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LIKE A 
NAUTILUS, 
HUDSON 
VALLEY CU’S 
BOARD EVOLVES 
BEAUTIFULLY 
INTO ITS NEXT 
STAGE OF 
GOVERNANCE.
BY JENNIE BODEN 
AND ALEXANDER 
STEIN, PH.D.

COVER STORY

The nautilus is a shelled sea creature known for 
renewing itself in a most beautiful fashion. 
It builds a new chamber inside the cover of its 

shell, moves out of the compartment in which it has 
been living, and seals off the old. As it progresses 
over time, the nautilus creates an amazing spiral 
shell with many sections.

In an ideal world, credit union boards would 
renew themselves as the nautilus does—build-
ing on the old to create a new, more expansive 
governance space.

But how many credit unions engage in 
conversations about building the next era of board 
governance? In the 2020 State of Credit Union Gover-
nance (cues.org/qg), we reported that almost 25% of 
all board members have held their positions for at 
least 20 years. That’s okay to some extent because 
historical continuity is good. Institutional knowl-
edge and accrued wisdom are important to tackling 
today’s complexities.

On the other hand, we’ve seen directors who 
perpetuated a negative culture for decades and 
boards where members were battling serious 
age-related health issues. We’ve also seen boards 
struggle under the weight of training too many 
newcomers, people with insufficient experience 

joining the boards of $2 billion credit unions, 
and recent additions who didn’t understand the 
difference between governing and managing. 

How do credit union boards transition to their 
next stage more like the nautilus—gracefully 
striking a balance between historical continu-
ity and the next right steps for the board and the 
organization overall?

When leaders at $6.5 billion Hudson Valley 
Credit Union (hvcu.org), Poughkeepsie, New York, 
decided it was time to take a fresh, top-to-bottom 
look at the board’s nominations process, we were 
privileged to accompany them and provide our 
professional guidance along the way. We are grate-
ful to them for letting us tell you their elegant and 
effective story of board renewal. 

“As our credit union continued to grow to over 
$6 billion, we knew we needed to transform our 
governance,” says Board Chair Nancy Kappler-
Foster, a CUES member. “Through our work 
with Quantum Governance and Dolus Advisors 
on increasing the effectiveness of our policies 
and practices—and in particular the construc-
tive partnership between the board and the 
CEO—we understood the next step was to focus 
on the ideal board and supervisory committee 

A Continuously 
Bigger and 
Better Box
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of the future and then build a state-of-the-art nominations 
process to achieve that.”

GETTING STARTED
Led by Kappler-Foster, the board began by chartering a new gov-
ernance and nominations committee, integrating the original 
nominations committee as a subcommittee within a broader 
governance committee charter; redefining the roles and respon-
sibilities for board members; and reevaluating its board-level 
committee structure overall. Next, the board examined its entire 
nominations process from recruiting to onboarding.

We facilitated workshops with the board, management and 
supervisory committee that enabled Hudson Valley CU’s volunteers 
and management team members to commit to a new process that:

• Developed an overall vision for the nominations process, 
attending to group dynamics, tone and culture, trust, 
psychological safety and, of course, good governance.

• Leveraged decision science, combining business tactics, 
technology and behavioral sciences through a collaborative 
approach to help leaders make optimal, data-driven decisions.

• Surveyed the decision landscape, identifying and evaluating 
the credit union’s needs and ultimate goals at the board and 
supervisory committee levels and forecasting the probable 
consequences of its decisions.

• Challenged everyone involved to overcome their biases and 
blind spots, subordinating their own personal interests to 
the credit union’s best interests.

• Valued character in the boardroom as highly as key per-
formance indicators, identifying not only hard skills and 
expertise but also character traits and attributes to drive the 
identification and prioritization of candidates.

IDENTIFYING NEEDED SKILLS AND ATTRIBUTES
We helped Hudson Valley CU’s leaders clarify the skills and attributes 
they sought in new board and supervisory committee members. Like 
many CUs, Hudson Valley CU’s leaders hadn’t revisited their wish list 
in ages. (See sidebar for the CU’s “before” and “after” calls for candidates.)

