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Abstract

Credit unions ae voluntary co-operaive financid inditutions. In that they ded
exclugvey with ther own members credit unions can clam to be the purest form of
al co-operdtives. The credit union movement in Irdand permeates dl of society. At
present there are gpproximately 600 credit unions in Irdand serving two million
members with assets under their control of £3.1 billion. Credit unions espouse the
principle of gender inclusveness, which is viewed as a fundamenta co-operative
concept. Based on a survey of 500 credit unions in Northern Irdand and the Republic
of Irdand this sudy explores women's participation in the Irish movement. The
empiricdl anadyss highlights that gender baance in Irish credit unions is superior to
that in many other organisations and that in recent years there has been gravitation
towards greater equanimity. As yet, however, a fine baance has not been achieved,
with a gender niche effect very much gpparent with respect to many functions.
Andyss of the gender compostion of credit union boards highlighted the numericd
domination of men with the dtuation exacerbated by the fact that the principa office
holder postions, such as that of Chair and Vice-Chair, are very much a male preserve.
This contrasts with the postion of Secretary where a greater number of women than
men peform this function. This gender differentid was reinforced on examinaion of
the profile of paid employees In the role of teller, women occupy the dominant
employment position, a result not replicated for managerid postions.



Section |: Introduction

“ Co-operatives that allow women all the latitude they need to develop fully their
aptitudes and skills will reap all the benefits in the years to come.” (A.F. Laidlaw,
1980)

Co-operative philosophy is underpinned by the idea that people are origins of action
with the ability and creetivity to take charge of their own lives and do not have to be
passve members of society (Briscoe et a, 1982). This philosophy enables people to
identify their own needs, and through the vehicle of the co-operdive, join together in
designing and implementing away of mesting these needs

Early atempts a co-operation in Irdand acknowledged the equdity of women by
granting suffrage to women members. William Thompson, one of the fird co-
operdive theorists, argued extensgvely in the early 1800s for equdity among the sexes
and the sdf-development of women. A dyed-in-the-wool feminist, he contended that
it was posshle for human beings to live as equas and share power as a condition for
socid happiness (Dooley, 1997). He recognised the general leadership qualities, skills
and indghts of women and was adamant that politica rights for women were
necessary if equaity between men and women were to become a redlity. Although he
made detailed proposals for a co-operative community where men and women would
be equd, his dreams were not redised in his lifetime. However, in the early 1830s, a
wdl-intentioned Irish landlord by the name of John Scott Vandeleur, encouraged the
workers on his edtate to set up a co-operative farm. Women were fully involved and
were granted a vote, thereby going againgt the socia and politicd grain of that time.
Although this was gambled away by Vanddeur only two years laer, it was the firs
forma co-operdtive initiative in Irdland to involve women to such an extent. \Women
were caled into action, again by a co-operator, in 1911. Horace Plunkett, founder of
the Irish agriculturd co-operative movement, appeded to women to spearhead a
movement for socid action which in a way would pardld the co-operative movement
(Moran, 1985).

Credit unions are an example of a financid co-operative. A credit union can be

thought of as a ‘purchasng co-operative from the standpoint of its borrowing



members and a ‘marketing’ co-operdive to its saving members (Taylor, 1971). Since
it dedls exclusvely with its members, a credit union can clam to be the purest form of
al co-operatives (Croteau, 1963). It cannot do business with the general public due to
chater limitations based on serving a membership that is characterised by a common
bond. Presently there are gpproximately 440 credit unions registered in the Republic of
Irdland with a totd asset base of £2.8 hillion and a totd membership of 1.8 million.
While in Northern Irdland there are 167 credit unions with assets under their control of
£300 million and a membership of 250,000.

Despite the pendraion of credit unions into dmost every community in Ireand,
academic research on credit unions in an lrish seiting, and more particulaly,
women's participation in credit unions in Irdand, is sparse’. What limited materid
exids does, however, suggest that dthough women comprise over hdf the
membership of Irish credit unions they ae under-represented at decision-making
levels within credit unions. For example, McCarthy, (1998) identified that women
held only 12% of voluntary decison-making postions within the dructure of the Irish
League of Credit Unions (ILCU), one of the man credit union umbrela bodies.
However, there is little or no prior data to establish the precise leved of involvement

by women in Irish credit unions themsdlves.

Set againg this paucity of data this pagper ams to explore the gender mix of credit
unions in both Northern Irdand (NI) and the Republic of Irdand (Rol). The gender
mix is explored on a range of fronts. In the fird ingance, the gender mix of individua
credit unions both by jurisdiction and Sze is detaled. The anadyss then consders the
gender profile of volunteers, committee members and the Board of Directors. Where
gopropriate, a time series dimengon is dso explored by consdering shifts in reative
positions over the course of the last five years. Results are andysed by sze of credit
union and by jurisdiction. The adyss is presented againgt the backdrop that credit
unions espouse the principle of gender inclusveness, which is viewed as a
fundamenta co-operative concept.

1 In excess of 108 million people, in 84 nations now belong to a credit union and, in aggregate terms, the
assets of credit unions worldwide are calculated at $536.2 billion (World Council of Credit Unions, 2001).



In terms of the paper's presentation, a sectionalised framework is adopted. The
following section (section II) documents some literature against which this paper’'s
empirica findings will be st. Section Il detals the survey methodology employed
while empirical results are presented in section IV. The andyss is completed with a
number of concluding comments.

Section |I: Literature Review

Researchers have identified women as tending to hold lower ranking podts in
organistions while higher sdaried podstions ae monopolised by maes In its
newdetter, InterSector, (Winter 1997/1998), the Canadian Co-operative Associaion
addresses issues rdating to the involvement of women in decison making within
credit unions. It was found that the Boards of Directors of Canadian co-operatives and
credit unions were largely, if not wholly, mae dominated. The article offers a number
of suggegtions for the gpparent underrepresentation of women on the boards. Some
ague that women choose not to take on higher levels of responghility and that
discriminatory practices are not solely to blame. There is dso a debate as to whether
women should first gain experience a committee level prior to becoming a member
of the board. It is aso suggested that, to gravitate towards greater baance on credit
union boards and committees, the nominaing committee of individud credit unions
should be specificaly tasked with increasng the participation rate of women where

gender imbalance is seen to exigt.

