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The approach
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2,200 online interviews with charity trustees

― The research was conducted in two waves, with two impact 
measures added to the second wave

― Where questions were asked in both waves, data has been 
combined

― Respondents were sampled from the register of charities

― This included a range of different charity types and sizes

― All were trustees of a charity
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Executive summary
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Executive summary
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Charity trustees share similar perceptions to the public about what charities’ 
responsibilities are. They are more likely than the public to say how charities behave 
matters as much as what they do and as likely to believe in collective responsibility.

Charity trustees are also very confident in fulfilling their responsibilities. They are 
confident in their own ability to deal with wrongdoing and harm, although they are 
less confident in the Charity Commission’s ability to uncover it in other charities. 

Trustees though are more likely than the public to find high Charity CEO pay 
acceptable in some circumstances and are divided as to whether the public or 
charities are at fault when popular expectations are not met.

This may be explained in part by the fact that many charities are focussed on short-
term pressures of fundraising and survival. Reiterating the link between the funding 
landscape and public opinion could therefore prove important.

There is more scope for the Charity Commission to be seen as a source of help and 
guidance for charity trustees. Many do not currently engage with it, but those who 
do find it helpful.



Overall, trustees and the public align when it 
comes to charities’ responsibilities
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Both, for instance, believe that charities have a collective responsibility to 
uphold the reputation of the sector and that the regulator should do more than 
just ensure charities stick to the letter of the law.
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Charity trustees’ views are largely in line with the public’s when it comes to what is expected of 
charities

Agree more with statement A Agree more with statement B

Charity trustees General public

As a registered charity we have a 
collective responsibility to uphold the 
reputation of charity more generally

As a registered charity our only 
responsibility is to uphold the reputation 
of our own organisation

The way our charity goes about meeting its 
charitable purpose is as important as 
whether it fulfils that purpose or not

It is more important that our 
charity fulfils its charitable purpose 
than how it goes about doing so

Charities ought to have the same 
standards of conduct and behaviour 

as any other organisation

Because of the work they do, charities’ 
standards of conduct and behaviour ought 
to be higher than in other organisations

The charity regulator should confine its role 
to making sure charities stick to the letter of 

the laws that govern charitable activity

The charity regulator should try to make sure 
charities fulfil their wider responsibilities to 
society as well as sticking to the letter of the 
laws governing charitable activity

If a charity is as big and complex as some 
businesses in the private sector, the 

charity’s CEO should be paid the same as 
CEOs for business in the private sector

The nature of charity work means that it 
is wrong that some charity CEOs are paid 
the same as CEOs in the private sector

Charitable endeavor is 
something that only charities do

Charitable endeavor is something 
anyone can undertake

Q11. Please read the following pairs of statements. In each case, please use the sliding scale to indicate which statement you agree with, using a 0-10 scale 
on which 0 means you completely agree with statement A, and 10 means you completely agree with statement B. Base (2,200), General public (4,042)



E.g. on the question of collective responsibility, Charity Trustee views track closely with the
public’s views
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As a registered charity we have a 
collective responsibility to uphold the 
reputation of charity more generally

As a registered charity our only 
responsibility is to uphold the 

reputation of our own organisation
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(Statement A)
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(Statement B)

17% (5)

25% (6-10) of Charity Trustees

20% (6-10) of the general public

11% (5)

63% (0-4) of the general public

64% (0-4) of Charity Trustees

% of Charity Trustees

% of the general public

Q6. Please read the following pairs of statements. In each case, please use the sliding scale to indicate which statement you agree with, using a 0-10 
scale on which 0 means you completely agree with statement A, and 10 means you completely agree with statement B. Base (1,309). NB. Public 
question phrased slightly differently. 



And charity trustees feel confident in 
fulfilling those responsibilities
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They express high levels of self-confidence and, encouragingly for the 
Commission, do not consider either their responsibilities or the rules and 
regulations with which they must comply burdensome.



Charity trustees feel overwhelmingly confident in their role

Confidence in helping to manage or govern the charity
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97%
Confident in their 

role 

Somewhat
confident

42%

Very 
confident

55%
Not confident in 

their role

3%

Q14. How confident are you in helping to manage or govern your charity in your role? Base 
(2,200)



In fact, charity trustees are comfortable with their responsibilities and the rules and 
regulations with which they must comply
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Agree more with statement A Agree more with statement B

I feel like I don’t have enough time to 
properly carry out everything I need 

to do in my role 

I feel like I have enough time to 
properly carry out everything I need 

to do in my role

There are too many unnecessary 
rules and regulations for trustees to 

comply with

The rules and regulations trustees 
have to comply with are important, 

and not too much of a burden

I find my responsibilities for the 
charity overwhelming

I am comfortable with the 
responsibilities I have for the charity

Q15. Please read the following pairs of statements. In each case, please use the sliding scale to indicate which statement 
you agree with, using a 0-10 scale on which 0 means you completely agree with statement A, and 10 means you 
completely agree with statement B. Base (2,200)



