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Introduction 

Annual General Meetings (AGMs) are vital events in the governance calendar of a 

credit union. The AGM is the critical forum where boards can report progress to 

members and be held to account for the credit union’s performance. In light of 

COVID-19 social distancing requirements, the ongoing vulnerability and concerns of 

some members, and more broadly in relation to widening access to meetings, many 

credit unions will be considering the possibility of using video-conferencing / online 

meeting software to host a ‘virtual’ meeting in 2020 or 2021. 

A virtual AGM is where attendees join an online meeting or a conference call. 

Depending on the approach taken by the credit union, members may be able to 

actively participate in the meeting by expressing opinions, asking questions or 

voting. The virtual AGM could be hosted by a general video-conferencing platform 

such as Zoom or GoToMeeting, or software provided by a professional registrar / 

scrutineer such as CMS UK or Equiniti. Subject to credit union rules and to the 

technological capability of the credit union and members, it is possible to conduct 

the entire meeting virtually, including discussion and voting. Credit unions may 

choose to combine a traditional physical meeting option with online access at the 

same time, either because they believe their rules require it or in order that 

members can choose how they prefer to participate. 

In Part I of this two-part series of papers (the first was published in July 2020), the 

compliance issues around virtual AGMs were explored, looking at the relevant issues 

arising from legislation, regulation and credit union rules (‘Virtual AGMs I’).
1
 The 

critical conclusion from this evaluation was that it is vital for credit unions to review 

their rules when considering a virtual meeting, to understand the requirements of 

their AGM. This paper does not re-capitulate the discussion from Virtual AGMs I. 

There is more general advice on AGMs in credit union governance in the report 

‘Credit Union Strategic Governance’, authored by the CFCFE co-founders in 2017.
 2

 

This report, Part II, considers the challenges of implementation – if a credit union has 

decided upon a virtual meeting, how is it best done? This briefing paper offers 

guidance on how to effectively plan for and run a virtual meeting, either as the sole 

option for the meeting or in tandem with a physical meeting (which the paper 

Virtual AGMs I concluded may be the most safely compliant approach). The content 

is based on online research of best practice, and conversations with nine 

                                                      

1
 Money, N. 2020, Virtual AGMs: a Guide for Credit Unions, Part I: The Compliance Issues, Centre for 

Community Finance Europe, Dublin 

2
 Jones P.A., Money N., Swoboda R. (2017), Credit Union Strategic Governance, Liverpool John 

Moores university and Cornerstone Mutual Services Limited, https://www.cfcfe.eu/wp-

content/uploads/2018/03/Credit-Union-Strategic-Governance-2017.pdf 
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organisations with experience of virtual AGMs in 2020 (six credit unions, two 

building societies and a trade association; see the Acknowledgements). It should be 

noted that for all of these organisations, the virtual AGM was an urgent response to 

lockdown requirements affecting previous plans at short notice, and the 

organisations involved may have been able to do things differently if they had had 

more time and not been operating in the challenging operational context of spring 

2020. The paper will not address the detail of Irish or UK social distancing 

arrangements, since they are subject to on-going change.
3
 

This paper will address: 

• How a virtual meeting can be run entirely online, or combined with a physical 

one 

• How participants can be verified 

• The management of questions and voting 

• Housekeeping tips for making virtual meetings a participative and enjoyable 

experience 

It is assumed that readers have some acquaintance with online video conferencing 

facilities. The paper bases its observations on online platforms on the capabilities of 

the most prevalent online meeting facility providers such as Zoom and 

GoToMeeting, and will comment on specialist AGM and voting software, without 

examining any suppliers in detail. 

 

In advance of the meeting 

1. Critical decisions for a virtual AGM 

There are three critical decisions that need to be taken in planning a virtual AGM 

that will affect all subsequent activity, so they need to be taken as far in advance as 

possible: how questions will be received and responded to, what the voting 

arrangements are and whether or not there will be a physical meeting alongside the 

virtual one.  

                                                      

3
 The latest government guidance on social distancing can be seen here: 

- Ireland https://www.gov.ie/en/campaigns/c36c85-covid-19-coronavirus/ 

- UK (subject to devolved nation variance) 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-outbreak-faqs-what-you-can-

and-cant-do; Northern Ireland https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/campaigns/coronavirus-covid-

19; Scotland https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-what-you-can-and-

cannot-do/; Wales https://gov.wales/coronavirus  
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1.1. Voting 

A key part of planning the virtual AGM - and in advance of any communications with 

members – is deciding on the preferred voting mechanism(s). The voting activity can 

be carried out in advance, live, or both. Credit unions should refer to their rules to 

understand whether a vote should be secret or by ‘show of hands’ (i.e. visible). 

