (as amended). 

https://www.centralbank.ie/docs/default-source/Regulation/supervision/prism/gns-4-1-2-2-5-prism-explained-feb-2016.pdf?sfvrsn=2
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of credit unions and appropriate for the volunteer nature of a Director’s role.  In addition, 
consideration to be given by the Central Bank to the balance in accountability between voluntary 
Directors and professional managers in interaction with both management and Directors.  

NO. 3 

Production by the Central Bank of a credit union specific guide to explain PRISM and other regulatory 
inspections. 

NO. 4 

Review of legislation and regulation on policies, including recommending that such policies are reviewed 
by Boards at a minimum of every three years. 

NO. 5 

Increased support on Fitness and Probity and a review of the application and administrative process by 
the Central Bank. 

 

2. STRUCTURE AND WORKINGS OF THE BOARD: 

 Board Meetings: CUAC believes that the number of Board meetings Directors are required to attend 

should be appropriate and proportionate to the nature, scale and complexity of their respective credit 

unions. At present the Board of Directors of a credit union is required under legislation to hold a 

minimum of 10 meetings per annum. In this regard, CUAC recommends that the minimum number 

of Board meetings per annum be amended in legislation to not less than six annually, or more often if 

necessary, as determined by the Board of Directors. This could also help to reduce the time burden on 

Directors, whilst still ensuring that all statutory matters are dealt with on a regular basis. 

 

 Board Committees: 67% of Board members sit on more than one committee in addition to their role 

on the Board of Directors, which can increase the time commitment they are required to give. This is 

a challenge for Directors. The committee structure of a credit union is set out in Sections 56A and 56B 

of the 1997 Act and follows the committee structure of larger financial institutions and public 

companies, with Nomination, Audit, Risk and Remuneration set out as four committees, comprised 

solely of Directors. Although not all of these Board-based committees are mandatory, the research 

would suggest that most credit unions consider them as mandatory, with these four committees 

established in 57% of credit unions surveyed. CUAC recommends that the Central Bank issue guidance, 

followed by any necessary legislative changes, so credit unions can consider a more streamlined 

committee structure, which would see the time commitment for committee meetings reduced for 

Directors. For example, a combined Audit and Risk Committee may be more appropriate for some 

credit unions. Similarly, consideration could be given to whether the need for a Remuneration 

Committee in organisations as small as credit unions is necessary at all. CUAC recognises that the 

structure of committees is a matter for the Board, taking into account the particular circumstances in 

their own credit union. Over time the Department of Finance should review the legislation in this area 

to provide more clarity and align with best practise in governance.  

 

 Size of Board: Under the current legislation29 Board size can vary between 7 and 11 members. 

However based on responses received the average Board size is 10. This is on average larger than the 

                                                      

29 Section 53(3), Credit Union Act, 1997 (as amended) 
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number of non-executive Directors on similar Boards in Ireland. CUAC recommends that credit 

unions review the size of their Boards and ensure that they are of an appropriate size, not necessarily 

the maximum under legislation. Any reductions in Board size that result from such a review may also 

lessen the burden of succession planning. 

 

 Board Reporting Framework: As indicated in the responses received, the size of Board packs varies 

greatly between credit unions. While it is critical that Board packs contain the relevant information for 

Directors to make informed decisions, overly large Board packs place a considerable burden on 

Directors. This risks superfluous information being reported to the Board, potentially resulting in 

information overload and the risk of more relevant metrics being overlooked. CUAC recommends that 

the representative bodies provide guidance (having engaged with the Central Bank) on the appropriate 

information to be contained in Board packs, recognising that it should not become a prescriptive, tick-

box framework and should be flexible to the nature, scale and complexity of each credit union. Any 

guidance issued should be responsive and amended in line with any legislative, regulatory or business 

model changes.  

