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Abstract 

 

Credit unions have the potential to contribute to securing a sustainable future for regional 

communities through the foundation social agenda that is integral to the philosophy of 

credit unions.  Both the broader banking sector and the credit union sub sector are subject 

to a range of regulations and overseen by multiple regulatory bodies.   

 

The smaller geographically bounded credit unions face a conflict in the use of resources for 

reporting.  Unlike larger corporate banks, which have universally adopted reporting 

practices, the smaller credit unions have not displayed the same level of growth.  The 

requirement to focus on implementing regulatory changes and adapting to the associated 

compliance outcomes over the past decade appear to have absorbed resources at the 

expense of the further development of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) reporting 

practices.   

 



3 

 

Introduction 

 

Responsibility for the regulation of credit unions was transferred from Australian states and 

territories to the Commonwealth on 1 July 1999.  The regulatory authority for the sector 

now lies with the Banking Act and the Corporations Act.  Significant changes have 

continued to be a feature of the sector.  In recent times the driver of change has been 

corporate collapses in Australia and internationally and the focus on terrorism, in particular 

the financing of terrorist activities (Australian Government Attorney-General's Department, 

2010; Hillier, Hodgson, Stevenson-Clarke, & Lhaopadchan, 2008).  This has led to the 

introduction of more expansive audit and disclosure requirements for commercial entities.  

Subsequent to the more general changes to the Corporations Act  (CLERP 9) have been 

reforms within the banking sector with the introduction of Basel II and the Anti-Money 

Laundering and Counter Terrorism Financing Act (AMLA).  In addition the sector has 

been under scrutiny along with banks regarding their financial viability and lending 

practices arising from the Global Financial Crisis. 

 

The enacting of changes to the Corporations Act, and the introduction of Basel 11 and the 

AMLA have had implications for the operation and management of credit unions.  One 

could expect these changes would require the need for modification to systems and 

processes, education of staff and directors, and alteration to reporting practices.  Credit 

unions have limited resources and rely on members to volunteer for positions on their 

Boards of Directors.  The implication of enacting the new legislative requirements in a 

resource restricted environment is a need to prioritise actions.  While there has been a move 

towards greater reporting of social and environmental impacts in the banking and finance 

sector, and generally across organisations, the pressure of enacting statutory changes, it is 
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expected, would take priority over non-mandatory reporting practices. 

 

The purpose of this paper is to initiate exploratory research into the potential impacts of the 

regulatory changes and financial crisis on the publication of formal social and 

environmental reports in the credit union sector.  The paper does not make any attempt to 

evaluate the quality of such reports.  Early suggestions are that formalised reporting has not 

grown, despite suggestions that reporting across the banking sector have increased over the 

past decade.  Further, the findings suggest that where informal reporting is presented on 

websites it remains largely restricted in its coverage to sponsorship or general statements of 

support of community. 

 

The paper commences with an overview of the credit union sector before introducing the 

regulatory changes that have impacted on the sector in the last decade.  The paper than 

provides a brief overview of the social and environmental accounting literature pertaining 

to the banking sector followed by a description of the research approach.  The paper 

concludes with the findings and identifies the limitations of the study. 

 

Credit Unions 

 

Credit unions distinguish themselves from corporate banking institutions by the nature of 

the banking services they provide.  Credit unions provide many of the same financial 

services that banks do, such as savings and cheque accounts, youth and senior accounts, 

loans and insurance, however the focus of their mission is on serving the community in 

which they operate, whether it is a town or suburb, or a workplace or industry (WOCCU, 

2007).  As mutuals, credit union customers are the owners, resulting in a focus on members 
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and benefits for the member, with no emphasis on generating profit for external 

shareholders.  The premise is that any earnings in excess of operational costs are returned to 

the members in the form of increased interest on savings, decreased rates on loans, or other 

new and improved services.   

 

It is not only the banking services that distinguished credit unions from banks but also the 

ownership structure.  In Australia commercial banks are operated as corporate entities 

owned by shareholders, whereas credit unions are co-operative, member based 

organisations.  It is the latter feature that has most resonance with this study as it permits a 

focus on a unique set of stakeholders, the members who have an involvement with credit 

unions that are not founded solely on the maximisation of financial wealth.  Further, this 

sector is grounded in goals which specify the role required to be played by credit unions in 

the community.  Such a community role is not an explicit feature of commercial banks. 

 

Characteristics of credit unions 

Three features typify credit unions - a democratic structure, service to members, and social 

goals.  The social goals are addressed in three ways - on-going education, co-operation 

among co-operatives, and social responsibility.  The education of members and the public 

about the self-help principles of credit unions is the central theme of educational strategies.  

Such a strategy recognises the duality of social and economic characteristics through the 

encouragement of thrift and wise use of credit, along with the rights and responsibilities of 

members.  The effectiveness of a co-operative group of credit unions at the national and 

international level is considered to provide the best means to achieve service and social 

goals enacted for the members and their communities (Australasian Mutuals Institute, 

2007). 