1.1.1. Voting in advance 

There is a range of ways to arrange voting in advance. Votes in advance will not meet 

the criteria for ‘show of hands’ visibility. 

Proxy voting 

A proxy vote is a ballot cast by one person on behalf of another. It is offered by many 

organisations, including mutuals such as building societies, for people who may not 

be able to attend the meeting or who wish someone else to take a decision on their 

behalf (the Chair of a meeting is usually an option for someone to bestow their vote 

upon). A proxy vote is therefore suited to being made in advance.  

As noted in the previous paper on virtual AGMs, proxy voting is prohibited by most 

credit union trade association model rules in Ireland and the UK
4
, which may be 

related to an expectation of more direct member engagement through presence at 

the meeting. Accordingly, how proxy voting is best implemented, and the pros and 

cons of the use of proxies, are out of the scope of this paper 

Postal voting 

The paper Virtual AGMs I noted that there is no explicit prohibition on postal voting 

for credit unions in legislation and model rules in Ireland or the UK, but a contextual 

evaluation suggests they are not compliant in the Republic but are acceptable in the 

UK. Postal voting is standard in the UK’s building society sector, but is extremely rare 

in credit unions.  

The use of postal voting is very popular with credit unions in the USA. If voting is to 

be postal, the papers sent to members should include voting forms and instructions 

on how to complete them and where to send them. 

Online voting 

There appear to be no barriers in principle in legislation or model rules to the use of 

electronic voting in advance. Online survey software, such as SurveyMonkey, or a 

website page, could be an option where motions and voting options can be emailed 

to members as a hyperlink. The software or web page can be set to require a 

membership number to validate the identity of the voter and to rule out the 

                                                      

4
 The model rules of the UK trade associations ACE and UKCU are the exceptions 



 4 

possibility of the same member voting more than once. Heartland Credit Union, 

serving southwestern Wisconsin in the USA, offers an online vote, with the option to 

apply for a written ballot paper. The online approach requires members to have 

access to the Internet and some basic digital skills, and credit unions should consider 

the pros and cons of this in relation to member participation. 

Voting by email 

A further mechanism is voting by email. Most crudely, this could be by a member 

stating their responses to motions in an email, although this risks members mis-

transcribing from the wording of the ballot and making their vote void by accident. 

As an alternative, Microsoft’s Outlook mail system enables the setting of votes on 

the contents of the email
5
. Other email systems may also offer this functionality, 

although Apple’s Mail does not – note that this this is only relevant to the sender, 

not the recipient, so Apple users receiving the email can still use the voting buttons 

provided by Outlook. A reply from the member’s email address which also quotes 

their member number should be sufficient verification of identity. 

1.1.2. Voting live 

Options for voting in virtual meetings include: 

• Simply emailing Yes / No.  

• Using the major meeting platforms’ voting facilities, which should be tested 

beforehand but which, apart from verification, may be sufficient. 

• Using specialist online voting software that can be combined with the 

meeting platform, such as slido. 

• Using specialist voting packages offered by some scrutineer organisations. 

These may be bespoke, or built on standard meeting platforms. They may be 

slicker than the standard platforms’ own options, will bring other meeting 

facilitation capabilities and can be integrated with postal and proxy voting, 

but also carry more cost. Professional scrutineers are not commonly used by 

credit unions, but they are a traditional partner of British building societies
6
. 

This paper does not explore these providers. 

• Using the platform chat and / or hand-up / wave functions. Members need 

clear guidance on who to address votes to in the chat, as sometimes these 

can offer any individual attendee as a recipient. This requires manual 

counting and considerable care needs to be taken with the counting of these 

                                                      

5
 https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/create-polls-in-email-messages-and-review-the-results-

4d10e079-8ea1-489a-a79c-18cb71ae12dd  

6
 For example, Penrith Building Society worked with its mailing partner CMS UK to integrate the postal 

aspect of the Penrith AGM (voting and other papers) with an online meeting 
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votes to ensure there is no duplication. Chat does, however, leave an audit 

trail as it can be downloaded after the meeting. (One credit union, which had 

hoped to use its online meeting platform’s polling facilities
7
 but had not 

managed to organise this due to time constraints, put proposals to the 

meeting and asked people to send any No votes via the chat.) Email, to a 

specified address, could be an alternative in the same vein as chat, but could 

then require the credit union to be able to match emails to members to 

ensure validity. 

Credit unions whose rules demand a secret ballot in some circumstances (see Virtual 

AGMs Part I) need to consider specifically how these can be conducted. Electronic 

polling is normally secret, but if the only virtual options offered by the meeting 

platform to be used are the hand-up function, which is visible to all attendees, or 

chat, which carries the risk of mis-addressing, then, as a practical matter, mail 

balloting in advance may be the only safe method. The email option noted above 

might be possible if the recipient were an independent (and trusted) third party, 

who could count the votes and advise the result without disclosing individual votes. 