 

 Operations Focused Committees: In addition to the recommendation on Board committees, it is 

important that Directors are not overburdened with committee work of an operational nature which 

could otherwise be managed by the management team. In this regard, CUAC would recommend that 

Directors do not sit on committees other than those established under Section 56A(1). CUAC would 

also recommend that the 1997 Act is made clearer on the composition of other committees such as 

Credit, Credit Control and Membership Committees, setting out that these are operational in nature 

and therefore, can be populated exclusively by officers other than Directors. CUAC recognises that 

Directors may have to populate some of these committees in credit unions where fewer managerial 

resources are available.   

 

Recommendations 

NO. 6 

The minimum number of Board meetings per annum be reduced in legislation to not less than six 
annually. 

NO. 7 

Central Bank to provide guidance, followed by any necessary legislative change, so that the credit unions 
can implement a more streamlined committee structure.  

NO. 8 

Credit unions to review the size of Boards and ensure that they are of an appropriate size, not necessarily 
the maximum under legislation. 

NO. 9 

Representative bodies, following engagement with the Central Bank, to give guidance to credit unions 
on the appropriate information to be contained in Board packs. 

NO. 10 

That, where possible, Directors do not sit on committees other than those established under Section 
56A(1). 
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3. SUPPORTS 

 Training Supports: CUAC acknowledges that ILCU, CUDA and others provide a comprehensive 

range of training supports to Directors. It is important that credit unions provide Directors with 

the opportunity to avail of these training supports. This training would be a particularly useful 

support and guide to new Directors in their role, helping them integrate into the Board more 

efficiently. It might also help to alleviate some of the concerns that potential new Directors would 

have regarding the requirements of the role and their ability to fulfil them. CUAC believe that 

credit unions should ensure that training for Directors is embedded in their Board work plan and 

that adequate provision is made in the annual budget to support the training needs of Directors. 

 

 Remuneration: The issue of remuneration is clearly complex given the volunteer ethos of the 

credit union movement. Remuneration is currently prohibited under the 1997 Act.30 With 60% of 

respondents stating that Directors should be paid and 40% disagreeing, clearly further debate is 

needed on this issue. CUAC recognises that a move to remuneration, no matter how small, might 

negatively impact the volunteer ethos of the movement and many comments, even those 

supportive of remuneration acknowledge this. As such CUAC recommends further research 

(impact analysis etc.) be undertaken by the sector. This research will need to analyse the potential 

impact any such change could have on the ethos of the movement if ever implemented. In parallel 

with this research, CUAC recommends that the Department of Finance consider the steps 

necessary for removing the legislative prohibition on remuneration for Directors over time. 

 

 Secretarial Support: During the focus groups, and noted in survey comments, it emerged that a 

number of credit unions provide administrative and secretarial support to assist the Board of 

Directors in carrying out its responsibilities. This is an initiative that is working in some credit 

unions and therefore, CUAC believes may be worthy of consideration for others. 

 

Recommendations 

NO. 11 

Ensure that training for Directors is embedded in Board work plans and adequate provision is made in 
the annual budget to support the training needs of Directors. 

NO. 12 

Further research (impact analysis etc.) to be undertaken by the sector into the area of remuneration of 
Directors taking account of international trends. 

NO. 13 

That credit unions look at the provision of administrative and secretarial support to assist the Board of 
Directors in carrying out their responsibilities. 

 

 

                                                      

30 Credit Union Act, 1997 (as amended) 

http://revisedacts.lawreform.ie/eli/1997/act/15/front/revised/en/html
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6.3 ENGAGEMENT WITH AUTHORITIES 

Where legislative amendment is proposed, CUAC recognises that it is solely the role of the Minister for 

Finance and the Oireachtas to implement. Similarly, CUAC recognises the independent status of the Central 

Bank with respect to regulation and supervision. CUAC is open to further engagement with both the 

Minister for Finance and the Central Bank to advance any proposals for which they have jurisdiction. CUAC 

believes that the above recommendations would maintain robust governance structures while addressing 

significant challenges facing those tasked with ensuring the sustainability and viability of the sector. 