We looked to data to guide the way toward a new standard. The 
2020 State of Credit Union Governance report found significant differ-
ences between what credit unions sought in their candidates and 
the skills and attributes they actually valued in the boardroom. 

And Hudson Valley CU was no different. When we surveyed the 
CU’s board, supervisory committee members and management, 
we found they had been prioritizing skills in financial literacy, 
professional services and operations. However, the perceived value 
of those skills in the boardroom was significantly lower than 
for human skills like being able to focus on the future, do critical 
thinking and be independent-minded. We recommended that the 
CU prioritize (in both its recruitment and nominations processes) 
what its leaders value most in the boardroom. In actuality, the 
shift was likely long overdue, as it is for most credit unions.

Following an analysis of their survey data and focused work with 
both the volunteer and management leadership, Hudson Valley 
CU developed a new call for candidates that delineated specific 
skills, attributes and character traits that matched the credit union’s 
changing governance needs, culture and core values—in alignment 
with what board members actually value in the boardroom. (See 

sidebar, “Hudson Valley CU’s Call for Candidates Refresh.”)
“I was so gratified to see the change in focus from fiduciary- to 

strategic-related skills for our new board members,” says President/
CEO Mary Madden, CCE, a CUES member. “As we look to the future 
and the $10 billion threshold (by 2027), the management team will 
be looking to our board to ask the hard questions that need to be 
asked from a strategic point of view, while we’re overseeing the day-
to-day operations. Certainly, board members need to continue to be 
responsive to their fiduciary duties, but strategically, there are a lot of 
critical, strategic decisions in front of us.”

THE CANDIDATE PROCESS
Historically, Hudson Valley CU used traditional routes for 
board recruitment—issuing the call for candidates on its web-
site and in member statements and posting it in its branches. 
The CU’s nominations subcommittee leveraged AVP/PR and 
Corporate Communications Lisa Morris to help get the word 
out in new ways. Morris placed ads on LinkedIn, sent word out 
to the area’s largest chambers of commerce, and conducted 
outreach through other specialty membership organizations 
and associations in the CU’s region. For the first time, board 
members took a more active role in recruiting.

All told, Hudson Valley CU received 18 applications for three open 
seats for its board last year. In the end, new board members came 
from board and volunteer referrals and Morris’ outreach to the Pro-
fessionals of Color Network Hudson Valley (tinyurl.com/pochv). Morris 
believes casting the net wide was a value-add. 

“Any additional outreach we do as a credit union—whether it’s 
marketing for a new product or issuing the call for candidates to 
and through a new association—means we’re reaching potential 
new members,” she says. 

A CEO once told Quantum Governance that his board was so con-
cerned that he would “stack the deck” in his favor, he wasn’t even 
allowed to know how many applications his credit union received 
in response to the call for candidates. We took the opposite tack, 
recommending that Hudson Valley CU include Madden in the en-
tire process. As a result, she participated as an ex-officio, non-voting 
member of the nominations subcommittee, lending her decades of 
expertise in interviewing, evaluating and vetting high-level profes-
sional candidates. 

“At first, we were all a bit skeptical about including Mary in the 
process,” said Julie Majak, the current chair of Hudson Valley CU’s 
nominations subcommittee. “But having her participate was an 
important, positive change. After we reminded ourselves that she 
had a voice—not a vote—we all quickly moved on to benefit greatly 
from our CEO’s expertise and insights. Her participation is now a 
given moving forward.”

We also recommended the nominations subcommittee add a 
peer evaluation for any incumbent candidates, as well as psycho-
metric testing in the form of the EverthingDISC Workplace Profile 
(discprofile.com) and expand interviews from 20 minutes to an hour. 
We also helped the committee develop strategic interview question 
sets to be used for all candidates to test the issues most important to 
the credit union. 

Importantly, the nominations subcommittee approached each 
interview with a new, elevated perspective of what was required 
and a clear understanding of what the board was looking for in 
new volunteers. 

