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What does a Trustee do?

Help senior management determine what matters most

Effective boards, with the executive staff, identify the most significant organisational issues that require trustee and management attention. The process starts with developing an overall sense of organisational strategy. The board first asks the chief executive to describe succinctly, orally and in writing, the organisation's major opportunities and challenges and, against that background, the most appropriate goals and strategies. This working document and presentation serve as the basis for an in-depth discussion between the board and CEO. From this discussion should emerge a 'continuous agenda,' a list of issues of paramount importance to the organisation's success. These issues, in turn, should drive the board's agenda and determine its use of time. 

Create opportunities for the chief executive to think aloud

All boards say they appreciate the pivotal role of the chief executive. Indeed, many trustees believe that the board bears no greater (and sometimes no other) responsibility than to 'hire and fire' the CEO. In light of the importance trustees attach to chief executives, it is surprising that so few boards create situations in which the CEO can reflect and ruminate with the board. Some boards now begin each meeting with a 'CEO's hour,' an executive session in which the chief executive can share with trustees concerns that are uppermost in his or her mind. These are occasions for the CEO to think aloud, seek advice, or alert the board to unanticipated events or problems. Most trustees prize the CEO's hour because these occasions draw board members closer to the inner workings of the organisation and the CEO’s mind. 

Encourage experimentation

Most organisations and the people who populate them fear and dread change, and yet organisations become irrelevant and die if they fail to change in response to external demands, threats, and opportunities. A board should act as a stimulus for change by thinking creatively with the chief executive and staff about challenges and opportunities, by setting policies that require conscious choices and explicit tradeoffs, and even by raising counterintuitive and iconoclastic questions. 

Monitor progress and performance

It is difficult to imagine a corporate board that does not routinely monitor the company's financial and strategic performance. By contrast, the boards of voluntary organisations are generally not so vigilant, in part because voluntary organisations have such difficulty establishing appropriate performance metrics. Yet, how is it possible to make plans for an organisation without also establishing explicit benchmarks to gauge results? As they review plans and proposals, trustees should ask how results will be measured and reported. Doing so will have at least two benefits: the staff must, in fact, define the dimensions of success, and the board will have a built-in means to determine whether objectives have actually been achieved. 

Model the desired behaviours

Most boards of voluntary organisations are no more comfortable with change than their organisations are. As boards exhort their staffs to trim deadwood, increase productivity, and measure results, trustees themselves are apt to tolerate middling performance by the board itself. Trustees add value when the board leads the way through example and not merely through pronouncements. Only boards that set goals and evaluate their performance, experiment with new ways of using the board's time, and discipline themselves to deal only with matters of real consequence can claim legitimate standing to require the same of their organisations. 

The challenges and demands confronting voluntary organisations are greater than ever before. Through conscious efforts to swim against the tides that tend to carry boards in the direction of low-stakes activity, trustees can add real value to the lives and efforts of their organisations.

At its simplest, the role of a charity trustee is to:

· Receive assets from donors 

· Safeguard them 

· Apply them for a charitable purpose according to the wishes of the donor.

A serious responsibility

In practice, trusteeship is a serious responsibility requiring you to take an active role in the governance of the organisation. Trustees: 

· Take the big decisions about the future 

· Ensure everything is legal and safe 

· Support the head of staff 

· Ensure the work of the charity is carried out 

· Ensure the trustee board is up-to-date and skilled.

Fulfilling the role

Trustees are obliged to: 

· Act in the best interests of the charity's beneficiaries 

· Act together as a group rather than as individuals 

· Set aside their personal interests 

· Take legal responsibility for the organisation 

· Exercise the duty of care that a prudent person of business would in looking after the affairs of someone for whom they had responsibility.

Many organisations provide job descriptions and a trustee code of conduct. These will help clarify the role of trustee.

Keeping up-to-date

You will also need to keep up-to-date with regulation, charity law and, where appropriate, company law, and best practice recommendations. 

· The Statement of Recommended Practice SORP for accounting by charities is a requirement

Support and training 
Trustees receive a full day of induction training.  In addition further training is available during the year where relevant.  

Time Commitment

The Executive Committee currently meet once every 2-3 months, on a weekday evening or occasionally on a Saturday morning.  Meetings usually last approximately 3 hours.  Dates of meetings are published at the start of the year.

In addition, trustees may be required to participate in a minimum of one separate sub-committee of the main board, which meets on average once every 6-8 weeks, in the evening.

Trustees are required to read all the relevant papers in preparation for attending meetings and may do additional research/background reading in preparation for a particular agenda item.

Reimbursement

Being a trustee is a voluntary role and we are not permitted to provide remuneration to any Trustee.  We will however, reimburse appropriate expenses in accordance with our Trustee expense policy.

