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All inspection, no inspiration? 

Being a trustee can be both energising and onerous. There is arguably more pressure than ever on 

trustees to police the activities of the charities they lead. But are we in danger of turning trusteeship into a 

form of inspection and squeezing out the potential for trustees to be strategic, innovative and inspirational? 

Bill Colvin and Simon Hopkins are respectively the Chairman and CEO of the UK poverty charity Turn2us. 

They discuss how they maintain a balance between the controls and the creativity. 

 

Tell us about your time in the charity. 

Bill Colvin: I’ve been a trustee of Turn2us since late 2009 and Chairman since the end of 2013. The charity 

has been through a lot of change over the last couple of years and it’s been important to have both trustees 

and senior managers who have experience of successful change management. But all the trustees were 

motivated primarily by the great work that the charity does and we all got involved because we wanted to 

see how we could help. 

Simon Hopkins: I joined the charity as Deputy CEO in 2013 and took over as CEO in 2014. I came to 

Turn2us because I was fascinated by the way the charity works and the impact it has, and I felt that the 

experience I had gathered over the years complemented the rest of the team pretty well. 

 

You’ve gone through a lot of change recently. Is there a danger that could be a source of friction between 

trustees and management? 

SH: I think it can be a problem if the chemistry isn’t right going into that change period. But it’s also an 

opportunity to pull together constructively. Our own change programme was primarily a result of the need to 

achieve strategic financial sustainability. But that gave us the perfect opportunity to look long and hard at 

the fundamental elements of the charity, ranging from strategic objectives and brand to organisational 

structure and allocation of budgets. 

In hindsight, one of the things that was most helpful was that the initiation and creation of the strategy was 

a genuinely joint effort between management and trustees. We could have just presented something to 

trustees for rubber stamping (or rejection!) but we chose instead to listen up front to trustee aspirations, 

hopes and passions.  

BC: It was important for trustees to do 2 things: firstly, to actively participate in creating the strategy, taking 

the time to express ambition and vision; secondly, to let the management team get on with implementation 

and to provide constructive challenge to make sure it was all on track. It helped that we collectively agreed 

a clear endgame in terms of structure, working practices and resources. The phrase “critical friend” is a bit 

overused these days but I’d like to think that was the role we played and continue to play. As Chairman I 

see it as a big personal priority that the board offers advice and shares war stories. As CEO Simon has to 

make sure the management team are open enough to ask for that advice! 

 



 
 
How important is the relationship between Chair and CEO? 

BC: It’s absolutely critical. To my mind there has to be a very strong shared vision and plan between those 

two. Both the Chair and CEO have to maintain a careful balancing act with their “teams” in terms of offering 

direction but not dictating everything. If there is a genuine meeting of minds about the broad direction and 

strategy it is enormously helpful in creating a united vision. Similarly, the temptation for the Chair to 

interfere too much and start managing things is one that needs to be resisted for all sorts of reasons. 

SH: I think it helps if you can get a situation – as we have – where the Chair has been a CEO and the CEO 

has been a Chair. Understanding each other’s position is a real advantage. But it also helps to have other 

strong relationships beyond this one. At Turn2us, for example, we have regular and creative contact 

between subject matter experts from both executive and trustee teams, on communications, service 

delivery, finance and governance to name but a few. These have proved to be the source of lots of great 

ideas that have made the charity stronger. 

 

In your experience, what are the secrets to having a board that rigorously holds management to account 

but also provides support and ideas? 

SH: There’s no magic formula to this! Suffice to say a combination of positive things helps: strong expertise 

on both sides, especially on risk management, governance, compliance and finance; a clear strategy which 

has been produced by trustees and management together; a culture which is both driven and redemptive; 

and a free and transparent flow of relevant and insightful information which works both ways. The basic 

foundations are absolutely key. Creativity and collaboration come from an environment where trustees are 

really confident about dealing with the three modern “horsemen of the apocalypse” – reputation, 

compliance and financial sustainability. 

BC: On top of that – and it really does make a difference – is that you have a group of people who can be 

comfortable and candid in each other’s company. That promotes an environment where the challenge can 

be two-way. I’ve always invited Simon and his team to challenge us as much as we challenge them. I think 

it’s healthy and it definitely helps in getting to the right idea – no one has a monopoly on the truth but 

between us we can come up with some pretty powerful stuff. A bit of friction or constructive tension, 

provided there’s a genuine mutual respect, is very conducive to innovation. 

 

Finally, what nuggets of advice would you give to any charity board looking to achieve the right balance 

between support and challenge? 

BC: Spend some time in each other’s company understanding each other as human beings. And always 

remember, the process of challenge is two-way! 

SH: Take the work incredibly seriously; take yourself not too seriously. 

 

Find out more about Turn2us’ work at: 

www.turn2us.org.uk 

@turn2us_org 

 

 

http://www.turn2us.org.uk/
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Cass CCE response  
 

An excellent commentary on the Chair – CEO relationship but what attracted to me to this article was its 

title “All inspection, no inspiration” which I would have liked further developed. It is some twenty five years 

since Winifred’s Tumin report On Trust which looked at trustee leadership and her observation that Charity 

Governance could fall into the trap where trustees lose sight of purpose and focus too much on business is 

as true to-day as then. There have been recent cases where inspiration without business acumen has seen 

charities close down or curtail their activities, but equally where the focus on business has sometimes lead 

charities to then forget their purpose.  Getting the balance between business focus and charity mission is 

one of the key challenges for a charity board and is very different from a straight forward for-profit 

company. 

Professor Paul Palmer, Director of the Centre for Charity Effectiveness, Cass Business School, City, 

University of London. 

Find out more about Cass CCE’s work at: 

www.cass.city.ac.uk/cce  

@CassCCE 

 

What do you think?  

 

Are we in danger of turning trusteeship into a form of inspection and squeezing out the potential for trustees 

to be strategic, innovative and inspirational? 

Get involved on Twitter: 

@TrusteesWeeek 

#trusteesweek 
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