6 

 

 

The third element of social goals, social responsisbility, particularly encapsulates the role 

credit unions play in the broader community.  Social responsibility captures themes around 

human and social development and social justice and weaves together the needs of 

members and the community.  The Australasian Mutuals Institute (2007, p. 7) notes that 

“decisions should be taken with full regard for the interest of the broader community within 

which the credit union and its members reside”.  The potential power to contribute to 

securing a sustainable future for regional communities by the adoption of social and 

environmental strategies was identified by Rogers and Ryan (2001).  This observation 

provides an argument for the important role credit unions can play in geographically 

defined regions of Australia. 

 

Development and structure of credit unions in Australia  

Originating from the self help movement in eighteenth century England, the first member 

based organisation formed was a building society founded in Birmingham in 1775 

(Australasian Mutuals Institute, 2007).  The cooperative movement spread and was 

introduced into Australia by Kevin Yates who was exposed to the credit union movement 

during his air force training in Canada.  In 1946 the first Australian credit union was 

established by Yates and a group of Catholic laymen (Australasian Mutuals Institute, 2007).  

 

Strong foundations had been established by the mid 1950’s with state-based associations 

formed to provide a forum for the exchange of ideas and to monitor and inform the 

development of legislation impacting on the operations of the credit unions.  A national 

body was established in the early 1990’s known today as the Credit Union Services 

Corporation (Australia) Ltd (CUSCAL).  The sector has displayed consistent growth and 
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there are currently 150 credit unions operating throughout Australia, which together hold 

more than $5.4 billion in assets (CUSCAL, 2008). 

 

The credit union sector today is influenced and regulated by a number of key bodies, 

including CUSCAL (Figure 1).  The organisations play two broad functions.  Regulatory 

roles are provided by the Australian Prudential Regulation Authority (APRA) and the 

National Credit Union Association Inc. (NCUA).  Operational and strategic support at a 

local and international level is provided by the World Council of Credit Unions Inc. 

(WOCCU), CUSCAL, Association of Building Societies & Credit Unions (ABACUS) and 

Credit Union Foundation Australia (CUFA).  

 

Insert Figure 1 

 

Operationally, the WOCCU is the international advocate, providing a platform for 

knowledge exchange and a development agency for credit unions.  The Australian member 

organisation is CUSCAL (WOCCU, 2007).  CUSCAL adopts a partnering approach in its 

provision of wholesale and transactional banking services to credit unions (CUSCAL Ltd, 

2006).   

 

ABACUS is the industry body for Australian credit unions and mutual building societies.  

Working with an institutional membership of 150 (ABACUS, 2006), its role is to promote 

the role of mutuals, building societies and credit unions domestically. 

 

CUFA is the development agency for the Australian Credit Union Movement.  The 

Australian Credit Union Movement is part of a worldwide credit union movement, which is 
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aligned under the International Credit Union Operating Principles.  CUFA’s primary 

function is to support Australian credit unions to achieve and promote the international 

principles of sustainable corporate, economic, social and environmental practice (Credit 

Union Foundation Australia, 2006b).  Internationally, CUFA plays a key role in the growth 

of community access to affordable financial services for developing nations in the Asia 

Pacific region.  The support to credit unions is provided by a number of programs and 

services.  These include: programs which seek to add value to their member communities 

by providing financial literacy and educational material for their use; enabling credit unions 

to improve and report their corporate responsibility performance with the Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) Toolkit; developing access to affordable financial services for 

communities in poorer Asia Pacific nations; and supporting the credit union movement with 

direct and in-principle support of industry and professional development programs such as 

Development Education and Insight (Credit Union Foundation Australia, 2006a). 

 

The first of the regulatory support bodies is the National Credit Union Association Inc. 

(NCUA) which is responsible for representing the interests of its member credit unions to 

the appropriate governmental departments, authorities and members of parliament 

(National Credit Union Associations, nd).  The organisation also has a communicative role 

taking on the task of advising members of appropriate legislative and related developments 

and requirements.  Specific activities undertaken include provision of guidance and 

compliance manuals/procedures on all major legislative requirements; legislative 

monitoring; provision of key information through bulletins and briefings; lobby action; 

industry representation to government authorities/departments (for example to APRA and 

ASIC); treasury; public affairs and media relations activities; and providing access to an 

external dispute resolution scheme (National Credit Union Associations, 2007).  



9 

 

 

The Australian Prudential Regulation Authority (APRA) is the prudential regulator of the 

Australian financial services industry.  Its role is to oversee credit unions, banks, building 

societies, general insurance and reinsurance companies, life insurance, friendly societies, 

and most members of the superannuation industry (Australian Prudential Regulation 

Authority, nd).  APRA is an industry funded organisation established on 1 July 1998 in 

order to bring together the prudential supervision functions of the Reserve Bank of 

Australia, the Insurance and Superannuation Commission and the Financial Institutions 

Scheme (Australian Prudential Regulation Authority, nd).  The powers of APRA are drawn 

from five Commonwealth Acts - the APRA Act 1998, Banking Act 1959, Financial Sector 

(Shareholdings) Act 1998, Financial Sector (Transfer of Business) Act 1999, and Financial 

Sector (Collection of Data) Act 2001.  The establishment of APRA was a response to the 

Wallis Report (Wallis, 1997) which recommended a single regulator across all classes of 

organisations that conducted the business of banking.  Currently APRA supervises 

institutions holding approximately $3.4 trillion in assets for 21 million Australian 

depositors, policyholders and superannuation fund members (Australian Prudential 

Regulation Authority, nd). 