By contrast, if the rules state a ‘show of hands’ for a particular vote, then the polling 

mechanism will not be adequate as it does not make individual votes visible to 

attendees. In this case, the hand-up / wave icons and chat might be more suitable, if 

less slick, solutions. 

Credit unions using electronic voting software could run an informal, test poll at the 

beginning of the meeting to get attendees comfortable with the voting method, with 

an option for help where a member is struggling. A CEO noted that only one of 30 

virtual attendees had found it difficult to use the electronic voting option, and this 

individual was helped by support staff to vote successfully. 

It does not appear that there is a robust live voting system that could be 

administered on a telephone conference call version of a virtual meeting. 

1.1.3. Voter verification 

All of these electronic means demand that credit unions consider how they will 

validate the membership of the voter. People’s logon identifiers on meeting 

platforms do not always state clearly their name (e.g. it may be a nickname), and 

even where a member is clearly identifiable by name, this does not guarantee the 

identify of who has joined the meeting under that name unless their face is visible 

(and known). 

Options to reduce imposter risk include: 

                                                      

7
 In this case, the meeting software was Zoom, but other solutions also have polling capability 
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• A password can be required for login, that is only provided to members (or 

specifically members who have registered, see 3 below). 

• Allocating a unique code to each individual member for login to the meeting. 

This could be the same code used in a voting-in-advance process as is 

standard with professional scrutineer services. This code could, with the right 

software, enable automatic login; manual alternatives would appear highly 

unwieldy, suggesting that professional providers might be the only feasible 

way for credit unions to take this option. 

• Using manual processes where there are a very small number of members  

o Requesting all members in attendance on the call to submit their 

member number to a named facilitator via the chat function, prior to 

the meeting commencing. 

o Interacting with each member individually, e.g. via phone call, to 

establish their identity. 

At one credit union’s virtual AGM, prior to starting the formal business of the 

meeting, the CEO and attending staff contacted by chat or phone every person who 

had logged into the meeting to verify their membership. 

Credit unions should give consideration to how they can verify membership in a 

sufficiently robust manner, and if they cannot, consider whether postal or some 

other form of advance voting would be a better option. 

1.1.4. The integrity of the voting arrangements 

In addition to the credit union being assured of voter verification, it should be aware 

of the concern of some members that there may be room for interference by the 

credit union or its officers in the electronic method, which is both new and literally 

less visible than the traditional show of hands. There are some sensible steps the 

credit union can take in this area, apart from selecting an appropriately robust 

software package for the voting. The Chair should certainly provide reassurance, by 

outlining how the voting works and that there is no opportunity for officer 

interference. The Oversight or Supervisory Committees or audit provider could offer 

assurance on the voting process – reviewing the software to be used in advance and 

observing the process in the meeting. There are advantages to a secret vote, for 

example in relation to the potential for misapplication of peer pressure in a show of 

hands, but a discussion of the pros and cons is out of scope of this paper. 

A final note on electronic voting. UNFCU in the United States, a credit union for 

employees and others connected to the United Nations, states in its 2019 Impact 

report that 34% of its total paper conservation in that year was achieved by 

electronic voting for its board of directors
8
. So electronic voting need not just be 

                                                      

8
 https://www.unfcu.org/news-announcements/2019-impact-report/?terms=impact%20report  
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seen as a sub-optimal response to temporary social distancing arrangements, but 

one of the areas of a credit union’s operations where technology can support a 

reduced environmental impact. 

1.1.5. Combining live voting with voting in advance 

A credit union may consider offering voting in advance and voting live. The critical 

challenges in this instance or how to avoid duplication of votes and how to ensure a 

rapid totalising of votes so that a decision can be announced. Professional registrars 

use individual codes for voting in advance, and if these are also the means to access 

a live vote, duplication can be avoided. However, this requires software integration 

between the codes and the meeting polling. A manual process for accepting / 

barring votes from members who have already voted is fraught with risks around 

confidentiality and error. Therefore it is advised that unless an external registrar 

with the right capabilities can be afforded, credit unions select an advance or live 

voting arrangement, but not both.  

1.2. Questions and answers 

1.2.1. Questions in advance 

Questions can be requested to be written (by email or post) in advance of the 

meeting, so answers can be prepared and delivered at the meeting. This has the 

benefit of enabling questions to be synthesised where appropriate, and effective and 

full responses to be prepared. If this approach is not combined with live questions, 

its disadvantage is the lack of follow-up opportunity for members who do not 

understand or are not satisfied with the answer, or who wish to respond to points 

raised. 