Charity trustees believe in their own ability to stop instances of wrongdoing and harm
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Impact measure

Confidence in “my ability to protect my own charity and its beneficiaries from wrongdoing and harm”

97%
Confident

Somewhat
confident

44%

Very 
confident

53% Not confident

3%

Q7. How confident are you in each of the following? Base (1,309)



But there is some disagreement 
between trustees and the public 
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Key differences between the views of charity trustees and the general public

Agree more with statement A Agree more with statement B

Charity trustees General public

As a registered charity we have a 
collective responsibility to uphold the 
reputation of charity more generally

As a registered charity our only 
responsibility is to uphold the reputation 
of our own organisation

The way our charity goes about meeting its 
charitable purpose is as important as 
whether it fulfils that purpose or not

It is more important that our 
charity fulfils its charitable purpose 
than how it goes about doing so

Charities ought to have the same 
standards of conduct and behaviour 

as any other organisation

Because of the work they do, charities’ 
standards of conduct and behaviour ought 
to be higher than in other organisations

The charity regulator should confine its role 
to making sure charities stick to the letter of 

the laws that govern charitable activity

The charity regulator should try to make sure 
charities fulfil their wider responsibilities to 
society as well as sticking to the letter of the 
laws governing charitable activity

If a charity is as big and complex as some 
businesses in the private sector, the 

charity’s CEO should be paid the same as 
CEOs for business in the private sector

The nature of charity work means that it 
is wrong that some charity CEOs are paid 
the same as CEOs in the private sector

Charitable endeavor is 
something that only charities do

Charitable endeavor is something 
anyone can undertake

Q11. Please read the following pairs of statements. In each case, please use the sliding scale to indicate which statement you agree with, using a 0-10 scale 
on which 0 means you completely agree with statement A, and 10 means you completely agree with statement B. Base (2,200), General public (4,042)



Trustees are nearly twice as likely as the public to think that high salaries for charity CEOs can 
be justified
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If a charity is as big and complex as some 
businesses in the private sector, the 
charity’s CEO should be paid the same as 
CEOs for business in the private sector

The nature of charity work means that it is 
wrong that some charity CEOs are paid the same 

as CEOs in the private sector
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16% (5)

51% (6-10) of Charity Trustees

67% (6-10) of the general public

16% (5)

17% (0-4) of the general public

32% (0-4) of Charity Trustees

% of Charity Trustees

% of the general public

Q6. Please read the following pairs of statements. In each case, please use the sliding scale to indicate which statement you agree with, using a 0-10 
scale on which 0 means you completely agree with statement A, and 10 means you completely agree with statement B. Base (1,309)



And they feel more strongly that the way a charity goes about meeting its purpose is as 
important as whether it fulfils that purpose or not
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% of Charity Trustees

% of the general public

The way our charity goes about meeting 
its charitable purpose is as important as 
whether it fulfils that purpose or not

It is more important that our charity fulfils its 
charitable purpose than how it goes about 

doing so
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10%

20%
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0
(Statement A)
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(Statement B)

20% (5)

16% (6-10) of Charity Trustees

28% (6-10) of the general public

13% (5)

52% (0-4) of the general public

71% (0-4) of Charity Trustees

Q6. Please read the following pairs of statements. In each case, please use the sliding scale to indicate which statement you agree with, using a 0-10 
scale on which 0 means you completely agree with statement A, and 10 means you completely agree with statement B. Base (1,309)



Even while most trustees say they have a clear understanding of how public 
opinion ought to shape the way charities go about doing what they do, it is clear 
that some are sceptical of the value of paying attention to public opinion.



Charity trustees tend to say they have a clear understanding about how public expectations 
shape the way charities go about doing what they do…
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Impact measure

Agree more with statement A Agree more with statement B

The job of trustees during their time of service is 
to make sure that the charities they oversee 
remain intact and continue with their work

The job of trustees during their time of 
service is to play their part in showing 
everyone the power that charity has 
more widely to benefit society

I have a clear understanding about how 
public expectations ought to shape the 

way charities go about doing what they do

I am unclear about how public 
expectations ought to shape the way 
charities go about doing what they do 

Where charities fall short of public expectations 
is usually because the public doesn’t understand 

the complexities and difficulties involved in those 
charities delivering their purposes

Where charities fall short of public 
expectations is usually because 
charities don’t spend enough time and 
trouble understanding those 
expectations and trying to meet them

Q6. Please read the following pairs of statements. In each case, please use the sliding scale to indicate which statement you agree with, using a 0-10 
scale on which 0 means you completely agree with statement A, and 10 means you completely agree with statement B. Base (1,309)



