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The Centre for Community Finance Europe Ltd. is a not-for-profit research 

organisation incorporated in 2016 in Dublin, Ireland. Its mission is to undertake high 

quality research, to lead on ideas and innovations, and to explore tested solutions 

related to credit unions, co-operative banks and similar not-for-profit providers of 

community-based financial services in Europe. 

CFCFE is rooted in values of co-operation, participation, social and financial inclusion, 

transparency, integrity, and excellence. Much of its work is done in collaboration 

with Liverpool John Moores University. 

CFCFE is financially supported by the subscriptions of its members, by donors 

desiring to support its work, and by project grants from foundations, governmental 

bodies, and others who commission specific research that is consistent with the 

Centre's mission and values. 

Although the Centre seeks suggestions and critiques on its work from its members 

and other funders, CFCFE is an entirely independent organisation, and it is solely 

responsible for the work it performs and publishes. The contents of its research 

papers and any opinions they may contain are in each case solely those of their 

authors, and they should not be attributed to members, funders or any other third 

parties. 

Contact:  Dr Paul A. Jones, Director of Research, p.a.jones@cfcfe.eu  
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1. Introduction 

This is a summary of results of an online survey undertaken in May 2019, in response 

to two issues raised by CFCFE members: 

i) the time and effort they spend managing regulatory and compliance issues, 

and 

ii) the difficulty they have in cutting through day-to-day administrative tasks to 

focus on the future and moving the organisation forward.  

The survey questions sought to bring out the information necessary to understand 

the scale of these issues across CFCFE members and other large credit unions in 

Britain and Ireland.  

The survey was completed by 44 credit union CEOs (27 CFCFE members and 17 non-

members), and responses were both stored and are reported here anonymously.  

We present the findings largely without analysis, as they speak for themselves. There 

are additional comments from some respondents to some questions. The headlines 

we would draw attention to are: 

• CEOs believe that lending and technology are the most pressing issues facing 

their credit unions 

• CEOs spend more time on day-to-day administration than they would like, 

and the most important activity to suffer is strategy and planning 

• The majority of CEOs actually consider the time they spend on compliance to 

be reasonable. 

This report will be of interest to CEOs looking to understand peer perspectives, 

boards wanting insight into CEOs and compliance, and policy-makers seeking to 

understand how credit union leaders are managing their requirements. 



2. Survey results 

About the respondents (Q1-Q3) 

Q1: Please indicate the length of your 

employment in the credit union 

movement (current or other credit 

unions). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q2: Did you occupy a senior / 

management role in your career prior to 

your current position? 

 

Total percentages exceed 100% because more 

than one answer applies to some 

respondents. 

 

 

 

 

Q3: How many hours do you estimate 

you work per week on average (actual, 

not contracted)?  

 

No responses for ‘Less than 30 hours’. 
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About the credit union (Q4-Q10) 

Q4: What is your common bond?  

 

No responses for Community – residence 

only. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q5: What is the geography of your 

common bond?  

 

Total percentages exceed 100% because 

more than one answer applies to some 

respondent credit unions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q6: How many members do you 

have?  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Q7: What are the total assets of your 

credit union?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q8: How many employees does 

your credit union have (all 

employees, not full time 

equivalents)? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q9: How many full time 

equivalents does this 

translate as?  
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Q10: What are the three most pressing issues facing your credit union?  

In this instance, the responses of CEOs from credit unions with assets above and 

below €20m / £17m are shown separately (31 and 13 responses respectively). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There were no responses for Responding to competition for the respondents with under 

€20m/£17m. 

Other statements regarding pressing issues as specified by individual respondents: 

• Over €20m/£17m assets 

o Fragmentation of the overall movement and no effective lobby with key 

external stakeholders. 

• Under €20m/£17m assets 

o Reducing cost of bad debt provisioning.  

o The threat to the bottom line caused by the current upsurge in IVAs, DMPs, 

DROs etc. 

