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Make your break on to the board

Gaining board-level skills is key to being
effective in a senior role. But getting the
experience can be difficult if youre in a
small organisation. So Jackie Switzer
looks at one option — becoming a trustee

SEE yourself sitting on the board of
directors one day? One way to develop
your strategic experience is to become
atrustee of a charity which automati-
cally puts you on a board — providing
some invaluable experience.

There are more than 170,000 chari-
ties in the UK, with 820,000 charity
trustees and a combined income of
more than £33 billion. Research by
New Philanthropy Capital found 95 per
cent of people are unaware that they
could become trustees — partly because
trusteeship is seen as an activity for
retired middle-class people with more
than half of trustees aged 60 or over.

Trustees sit on the board of charities
and are responsible for ensuring the
charity is run properly and for the
purpose it was established. The time
commitment varies but can be four
meetings a year (plus time to prepare
by reading papers) for a small charity
or around two days a month for a
trustee on the board of an NHS
Trust.

Sarah Hodgkinson, chief executive
of Getting On Board, a charity which
encourages organisations to help their
s*aff become charity trustees, says: “It
is a great way to develop leadership
skills and communication skills. We
find finance, legal knowledge, HR, IT
and marketing skills are in demand.
But all boards need a diverse range of
people and you need people without
professional skills to provide down-
to-earth input.

“In your day job there are agreed
ways to manage people but when
working with volunteers you need to
learn to encourage and motivate peo-
ple and be very aware that they are
passionate about issues. There may
be real differences in people’s focus
and opinion.

“We are working on the idea of peo-
ple having a volunteering board-level
career alongside their professional
one. Being on a board is an infinitely
more attractive and cost-effective way
to get management skills when you
compare it with going on a course. As
a trustee you have to get it right. You
learn from your mistakes and your
successes very quickly.”

Katherine Thomas, group talent &

leadership director at BT, says: “We

actively encourage people to become
trustees, it takes you out of your com-
fort zone and provides the opportu-
nity to work at the big-picture level in
interesting organisations. You get to
work on strategy, policy and vision
and take responsibility for the finan-
cial stability of the organisation.

“You also learn about good govern-
ance — this is something you will not
get exposure to until you are at a very
senior level in a large organisation. We
are keen for people not to be insular
and this helps them recognise the dif-
ferent challenges facing organisations
and also to understand organisational
dynamics. Also it helps them build
their networks.”

Eleanor Stringer, research analyst at
New Philanthropy Capital, says: “Even
if you are working as an accountant in
a large company you need to be able
to adapt how you use your skills and

recognise that charities are different
—not inferior.

“Also you will get to work with people
who you might not meet in your day
job, including other volunteers and the
people the charity works for.”

The Pilotlight charity puts teams of
business people into charities to help
them become more sustainable and
efficient. Fiona Halton, chief executive
of Pilotlight, says: “Our volunteers
give two to three hours a month,
organised around their diaries, to
coach charities in business planning.
The charity gets a business plan along
with other skills and tools. We facili-
tate all meetings and coach the chari-
ties to acquire the skills themselves.”

A typical Pilotlight team of four

‘Board-level volunteering
offers the opportunity to
retain your confidence and
self respect’

could include an entrepreneur, some-
one who runs a division in a company,
an HR person and a senior marketing
person or someone from the civil
service.

Halton says: “Small charities are
good at what they do but they grow
and end up running small businesses
when they are not used to this. The
charities we work with show an annual
22 per cent growth compared to the
average of three per cent in the volun-
tary sector.

“Being a pilotlighter is different to
being a trustee as it is deliberately time
limited and ideal if you want to give
your skills but cannot give a regular
slot of time.

“People can be worried that the
charity would not use their skills prop-
erly — one marketing executive had
volunteered with her favourite charity
and they had her stuffing envelopes.

“However, 17 per cent of pilotlight-
ers have become trustees as a result
and some go on to be non-executive

Co-founder: Martha Lane Fox, 30, remains a non-exec director of lastminute.com

directors. We currently have 250 pilot-
lighters active at the moment, with
200 of them in London.”
Hodgkinson says: “In the economic
downturn the number of people vol-
unteering has increased. If you are
made redundant the first thing to go
is confidence. Board-level volunteer-
ing offers the opportunity to retain
your confidence and self respect. You

have to contribute and if you have more
time you can contribute more.”
Amisha Ghadiali, associate strategic
director of Ethical Fashion Forum, is
currently looking for four new board
members. She says: “We are looking
for people to move us to the next level.
We want people with both profes-
sional and life experience, who are
passionate about the ethical fashion
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BECOMING A TRUSTEE

B Find a charity you feel
passionate about. You need to
really believe in it as you are not
being paid and you are going to
put in a lot of time and effort.

B Websites including www.
trusteenet.org.uk/jobs-search let
vou search by your interests and
postcoae.

H If there is alocal charity, get in
touch and see it there are
vacancies. Speak to the chief
executive or a director about
being a trustee and get some idea
of their expectations.

Hl Don’t expect to get on the
board of Barnardos as high-
profile charities get a lot of
interest in their boards. But there
are 170,000 charities in the UK
and you are likely to find one
locally that matches your
interests.

B Research the charity online
and go to one of its events if you
have time. Make sure you feel
you can be passionate and
committed.

B Once you find a possible
charity ask to meet the people
you will be working with — it is
very important that you can get
on with them.

H Find out how much time is
required and how often the
board meets. It could be four
meetings a year (plus time to
prepare by reading the board
papers) or a much bigger
commitment.

B Some organisations have terms
of office of three years and others
are more open-ended. It may be
difficult to make a lasting
contribution if you are just there
for a year.

B Think about how manageable
it will be alongside your job and
find out if your employers are
supportive.

industry and have the time and energy
to put in. We don’t just want highly
respected people who do not have the
time to give. Board members will learn
a lot about ethical fashion and work
with its pioneers. We want people
from both mainstream fashion and
others with business experience.”
The perception of trustees as retired
middle-class people may be a major

‘We want people with both
professional and life
experience..who have the
time and energy to putin’

barrier to more diverse boards,
according to Stringer.

“Younger people feel they don’t have
the skills,” she says. “Often the boards
of charities are dominated by older
peopleand recruitment can be through
their friends. Diversity on the board is
key as the people a charity works for
may be young, from different groups
and disadvantaged. I am 25 and I am
applying to become a trustee, I already
work as a school governor.

“Working in a small company means
it can be hard to get senior experience.
It’s great if you want to get leadership
experience and make a difference.”



