


2 

 

Minister’s Foreword 
I welcome the publication of the three Training Needs Assessment Reports and note the 
recommendations in each. 

The government’s five year strategy to support the community and voluntary sector in Ireland 2019 
– 2024, Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered Communities, sets out a long term vision for 
government policy and support in relation to community and local development, and the community 
and voluntary sectors. 

At its core, the Strategy contains a number of actions relating to the training needs of local 
community development committees (LCDC), the community and voluntary sector and the boards of 
charitable organisations.  

These Training Needs Assessment reports set out a range of recommendations to identify and meet 
the training needs, implement a formal programme to meet these needs, and support capacity 
building in groups and organisations.  As the assessment of the training needs of the LCDCs was 
completed at an earlier date, some elements have already been delivered, such as guidance on the 
development of local economic and community plans (LECPs), inter-cultural awareness and 
engagement of marginalised communities in local planning processes. 

This government greatly values the role played by the community and voluntary sector in the 
provision of services to all in our communities.  I would like to thank Pobal, on behalf of my 
Department, and in consultation with the members of the Training Needs Sub-Group (The Wheel, 
Community Work Ireland, ILDN, Academia, the CCMA, PPNs and Departmental colleagues) of the 
Cross Sectoral Group (CSG), who were tasked with carrying out research into the specific skills and 
training needs and identifying how gaps may be addressed. 

Following on from the signing into law of the Charities (Amendment) Act, 2024 earlier this year, the 
provision of governance training to charity trustees is particularly important. 

There are an estimated 29,000 non-profit organisations operating in Ireland, in addition to over 
11,500 charities registered at the end of 2023.  There are thousands of people from all backgrounds 
who volunteer their time, skills and expertise to sit on the boards and management committees of 
these organisations, as well as working in every community and supporting people in a myriad of 
ways.  

My department will continue to work with colleagues across Government and with representatives 
of the community and voluntary sector to implement the recommendations in these reports.  When 
roll-out commences, it will have a very positive and beneficial impact for participating groups and 
organisations, all of which make a vital contribution to Irish society. 

 

 

 

Joe O Brien 

Minister of State with responsibility for Community Development, 
Integration and Charities 



3 

 

Contents 
Executive summary ............................................................................................................... 5 

1 Introduction ................................................................................................................. 12 

2 Desk review summary ................................................................................................. 15 

3 Scope, methodology and sampling .............................................................................. 18 

4 Profile of charity trustees and their organisations ........................................................ 21 

4.1 Charity trustees ..................................................................................................... 21 

4.2 Organisations ........................................................................................................ 24 

5 Training needs of charity trustees ................................................................................ 28 

6 Relationships ............................................................................................................... 30 

7 Training experiences and preferences ......................................................................... 32 

8 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) ..................................................................... 39 

9 Climate Action ............................................................................................................. 40 

10 General experiences ................................................................................................... 42 

11 Main findings and recommendations ........................................................................... 45 

11.1 Main findings ......................................................................................................... 45 

11.2 Recommendations ................................................................................................ 47 

 Training needs analysis ................................................................................. 47 

 Access and communication ........................................................................... 47 

 Training topics ............................................................................................... 48 

 Training delivery ............................................................................................ 48 

 Induction training ........................................................................................... 48 

 Sector wide changes ...................................................................................... 49 

Appendix 1: Desk review ..................................................................................................... 50 

1. Introduction ................................................................................................................. 50 

2. The definition of charitable organisation: legal form, structure and terminology ........... 52 

3. Relevant legislation and policy: development .............................................................. 53 

4. Duties of charity trustees and board composition ........................................................ 55 

5. Voluntary trustees: literature and research .................................................................. 56 

6. Boards of charitable organisations in Ireland: current trends and supports available ... 58 

7. Key questions for skills gap analysis ........................................................................... 60 

8. Project scope .............................................................................................................. 62 

8.1. Definition of ‘community and voluntary organisation’ ............................................. 63 

8.2. Definition of mid-sized ........................................................................................... 67 

9. Conclusion and sampling frame .................................................................................. 70 



4 

 

Appendix 2: Summary of results for ‘education’ sectors ...................................................... 72 

Appendix 3:  References ..................................................................................................... 76 

 

 
  



5 

 

Executive summary 
Overview and context 
The boards of charitable organisations play a crucial role in advancing and advocating for the 

mission, values, and objectives of the organisation. The charity trustees on those boards 

provide strategic direction and steer the organisation’s future. They also ensure that robust 

ethical, legal, governance and financial management processes are in place. Charitable 

boards have specific duties set out under the Charities Act 2009 as well as being responsible 

for ensuring their organisation complies with its obligations under other legislation, such as 

those related to employment law, data protection, health and safety and others. While charity 

trustees have these wide-ranging responsibilities and ability to significantly impact 

organisational direction, they work on an entirely voluntary basis. It is estimated that over 

76,000 people currently volunteer their time, skills and expertise to sit on the boards of 

charitable organisations in Ireland (Charities Regulator, 2022).  

In collaboration with the community and voluntary sector, in 2019 the Government of Ireland 

set out a five-year strategy to support the sector entitled ‘Sustainable, Inclusive and 

Empowered Communities: A five-year strategy to support the community and voluntary sector 

in Ireland 2019-2024’. The strategy recommended that a programme of support and capacity 

building be designed and implemented for leaders, board members/charity trustees and 

volunteers in community and voluntary organisations (Action 2.2). Pobal, on behalf of the 

Department of Rural and Community Development (DRCD), and in consultation with the 

Training Sub-Group of the Cross-Sectoral Group on Local and Community Development 

(CSG), were tasked with researching the training needs of the boards of charitable 

organisations and developing a set of recommendations as to how the identified gaps may 

best be addressed. This report is part of a three-phase skills audit or training needs 

assessment project running between 2021 and 2023. The first phase focused on Local 

Community Development Committees (LCDCs), this second phase targeted charitable boards 

and the third assesses the training needs of small community groups and associations.  

Methodology 
Working closely with DRCD, the CSG Training Needs Sub-Group, and the Charities Regulator, 

Pobal designed a training needs assessment survey to be completed by charity trustees. In 

December 2021, this survey was issued by the Charities Regulator to 24,000 individual charity 

trustees of organisations of all sizes, types and sectors, that were registered with the Charities 

Regulator. The survey was open for two weeks from 1st to 14th December 2021. In total, 792 

completed responses were received. In order to best reflect the intentions of the Sustainable, 

Inclusive and Empowered Communities Strategy, which focuses on community and voluntary 
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organisations, school boards were removed from the analysis included in the main body of the 

report1.  

The survey data provided information on the current profile of charity trustees, their training 

preferences, and experiences as well as a series of training needs categorised according to 

three main themes: (i) organisational knowledge, (ii) governance, compliance and strategic 

oversight, and (iii) relationships. A fourth area of focus explored the extent to which training 

had already been received, who the main providers of that training were and charity trustees’ 

preferences with regard to the delivery, timing and content of training supports.  

Key findings 

Profile of charity trustees and their organisations 

• Almost two thirds of charity trustees (64%), who responded to the survey, belonged to 

older age cohorts (55+). Boards were generally balanced in terms of gender 

composition; however female charity trustees were usually younger, while the older 

trustees had a higher proportion of males.    

• The vast majority of charity trustees were either employed (46%) or retired (35%). 

• One in three respondents sat on more than one board. 

• The most frequently cited charitable purposes of the organisations that charity trustees 

were involved in were community development (23%) and community welfare (20%). 

• The highest proportion (41%) of respondents sat on boards of medium-sized 

organisations (annual income between €75,000 and €1,000,000), 39% of very small 

organisations (> €75,000) and 18% of large organisations (income >€1,000,000). 

• The largest proportion of respondents (40%) sat on the boards of organisations with a 

small number of employees (between one and nine), while one third (33%) were on 

the boards of organisations with no paid employees. 

• The majority of charity trustees sat on the boards of charitable organisations whose 

legal form is Company Limited by Guarantee (64%), 10% worked on boards of 

unincorporated associations and 8% on boards of organisations with a charitable trust. 

Training needs of charity trustees 

• Overall, most charity trustees indicated having a good knowledge of their organisation. 

• The highest proportion of respondents required training in legal obligations and risk 

management (61% each), while training on running effective meetings was least 

                                                

1 The data from members of school boards has been included in the Appendix.  
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required (needed by 40% of respondents). With the exception of running effective 

meetings, more than half of respondents indicated a need for training in all remaining 

areas (aligning with national policies and planning; monitoring performance, strategic 

planning, Charities Governance Code, financial planning, stakeholder engagement 

and directing management). 

• A higher proportion of respondents from small organisations indicated a need for 

training across the majority of topics compared to those from medium and large 

organisations.  

Relationships 

• The desk research highlighted the importance of ‘soft’ skills or knowledge, such as 

communication, relationships, and role clarity in the effective functioning of a charitable 

board.  

• Most respondents reported good communication within the board (87%) and between 

the board and management (85%).  

• Almost three-quarters of respondents (73%) indicated that there was a clear division 

of roles between board and management.  

Training experiences and preferences 

• Half of charity trustees had not received an induction in relation to their role and 46% 

had not received any training in relation to their role in the previous two years. This 

proportion was significantly higher in small organisations, where two thirds (66%) of 

charity trustees had not received an induction or training in the last two years.   

• Charity trustees with the longest tenure (ten years or more) were the least likely to 

have received training in the previous two years, followed by those with the shortest 

tenure (less than two years). It is likely that the timing of the survey was a factor here. 

Those experienced or long-standing charity trustees are likely have received training 

earlier in their tenure, while COVID-19 may have impacted the take up of training for 

newer charity trustees.  

• The most frequently cited reason for lack of training was lack of awareness of what 

training was available. Other reasons included shortage of time, lack of budget, lack of 

organisational training plans and respondents being unsure of what training they 

needed.   

• The main training providers listed were the Charities Regulator, other providers and 

The Wheel. It is worth noting that the training referred to by the respondents may relate 

to the training funded by the Charities Regulator that was arranged to support the 

launch of the Charities Governance Code. 
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• The most frequently cited area of training for charity trustees was on governance and 

the Charities  Governance Code (132 mentions), followed by general board training on 

the roles, duties and legal obligations of boards and how to carry out the role 

effectively.  

