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Introduction  
Is your credit union to have an anniversary or undergo a major change such as moving premises, 
changing its name, or merging?  Do your members and clients often ask how old is your credit union, 
why it was established, or has it always been in this building and no-one really knows?  Maybe it is 
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time to write a history.  This leaflet will set down some of the things you need to consider before you 
embark on this challenging but rewarding adventure and provides some practical hints.  

Planning  
As with every aspect of business the final outcome reflects on the quality of the planning.   In planning 
you will consider your aim, the occasion, audience, budget, time and other resources available.  In this 
preliminary stage you should at least roughly survey materials available for your history as this will 
impact upon the type of history you wish to prepare – a feature in your newsletter, a page on your 
web site, an article in a local newspaper or magazine, a short hand-out for your members and clients, 
a booklet or desk-top publication, a photographic record, a formal dissertation, an oral history, a video 
or an exhibition – virtual or physical.    You will of course need to discuss timing with business partners 
in this venture such as printers, photographers, designers, graphic artists and suppliers.    

Even a small history project requires considerable planning and research time if it is to reach its 
objective, and a satisfactory result can rarely  be accomplished from using what happens to be lying 
around in your office, ‘googling’  and ‘making a few phone calls’.  We recommend that you allow at 
least six months to complete a small history project.  It is necessary to consider all of these matters 
prior to submitting a project proposal to your management.  

Authorising the history  
Before you commence a history project it is important that you gain commitment from your credit 
union.  This may be from your Board or Chief Executive.  It is recommended that you prepare a project 
proposal for approval at senior level that will include the role and purpose of the history, scope, 
format, size, and if relevant the occasion for which it is to be prepared and the deadline if it is for a 
specific occasion.   The plan should identify who will write the history and if an external person is the 
author, the contractual arrangements, in addition to the person or committee that will oversee the 
project, possibly commenting on drafts and ensuring that the project remains on schedule.   This 
proposal should include a realistic budget that covers   

The costs of an historian   
Any expenses involved should a staff member be responsible for the project;  these may 

include but not be limited to travelling, acquiring copies and photographs Copyright and 
registration costs.    
Designers and other professionals   
Publication   
Promotion  
Other known costs  and Contingencies.   
Arrangements should be in place for sign-off of the content at senior level prior to publication.     

Taking time to make the appropriate arrangements before you put pen to paper will ensure that your 
history project comes to fruition.       

Who will write our history?  
You might have a staff member with the necessary skills and interest who can either be spared from 
some of her or his regular duties or is prepared to contribute some personal time to seeing the project 
through.  Ideally the person will have an interest in  and commitment to the task,  capacity for detailed 
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work, personal organisation, reliability, mobility, resilience, enjoy reading and acquiring knowledge,  
be resourceful enough to think of additional sources,  and write well and interestingly.     

Many credit unions will need to seek outside assistance.  These are some possibilities  

 Your local historical society; Local Studies section of your public library  or a well known local 
historian may suggest a person  

 A client who is a history professional, journalist, author  or similar may give you an attractive 
rate  

 The Professional Historians Association in your state http://www.historians.org.au/  maintains 
a list of qualified professionals who may be engaged.  

Hints for the novice historian  
Find out whether there are previous histories of your credit union, and if possible what was the 
occasion, who wrote it, why the format was selected and whether there was any feedback.   It is 
unlikely to be suitable for your current  task as it will have the look and feel of the period when it was 
published, it will need to be updated to cover recent events, more records may now be available, 
and new technology has led to changes in information availability, presentation, reproduction, and 
publication methods.  Nevertheless read it carefully and critically.  

Identify, study and take notes from material in your office, other local sources, Australian Credit Union 
Archives (ACUA) and beyond.     

If you have the opportunity, discuss your project with others who have written a credit union or similar 
history and look at some samples or publications.  ACUA may assist you with this.    

Make appointments (if necessary) to visit archives and libraries.  

Role of the ACUA  
 ACUA is building a collection of records of the credit union movement in Australia.    It is recommended 
that you contact the ACUA who will be able to provide you with a list of items they hold relative to 
your credit union.  The person appointed as your history officer will need to visit ACUA to carry out 
research in our reading room.  We may be able to assist you by recommending other sources of 
information.    