In addition, CUAC has written to both the Minister for Finance and the Governor of the Central Bank 

highlighting a range of issues which were raised in the comments by Directors in an anonymised manner, 

but which don’t fit within the remit of this report. CUAC felt it is important to ensure that all of the issues 

raised by Directors are raised with the relevant authorities for their consideration. 

CUAC also notes that the Department of Finance is currently conducting a review of governance aspects 

of credit union legislation. The review will consider what the current legislation is, what the 

recommendations of the Report of the Commission on the Credit Unions 2012 were, and how this all 

compares with the legislation that applies to other financial services entities. CUAC is supportive of this 

review. 
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APPENDIX I - CUAC 

THE CUAC 

The current CUAC was established in September 2014 under Section 180 of the 1997 Act (as amended) by 

the Minister for Finance, Mr Michael Noonan TD. Legislation provides that CUAC shall advise the Minister 

and any other person the Minister thinks fit, on the improvement of the management of credit unions, the 

protection of interests of members and creditors of credit unions, and any other matters relating to credit 

unions. 

MEMBERS OF THE CUAC 

CUAC currently comprises the following members whose terms of appointment will expire from January 

2020 to September 2021: 

Member  Term Current Role 

Lorraine Corcoran, Chair Sept 2018-Sept 2021 
Director (Afanite), Lead on the Personal Micro 
Credit Initiative 

Claire Byrne Dec 2017-Dec 2020 CEO, St Raphael’s Garda Credit Union 

John Doyle Dec 2017-Dec 2020 
CEO, St Jarlath’s Credit Union, former CEO of 
ReBo 

Olive McCarthy Sept 2018-Sept 2021 Senior Lecturer, UCC 

Seamus Newcombe Sept 2018-Sept 2021 CEO, Payac; former CEO Link Credit Union 

Diarmaid O’Keeffe Sept 2018-Sept 2021 Head of Audit, EisnerAmper Ireland 
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APPENDIX II - SURVEY PROCESS 

MINISTERIAL DIRECTION 

Given the history of the sector and the high level of volunteers involved, the Minister for Finance directed 

CUAC to look at “people issues”, including the varied issues impacting Directors, managers, staff and 

volunteers. This is an area which wasn't focused on in the CUAC report in 2016 as the new governance 

regime, introduced in 2013, had not been embedded at that time. Since the Minister for Finance’s direction 

was issued in September 2018, CUAC has focused on delivering this report which deals specifically with 

the role of Directors. Further work may arise in relation to managers and staff in the future.    

PREPARATORY WORK 

CUAC decided that a survey would be the most effective way to collate the views of Directors. To aid 

development of the survey, four focus groups were held with 36 Directors, from randomly selected credit 

unions from different size cohorts. One focus group consisted solely of ex Directors. Following a 

procurement process Board Excellence independently facilitated these focus groups. Some members of 

CUAC and CUAC secretariat attended the Focus Groups as observers. The issues raised during the focus 

groups inputted into the design of the survey.  

There was a consistency flowing through the issues being raised by the four different focus groups. The 

following is a summary of the topics that Directors raised in the focus groups:  

 Difficulties attracting new members and retention of existing Directors. There was awareness 

of a potential upcoming ‘retirement cliff’: legislative changes that meant that all Directors in 

place in 2014 would be ineligible for re-election in 2026 (presuming they have not been replaced 

in the interim) when the 12 year term limit expires. 

 Increasing demands on Director’s time as the role becomes more onerous. 

 Perception that increased supervision by the Central Bank was driving micro-management of 

business by the Board of Directors. This is distracting Directors from their strategic and growth 

oversight roles. 

 A recurring theme in the feedback was that whilst there was an array of training options available 

to Directors (including training available through Representative Bodies), there was a lack of 

overall structure and guidance to help Directors understand and address their own training 

needs. 

 Ineffectiveness of the current approach to investment strategy, particularly considering the 

aggregate level of credit union funds sitting in banks. There was also frustration at that 

constraints on certain types of business.   