 

Regulatory changes in the credit union sector 

 

Since 2003 there have been 3 significant regulatory changes which have affected the credit 

union sector, in addition to the impacts of the GFC, namely CLERP 9, the introduction of 

Basel II and the Anti-Money Laundering and Counter Terrorism Financing Act.  The 

following sections briefly outline the changes that have occurred and the impacts on the 

credit union sector.  



10 

 

CLERP 9 

The Corporations Law Economic Reform Program (Audit Reform and Corporate 

Disclosure Act) was enacted in response to a review of corporate regulation and to the 

findings and recommendations of the Wallis Report.  The Wallis Report into the structure 

and regulation of the Australian financial system found that it was fragmented and varied, 

driven by the particular industry sector and products being provided (Wallis, 1997).  The 

major recommendations from the Report provide the underpinning objectives to the 

changes in corporate regulation with respect to the financial services sector.  The four 

factors are a single licensing regime, standard competencies for financial sales, advice and 

dealings, consistent and comparable financial product disclosure, and a single authorisation 

procedure for financial exchanges and clearing and settlement facilities. 

 

Implementation of the changes was introduced over a two-year transitional period 

commencing on 11 March 2002.  While it is not the purpose of this overview to detail the 

implications of the changes, it is noted that during what has been identified as a growth 

period for disclosure of social and environmental reporting generally, that the credit union 

sector, primarily managed under voluntary directorships, was subject to significant 

changes.  These changes included elements of licensing of the credit union as an Australian 

Financial Services Licensee, provision of appropriate training of staff and authorised 

representatives, establishment of internal and external dispute resolution processes, and 

disclosure and conduct requirements.  The significance of the reforms did not just arise 

from the changes to regulations and how credit unions undertook compliance requirements, 

but also in the retraining and education of staff and directors and the subsequent impact on 

the prioritisation of non-mandatory activities such as reporting on social and environmental 

impacts.  
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Basel II 

Prudential supervision within the banking sector is centred on the identification and 

management of risk.  The prudential regime adhered to in Australia is based upon the 

standards established by the Basel Committee of the Bank for International Settlements.  

The Basel Committee on banking supervision was established by the Central Bank 

Governors of the Group of Ten countries in 1975 (Bank for International Settlements, 

2009).  The Committee consisted of senior representatives of bank supervising authorities 

and central banks from Belgium, Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Luxembourg, the 

Netherlands, Sweden, Switzerland, the UK and the US.   

 

The measure of prudential adequacy is based on the concept of the maintenance of 

sufficient capital as measured against risk-weighted assets, control of liquidity risk, credit 

risk, market risk and operations risk (Bank for International Settlements, 2006).  The 1988 

Basel Capital accord prescribed a minimum of 8% to be the benchmark of sufficient capital 

across all deposit taking institutions (Bank for International Settlements, 2006).  To assist 

organisations to meet prudential requirements a set of 16 standards have been in place.  The 

standards cover areas including, but not restricted to, capital adequacy, liquidity, credit 

quality, risk management across services offered, business continuity, audit and governance 

(Bank for International Settlements, 2006).   

 

A review of the Basel Capital Accord led to the adoption of the Basel II Capital Accord on 

1 January 2008.  A significant change arising from the revision is the removal of the 

prescribed minimum holding level of capital of 8% (Basel Committee on Banking 

Supervision, 2009).  This new approach is based on three pillars - a base for assessing 



12 

 

minimum capital adequacy, a supervisory review process, and market monitoring.  The first 

pillar has required the preparation of new prudential standards on credit risk and operational 

risk.  The new standards were prepared with a view to providing a robust and relevant 

assessment of the risk of each individual institution.  The second pillar requires institutions 

to have processes and plans in place for assessing and maintaining capital levels.  The final 

pillar promotes a market based review by requiring appropriate disclosure to the market in 

order to create an environment of peer assessment of capital and risk profiles (Basel 

Committee on Banking Supervision, 2009).   

 

One could expect that the revision and subsequent adoption of this new approach to 

prudential supervision has had an impost on entity resources.  This would include 

additional time devoted to regulatory requirements to be provided by the voluntary 

directors of institutions in the credit union sector in order to gain an understanding of these 

modifications and for preparation to implement these changes. 

 

Anti-Money Laundering and Counter Terrorism Financing Act 

Immediately prior to the introduction of Basel II in January 2008 the sector had seen the 

introduction of the Anti-Money Laundering and Counter-Terrorism Financing Act 2006 

(AMLA).  The introduction of the Act was staggered over two years, commencing 12 

December 2006.  The purpose of introducing legislation of this nature was to bring 

Australia into line with international best practices to deter money laundering activities and 

the financing of terrorism.   