The development of the Australian Credit Union Archives collection began almost 40 years after the 
credit union movement in Australia commenced.  Much material has been lost and it is likely that you 
will need to visit other cultural institutions that should hold some of the published material.   

Some things you need to know about using libraries and archives  
Archives, major libraries and local studies collections hold irreplaceable items and many have 
conditions that are unfamiliar to you.  These include:   

A requirement for you to register as a reader (sometimes with identification)   
Strict rules about handling the records – including taking notes using pencil (which they will 

provide) and they can ask you to wear cotton gloves (also provided) when using some items  
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Placing restrictions on photocopying some items owing to fragility or their structure, but often the 
staff will allow you to bring your own camera (photography is less invasive on the original)  

 Charging for photocopying , photography and scanning if the staff do it for you and the costs 
involved  

 Possibly charging for the costs of retrieving material required for your research  that are held 
in off-site storage  
Restricting the reproduction of some material owing to copyright or reproduction rights 
Restricting  some materials  owing to privacy, commercial in confidence, legal and other 
reasons    
Rules about citing or acknowledging source materials from their collections  
They do not permit borrowing of materials as this places the records at risk of wear and tear 

from unsupervised use, loss or damage.  However sometimes short term loans for exhibition 
purposes can be negotiated if the conditions are considered appropriate, [e.g. the exhibition area 
is secure, the items are in cases, temperature controls are in place, light levels are satisfactory,  no 
glue or pins are used to secure the items].   

Normally the staff do not undertake research for clients as their time is occupied by building and 
managing their collections although they may have a list of recognised researchers who will assist at 
a cost.   

Many of these institutions are unavailable outside regular business hours and if a staff member 
becomes your ‘historian’ he or she staff may need to be relieved from normal duties in order to visit 
them.   

Librarians and archivists are however dedicated professionals and will be one of your vital 
collaborators in achieving your goals as they are usually aware of the broader information community 
and can suggest sources that you might otherwise have overlooked.    

Other sources of information  
 Search your records storage locations, strong room or other storage facilities used by your 

credit union.  

 Inquire whether any material is held in the local studies collection at your library, local historical 
society or local newspaper office. These could include photographs of street scenes that could 
show your office.  

 Another major pictorial source is Picture Australia [http://www.pictureaustralia.org/] in which 
many major cultural organisations collaborate to make their collections accessible.  A 
‘thumbnail’ image is available on screen.  The photograph can be ordered from the site.  

 Organisations with past or present association with your credit union, e.g. if your credit union 
was established by a company, government department, church, or similar there could be 
records or references to it, e.g. in Board Minutes, correspondence, a workplace publication or 
circulars.  

 Publications that are not held by your credit union or ACUA may be sourced in State or 
University Libraries where all published material is to be deposited under the Copyright Act, 
1968 (Cwlth) and various state legislation.  These may include annual reports, newsletters, 
leaflet material and special publications. The catalogues of these libraries are almost always 
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available online.  Tracking these publications is one part of the work you can do without 
leaving your desk.     

 If you are in contact with early or long-established staff, members or clients you may like to 
discuss your project and their recollections.  Perhaps a note on your website, regular 
newsletter or other means of communication will open the floodgates of memories.  Oral 
history  is however another speciality requiring a unique range of skills and equipment,  and if 
you feel the need to include oral history in your project you should complete a short course in 
oral history or engage a qualified person.    

The blank sheet of paper or computer screen  
Following a period of research you are ready to begin writing.  You need to determine whether to 
approach the material chronologically or by subject.  This is a personal choice that might be 
determined by the material available for your credit union.    
To place your credit union into historical context, a larger publication might be prefaced by a short 
history of the credit union movement.    

The scope of your project will determine the coverage but it is likely that your history will include some 
or all of the following:  

The reasons for establishment and/ or events that led to it   
Formation meeting and earliest rules  
Registration and the date that business commenced  
Earliest, longest serving or well known identities who have been members or clients [with 
their permission]  
The premises that the credit union has occupied  
 Branches  
Technological change  
Staff  
Mergers and name changes   
Snapshots in time  
Community involvement of your credit union marketing 
and image.   

