
 
 
 
THE COFFEE BREAK TRUSTEE 
 

 
 

A bite-sized introduction to trusteeship  
 
 
 
 
 
 

   
 



CONTENTS 
 
Who is this guide for? 
 
What is a board of trustees? 
 
What other responsibilities do boards  
of trustees have? 
 
What is a trustee? 
 
Who can become a member of a board of 
trustees? 
 
Why be a trustee? 
 
How much time will it take? 
 
What is a charity? 
 
What is a charity for? 
 
What does a board of trustees do? 
 
The many-hatted role of boards of trustees 
 
Other hats 
 
The vital partnership 
 
How to get the best from being a trustee 
 
Further information 
 
 

 
 
The publishers and authors cannot accept any legal responsibility for any errors or omissions that 
may occur. Readers should consult their professional advisors before entering into any legal 
commitments. This resource is not intended to replace the official guides (produced by the Charity 
Commission) but is a user friendly first guide to trusteeship 



COFFEE BREAK ONE          
 
Who is this guide for? 

 
This guide will help you if you are considering becoming a 
trustee, either now or in the future. 
 
It is a general guide which covers the role of charity trustees, 
their main responsibilities, and how to get the most from being 
a trustee. 
 
What is a board of trustees? 
 
A board of trustees is a group of volunteers which is legally 
responsible for a charity; some call the board of trustees the 
executive committee. 
 
What other responsibilities do boards of trustees have? 
 
Some charities are incorporated as Companies Limited by 
Guarantee. This means that the members of the board are also 
company directors and must act according to company law. 
For more information on the duties of directors of companies 
limited by guarantee, see the further reading and website 
information section of this guide. 
 
What is a trustee? 
 
A charity trustee is a voting member of the board of a charity. 
 
Who can become a member of a board of trustees? 
 



No-one under the age of 18 can become a trustee (although 
they can become a director of a company). Anyone who has a 
current conviction involving deception or dishonesty, or who is 
an undischarged bankrupt, is not eligible to stand as a trustee. 
The more experience a trustee has, in terms of background 
experience, skills and perspective, the better for the charity. 
 
How do you become a trustee? 
 
Trustees are chosen by selection and election. Elections for 
trustees usually take place at the Annual General Meeting by a 
ballot of members entitled to vote. The charity’s constitution or 
its memorandum and articles of association will explain how 
this is done. 
 
Why become a trustee? 
 
People usually become a trustee of a charity because they care 
about the cause. Incentives may include: 
 

 Giving something back to an organisation that has helped 
you. 

 Work/career progression 
 Learning new skills 
 Gaining new experiences 

 
Trustees should remember that they are there to work for the 
good of the whole organisation. Self-interest must take second 
place, while they are carrying out their role as a trustee. 
 
How much time will it take? 
 
This depends on the organisation; if the organisation is large 
and complex, then it can make significant demands on your 
time. Time may be spent reading papers, preparing for 
meetings, and in contact with the activities of the charity. In 
smaller charities, trustees may be asked to give much less of 
their time. 
 



COFFEE BREAK TWO         

 
What is a charity? 
 
A charity works for public benefit, not private gain. Its 
charitable work must benefit wider society, and not simply give 
advantage to a particular group or individual. Charitable status 
depends on the purposes or objects of an organisation. To be 
considered charitable, an organisation must have objects 
which fall into categories set out by the Charity Commission. 
(See Appendix 1) 
 
A charity is obliged, by law, to have a board of trustees. 
 
What is a charity for? 
 
Charities exist to achieve the purpose and aims set out in their 
constitution or Memorandum and Articles of Association. They 
are given charitable status because their activities will benefit 
society as a whole. 
 
Trustees should always have a copy of their organisation’s 
constitution and read it thoroughly, particularly in relation to 
the aims / objects / purpose. Everything that a trustee does 
should help the charity to achieve these. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What does a board of trustees do? 
 
A board of trustees provides leadership and takes 
responsibility for a charity. If the organisation employs staff, the 
board will carry out these duties in partnership with them, 
usually through its senior staff member. 
 
The major role of the board is to: 
 

1. Provide the charity with purpose and direction, and see 
that progress is made towards its aims, objects and 
purpose. 

 
The board must also: 
 

2. Ensure that the charity operates within the law, and 
obeys its Constitution or Memorandum and Articles of 
Association. 

