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C  H  A P T  E  R    T  H  R  E  E

A DIRECTOR’S PROFILE

How well you and your fellow board members succeed depends on many factors,
including your willingness to learn, grow into the job, and remain flexible. Beyond
that, it’s necessary to know your specific responsibilities imposed by laws and reg-
ulations and by your credit union’s charter and bylaws.

Ideally, your credit union has written position descriptions that provide more
detail. They are just as important for directors as they are for staff. In the last chap-
ter, figure 2.2 provided a sample position description. You may adapt it or you
may prefer to develop your own. Either way, this chapter and the next should pro-
vide much of the information you need to develop one. At a minimum, the position
description should spell out:

• to whom you report—the members;

• whom you supervise—the CEO;

• your primary functions—set direction, approve policies, plan, ensure a sound
financial condition, evaluate the CEO, report to the membership at the annual
meeting;

• your specific duties—covered in the next chapter.

Much of becoming a good director evolves through on-the-job training. Watch
your fellow directors, ask questions, do a lot of reading, and network with directors
from other credit unions.

BOARD COMPOSITION

State and federal law provide a few specifics regarding boards of directors,
such as the minimum number of directors and terms of office.
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Five is the minimum number of directors allowed by the Federal Credit Union
Act; therefore most bylaws that require credit unions have at least five directors.
Some bylaws require more. Whatever the minimum, the actual number of board
members can be—and often is—higher. Smaller credit unions usually have fewer
than seven directors; larger credit unions usually have more. An odd number is
important because it helps avoid tie votes.

When terms of office are set by statute, the length of the term is usually three
years. However, most laws allow the credit union to decide. Terms of office are
usually staggered, with a set number ending each year. This ensures continuity on
the board and protects the credit union from losing a large body of knowledge and
experience at one time.

Although regulations don’t require it, your board may want to reflect the diver-
sity of your current and potential membership—gender, age, race. With a genuine
cross-section of the membership, you have more assurance that all constituencies
are served. For example, the needs of young members differ greatly from the needs
of older, retired members.

DIRECTOR QUALIFICATIONS

Directors should have a willingness to serve the member-
ship, continually learn, and be a team player.

Little is said in either the charter or bylaws about qualifications for the office of
director except that candidates must be members of the credit union. Beyond that
they should have a willingness and ability to

• serve the membership;

• continually learn;

• be a team player.

These are essential qualities of a director. With just these—applied in many dif-
ferent ways—any member can become a valuable member of the board. There’s no
question, though, that candidates with specific business skills and knowledge of
credit union philosophy can get up to speed sooner. The mix of talents changes
with each new board and, in fact, as board members evolve in their capabilities. 

28 Chapter Three
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Other desirable qualities in a director include a willingness to assume respon-
sibility and accept challenges; a willingness to think creatively and embrace
change; and personal ethics that are aligned with the credit union’s philosophy.
Some organizations feel so strongly about directors’ commitment that they have
developed agreements for board members to sign. One such agreement is shown
in figure 3.1.

Collectively, the board should have a broad range of pertinent experience.
Individually, directors should commit to doing the best job possible, expanding
their range of expertise as they progress through their terms.

BOARD EFFECTIVENESS

The quality of a credit union’s leadership is probably the most important fac-
tor in its success. A study sponsored by the Filene Research Institute identified
board activities, work styles, and characteristics that contribute to outstanding
credit union performance. They’re summarized in figure 3.2. Of course, there are
other tasks you’ll have to spend time on: financial oversight, legal compliance,
and more. But, the items listed in figure 3.2 make the difference between surviv-
ing and thriving. 

Here are some specific ways you can develop these activities and traits:

• Know your role and that of your credit union’s staff. Your role is to set policy;
staff’s is to carry it out. You determine what is to be done; staff does it.

• Hire the best management you can afford because effective management is one
of your credit union’s best assets. Establish performance standards and
compensate the CEO adequately.

• Don’t let the CEO “run” the board. You shouldn’t be a rubber stamp for
management’s suggestions; the ultimate legal and ethical responsibility for the
credit union’s operations is yours.

• Make timely decisions. Don’t procrastinate. When action is necessary, get the
facts and act. Know that delays can be costly in money, staff morale, and good
will.

• Accept and adapt to change. Welcome new ideas and be imaginative. Learn
from your mistakes and others’ and move on.

A Director’s Profile 29
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