Being blocked from senior podtions within an organisation is termed ‘verticd
segregation’. The description of how there exists a barier to hinder women from
climbing to the top of the corporate ladder is aso sometimes referred to as ‘the glass
caling effect’. Brett and Stroh (1994) cdam tha while the ratio of mde to femade
workers being hired is approximately equa, women ae not entering senior
management a comparable rates. Burke and McKeen (1994) are dso of the opinion
that women have succeeded in ataining lower-level management postions but have
been less successful in ataining middle to upper-levd manegerid posts. Bradshaw et
a (1996) are dso in agreement and dtate that “ women are more likely to be found in

2 SeeMcKillop et al. (2002), for areview of some recent research on credit unionsin aBritish Isles
context.



higher proportions on power-sharing boards rather than CEO-dominated boards’ . In
a board where the power is shared, no one person can control the decision making
process, and so members of such boards could be perceived as having less power than
CEO-dominated board members. Miller McPherson et a. (1982) aso suggest that
women are to be found in less pregtigious organisations while Tienari et a. (1999) in
a sudy of the banking sector in Western Europe highlighted the dud occurrence of a
downgrading of management decisonrmeking & branch levd and a rise in femde
participation within branches. The authors concluded that as branch management
became a dead-end postion in terms of upward career mobility males sought more

prestigious positions and women increasingly filled the vacancies.

More recently, the term ‘glass ceiling effect’ has been revised and subsequently
rephrased the ‘glasshouse effect’. This more genera term implies that women are not
only victims of verticd bariers but dso face horizontal segregation. This refers to
the fact tha women are limited in their choice of career, as many occupations are
thought of as specficdly made-oriented. Lupton (2000) notes that the distinctions
made between the males and femdes in the workplace “ has meant that most men and
women work in occupations that are predominantly populated by members of the
same sexX’. Madaan and Caterdl (2000) indicate that women now dominate
postions in the maketing sector that involve interaction with cusomers. Other
sudies such as Alvesson (1998) and Krider and Ross (1997) examine the sales roles
of women in advertisng and public relations respectively. It is beieved that women
have qudities more suited to such jobs, as they may be more patient and friendly

towards customers and prospective clients.

Some researchers believe that it is because of women's persond choice that they are
not found in equa numbers in top-ranking postions. Women may fed uncomfortable
working in a male dominated workplace or may prefer not to have to adopt male traits
to fit in (Oakley, 2000). Women may not be made welcome by ther mae
counterparts, as they are seen as a threat to the ‘old boy network’ and they could
subsequently experience fedings of isolation. Such hogility could discourage women
from seeking top postions and worries of being didiked if they achieve success could
limit their aspirations.



The issue of women's persond preference regarding taking on managerid roles dso
relates to women taking career bresks or opting for part-time work in order to rear
their children. Benschop and Doorewaard (1998) found that ‘the mommy track’ often
reults in an increase in the number of women working part-time. In addition, they
found that mothers were less likely to do overtime and were unable to atend training
courses outsde office hours. Such factors would often be conddered when assgning

senior positions, leaving working mothers at a distinct disadvantage.

On the same subject, Roberts and Couitts (1992) note that 44 percent of women work
part-time, compared to only 8 percent of men. Some researchers have argued that
part-time workers lack vighility, have less time to edablish rdaionships and
networks, tend to be dlocated to margind roles with a narrow range of duties and aso
cary the sigmaof low commitment (Edwards et a 1999).

For equdity in the workplace, it appears that organisationd restructuring is needed. In
recent years, companies have downsized in an attempt to become more successful in
the increesingly competitive busness world. Such change has brought about
dterdions in the dructurd set up of managerid aff in firms, and Edwards et d
(1999), examine whether this has any dgnificance for femde workers. Because of
downsizing, companies power dructures are affected and this may lead to the
decompostion of the old boy’s network. With the mae circle being presented with
such a chdlenge, women are provided with greater opportunity to overcome gender
imbaance. Furthermore, because many firms ae ddayered when downsized,
managers of middle and lower levels are given more authority, and it is at these levels
that women are better represented.

Edwards et a (1999) dso acknowledge that organisationa restructuring has an effect
on the nature of managerid work. More emphass is based on cregting and
maintaining good relationships with customers and colleagues and working as part of
a team. Qudities such as sengtivity and tolerance are becoming more important, traits

traditionally associated with women.

In theory, it would gppear that organisationa restructuring would lead to equality for
women, but Edwards et a (1999) find that such changes have done little to remedy



gender imbdance. Redtructuring has led to more intense working conditions, giving
rise to long hours of work and extensve travel, which is unfessble for women who
wish to maintan a baance between work and family commitments. Edwards et a
conclude that regardless of organisationd restructuring, women will find it difficult to
overcome male domination.

Section I11: Methodology

The sze of an organisation may be an important variable in the determination of
whether women have equality of opportunities. Edwards et d. (1999) argue that as
organisations grow the demand for managerid and adminidrative daff aso increases
which then drengthens the business case for measures to recruit and retain non
traditional sources of manageria labour. Questionnaires were therefore sent to 500
credit unions in Irdand spread across three sze categories based on the membership
base of credit unions.>

The legidative environment under which credit unions operate in NI and the Rol differ.
The 1997 Credit Union Act governs credit unions in the Rol. In NI credit unions are
governed by the Credit Unions (NI) Order, 1985. Furthermore in the Rol, the Irish
League of Credit Unions (ILCU) is the umbrella body of the Irish credit union industry.
In the Rol the mgority of credit unions are affiliated to the ILCU and adopt its mode
rules which in turn are influenced by the 1997 Credit Union Act. The ILCU maintains an
dl-Irdand dimenson with some 107 credit unions in NI dso afiliated to the ILCU. A
further trade association in NI is the Ulster Federation of Credit Unions (UFCU). Some
53 credit unions are dffiliated to the UFCU and their modd rules and modus operandi
are very much dictated by the Credit Unions (NI) Order, 1985.* For these reasons it was
viewed important to dso sample credit unions on the basis of jurisdiction. Consequently
of the 500 questionnaires mailed 350 were sent to credit unions in the Rol and 150 to
thosein NI.

3 The questionnaire posed 31 questions. Where appropriate a number of the questions also provided the
respondent with the opportunity to provide a supplementary commentary. A copy of the questionnaire can
be obtained from the authors.