3. Ensure that the charity’s finances are managed 
effectively. 

4. Recruit, employ and support the charity’s staff and 
volunteers. 

5. Report to others on the charity’s progress, and make 
its work accountable to the public. 

6. Ensure that the board itself works effectively, reviews 
its activities and performance, and plans for its future. 

 
The many-hatted role of boards of trustees 
 
The above list shows that trusteeship can be a complex and 
challenging role - it is a ‘many-hatted’ role, with numerous 
elements to it. It is vital that trustees are fully aware of which 



hat/s they are wearing at any particular point. The most 
important hat is that of leadership. 
 
 
 
 

COFFEE BREAK THREE                                       
 
Leading the charity                 
 
The board’s most important job is to lead the charity. Leading a 
charity means giving it vision and direction, and seeing that it 
progresses towards its aims and purpose. This is a very 
exciting role which should always be carried out in partnership 
with senior staff, if the charity is an employer. 
 
Leading and managing 
 
Leading and managing a charity are not the same thing. 
Effective leaders are primarily concerned with strategy. Day-to-
day management is about implementing this strategy. A board 
of trustees can never delegate its strategic role. 
 
Some boards of small charities provide leadership and also 
manage day to day activities. Some delegate management 
functions to staff or other volunteers. In large charities, almost 
all of the management functions are carried out by staff. 
Trustees of small groups, however, are often involved in the 
day-to-day implementation of their strategy. 
 



Leading the charity is the board’s most important job. Most of 
the time that the board spends together should be for this job. 
When doing so, the board should ask: 
 
 “Do we have a clear strategy to get us where we want to 

go?” 
 “Is it achievable?” 
 “What is happening in the wider picture that could be a risk 

to our charity?” 
 “Is our direction clear to everyone?” 
 
 
 
Keeping a charity lawful 
 
The board of trustees is legally responsible for the affairs of a 
charity. The buck stops with the board, so the board must be 
aware of all relevant legislation. If in doubt, seek advice 
regarding legislation. The board should ask- “is it legal?” 
 
In many charities, responsibility for the detail of ensuring that 
legislation is complied with is often delegated to a specific 
member of the board- e.g., the secretary, the treasurer, or to a 
member of staff. The board should ensure that this person has 
the ability to carry this out effectively, or can access training 
and information to assist with this. 
 
Boards of trustees should be aware of and understand their 
legal obligations, and check that these are being met. It helps 
to have trusteeship open to as wide a range of people as 
possible. 
 
The general picture, however, is not one of trustees readily 
being taken to court to answer for the actions of their 
organisation. This is very much a rarity. If trustees act with 
care, in line with the law and their governing document, there 
should be no problem. 
 



The basic rules are that trustees should keep themselves 
informed, as a group and as individuals, and that they should 
consider the potential risks in all that the charity does. 
 
 
 

COFFEE BREAK FOUR                                                                  
 
Managing the finances 
 
All the members of a board of trustees are responsible for a 
charity’s finances. These responsibilities include: 
 
 Managing the charity’s assets. 
 Making sure that the charity has enough money to meet its 

obligations in the short, medium and long term. 
 Making sure that the charity spends its money 
 
This may surprise you! However, a charity exists to benefit its 
beneficiaries, and building up assets for the sake of it does not 
do this. Trustees should strike a balance between prudent 
management of the organisation’s assets, and the spending of 
them to benefit the beneficiaries. 
 
It is the treasurer’s job to see that his or her fellow trustees 
receive financial information in a clear and understandable 
form. The treasurer should also ensure that proper financial 
records are kept. In small charities, the treasurer may actually 
keep the records of accounts. In large charities, record 
keeping is usually delegated to a senior staff member who 
liaises closely with the treasurer. 
 



An update record of the charity’s finances should form a part of 
all board meetings. As long as planning has been good and 
there have been no unforeseen crises, it should be easy to put 
on financial hats and take them off just as fast! When wearing 
the financial hat, trustees should ask: 
 

 “Is our income and expenditure running to plan? If not, what 
action do we need to take to get back on track?” 

 
Trustees should not get bogged down in financial detail. 
 
Employing staff and engaging volunteers 
 
The board of trustees is the legal employer of all the charity’s 
staff. It is also responsible for any volunteers who are involved. 
 
In most charities which employ staff, the board of trustees 
directly manage the Director/Chief Executive, and it is this 
senior employee who is responsible for the management of 
staff and volunteers. 
 