• There was an expressed need for online, standardised induction-style training 

available on a whole-board basis and tailored specifically to the needs of small 

organisations. These needs include less ‘management’ style language and 

consideration for varying levels of education, experience and capacity in order to 

encourage the participation of under-represented groups.  

• There were no clear trends in what is needed from a training delivery perspective, but 

rather that the needs and preferences for training delivery are diverse across charity 

trustees. 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

• Charity trustees were asked if their organisations were aware of what they could do to 

encourage progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and if there 

were any examples they could provide on their activities in this area.  

• Of the 170 respondents who answered this question, over half (60%) indicated that 

they had either no understanding, low understanding, or that they understood the 

SDGs but could not give any specific examples.  

• Of the 51 respondents who were able to give examples of actions taken by their 

organisations in furtherance of the SDGs, 13 were environmental-based.  

Climate Action 

• Charity trustees were asked about the steps taken by organisations in furtherance of 

climate action and the extent of knowledge in this area.  

• Of the 178 charity trustees who responded to the question, 51% stated that climate 

change is not discussed or engaged with as a topic, nor are there any actions in 

furtherance of this. 

• Overall, the comments displayed some awareness of climate change or environmental 

issues generally, and respondents have given examples of general environmental 

activities. However, there was a distinct lack of discernible appreciation of the Climate 

Action Plan specifically or its central tenets regarding ‘Just Transition’. 

General experiences 

• Overall, perceptions of experience of serving on boards, communication within boards 

and between boards and management were very positive.  
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• The distinction of roles between boards and management was less clear in small 

organisations where relationships are more informal, while at the same time these 

organisations were most likely to experience good communication between boards 

and management.  

• The analysis of open commentary has shown that charity trustees who completed the 

survey, were highly motivated to contribute to their organisations and their 

communities. However, they often felt overwhelmed with the range of tasks and 

responsibilities involved in their role; a role which is voluntary and which they often had 

to balance with employment and other responsibilities.  

• Respondents indicated that the potential amount of time that would need to be invested 

in order to carry out the role effectively made board membership less attractive to those 

with outside responsibilities. This was seen as leading to a lack of diversity in board 

composition as well as difficulties in recruitment and succession planning.  

• Survey respondents frequently voiced a concern about what they perceived to be 

increasing compliance, regulatory and reporting requirements. While the need for 

standards around good governance and transparency was appreciated, the workload 

associated with adhering to regulatory demands was seen as taking away from their 

role in strategic planning and oversight.  

• It was acknowledged that not all capacity issues can be addressed through training 

initiatives and the results of this survey highlighted some of the more structural barriers 

identified by charity trustees in terms of managing workloads, regulatory requirements 

and diversity and representation.  

Recommendations 

A set of recommendations for support to the boards of charitable organisations were 

developed using analysis of the data from the survey and the desk research that explored 

literature and trends relevant to charitable boards. These were:  

Recommendation 1 

Training needs analysis at organisation/board level. It is recommended that supports are 

developed, made available or signposted to, if already existing, to assist organisations in 

carrying out training needs analysis and developing bespoke training plans for their 

organisations and/or boards.  

Recommendation 2 

Signposting of available training and resources. The research has shown that being 

unaware of available training was the main barrier to the training uptake. While training on the 
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topics required by charity trustees as well as suite of resources for charitable boards are 

available, for example from The Charities Regulator, awareness of its existence is lacking.  It 

is recommended that a creation of an online hub for charity trustees, which would include all 

the relevant information and links to available training, should be considered. Alongside, 

communication plan for promoting such resource also needs to be developed.  

Recommendation 3 

Access to grants for training/training voucher scheme.  A solution to funding of training 

for charity trustees could be the provision of small grants for training or an introduction of a 

training voucher scheme for charity trustees volunteer with organisations that cannot afford 

training for their board members.  Further scoping should be undertaken to assess whether 

there are any existing sources of such grants or potential avenues for same. 

Recommendation 4 

Board effectiveness training resources. While various resources that cover board 

effectiveness exist already, for example from the Charities Regulator, it is recommended that 

a review of the existing resources is conducted to identify any potential gaps, and assess 

whether the level of detail provided and their accessibility is sufficient for the diverse levels of 

skills and knowledge among the charity trustees. Bringing such resources into for example a 

handbook could be considered.  

Recommendation 5 

Induction packs for new charity trustees It is best practice for all boards to provide an 

induction pack to all new charity trustees. The pack will be individual to each organisation 

however guidance could be given on what should be included as a minimum in such pack. As 

the Charities Regulator has developed extensive guidance and materials to assist with the 

recruitment and induction of charity trustees, it is recommended that an awareness campaign 

of these and other relevant resources should be considered. 

Recommendation 6 

Training design based on the needs of participants. Training delivery should take into 

consideration the varying levels of education, experience and capacity in order to encourage 

the participation of under-represented groups. Some boards may benefit from training 

designed for the whole board rather than individuals. While there may be a preference for 

online training for a large proportion of charity trustees, some may favour local face to face 

delivery. Other forms of training should also be considered such as mentoring and peer-to-

peer learning.   
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Recommendation 7 

Provide governance training that meets the differential needs of organisations, 
especially those of small community and voluntary boards with no paid staff who rely on 

volunteers, taking account inter alia of the anticipated changes in reporting, accounting and 

audit requirements for charities under the Charities (Amendment) Act. 
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1 Introduction  
In Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered Communities: A Five-Year Strategy to Support the 

Community and Voluntary Sector in Ireland 2019-2024, the Government recommended the 

design and implementation of a programme to support capacity among leaders, board 

members and volunteers in community and voluntary organisations (Action 2.2). Other 

research into the sector acknowledged that as volunteers, the board members of community 

and voluntary organisations might lack the time, resources, or opportunities to access training 

or upskill in the areas that are required for the effective carrying out of that role (Deloitte, 2018; 

Cahill, 2020). The leadership role of a strong, confident board has been cited as crucial for 

enabling organisations to withstand change, such as that experienced by the sector during the 

COVID-19 pandemic (Carmichael, 2021).  

Pobal, on behalf of the Department of Rural and Community Development (DRCD), was 

tasked with carrying out research into the specific skills gaps or training needs of the charity 

trustees. The need for this research was identified through a consultation process that took 

place with the Training Sub-Group of the Cross Sectoral Group on Local and Community 

Development (CSG), the group charged with overseeing the Sustainable, Inclusive and 

Empowered Communities Strategy. The Sub-Group agreed that there was a need to better 

understand the specific skills gaps and/or training needs of the boards of community and 

voluntary organisations as a first step in the implementation of Action 2.2 of the Strategy. The 

consultation process further established that any research in this area needed to take into 

account and address the fact that the boards of very small organisations and very large 

organisations may have different needs and capacities. To address this, the research included 

organisational size as a key component of the analysis.  

This training needs assessment was the second in a three-stage ‘skills audit’ project targeting 

specific aspects of the community and voluntary sector: phase one on Local Community 

Development Committees, phase two covering charitable boards and phase three examining 

the training needs of small community groups and associations. The purpose of a skills audit 

or training needs assessment is to find out what skills might be needed in a given role, to 

determine what self-assessed level of these skills currently exists, and to compare, analyse 

and find ways to bridge any gaps identified.  

In order to establish what skills might be required by the charity trustees, desk research was 

carried out between July and September 2021 which looked at the context of voluntary board 

membership in Ireland, the functions and role of such boards, and any literature pertaining to 

the skills requirements of non-profit boards more generally. This review identified four thematic 

areas under which such boards may require skills: (a) organisational knowledge, (b) 
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governance, (c) compliance and strategic oversight and (d) relationships. A section on 

training experiences and preferences was also included in the survey to identify any barriers 

that charity trustees might face in terms of accessing existing supports. Survey questions were 

designed to probe the level of need around these skills areas as well as to develop a better 

understanding of how training could be delivered effectively.  

This report presents a summary of the findings from the survey data and provides a set of 

recommendations. The remainder of the report is structured as follows: 

• Chapter 2 summarises the main outcomes of the desk research, and includes the 

project rationale, context, and thematic areas for the questionnaire.  

 

• Chapter 3 presents the methodology along with a description of the sample, what is 

known about the target population and the analytical strategy employed.  

 

• Chapter 4 presents the findings that relate to charity trustees characteristics and that 

of their organisations.  

 

• Chapter 5 outlines the survey results in regard to the training needs of charity trustees. 

 

• Chapter 6 presents survey results and commentary under the topic of relationships, 

including board communication, board and management relationships and 

communication barriers.  

 

• Chapter 7 explores the findings relating to training experiences, including past training 

received, training providers and preferred modes of training.  

 

• Chapter 8 summarises the open commentary made by respondents about their work 

towards UN Sustainable Development Goals.  

 

• Chapter 9 summarises the open commentary made by respondents about their work 

towards Climate Action.  

 

• Chapter 10 presents an analysis of the qualitative information and commentary given 

by survey respondents about their general experience on the boards of charitable 

organisations.  
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• Chapter 11 concludes by putting forward a set of recommendations for training and 

capacity building for members of voluntary boards.  
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2 Desk review summary  
This section of the report summarises key findings from the desk review (which can be found 

in APPENDIX 1) that was conducted to inform the research, in particular the design of the 

survey. The desk review outlined the definitions and terminology relevant to charitable boards 

as well as the variations in legal form or structure of the organisations they govern. The first 

notable distinction presented was that between ‘non-profit’ and ‘charitable organisation’, the 

latter being a sub-section of the former, broader category. While non-profits and charities both 

use income or profits in the furtherance of some social good rather than (as in the case of 

corporations) to be distributed to shareholders, charitable organisations are those which are 

registered with the Charities Regulator. Receiving charitable status brings with it a range of 

obligations around compliance, good governance and accountability while entitling the 

organisation to tax advantages, greater visibility or legitimacy and various supports offered. 

This report deals with charitable organisations only. 

From a legal point of view, charitable organisations can have different forms, with Companies 

Limited by Guarantee (CLGs), charitable trusts or unincorporated associations being used 

most frequently. The most important distinction between the different legal forms is whether 

separate legal liability exists, and this factor has consequences for organisations and their 

boards in terms of the specific compliance requirements that are attached to each structure. 

Unincorporated associations and charitable trusts, for example, have no separate legal 

liability, meaning that if there is not enough money to pay creditors, trustees or members may 

be liable for debts. CLGs have obligations under the Companies Acts in addition to, if they are 

registered charities, the Charities Acts. 