4 Religious affiliation is the main driving force behind the establishment of two trade associationsin NI. In
the main, credit unions emanating from the Catholic community are affiliated to the ILCU while those
located within Protestant communities are tied to the UFCU. It should also be noted that there are seven
credit unions affiliated to neither organisation. Of that number three are independent and four follow the
Antigonish model of Nova Scotia.



Approximately saven weeks after the initid mail shot, 165 credit unions had returned a
completed questionnaire. At this point second requests, in the form of either a follow up
telephone call or email, were sent to those credit unions that had failed to respond. This
resulted in the return of a further 3 questionnaires. Non-response bias was a potential
problem. To test for this, chi-square tests were used to identify whether there were
ggnificant differences between early and late responses. The results of the andysis of the
firgt respondents (early respondents) were compared with those who returned
guestionnaires after the second request (late respondents). Late respondents were used as
surrogates for nonrespondents (Wallace and Méllor, 1988; Oppenheim, 1992; Babbie,
1998). No dgnificant differences between the early and late respondents were found.

The details of usable responses (and response rates) by jurisdiction are presented in
Table 1. As can be seen in Table 1, the requests were made in gpproximate proportion
(70 percent Rol and 30 percent NI) to the number of credit unionsin each jurisdiction.

Tablel
Response Rate to Request for Information from Credit Unions
Region Requests Usable Responses Usable Response
Made Rate
After 1% | After 279 Total
L etter L etter
Rol 350 122 16 138 39%
NI 150 43 14 57 38%
Total 500 165 30 195 39%

In order to identify whether the gender mix within credit unions was related to the
gze of the organisation, credit unions were categorised into three, Size-related groups
basad on membership in the following manner: greater than 5,000 members, 2,500 to
5,000 members, and, less than 2500 members. This is shown in Table 2. Agan
requests were made in gpproximate proportion to the credit unions in each of the sze
caegories. The differentid number of questionnaire returns across Size categories
consequently reflects disparities in the actuad number of credit unions in the respective
membership groupings. From Table 2 it is clear that in the Rol the mgority of
guestionnaire returns came from credit unions in the size category members greater
than 5,000. This reflects the fact that this group dominates credit union activity in the
Rol. In contrast, the largest number of returns from NI credit unions was from the
category less than 2,500 members. This is indicative of the rdativey large number of
new credit union formations in NI over the last decade particularly of credit unions



now afiliated to the (UFCU). These credit unions, for the most part, would be smal
scaein both their asset and membership bases.

The response rate by Sze category was margindly higher for large credit unions, and
declined with sze reduction, with the decline in response rate Smilar for credit unions
in Rol and NI. The probable reason for this is that smdler credit unions are lesslikdy
to have full-time pad employees dgaffing their offices who quickly channd
correspondence and requests to relevant parties. However, response rates by sze
category for each jurisdiction were smilar.

Table2
Credit Unions by Size and Jurisdiction
Rol NI Total

Size Category No % No % No %

(Total Assets)
Greater than 5,000 65 47% 10 18% 75 38%
members
2,500t0 5,000 41 30% 15 26% 56 29%
members
Lessthan 2,500 32 23% 32 56% 64 33%
members
Total 138 100% 57 100% 195 100%

Section |V: Results

Membership profile

A dgnificant number of credit unions within the sample were unable to provide a
gender breskdown of ther membership. From the sample of 195 credit unions this
information was returned by 115 (82 Rol credit unions and 33 NI credit unions). The
overdl gender breskdown was broadly equiproportionate between genders with 47
percent of membership male and 53 percent femde. There was only a margind
difference between credit unions in NI (48% mde and 52% femde) and those in the
Rol (47% mae and 53% femde). In addition, an andyss based on membership sze
categories did not detect any subgtantive gender differences between the three sze
classficaions. The profile highlighted is not out of line with expectations and indeed
mirrors that in other countries. For example, the Association of Asan Confederations
of Credit Unions with an affiligion of 105 million membes and 13 nationd
federations reports that women make up 50 percent of membership in credit unions.



They aso add, however, tha this is not commensurate with the participation of
women in the decison-making process which tends to be much less in most of ther

member countries.

Full-time and part-time employees

A breskdown of full-time and part-time employees by gender and by jurisdiction is
detailled in Table 3. This information is presented for both the present and five years
past.

Table3
Full-Time and Part-Time Employees by Credit Union Jurisdiction

Emp. Satus Current Position Position 5 yearsago

Male Female Mean Male Female Mean

(meanno.) | (meanno.) | difference | (mean no.) (mean no.) difference
Rol (F/time) 1.052 3.7%4 -2.702* | 0.75 2.129 -1.379*
NI (F/time) 0.281 1.825 -1.544* | 0.368 1.228 -0.86*
Rol (Ptime) | 0.256 2.329 -2.073* | 0.147 1.427 -1.28*
NI (Ptime) 1.246 3.088 -1.842* | 1.123 1.860 -0.737

*The ttest for equality of means assuming equal variances indicates that the average number of
employeesissignificantly different between genders at the 5 percent level of significance.

Without exception women dominate in terms of both full-time and part-time
employment within credit unions. The t-test for equaity of means dso highlights thet
the mgority of the documented differences are sgnificant a the 5 percent level. From
Table 3 it is dso evident that the gender differentia has widened over the course of
the last five years in each of the categories under examination with the mogt
pronounced change occurring with respect to the average number of full-time
employees in Rol credit unions. Although the average number of employees within
credit unions is smdl, explanations for the relaive rise in femde participation may be
obtained from observations made about other professons. Maclaran and Catterdll.
(2000) suggest that in the area of maketing “women have come to dominate in
marketing roles with a strong customer interface”. This may aoply in the case of
credit unions in that the nature of credit union busness has, in dl its aspects, an overt
emphass on deding with cusomersmembers. A competing explanation centres on
Tienari et d. (1999) andyss of the banking sector in Western Europe which
suggested that as branch management became a dead-end postion in terms of upward
caeer mobility maes sought more pregtigious podtions and women increasingy

filled the vacancies. Again a pardld can be drawvn with Irish credit unions where, in




mogt ingances, pad pogtions within credit unions are an end in themsdves with little

scope for career advancement within the organisation.

A breskdown of full-time and part-time employees by sze classfication is detaled in
Table 4. Thisinformation is again presented for both the present and five years past.