… But are divided on whether failing to meet popular expectations is the fault of the public or 
of charities
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Impact measure

Where charities fall short of public 
expectations it is usually because the 
public doesn’t understand the 
complexities and difficulties involved

Where charities fall short of public expectations 
it is usually because charities don’t spend 

enough time and trouble understanding those 
expectations and trying to meet them
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25% (5)36% (0-4) 39% (6-10)

% of Charity Trustees

Q6. Please read the following pairs of statements. In each case, please use the sliding scale to indicate which statement you agree with, using a 0-10 
scale on which 0 means you completely agree with statement A, and 10 means you completely agree with statement B. Base (1,309)



Trustees feel a pressure on fundraising and 
so many are focussed on short-term survival
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While charity trustees place a high priority on fulfilling their charity’s purpose 
and values, they are equally driven by the pressures of ensuring that their 
charity has sufficient resources.



Charity trustees’ most important factors in decision-making

% SUM Important
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Value-driv en 
factors

The charity's
purpose

95%

Our values

92%

Resource-driven
factors

Our capacity
to deliver

89%

Cost and
budget

88%

Powers and
restrictions

in the
charity's

governing
document

79%

Professional
advice

63%

Views of
beneficiaries

61%

Views of
staff

54%

The Chair's
view

52%

Views of
donors

46%

The CEO's
view

37%

The view of
the person

who started
our charity

22%

Q13. How important or unimportant are the following factors when decisions are made in 
your charity? Base (2,200)



The pressure of raising sufficient funds arose in previous qualitative 
research conducted by Populus amongst charity trustees 
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Findings from Guidance 
Redesign qualitative research

“The overriding issue that we have is raising money.

Obviously we're raising considerable amounts of  money 

and have been successful in doing it so far, but the cliff  

is never much further away than a year.”

“You need to be paranoid about finance 

because if  you haven't got the money, you just 

fall apart, as everybody knows.”

“It's always about short-term, and this is for both my 

charities. Where is the next year's money coming from?”

“We need to focus on raising the funds to run 

the church. That includes paying all the 

electricity and all the rest and financially — we 

have to manage our own finance within that.”



The time charity trustees dedicate to tasks is broadly in line with the importance they assign to 
them. Ensuring their charity has sufficient resources takes up much of their time

Importance 

% Think the following are vital or very 
important

Ensuring that trustees, staff and volunteers
act in the best interests of the charity 97%

Understanding what the charity is set up
to achieve and what difference it is making 97%

Ensuring that resources are used as
efficiently as possible 96%

Ensuring the charity has sufficient
resources 95%

Monitoring the risk of fraud to the charity 92%

Monitoring other risks to the charity 87%

Providing support and advice to staff and
volunteers 81%

Representating the interests of donors at
the board 61%
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Time given

% who say the following are given regular attention 
[very much so + to some extent]

97%

97%

97%

98%

89%

91%

87%

72%

Q9. In your role with the charity, how important or unimportant do you think each of the 
following are? Q10. And to what extent do you think that each of those things is given 
regular attention by the board of trustees at your charity? Base (2,200)



The Charity Commission is generally 
regarded highly, although some doubt 
its ability to uncover wrongdoing
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Charity trustees view the Commission highly in regards to dealing with instances of 
wrongdoing and harm, but are less confident in its ability to uncover them
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Impact measure

That instances of wrongdoing and harm once uncovered will be
dealt with appropriately by the Charity Commission

Very confident Somewhat confident Not very confident Not at all confident

46% 44% 9%

The Charity Commission’s ability to uncover wrongdoing and 
harm when they occur in other charities 19% 56% 22% 3%

Q7. How confident are you in each of the following? Base (1,309)



Many charity trustees report having used the Charity Commission’s services 
before, most commonly guidance or content on the website. They rate them 
highly.



Two-thirds (64%) of charity trustees have used a Charity Commission service before, and most 
found them useful…
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Have you ever used or sought any of the 
following services?

NET Used/ sought any of the below 64%

% who have used…

Other content on the website 53%

Guidance 43%

Specific advice or permission 21%

Telephoned the contact centre15%

How usefulwas it?