Individuals who are board members of charitable organisations are called charity trustees. 

This term is used in the report in the reference to individuals sitting on boards of charitable 

organisations registered as charities. In small number of instances, where the term board 

member is used it refers to a wider board membership, not necessarily of registered charities.   

According to the Charities Regulator Annual Report 2022, there were over 76,000 volunteer 

trustees across the country (Charities Regulator, 2023).  

The desk research considered the establishment of the Charities Regulator, the creation of 

the Charities Register and the requirement for organisations to comply with various reporting, 

structural and governance obligations. While the requirements set out in various enactments, 

including under companies legislation are necessary to increase public trust in the charitable 

sector, and to ensure accountability and transparency of organisations in receipt of sometimes 

large amounts of state and fundraised income, they have arguably increased the 

responsibilities felt, and the skills and experience needed, by charity trustees. Those duties 
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include ensuring that the charity is carrying out its specified purpose, acting in the charities 

best interest, complying with the charities governing document(s), ensuring proper books of 

account are kept, acting with due care and skill, managing assets in the best interest of the 

charity and ensuring that annual and financial reports are provided to the Charities Regulator. 

Boards are also responsible for ensuring compliance with other legislation such as that 

pertaining to the Companies Acts and those covering employment, data protection and health 

and safety. 

The desk research has also highlighted the training and resources available to charity trustees, 

listing some key organisations providing such supports.  

Literature was explored relating to the skill and competency requirements of non-profit boards 

generally, connected to their governance, monitoring and strategic roles. What came through 

from some of the sources cited was the issue of charity trustees having highly altruistic 

intentions, wanting to contribute, and perhaps having experience and knowledge of the 

particular sector, but sometimes lacking a full appreciation of what the role entails from a legal, 

strategic or compliance perspective. Four themes were proposed for consideration in the 

training needs assessment of the boards of charitable organisations: 

I. Organisational knowledge: understanding the articles of association, rules of 

association, constitution or governance document of that organisation is crucial. Also 

important is an awareness of how the organisation is structured, how it carries out its 

work as well as the organisation’s mission, values and goals.  

 

II. Governance, compliance and strategic oversight: knowledge around legal 

obligations and duties, compliance and reporting. Strategic planning skills, risk 

assessments and the ability to align with national and regional policies and plans are 

also vital.  

 

III. Relationships: role clarity, cohesion and the effectiveness of communication both 

within the board and between board and management are all pivotal factors in the 

operation of a successful board.  

 

IV. Training preferences and experiences: the extent to which existing training is 

utilised, whether there are particular barriers to training, charity trustees preferred 

modes or forms of skills development, are important and practical factors in formulating 

recommendations for the delivery of training.  
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These thematic areas were used to build the survey and analyse responses and this report 

will present the findings according to these themes. 

 

  



18 

 

3 Scope, methodology and sampling  
The desk research, alongside consultations with DRCD, the Charities Regulator and members 

of the Sub-Group explored the parameters of the project in terms of the identification of a 

target group (population) and sample (survey respondents). The intention of Sustainable, 

Inclusive and Empowered Communities was considered, whereby it was those smaller 

community and voluntary organisations and groups which were deemed most in need of 

support rather than very large organisations whose resources would likely be greater. The 

distribution of the Irish charitable sector according to size, both in terms of annual income and 

number of staff, was examined in the desk review. The Charities Regulator data show that 

77% of registered charities2 in Ireland have less than nine employees and 44% report incomes 

of less than €75,000 per year (see figures 3.1 and 3.2). The final approach taken was to 

include all charity trustees within the parameters of the project and the survey was issued 

accordingly. Organisational size became a variable used to analyse the data in relation to any 

significant variation in skills or training needs of the charity trustees of different sized 

organisations.  

Figure 3.1. Distribution of charitable organisations by number of paid staff 

 
 

                                                
2 Those that submitted financial information in 2020, excluding schools.  
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The survey was designed by Pobal and distributed to 24,000 charity trustees by the Charities 

Regulator, using a random selection, on the basis of their contact details being part of a mailing 

list held by the Charities Regulator. This sampling frame represented 33% of the total 

population of charity trustees taking 2020 Charities Regulator estimates into account 

(Charities Regulator, 2020). The survey was open for two weeks from 1st to 14th December 

2021. A total of 1,008 responses were received.  

The next step involved data cleaning, which is the process of detecting and correcting 

inaccurate or incomplete observations from a data table. After this process was finished, 792 

complete responses remained. This number represented a response rate of 3.3%. 

Consideration was given to ensuring that selection bias was not an issue. This included 

benchmarking of survey results such as organisational size, staff numbers and charitable 

purpose against those in the population (charitable organisations from the Charities Regulator 

data). There was a slight skewness in the sample in terms of staff number, where respondents 

showed a higher proportion with 1-9 staff compared to no staff.  

Discussions were held to determine any limits which should be placed on the research 

according to charitable purpose or sector. Charitable organisations can range from schools, 

community halls, churches, and religious organisations to hospitals and large research 

institutions and it was considered that not all these organisations and their voluntary boards 

might fall within the remit of Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered Communities, as the 

Figure 3.2. Distribution of charitable organisations by income  
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strategy focused on the community and voluntary sector specifically. Following consideration 

of practical, methodological and conceptual factors, the approach taken, in consultation with 

the CSG sub-group, was to exclude responses where ‘education’ was a charitable purpose. It 

was considered that school boards would have different structures, profiles and needs 

compared to those of typical community and voluntary organisations. Furthermore, the 

Department of Education provides support to school management bodies for the training and 

development of boards of management (Gov.ie, 2021), with primary and post primary 

management bodies, such as Education and Training Boards Ireland (ETBI) and the Catholic 

Primary School Management Association (CPSMA) delivering role specific training to boards 

under their aegis.  

Notwithstanding this, the data generated from the responses from charity trustees of 

educational organisations is valuable and a brief synopsis of findings for this group of 

respondents is included in APPENDIX 2. The removal of responses from charity trustees citing 

education as primary purpose of the organisation from the overall sample left 625 responses 

for analysis. Care was also taken in analysing the data to ensure adequate sample size when 

filtering for different variables.  
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4 Profile of charity trustees and their organisations  
4.1 Charity trustees 
A number of survey questions were designed to determine the demographic characteristics of 

charity trustees such as age, gender, employment status and features of the organisations of 

for which they are a trustee, including size, charitable purpose and legal structure. These were 

used to develop a better understanding of who charity trustees are and how these 

characteristics may influence their skills, training needs and preferences.  

A slightly higher proportion of females sat on boards (51%) than males (49%). One respondent 

identified themselves as non-binary. Charity trustees tended to belong to older age groups, 

with the majority of respondents (64%) aged 55 and over (see Figure 4.1). Over one third 

(37%) were aged 65 and over. 

Figure 4.1 Age group 

 

There were notable variations in gender breakdown in the different age groups, with females 

representing a larger share of board membership in younger age cohorts. Interestingly, the 

gender trend found in younger age demographics was reversed among the 37% of charity 

trustees who were over 65 years old. With 62% of older charity trustees being male, it is likely 

that we are observing an intergenerational shift in the gender composition of boards, where 

historically there would have been greater male representation (see Figure 4.2 for detailed 

breakdown).  
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Figure 4.2 Gender breakdown per age group 

 

A significant proportion (46%) of charity trustees were currently employed while a further 35% 

were retired, which is consistent with the age breakdown of the respondents (see Figure 4.3). 

A further 16% identified as self-employed and 2% stated they were full-time carers. Only a 

very small proportion of charity trustees (<3%) were unemployed or students. 
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Figure 4.3 Work status 

 
One in three respondents (33%) sat on more than one board. This proportion was higher for 

those in larger and medium sized organisations compared to small organisations (39% and 

36% respectively compared to 28%). In terms of their role on the board, 44% were trustees, 

22% were chairpersons, 21% secretaries and 9% treasurers. A small proportion (4%) were 

unsure of their role. The gender breakdown according to role type shows some variation, with 

a higher proportion of men in chairperson roles, see Figure 4.4. 
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Figure 4.4 Gender breakdown of board roles 

 

4.2 Organisations 
Respondents were asked a series of questions about the organisations upon whose board 

they sit. The first set of questions focused on the organisation’s characteristics such as size, 

staffing and sector, while the second set aimed to estimate the level of respondents’ 

organisational knowledge about mission, values, strategic objectives, and governing 

documents.  

The options for the description of charitable purpose given in the survey were based on those 

outlined in the Charities Act 20093. The most frequently cited charitable purposes were 

community development, at 23% and community welfare at 20%. These two categories 

covered a wide range of activities including services for people in need due to age, disability 

or ill-health; activities that improve the quality of life of communities such as scouts, community 

halls and events, and improvement of social and community spaces. Health was the third most 

frequently cited category, with 10% of respondents working for organisations involved in the 

prevention and treatment of disease and the advancement of physical and mental health. 

                                                
3 The Charities Regulator introduced a classification standard in November 2022. The details can be 
found here. It is intended that the classification standard will be used by researchers, policy makers and 
other stakeholders going forward.  

https://www.charitiesregulator.ie/en/information-for-charities/classification
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Figure 4.5 displays the breakdown of charitable purpose as chosen by the respondent charity 

trustees. There was no reliable way of comparing the breakdown in charitable purpose as 

reported by the charity trustees who responded to this survey to the wider population of 

registered charities. This is because, currently, charities can list more than one purpose and 

many list several, with no ‘primary’ area of activity specified.  

 Figure 4.5 Charitable purpose 

 
Turning to look at the size of organisations, the highest proportion (41%) of respondents sat 

on boards of medium-sized organisations (annual income between €75,000 and €1,000,000), 

39% for very small organisations (> €75,000) and 18% for large organisations (income 

>€1,000,000). A small proportion (2%) of respondents did not know the income of their 

organisations. The largest proportion of respondents (40%) sat on the boards of organisations 

with a small number of employees (between one and nine), while one third (33%) were on 

boards of organisations with no paid employees. For details see Figure 4.6 shows the 

organisations breakdown by the number of paid staff.  
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Figure 4.6 Numbers of staff 

 
The majority of charity trustees sat on the boards of charitable organisations whose legal form 

is Company Limited by Guarantee (64%), 10% worked on boards of unincorporated 

associations and 8% on charitable trusts. More than one in ten respondents (11%) did not 

know the legal status of the organisation. Charity trustees from small organisations (as 

measured by income) were less likely to know the legal form than those from medium or large 

organisations, with 14% of this cohort choosing “I don’t know” in response to the question.  