FOR BOARDS, C-SUITE
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We recommended Hudson Valley CU use a five-point scale 
for evaluating candidates based on the outcome of the assess-
ment. Future board members should be: skilled enough to be 
board chair (even though it might never be right for them to 
be chair, see cumanagement.com/0122goodgovernance); criti-
cal and strategic thinkers; independent-minded; consensus-
builders; and of unimpeachable integrity. We also suggested 
the nominations subcommittee prioritize diverse candidates 
and individuals with previous board experience and expertise  
in the financial realm.

The nominations subcommittee selected five of the 18 candidates 
to interview, ultimately nominating three candidates who were later 
elected to the board. The subcommittee also launched an associate 
board member program. (At cues.org/boardpolicies, see package 1). 
This enabled bringing in a strong fourth candidate as an associate 
director, creating the opportunity to increase the candidate’s general 
knowledge of CU governance over time, while benefitting immedi-
ately from the candidate’s attributes and expertise.

THE ONBOARDING PROCESS
Not content with improving only the nominations process, Hudson 
Valley CU’s leadership also focused on enhancing its onboarding 
program for new volunteers. A small task force comprising both 
board and staff was created and led by an expert in training from 
the CU’s HR department. The task force expanded the CU’s original, 
skeletal onboarding process into a robust program that includes a 
15-plus hour, four-session orientation curriculum with homework 
assignments and between-session learning. The program also in-
cludes a variety of training modalities and sources, including online 
modules from CUES; in-person presentations from staff and board 
members; and written materials.

Beyond the orientation curriculum, Hudson Valley CU has  
committed to at least a 12-month onboarding process that includes 
regular check-ins by the board chair, committee assignments and 
access to the CEO, and management representatives who can pro-
vide tools, answer questions and serve as subject matter experts to 
help new directors understand the nuances of the CU industry, the 
CU’s budget, executive compensation and the economy, plus learn 
how their strategic decisions apply to and impact operations and  
results. Hudson Valley CU eventually aims to have all its volun-
teers and supervisory committee members participate in  
the onboarding process.

THE HUMAN DIMENSIONS OF THE PROCESS
We would be remiss if we didn’t address the challenges that such 

a significant amount of change raised. Implementing this multi-
phase process was a massive undertaking for Hudson Valley CU’s 
board, supervisory committee and nominations subcommittee, 
and it represented a gap-leaping progression in the leaders’ abil-
ity to meet members’ needs. (For more, read, “Key Outcomes and 
Lessons Learned From a Board Renewal Effort” at cumanagement.
com/0122keyoutcomes.)

Successful organizational change involves more than good 
processes and procedures. People are the pivotal element, and 
enabling them to integrate new ways of thinking about and do-
ing things is often the most challenging task.

The starting point for change is recognizing that it’s needed. 
Implicitly, there must have been reasons, acknowledged or not, 
why any action hadn’t come sooner. 

The reasons change is hard and the right ways to contend with 
oppositional forces are unique to each situation. Still, Hudson 
Valley CU’s journey was not uncommon. Its particulars aside, we 
hope—as does the CU’s leadership—their story will be helpful for 
others contemplating similar enhancements.

Board composition did shift over time at Hudson Valley CU, so 
a stagnated boardroom cohort was not the main board renewal 
problem the credit union faced. Rather, the board had not 
empowered the previous nominations subcommittee to func-
tion as a strategically important committee—recruiting the best 
candidates, helping to refresh the strategic makeup of the board 
and revitalizing its vision. While today the nominations com-
mittee is viewed by the board as one of its most consequential 
committees, it had been for years reduced to a group of people 
who executed the simple task of managing the logistics of the 
nominations process, with little to no strategic input or impact 
to the overall makeup of the board. 

Another consequence of that legacy was a contingent that 
strongly believed that maintaining the status quo was in the CU’s 
best interest. In their view, the introduction of innovative tools and 
processes to enhance Hudson Valley CU’s culture and governance 
posed a threat to the long-held assumption that the nominations 
process needed to be completely independent from the board 
and even management. Although the board had signed off on the 
innovations, some members of the nominations subcommittee 
concluded that the changes would be detrimental.