 

The significant difference between the previous Financial Transaction Reports Act 1988 

(FTRA) and the new AMLA lies in the focus of the legislation.  The FTRA imposed 
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regulations on particular types of institutions whereas the AMLA regulates particular types 

of activities.  Thus the AMLA captures a larger range of institutions.  The core obligations 

arising from the AMLA include verifying customers’ identity, reporting suspicious matters 

and high value transactions, maintaining internal processes to identify and adhere to anti-

money laundering and counter terrorism financing, and to produce and retain appropriate 

records. 

 

CSR reporting in the banking sector 

 

During the 1980’s and 1990’s the financial services sector was exposed to significant 

changes.  The Wallis Report (Wallis, 1997) reviewed the sector, and in particular the 

deregulation of the sector, and concluded that the impact of service rationalisation in the 

finance industry had been more severe in smaller towns (Rogers & Ryan, 2001).  Changes 

in rural financial service provision since the 1990’s has seen the closure of bank branches 

and the reduction in banking services, along with decline in regional services including 

non-bank financial services, government agencies, and health services.  While bank branch 

openings and closings have traditionally reflected changes in economic development and 

population changes (Ralston & Beal, 2000), the effect of the deregulated financial services 

sector has been a focus on efficiency (Wallis, 1997).  

 

The changes in the sector which has resulted in the closure of service centres and reduction 

of services provides an opportunity for those remaining to redevelop as niche providers.  

Such a re-development of the organisation and the services offered by the organisation, 

could extend to the role that the organisation plays within the community.  This re-
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evaluation in a climate of greater focus on the environment and society could explain the 

increase in reporting of social and environmental aspects in the banking sector. 

 

Social and environmental accounting (SEA), while not mandatory in Australia, is being 

addressed by Australian banks and credit unions.  The approach adopted commonly in the 

commercial banking sector tends to be a formal statement included as part of the prescribed 

end of year reporting, with the key placement of comments in respect to social performance 

on the web-site of the organisation (McGrath, 2003), whilst the credit union sector adopts a 

less structured approach.  

 

The Australian Bankers Association (ABA) (Australian Bankers Association, 2003) 

mission statement is to "Improve the economic wellbeing of Australia by fostering a 

banking system recognised as one of the safest, dynamic and most efficient in the world".  

The ABA released a Code of Banking Practice, revised in 2004, committed to a review of 

the code which incorporates a consultative forum approach to take into account community 

views about banking (Australian Bankers’ Association, 2004).  However, the focus of 

activities on banks remains in the arena of financial well-being. 

 

Despite this focus on financial performance, social and environmental activities are being 

reported by commercial banks.  The UK SustainAbility organisation, when evaluating 

reporting performance, considered the Australian bank Westpac to be a good example of 

TBL reporting.  However, despite being a good example, Westpac failed to be ranked in the 

top 50 TBL reporting organisations internationally in 2003 (Rice, 2004).  An examination 

of the approaches adopted by Australian banks to report social and environmental activities 

revealed that statements regarding the banks’ actions were being made (McGrath, 2003).  
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This finding correlated with earlier Canadian experiences of reporting (Zeghal & Ahmed, 

1990).  However, in the context of Australian banks, these statements were not disclosed as 

part of the formal end of year reporting mechanism in all cases (McGrath, 2003).  The 

McGrath (2003) exploratory study sought to capture a snapshot of the extent of social and 

environmental reporting by commercial banks in Australia.  A simplified content analysis 

approach was adopted in the study (McGrath, 2003) and each incidence reported in each of 

the categories was counted.  The study identified a range of reporting categories, but no 

evaluation was made of the importance attributed to each of the reported categories.    

 

Unlike the Guthrie and Mathews (1985) study which assessed the volume of disclosure, 

thereby creating a proxy measure of importance using volume as the indicator, the McGrath 

(2003) study sought only to identify if social accounting was being reported, and the 

method and format of such reporting.  It was found that the placement of comments in 

respect to social performance was largely via the web-site rather than in formalised reports.  

Further, at the time of the study very few of the banks examined incorporated a reference to 

social accounting or social responsibility within the mission statement or goals of the 

organisation.  While two of the banks examined had a Social Policy Statement, this was not 

integrated into the global mission statement. 

 

Chan and Welford (2005) suggest that increased concern with matters associated with 

environmental impacts in the US can be attributed to the introduction of the Superfund Act.  

The Superfund Act was introduced to retrospectively legislate responsibility, and without 

need for proof of fault, for the clean-up costs of environmental damage.  In response, the 

US financial markets have become cautious about investment in industrial enterprises 

operating in environmentally risky areas.  Further, it has become increasingly common for 
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banks to reject loan applications where potential borrowers are viewed to have high levels 

of contingent environmental liabilities (Xiao & Li, 2002).  Other countries, including 

Australia, have introduced compensation legislation with similar effects to the Superfund 

Act, with the potential for global roll-out over the next decade with the expectation of 

increasing concerns globally with respect to the environment. 