Overall, most charity trustees indicated having a good knowledge of their organisation. Most 

were confident that they fully understood their organisations governing documents (85%), with 

only a small minority stating they did not understand these documents (4%). A slightly higher 

proportion (6%) of charity trustees from small organisations reported a lack of understanding 

of governing documents compared to their counterparts from larger organisations (4% for 

medium sized and 1% for large organisations). Similarly high levels of perceived 

understanding of employment law were reported, with 80% of respondents from organisations 

with paid staff citing they fully understand their employment law obligations, 8% citing they did 

not fully understand and 11% being neutral, or neither agreeing nor disagreeing with the 

statement. Respondents from organisations with no paid staff left this question blank. 

Organisational strategic objectives were known to 93% of respondents, with no variations 
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depending on size. There was also a high level of reported understanding of the organisations 

operating policies (87%), financial obligations (87%) and structure and staffing (92%).   
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5 Training needs of charity trustees 
The next set of questions sought to determine charity trustees’ level of confidence and self-

assessed skills level in the areas of governance, compliance, and strategic oversight. An 

essential aspect of the role of charitable boards is to provide strategic leadership to the 

organisation, setting direction, making decisions, monitoring organisational performance, and 

ensuring both accountability and compliance in terms of its legal and regulatory obligations. 

The survey questions aimed to assess the extent to which charity trustees feel that they 

require training and support in these areas, on a scale of strongly agree to strongly disagree. 

Scale answers were then re-categorised to positive/neutral/negative for ease of analysis. 

Figure 5.1 shows the proportions of respondents who indicated that they needed training in a 

given topic. The need for training was expressed by a majority (over 50%) of respondents in 

all but one area (40% of participants required training on running effective meetings). The two 

areas with the highest proportion of respondents needing training were legal obligations and 

risk management (both 61%). 

Figure 5.1Self-assessed training needs: percentage of positive responses 

 
A higher proportion of charity trustees from small organisations (66%) indicated that they 

needed training in legal obligations when compared to their counterparts in larger 
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organisations (54% for mid-sized and 49% for large organisations). Similar trends were 

observed in the areas of risk management and the Charities Governance Code. A notably 

higher proportion of charity trustees from larger organisations required training in the areas of 

alignment with national and regional policies and directing management. However, 

organisation size was not related to training need in the areas of monitoring performance, 

strategic planning, financial planning or stakeholder engagement. More detail can be seen in 

Figure 5.2. 

Figure 5.2 Training needs self-assessment by organisational size: percentage of positive responses 

Category Small Medium Large 

Legal obligations 66% 54% 49% 

Risk management 62% 58% 53% 

Charities Governance Code 61% 51% 45% 

Performance monitoring 56% 53% 55% 

Strategic planning  55% 55% 54% 

Financial planning  54% 52% 54% 

Stakeholder engagement  54% 52% 55% 

Aligning with national policies 
and planning 

50% 59% 59% 

Directing management  47% 54% 54% 

Running effective meetings  41% 35% 34% 
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6 Relationships  
Questions relating to relationships covered a range of areas, including perception of 

individual’s role, group dynamics, communication within the board and the relationship 

between board and management. While these aspects are not directly skills related in a 

technical sense, the desk research highlighted the importance of ‘soft’ skills or knowledge, 

such as communication, relationships, and role clarity in the effective functioning of a 

charitable board. Figure 6.1, below, displays percent responses to questions relating to 

relationships, communication, and role clarity. 

Figure 6.1 Relationships, communication & role clarity: percent of positive responses 

 
When asked about role clarity, most respondents stated that they fully understood their role 

as charity trustees (81%). This proportion was higher among charity trustees in large 

organisations (92%) compared to those in small and medium sized organisations (79% and 

81% respectively). There were some small variations in role clarity according to the position 

on the board, with secretaries and treasurers reporting a slightly lower level of role clarity 

compared to other members (73% compared to between 79% and 80%). Role clarity was also 

more strongly felt among those charity trustees with longer tenure, with 82% of those with 

more than 10 years’ experience and 84% of those with 3-9 years’ experience fully 

understanding their role compared to 75% of those with two years or less.  
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The majority of respondents (73%) believed that the division of roles between board and 

management was clear and fully understood. There were noticeable variations according to 

organisational size, with a higher proportion of charity trustees from larger organisations (88%) 

indicating a clear division of roles compared to medium (80%) and small (57%) organisations. 

Most charity trustees surveyed believed that communication between board and management 

was good, with only 7% citing communication issues. Respondents from large organisations 

were the most likely to report communication issues between board and management, at 10%. 

There was a link between division of roles and good communication, with 19% of those who 

cited that there was no clear division of roles also citing poor communication, compared to 4% 

of those indicated that the division of roles in their organisation was clear. Those respondents 

who did report poor communication between board and management were asked to indicate 

what they believed was a reason for it. The reasons most frequently cited among charity 

trustees were lack of skills (for example communication skills) among board and management 

(55%), personality issues, for example charity trustees having dominant personalities (50%), 

and unclear roles (40%). A similar picture emerged from the responses relating to 

communication within the board. Most respondents (87%) reported good communication, with 

no variation arising from organisational size. Of the 72 respondents (9%) who reported poor 

communication within the board, the reasons most frequently cited were lack of skills (for 

example communication skills) within the board (39%), personality issues, for example 

dominance (36%), lack of time (33%) and unclear roles (29%).  
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7 Training experiences and preferences  
Survey questions, relating to charity trustees’ training experiences and their preferences for 

future training, aimed to identify any barriers in accessing training and to ensure that 

recommendations are practical and achievable. Half (50%) of charity trustees had not received 

an induction in their current role, while 10% cited ‘other or not sure’ (for example, as outlined 

by respondents in the comments box, they had received printed materials, had received 

induction training in another similar role, or had received a handover from a former trustee). 

There was notable variation amongst the respondents from different size organisations. 

Almost two thirds of charity trustees from large organisations (65%) received an induction, 

compared to 25% of those from smaller organisations, see Figure 7.1 below.  

Figure 7.1 Induction received 

 
Just over half of charity trustees (54%) received training relevant to their role as charity trustee 

in the last two years. This proportion was notably higher (74%) for respondents from large 

organisations than smaller organisations (44%). Charity trustees who received training in the 

last two years were more likely to report greater clarity around their roles, with 87% of those 

who had received training having high levels of role clarity compared to 76% among those 

who had not. They also were more likely to report clarity in the division of roles between board 

and management (75% compared to 65%). However, this is likely connected to organisational 

size, with charity trustees from large organisations more likely to have received training and 

more likely to have clarity in the division of roles.  



33 

 

Looking at training received by tenure, those charity trustees with the longest tenure (10 years 

or more) were the least likely to have received training in the previous two years, followed by 

those with the shortest tenure (less than 2 years), with charity trustees with between three and 

ten years’ experience the most likely to have received training in the last two years (62%). 

Timing is likely a factor here, with those experienced or long-standing charity trustees perhaps 

having received training earlier in their tenure. For newer charity trustees in the role two years 

or less, opportunity for training may not have arisen, particularly bearing in mind restrictions 

that have likely been in place as a result of COVID-19.  

The training received by charity trustees was delivered by a range of providers. Respondents 

who received training could choose multiple options for providers – Table 7.2, below, displays 

the number of responses given for each training provider4. The training provider most 

frequently cited was the Charities Regulator, with 139 respondents (34%) having received 

training from them in the last two years. However, the Charities Regulator is not a training 

provider but their role is to regulate the charity sector. Fulfilment of their function includes 

providing supports to charities in the form of guidance and materials to ensure compliance 

with charity law and best practice in governance. The training referred to by the respondents 

may relate to the training funded by the Charities Regulator that was arranged to support the 

launch of the Charities Governance Code. Other providers (listed below) were indicated by 

121 respondents, followed by The Wheel with 107 responses. Figure 7.2 displays the 

breakdown of training providers according to how many times they were cited by survey 

respondents.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
4 Several different providers could be mentioned by one respondent, therefore the total number of mentions is 
larger than the sample size of those 50% of respondents who had received training in the previous two years.  
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Figure 7.2 Training providers: number of mentions 

 
There were some differences depending on organisational size. One third of charity trustees 

from small organisations (33%) received training from the Charities Regulator, compared to 

23% of respondents from large organisations. Large organisations were more likely to engage 

private companies or consultants to provide training than small organisations. A detailed 

breakdown of most frequently cited training providers by organisational size is presented in 

Figure 7.3.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



35 

 

Figure 7.3 Training providers by organisational size: number of mentions 

 
Training providers cited by survey respondents in the “other” category included Pobal, Local 

Development Companies, the Irish Equality and Human Rights Commission, The Law Society, 

in-house or organisation-based training, Tusla, The Institute of Public Administration, The 

Corporate Governance Institute and Chartered Accountants Ireland. Several respondents 

noted that they had received ad hoc or informal training from a fellow or previous charity 

trustees upon taking up the role. 

In open comments, respondents listed the training they received in the previous two years. 

Figure 7.4 shows the number of times each training area was cited. The most frequently cited 

area of training for charity trustees was on governance and the Charities  Governance Code 

(132 mentions), followed by general board training on the roles, duties and legal obligations 

of boards and how to carry out the role effectively.  
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Figure 7.4 Training received: number of mentions 

 
Of those charity trustees who had not received any training in the previous two years, 40% 

indicated that they were not aware of any training available to them, 20% felt that their 

organisation did not have a training plan that they could avail of and 18 % did not know what 

they needed to receive training in. Figure 7.5 shows the reasons for not having received 

training. 
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Figure 7.5 Reasons for lack of training: number of mentions 

 
Charity trustees favoured online training, with 48% citing this as their number one option, 

followed by face-to-face, at 34%, and combination, at 21%.  

Open comments on training needs revealed a mixed picture with regards to the nature and 

level of training needed. However, some themes were evident. The most frequently mentioned 

area was the need for general, whole-board training on roles, responsibilities, and 

effectiveness. Comments revealed a desire among some charity trustees for more 

standardised training in this area, alongside or in conjunction with induction-style training on 

regulatory requirements, compliance, governance and legal obligations. The area of conflict 

management arose in 18 comments (7% of the total number of comments), as did training in 

employment law and HR (17 comments). Succession planning, recruitment and the need to 

improve diversity on boards arose in 16 comments. 