Larger publications might include a bibliography and /or glossary.  
You may also like to use a timeline or a diagram to represent name changes and mergers and/or 
chronological lists of directors and senior staff with their dates of service.    

The style of your publication should be appropriate for the audience and you should try to avoid jargon 
for any publication available to the public e.g.  ‘common bond’ or ‘transfer of engagements’ are 
unfamiliar terms to many non-credit union people, not to mention terms associated with transactions 
that should be explained if used .  

The Long arm of the law  
ACUA is not qualified to give legal advice but we draw attention to the following which can be pitfalls 
to new historians:    

  

  
  
  
  

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  



6  
  

 Plagiarism or using an exact words or ideas of another person as your own can lead to litigation 
as a violation of intellectual property.  

 Copyright and reproduction rights prevent the use of some material without the permission of 
the owner of these rights, so it is recommended to ‘err on the side of caution’ and contact 
publishers or authors to obtain permission to use material.   

 Be aware of privacy legislation and do not publish personal details or photographs unless you 
have the consent of all of the individuals concerned.  Most businesses prefer to exceed the 
legal requirements and refrain from publishing anything that might offend or embarrass a 
person, family or corporate body.   

 Prior to publication you need to acquire an International Standard Book Number [ISBN] for your 
publication.  This is a unique number that identifies your publication.   

 Under the Copyright Act, 1968 and a variety of legislation in the various states and territories 
you need to deposit a copy of your completed publication with the National Library of 
Australia and a major library in your state or territory.   

Developing a title  

During your research you might look for a distinctive title – this could be a phrase associated with the 
beginnings of your credit union, its mission and the people it served, or a phrase used in marketing. 
Alternatively you might seek a title based on the current and future goals.  

It is conventional historical practice to use the expression ‘a history’ not ‘the history’.  This is based on 
the theory that every history takes a point of view, or is limited in scope based on intention of the 
author, the time when it was written, the availability of materials, and other factors.    

Recordkeeping   
You should of course create a file consisting of   

Project plans, reports and correspondence  
All of the reference materials you gather, and notes that you make in the research phase of 
your project drafts that you prepare  once you have commenced writing  
At least one copy of your final publication  
Feedback that you have received from colleagues during the preparation of your history and 

following publication.   
In the 21st Century this almost inevitably means that you will have both a physical and a virtual file.     

These files (physical and virtual) should be retained with the records of your credit union and 
eventually transferred to the ACUA.       

Wrapping up  
You will need to obtain an ISBN   

You also need to deposit a copy of your publication in the National Library of Australia, designated 
library in your state or territory.      
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Onward and upward  
Oscar Wilde has said ‘A fool can make history but only a genius can write it’.   Whether you are the 
designated historian of your credit union or the supervisor of the project we trust that you find your 
role a stimulating one that sheds light upon the development of your credit union, your founders, 
members, directors and staff and the community that you serve.  You may also discover a range of 
new skills and interests from your involvement in the history project.   We at ACUA are dedicated to 
preserving the history of the Australian Credit Union movement.  We are ‘at your service’ to guide you 
through this project.  

For Further information  

Writing histories  
Ann Curthoys and Ann McGrath How to write history that people want to read.  UNSW Press 2009 
363p  

Elton, Geoffrey R The Practice of History.  2nd edition Blackwell Publishers, 2002  

Archives  
The Australian Credit Union Archives.  Web site:  http://www.mycuhistory.com.au  

Email:  enquiries @mycuhistory.com.au  

Associations of Historians  
Oral History Australia http://www.oralhistoryaustralia.org.au/ 

Australian Council of Professional Historians Associations http://www.historians.org.au/   

The Legal Side  
ISBN Australia https://www.myidentifiers.com.au/ 

Australian Copyright Council Online Information Centre.  http://www.copyright.org.au/  

Legal Deposit in Australia [National Library of Australian Web site   

http://www.nla.gov.au/services/ldeposit.html   
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Australian Credit Union Archives  

  

  

Level 1, 59 Buckingham St  

Surry Hills NSW  2010  

  

PO Box 1985  

Strawberry Hills  NSW 2012  

  

Phone: 0428 785 392  

 

All enquiries to enquiries@mycuhistory.com.au  

www.mycuhistory.com.au  