“Some members of the committee were uncomfortable with 
the amount of dramatic change the consultants were looking to 
implement so quickly,” says CUES member Misty Decker, chair of 
the governance and nominations committee. 

In such a situation, building trust and giving the naturally 
conservative individuals the courage to try are what’s needed 
more than anything else. The antidote to resistance and anxiety-

COVER STORY A CONTINUOUSLY BIGGER AND BETTER BOX

“As we look to the future and the $10 billion threshold, the 
management team will be looking to our board to ask the 
hard questions that need to be asked from a strategic point 
of view, while we’re overseeing the day-to-day operations.” 

— Mary Madden, CCE
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Jennie Boden is president of consulting services at CUES 
strategic partner Quantum Governance (quantumgover 
nance.net). She has 30 years of experience in the national 
nonprofit sector and has served as chief staff officer for 
two nonprofits. Alexander Stein, Ph.D., is founder of 
Dolus Advisors (dolusadvisors.com), a consultancy that 
helps leaders address psychologically complex organiza-
tional challenges. The authors offer their gratitude to the 
board, CEO, supervisory committee, senior manage-
ment, the nominations subcommittee, and the gover-
nance and nominations committee at Hudson Valley 
Credit Union for permitting us to publicly discuss this 
aspect of our work with them. Their willingness to share 
for the benefit of the CU community is a hallmark of their 
exceptional attitude toward governance excellence.

FOR BOARDS, C-SUITE

BEFORE
Nominations are being accepted through Nov. 1 

for our 2020 Board of Directors Election. Board 
members are volunteers elected by the credit 
union membership and are responsible for the 
general direction of the credit union, leading 
us forward and positioning the credit union to 
respond to members’ future needs. Directors 
must carry out their duties in the best interest of 
the membership, conforming to all applicable 
rules and regulations, as well as sound business 
practices. 

Members with strong backgrounds in a variety 
of fields are needed, including business, finance 
or investments, human resources, marketing 
or information technology. A director must have 
a working familiarity with basic finance and 
accounting practices, including the ability to read 
and understand the credit union’s balance sheet 
and income statement. Board members volunteer 
an average of 10-15 hours per month to credit 
union business and are also required to attend a 
monthly meeting in Poughkeepsie, New York, as 
well as serve on one or two additional committees. 

MORE ON 
GOVERNANCE

Key Outcomes and 
Lessons Learned From 
a Board Renewal Effort 
(cumanagement.com/ 
0122keyoutcomes)

Good Governance: Every 
Director Should Be Skilled 
Enough to Be Board Chair  
(cumanagement.com/ 
0122goodgovernance)

Quantum Governance 
(cues.org/qg)

Board Policy Packages 
(cues.org/boardpolicies)

High Performing Board 
Digital Series  
(cues.org/hpb)

Governance Leadership 
Institute™  
(cues.org/gli)

Governance Leadership 
Institute II™  
(cues.org/gli2)

Hudson Valley  
CU’s Call for Board  
Candidates Refresh

driven risk aversion is assurance, not force.
Our approach was to mobilize a small group of 

institutional leaders—the board chair, the CEO, 
and the governance and nominations com-
mittee chair—to join us in a conversation with 
the nominations subcommittee members. We 
acknowledged that the proposed systemic changes 
were indeed a substantial and understandably 
frightening departure from the past. We heard 
their concerns, validating rather than dismissing 
their impassioned drive to guard normed cultural 
traditions, and we invited them to question and 
reconsider the benefits to change. 

“We were ultimately successful,” Decker adds, 
“because we had established trust in Quantum 
Governance’s experience addressing board issues 
with other credit unions and in Dolus Advisors’ 
expertise in driving organizational culture change.”

Of course, the realities of dealing with  
stakeholder pushback are rarely straightforward. 
Navigating opposition can get hot and messy. 
Agreeing to disagree, building or re-establishing 
trust, and defining workable pathways to com-
promise can be arduous. 

