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Trustee decisions to drive charitable impact

o Charities exist to create public benefit

o Resources are a means, and not an end

o Balancing impact, sustainability and risk

o Making confident decisions in uncertain times



The Trustees’ Dilemma
o Today’s beneficiaries need help now

o Tomorrow’s beneficiaries will need help 
too

o The future is uncertain

o Resources are finite

o Rarely a risk free option



What are trustees actually there to do? 

Trustees must

o Act in the charity’s best  interests

o Manage resources responsibly

o Act with reasonable care and skill

o Manage risk appropriately

o Further the charity’s purposes



Why reserves matter

Reserves are a tool to:

 Manage uncertainty

 Support resilience and protect against shocks

 Invest in opportunities

 Enable transformation

Not to:

  Simply to create comfort

 Avoid difficult decisions

 Exist without purpose



Legal and Regulatory backdrop
o CC14 “Acting in your charity's best interests means always 

doing what you decide will best help your charity to carry 
out its purposes, both now and for the future. It is not about 
preserving your charity for its own sake.”

o CC19: Reserves should be held for identified reasons and not 
simply accumulated.

o Public benefit requirements: balance current and future 
beneficiaries – no prescribed spending rate but you must be 
able to justify it and establish a reasonable and sustainable 
spending rate



A good reserves policy should explain:

o Why reserves are held

o How much is needed

o What risks reserves protects against

o When reserves might be used

o How regularly it is reviewed

Plus be clear – how it links to strategy and be transparent 

for stakeholders



When does prudence become paralysis?

o “Just in case” thinking

o Historic policies remain unchanged

o No clear purpose for funds held

o Fear replaces strategy

o Reserves become the objective

What you might see

o Decisions always default to “wait”

o Impact opportunities are routinely deferred



What’s the reality of things going wrong?

o Real life examples

o What are the regulators bothered about



What can go wrong?

o Weak oversight

o Poor challenge 

o Unmanaged conflicts

o Weak controls

o Lack of focus on impact



Courage is not recklessness
o Evidence based decisions

o Proper challenge 

o Understanding risks

o Considering alternatives

o Focus on impact



Working with a cautious board

o Start with mission, not money

o Present options, not recommendations

o Discuss risk of doing nothing

o Use evidence and data

o Create safe conversations



What’s really going on?
o Is this about board effectiveness?

o Has it got a diverse range of skills and 
perspectives?

o Is it able to hear good and bad news?

o Is the board well informed so it can make 
evidence based decisions?

o Is there a culture of trust between 
management and the board and within the 
board?

o Do management and the board welcome 
constructive challenge?

o Is the board willing to revisit past decisions?



Three Trustee Mindsets

The Protector
1 “Preserve what we have”1

The Mission Driver
2 “Meet today’s need”2

The Steward
3 Balance present and future impact



Questions to help with decision making

o How does this support our purposes?

o What evidence supports this?

o What assumptions are we making?

o Which assumptions matter most?

o How confident are we in those assumptions?

o What information would change our minds?

o What are the risks involved?

o What are the consequences of being wrong?

o What other options exist?

o What happens if we do nothing?

o How will success be measured?



Getting stuck question – think about:

o If beneficiaries attended this board meeting, what 

would they want us to know?



Board culture should be 
one that continually asks:
o What has changed?

o What are we learning?

o What do our beneficiaries need now?

o What is the best use of our resources?



Explore risk appetite without a “live” decision

o What would we be prepared to do?

o Draw down 10% of reserves to spend

o Fund a deficit for a limited period

o Invest in a new service

o Pilot something innovative

o Borrow money

o Close a programme to invest in something else



Key takeaways

Reserves are a means; not an end

Making decisions with imperfect 
knowledge is governance

The greatest risk may be failing to act

Three Messages
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