
WWiiddggeett  FFiinnnn    

30

GGeettttiinngg  vvoolluunntteeeerrss  oonn  bbooaarrdd

EExxeeccuuttiivvee  cchhaarriittyy

John Wallis, Senior Accounts Technician at
insurance brokers Marsh Ltd., claims that he
was genetically predisposed to volunteer as
a school governor. He explains: “My family
have been involved in voluntary work with
children for over a century.”

But it was only when he attended a talk given
at his workplace by the charity Getting on Board
that he decided to pursue the idea. “I have two
small children and realised that if I became a
governor of their future school it would give me
a chance to see how it was run.” Getting on
Board put him in contact with Norfolk Childrens’
Services, and he has now been a governor at
his local school at Thetford for over a year.

The aim of Getting on Board is to encourage
employers to support their staff to volunteer as
charity trustees, school governors or board
members of public bodies. It runs seminars 
for employees about what is involved in
volunteering, and provides a brokerage service
for individuals who wish to volunteer.

Sarah Hodgkinson, Chief Executive of Getting
on Board, argues that there are business
benefits for an employer in encouraging staff 
to volunteer as trustees or school governors. “It
is an effective way for employers to raise 
their profile in the area of corporate social
responsibility and to be in contact with the
communities in which they operate. It is also a
low cost and effective means of developing 
their employees’ competencies and skills
including strategic planning, marketing and
managing change which are all relevant to 
leadership roles.”

There are various organisations who act 
as marriage brokers between companies 
or individuals and the organisations who 
are looking for volunteer trustees. Business 
in the Community (BITC) runs CARE, the UK’s
largest employee volunteering organisation. A

series of local partnerships in thirty locations
link businesses and charities, but there are
certain prerequisites to ensure that the
relationship works well, warns Kirsty McHugh,
Partnership Director at BITC. “The expectations
on both sides must be clearly identified. The
charity should know what it wants from its board
and individual members, and the business
must understand what it is getting involved in.”

The NCVO (National Council of Volunteer
Organisations) runs a Trustee Bank 
which matches trustees and not-for-profit
organisations, as well as an extensive website
which tells you all you need to know about
trustee volunteering. 

But when it comes to placing senior people in
trustee roles, big business is accustomed to
dealing with headhunters, and inevitably will
incline towards a professional recruitment
consultancy rather than a website. Olga
Johnson, Chief Executive of CR Search and
Selection has been placing trustees from the

corporate world for over five years. 
She says: “In the past, charities were

frequently run by people who were elected from
the membership but who were inexperienced in
business. Now the sector is increasingly
competitive and highly regulated, and larger
charities have a multi-million pound turnover.
There is a need for a powerful mix of elected
trustees with experience of the charity itself
together with business people who bring
expertise in areas such as marketing or finance,
and also have a strong empathy with the cause
of the charity.”

Johnson has been a trustee for six years, 
and was the first person from the commercial
world to join the board. “Two other business
people soon followed and we introduced a
strategic planning approach so that we could
measure the effectiveness of the charity’s
activities. The board meetings are now much
more professional, and we can all have an
informed debate.”

When Kate James became CE of
Greensleeves Homes Trust, which runs
residential care homes, it had three trustees 
who were closely involved with the care sector.
“We took a positive decision to widen the 
base of our skills experience, and did a 
skills audit which identified the need for 
financial experience, general management and 
HR background.” 

The charity recruited five trustees including an
accountant, a surveyor and the CE of a voluntary
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organisation. James herself was new to the
sector, and understood the importance of
effective induction. “As well as providing an
information pack we arranged for the volunteers

to visit our homes to meet the clients and had an
awayday for new and old trustees. With half the
board from the care sector and the rest from the
corporate world we needed to learn how to work
together as a team.”

Teamworking was a skill which Wallis has
learnt as a school governor. “At work I usually
just have contact with people over the phone.
Having worked on the board team I now see 
that it’s not just my targets or those of my 
team which are important, but those of the
whole department. Being a governor has
broadened my perspective.”

Clearly volunteering brings practical
experience in management which costs the
boss almost nothing except time off, and has 
a spin-off benefit in terms of personal
development.

Wallis also claims that he’s also had insight
into human nature through dealing with parents.
“Things don’t always run smoothly, and I hadn’t
expected to be dealing with fire-fighting
situations but it’s been rewarding. I’ve also seen

that a good parent needs to support the school
as well as the child.”

He has brought his specialist skills in risk
assessment and due diligence to the school
board, and spent the annual day off given by his
employers for staff to work in the community in
doing a health and safety audit of the school. “I
and the other business trustees also bring a
view from the outside which is helpful because
teachers can get very insular.”

What does his employer Marsh get for offering
encouragement and a day’s time? “I’m more
motivated at work because I know that my
bosses are not just expecting me to contribute
to company profits but are supporting me in my
outside interests. That’s a holistic benefit which
you cannot quantify.”
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Contact File
Getting on Board wwwwww..ggeettttiinngg--oonn--bbooaarrdd..ccoo..uukk
NCVO  wwwwww..nnccvvoo--vvooll..oorrgg..uukk
Business in the Community  wwwwww..bbiittcc..oorrgg..uukk
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