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A few questions

ÅIf your trustee board all disappeared tomorrow 
who would notice?

ÅHow often are the trustees setting the direction 
of the organisation and how often reacting to 
the direction set by staff?

ÅHow often does trusteeship appear to be about 
legal, financial and regulatory issues?

ÅCan you imagine being a trustee of your 
organisation without ever being in a meeting?
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Is a trustee board a sensible way to govern 
a charity?

ÅThe staff do all the work and have none of the legal 
responsibility

ÅThe trustee do little of the work and have all of the legal 
responsibility

ÅThe number of trustees come first and then somebody 
decides what they will do (imagine doing that with staff)

ÅThe way of doing work is largely centred around 
meetings

ÅMost trustee work is almost entirely reactive

ÅWhile staff are recruited transparently and openly most 
trustees are ótapped on the shoulderô
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What do staff think about their trustee 
boards?
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Source:  Table 21, Base: 1289 Respondents (559 staff, 730 trustee)

Which of the following skills do you feel your trustee 
board possesses/ has to offer? 
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ñTrustees help me to do my job betterò (staff) 

21%

36%

16%
14%

9%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

50%

Agree strongly Agree slightly Not sure Disagree slightly Disagree strongly

Source:  Table 36, Base: 559 Respondents



© nfpSynergy 7

ñOur Trustee Board has all the skills it needsò
(Staff and trustees) 
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ñWe have a diverse board that reflects the 
complexity of our organization and stakeholders 
(staff and trustees)ò 
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ñMost of our trustees could get a senior job in 
my charityò (Staff) 
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ñI often talk to our trustees outside of meetingsò
(Staff) 
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ñI often talk to our trustees outside of meetingsò 
(staff)
Breaks by annual turnover (size) of organisation
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ñMy job would be much harder without trusteesò 
(Staff) 
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ñMy job would be much harder without trusteesò 
(Staff) Breaks by annual turnover (size) of organisation
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ñThe trustees do not get involved in the day to day 
management of the charityò (Staff and trustees)
Breaks by annual turnover (size) of organisation
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ñThe approach of our trustees is focused and 
strategicò (Staff, trustees)
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Size of organisation

Trustee as 
Volunteer
managers

Trustee as 
governors
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The trustee no 8. dilemma:

How does an individual trustee 
have impact?
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Most trustees have:

ÅLimited time

ÅAre reacting to staff ideas and papers

ÅArenôt honorary officers or committee chairs

ÅStruggle to keep up with their reading and 
emails/paperwork

ÅHave a particular interest in one part of the 
organisation

ÅCan be easily kept at bay by staff



© nfpSynergy 19

The roles of trustees 

ÅBeing the grit in the oyster ïnag nag nag on a 
particular issue

ÅBeing the insider outsider ïbring the cold perspective 
of an outsider to ideas and proposals

ÅFree mentoring and support for senior staff
ÅCross -fertilising ideas from other bodies and sectors
ÅSetting out the key priorities
ÅChampioning beneficiaries ô view and needs
ÅEnsuring delivery by staff of plans and strategies
ÅDefining and stewarding the essence of the 

organisation
ÅBeing part of organisational memory
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ÅHow do trustee board become more 
effective?

ÅWhat can an individual trustee do to make 
a difference?

ÅWhat is the best role that trustees can 
play for your organisation?
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Summing up
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How does a trustee act with 
maximum effectiveness? 



© nfpSynergy 23

As a board

ÅHave clear and agreed ways of working

ÅFollow agreed standards ïeg the Code of 
Good Governance

ÅDo what works ïnot what is traditional

ÅGive every trustee an individual role

ÅBe clear how you measure success
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As a trustee

ÅBe clear about your personal priorities: focus on 
three issues and be relentless

ÅMake sure that you are clear what your personal 
role as a trustee is

ÅSpend as much time outside meetings as in 
them

ÅMake sure that every trustee meeting tackles a 
big strategic issue

ÅDo your homework

ÅAnd chip away at the issues that concern you