Other (please specify)

Acquiring new members

Reducing costs

Responding to competition

Maintaining adequate capital
   new products & services

Gaining scale to invest in

Staffing / HR issues

Increasing savings

Board / governance issues

Dealing with regulatory constraints

Adding new products & services

Adopting new technology

Increasing lending

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Responses

More than €20m/£17m assets 
Less than €20m/£17m assets 



About the CEO’s time (Q11-Q14) 

Q11: Please rank these key CEO activities according to the time they require of you, 

where the task which requires the most time = 1, least consuming = 9.  

The chart illustrates the demands activities make on the time of responding CEOs. For example, 

column 1 shows that Strategy, business planning & ideas generation is most time-consuming for 

nine respondents, Community etc. one, Day-to-day administration etc. seven, High 

level management etc. ten, Prep. for board etc. seven, Compliance etc. five, Direct interaction 

with members five, Networking etc. two, HR etc. one. By comparison, column 9 shows that 

Strategy, business planning & ideas generation was least time-consuming for three respondents, 

Community etc. four, Day-to-day administration etc. five, High level management etc. two, Prep. 

for board etc. 

eight, Compliance 

etc. nine, Direct 

interaction with 

members seven, 

Networking etc. 

three, HR etc. 

three.  
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Q12: Credit union senior managers may be required to undertake activities not 

normally thought of as CEO tasks. Does this apply to you?  

In this instance, the responses of CEOs from credit unions with assets above and 

below €20m / £17m are shown separately. 

Credit unions with more than €20m/£17m assets 

(31 responses) 

Credit unions with less than €20m/£17m assets 

(13 responses) 

Additional respondent comments: 

• The nature of an SME is that a CEO has to [be] closer to all tasks in any event compared 

to a larger company where there may be more layers between the CEO and tasks. 

Therefore, it is easier to see and know about and occasionally be involved in all tasks. 

• Occasionally you have to get down in the weeds and help more junior staff when 

managers hit road blocks and can’t help!  

• Extremely difficult to be completely divorced from some operational aspects of the role.  

• Answering phones, sorting various office issues, buying provisions for meetings, setting 

up and clearing up for meetings. 

• My HR problems arise from deputies who are not as effective as they could be.  

• Development should be one of my key tasks and that is constantly thwarted by the 

demands in the office. In 2019 that has included staffing with the loss of two key staff 

members - Exec Asst & Credit Control/Loans Officer, migration to new banking platform, 

end of year financials and audit. 

• Part of this is learned behaviour & having to work harder to give up detail, part a 

function of relatively small team. Especially difficult in 'holiday season'. 

• Constant changing of staff and difficulty in recruiting, often means that I pick up the 

duties of either employees or board member. 

• We do not have the resources of a PLC so many things fall to the CEO. 

• Jumping in when staff shortages. 

• The buck stops here! 

• Results from a lack of clarity among board members - the nature of voluntary boards! 

• The expectations placed on a credit union CEO by the Board are different from that of a 

CEO in any other financial institution. 

• I am the point person for a community engagement. 

8%

15%

77%

No
Only occasionally
Regularly or frequently

0% 3%

48%

48%

No
Only occasionally
Regularly or frequently

3% 



 

 

 
Q13: Please rank the following key CEO activities according to the time you think 
they actually deserve, consistent with the needs of your organisation, where the task 
which deserves the most time = 1, least consuming = 9.  

 The chart illustrates the demands that responding CEOs believe activities should make on their 

time. For example, column 1 shows that twenty five respondents think Strategy, business 

planning & ideas generation deserves to be most time-consuming, three think Day-to-

day administration etc., eleven High level management etc., two Compliance etc., three Direct 

interaction with members. By comparison, column 9 shows that five respondents believe 

Strategy, business 

planning & ideas 

generation should 

be least time-

consuming for 

three respondents, 

six Community 

etc., seven Day-to-

day administration 

etc., one Prep. for 

board etc., one 

Compliance etc., 

twenty Direct 

interaction with 

members, one 

Networking etc., 

three HR etc.  
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Q14: Do you think it is hard for you to 

devote the required time 

to organisational priorities? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Additional comments from respondents: 

• But again this is partly the nature of being a senior manager in a SME or indeed a senior 

manager in many other UK jobs i.e. most senior managers will report there is too much 

work for the time available and therefore whilst workload can be hard the task is 

nevertheless to allocate time as best as practical even though this is often sub-optimal 

for the jobs in hand. 