1.2.2. Questions live 

In addition, or instead, discussion and questions can be facilitated live in the 

meeting. Credit unions who offered this found there were actually very few 

questions from the virtual floor: it may be that as members’ familiarity with this 

form of interaction grows, their confidence and propensity to ask questions will also 

increase. 

The process options are to: 

• Unmute all members and ask for questions. This method is closest to how a 

physical meeting proceeds, but in a virtual environment it can be difficult to 

manage multiple members asking questions simultaneously. The 

conversation can become chaotic, with people talking over each other. 

Muting is discussed further in 6 below. 

• Engage in selective, individual unmuting. Members can use the chat, ‘hands 

up’ or ‘wave’ tools offered by the platforms to indicate they have a question, 
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and let the Chair select which attendees get to ask it. The member could be 

unmuted individually, in order to ask the question verbally. 

• Request that questions are typed into the platform’s chat or Q&A function, or 

sent by text or email to pre-identified numbers or email addresses. The 

advantage of using the chat or Q&A is that the questions can be visible to all 

attendees. Members need clear guidance on who to address questions to in 

the chat function, as sometimes these can offer any individual attendee as a 

recipient. (A Google Docs page is an alternative which can be presented live 

in parallel with the meeting.)  

These live mechanisms need resources to help the Chair manage the process, and in 

the case of chat / email / text, to filter the potentially numerous questions. If there is 

a high attendance, this requires someone in a support role being able to scroll swiftly 

through all the attendees to find and unmute the specified member; if this cannot be 

done quickly, it could create unsettling pauses in the discussion.  

Credit unions should give consideration in advance to who will respond to questions. 

Facilitators need to be aware of who they may need to unmute, and potential 

respondents need to be alert at they cannot necessarily be waved at if they missed 

their name being called. 

As with virtual meetings in general, the online options for questions and answers 

rely on good technical facilitation skills, as well as depending on the capability of 

attendees in relation to the platform software. The meeting process could be 

cumbersome if some members are struggling to manage the tools. In addition, the 

extent to which the process is accessible to all members, and does not exclude the 

less digitally skilled, is a critical consideration for credit unions, and may lead some 

to conclude that questions in advance, while more limited, are a more equitable 

approach. 

Responses to questions can be posted on the website after the meeting for 

members’ information. Directors and officers can also offer to make themselves 

available afterwards for follow-up one-to-one discussion outside the formal AGM. 

1.3. Running a virtual meeting alongside a physical one 

A credit union thinking of running a physical and a virtual meeting needs to consider 

how the two meetings can be brought together. Unless the physical attendees also 

log into the virtual meeting, they will not be visible to virtual-only attendees, and 

physical meeting attendees cannot see online chat questions. In addition, one or the 

other group of attendees may not be able to see presentations, depending on 

whether these are being made by physical or virtual attendees. These issues could 

be addressed by: 
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• Using a separate, well-placed camera capturing proceedings onto the online 

platform. The camera may need an operator; a professional audio-visual firm 

may be appropriate if this route is preferred. 

• At least the main actors for the AGM (Chair, Secretary and any presenters) 

speaking directly into a laptop, tablet or phone camera screen as well as to 

their physical audience, although this would detract from the physical 

meeting experience. 

• Projecting the virtual event onto a large wall or screen in the physical venue. 

If a conference call is the virtual option, use a central speaker designed to capture 

the voices of attendees from a up to a short distance away, or each speaker must 

dial in directly from their own handset. 

In terms of process, it is important that the Chair and other facilitators make sure 

that it is clear to physical and virtual attendees what is going on at all times. This is 

even more pronounced a requirement if people are attending via conference call, 

and cannot see speakers or presentations. Depending on the visual arrangements 

discussed above, the Chair may need to repeat contributions from the floor in the 

physical environment for the benefit of virtual attendees, and read out relevant chat 

messages to physical attendees. 

Overall, running dual presence in this way is a more complex activity than simply 

using one channel for the meeting. 

 

2. Communication with members prior to the meeting 

Once the key principles in 1 above have been resolved, a credit union can 

communicate effectively with members. Procedures are set out in the rules for 

providing notice of the AGM and sending the relevant standard papers, such as the 

agenda
9
. In addition, circulated papers should also include any presentations, 

because some people may have Internet connection issues or be phoning in and not 

have visibility via a screen. One credit union converted its agenda into a larger 

document with paragraphs explaining the discussion topic and with any proposals 

clearly explained under each item.  

Members should also be sent step-by-step instructions for how to access the virtual 

meeting, covering: 

                                                      

9
 It is worth noting that communicating and facilitating virtual AGMs, even more than physical ones 

due to the inclusion of hyperlinks, reinforces the importance of having correct records of member 

email addresses and mobile phone numbers. The alternative is expensive, frequent, paper-based 

communications. 
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• The technical elements of how to access the meeting and participate, 

including any use of passwords / login security. This is a critical 

communication if members who are not familiar with online platforms or 

teleconferencing are not to be excluded either from joining in the first place 

or from knowing how to contribute once ‘in’ the meeting. One credit union 

which has undertaken a virtual AGM offered one-to-one support to all 

members who wished to participate in this way. 