 Other topics brought up at the focus groups were collaboration, slow pace in IT and digital 

platforms, tiered approach to regulation, and some form of reimbursement for Directors. 

 Outside of their specific roles, participants were very vocal on the viability of the current 

business model and pressure on investment returns.  
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PRINCIPLES OF SURVEY 

The survey process was unusual as it incorporated two parts, an Online Survey to be responded to by 

individual credit union Directors and a Board Facts Questionnaire which could be collated by the secretary, 

manager or other staff members on behalf of the Board.   

The principles underlying the structure of the survey are set out below:  

 Online Survey Only - It was decided that the survey of Directors would be online only, that 

no paper-based version would be available, to reduce the pressure on resources required to input 

and analyse data received in hard copy form. It was expected that credit unions would be able 

to support Directors with limited IT resources or capabilities.   

 Anonymity - It was decided that both parts of the survey would be fully anonymous. For the 

Online Survey only, the name of the credit union was required to allow for direct engagement 

where credit unions had low/no responses. It was felt that responses from credit union 

Directors would be more honest if they were anonymous. No personal data was requested in 

either the Online Survey or the Board Facts Questionnaire.   

 Free Text - To avoid a situation where Directors felt the survey questions did not fully capture 

their issues, free text boxes were provided in several places to allow them to express their views 

more fully.     

 Length - It was decided that the Online Survey should take no more than 15 to 20 minutes. To 

ensure this was the case, drafts of the survey were tested by CUAC, the secretariat, an expert in 

survey methodologies and some Directors in advance of the survey being finalised.    

 Quantitative Data - To avoid a situation where multiple Directors from the same credit union 

were inputting quantitative data about that credit union, the collation of this quantitative data 

was separated from the Online Survey and included in an excel spreadsheet which could be 

collated by the Secretary, Manager or other staff members on behalf of the Board.  This was 

crucial to the survey process as it allows for a full picture of a Board composition despite the 

fact that only some Board members may have completed the Online Survey.  

 Voluntary - completion of both the Online Survey and the Board Facts questionnaire were 

voluntary though completion was encouraged by the Minister for Finance, CUAC and the 

representative bodies.   

 Consent – all Directors had to consent to participate in the survey following a short notice in 

relation to confidentiality and protection and use of data.    

SURVEY TIMELINE 

The survey process commenced in late May 2019 and had an initial deadline of 31 July 2019: 

 A letter from the Minister for Finance was issued to the Chair of 247 credit unions on 6 June 

2019.   

 An email then issued to all 247 credit unions on 6 June 2019 including a copy of the Minister 

for Finance’s letter, details on how to access the Online Survey and a copy of the Board Facts 

Questionnaire.    

 Reminders issued twice on 4 July and 25 July 2019.   

 Over 100 calls were made by officials from the Department of Finance and members of CUAC 

directly to managers and/or senior staff to encourage support for the survey and to address any 

queries credit unions had. The responses to the direct engagement were overwhelmingly positive 
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though a few credit unions felt the survey was too intrusive and noted they would not 

participate.   

 ILCU, CUDA and CUMA supported the survey through inclusion of reminders in bulletins and 

through some specific direct engagement.   

The deadline was extended from 31 July to 14 August 2019 to allow additional responses.   

OTHER STAKEHOLDERS 

On 7 June 2019, CUAC wrote to ILCU and CUDA seeking their input. CUAC also wrote to CUMA and 

NSF seeking views from their particular perspectives. Submissions were received from all of these bodies.   

In December 2019, CUAC met with the ILCU, CUDA and CUMA to discuss a number of aspects of the 

report relevant to them. At a further meeting in December, CUAC also met with officials from the Central 

Bank to discuss a number of aspects of the report relevant to them. 