• Mostly No. As a smaller credit union my role is a mix of CEO and Senior Manager and I 

am mostly comfortable to focus time as the organisation requires. The mix is changing as 

we grow and requires a good working relationship with the Board/ Chair to make sure 

CEO time is well spent for us. 

• There are choices to be made and the CEO's job is to make them and manage the 

consequences. 

• This is a reflection of the changes that the credit union sector, and my own credit union, 

are going through. 

• It feels as though there's always something that crops up to disturb the focus. 

• Sometimes. [x2] 

• There are always elements of "fire-fighting" when you have a small team. 

• Day to day activities regularly get in the way. Regular interruptions. 

• You can be so bound up in day to day matters, you don't get a chance to step back and 

take an overall view. 

• With recent organisational structure change this will hopefully change. 

 

5% 



Focus on compliance (Q15-Q19) 

Q15: Which staff or other professional(s) is responsible for compliance, risk 

management and internal audit at your credit union? 

In this instance, the Ireland and Great Britain responses are shown separately. 

Responses 

from Ireland 

There were no 

responses for 

No member of 

staff  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Responses 

from Great 

Britain 
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Q16: Does the same individual (or outsourced provider) hold primary responsibility 

for both compliance and risk management?  

• Yes 48% 

• No 52% 

Additional comments by respondents: 

• Whilst we have a full time person on compliance he is a junior and therefore much of 

the support and oversight still rests with me. 

• We have a very effective supervisory team of 4 volunteers conducting internal audit. 

• In these functions I am supported by very good Board and Supervisory resource. 

• Compliance vacancy unfilled for over a year so with the CEO to deliver. 

• Other employees responsibilities assist with the oversight. 

• Some volunteer involvement in internal audit. 

 
Q17: During an average month, about how many hours do you estimate that you 
personally spend on the following activities?  

In this instance, the responses of CEOs from credit unions with assets above and 

below €20m / £17m are shown separately (31 and 13 responses respectively). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

Ave. number of hours More than €20m/£17m assets 
Less than €20m/£17m assets 



Q18: Over the past year, 

has the amount of time 

you personally spend on 

compliance, 

risk management and 

internal audit increased, 

decreased or stayed 

about the same?  

 

 

 

 

 

Q19: Please 

select the 

statement(s) 

that best 

reflect your 

view of the 

time you spend 

on compliance.  

 

In this instance, 

the responses 

of CEOs from credit unions with assets above and below €20m / £17m are shown 

separately (31 and 13 responses respectively).  

There were no responses for Other and A little too much for the respondents with less than 

€20m/£17m. 

Specified Other views of respondents with assets over €20m/£17m regarding time spent on 

compliance:  

• Not enough [time].  

• Reasonable, supporting the safeguarding of member assets; however I 

believe that other Governance functions are forced to spend more time 

than necessary to consider BAU matters. Compliance, where genuine, 

should be reported on an exception basis with governance challenge as to 

the appropriate compliance checks/controls. 

• Experienced Risk and Compliance team (FTE 3) so oversight role only 

required from me. 

More than €20m/£17m assets 

Less than €20m/£17m assets 
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Overall comments 

“It is right for CUs to have good levels of compliance and governance and in fact for 

the sector and many individual CUs this should be increased not reduced to make the 

sector more professional better regarded and to reduce problems.” 

“What would be useful is more collaboration between CEO and senior managers on 

regulatory issues and a more cohesive approach to lobbying government on 

legislative change.” 

“There is an old adage that an auditor once related to me: 99% correct equals 100% 

wrong! It's not a reference I warm to - there are certain parts of what we do that 

require judgement and there are other elements that are non-discretionary and there 

should be no other interpretation other than the standard. We don't have infinite 

resources and some elements of IA and PRISM reviews veer closer to my auditor’s 

comment than are appropriate for what we do - legislation excepted. “ 

“CEOs need to own ‘responsibility’ for their time and be accountable to themselves 

for where they spend it. If they take ownership, they will identify the correct 

resources, manage expectations and control the business more effectively.” 