• The overall conduct of the meeting, including: 

o how (if) questions will be taken. If these are to be submitted in 

advance, it needs to be clear to the member in what format these are 

to be sent (e.g. email) and to whom (e.g. the Secretary) 

o how (if) voting will be handled, on which items. Voting options are 

discussed further in 1.1 above. 

Much of this information could be made available via the website, especially if there 

is a secure members’ area. A reminder email should be sent 24-48 hours before the 

meeting. 

Finally, credit unions should give thought to how attendance at a virtual AGM can be 

made attractive, in the way that some offer refreshments and entertainment at their 

usual physical events. For example, a credit union in Ireland has traditionally held a 

prize draw for a car – this could, in fact, be organised online too.  

 

3. Registration prior to the meeting 

It makes preparation for and management of the meeting easier if members 

planning to attend the AGM are requested to provide advance notice, as several of 

the surveyed organisations did. Some online meeting platforms have a pre-

registration function. Alternatively, you could use an event management facility such 

as Eventbrite (some platforms can be integrated with Eventbrite), or simply maintain 

a manual list. Credit unions can request that a member provides their membership 

number, and potentially other security details that might be standard at the credit 

union, as part of this process in order to verify their identity.  

The advantages of pre-registration are: 

• To ensure your online meeting platform licence will accommodate the 

number of attendees. If the expected attendance is higher than the 

maximum number permitted by the platform / and or licence and a credit 

union wishes to maximise participation, the credit union could select a 

different platform, or purchase a licence enabling a higher number of users. 

Alternatively, a ‘first come, first served’ approach could be adopted to 

allocating places, although this carries the risk of excluding members. 
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• To understand the implications for managing interaction – taking questions 

from an online audience of 20 people is a very different task to doing so for 

100 people (see 1.2.2 above) 

• To enable you to send the meeting hyperlink and a password to a more 

limited group of pre-verified members, to minimise the risk of unauthorised 

attendees 

• To understand whether the quorum is to be achieved. 

One credit union advised that the meeting hyperlink was deliberately not sent in the 

bulk email as the credit union knew it would be harder to manage and verify 

members if there was significant attendance without advance warning. 

 

4. A preliminary discussion meeting 

In the USA, some credit unions hold a pre-meeting a few weeks in advance of the 

formal AGM, in order for board members to take soundings on AGM issues and 

incorporate this feedback into the formal AGM. The AGM itself would then move 

simply to presentation of motions, some reflection by the Chair or other presenters 

of how issues raised at the pre-meeting have been addressed, comments by 

candidates for election, and voting (although this also might have been conducted in 

advance by postal ballot). This meeting might itself be virtual, as it is informal and 

not directed by the legislation and rules, although many of the considerations in 

regard to access, inclusion and effectiveness that are noted in this paper remain 

relevant. 

If a pre-meeting is to be held, it may be less confusing for members if it is managed 

separately, i.e. communicated about and held prior to the AGM notice and 

paperwork, albeit clearly connected to that formal process. 

One credit union CEO was aware that two usual AGM attendees did not even have 

email addresses, so she contacted them in advance to let them know the process, 

and to gather any feedback that could then be communicated in the meeting. This 

may not be a practical approach where numbers are greater. 

 

At the meeting 

5. Planning and roles  

Prior to the AGM, the board and senior staff need to agree who is playing what role 

in the meeting and all must be aware of how the meeting will run. Credit unions 

should make contingency plans for the non-availability of these people. The key roles 

are: 
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• Chair of the AGM – leading the meeting, ensuring the agenda is covered, 

managing discussion.  

• Secretary to the AGM – taking minutes, providing guidance on procedure. 

• Technical facilitation – hosting the meeting, managing the online platform or 

conference call, including responding to technical queries from participants. 

In at least two of the organisations consulted in researching this paper, the CEO 

actually facilitated the meeting, in support of a Chair who had less confidence with 

the technology. The CEO of one credit union did one-to-one coaching sessions with 

each board member to help their proficiency with the meeting software and process, 

while more than one credit union had more than collective practice sessions with 

directors and staff. Several credit unions consulted for this paper noted they had 

members of staff providing technical and administrative support to the facilitation. 

It is recommended that the technical facilitation role is undertaken by someone or 

some people who are not also performing the role of Chair or Secretary, in order 

that they can focus on ensuring that the technology works. One credit union used 

two members of junior staff to administer these aspects of the meeting, to ensure 

the directors and CEO could focus on the meeting content. At least one trade 

association in Britain (ABCUL) provides such AGM administrative support to its 

members where requested. 