% who say it was useful [very useful + somewhat useful]

Other content on the website 93%

Guidance 95%

Specific advice or permission 88%

Telephoned the contact centre 86%

58% found it easy to find that information on the website

Q19. Have you ever sought or used any of the following services from the Charity Commission? Base (2,200) Q20. And how 
useful did you find that service? Base: Guidance (936), Other (1,176), Telephone (319), Specific advice (457) Q23. How easy 
or difficult is it to find the information that you need from the Charity Commission's website? Base (2,200)



…But only a third (32%) use them regularly
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Never

31%

Once a year

37%

2 to 3 times a year or more

32%

Why trustees 
do not use the 

website for 
help and 
guidance

1. I don’t think I need help and guidance that regularly (62%)

2. I didn’t know that the Charity Commission’s website provided help and guidance (11%)

3. I don’t think the help and guidance provided by the Charity Commission is clear enough (6%)

4. There is too much help and guidance – I don’t know how to find what I need (4%)

5. I don’t use the internet very much (3%)

6. I don’t think there is enough help and guidance provided by the Charity Commission (3%)

Q21. Roughly how often do you use the Charity Commission’s website for help and guidance? Base (2,200), Q22. Which 
of the following reasons, if any, describe why you don’t use the Charity Commission’s website for help and guidance 
more often? Base: All respondents who use the Charity Commission’s website less than four times a year (2,059)



Fewer charity trustees say they look to the Charity Commission when they are 
unsure of something in their role. Instead, they rely on fellow trustees.



Charity trustees look to other colleagues or trustees for guidance when they are unsure about 
something in their role
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 A colleague or
another trustee

80%

 Looking on the
internet

41% 38%

 A friend or family
member (expert)

18%

 Another charity
or advisory body

15%

 A friend or family
member (non-

expert)

8%

 Other

9%

 I have not yet
sought help or

guidance in this
way

9%

Q18. In the past, when you have been unsure about how to go about something in your 
role, which of the following sources, if any, have you used to seek help or guidance? Base 
(2,200)



Charity trustees want the Commission to provide further guidance on 
raising funds, securing grants and managing their charities’ accounts 
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Findings align with Guidance 
Redesign qualitative research

Most commonly, trustees want the Commission to provide guidance on the following: 

Guidance on raising funds and securing grants

“Help from a funding officer to present our needs for 

funding successfully to organisations where so many charities 

are competing for ever-diminishing pots of  funding.”

“Funding outlets are an important key to success for any 

charity, so we need more information on this.”

Guidance on trustees’ key responsibilities

“It should be easier to access and read 

the responsibilities of  trustees.” 

“A guide to being a trustee with all the 

points covered.”

Guidance on managing and filing accounts

“Filing responses to the Charity Commission –

simplified forms and clearer instructions would help.”

“A free online course on how to read and 

understand accounts.”

They would like guidance to be free from jargon and presented as clearly as possible

Q17. For the items that you have identified as a challenge, what additional help do you 
need? Base (1,309)



Most trustees come to decisions collectively
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Charity trustees primarily rely on other trustees when coming to 
decisions and think the board of trustees are responsible for most of 
the decisions in their charities. 

This is in keeping with their reliance on their professional networks 
for help and guidance. 



Trustees collectively make the most important decisions in their charities…
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The trustees collectively

80%

An executive committee
or sub-committee

9%

The Chair

4%

The CEO/ senior staff

4%

Other

3%

Q12. Who makes the important decisions in your charity? Base (2,200)



… and most think the board of trustees is responsible for their charity’s activities (or the 
treasurer for matters relating to finances and accounts)
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The Board of Trustees The Chair Staff or managers The Secretary The Treasurer Other

Ensuring that all of the activites that the organisation undertakes help
to achieve the purposes for which the charity is established 92% 4%

Ensuring the charity's governing document, policies and procedures
are fit for purpose and are being followed 86% 8% 4%

Managing conflicts of interest 75% 21%

Overseeing the charity's finances 72% 23%

Producing the charity's accounts and trustees' report 53% 7%4%4% 31%

Submitting the annual return and accounts to the Charity Commission 47% 10% 4% 11% 27%

Q8. In your charity, who do you think is ultimately responsible for each of the following? 
Base (2,200)



Appendix



The respondents
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Role

Trustee 49%

 Chair 16%

 Treasurer 13%

 Board or Committee Member 8%

 Secretary 7%

 Vice chair 3%

 Other 3%

Years operating

 Up to 5 years 10%

6-10 years 11%

11-15 years 9%

16-20 years 10%

21-30 years 17%

31-50 years 20%

51-75 years 8%

76+ years 15%

Income

 £0 - £10,000 23%

 £10,001 - £25,000 16%

 £25,001 - £100,000 23%

 £100,001 - £500,000 18%

 £500,001 - £1,000,000 5%

 £1,000,001 - £5,000,000 7%

 £5,000,000 plus 4%

Geography

 South East 28%
 London 22%

 South West 22%
 West Midlands 19%

 North West 18%
 East of England 18%

 Yorkshire and the Humber 17%
 East Midlands 16%

 North East 14%
 Wales 13%

Overseas 9%
 Scotland 8%

 Northern Ireland 7%



Northburgh House

10 Northburgh Street

London EC1V 0AT

T +44 [0]20 7253 9900

F +44 [0]20 7253 9911

info@populus.co.uk

www.populus.co.uk
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