Table4
Full-Time and Part-Time Employees by Credit Union Size

Emp. Satus Current Position Position 5 yearsago

Male Female Mean Male Female Mean

(mean (mean difference | (mean no.) (mean no.) difference

no.) no.)
Greater than 5,000 | 1.681 6.069 -4.388* 1270 3581 -2.311*
members (F/time)
Greater than 5,000 | 0.320 3.360 -3.04* 0.392 2189 -1.797*
members (P/time)
2500-5000 0.296 1.907 -1.611* 0.309 1155 -0.846*
members (F/time)
2500-5000 0.537 2333 -1.796* 0.382 1509 -1.127*
members (P/time)
Less than 2500 | 0.1%4 0.742 -0.548* 0.164 0410 -0.246**
members (F/time)
Less than 2,500 0.839 1726 -0.887* 0.557 0.902 -0.345
members (P/time)

*The ttest for equality of means assuming equal variances indicates that the average number of
employeesissignificantly different between genders at the 5 percent level of significance.

**The ttest for equality of means assuming equal variances indicates that the average number of
employeesissignificantly different between genders at the 10 percent level of significance.

In each of the three Sze dassfications women dominate in terms of both full-time
and part-time employment within credit unions. The t-tes for equdity of means
highlights that the documented differences are Sgnificant & the 5 percent level with
the exception of part-time employees in credit unions with less than 2,500 members
for the period five years past. From Table 4 it is dso the case that the gender
differentiad has widened over time for each of the size caegories Credit unions as
not-for—profit organisations may be viewed as non prestigious organisations and one
grand within the earlier literature review suggested that women have greeter levels of
representation  within
McPherson et a. (1982)).

less predigious organisations (see for example, Miller

The questionnaire returns alow a digtinction to be made in the roles occupied by full-
time and pat-time employees. In paticular a didinction is drawn between those

operdting in managerid, tdler, deicd and adminigrative functions. In tha the




volume of detal is overly extendgve Table 5 smply highlights the gender mix by

jurisdiction for two roles — manageria and teller.

Table5

Employees by Credit Union Jurisdiction (Management and Tellers)

Emp. Satus Managerial Positions Tdler Positions
Male Female Mean Male Female Mean
(meanno.) | (meanno.) | difference | (mean no.) (mean no.) difference
Rol (Fitime) | 0.770 0.777 -0.007 0.204 2.212 -2.008*
NI (F/time) 0.140 0.421 -0.281* | 0.036 0.839 -0.803*
Rol (Ptime) | 0.245 0.166 0.079 0.504 2.832 -2.328*
NI (P/time) 1.368 0.790 0.578** | 1.071 2.054 -0.983*

*The ttest for equality of means assuming equal variances indicates that the average number of
managers/tellersis significantly different between genders at the 5 percent level of significance.

**The ttest for equality of means assuming equal variances indicates that the average number of
managers/tellersis significantly different between genders at the 10 percent level of significance.

The earlier robust finding that women occupy a dominant employment pogtion within
credit unions clearly trandates to the role of teler where in each case the mean
difference is ggnificantly different a the 5 percent leve of dgnificance. This sngular
and uniform result does not, however, hold for managerid pogtions. Indeed in the
case of part-time management postions in both Rol and NI the average number of
men in employment is gregter than the average number of women athough the result
is only sgnificant in the case of NI. Although the numbers are smal some evidence
does emerge from Table 5 to suggest that within credit unions there is evidence tha
men gravitate towards the higher earning and potentially more high profile roles. This
niche effect was highlighted in the literature review for other professons. For
example, Krider and Ross (1997) in astudy of the public relations profession states

...... a majority of women fill the technical roles, i.e. those roles that co-ordinate
events and keep the customer happy while men take those roles that are more
powerful and prestigious.”

A breskdown of full-time and part-time employees in managerid and teller postions

basad on credit union Szeisdetailed in Table 6.

5 A statistical overview of the other functions — clerical, administrative and ‘other’ is available from the
authors on request.



Table6
Employees by Credit Union Size (Management and Tellers)

Emp. Status Managerial Positions Teller Positions
Male Female Mean Male Female Mean
(mean (mean difference | (mean no.) (mean no.) difference
no.) no.)
Greater than 5000 | 1.197 | 1.132 0.065 0.288 3.507 -3.219*
members (F/time)
Greater than 5,000 | 0.039 | 0.066 -0.027 0.425 3.055 -2.630*
members (P/time)
2500-5000 0.236 | 0.509 -0.273* | 0.109 1.000 -0.891*
members (F/time)
2500-5000 0.400 |0.273 0.127 0.582 2.218 -1.636*
members (P/time)
Less than 2500| 0.097 | 0.242 -0.145* | 0.016 0.484 -0.468**
members (F/time)
Less than 2500| 1.403 | 0.774 0.629** | 1.000 2.226 -1.226
members (P/time)

*The ttest for equality of means assuming equal variances indicates that the average number of
managers/tellersis significantly different between gender at the 5 percent level of significance.

**The ttest for equality of means assuming equal variances indicates that the average number of
managers/tellersis significantly different between gender at the 10 percent level of significance.

For each of the 9ze dasdficaions women are more heavily represented than men in
the role of tdler, which, as highlighted, is a role with a strong customer interface, and
hence matches many of the ‘labes associated with femaes. These traits incude
empahy, hdpfulness caing, interpersond sengtivity and recognition of community
interests (see for example Maclaran and Catterall (2000)). Credit union sSize as a
variable does not impact upon this Stuation. In the case of manageria postions three
of the mean difference vdues are not dgnificant while of the three Sgnificant vaues
one is pogtive indicating that a grester average number of men occupy manageria
positions (part-time management podtions in credit unions with a membership less
than 2,500). It should aso be noted that, athough the result does not prove significant
men dominate in managerid podtions in the largest group of credit unions where it
might be assumed that better career opportunities pertain.

Member ship of the Credit Union Board/Committee

Sections 53 to 76 of the 1997 Credit Union Act in the Rol, reflected in ILCU standard
rules 64 to 126, detail provisons for management of credit unions by the Board of
Directors, and aso by the supervisory and other committees (see Quinn (1999)). In that




the 1997 Act is reflected in the modd rules of the ILCU, it is the case that the inherent
dructure dso trand ates to those credit unionsin NI which are affiliated to the ILCU.