If the board and senior staff are attending remotely, they should agree how they will 

communicate ‘behind-the-scenes’ if required during the meeting. Platform chat 

functions offer the ability to address messages to individual attendees, but there is 

always a risk that a message is accidentally broadcast to all attendees, or if the chat 

function is very busy a message may be missed by its intended recipient. Text or 

WhatsApp messaging is probably the quickest and most reliable means. 

Key personnel at the meeting should have the right hardware and do their best to 

have access to a robust Internet connection, to reduce the risk of connectivity 

interruptions. One CEO had three screens operating, in order that he could properly 

view the meeting, the chat and his emails simultaneously. 

During the meeting, members may seek to make contact with the credit union with 

technical queries or questions, and they may choose to use the channels that they 

are used to, e.g. social media or email, rather than any mechanisms set up 

specifically for the purpose of the AGM, such as online chat. One credit union found 

members were asking via Facebook and WhatsApp how to join the meeting. So 

these media should be monitored in order to support members.  

A notable if arguably superficial feature of the use of video conferencing during the 

pandemic has been the interest in what people are wearing and what is visible 

behind them onscreen. Credit unions should advise what level of dress formality 
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they wish staff to adopt when attending the AGM virtually, and also flag up the need 

to check suitability of wall posters, bookshelves and other background features. 

 

6. When attendees join the meeting 

It is recommended that members are asked to join the meeting 15-30 minutes 

before the scheduled start, so that any difficulties about joining can be ironed out in 

advance. Given the formality of the AGM, it is not an insignificant matter if there is a 

substantial delay to the start of business while technical queries are fielded. One 

credit union used this waiting time to have the instructions on how the meeting 

would run and how to participate rolling on the screen, to remind attendees. 

The issue of voter verification is discussed in 1.1.3 above. Credit unions may be more 

or less concerned to verify attendees more generally. Virtually all online meeting 

platforms can require a name and a password to be entered by an attendee when 

registering, and the online platform shows on the screen potentially a face, but at 

least a name or for those dialling in a number. The technical facilitator should keep 

track of attendees and verify the identity of any names that are duplicated, 

unfamiliar or unclear. This does not seem feasible to do with a conference call – it is 

not possible to establish who is listening in unless a caller is prepared to disclose 

their presence. Given the challenges of keeping track of and verifying attendees, 

which is critical for proper management of questions and voting, it may make sense 

to close the virtual meeting to new attendees once the agenda starts.  

Online meeting platforms usually have the facility for the host to mute all 

participants  and to close the video for all participants except selected individuals. It 

is advisable to mute the sound from participants for the whole meeting to avoid 

background noise, and either control centrally whether and when attendees can 

unmute, or request that they unmute themselves only for questions as approved by 

the Chair (see 1.2.2 above). This eliminates the risk of people talking over one 

another and/or accidentally interrupting. Showing all attendees on video can give a 

greater sense of participation, but this does risk some informality being visible on 

screens.  

Telephone conference calls generally do not enable muting attendees without also 

eliminating their ability to hear the discussion; it would be advisable to ask people 

attending in this way to mute themselves, if their telephone handset allows it, to 

avoid background noise entering the meeting. 

 

7. Important housekeeping points for the start of the meeting 

At the outset of the AGM, the Chair should take the time to outline key points: 
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• Who to contact in the event of a problem (the technical facilitator) and how, 

e.g. the online platform’s chat or a telephone number 

• How to maximise their Internet connection by closing all other web-based 

software 

• How to ask ‘business’ questions, if these are going to be allowed, e.g. by 

using the Q&A function on some platforms 

• A reminder that the meeting is to be recorded (if that is the case) and that if 

anyone makes a contribution that they do not want recorded that they 

should say so and the recording will be paused for that individual to speak. 

A CEO suggested that, “It’s a bit like explaining how to construct an IKEA wardrobe 

when you’re on the phone to someone, and you have the instructions and they have 

the flat pack. Explain slowly and clearly and give time for answers, even if it means 

some silent moments.” 

 

8. Presenting 

It is important that the Chair clearly introduces each item and speaker, and recaps 

on actions and points at the end of each discussion, for the benefit of attendees with 

intermittent Internet connections. The CEO of one building society observed that in 

the effort to speak clearly and slowly, and include pauses to enable people to keep 

up, he felt some ‘wooden-ness’ was introduced into his delivery, so presenters and 

facilitators might reflect on the balance between energy, pace, clarity and 

engagement. A couple of CEOs commented on the discomfort arising from the 

inability to easily gauge response from the virtual audience. 

In terms of presentations, one credit union said it had made these much shorter for 

the virtual meeting than they would have been ‘normally’, in order to keep interest 

up. 

