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By Allison M. Small
CUSO Home Lending

Program  
Develops 
Leadership Skills
for the Future 
across the 
Organization

As credit unions, CUSOs, and affiliated agencies continue to 
assess their workforces during these turbulent times, em-
ployee engagement and retention have never been more 

essential to the success and longevity of their organizations.
Recent studies suggest that Millennial employees in particular 

desire professional growth opportunities, including leadership skill 
development, meaningful engagement with colleagues and em-
ployee-centered work environments. 

Knowing that success depends on a 
fully engaged and empowered work-
force, CUSO Home Lending and Busi-
ness Lending Solutions (CUSO and 
BLS) created a leadership skills devel-

opment program in June 2021.
Called the BUILD Institute, the six-

month program for six employees and 
two staff instructors was designed to 
recognize the value of professional de-

velopment, promote the cultivation of 
leadership skills and to support profes-
sionals in their work at the Hampden, 
Maine-based CUSO and BLS.

Participants have been with the com-
pany from one to eight years and rep-
resent a cross-section of departments 
including mortgage processing, under-
writing, servicing, loss mitigation and 
information technology.

In discussing the program’s impor-
tance, President & CEO Russell Cole 
noted that “the need to develop and 
train future leaders becomes impera-
tive if we are to be successful. For me, 
the time is now.”
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“

“
The BUILD Institute 

. . . provides an 
opportunity to 
learn practical, 

meaningful 
professional 

leadership skills 
in a collegial, 

respectful hybrid 
(onsite and 

virtual) training 
environment.

EMPLOYEE DEVELOPMENT
The BUILD Institute (the name comes 
from the acronym Boldly Upskill-
ing through Innovative Learning and 
Development) is inclusive of all em-
ployees, regardless of position, title or 
experience. It provides an 
opportunity to learn practi-
cal, meaningful professional 
leadership skills in a colle-
gial, respectful hybrid (onsite 
and virtual) training envi-
ronment.  

“There is never not a good 
time to focus on employee 
development,” said BUILD 
co-facilitator Kyle Oliver, 
Vice President of Servicing & 
Loss Mitigation. The number 
one asset in any company is 
its people, he noted.

By creating a safe and 
healthy environment that 
fosters ongoing employee 
engagement, Oliver said, a 
culture of ownership, collab-
oration, support and men-
torship can grow.

The six-month BUILD 
curriculum, inspired by practical 
experience, classroom instruction 
and a commitment to leadership de-
velopment, was facilitated by Oliver 
and Allison Small, Organizational 
Strategy & Employee Relations 
Manager.

Prior to entering the pro-
gram, each BUILD partici-
pant completed the “Every-
thing DiSC (Dominance, 
influence, Steadiness, Consci-
entiousness) Workplace” as-
sessment through Starboard 
Leadership Consulting LLC. 
DiSC has served as the cor-
nerstone for five monthly ses-
sions: Organizational Culture 
and Transformational Lead-
ership, The Power of Posi-
tive Leadership, Emotional 
Intelligence in the Business 
Environment, People Matter 
Most, and Leadership Integ-
rity, Ethics and Proper Feed-
back Models.

PARTICIPANT EXPERIENCE
Post-Closing Specialist Rilee Walker 
said she was motivated to apply for The 
BUILD Institute to “develop more con-
fidence and skills to become a better 
team member.” 

As the program continued, 
Walker said she recognized 
“anyone can be a leader—you 
do not need a title to be one 
of the best leaders.” 

She added, “Another as-
pect of becoming a good 
leader is to remember to ‘fol-
low up and follow through.’ 
This creates better commu-
nication, trust and respect, 
which develops a more suc-
cessful team.”

Cultivating positive rela-
tionships has been a priority 
for Tommy Nguyen, CUSO 
Home Lending’s Mortgage 
Systems Application Special-
ist.

“Through evaluating our 
BUILD members’ emotional 
intelligence, along with ex-
ercises about self-awareness, 

relationship management, and mentor-
ing strategies, I have found I am able to 
connect better with those around me, 
inside and outside of my organization,” 
Nguyen said. 

Members of the CUSO Board of Di-
rectors and Senior Manage-
ment Team have served as 
guest speakers and panel-
ists for the BUILD program, 
sharing their perspectives 
on organizational culture, 
vision statements, coaching 
and mentoring relationships 
and leading through chal-
lenging circumstances.

Customer Service Repre-
sentative Shawna Alexander 
counted the final session’s 
panel discussion among 
the program’s highlights. 
During that discussion 
Scott Chretien, Chair of the 
CUSO Board of Directors, 
challenged BUILD partici-
pants “to develop a consis-

Allison M. Small is 
the Organizational 
Strategy & Employee 
Relations Manager with 
CUSO Home Lending 
and Business Lending 
Solutions in Hampden, 
Maine. After several years 
in college and university 
program management, 
training and student development, Small 
joined CUSO Home Lending in 2020. 
She focuses on supporting the CUSO/BLS 
Leadership Team with strategic business 
initiatives and coordinating employee 
relations and engagement programs. 
Small holds a Bachelor’s Degree in 
criminal justice from Rochester Institute 
of Technology and a Master’s Degree in 
student personnel administration from 
SUNY-Buffalo State College. Email her at 
allisons@cusohl.com.
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“

“By creating a 
safe and healthy 
environment that 
fosters ongoing 

employee 
engagement, 
a culture of 
ownership, 

collaboration, 
support and 

mentorship can 
grow.

tent routine that builds comfort and 
leads to trust” and to remember that “to 
be clear is kind.”

LEADERSHIP SUPPORT
As Chair, Chretien said he encourages 
the Board of Directors to dedicate 
time for BUILD program updates, lis-
ten to “People Perspective” concerns 
and ideas, and participate in future 
panel discussions. Chretien, who also 
serves as President & CEO of Atlan-
tic Federal Credit Union, said he has 
reminded the Board and Senior Man-
agement Team that the “tone at the 
top is important.”

While the 2021 program concluded 
with a graduation ceremony in De-
cember, CUSO President & CEO Cole’s 
vision for The BUILD Institute in 2022 
and beyond is to establish a program 
that:

  Provides value and insight to aspir-
ing leaders within the organization.
  Creates future opportunities for 
employees.
  Establishes the next leaders and vi-
sionaries in the credit union com-
munity.

 The next BUILD Institute will  
convene in June 2022, and 2021 gradu-
ates will serve as mentors to the new 
class.