CONSENT NOTICE AND RESEARCH ETHICS 

As part of the consent to the Online Survey it was noted that: 

 All data will be kept in the strictest confidence and will only be accessible by a limited number 

of Department of Finance officials;  

 We would not collect identifying information on Directors such as their name, email address or 

IP address;  

 All results will be discussed, displayed or presented only in aggregate;  

 No individual credit unions will be analysed or discussed independently. Individual, non-

aggregated feedback will not be provided to individual credit unions or staff thereof; and  

 Anonymised data may be used for research purposes. 
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APPENDIX III - COMPARISON BETWEEN DATA SOURCES 

For illustrative purposes we set out in the table below a comparison of the key data points between the 

Board Facts Questionnaires and the respondents to the Online Survey.   

 Board Facts Online Survey 

Directors Covered 1,298 924 

 

Number of Credit Unions 133 204 

 

Average Age 27% aged 50 or less 

58% aged between 50 and 70 

15% aged 70 or above 

 

37% aged 54 or less 

35% aged between 55 and 64 

28% aged 65 or above 

Employment Full Time 40% 

Retired 37% 

Full Time 41% 

Retired 36% 

 

Tenure 84% <= 10 years 

7% between 11 and 20 years 

9% over 20 years 

69% <= 10 years 

15% between 11 and 20 years 

15% over 20 years31 

 

 

                                                      

31 Due to rounding of figures, at times percentages may not add up to 100. 
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APPENDIX IV - COMMITTEES 

The legislative requirements for committees are set out in the 1997 Act and are summarised in the table 

below.  

* A credit committee shall have not less than three members and a member of the credit control committee, 

the credit control officer or a credit officer shall not be eligible for membership. 

** A credit control committee shall have not less than three members and a member of the credit 

committee, the credit control officer or a credit officer shall not be eligible for membership.

Name of 
Committee 

Requirement  
Number of 
Directors Required 
on Committee 

Size of 
Committee 

Number/% 
of these 
Committees 
with at least 
one 
Director on 
them   

Nomination  Required All must be Directors 3 to 5 members 133/100% 

Audit 
Can be prescribed 
by the Central 
Bank 

All must be Directors - 87/65% 

Risk  
Can be prescribed 
by the Central 
Bank 

All must be Directors - 93/70% 

Remuneration  
Can be prescribed 
by the Central 
Bank 

All must be Directors - 102/77% 

Credit Required None 
Not less than 3 
members* 

106/80% 

Credit Control  Required None 
Not less than 3 
members** 

108/81% 

Membership Required None 
Not less than 1 
member 

70/53% 

Additional 
Committees 

None None -  

Board Oversight 
Committee 

Required No Directors can be 
appointed to this 
Committee 

3 to 5 members  

 

 



Appendix V – Bank Boards 

52 | P a g e  

APPENDIX V - BANK BOARDS 

Given a lack of publicly available data on financial institutions of similar size, scale and complexity the data 

below has been sourced in relation to Irish retail bank Boards.  It is recognised that these Directors are 

professional paid Directors, in contrast to the volunteer Directors in credit unions.  A non-executive 

Director of an Irish bank would be expected to commit 60 days per annum as part of their role (equivalent 

to 5 days per month).  It can be noted that the number of non-executive Directors is generally lower than 

in credit unions, though all of these Boards do have at least two executive Directors.   

 

Non-
executive 
Directors 

Executive 
Directors 

Total 
Directors 

Gender 
Split (Non-
execs) 

Average Age 
(Non-execs) 

Average 
Years Served 
(Non-execs) 

 

AIB 10 2 12 50% 58 2.7  

Bank of Ireland 9 2 11 33% 55 1.5  

Permanent TSB 9 3 12 33% 59 3  

KBC Ireland32 8 4 12 38% - 2.8  

Ulster Bank Ireland 7 2 9 14% - 3.1  

 

The Central Banks ‘Corporate Governance Requirements for Credit Institutions 2015’ states that the Board 

shall meet as often as is appropriate to fulfil its responsibilities effectively and prudently, reflective of the 

nature, scale and complexity of the credit institution. In any event, the Board shall meet at least six times 

per calendar year and at least three times in every six month period. The Central Bank reserves the right to 

require a credit institution to increase the frequency of its Board meetings should it deem this necessary.33 

The Companies Act 2014 states that the Directors of a company may meet together for the dispatch of 

business, adjourn and otherwise regulate their meetings as they think fit.34  

In 2018 AIB held 12 Board meetings, Bank of Ireland held 15 Board meetings, and PTSB held 21 Board 

meetings.  