Elections to the Board of Directors are held at the AGM with members voting by secret
ballot. Elections are required even if candidates are not being opposed and there is no
compstition for specific postions. The Board of Directors in the Rol must have an odd
number of directors, a least saven but not more than fifteen. The term of office should
not exceed three years and begins a the concluson of the AGM.

In accordance with section 63 of the 1997 Credit Union Act immediady after the
annua or specid genera meeting a which an dection for directors is held, the Board
of Directors dect directors to fill the principa posts that are vacant. These posts
include (Charman (or Presdent), Vice-Charman (or Vice-Presdent), Treasurer and
Secretary. Quinn (1999) states

“Chairman is construed in accordance with statutory interpretation to include
chairwoman, chairperson, chair and cathaoirleach, terms which are not used in the
legidation or rules. Gender inclusiveness is a fundamental co-operative concept since
the pioneering days of Nora Herlihy, and many women serve in senior posts”

In the context of NI, the Credit Unions (NI) Order (1985) dictates the rules followed
by credit unions in NI. An examination of the modd rules for credit unions affiliated
to the Ulser Federation of Credit Unions, UFCU, highlights a number of differences
from the gtuaion petaning to ILCU dfiliagtes in the Rol. In the firg ingtance the
credit union board is cdled ‘the committeg. The number of members on the
committee cannot be less that 12 and no more than 21, al of whom must be of full
age. Committee members must retire a the third AGM following ther dection
dthough any retiring committee member is digible for re-dection. Within the period
of seven days beginning on the day following the AGM, the committee must eect by
secret bdlot from its number a Chairman, Vice-Chairman, Treasurer and a Secretary of
the credit union. The Chairman, or in his’her absence the Vice-Chairman, must preside a
meetings of members and at meetings of the committee.

Findly it should be noted that in the UFCU modd rules there is an obligeation that at
least two members of each sex should be on the committee.



“Where there is at any time only one member of either sex on the committee then no
appointment of any person to be a member of the committee shall be valid unless that
appointment brings the lowest number of members of either sex up to two.”

The opportunity is taken in Table 7 and Table 8 to examine the compostion of the credit
union board/committee (heresfter referred to as smply the ‘board’) by jurisdiction and

by credit union membership Sze.

Table7
Compostion of the Credit Union Boar d/Committee by Credt Union Jurisdiction

Emp. Satus Current Composition Compostion 5 yearsago
Male Female Mean Male Female Mean
(meanno.) | (meanno.) | difference | (mean no.) (mean no.) difference
Rol 8.137 5.031 3.106* 8.212 4.697 3.515*
NI 7.314 4.510 2.804* 6.877 3.717 3.16*

*The ttest for equality of means assuming equal variances indicates that the average number of
board/committee members is significantly different between genders at the 5 percent level of
significance.

Table8
Composition of the Credit Union Boar d/Committee by Credit Union Size

Emp. Satus Current Composition Composition 5 yearsago

Male Female Mean Male Female Mean

(meanno.) | (meanno.) | difference | (meanno.) | (meanno.) difference
Greater ~ than | 9.206 4274 4.932* 0.384 4.137 5.247*
5,000 members
2,500-5,000 7.173 5.308 1.865* 6.82 4.76 2.06*
members
Lessthan 2,500 | 6.87 5.378 1.492* 6.779 4.407 2.372*
Members

*The ttest for equality of means assuming equal variances indicates that the average number of
board/committee members is significantly different between genders at the 5 percent level of
significance.

Three main points are discernible from Table 7 and Table 8. Fir, al mean difference
vaues are podtive and daidicdly ggnificant in both tables This emphasises that on
credit union boards, men, in numerica terms, dominate. Second, a comparison of the
composition now and five years ago indicates that the difference between genders has
narrowed for both jurisdictions and for each of the Sze classes dthough change over
the period has been somewhat margind. Third, the mean difference vaues in Table 8
ae podtivey asociated with credit union sSze. The largest difference in the gender
mix, 4.932, is for credit unions with a membership in excess of 5000 members. The
other mean difference vaues are of a much smdler magnitude, 1.865 for credit unions
with a membership between 2500 and 5000 and 1.492 for credit unions with
members less than 2,500.




Although credit unions espouse the principle of gender inclusiveness, which is viewed
as a fundamenta co-operative concept, the data overview of Table 7 and Table 8
suggests a somewhat contradictory picture. Of course it must be stressed that this is
not unique to credit unions in Irdand. The Canadian InterSector Newdetter
(1997/1998) reported on a review by the Canadian Co-operative Association of the
board compostion of its 35 member organisaions. The overview reveded tha
women make up 16.2 percent of the boards. Looked at by sector, women comprise 2.9
percent of agricultura boards, 11.3 percent of retail/wholesae boards, 12.1 percent of
insurance boards;, 47.7 percent of service sector boards and 22.4% of credit union
boards. In terms of the analysis of Irish credit unions, taking the sample of 195 credit
unions as a whole it transpires that 38 percent of board members are femde. This is a
much higher proportion than in the case of Canadian credit unions.

Some research, most notably Odendahl and Youmans (1994), identified a further
disparity with respect to nonprofit boards. In particular, they found * greater
representation of women on smaller, more community-based, lower-budget, and less
powerful and connected nonprofit boards....” Bradshaw et d. (1996) indicate that in
looking for explanations Odendahl and Youmans turn towards the “institutionalised
sexism and racism of the nonprofit sector”. If credit union Sze is indeed associated
with the power of the credit union in the locd community and the esteem with which
the credit union and its officers ae hed then Table 8 might lend support to the
assartions of Odendahl and Youmans. For credit unions with less than 2,500
members, 43 percent of board members are women, which contrasts with 32 percent

for those credit unions with amembership in excess of 5,000.

The questionnaire returns aso enable the gender compostion of the principd office
holders to be determined. This information is detalled in Table 9 on the bads of
jurisdiction whilein Table 10 credit union membership Sze is the control variable.



Table9
Principal Office Holderson the Credit Union Boar d/Committee by Credit Union

Jurisdiction
% Male % Femae |[% Mae| % Two | % Two | %Other*
& Female | Male Female

Rol
Charr 74% 22% - - - 4%
Vice-Chair 65% 27% 1% 3% 4%
Treasurer 37% 22% 18% 12% 7% 4%
Secretary 32% 32% 15% 4% 14% 3%

NI
Char 72% 23% - - - 5%
Vice-Chair 79% 16% - - - 5%
Treasurer 40% 21% 5% 18% 12% 4%
Secretary 30% 37% 7% 4% 20% 2%

*Other relates to either missing values or in certain instances a credit union may have a different mix of
aparticular office holder than that detailed in the table.