The role of employer is yet another hat to put on! The board 
must be confident that consistent, fair employment practice is 
used: that employment law is complied with, and that staff and 
volunteers work in a safe, healthy environment. 
 
Reporting on the charity and making it accountable 
 
Annually, the directors have to make returns to the Charity 
Commission about the previous year’s activities and finance. 
 
A board is required, by law, to report to: 
 

 The members of the charity at the Annual General Meeting 

 The Charity Commission. 

 Companies House (if a company limited by guarantee) 

 Funders: trusts and other donors (if required to do so under 
the terms of the grants or donations) 

 



In most charities, the secretary or the treasurer ensures that 
reports are sent to the right people at the right time. Larger 
organisations may delegate these activities to staff. 
 
Trustees should always be ambassadors for the charity, 
ensuring that that they promote, develop and maintain its 
reputation. When wearing a promoting and reporting hat, 
trustees should ask themselves: 
 
 “How well are we doing?” 
 “How well do others know and understand what we do?” 

 
 

COFFEE BREAK FIVE                                                
 
Making sure that the board works well and plans for the future 
 
A board of trustees is a team. The challenge is to make it as 
successful as possible. 
 
Successful teams: 
 
 are clear about their purpose 
 contain a suitable mix of skills, experiences and ability; 
 share out roles and jobs, according to skills/abilities 

/experience 
 get the work done 
 
A board must plan for its own future. It is advisable to be aware 
of when board members are due to stand down; some will be 
eligible for re-election, and some will retire altogether. The 
board will need to be proactive in encouraging people with the 



relevant skills to stand for election. In many cases, a board will 
have the power to co-opt people with the skills that are needed. 
 
The board should ensure that it has a recruitment and 
succession strategy, as part of an overall plan to maintain and 
develop the team of board members. A board member should 
be tasked to take the lead in this. 
 
While wearing this hat, the trustee should ask: 
 
 “Is our current board effective as a team?” 
 “Where will we get new members from?” 
 “How will we develop the skills and capacity of the team?” 
 
Trustees are on board to benefit the charity as a whole and not 
just representing one viewpoint or set of interests. When 
working as a trustee, you must always work in the interests of 
the charity. 
 
The vital partnership 
 
If the charity employs staff, the relationship between the board 
and the senior staff member is a vitally important one. The 
professional knowledge of the Director/ Chief Executive is 
essential to the board, if they are to make sound, strategic 
decisions. The board adds a variety of skills, experiences and 
perspectives to the professional skills of the Chief Executive. 
The partnership should add value to the whole organisation. 
 
In law, the board is the employer of the Chief Executive. In all 
other ways, the board should see itself as working in 
partnership with the senior staff member, to lead the charity. 
 
It pays to regularly review the quality of the partnership with 
the Chief Executive. It should be dynamic, flexible, and two-
way. It helps if there is an agreed criterion which can be used to 
judge the effectiveness of the partnership. 
 



It is helpful for the trustees and the senior member of staff to 
discuss and agree what will make an effective and successful 
partnership. Develop an action plan based on who will do what, 
why, when and where, etc. This plan can then be used to judge 
how well the partnership is working. 
 
 

COFFEE BREAK SIX                                                  
 
How to get the best from being a trustee 
 
The role of a charity trustee is a serious and potentially 
demanding one. You will benefit by thinking carefully about 
what the demands on your skills and time will be, why you want 
to become a trustee, and how you can carry out your 
responsibility to best effect. The points below should help you. 
 
Clear expectations and agreement 
 
Use the checklist below to check what you agree to do, when 
you become a trustee. 
 
As a trustee, you are expected to: 
 
 Read the constitution/memorandum and articles of 

association. 
 Attend all board meetings. 
 Read papers in advance of meetings. 
 Attend sub-committees and working groups, as agreed. 
 Send apologies if, for any reason, you cannot attend. 
 Take any action you have agreed to take, as a result of 

decisions made at a meeting. 



 Claim any out of pocket expenses. 
 Understand the procedure for voting, decision-making 

without voting, election of trustees. 
 Know who you can turn to for advice. 
 
You agree to: 
 
 Support the purpose, mission and values of your charity. 
 Act prudently and in the best interests of your charity’s 

beneficiaries. 
 Declare any conflict of interest – where personal interests or 

connections conflict with the interests of your charity. You 
should not play a part in decisions in which conflict of 
interest arises. If the conflict is serious and ongoing, you 
should not be a trustee. 