But there is no more important work.

AFTER
Nominations are being accepted now through 
Feb. 25 for the Hudson Valley Credit Union 
2021 Board of Directors. Our Board members 
are volunteers elected by the credit union 
membership and responsible for working in 
partnership with our Management Team to lead 
the credit union to mission success: to create 
financial security and a better quality of life. 

Our Board provides governance and 
leadership; visionary, strategic direction; and 
fiduciary oversight, and we’re looking for 
members who are experienced critical and 
strategic thinkers, with a keen ability to focus on 
the future. If you are independent-minded but 
can also work to build consensus among a group 
of diverse people, we need your skills! And, while 
you don’t need a degree in finance, you do need 
to be comfortable reading financial statements 
and analyzing organizations from a strategic 
point of view. We are a fast-growing credit 
union, with a commitment to good governance 
and acting with integrity.

If you think you have the right mix of skills, 
talents and attributes, can commit to an 
average of 10-15 hours per month in service 
of our credit union, plus attend a monthly 
meeting in Poughkeepsie, New York, and serve 
on at least one of our board-level committees, 
visit our website at hvcu.org.

And this work is and has been a powerful reminder 
that high-performing boards are a combination 
of capabilities and practices coupled with human 
dynamics and culture. Each of these areas entails 
differently defined tools and solutions to enhance or 
repair as well as to strengthen and elevate. They also 
require a healthy dose of humility to accept—and 
even celebrate—that the changes we embrace are 
actually only a work in progress.   
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3 minutes

An analysis of Hudson Valley CU’s work to revise key 
governance processes.

Quantum Governance and Dolus Advsiors are pleased to offer the following key outcomes and lessons 

learned from our work with

$6.1 billion Hudson Valley Credit Union in revisioning and revising their nominations process. 

(For more background, read the feature story detailing the work we did with Hudson Valley CU.)

Key Outcomes

http://www.quantumgovernance.net/
http://www.dolusadvisors.com/
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1. The nominations sub-committee learned it could be nimble, coalesce around change and have a

significantly increased impact on the future of the Hudson Valley CU board and supervisory

committee. In the end, the members were proud of the changes they implemented and the outcome

of their work. And, importantly, they served as a model on how to welcome and adapt to change for

other elements of the governance system at Hudson Valley CU.

2. There was an increased level of trust attained between members of the nominations sub-committee

and the CEO—primarily through the CEO’s participation in the nominations process, but also as an

extension of the still-developing constructive partnership between the board, supervisory committee

and CEO/management.

3. All the volunteers—board and committee members—gained a new and enhanced understanding of

their capabilities and, despite initial trepidations, developed a significantly greater appreciation for

the upsides of transformational change.

4. The previous governance committee and the old nominations committee combined in an integrated

model to become the new governance and nominations committee. This provides the credit union

with the structure, know-how and horsepower to better meet its members’ needs given its size and

complexity.

Lessons Learned

1. Include everyone in the discussions, right from the start—board members, supervisory committee 

members, nominations committee members, the CEO—when you’re a) discussing why and how you 

want to change the nomination process; and b) what the ideal board or supervisory/audit committee of 

the future looks like for your credit union.
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2. Cast your net wide for new candidates and volunteers.

3. Ensure that every candidate attaches a resume or curriculum vitae to their submitted application.

And be sure that you update your application to obtain the information that you need—in

alignment with your call for candidates.

4. Don’t assume that your current board and supervisory committee members are the right members

for the future. Vet them as thoroughly and fully as you vet your new candidates—and against the

same requirements.

5. Prepare both the volunteers on your nominations committee and your incumbents for navigating

emotionally hard decisions. Meeting the requirements of creating the board and supervisory/audit

committee of the future may necessitate the departure of a long-term volunteer colleague.

6. Ensure that the roles and responsibilities for your volunteer positions are clear, including the time

commitment. Even with all the communications shared with the Hudson Valley CU candidates,

several candidates expressed surprise at the level of commitment required after joining.