Table 10
Principal Office Holders on the Credit Union Boar d/Committee by Credit Union
Members Size
% Male % Female | % Mae| % Two | % Two | % Other*
& Female | Male Female
Greater than 5,000 members
Chair 71% 25% - - - 4%
Vice-Chair 74% 21% - - 5%
Treasurer 50% 18% 16% 11% 3% 2%
Secretary 43% 30% 11% 4% 9% 3%
2500-5000 members
Chair 71% 22% - - - 7%
Vice-Chair 60% 33% - 2% - 5%
Treasurer 38% 26% 7% 16% 9% 4%
Secretary 24% 46% 9% 4% 15% 2%
Lessthan 2,500 members
Chair 77% 18% - - - 5%
Vice-Chair 73% 18% 2% 3% - 4%
Treasurer 21% 24% 21% 15% 16% 3%
Secretary 24% 27% 18% 3% 26% 2%

*Other relates to either missing values or in certain instances a credit union may have a different mix of
aparticular office holder than that detailed in the table.

In the case of Char and Vice-Char the mgority of credit unions in the sample have

only one office holder for each pogtion. This contrasts with the postions of Treasurer




and Secretary where more than one person may be performing the function. For these
latter cases the respective tables aso provide a percentage breskdown of credit unions
which have a mae and femde, two maes, or two femdes acting in the sad capacity.
For Chair and Vice-Chair the clear picture emanaing from Table 9 and Table 10 is
that these pogdtions are very much a mae preserve. In addition, and particularly in the
case of Chair, the percentage weights are rdatively congtant between jurisdiction and
across sze cass. The disparity between genders is much less when it comes to the
pogdtion of Treasurer dthough only in the case of credit unions with members less
than 2,500 do the number of women in the postion outstrip the number of men. For
the pogtion of Secretary the Stuation is reversed. In dl cases in Table 9 and Table
10, bar one, do a grester number of women perform this function than men. The
ealier argument that credit union Sze may confer eteem on the credit union and its
officers in its locd community may be a pat explandion for the outlier gender
breakdown for Secretary in the case of those credit unions with a membership in
excess of 5,000. This esteem factor may be such in the case of larger credit unions
that it may outweigh what Roberts and Coutts (1992) suggest may be an occupation

that istraditionaly viewed as ‘women’swork’.

Membership of the Main Credit Union Committees

The ILCU rules and the Credit Union Act (1997) in the Rol, identify, in detal, a
number of committees that should be established.  Although the committee Structure
in the ILCU rules and the 1997 Act are not identica, there is mgor overlap. The
Credit Unions (NI) Order (1985) contains no such reference to committees and this is
reflected in the fact that there is no mention of a detalled committee sructure in the
UFCU trade rules. As a consequence of this, there is less direction for UFCU credit
unions to edablish multiple committees. The quedtionnaire returns permitted a
breskdown of the gender compostion of the mandatory and key optiona committees.
This informetion is detailed in Table 11 on the bass of jurisdiction and in Table 12 for

credit union membership sze.



Table11

M ember ship of the Main Credit Union Committees by Credit Union Jurisdiction

Rol NI

Committee Male Female Mean Male Female Mean

(meanno.) | (meanno.) | difference | (mean no.) (mean no.) difference
Supervisory 1.626 1.475 0.151 2.055 1.218 0.837*
Credit Control 1.813 1.331 0.482* 1.386 1.456 -0.070
Credit 2.655 1871 0.784* 2.070 1.456 0.614**
Membership 0.971 1.101 -0.130 0.860 0.702 0.158
Education 1.137 1.194 -0.057 0.561 0.561 0.000
Planning 2.043 1.050 0.993* 0.947 0.649 0.298

*The ttest for equality of means assuming equal variances indicates that the average number of
committee membersis significantly different between genders at the 5 percent level of significance.
**The ttest for equality of means assuming equal variances indicates that the average number of
committee membersis significantly different between genders at the 10 percent level of significance.




Table 12
Member ship of the Main Credit Union Committees by Credit Union Size

Greater than 5,000 members 2,500-5,000 members L essthan 2,500 members
Committee | Male Female M ean Male Female M ean Male Female M ean
(meanno.) | (meanno.) | difference | (meanno.) | (meanno.) | difference | (meanno.) | (meanno.) | difference

Supervisory 2.053 1.197 0.856* 1.727 1.455 0.272 1.467 1.533 -0.066
Credit Control | 1.947 1.329 0.618* 1.600 1.255 0.345 1.436 1.500 -0.064
Credit 2.908 1.724 1.184* 2.236 2.036 0.200 2.129 1.548 0.581**
Membership 1.173 1.053 0.120 0.782 1.000 -0.218 0.710 0.871 -0.161
Education 1.500 1.224 0.276 0.618 0.818 -0.200 0.629 0.807 -0.178
Planning 2.855 1.118 1.737* 1.273 0.982 0.291 0.710 0.581 0.129

*The t-test for equality of means assuming equal variances indicates that the average number of committee members is significantly different between genders at the 5
percent level of significance.
**The t-test for equality of means assuming equal variances indicates that the average number of committee members is significantly different between genders at the 10
percent level of significance.




Supervisory Committee

The role of the supervisory committee, which must have three or five members, is one
of interna audit. Sections 58 to 62 of the Credit Union Act (1997) in the Rol relae to
the functions of this committee. The supervisory committee is eected from among
the members by secret balot. From Table 11 and Table 12 two sgnificant mean
difference vaues emerge, for NI credit unions (Table 11) and for credit unions with
members in excess of 5,000 (Table 12). In both cases the mean difference vaues are

positive indicating that men have a dominant role in the supervisory function.

Credit Control Committee

The main function of the credit control committee is to ensure the repayment of loans by
members in accordance with their loan agreements. At least one member should aso be
a director of the credit union. The committee should have & least three members. The
credit control committee as with adl committees, other than the supervisory committeg, is
appointed by the Board of Directors and not by members. Again, only two of the five
mean difference vaues prove ggnificant with both vaues pogtive intimating thet
there is a greater representation by men on this committee. The sgnificant results are:
for Rol credit unions (Table 11) and for credit unions with members in excess of
5,000 (Table 12).