Another point made concerned the accessibility of much of the material, training and 

information on the topic of board membership to very small organisations where there may in 

reality be very little division of roles. For example: 
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“The language of management - trustee, unincorporated association, 

stakeholder, risk management etc. are foreign terms to many people who 

join boards of management...”  



39 

 

8 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were adopted by United Nations Member States 

in 2015 as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. They set targets to be 

achieved under the broad headings of poverty eradication, sustainable economic 

development, environmental protection, health and education, gender equality, peaceful 

societies and decent work. The agenda encourages countries to integrate SDGs into policies, 

planning and government. Ministers have a responsibility to implement individual SDGs 

relevant to their departments. It was therefore deemed appropriate to include questions 

relating to the knowledge of, and steps towards, SDGs in each phase of the Skills Audit project. 

Data gathered in this way can help the Department of Rural and Community Development to 

understand where additional support might be needed around implementing SDGs at local 

level. 

Charity trustees were asked if their organisations were aware of what they could do to 

encourage progress towards Sustainable Development Goals, and if there were any examples 

they could provide on their activities in this area. Of the 170 respondents who answered this 

question, over half (60%, or 118 comments) indicated that they had either no understanding, 

low understanding, or that they understood SDG but could not give any specific examples.  

Of the 51 respondents who were able to give examples of actions taken by their organisations 

in furtherance of the SDGs, 13 were environmental-based. There is a notable lack of mention 

of other SDGs and perhaps a misunderstanding as to any distinction between SDGs and 

climate change policy.  

Of those respondents whose organisations were actively working towards the implementation 

of the SDG relevant to them, some examples were:  

• Community gardens (environment) 

• Nature trails (environment) 

• Supporting local businesses (sustainable economic development) 

• Local community energy surveys (environment) 

• Traffic management and green space creation (environment) 

• Community clean-ups (environment) 

• Lectures on mental and physical health (health and education) 

• Tree planting (environment) 

• Development education for youth (health and education) 

• Re-wilding projects (environment).  
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9 Climate Action  
The Government of Ireland’s Climate Action Plan 2021-2030 sets out a roadmap for taking 

decisive action to halve emissions by 2030 and reach net zero no later than 2050. The themes 

under which this is to be achieved are citizen engagement, Just Transition, investment, 

electricity, enterprise, buildings, transport, agriculture, land use, the circular economy, the 

public sector, governance, sustainable development, and adaptation. An inclusive and 

participatory approach is essential if the goals of the plan are to be achieved and “impacted 

citizens and businesses must be a part of the conversations on climate policies and climate 

impacts, and the processes to manage these” (Action Plan, p. 45). The National Dialogue on 

Climate Action (NDCA) works with government departments and agencies at sectoral, local, 

regional, and national levels through local authorities, Public Participation Networks, Local 

Community Development Committees and others. The Climate Action plan is holistic in that it 

seeks to integrate social inclusion and sustainable economic development into its objectives 

and as such is relevant to many if not all community and charitable organisations and 

associations.  

The training needs assessment projects have provided the opportunity to find out what steps 

are being taken by organisations in furtherance of climate action and the extent of knowledge 

in this area. Charity trustees were asked in the survey whether their organisations were 

undertaking any specific activities or had objectives in the area of Climate Action.  

Of the 178 charity trustees who responded to the question, 91 (51%) stated that climate 

change is not discussed or engaged with as a topic, nor are there any actions in furtherance 

of this. Overall, the comments displayed some awareness of climate change or environmental 

issues generally, and respondents have given examples of general environmental activities. 

However, there was a distinct lack of discernible appreciation of the Climate Action Plan 

specifically or its central tenets regarding just transition. For example, respondents spoke of 

eating less red meat, reducing paper usage, recycling and using compostable plates or energy 

saving bulbs. There was a feeling evident in the commentary that environmental or climate 

change issues are not relevant to certain sectors or organisations:  

“Climate action is not something that comes up really in our (heritage) work. 

I'm also on the board of a climate action organisation and there we talk about 

the environment but heritage doesn't get talked about.” (Charity trustee, 

small organisation, arts and heritage sector) 

“Seriously? So now we’re supposed to be taking local level action on climate 

change as well as our stated vision?” (Charity trustee, mid-sized 

organisation, community development) 
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Of the minority (10, or 6%) of respondents who gave examples of activities that might broadly 

be relevant to the Climate Action Plan, all related to energy issues, e.g. energy efficiency, 

solar panel installation, retrofitting and so forth.  
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10 General experiences  
Most respondents felt that their experience on the board of a charitable organisation had been 

a positive one (84%), regardless of organisational size or sector. There were 355 open 

comments submitted, giving insight into charity trustees’ experiences, challenges, and aspects 

that they found positive. One overarching theme that permeated throughout the comments 

was that the expectations on charity trustees in terms of skills levels, knowledge, legal and 

compliance obligations and public accountability were high, bearing in mind the voluntary 

nature of the role.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The potential amount of time required to fulfil these expectations and, in particular, to do the 

job well and effectively, made board membership unattractive to those with outside 

responsibilities, full-time jobs or other time constraints. This, according to some respondents, 

was creating a lack of diversity in board composition, with older age groups and retirees over-

represented and a lack of representation of ethnic minorities. In some cases it was also leading 

to a difficulty in recruiting the right people to boards. A concern expressed by some charity 

trustees was in relation to what they saw as excessive and overly arduous compliance and 

regulatory requirements. Twenty-six separate comments were made in relation to this issue, 

with charity trustees with longer tenure (more than two years) making up 23 (88%) of these 

comments. It should be noted that independent research commissioned by the Charities 

Regulator in 2022 found a significant fall in the share of respondents citing “complying with 

legislation and regulations” as a key challenge (Charities Regulator, 2022). It should also be 

noted that such legislation and regulations are broader than those set out in the Charities Act.  
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While the Charities Governance Code was praised in several comments for pressing the 

governance agenda and leading to enhanced accountability and transparency, the workload 

associated with maintaining legal and regulatory compliance obligations was seen as taking 

up too much time.  

Challenges around COVID-19 in terms of the overall operating context of the organisation and 

around online communication within the board and between board and management were 

cited in several cases. The importance of relationships and good communication were 

emphasised, as was the role of Chairperson. 

Respondents from small organisations spoke about a lack of division between the board and 

management and felt that those questions relating to this division were irrelevant for many 

smaller groups. Some spoke of communication and relationship issues being a serious 

problem, with dominant personalities and/or a refusal or inability of Chairpersons to listen to 

the views of others. Other issues or points raised included the importance of well-managed, 

timely and structured meetings, the usefulness of HR and legal knowledge on the board, the 
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role of external financial advisors being valuable to the organisation and the nature of the 

relationship with the CEO.  

On barriers to training and training experiences specifically, in the open comment section, 

respondents spoke about a shortage of time, the need for annual or periodic board training 

plans rather than ad hoc training workshops and for training to be made available to the whole 

board rather than on an individual basis. Training courses being offered outside of office hours, 

online and available locally were regarded in several comments as necessary to ensure 

access for a diverse range of charity trustees.   
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11 Main findings and recommendations  
This section outlines the main findings from this research and, with reference to the ambitions 

of the Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered Communities strategy, proposes a set of 

recommendations.  

11.1 Main findings  
• Less than half (46%) of charity trustees had not received either an induction in relation 

to their role or training in the previous two years. This proportion was significantly 

higher in small organisations, where two thirds (66%) of charity trustees had not 

received an induction or training in the last two years. Training participation was 

associated with tenure. Respondents with the longest tenure (10 years +) and the 

shortest tenure (less than 2 years) were the least likely to have received training in the 

previous two years, while those with between three and nine years tenure were most 

likely to have received training in the same period. This suggests that training may be 

something made available at a particular point in board tenure. 

• Where training was not received, this was attributed to a range of reasons, rather than 

purely a question of course availability. A shortage of time, lack of budget, lack of 

organisational training plans and respondents being unsure of what training they 

needed. This spoke to a need for more prioritisation of board capacity development 

and planning at organisational level. The most frequently cited reason for lack of 

training was lack of awareness of what training was available and respondents in open 

comments spoke of having to go to several different sources to find out what was being 

held, something that was time-consuming when time availability was already cited as 

a challenge.  

• Both survey responses and open commentary provided by charity trustees showed 

that there are no clear trends in what is needed from a training perspective, but rather 

that the needs and preferences for training are diverse. Several comments spoke of 

the desire for more online training, and online was the preferred mode of training 

delivery most frequently cited. However, there were also respondents who indicated a 

preference for improved local-level delivery, as well as those who preferred more 

integrated courses to ad hoc training.  

• Respondents reported very high levels of organisational knowledge, as well as 

understanding of mission, objectives, and strategic plans. However, many expressed 

a need for training in areas like governance, risk management, strategic planning and 

legal obligations.  
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• Succession planning, recruitment of charity trustees and diversity of composition arose 

as issues in open commentary. These challenges in recruitment, rotation and 

achieving diversity were also confirmed by a high number of charity trustees 

representing a particular age cohort (older age groups) and expressions of difficulties 

in recruiting and attracting new members in the open comments. The high levels of 

responsibility and potentially wide-ranging skill sets required to be effective in 

performing the function of charity trustee was deemed difficult to marry with its 

voluntary status. This was seen as a factor contributing to the challenges around 

recruitment, retention and succession planning for charitable boards.  

• The employment status of charity trustees shows that a very small proportion are either 

unemployed or students. This would appear to be something of a missed opportunity 

and may point to certain barriers to recruitment in terms of awareness of vacant board 

roles or a lack of appreciation within recruiting organisations for the contribution that a 

more diverse board membership might offer. Board membership, being voluntary, 

should offer benefits for the individual and the organisation: allowing members to 

network, gain new skills, develop their careers and contribute to their communities. For 

organisations, having younger charity trustees from more diverse backgrounds may 

provide a beneficial injection of innovation and new ideas. 

• Respondents felt unduly burdened by legal and regulatory requirements and 

compliance obligations around charity status and/or company registration. While the 

need for good governance was recognised and the Charities  Governance Code was 

welcomed for encouraging compliance, respondents cited overly arduous paperwork 

and ‘box ticking’ as taking away from their strategic roles on the board.  