The most popular virtual meeting solutions allow documents to be shared on screen, 

so everyone attending can be viewing the same page (or slide), but even if this 

facility is used, the presenter should indicate which slide or page number they are on 

as they move through their presentation, as some attendees may have Internet 

connectivity interruptions, and for a telephone conference call it can be even harder 

for participants to keep track of what is going on. Presenters should be aware that 

sometimes slides or documents move more slowly via the meeting software on the 

screens of viewers than on their own computer, so they should test this in advance 

and adapt their commentary accordingly. One organisation also kept the title of each 

agenda item on screen at all times, for information, and in between presentations 

showed the whole agenda. 
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Ideally, all materials presented at the AGM should have been circulated in advance, 

so that members have had a chance to scrutinise and consider the information. This 

also enables members dialling in to follow independently. 

As a contingency, more than one member of the facilitation team should have access 

to slides or other documents that will be shown on screen, in case of issues for the 

host. 

 

9. Sustaining member engagement with the meeting 

By definition, virtual meetings lack the stimulation of being physically with other 

people, so credit unions should consider what they can do to maximise members’ 

sense of being a part of the meeting rather than simply watching it. The asking of 

questions and voting are two obvious methods, but may not be available, depending 

on the arrangements selected (see 1 above). 

Online meeting software, however, offers other, less formal means of interacting. 

One credit union used the ‘floating hearts’ function on their meeting platform, 

where members could ‘like’ something they heard or saw in the meeting by clicking 

a button and the screen filled with hearts – this made the meeting visually attractive 

and offered an opportunity to participate all the way through. They also included a 

period of reflection at the start to pay respect to deceased members and to 

acknowledge the unusual times for the community. One building society offered a 

happy / unhappy icon that members could use to flag up general satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction.  

 

10. Length of meetings 

Virtual meetings are tiring. The lack of physical cues in communication means 

attendees have to concentrate harder than normal, and being physically remote 

reduces the energy normally derived from being in the company of other people. 

Therefore long meetings should be avoided if possible: 60 minutes is a sensible 

maximum unless there is particularly complicated or contentious business to 

undertake. This might mean that external speakers or other interesting but not 

essential agenda items should be left out on this occasion, or alternatively the 

meeting could be split into two parts, with the critical items taken in the first part 

when people’s attention and engagement is strongest. One credit union made it 

clear to members in its communications that this was an abbreviated AGM to cover 

essential business only. 

Credit unions should also be aware of any limitation on meeting length or numbers 

placed on them by the licence they hold with their online meeting provider. 
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11. Recording the meeting and broadcasting 

Most online meeting platforms enable the opportunity to make a recording of the 

meeting. The advantages of making a recording are that there is a clear record of 

what is said from which the minutes can be assured, and there is an option of 

making the recording available to members who were not able to attend (or, indeed, 

the general public).  

If the credit union plans to record the AGM, it is vital that this is stated and is 

highlighted in the pre-circulated material, with a reminder when entering the AGM, 

in order that consent can be assumed. On a practical level, it is recommended that 

recording starts only when the AGM starts and is paused during any breaks.  

Some credit unions have ‘live streamed’ or ‘webcast’ – i.e. broadcast - their AGM 

online or on social media, for members’ information and to promote credit union 

democracy to a wider audience. One credit union broadcast their AGM live on 

Facebook, for example, and had over 1,000 viewings. One building society is using 

professional editing of the visual recording prior to making it publicly available. In 

this instance, members can watch proceedings live, but there is no opportunity to 

interact. Another building society recorded its conference call-based AGM, and 

afterwards posted the recording on its website for members to listen to. 

If there are concerns about confidentiality, posting the broadcast in a secure 

members’ area, or applying a password that is communicated only to members, may 

be necessary. 

 

Technological risks and issues 

12. Security, confidentiality and consent 

The need to authenticate attendees’ right to attend and vote has been discussed in 

1.1.3 above. Apart from the risk of misuse of member access, meeting platforms 

have been hacked into by disruptive outsiders (notably ‘Zoom bombing’, which 

Zoom now believes it has prevented). Credit unions should take security into account 

when selecting a product for a virtual meeting. Given the need to advertise an AGM 

publicly (required by all model rules), it would be prudent for credit unions to set a 

password for the meeting and communicate this only to members.  

If a credit union wishes to live-stream the meeting, or record it and release it 

subsequently, attendees need to give their consent, as they may be visible / 

identifiable. Credit unions should make its plans clear in the AGM notice and again in 

the opening remarks of the meeting. 



 

   17 

A credit union also needs to consider how public they wish the proceedings of the 

AGM to be. For example, unless a closed group is established, streaming via 

Facebook will be open to non-members, as will posting a video recording on the 

public part of the website. 