 
Good time-management 
 
An effective trustee plans for preparation, meetings and follow-
up. This means allocating time in the diary for all three- not just 
for meetings. 
 
 
Regular review 
 
Review your work as a trustee- at least, once a year. What are 
the positives? Are you able to make a real contribution? What 
are the negatives? Are there problems and frustrations? Can 
they be put right? 
 
 
Consider whether or not you are getting enough enjoyment and 
satisfaction from being a trustee. Are your reasons for 
originally wanting to become a trustee being met? If not, can 
this be easily remedied? It is vital that a trustee derives a 
benefit from their work, if they are to remain fully connected to 
and supportive of the charity’s work. 
 



Charities have provided this country with numerous social 
benefits, over the past two centuries. They are a uniquely 
independent force for positive change in our society, made for 
the people by the people, and adding value to the fabric of all of 
our lives and communities. This has only been possible with the 
support of informed, diligent and committed trustees. 
 
Whilst not providing all of the answers, it is hoped that this 
Coffee Break Trustee booklet has been helpful in providing a 
basis from which to become more aware of the many and 
varied elements of trusteeship. For further help, information or 
guidance, please see the list of useful sources, given below. 
 
Further information resources: 
 
Voluntary Action North Somerset 
The Badger Centre 
3-6 Wadham Street 
Weston super Mare 
BS23 1JY 
www.vansweb.org.uk  01934 410194 
 
Charity Commission 
Woodfield House 
Tangier 
Taunton Somerset 
TA1 4BL 
www.charity-commission.gov.uk 0845 3000 218 
 
NCVO 
Regent’s Wharf 
8 All Saints Street 
London 
N1 9RL 
www.ncvo-vol.org.uk 0800 2 798 798 
 
Directory of Social Change 
24 Stephenson Way 
London 

http://www.vansweb.org.uk/
http://www.charity-commission.gov.uk/
http://www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/


NW1 2DP 
www.dsc.org.uk  08450 777707 
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Appendix 1 
 
 Advancement of Education  
 Advancement of Religion  
 Advice and Counselling  
 Animal Charities  
 Carers  
 Community Amateur Sports Clubs  
 Community Capacity Building  
 Community Centre  
 Community Transport  
 Concilliation And Mediation  
 Conservation of the environment  
 Disasters  

http://www.dsc.org.uk/
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj1.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj2.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj30.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj3.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj4.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj5.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj6.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj23.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj7.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj8.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj9.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj10.asp


 Elderly People  
 Equality and Diversity  
 Family Planning  
 Museum and/or Art Gallery, The Establishment and 

Maintenance of a  
 Promotion of Human Rights  
 Promotion of the Law, Police and Crime Prevention  
 Racial Harmony  
 Recreational Charities Act 1958  
 Recycling  
 Refugees / Those Seeking Asylum  
 Relief of Financial Hardship  
 Relief of Sickness  
 Relief of unemployment  
 Religious Harmony  
 Sustainable Development  
 Urban or Rural Regeneration  
 Village Halls  
 Young People 
 
For further explanation or definition of these categories, visit 
the charity commission website: 
 
www.charitycommission.gov.uk  and enter example objects in 
to the search box. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj11.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj25.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj13.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj12.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj12.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj21.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj14.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj28.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj15.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj29.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj16.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj17.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj18.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj19.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj26.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj24.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj20.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj22.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/registration/exobj27.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/


Last page detachable (pair of scissors………broken line) 
 
Working your way through the six bite-sized sessions, together, 
provide a foundation for trusteeship. As such, the completion of 
all coffee break sessions, signed by another trustee, will entitle 
you to receive the VANS trustee foundation certificate. 
 
 
 
 
Coffee break 1  Signed………………… Date…………… 
 
Coffee break 2           Signed………………… Date…………… 
 
Coffee break 3  Signed………………… Date…………… 
 
Coffee break 4  Signed………………… Date…………… 
 
Coffee break 5  Signed………………… Date…………… 
 
Coffee break 6  Signed………………… Date…………… 
 
 
 
Once completed, please send to VANS for validation. Your 
foundation certificate will be presented at the award ceremony, 
to take place at the VANS Annual General Meeting. 
 
If you prefer to have your certificate posted to you, please fill in 
your name and address below. 
 
Name……………………………………………. 
 
Address…………………………………………. 
 
……………………………………………………. 

 
 
 