• There was an expressed need for online, standardised induction-style training 

available on a whole-board basis and tailored specifically to the needs of small 

organisations. These needs include less ‘management’ style language and 

consideration for varying levels of education, experience and capacity in order to 

encourage the participation of under-represented groups.  

• Levels of understanding of Sustainable Development Goals and the national Climate 

Change Action Plan were low. Only 40% of charity trustees who responded to this 

question expressed any understanding of SDGs and just 30% were able to give any 

examples. There appeared to be a lack of understanding of aspects of SDGs that relate 

to issues other than environmental sustainability. There was some scepticism evident, 

as a lack of appreciation for how SDGs relate to the work of certain sectors and/or 

small community groups. Similarly, levels of understanding of Climate Action policy 

were low, with 51% of charity trustees who responded to this question stating that their 



47 

 

board or their organisation does not discuss climate change action, has no 

understanding of national policy in this area, or does not deem it relevant to their work. 

There was a notable lack of understanding evident throughout the commentary of the 

more holistic nature of climate action, such as inclusion and Just Transition priorities.  

 

11.2 Recommendations  
 Training needs analysis 

The research has shown that organisations and charity trustees had diverse training needs. 

About one fifth of charity trustees indicated that their organization did not have a training plan, 

while almost one fifth of charity trustees did not know what they needed to receive training in. 

This points to a need for more attention on board capacity development and planning at 

organisational level, especially in regard to training. 

Recommendation 1 

Training needs analysis at organisation/board level. It is recommended that supports are 

developed, made available or signposted to, if already existing, to assist organisations in 

carrying out training needs analysis and developing bespoke training plans for their 

organisations and/or boards.  

 Access and communication 

The research has shown that the most frequent reason for lack of training was lack of 

awareness of what training was available. Gathering information about the available training 

from several different sources was seen as being very time consuming and, given limited time 

availability, a challenge. Additionally, one in five respondents indicated that lack of budget or 

the cost of training was a barrier to undertaking training.  

Recommendation 2 

Signposting of available training It is recommended that a creation of an online hub  for 

charity trustees, which would include all the relevant information and links to available training, 

is considered. Alongside, communication plan for promoting such resource also needs to be 

developed.  

Recommendation 3 

Access to grants for training/training voucher scheme.  A solution to funding of training 

for charity trustees could be the provision of small grants for training or an introduction of a 

training voucher scheme for charity trustees volunteer with organisations that cannot afford 

training for their board members.  Further scoping should be undertaken to assess whether 

there are any existing sources of such grants or potential avenues for same. 
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 Training topics 

The research revealed a mixed picture with regards to the nature and level of training needed. 

However, some themes were evident. The most frequently mentioned area was the need for 

general, whole-board training on roles, responsibilities, and effectiveness. Comments 

revealed a desire among some charity trustees for more standardised training in this area, 

alongside or in conjunction with induction-style training on regulatory requirements, 

compliance, governance and legal obligations.  

Recommendation 4 

Board effectiveness training resources. While various resources that cover board 

effectiveness exist already, for example from the Charities Regulator, it is recommended that 

a review of the existing resources is conducted to identify any potential gaps, and assess 

whether the level of detail provided and their accessibility is sufficient for the diverse levels of 

skills and knowledge among the charity trustees. Bringing such resources into, for example, a 

handbook could be considered.  

 Training delivery 

The research highlighted some areas relevant to training delivery that should be taken into 

account by the training providers in the design of their offering. These relate to the timing of 

the training as well as the way content is communicated.  

Recommendation 5 

Training design based on the needs of participants. Training delivery should take into 

consideration the varying levels of education, experience and capacity in order to encourage 

the participation of under-represented groups. Some boards may benefit from training 

designed for the whole board rather than individuals. While there may be preference for online 

training for large proportion of charity trustees, some may favour local face to face delivery. 

Other forms of training should also be considered such as mentoring and peer to peer learning.  

 Induction training 

This research found that only half of charity trustees had received induction training. The rate 

was higher for larger organisations, but was just 25% of respondents from smaller 

organisations. Such training could include regulatory requirements, compliance, governance 

and legal obligations as well as training specific to the organisation. 
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Recommendation 6 

Induction packs for new charity trustees. It is best practice for all boards to provide an 

induction pack to all new charity trustees. The pack will be individual to each organisation 

however guidance could be given on what should be included as a minimum in such pack. As 

the Charities Regulator has developed extensive guidance and materials to assist with the 

recruitment and induction of charity trustees, it is recommended that awareness campaign of 

these and other relevant resources is considered. 

 Sector wide changes 

The research highlighted a number of issues and gaps that require a whole-of-sector approach 

to address them. 

Recommendation 7 

Provide governance training that meets the differential needs of organisations, 
especially those of small community and voluntary boards with no paid staff who rely on 

volunteers, taking account inter alia of the anticipated changes in reporting, accounting and 

audit requirements for charities under the Charities (Amendment) Act. 
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Appendix 1: Desk review  

1. Introduction  

The non-profit sector in Ireland incorporates a wide range of organisations, from small ‘micro’ 

community groups and associations such as local sports clubs or community services to large 

charities and institutions working across a range of services in health, education, culture, arts 

and social inclusion. Non-profit organisations vary in legal structure and may be formed as a 

charitable trust, an incorporated body or an unincorporated association and many – but not all 

– are registered with the Charities Regulator, provided they serve a charitable purpose. 

Regardless of size, sector, activity or legal structure, most non-profit organisations have some 

sort of governance system in place, or ‘the structures and processes used to manage and 

direct operations and activities (Deloitte, 2018: 4). The head of this system of governance is 

the board of directors, ‘committee’ or ‘trustees’ acting in a voluntary capacity for that 

organisation. The Charities Regulator data put the number of charity trustees in 2022 at 76,000 

(Charities Regulator, 2023). These voluntary charity trustees have an important role in 

managing the organisations’ activities, strategic planning and ensuring compliance with 

governance standards. 

Those who volunteer their time and skills to be a member of a non-profit board might be 

motivated by a commitment to the cause, sector or their local community. They might have 

specific technical skills or knowledge of an aspect of the organisations focus or target group 

or they may represent that target group themselves. A voluntary trustee might also be hoping 

to gain work experience, learn or expand their social networks or they may have a particular 

profile that enables them to network on behalf of the organisation. However, these possible 

motivations and benefits do not automatically equate to having all the knowledge, skills or 

competencies necessary for effective operation of a board; a role where legal, ethical, 

organisational and operational knowledge go hand-in-hand with strategic, communication and 

leadership skills or competencies. Without the right combination of skills on a voluntary board, 

objectives can be delayed, relationships can be strained, and mistakes can be made in terms 

of compliance and accountability.  

All this is especially important at a time when legislation, donors and the public demand a 

higher standard of transparency and accountability, as well as proof from non-profit 

organisations that they are acting in the public good and, moreover, can demonstrate progress 

towards their stated aims (Deloitte, 2018). In Ireland, the coming into force of the 2009 

Charities Act and the establishment of the Charities Regulator have necessitated increased 
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compliance and a greater need to prove good governance, financial accountability and 

integrity, tasks which fall upon the boards or trustees of those organisations.  

A 2020 report carried out by Sheila Cahill on behalf of The Wheel and Carmichael 

acknowledged the capacity and training needs of voluntary boards (Cahill, 2020). Some of the 

challenges facing voluntary boards outlined in the report included: 

• increased statutory and regulatory compliance creating demands on organisations’ 

time and resources,  

• the recruitment and retention of charity trustees,  

• succession planning  

• a lack of knowledge about governance and legal duties 

• difficulties in taking shared responsibility 

• not exercising effective oversight 

• too much decision-making at an operational rather than a strategic level 

• conflict between charity trustees or between staff and charity trustees 

• conflicts of interests. 

The report identified that it is not simply a case of getting people to serve on boards but getting 

people with the necessary skills and qualities and from a diverse range of backgrounds (Cahill, 

2020, p. 40). 

In Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered Communities: A Five-Year Strategy to Support the 

Community and Voluntary Sector in Ireland 2019-2024, the Government recommended the 

design and implementation of:  

{…} a comprehensive programme to support capacity among leaders, charity trustees and 

volunteers of community and voluntary organisations, including voluntary charity trustees of 

local development and community development organisations. (Action 2.2) 

Pobal, on behalf of the Department of Rural and Community Development (DRCD), has been 

tasked with undertaking a skills assessment of the voluntary charity trustees of mid-sized 

community and voluntary organisations. A skills assessment, or skills ‘audit’ seeks to analyse 

the skills base of individuals and groups (Fletcher, 2000). The purpose is threefold: (i) to 

determine what skills are needed, (ii) to determine what skills exist and (iii) to assess skills 

gap and how they might be bridged. Skills audits can provide useful data on training needs 

and how to design appropriate capacity development interventions (Van der Waldt, 2020). 

This desk review presents the terminology and definitions pertaining to this skills audit project, 

outlines the legislative and policy context and discusses the responsibilities and duties of 

charity trustees both in a legislative and ethical sense. A list of key questions for the skills audit 
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are laid out and the document concludes with a detailed explanation of, and justifications for, 

the project scope.  

2. The definition of charitable organisation: legal form, structure and terminology  

Charitable organisations can take many forms, for example Companies Limited by Guarantee 

(CLGs), associations, charitable trusts, statutory bodies, bodies incorporated by scheme, 

designated activity companies and other. The most common forms are CLG, association and 

charitable trust.   

Unincorporated associations tend to be groups of 

individuals bound by common or mutual 

agreement and meet on a regular basis to pursue 

an interest or goal. Often consisting of clubs or 

societies these associations tend to have a wide 

membership base. Unincorporated associations 

can still be registered with the Charities 

Regulator provided they have a written 

constitution and details of at least three unrelated 

trustees. Often these trustees are referred to as 

a management committee, but regardless of terminology are, like any charity trustees, 

obligated to act in the best interests of the association. Unincorporated associations have no 

separate legal liability, meaning the law does not recognise it as a separate legal entity but 

rather a collection of individuals. If there is not enough money to pay creditors, trustees or 

members may be liable for debts.  

Charitable trusts differ from unincorporated associations mainly insofar as they can legally 

hold assets on behalf of the beneficiaries of that organisation, evidenced by a Trust Deed. The 

Trust Deed sets out the appointment of trustees who manage and administer that trust in the 

best interests of the organisation and its beneficiaries. Since charitable trusts do not have 

separate legal personalities, the trustees enter into legal relationships with third parties and 

therefore can be held personally liable for outstanding debts or – for example – employment 

law claims should they arise. Most charities would have insurance to guard against 

unexpected liabilities and some may have trustee indemnity insurance to protect individual 

trustees in the case of suit. 