 

A case study of the Scandinavian retail bank Swedbank is one of the few studies that, rather 

than investigating reporting practices, instead examined the strategy and practices of the 

bank branches with regard to CSR (Enquist, Johnson, & Skålén, 2006).  This paper sought 

to understand CSR in terms of value creation for a range of stakeholders, with the 

shareholder being one of the stakeholders.  The adoption of CSR in Swedbank was guided 

by a social-harmony strategy which is underpinned by a view that it is impossible to 

disconnect business from ethics.  The paper focused on how the practices within the 

organisation changed when four CSR initiatives were adopted.  The authors demonstrate 

the importance for Swedbank of linking, in a proactive and responsive manner, stakeholder 

thinking to CSR in order to bring about value creation (Enquist et al., 2006).   

 

Decker (2004) investigated the shift to adopt a CSR strategy in the UK retail banking 

sector.  The impact of the attention to CSR issues has been the manifestation of efforts to 

create a competitive advantage out of CSR strategies.  The difficulty of this approach in the 

banking sector, and other service sectors, is that the services cannot be patented and are 

easily copied, thus providing opportunity for competitor entry.  Partnerships between retail 

banks and mutuals such as credit unions were identified as a key strategy to address the 

challenges of CSR in the UK (Decker, 2004).   
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The inference from these studies is that CSR strategies and reporting are present in the 

financial sector but not uniformly adopted.  It is also evident that little research has been 

undertaken regarding CSR in the credit union or small entity segment of the banking sector. 

The following section of the paper outlines the design and findings of an exploratory study 

to gain a feel for how CSR reporting has progressed and if there are indicators of inhibitors 

arising from the extent of change that has typified the sector over the past decade. 

 

Research Design 

 

Three types of credit unions were identified as operating within Australia.  The first group 

are those that have an industry base and operate nationally.  Included in the second group 

are non-industry specific, identifying instead with a geographically defined area but which 

have been amalgamated with other geographically based credit unions and are administered 

by a central board of directors, often from a metropolitan base.  The final group are those 

credit unions that are geographically based, but with a local board of management.  It is the 

latter that were the subject of interest in the current study and are listed in Table 1.   

 

Credit unions generally contained within geographic boundaries were chosen for the study.  

This was based on a view that the credit unions would maintain close community links and 

connections to individuals and organisations within their operating area.  The social and 

environmental impacts were considered by the researcher to be more easily identified by 

the credit union where the organisation has embedded links to the community.  Industry or 

special interest based groups and geographically dispersed organisations in the credit union 

sector, while having the same social goals embedded in their organisational philosophies, 

do not have the same level of focus to a geographically defined community.  Thus these 
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groups were excluded from the study in order to concentrate on those organisations which 

have developed within a bounded geographic community. 

 

Geographically based credit unions play an important role within the communities in which 

they are located.  This responsibility is clearly articulated in the mission statement of the 

overarching credit union industry body, requiring these organisations to serve the 

community.  Credit unions operating in regionally based centres have the capacity to make 

valuable contributions to regional communities by the adoption of social and environmental 

strategies and, therefore, to secure a sustainable future (Rogers & Ryan, 2001).   

 

The credit unions listed in Table 1 were extracted from the ABACUS member listing 

available from the ABACUS website.  The list was restricted to those on the eastern side of 

Australia for accessability for interviews.  For consistency, autonomous credit unions of a 

similar size and with two primary characteristics, being geographically based and regional, 

were selected for potential participation in the project. 

 

Insert Table 1 

 

Data was collected by two mechanisms.  Interviews were undertaken as part of a larger 

project and were conducted in 2007/2008.  Of the total of 131 credit unions identified in 

these three states, 35 qualified to be approached for interviews, based on their size and 

regional focus.  Telephone calls, and email where phone contact was unsuccessful, were 

used to seek participation in the interviews.  Four organisations were able to provide access 

to a member of the management team and one director who was not a member of the 

management team for the interviews.  Two of the organisations who agreed to participate 
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had a social and environmental agenda, although neither had published a report in the past 

year and the other two did not report, and had not reported at any time in the past.   

 

Each interview was located at the business location of the participant, except for one 

director respondent who chose to be interviewed at home.  The interviews were semi-

structured which permitted the exploration of issues raised and provided flexibility in the 

way respondents approached the discussion around CSR reporting.   The time for each 

interview varied from one to two hours and the interviews were conducted over the period 

July to December 2008 subject to availability of the participant.  

 

The interviews were taped with the permission of the participants and transcribed by the 

researcher.  The transcripts of the interviews were analysed using content analysis, a 

technique for examining written material objectively and systematically (Liu & Chen, 

2005) and considered to be useful for exploring and explaining research (Neuman, 2003).  

The content analysis technique identified common themes in the understanding of social 

and environmental impacts.  This process was manually undertaken as the volume of data 

was not prohibitive. A phrase (rather than a word) was used as the unit of analysis for the 

purposes of the content analysis in order to identify themes and to best capture the concepts 

of CSR. 