The committee structures of AIB, Bank of Ireland and Permanent TSB are laid out below.   

 
Nomination 
Committee Audit Risk Remuneration 

Sustainable 
Business 
Advisory 
Committee 

AIB 4 5 5 4 2 

Bank of Ireland 4 6 6 4 N/a 

Permanent TSB 4 4 5 5 N/a 

                                                      

32 Statistics for average age of non-executive Directors in KBC and Ulster Bank were not publicly available. 

33 Central Bank: Corporate Governance Requirements 2015 

34 Companies Act 2014 

https://www.centralbank.ie/docs/default-source/regulation/codes/gns-4-1-7-corgovreq-credinstits2015.pdf?sfvrsn=4
http://revisedacts.lawreform.ie/eli/2014/act/38/revised/en/html#SEC160
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APPENDIX VI - DIRECTOR REMUNERATION IN PUBLIC BODIES 

Fees payable to Chairpersons and Members of State Bodies with effect from 1 January 2010 

 

 

 

                                                      

35 Secretary General 2 salary as at 1 September 2019 - €207,590 

36 Assistant Secretary salary at highest point on the scale as at 1 September 2019 - €159,725 

37 Principal Officer Higher salary at long serving increment point 2 on the scale as at 1 September 2019 - €115,051 

  Non-commercial 
State-sponsored 
Bodies 

wef 1 Jan 2010 

Commercial State-
sponsored Bodies 

wef 1 May 2009 

Category 1 

(remuneration of CEO above Secretary 
General Level 235) 

Chair 

 

Member 

€29,888 

 

€14,963 

€31,500 

 

€15,750 

Category 2 

(remuneration of CEO above Assistant 
Secretary highest point36) 

Chair 

 

Member 

€20,520 

 

€11,970 

€21,600 

 

€12,600 

Category 3 

(remuneration of CEO above Principal 
Officer Higher LSI237) 

Chair 

 

Member 

€11,970 

 

€7,695 

€12,600 

 

€8,100 

Category 4 

(remuneration of CEO at or below 
Principal Officer Higher LSI2) 

Chair 

 

Member 

€8,978 

 

€5,985 

€9,450 

 

€6,300 
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APPENDIX VII - CONTROL FUNCTIONS  

PRE-APPROVED CONTROL FUNCTIONS 

Five roles are now designated as PCFs: Chair, Manager, and since 1 July 2018 for credit unions over €100 

million asset size, Head of Finance, Head of Internal Audit and Risk Management Officer.  The prior 

approval of the Central Bank is required before an individual can be appointed as a PCF. 

CONTROLLED FUNCTIONS 

In determining whether a person is performing a CF, a credit union should assess the role and functions of 

each person in line with the definitions prescribed in Regulations. PCFs are a sub-set of CFs, i.e. PCFs are 

by definition also CFs.  

In relation to the two controlled functions - CUCF-1 and CUCF-2 - it is a matter for a credit union to 

determine the roles that fall within them. However, it is anticipated that at a minimum, the roles that would 

fall within the scope of CUCF1 would include the Board of Directors, the chair, the manager, the risk 

management officer, the credit committee, the credit control committee, the membership committee, the 

nomination committee, the management team, and any other person whose role may exercise a significant 

influence on the conduct of the affairs of a credit union.  

The Central Bank expects that the following roles would fall within the scope of CUCF-2 - the Board 

oversight committee, the compliance officer, the money laundering reporting officer, the internal audit 

function, and any other person whose role relates to ensuring, controlling or monitoring compliance by the 

credit union.  

The roles listed above are not exhaustive. It is a matter for the credit union to determine any additional 

roles in the credit union that may fall within the Regulations. 
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