Incorporated organisations, or Companies Limited by Guarantee (CLG) have duties and 

obligations under the Companies Acts as well as through the Charities Acts. CLGs must, if 

they wish to avail of charitable tax exemption administered by Revenue, have at least three 

The expression “charity trustees” is 
an umbrella term for the group of 
people who ultimately exercise 
control over and are legally 
responsible for, the management of a 
charity. People acting in this capacity 
have always been charity trustees 
and had associated legal obligations. 
However, some may not be aware of 
the duties for which they are 
responsible.   
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directors or trustees and the organisation must be governed by a constitution comprised of a 

Memorandum and Articles of Association. The main distinction between a CLG and other 

charitable organisations is that it is a distinct legal entity, can own property aside from that 

held on trust, can freely enter into contracts and individual trustees are not liable for debts. 

Generally, a CLG set up for a charitable purpose has no share capital (i.e. does not have 

shareholders who receive dividends).  

There are sometimes differences in the terminology used in relation to governance depending 

on the structure of the organisation. If the charity is a company, the charity trustees are 

directors or officers of the company. If the organisation is established under a deed of trust, 

the term used most frequently is trustees. The term ‘trustee’ is used when referring to the 

group of individuals who control the overall management of a charity. Other terms such as 

board member, management committee member and director would fall under this ‘trustee’ 

definition. Section 2(1) of the 2009 Act states that the term “charity trustee” includes: 

(a) in the case of a charitable organisation that is a company, the directors and other officers 

of the company, and 

(b) in the case of a charitable organisation that is a body corporate (other than a company) or 

an unincorporated body of persons, any officer of the body or any person for the time being 

performing the functions of an officer of the body. 

The proposal for this skills audit project specified that there are ‘key differences between the 

responsibilities and skills needs of boards as opposed to those of committees and these 

should be kept distinct’. The chief legal difference between what might usually be termed 

‘board’ in this context and ‘committee’ is that the former – relating to incorporated bodies – 

has certain limitations with regard to personal liability. From a practical perspective, this 

distinction will be made at the analysis stage rather than within the sampling methods.  

3. Relevant legislation and policy: development  

The operation of charitable organisations in Ireland is governed by the Charities Acts 1961, 

1973 and 2009 as well as through case-law and regulation. Charities may also be required to 

comply with other regulatory bodies for example HIQA, ABHRA and Tusla as well as bodies 

such as Revenue and the CRO, for those that are subject to the Company Acts. 

In 2002, the Law Society’s Law Reform Committee published ‘Charity Law: The Case for 

Reform’ and in this it set out a process for modernising the law governing charitable operations 

in Ireland (Law Society, 2002). Included in the recommendations was widening the scope of 

charitable operations past poverty relief and into other areas of social deprivation, exclusion, 

community welfare, the advancement of culture and in some cases sports and recreation. The 
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report recommended the establishment of a Charities Registrar, in a similar manner to the 

Company’s Registrar, where charities would have to register in order to be granted charitable 

status. Registered charities would then have to submit annual and financial reports and there 

would be a more stringent system in terms of the accountability, transparency and governance 

of the charities sector overall.  

The Charities Act 2009 was subsequently introduced with the aim of providing improved 

regulation of charitable organisations. This legislation serves as the most important source for 

the regulation of charities in Ireland today. The Act provided for the establishment of the 

Independent Charities Regulator, the Charities Regulatory Authority and the Charity Appeals 

Tribunal. The Act defines “Charitable Purpose” as including:  

{…} the prevention or relief of poverty or economic hardship, the 

advancement of education, the advancement of religion, and other purposes 

of benefit to the community.  

Section 3(11) gives 12 categories that come within the community benefit purpose. The list 

includes the protection of the natural environment, the advancement of the arts, the promotion 

of health, and the promotion of civic responsibility. 

Under section 52 of the Charities Act 2009 organisations must prepare and submit a report in 

respect of its activities in each financial year to the Charities Regulator. The annual report sets 

out information regarding a charity’s activities for the reporting period, the number of 

employees and volunteers involved, the charity’s sources of income, fees charged, and 

financial information. The Charities Regulator maintains the register of charitable 

organisations, ensures and monitors compliance by charitable organisations with the 

provisions of the Charities Act 2009, promotes the effective use of the property of charitable 

organisations, and aims to increase public trust and confidence in the management and 

administration of charitable organisations. 

The Charities Governance Code was introduced in 2018, with compliance expected by 2020 

and reporting on compliance expected by 2021. The code is primarily aimed at volunteer-only 

charities and charities with small numbers of paid staff and sets out minimum standards that 

charity trustees should meet in order to manage and control their organisations. It is applicable 

to charities generally, while there are additional standards expected of complex or larger 

charitable organisations. The code contains six principles of governance which require charity 

trustees to ensure that the charity is: 

• Advancing its charitable purpose 

• Behaving with integrity 
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• Leading people 

• Exercising control 

• Working effectively, and 

• Being accountable and transparent. 

Each of the six principles has an accompanying core set of standards, which provides practical 

guidance to charities for implementing each principle. These core standards must be met by 

all charities, on a “comply or explain” basis. From 2021, charities are required to report on their 

compliance with the Charities Governance Code on an annual basis, by filling out a 

Compliance Record Form. The Form is required to be completed by each charity and to be 

made it available to the Charities Regulator upon request (Mason, Hayes & Curran, 2021).  

We can see from this brief outline of the development of charity sector compliance 

mechanisms that the obligations on trustees have become more stringent, or at least there is 

less room for ignorance of them. For organisations wishing to become registered charities and 

to avail of the tax benefits and other advantages arising from charitable status, there are quite 

extensive requirements in terms of the provision of information on activities, purpose, 

governance structures and organisational systems.  

4. Duties of charity trustees and board composition  

The duties of charity trustees or boards derive from the governing document, from legislation 

and from Common Law. They are generally tasked with defining the mission statement, ethos, 

constitution, and strategic plans of the organisation. The duties of a trustee according to the 

Charities Regulator are:  

• To ensure that the charity is carrying out its charitable purpose; 

• To act in the best interests of their charity; 

• To comply with the charity’s governing document;  

• To ensure proper books of account are kept;  

• To act with reasonable care and skill; 

• To manage the assets of their charity;  

• To ensure that the charity is registered in the Register of Charities;  

• To ensure financial and annual reports are prepared and furnished to the Charities 

Regulator.  

Charity trustees are also required to ensure that their charity complies with the requirements 

of other relevant legislation such as that covering data protection, employment and health and 

safety. Where a charity is a company, a charity trustee who is also a director of the company 
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has additional duties under company law and common law in their capacity as company 

directors. 

With regards to numbers, the Revenue Commissioners require that a minimum of three 

unrelated, independent trustees, resident in the State be in place on the board of a charitable 

organisation (Revenue.ie, 2021). While there is no statutory maximum, it is considered good 

practice for there to be no more than twelve (NCVO, 2021). Most importantly, the board should 

be the right size in order to govern effectively and details of the size and composition of each 

organisations board of trustees would usually be included in the governing document.  

The composition of a board of trustees in a non-profit or charitable organisation will depend 

on the organisation’s governing charter, its purpose, and its terms of office. Diversity and 

representation, both in terms of gender and the involvement of, in some cases, representatives 

of the target groups of the organisation, are important factors in board composition. In the 

community and voluntary sector, where the purpose of the organisation is likely to be 

promoting social inclusion, equal opportunities or providing services for disadvantaged 

groups, diversity in board composition takes on particular relevance (Abuchi-Ogbonda, 2019). 

Other factors to consider in terms of board composition are whether candidates are the right 

cultural fit, whether they will add value to the current composition and whether they will be 

able to align their skills with the strategic direction of the organization (Price, 2018).  

5. Voluntary trustees: literature and research 

There has been some recent focus in the literature on the skills requirements of non-profit 

organisation (NPO) or voluntary boards. Deloitte developed a four-step skills assessment 

process for non-profit boards, acknowledging some of the contemporary challenges they face, 

such as the growing expectations of stakeholders, the increasingly complex operating 

environment and stronger mechanisms for compliance with regulations or legislation (Deloitte, 

2018). Deloitte’s framework centres on the mandate upon which the board’s responsibilities, 

composition, key processes, and accountability requirements are based.  

Deloitte’s governance framework recognises that the board’s role will vary from one 

organisation to another. Some boards might, for example, provide a purely oversight role while 

others might have a more active role. At the core of the framework is risk and culture, factors 

which influence and impact other elements of governance. Managing risk, according to 

Deloitte, is an important responsibility of a board of trustees. Although management have 

primary responsibility for risk assessment, the board must oversee the processes which 

management put in place for identifying, assessing, and mitigating those risks. Another core 

function of the board according to this framework is ensuring that the organisation has 
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developed a strategy that aligns with the short and long-term vision. Again, while not 

necessarily responsible for drafting a strategic plan, it must satisfy itself that a planning 

process has been established and that it is implemented. The third key role of the NPO board 

according to Deloitte is integrity; ensuring ethical behaviour, commitment to the organisation, 

its goals and the beneficiaries, openness, accountability and respect for privacy. Many boards 

also take a role in monitoring performance towards meeting objectives, perhaps by reviewing 

annual, strategic and financial plans, ensuring resources are being applied to achieve 

objectives. To do this effectively an organisation must have a systems in place to enable the 

board to evaluate performance and the financial information available must be reliable. While 

management are responsible for talent in the organisation, it is the board’s role to ensure that 

the right CEO and management are in place, to define the objectives of management, and to 

set out performance measures. 

Balduck et al (2009) examined the attributes of high performing board members of non-profit 

organisations, including a high degree of professionalism, cognitive, emotional and social 

intelligence and the ability to define strategy or have a long-term vision. The social and 

emotional intelligence attributes identified were deemed to be made up of joviality, empathy, 

being a good listener, self-knowledge, self-management and putting the interests of the 

organisation above individual interests. Overall, their research found that cognitive or technical 

skills and competencies were insufficient on their own to equate to non-profit board 

performance. Rather, social and emotional intelligence were important pillars for highly 

capable board members.  