“It is not the amount of compliance that is the issue, but the culture of regulatory and 

legal compliance has become overbearing, so the sense of balance has been lost in 

the desire to show how 'good' we are at being compliant. There is too much 

emphasis on having a stringent approach to compliance, rather than looking at ways 

in which we can make compliance easier for members, perhaps through technology 

or just using common sense.” 

“The scale of our credit union allows me to delegate responsibility for regulatory 

issues to full time staff for risk and compliance and to outsource our internal audit. I 

have oversight on all these resources.” 

“Ideally would separate out the 'day to day' compliance into a new role/added 

responsibilities for another staff member & then focus more on keeping up to date 

with changes and/or oversight. E.g. currently do marketing compliance sign-offs, but 

ideally that would be someone else.” 

“My role still involves too much oversight of operations within the CU making it 

difficult, at times, to concentrate on strategy and risk.” 

“The role of compliance is a new one for the organisations. It was initially used by the 

individual as a stepping stone into other things. It was hard to get the balance right 

in terms of compliance v business needs.  The role has been vacant for over a year as 



finding someone in this area with the right level of skills and who we can afford, has 

been tricky - fingers crossed.” 

“As a new to the sector CEO with only 3 months under my belt all of my responses 

may change in a year.” 

“Main issue for me is the negativity of the Board and focus on historical rather than 

future issues and minor performance measures rather than viewing the big picture.” 

“As a result of falling income and the financial constraints that this has resulted in, 

CEO's and their senior management teams tend to pick up the slack and perform 

duties which would not be in keeping with their job descriptions. In addition as a 

result of the many mergers that have taken place over the last number of years an 

additional work load has been also placed on CEO'S to ensure the transition takes 

place smoothly.” 

“Increasingly my role is business development as I push the marketing, promotion 

and community engagement along.” 
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Membership of the Centre for Community Finance Europe 

* Denotes Founding Member - these organisations supported the inauguration of CFCFE in 2017 

Credit Union Platinum Members 

Core CU*, Ireland 

Dundalk CU*, Ireland 

Health Services Staffs CU*, 

Ireland 

Life CU*, Ireland 

Progressive CU*, Ireland 

CU Gold Members 

Altura CU*, Ireland 

Capital CU*, Ireland 

Capital CU, Scotland 

Central Liverpool CU*, England 

Comhar Linn INTO CU*, Ireland 

Commsave CU*, England 

Dubco CU*, Ireland  

Enterprise CU*, England 

First Choice CU*, Ireland 

NHS CU*, Scotland 

No1 CopperPot CU*, England  

St. Anthony’s & Claddagh CU*, 

Ireland 

Savvi CU*, Ireland 

Tipperary CU*, Ireland 

Tullamore CU*, Ireland 

CU Silver Members 

Hoot CU, England 

Just CU, England 

Manchester CU, England Plane Saver CU*, England  

Unify CU, England 

CU Bronze Members 

1st Alliance CU, Scotland 

Bristol CU, England 

Clockwise CU, England 

Clonmel CU, Ireland 

Co-op CU, England 

Donore CU, Ireland  

Heritage CU, Ireland 

London Mutual CU*, England  

Member First CU*, Ireland 

Naomh Breandan CU, Ireland 

Sligo CU, Ireland  

St. Jarlath’s CU*, Ireland 

South Manchester CU, England 

TransaveUK CU, England  

Voyager Alliance CU, England 

Corporate Members 

Cantor Fitzgerald*, Ireland 

CUFA Ltd.*, Great 

Britain/Ireland 

Fern Software, Great Britain/ 

N. Ireland 

OCWM Law*, Ireland 

Payac, Ireland 

The Solution Centre*, Ireland 

 

CFCFE Board of Directors 

Dr. Paul A. Jones, Director of Research Nick Money, Director of Development  

Ralph Swoboda, Chair   

CFCFE Research Advisory Board 

Professor Elaine Kempson 

(Professor Emeritus, University of Bristol) 

Dr. Olive McCarthy 

  (Senior Lecturer, University College Cork) 

Ed Mayo 

(Chief Executive, Co-operatives UK)  

Professor Anne-Marie Ward 

  (Professor of Accounting, Ulster University) 
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