7. It doesn’t have to be perfect right out of the gate. Not every tool you develop or innovation you

incorporate will immediately work flawlessly. And that’s okay. Keep experimenting. One

example: We developed a scoring sheet for the nominations sub-committee that ended up being

more of a hindrance than a help. It was quickly set aside, and the members of the sub-committee

moved on.

https://www.cues.org/professional-development-and-events?__hstc=140853869.fd9a3282328dd77618b14f4b0ae45527.1638541986834.1643804333379.1643808273585.3&__hssc=140853869.2.1643808273585&__hsfp=26732394


Key Outcomes and Lessons Learned from a Board Renewal Effort | CU Management

https://www.cumanagement.com/articles/2022/01/key-outcomes-and-lessons-learned-board-renewal-effor

8. Balance urgency and patience. A member of the governance and nominations committee

admitted wishing they had developed an associate board member program years ago. But there

had been resistance, and it was shelved. When the proposal was introduced last year as a part of

these innovations, the practice was enthusiastically adopted. Change takes time.

9. Prioritize equity, diversity and inclusion. Ensure that your credit union is aware of how systemic

inequalities adversely affect society—and your credit union. This conscious commitment to

equity will enhance organizational decision-making, lead to greater diversity around the

leadership table, and help directors and executives alike develop a more inclusive, shared

understanding of what everyone has to say and contribute.

Jennie Boden is president of consulting services at CUES strategic partner Quantum Governance. She 

has 30 years of experience in the national nonprofit sector and has served as chief staff officer for two 

nonprofits. 

Alexander Stein, Ph.D., is founder of Dolus Advisors, a consultancy that helps leaders address 

psychologically complex organizational challenges.
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Every director should be ‘chair material’—even if they 
wouldn’t make a good chair.

We worked with $6.5 billion Hudson Valley Credit Union, Poughkeepsie, New York, on an extensive 

board renewal project. During that effort, the CU’s nominations subcommittee decided that every 

candidate on its slate of nominees should be “skilled enough to be board chair” or “chair material.” But 

what does that really mean?

Does it imply that you should only recruit people to your board who have the intelligence, experience, 

qualities, hard and human skills that indicate this individual could readily assume being chair of your 

board? Does it suggest you should raise the level of expectation that you and your colleagues on the 

nominations committee—indeed on your board—have for yourselves in terms of the type and the caliber 

of individuals you recruit and nominate to your board and supervisory or audit committee? Our answer to 

both questions would be a resounding, “Yes!”

What it doesn’t mean is that anyone or everyone on your board should actually become chair of your 

board. Remember, board members are more like chess pieces than checkers. They each come with their 

own unique skills, attributes and experiences. While you want to ensure that you are only recruiting 

individuals of the highest caliber, not everyone is cut out to be a board chair.

Some people are natural leaders and make excellent chairs. Others, while still amazing leaders, are more 

comfortable in positions with less authority and better suited for serving as vice chair or other important 

roles. Still others have a razor-sharp mind for numbers (a great treasurer, for example), but might be 

challenged when it comes to building consensus or running an efficient meeting—both requisite skills for 

any good chair.

So, remember, when you’re recruiting for new board members, ask yourselves these questions: Does this 

person embody the most desired skills, attributes and characteristics? Is he or she good enough for our 

board? Will he or she elevate the level of our discussions?

http://www.hvcu.org/
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But, when you’re identifying your future chair, also consider these: Is this person a consensus-builder? 

Can they facilitate difficult decisions? Build a strategic agenda that delivers effective outcomes? Are 

they a leader who will inspire followers?

In other words, choose your chess pieces wisely, and deploy them strategically.

Jennie Boden is president of consulting services at CUES strategic partner Quantum Governance. She 

has 30 years of experience in the national nonprofit sector and has served as chief staff officer for two 

nonprofits. 

Alexander Stein, Ph.D., is founder of Dolus Advisors, a consultancy that helps leaders address 

psychologically complex organizational challenges.
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