
 

 

 

 

All inspection, no inspiration? 
 
There has arguably never been a more challenging time to be a trustee. The high profile cases 
of the last two years, and the subsequent open season on the voluntary sector, have brought 
into sharp focus the importance of good governance. The common theme that runs through 
each of these reputational dramas that play out in the public gaze is the pointed question: 
where were the trustees? 
 
It's the right question, though. Trusteeship, like marriage, is not to be taken lightly. The 
accountabilities that come with trusteeship are significant and complex and the stakeholder 
group whose interests must be front and centre are often vulnerable. The label starts with the 
word 'trust' for a reason. 
 
There has rightly been a lot of clear and focused guidance emanating from sector bodies and 
regulators alike in the wake of KidsCo and other issues. This guidance, though, is heavily 
weighted towards ensuring effective stewardship. And to many trustees that will focus their 
attention to asking management difficult and awkward questions about the three modern day 
Horsemen of the Apocalypse: Reputation, Compliance and Financial Sustainability. It is a valid 
and reasonable human reaction to think: I'm a trustee - how do I make sure it doesn't go pear-
shaped on my watch? It’s understandable right now for any trustee to feel defensive and 
reactive. As an experienced trustee myself, I know that feeling only too well. 
 
Let me declare a personal bias here. I’ve spent the last few years regularly publishing and 
speaking about the need for a cool business head and strong governance when running a 
charity. I’ve nailed my colours firmly to the mast of better governance, financial rigour and 
strong controls. I’ve argued publicly that we can’t let ourselves get too carried away by the 
emotional momentum and that issues like underlying financial sustainability are 
indistinguishable from effective organisational strategy. But at the same time, as a long-
standing trustee, I want to live and breathe the mission and work of the charities whose 
boards I’ve been privileged to serve on. 
 
So amidst all the debate in answer to the question: “where were the trustees?” there is a lot 
less publicity and discussion about the equally critical role of trustees in providing 
motivational and visionary leadership. We have to make sure that the nature of trusteeship in 
the UK doesn't morph into one of 'all inspection, no inspiration'. 
 
There, I’ve said it. 



 
This is not a plea from a token charity manager who doesn't want to be held to account. There 
is a hard-nosed imperative at play here. I have yet to meet a trustee board packed with people 
whose motivation to join the charity was to act like an inspector or auditor. We still tend to be 
led by a personal and emotional commitment to the cause. That is nothing short of wonderful. 
And trustees bring an extraordinary wealth of success, creativity and measured risk taking 
with them. They want to channel their successes, learnings and experiences into positive 
action that makes a difference to those living with the obscenities of poverty, oppression, 
exclusion, hunger. Trustees also bring an additional frame of reference and set of experiences 
that need to be harnessed in order to make the charity as effective as possible. 
 
If we relegate trustees into a merely inspectorial role, asking tough questions but not 
immersed in the life of the organisation, we are foregoing that opportunity. If we don’t tap into 
it, then we are denying ourselves the benefit of incredible free advice. For most charities, the 
economic value of “free consultancy” from expert trustees on issues of service development, 
programme innovation, campaigning, marketing and fundraising would cost an arm and a leg 
on the open market. It simply doesn’t make economic sense to exclude it on the grounds that 
“they’re only here to do the stewardship stuff”. Most crucially, we are missing out on the 
opportunity to use all that experience and advice to create even better outcomes for those we 
exist to serve. If we don’t use trustees in a leadership and innovation capacity, then we are 
potentially letting down our beneficiaries. There are over half a million trustees in the UK – the 
leadership track record represented by that huge group is mind-boggling! 
 
So how do we ensure we create the right environment where trustees feel liberated to inspire, 
motivate and innovate? How do we make sure we don’t pigeonhole them in a way where we 
only involve them in conversations about assets and risks? 
 
We cannot credibly expect a good practice guide called “how to be inspirational”! It’s a much 
more intuitive thing in my view. But we can discuss openly why we need it and what it looks 
like. And in considering it, I keep coming back to the example of the smaller, community 
charities. I’ve been a trustee of a community hub and the intimacy with which a trustee had to 
engage with the front line work was both eye opening and humbling. In these smaller charities 
we are just as likely to find a trustee washing up after an event or providing a local resident 
with a shoulder to cry on as we are to find them looking at the risk register. And from personal 
experience it feels right. 
 
So those of us in the larger charities perhaps need to ask ourselves at times: are we 
maximising the opportunities for trustees to fundraise, to participate in campaigning or help 
out with a front line programme? 
 
Similarly, are we involving trustees in the formulation of strategy and not just asking them to 
endorse it? And when we do involve them, are we daring to ask them about the subjective 



things: how do you feel about our work? What is your emotional response to the issues we are 
tackling? What are you angry about? So what shall we do as a result? 
 
Above all else, how often do we openly remember that trustees are volunteers? Do we say 
thank you for volunteering and do we celebrate the selfless investment they make in our work? 
Do we try to illustrate the positive contribution they make to impact and outcomes? 
 
Trustees’ Week in November is the perfect opportunity to promote and celebrate the difference 

trustees make to the lives of those we help. Trustees’ Week is the ideal time to promote the 

message: Permission to Inspire.  
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