 

CSR is a multidimensional construct with an array of terms used to define the concept.  As 

the construct does not have a universal definition, it was important to consider an array of 

terms and phrases that could be used by participants from a diverse knowledge base.  Thus, 

in the analysis of the transcripts, a phrase was chosen as the unit of measure.  A phrase or 
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sentence  rather than a single word has also been adopted in other studies to ensure depth of 

understanding (Hackston & Milne, 1996). 

 

The interviews provided valuable insight into the management of the participating credit 

unions. However, with such a low response rate it was felt that further insight into this sub 

group of the sector would be available from public information. Where a website had been 

identified for a regionally based credit union the site was viewed and searched using key 

words thought to capture the concept of CSR.  The search sought to ascertain if a stand 

alone CSR or sustainability report was available or if a policy statement or document was 

available relating to social and environmental practices.  In addition the annual report was 

viewed to ascertain if any attempt was made to incorporate CSR issues into the financial 

report.  Key words used in the search included: CSR, sustainability, social impacts, 

environmental impacts, community, green, green loans and annual reports.  This data was 

collected in December 2009 and January 2010. 

 

Findings 

 

Interviews 

Two themes emerged from the responses by participants in the interviews.  The first theme 

identified was that elements of CSR policy and strategies existed within the credit unions.  

However they tended to be informal 

“Strategy is not formal, not like accounting standards”; and   

“We have a buy local policy but (it’s) informal”. 
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Respondents were either unaware of formal policies within their organisation or were 

focused on specific aspects of the policy such as the buy local policy.  As noted in the 

analysis of web-sites below broad social focused policies were included on websites in the 

year following the interviews.   

 

The second theme related to reporting, or the lack of reporting.  All participants recognised 

the need to report CSR, even those who had yet to embark on articulating a CSR strategy.  

However, universally participants indicated reporting was not being undertaken at the 

present time, this was confirmed by the investigation of the websites which indicated no 

public report was prepared during the interview period by any of the participating 

organisations.  

 

“(We were) at the forefront when it all started but probably (organisation) hasn’t 

kept up to speed and it hasn’t kept up with all the changes and best practice that we 

could be doing” 

 

While it was expected that not all organisations would adopt some strategy to report CSR 

activities once established as a reporter it would be expected that this activity would 

continue. However, the acknowledgement that one organisation, indeed one that considered 

themselves to be a leader in the area of CSR reporting, had suspended reporting activities 

was of concern.  The explanations suggested for inhibiting reporting drawn from the 

interviews indicated impacts from three areas:  

1. Changing systems and compliance issues  

“We put out a social audit report every year, this year though we have been doing 

all the social during the year we haven’t actually put out a report as we are in the 
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middle of changing our reporting system. To save paper we have not been printing”.  

“Lower priority as no compliance requirement.  Past few years driven by 

compliance and core business , what want to do is model on 2 year cycle”. 

“Focus has been necessary for period of time on compliance requirements. Prior to 

this had more time”. 

 

Respondents from all of the organisations indicated a focus on the introduction of 

the regulatory changes with reference made to Basel II and/or  the introduction of 

AMLA.  The failure to have mandatory reporting for CSR has seen the focus move 

towards issues of regulatory importance. 

 

2. Focus on financial concerns  

“In past three years focus on savings, institutional borrowings and transaction based 

banking products”. 

 

While not a focus of this study it was noted in the time between evaluation of 

potential organisation participants based on geographic focus and the post interview 

review of the websites that a number of organisations had undergone a change in 

structure. The number of credit unions with a defined geographic area and with a 

Board of Managers and senior management located within the geographic area had 

dropped. A number of the smaller organisations had amalgamated with larger 

organisations from other regions including metropolitan areas.  It is not possible to 

explain the change without further research but the focus on financial concerns does 

provide an indicator that financial security and market penetration may have been 

an element of concern in a sector to ensure survival. 
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3. Limited resources. 

“Moved to GRI model and now to CUSCAL model to align with toolkit for 

comparison with other credit unions. Over time resources driven and thus timing 

varies”. 

 

“Triple bottom line report became hard to resource, our size did not permit a 

focused report”. 

 

“Not using toolkit, the issue is that it needs time to have someone do it but also 

there is a feeling that not getting any value from it” 

 

The comments indicate a clear need for efficiency in the use of resources, 

particularly human resources.  CSR reporting appears to be viewed as an additional 

cost, and a cost that at least one respondent felt provided not return to the 

organisation.  The failure to allocate resources to the preparation of reports in itself 

does not indicate a failure to adopt a CSR strategy, however it does raise some 

issues about how the strategies, when they are in place, are evaluated.  

 

Web reporting 

The degree of information available on the websites of credit unions was variable. The 

information ranged from those credit unions which provided little more than a standardised 

set including annual reports, a statement about the credit union, summary of products and 

services offered and contact information to those credit unions with expanded sites which 

included this information but also detailed policies, links to community groups and events, 
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history of the organisation, career and employment information, and e-newsletters. 

 

From the website two aspects of CSR reporting were considered.  Firstly the presence of a 

discrete sustainability or CSR report made available on the website, secondly if there was a 

policy statement regarding CSR available on the website. 

