Claire Farmer – Charity Trustee Networks - Head of Operations
Charity Trustee Networks is the national support organisation for charity trustees and management committee members and we try to help them ‘do their thing’ as well as possible. What I talked about today was some of the practicalities to think about when becoming a trustee.

If you are interested in becoming a trustee think about what you have to offer a charity in terms of your skills and your experience and the knowledge that you have. And that might not be the most obvious things. It might be that you are a mum and you have knowledge of bringing up children so an educational charity is interested in that. Also think about what you want to get out of it; what skills and experience you have, what you want to gain, what leadership experience you might be interested in having that you can’t get in work environment. Or you might just want to get in involved in a cause you care about. Think about the type of charity. Is it local or national, small, medium, large, the kind of subject area that they do because you’re going to be spending quite a lot of time with this charity and getting really involved in it and it really helps if it’s something you like and you are passionate about. 

Find out what’s expected of you from that charity. All charities are different and will have different requirements of their trustees, even though the overall responsibilities and legal requirements might be the same. Think about the time commitment and the number of meetings involved. Think about the travelling distance, how far you have to go, and, remember, you can claim expenses if you want to and if you need to and you should never feel guilty for doing this.
There may also be other things that the charity would like you to be involved in such as events. If you’re chair you might have to manage the chief executive, developing policies, being on subcommittees, that kind of thing. Find out about the length and term of office, how long you have to be a trustee for, sometimes it’s three years, sometimes it’s six but it’s interesting for you to know. Find out whether induction and training is provided. And also find out what the charities’ financial situation is, because you have financial responsibility for the charity so it’s good to know what the situation is. A good book to read if you want to find out what the legal responsibilities are of being a trustee is The Essential Trustee which is available free form the charity commission. You must also read the charities’ governing document and find out what the financial situation is. Once you’re in, meet people and see the charities’ work first hand, get to know the staff and ask lots of questions, ask them sensitively, but do never feel embarrassed to ask questions because that’s one of the key roles of trustees, to sort of find out what’s going on and make sure that the charity’s doing what it should do. Ask what you can help best and what you can do to support the charity because staff are often very, very busy and don’t always have the time to think about how they can use the trustees as well as possible. And if you say you’re going to do something as a trustee, do it.
Most importantly know where to get the support information and advice that you need as a trustee. Don’t try and do it all on your own, there’s a lot of resources out there. Charity Trustee Networks has lots of resources and can link you in to any kind of help you need as a trustee. The Charity Commission has a great web site, KnowHow Non-profit is wonderful and there’s a whole range of other ones. Don’t try and re-invent the wheel! There’s probably support and advice out there and it’s just a case of finding it and CTN can help with that. I hope you enjoy being a trustee!