 

13. Digital exclusion 

The need for credit unions to be mindful of having the widest possible access for 

members to the AGM has been mentioned previously, and digital exclusion is 

certainly an important concern. However, credit unions should take into account 

that the COVID-19 period in Ireland and the UK has seen a quite dramatic uptake in 

video conferencing, at least for those with online access. According to Ofcom (the UK 

telecoms industry regulator) more than seven in 10 online adults in the UK are now 

making video calls at least weekly, up from 35% pre-lockdown, with the proportion 

of online adults aged 65+ who make a least one video-call each week increased from 

22% in February 2020 to 61% by May 2020.
10

 

So members are much more likely to be acquainted with at least the basics of video 

conferencing than they would have been in 2019. The statistics are supported by the 

experience of one inner-city credit union in England which was surprised to find how 

many of its members were familiar with Zoom. Virtual meetings also enable some 

people who cannot get to a physical AGM, for reasons such as limited mobility, 

childcare responsibilities or simple travel logistics. More than one CEO surveyed 

commented on the inclusion benefits of the virtual option, in particular in relation to 

travel, and there had been feedback from members supporting this perception. 

Credit unions will need to determine the balance of issues of access for their 

membership. 

Telephone conferencing is more inclusive in terms of the telephone’s penetration of 

the population, but the quality of the experience can be poor leading to alienation of 

the attendees. 

 

14. Technical failure 

A physical meeting rarely fails to take place: venues do not disappear. Virtual AGMs 

are, however, dependent on two factors that are largely out of the control of the 

credit union. The first is the proper functioning of the platform and any other 

software being used for the meeting. In fact, this risk is low – as many credit union 

                                                      

10
 Ofcom, Press Release, 24 June 2020 https://www.ofcom.org.uk/about-ofcom/latest/media/media-

releases/2020/uk-internet-use-surges  
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people have discovered in the last few months, the major products are generally 

stable. The second issue is more challenging – Internet connections for attendees, 

including directors and staff. 

It is not feasible for the credit union to ensure that everyone has strong connections, 

so issues of attendees dropping out or their connections ‘lagging’ (screen slowing 

down or freezing) must be planned for. One consideration is the timing of a meeting 

– evenings are typically peak time for others using the Internet. Attendees can be 

helped to manage connection issues through pre-meeting communications and in 

initial housekeeping advice to: 

• Switch off anything else on their device (or even in their home) that may be 

consuming Internet bandwidth. 

• Switch off video if they experience problems. 

• Use the telephone number that platforms offer as an alternative if Internet-

based connection fails. Credit unions need to make sure that these dial-in 

numbers are freephone or at least local call rate numbers, and set to the 

right country (not the general USA default). 

One building society ensured that it had two broadband connections, so that if one 

failed there was a backup.  

Telephone conferencing facilities are less prone to failure, but the sound quality can 

be poor, in particular if there is a physical meeting where speakers are not sitting 

very close to the call facility / handset.  

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

In general, the organisations that have held a virtual AGM this year have found it a 

useful experience, and most plan to do it again, whether alongside a physical 

meeting or online only. Virtual attendances ranged from 10 to 70. Credit unions 

should recognise that, with due preparation, they can deliver a valuable virtual AGM. 

The conference call option was an appropriate emergency response by a building 

society to lockdown leaving very little time for alternatives to a pre-scheduled AGM, 

but this method looks less attractive than online video conferencing for the 

verification and participation of members.  It is therefore not recommended. 

In light of social distancing restrictions and the opportunity to enable wider 

participation in AGMs, credit unions should: 

• Check Virtual AGMs I and the credit union rules to understand what they are 

and are not permitted to do in relation to AGMs and voting. 

• Consider using virtual meetings in order to maximise participation, including 

the possible role of a pre-meeting for discussion. 
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• Agree what voting and question and answer arrangements are most suitable 

and within the credit union’s capability and capacity to manage effectively. 

• Consider how a physical AGM with limited in-person attendance and a virtual 

one for the rest of the membership can be properly conducted in an 

integrated manner. This is legally the safest way to go in both the Republic of 

Ireland and the UK. 

• Use video-conferencing platforms, not telephone conferencing, for the 

advantages of screen visibility,  to enable verification of attendees, to allow 

attendees more scope for participation (subject to voting and Q&A 

arrangements) and for better audio quality. 

• Evaluate the relative simplicity of postal voting over the immediacy and 

complexity of live voting. 

• Consider how attendee identity verification can be achieved. 

• Plan and prepare thoroughly, in particular rehearsing on the selected online 

platform / software with presenters and staff technicians and testing how to 

effectively chair and facilitate a virtual meeting. 

• Communicate clearly and effectively with members prior to the meeting, at 

the outset of the meeting and during the meeting. 
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