Credit Committee

The credit committee manages the issuing of loans to members and gppointments to
this committee are dedt with in section 67 of the Credit Union Act (1997). There is a
requirement to report to the Board of Directors a each meeting of the board. There
should be at least three members on this committee and at least one member should dso
be a director of the credit union. Of the five mean difference vaues reported in Table 11
and Tadle 12 dl are podtive with four of the vaues gaidicdly dgnificant, indicating a
disproportionate representation of men on this committee. It should be emphasised that
this is the committee that essentialy determines who will and who will not receive a

loan from the credit union.

Member ship Committee
The membership committee deds with gpplications to join the credit union and is
respongble for the keeping of records of membership. It must notify the board of new



members whose applications have been approved and submit doubtful gpplications to
the board for its decison. It must have at least three members and &t least one member
should aso be a director of the credit union. The picture depicted in Table 11 and
Table 12 for the membership committee is one of equdity in the make up of this

committee between jurisdiction and across size classfications.

Education Committee

The education committee is an optiond committee that can, if wished, be appointed by
the board. If established, its functions are usualy concerned with the education of board
members, voluntary workers, management and staff, as well as the promotion of the idea
and the idedls of the credit union movement. Agan, the tabular evidence detalled in
Table 11 and Table 12 reveds no difference in gender balance with respect to this

committee.

Planning and Development Committee

The planning and development committee is optiond but if established it must have at
least three members and at least one member should dso be a director of the credit
union. The function of this committee can be many and varied and might include the
planning of the condruction of new offices, the adoption and implementation of an
information technology upgrade. Two meen difference values prove to be dgnificant.
Both vaues are podtive indicating a greater representation by men on this committee,
The dgnificant results are for Rol credit unions (Table 11) and for credit unions with
membersin excess of 5,000 (Table 12).

Additional Comments from Questionnaire Returns

Open-ended responses were obtained from 27 credit unions. Of that number two
credit unions were located in NI with the remainder based in the Rol. In terms of size,
11 credit unions had a membership in excess of 5,000, nine had members between
2,500 and 5,000 while seven had a membership of less than 2,500.

A <Hection of themes emerged from an analysis of the responses and in most cases

little difference was apparent from credit unions on the bass of sze or jurisdiction.



The dominant concern was to reinforce the point that gender discrimination did not

occur in ther credit union nor in the Irish Movement as awhole.

Thefollowing isatypica response from asmdl credit union:

“When the credit union movement was formed in Ireland in the early sixties, it was a
major boost to women and their advancement towards equality. Credit unions gave
loans to housewives (i.e., women who did not work outside their homes). Previously,
housewives had no power to sign for hire purchase agreements etc. Credit unions not
only gave these women loans, but also, new bargaining powers which cash in hand
gives. Women could now purchase goods at their true value, taking into consideration
lower interest rates and discounts for cash. The movement also gave some housewives
the opportunity to show hidden abilities by working as volunteers and participating in
business decision-making. Most Board of Directors would have comprised of at least
50% female directors: Women have always played a major role in this movement and
we have never been aware of any complaints of unfair treatment towards women in
our community credit union.”

This smdl credit union had in fact more femaes on the board than mdes athough
men occupied the Chair and Vice-Char pogtions. It is, however, of interest to note
that the perception held by the respondent is that credit unions in Irdand are
comprised of at least fifty percent female directors.

Equaly drong sentiments smilar in nature, emerge from those middle-Sized credit
unions that provided further commentary. One response took the following form:

“ We only have members, all of whom are treated exactly the same. Members are
judged on the length of time they are in the credit union, the manner in which they
have built up their shares and repaid their loans; their sex is of no importance.”

So far so good but in a postscript the same ndividud (chairperson of the credit union

in question) adds:

“P.S. We have this summer had two members of the staff absent on maternity leave
for fourteen weeks each at almost the same time. Attitudes may change as a result of
this due to the disruption and inconvenience.”

This additiond comment portrays a decided lack of awareness of gender sengtivities.
However, it should be noted that the credit union in question has five women on the

board and representation by women on al committees.



Inasmilar vein one of the largest credit unions in the sample argued:

“When seeking new directors, committee members or staff, the Board of Directors
look for a person who is capable, responsible and suitable for the position and not
whether they are male or female. Within the entire structure of this credit union the
distribution of females to males is almost equal. The two females on the board hold
the position of Chairperson and Secretary while there are more females on the
supervisory committee than males. The staff structure contains a disproportionate
amount of females to males, with two occupying senior clerical positions. Therefore
the credit union while not having a policy in favour of women does not discriminate
against themeither.”

A second theme that consgtently recurred in this part of the investigation centred on
the view that if gender imbaance did exist the problem was supply side in orientation
in that members in generd are loathe to paticipate in the activities and functions of
the credit union. For example, the following is a typica responses from a smdl credit

union:

“Asasmall rural credit union it is a struggle to recruit any new personnel — gender is
not an issue”

This credit union was soldy run by volunteers, had nine board members sx of whom
were male with the key committees run by seven males and three women.

Smilar responses were dso evident from middle-Szed credit unions. The following is
an example from a credit union with 13 board members, four of whom were women,

and with committees saffed by 17 volunteers with again, four women.

“We have had women as Chairman, Vice-Chairman, Secretary and on all committees
over the years. We would be quite happy to have more women on the board if they
were available.”

Large credit unions adso faced amilar difficulties The following example is from a

credit union with 13 board members eight of whom are mde. This credit union aso

had 22 membersinvolved in arange of committees— dl arefemde.

“Qur credit union is a rural/community credit union. Almost thirty years in existence,
some of the original founders are still board members and one of our employees was
a founder member. The age profile of the board is fifty-five years plus. ......... Very
few young people, male or female have got involved in the last decade.”



All thee responses highlight the difficulty of recruiting and retaning volunteers
irrespective of gender. Implicit in many of the responses is adso the problem now
faced by the Irish movement, that of recruiting and retaining young volunteers.