 

Table 2 summarises the findings of the web site analysis.  Included in the table is a column 

indicating if the credit unions prepares an annual report which was available on the internet 

and if a discrete report of social and environmental impacts was prepared.  A discrete report 

was defined as either a stand-alone report or a discrete section of the annual report.  

Paragraphs devoted to issues concerning CSR included in sections of the annual report, 

such as the report prepared by the CEO or Chairman, were not considered to be a discrete 

report.   

 

Insert Table 2 

 

It was found that few credit unions were reporting their social and environmental impacts 

utilising a comprehensive discrete social or sustainability report, instead preferring a less 

structured approach to reporting.  Only one credit union utilised a discrete report available 

on the website.  One used the annual financial report but included a significant section in 

the report on CSR.  The length of the section varied over the fours years it was reported 

from three to eight pages.  A third credit union had a dedicated website which included 

both statements regarding performance and policy statements.  This was in contrast to the 

majority with a website, where information was generally restricted to a section or link on 

the website.  Few credit unions have adopted the Credit Union Toolkit. This lack of 
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utilisation has also included those involved in trialling the Toolkit for reporting. 

 

Just over 50% of credit unions provided a policy statements related to CSR.  The extent of 

the information varied but the dominant area was that concerned with sponsorship.  This 

section was often labelled as “community”.  This supports the comments of the interview 

participants who indicated no formal policies existed. This interpretation has some 

reservations. The lack of policy on the websites could be an indicator of an underdeveloped 

website rather than a lack of policy. It could be argued that the lack of policy is more 

concerned with a lack of communication of policy.  This in itself would raise concerns as 

participants in the interviews were all involved in the management of the credit union and it 

is assumed would have a knowledge of policy.  It could however be posited that 

participants also had a broader understanding of CSR thus the response to the existence or 

lack of existence of formal policy pertaining to CSR reflected a view that the policy should 

be about more than sponsorship of sporting teams and community groups.  

 

Conclusion and limitations 

 

Commercial banks, have shown increased reporting of CSR, arguably as a means for 

legitimising their actions, which could be viewed as challenging an extended notion of 

accountability (Deegan, 1999).  While credit unions have been well placed to respond to the 

perceived negative actions of the commercial banks by moving into the gaps left by these 

actions, including regional bank closures (Decker, 2004) they have not had the same level 

of adoption of CSR reporting.  By nature of their underlying philosophy of serving the 

community, credit unions have integrated the extended notion of accountability, that is 

largely yet to be embedded into commercial banks but evidence indicates that while clear 
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direction has been set by policy in the majority of the credit unions in this study this has not 

been articulated into a reporting regime.  What is clear is that the challenge remains to 

identify an acceptable reporting framework that reflects the community impacts yet is 

operational by entities with resource restrictions. 

 

Credit unions at the time of this study cited a focus on regulatory and financial concerns as 

the priority of management.  This focus may change as the sector settles in the aftermath of 

the changes, however it was noted that this post regulatory change appears to have brought 

about a restructuring of organisations in the sector. In addition there was some concern 

expressed as to the value of CSR reporting despite evidence of policy support within the 

sector.   

 

The choice to embark on a study of regionally based credit unions, restricted in size to the 

localised communities they serve, expands the knowledge base concerning attitudes to CSR 

and the reporting of CSR in small to medium size organisations.  Typically, prior studies 

(Deegan & Gordon, 1996; Deegan, Rankin, & Tobin, 2002; Hackston & Milne, 1996; 

Kreuze, Newell, & Newell, 1996) have focused on publicly listed corporations and multi-

nationals.  The analysis of the interviews of the research revealed a sector with limited 

resources which has been stretched by the imposition of new regulatory regimes.   

 

While providing some insight into CSR practices the research in respect to publication of 

CSR reports was primarily based on information available on websites for individual credit 

unions and ABACUS, the sectors governing body, during the period December 2009 and 

January 2010.  The outcomes are thus limited in the assumption that any reports or policy 

statements are published via websites, further that the publications were available during 
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the time of the study.  In addition the study was limited by the search skills of the 

researcher and the key words chosen.  Further limitations are acknowledged from the low 

number of interviews and organisations willing to participate in the interview phase which 

amounted to only 12.5% of the identified credit unions. 

 

The choice to embark on a study of regionally based credit unions, restricted in size to the 

localised communities they serve, expands the knowledge base concerning attitudes to CSR 

and the reporting of CSR in small to medium size organisations.  Typically, prior studies 

(Deegan & Gordon, 1996; Deegan et al., 2002; Hackston & Milne, 1996; Kreuze et al., 

1996) have focused on publicly listed corporations and multi-nationals.  The analysis of the 

interviews of the research revealed a sector with limited resources which has been stretched 

by the imposition of new regulatory regimes.   
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Figures and Tables 

Figure 1: Structure of the Australian Credit Union Sector 

ABACUS 

Industry body for 

Australian credit unions 

and mutual building 

societies. 

