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Introduction 

1. This summary is based on Charity Commission for England and Wales 

guidance and the Charity Governance Code, prepared by a coalition of 
voluntary sector umbrella bodies and supported by the Charity 

Commission. I am basing my interpretation on my experience as a former 
Board Member of the Charity Commission, as a former Chair or Vice Chair 

of six UK charities of different kinds and former Chief Executive of others. 
I am aware that the Institution is also registered as a charity in Scotland 
but I shall refer to “The Charity Commission” without repeating “and 

Office of the Scottish Charity Regulator” every time. 

Core Principles of Charity Governance 

2. The Board of a charity should know what the charitable objects of the 

charity are and also which is the relevant charitable purpose recognised in 
the Charities Acts: eg prevention and relief of poverty, advancement of 
religion, advancement of education etc. They should review the charitable 

objects from time to time to check they are still relevant and that the 
charity is not drifting away from its official charitable purpose, which could 

expose them to Charity Commission reprimand. 
 

3. Charities must be for the public benefit – not for a personal or sectional 

interest, nor just for the members of a membership organisation. Trustees 
should all be able to explain what the public benefit created by their 

charity is, and it must be reported in the Annual Report and other official 
reports to the Charity Commission. The public benefit must relate to their 
charitable objects, not just be other incidental benefits. A good 

explanation of public benefit is good for the public understanding and 
reputation of the charity – and helps keep the implicit bargain between 

the public and charities (including the privileges and status enjoyed by 
charities) in good order. 

 

4. For the same reason, charities must be particularly sensitive in handling 
what might be perceived as conflicts of interest, any kind of personal 
benefit received by Trustees, or what might be seen as excessive benefits 

for staff. This is also one of the reasons for ensuring regular refreshment 
of the Board, so individuals do not remain on the Board for very long 

periods as if it were a personal entitlement or underpinning of an 
individual’s status and individual fulfilment as distinct from the interest of 
the cause. 

 

  



5. Every Trustee is responsible first and foremost for advancing the interests 
of the charity as a whole and its beneficiaries – not to represent a 

particular interest, even if he or she has been elected by a particular 
constituency. 

 
6. Every Trustee should understand the duties of a charity Trustee. The best 

summary is The Essential Trustee, published free of charge by the Charity 

Commission. This should be part of the induction of each member of the 
Board. 

 
7. A charity may not have a political purpose (defined as a purpose to 

change or retain a law or decision of a state body) and must never be 

party political. But it may engage in non-party political activity as a means 
of advancing a charitable purpose. The Charity Commission issues 

particular guidance on the nature of charitable education, which must not 
be propagandist or designed to promote a predetermined position on a 
controversial subject. It must be properly balanced, allowing the reader to 

reach his or her own conclusion on contested matters. 
 

8. The Board needs to have a clear understanding with the staff about their 
respective responsibilities. In general, the Board’s responsibility relates to 

ensuring solvency and sustainability, maintaining the values and 
reputation of the charity, deciding its strategy and ensuring its compliance 
with all fiduciary duties. The staff ‘s responsibility is to support the 

Trustees in carrying out those duties and managing the operations of the 
charity day by day. Open, trusting relationships (especially between the 

Chair and Chief Executive) are necessary in order to make this broad 
allocation of duties work smoothly in practice. The Board needs to find the 
right balance between support and challenge in its relationship with the 

staff, and the right level of agreed desired outcomes and information, so 
that they do not interfere in the day to day operations of the charity but 

yet monitor progress effectively and retain their ability to form and assert 
their own independent views as a Board, since it is the Trustees who are 
legally responsible when something goes wrong. If a Trustee also acts as 

a special adviser to staff, this requires careful handling so as not to 
confuse the roles of Trustee and staff. 

 
9. It can be seen by the Charity Commission as a danger signal if the 

Trustees of a charity appear to forget that it is a charity or have forgotten 

why. If charitable status has ceased to be recognised as part of the public 

identity of the organisation, that could be seen as another. 

Some topical concerns 

10. Safeguarding – in the wake of the Oxfam and other scandals. The Charity 
Commission define this broadly, as ensuring that nobody comes to harm 

as a result of contact with the charity. Is this aspect, including sexual 
harassment and abuse, sufficiently integrated in your Codes of Conduct 
and policies? Are relevant Codes or policies part of the induction of Board 

members and of the recruitment of staff? 
 



11.There is a strong emphasis at present on charities having an explicit set of  
values and being seen to abide by them. Many charities are now adopting 

a Code of Conduct for staff and all other representatives of the charity, 
which is different from a professional Code of Conduct. Many Boards also 

have their own Code of Conduct setting out the behaviours expected of 
Board Members. 
 

12.Because of successive scandals, there is heightened emphasis on risk 
management. This covers a range of fiduciary and reputational risks. It 

involves careful consideration of the charity’s risk appetite in different 
dimensions, and regular review of a risk register with clear “ownership” of 
each risk for the purposes of monitoring and mitigation. 

 
13.Diversity. It is risky for the reputation of many charities today to appear 

to be male dominated, to have few or no people from ethnic minority 
backgrounds or fail to cater for the rights of people with protected 
characteristics under the Equalities Act. More generally, it is regarded as 

good for a charity to have a Board of people with diverse backgrounds and 
ways of thinking, to avoid narrow “group think” that may miss out on 

opportunities for the cause. Processes for selecting Trustees should 
normally be open, transparent, and based on objective consideration of 

the current gaps on the Board. 
 

14.Transparency. Given current distrust of many institutions, and the 

legitimate public interest in the visible integrity of charities, it is regarded 
as important to be as transparent as possible in exposing a charity’s 

processes and policies to open public scrutiny. Efficient, user friendly 
complaints and whistleblowing systems are seen as important in their own 
right and also a good opportunity for learning and improvement. 

 
15.There is more comprehensive material, but quite succinct and well 

written, in the excellent Charity Governance Code. It is strongly 
recommended that the Board should from time to time review its 
functioning and habits against the Code, and summarise in its Annual 

Report to what extent it is already applying the Code and explaining 
aspects where it may not be and what plans there might be for any 

reform. 
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