A number of credit unions aso made additiond comments regarding barriers to the
involvement of women in credit unions and in the man these comments centred
squardy on the fact tha many women face ‘conflicting family responsibilities. The
following are three such examples. The firgt from a large credit union with both board
and committees heavily mae dominated, the second from a middle-sized credit union
which again had a mae dominated board and committee structure and the third from a
gmdl credit union with a greater number of women on the board but more men at

committee level. The following are excerpts from their respective comments:

“1 would feel that a large part of businessin our credit union is actually conducted by
women either on their own books or operating the account of spouse’s. Although this
is not apparent at board level there is a great tolerance of women and their issues.
We would encourage more women on to the board but many fall away again because
of family commitments and changes in circumstances.”

“1n the past year many of the female voluntary tellers have had to opt out due to lack
of time. Quite a few who came in as voluntary tellers were not working — now they
have jobs.”

“Family ties may restrict female directors participation as most meetings/activities
take place at night.”

There was dso some evidence that gender may create a form of demarcation with
regard to the functions men and women perform within the credit union. For example,
it was suggested that the function of teller is suited to individuas with the attributes of
empahy, hdpfulness caing and sengtivity dl of which ae ‘ldbds manly
associated with women. The following is a comment from a credit union with a board
which had a femde to mde representation of sx to five, and committees with nine

women to seven men.

“Qur credit union is run by mainly women staff, so we are very aware of all aspects
of life for our members because we have two members (female) of the board present
at the counter (staff) most days. We as a result hear and see our members’ problems
and activities from day to day, week to week and we can report back to the rest of the
board. Thereis nothing to beat the personal touch.”

Another respondent athough from a different angle made a smilar point:



“We need more males! Many of our female board members, 13 out of 15, do not want
to do the ‘men’s jobs, i.e. credit control, but in a female dominated board must do
this as they have no choice!”

This find additiond comment from one of the larger credit unions provides a wider

viga on the gender issue. It reinforces issues highlighted in the tabular materid and
very much emphasises the importance attached to the gender issue by this respondent.

“Women's participation in credit unions is an issue not untypical of overall Irish
society. | have worked for three very different credit unions and the norm is that they
constitute 70% of the membership visits to the credit union, approximately 90% (a
guess) of tdlers, and a minimal amount of management positions. Of the three credit
unions | worked for, they never accounted for more than 40% of the board. That the
Irish League of Credit Unions hasn't had a women president (ever, or at least in
living memory) is further reflective of the malaise. Unless and until a mandatory
maximum period of service isimposed for ordinary directors (asin the ILCU) we will
not break the current selfish grip on power that long-serving directors have. The
equality issue isignored because no leadership is forthcoming from the ILCU or local
credit unions. We are infatuated with a functionalist view of credit union issues. There
is no intellectual debate within the movement, so issues such as dignity, equality, and
related issues find no forum for debate. Our League thinks that credit unions are
about interest rates (......... ) and computers(......... ). When last was an equality issue
raised in the League review? ......... We are as remiss as any other credit union in
women'’s participation in our credit union.”

Section V: Concluding comments

A number of findings of interex emerge from the andyss. In the firg indance, the
membership profile of condituent credit unions indicated that 47 percent of the
membership was made and 53 pecent was femae with little further subgtantive
difference across jurisdiction and between the three sze classfications. In that credit
unions ae member owned member run financid organisations, this implies that
volunteers, committee members and board members are necessarily drawn from this
margindly femae dominated membership poal.

Anadyss of the gender compostion of credit union boards, however, highlighted the
numericad domination of men and in addition suggested that the difference in gender
mix is mos pronounced for the largest credit unions. The dtuation is then
compounded when a datigticd overview of the principd office holder pogtions
reveded that the key postions of Chair and Vice-Char ae very much a mde



preserve. This contragts with the postion of Secretary where, with the sole exception
of those credit unions with a membership in excess of 5000, a grester number of
women than men perform this function. It was intimated that this outlier result may be
due to the esteem factor which may be such in the case of larger credit unions thet it
outweighs what Roberts and Coutts (1992) suggest may be an occupation that is

traditiondly defined as ‘women' swork’.

From the perspective of dtaning grester gender baance, the intertempord
comparison suggested that the difference between genders in terms of the composition
of the Board of Directors has narrowed for both jurisdictions and for each of the sze
classes dthough it was stressed that the shift has been somewhat margina. It was aso
espoused that some co-operdives believe tha women should get involved a the
committee level in order to gain experience and vishility and consequently emerge as
the board members of the future. It is of interest to note that with respect to three of the
‘compulsory committees, the supervisory committee, the credit control committee and
the credit committee, men play a dominant role and only in the case of the
membership committee is there gender baance. It is perhaps no coincidence that this
latter committee might be viewed in the language of Maclaran and Catterdl. (2000)
C o as having a strong customer interface.” This profile of committee Sructure
might therefore suggest that women are not being ‘groomed’ in sufficient numbers to

achieve future baance in the gender mix on credit union boards.

This gender differentid within credit unions was reinforced on examination of the
profile of pad employees within credit unions. In the role of teller, women occupy the
dominant employment postion in eech of the gze classfications and for each
jurigdiction. This dngular and uniform result did not, however, hold for manegerid
positions. Indeed in the case of part-time management postions in both Rol and NI
the average number of men in employment was greater than the average number of
women dthough the result is only sgnificant in the case of NI. Although the numbers
are and| these findings were taken to suggest that within credit unions there is some
evidence to demondrate that men gravitate towards the higher earning and potentidly
more high profile roles.



From the questionnaire returns, it was apparent that gender was not a foremost issue
for those who made additional comments. Indeed a concern was to reinforce the point
that gender discrimination did not occur in ther credit union or in the Irish movement
as a whole. This of course does not mean that underlying the day-to-day running of
the credit union issues pertinent to gender are not of relevance. For example, it is
evident that credit unions now face a recruitment shortfdl in volunteer members: This
may in pat be compounded by the fact that many women do not volunteer due to
conflicting family responghbilities. Perception and redity are dso sometimes a  odds.
A dassc example of this point was the respondent who passonaely argued that his
credit union only had members, dl of whom were trested exactly the same but in
follow up commentary highlighted that two members of Saff were recently absent on

maternity leave creeting problems for the credit union.

Credit unions espouse the principle of gender inclusveness, which is viewed as a
fundamenta co-operative concept. The empirics in this sudy sress that gender
baance in Irish credit unions is superior to that in many other organisations and that
in recent years there has been gravitation towards grester gender equdity. As ye,
however, the andyss dso clearly dates that a fine baance has not been achieved,

with a gender niche effect very much gpparent with respect to many functions.
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