Credit Unions 

World Council of Credit Unions, 

Inc. (WOCCU) 

Advocate and development agency 

 

Regulatory environment 
National Credit Union Association 

Inc (NCUA) 

Represents the interests of member 

credit unions to the appropriate 

governmental departments, authorities 

and Parliamentarians and advises 

members on appropriate legislative and 

related developments and requirements. 

APRA 

Prudential regulator of the 

Australian financial services 

industry. 

CUFA 

The development agency 

for the Australian Credit 

Union Movement.  

CUSCAL 

Provider of wholesale and 

transactional banking 

services to retail financial 

institutions. 
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Name and Location by Australian State 

G
eo

g
ra

p
h

ic
 

re
st
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ct

io
n

 

R
eg

io
n

al
 

NSW Bananacoast Community Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

NSW Berrima District Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

NSW 
Blue Mountains & Riverlands Community Credit Union 

Ltd 
Y Y 

NSW Broken Hill Community Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

NSW Calare Credit Union Ltd (First Choice) Y Y 

VIC Central Murray Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

NSW Central West Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

NSW Coastline Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

NSW Companion Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

NSW Country First Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

NSW Eurobodalla Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

VIC Goulburn Murray Credit Union Co-Operative Ltd Y Y 

Qld Gympie Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

Tas Heritage Isle Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

NSW Holiday Coast Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

NSW Horizon Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

NSW Hunter United Employees' Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

NSW Macarthur Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

Qld Maleny and District Community Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

NSW New England Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

NSW Northern Inland Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

NSW Orana Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

NSW Orange Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

VIC RegionalOne Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

NSW Shoalhaven Credit Union Y Y 

NSW South West Slopes Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

NSW Southern Cross Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

VIC South-West Credit Union Co-Operative Ltd Y Y 

VIC St Marys Swan Hill Co-Operative Credit Society Ltd Y Y 

NSW Summerland Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

NSW Wagga Mutual Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

Qld Warwick Credit Union Ltd Y Y 

VIC WAW Credit Union Co-Operative Ltd Y Y 

Key: Y = Yes, N = No 

Table 1: Regional based credit unions on East Coast Australia. 
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Name and Location by Australian 

State 

Annual 

Report 

available 

CSR Policy evident 

Discrete 

CSR report 

NSW 
Bananacoast Community 

Credit Union Ltd 
Y N N 

NSW 
Berrima District Credit 

Union Ltd 
N Y N 

NSW 

Blue Mountains & 

Riverlands Community 

Credit Union Ltd 

N N N 

NSW 
Broken Hill Community 

Credit Union Ltd 
Y N N 

NSW 
Calare Credit Union Ltd 

(First Choice) 
N N N 

VIC 
Central Murray Credit 

Union Ltd 
N N N 

NSW 
Central West Credit Union 

Ltd 
Y N N 

NSW Coastline Credit Union Ltd Y N N 

NSW 
Companion Credit Union 

Ltd 
Y 

No policy but mention of 

community  and community 

link page to programs 

involvement as section annual 

report 

N 

NSW 
Country First Credit Union 

Ltd 
Y only page on sponsorships N 

NSW 
Eurobodalla Credit Union 

Ltd 
N N N 

VIC 
Goulburn Murray Credit 

Union Co-Operative Ltd 
N N N 

Qld Gympie Credit Union Ltd N N N 

Tas 
Heritage Isle Credit Union 

Ltd 
Y N N 

NSW 
Holiday Coast Credit 

Union Ltd 
Y N N 

NSW Horizon Credit Union Ltd Y Yes green horizon N 

NSW 
Hunter United Employees' 

Credit Union Ltd 
CONC 

Green loan product statement 

& whistle blower policy 
N 

NSW 
Macarthur Credit Union 

Ltd 
Y N N 

Qld 

Maleny and District 

Community Credit Union 

Ltd 

Y Y 
2002 and 

2003 

NSW 
New England Credit Union 

Ltd 
Y N N 

NSW 
Northern Inland Credit 

Union Ltd 
N N N 

NSW Orana Credit Union Ltd N N N 

NSW Orange Credit Union Ltd Y Sponsorship list N 

VIC 
RegionalOne Credit Union 

Ltd 
Y Y Y 

NSW Shoalhaven Credit Union Y 
Sponsorship and core values 

statement 
N 
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Name and Location by Australian 

State 

Annual 

Report 

available 

CSR Policy evident 

Discrete 

CSR report 

NSW 
South West Slopes Credit 

Union Ltd 
N Sponsorship and community N 

NSW 
Southern Cross Credit 

Union Ltd 
Y Policy on sponsorship N 

VIC 
South-West Credit Union 

Co-Operative Ltd 
Y N N 

VIC 

St Marys Swan Hill Co-

Operative Credit Society 

Ltd 

Y N N 

NSW 
Summerland Credit Union 

Ltd 
Y Extensive policy Y 

NSW 
Wagga Mutual Credit 

Union Ltd 
Y Y 

Dedicated 

website 

Qld Warwick Credit Union Ltd Y Y N 

VIC 
WAW Credit Union Co-

Operative Ltd 
Y Y 

Yes, a 

section in 

2006 to 2009 

annual 

reports 

 

Table 2: Reports and CSR policy statements available on website. 

 