Lale (2016) looked at competencies of non-profit boards specifically, recognising the subtle 

differences between executive boards and charity or non-profit trustees. The article 

emphasises their role in ‘shaping and nurturing the organisation towards its mission’ and using 

their influence externally to promote and highlight the organisation’s work. The competencies 

identified include (i) income generation, (ii) strategic planning, (iii) values and integrity, (iv) 

professional and technical expertise, (v) solution generation and innovation, (vi) judgement, 

(vii) team building and building organisational culture, (viii) external relationships and (ix) drive 

and self-management. Most importantly, Lale points to the need for non-profit trustees to be 

passionate about the cause of their organisation and also that the type of organisation impacts 

the type of expertise required. For example, a charity trustee will need to demonstrate 

particular traits depending on whether the organisation is in a state of stability or chaos, is high 

profile or low profile. High profile, large and stable organisations with a high degree of 

recognition and trust with the public, according to this model, need people who take an 

incremental approach to change whereas less stable organisations may require more 

leadership.  
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In 2015, charity trustees wrote about their motivations for volunteering for the role using the 

Twitter hashtag #whyimatrustee. The most popularly expressed sentiment was to make a 

difference, to “give something back” or to contribute to a cause that people felt strongly about. 

Other motivations cited included the chance to learn, to use one’s skills and to make new 

friends. A 2017 piece in The Guardian dealt with some of the less expected issues that can 

arise in terms of charity trustees. According to one charity leader surveyed, internal politics, 

power struggles and competing agendas among volunteer trustees can undermine the work 

of the organisation. A lack of technical knowledge of the organisation or its goals, poor financial 

skills and an inability to contribute to strategic direction were also cited by interviewees in the 

piece as challenges faced by charitable organisations in dealing with their voluntary charity 

trustees. Some mentioned the voluntary nature of the position as causing some of the issues 

outlined, with people joining up – perhaps with altruistic motivations – but without the 

necessary skills and knowledge to contribute or to carry out their roles effectively (Jones, 

2017).  

6. Boards of charitable organisations in Ireland: current trends and supports available  

In 2020 and 2021 research was carried out by Amárach on behalf of the Charities Regulator 

to identify key trends in the charities sector, the impact of COVID-19 and public attitudes 

towards charities. Charity trustees, volunteers, employees and members of the public were 

surveyed for the research and the results showed that public opinion of the work of charities 

remains high, that young people aged 16-30 were the most likely demographic to have done 

volunteer work, 90% of respondents had made some donation to charity in the previous twelve 

months and that, using some measures, people in lower socio-demographic categories were 

more likely to donate to charity than others (Charities Regulator, 2021, p. 28). The report also 

noted that:  

A key aspect of the sector is that all registered charities regardless of their 

size, charitable purpose or legal form are overseen by charity trustees. 

Charity trustees are volunteers who donate their time to oversee the 

management and administration of a charity. In agreeing to take on this 

important role, charity trustees accept legal responsibility for the running of 

the charity (p. 3). 

The Charities Regulator is the independent statutory body responsible for registering and 

regulating charities operating in Ireland. Its key functions include maintaining a public register 

of charities and ensuring compliance with the Charities Acts. To support charities embed best 

practice in the governance of their organisations, the Charities Regulator provides guidance 

and tools (including templates) on its website and through events and webinars as well as by 
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publishing reports and research on relevant topics. In 2020, it launched a programme of 

seminars for trustees to assist them in meeting the core standards of the Charities Governance 

Code, an initiative which was thought to be of particular benefit to smaller, volunteer-led 

charities (Charities Regulator, 2021). The Charities Regulator also holds a series of events for 

‘Charities Trustee Week’ to celebrate the work carried out by voluntary trustees in Ireland, 

including networking events and webinars focused on relationship building, knowledge sharing 

and connecting new trustees with charities.  

The Wheel provides training for non-profit organisations, generally around financial reporting, 

fundraising, leadership, governance, and a number of other topics relevant to the sector. The 

Wheel is partly funded through public sources such as the National Training Fund (NTF) and 

the Scheme to Support National Organisations (SSNO). Awareness of current government 

investment in capacity building for the sector that may be aimed towards or taken up by non-

profit trustees is important to avoid duplication, identify where existing supports might be 

under-utilised and add value.  

Boardmatch is another organisation that provides capacity building and training supports to 

board members and trustees of non-profits. Partially funded by the Department of Rural and 

Community Development, Boardmatch offers a range of training around roles and 

responsibilities of trustees, CEO and Chair relationship and financial governance as well as 

bespoke in-house training to cater to specific training needs. Boardmatch also conducts board 

effectiveness reviews, something which is recommended by the Charities Governance Code 

(Principal 5), provides a matching service for non-profits to find suitable charity trustees, and 

for individuals from corporate and public sector bodies to link with non-profit board vacancies. 

In 2020, Boardmatch provided training to 376 people on non-profit boards in a range of sizes, 

sectors and locations across Ireland, a 64% increase on 2019 training figures according to 

their Annual Report (Boardmatch, 2020). 

A recent report carried out by TUD and Carmichael investigated the effect of the COVID-19 

pandemic on the non-profit sector in Ireland (Carmichael, 2021). They found that leadership 

and a strong, confident board was cited as one of the key strengths for organisations during 

the pandemic, as well as the willingness of the board to be flexible with regards to new ways 

of working and resilient in the face of change. The survey cited the need for improved 

structuring around how executives report to trustees and how trustees take responsibility for 

committee and board administration (Carmichael, 2021, p. 45). Organisations were found to 

have demonstrated great resilience in how they overcame challenges, with leadership playing 

a key role, including: 
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[…] the hands-on approach of board members to increase their roles and 

responsibilities, in providing direction and increasing their communication 

with staff to work as a team and increase the cohesiveness of the 

organisation, given the dispersed nature of work (home working) during the 

Covid 19 pandemic. (p. 46) 

Carmichael produce a Charity Board Health Check and Trustee Self-Assessment which 

provides a check-list for trustees to assess their own performance. Questions are asked such 

as the charity’s purpose and values, how it deals with conflicts of interest, role clarity, decision 

making and leadership.  

Exploring the range of training, information and networking opportunities available to charity 

trustees currently, it might be suggested that availability of training per se is not the issue in 

terms of trustee capacity. Rather, there might be barriers to the take-up of these supports that 

are being experienced. Therefore, identifying training experiences and preferences in addition 

to skills requirements is an important element of this training needs assessment process and 

further heightens the importance to avoid duplication and add value. One way to do this is to 

gather valid, generalised data which will analyse trends not just around subjective training 

requirements but also any challenges that may be experienced according to various 

demographic, locational or organisational factors. 

7. Key questions for skills gap analysis  

For any role we know there is a mix of knowledge, technical skills and competencies that are 

required to carry it out effectively (Carbery and Cross, 2016). Any skills assessment must 

therefore have an understanding of what skills and competencies are needed in order that 

they can be assessed and, where possible, addressed through a learning and development 

programme. Roles which are voluntary in nature have an additional layer of complexity in that 

individuals are likely not to be motivated by remuneration or profit and are not generally subject 

to the types of performance management systems that would characterise paid employment. 

Instead, volunteers have a range of motivations from the altruistic to the more personal, such 

as the ability to network, social reasons, career progression, the desire to learn or even as a 

way to deal with their own personal issues (Clary and Snider, 1999). Bearing these factors in 

mind, the following themes are proposed for consideration in the formulation of the survey 

questions: 

1. Organisational knowledge 

As a minimum, volunteer trustees ought to have knowledge of the organisation for whom they 

work. The articles of association, rules of association, constitution or governance document 
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that sets out the charitable purpose, structure, and the way it makes decisions. While charity 

trustees might be motivated by commitment towards or interests in the sector or cause which 

the organisation represents, that may not necessarily equate to the kind of organisational 

knowledge necessary to make effective decisions or contribute to strategic planning. It can 

take time to get to know an organisation: how it is structured, who works where and how, how 

activities are carried out and how it developed, changed, or grew over the years. It also may 

be pertinent to understand what actors in the external environment are relevant to how the 

organisation operates. Furthermore, while it is likely that the volunteer trustee is indeed 

motivated by or engaged with the organisation’s core values, it would be useful to get a picture 

of the level of respondents’ understanding of how these link to strategic goals.  

2. Governance, compliance, strategic oversight  

Compliance is clearly a huge area for charity trustees in terms of needing the knowledge of 

legal obligations and the skills to fulfil them effectively. The Charities Act 2009 provides the 

primary legislative framework in this regard while guidelines issued by the Charities Regulator 

provide key information on compliance, reporting obligations and standards. There are other 

important legislative requirements such as employment law, health and safety law, for 

example. Charities that are companies also have to comply with company legislation, under 

Companies Acts. Volunteer trustees may have varying levels of legal knowledge and there 

may be a wide range in terms of understanding of the full extent of individual and 

organisational legal duties. Do trustees, for example, fully comprehend the obligations 

imposed by the particular legal structure that their organisation takes? For unincorporated 

organisations and trusts, the issue of legal liability is pertinent and for all organisations hiring 

employees or involving volunteers, obligations under employment law and/or the Health, 

Safety and Welfare at Work Acts could be important. While we have seen that the Charities 

Regulator and others provide capacity building supports for trustees in the area of compliance, 

this skills assessment could increase our understanding of charity trustees specific skills and 

competencies in this area. The ability to provide strategic oversight and to contribute to 

planning requires practical skills and knowledge such as thorough an understanding of the 

organisation’s activities and direction, having some clarity around roles and being able to 

obtain and analyse financial and other information. It also requires the willingness and ability 

to link strategic objectives to local, regional and national policies and plans.  

3. Relationships 

Non-profit boards work closely with management in governing the organisation and working 

towards strategic objectives. Good relationships, role clarity and open communication lead to 

well formulated strategies, greater flexibility and less time wasted on managing conflict. Lines 
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of communication in a non-profit organisation take place between charity trustees, between 

the board and management, as well as between the organisation and its funders, staff, 

volunteers and service users. The different levels of communication and the divisions between 

them will depend on the size of the organisation, with small community groups and 

associations likely to have far less division of tasks or roles and more frequent or casual 

communication than larger non-profits. Regardless of size however, concise and consistent 

communication, clarity of role and engagement around the mission and goals is key. A useful 

aspect of this skills assessment would therefore be to find out how trustees feel about 

communication, both within the board and with management and what barriers they might 

experience.  

4. Training preferences and experiences  

One of the ways in which this research can add value, both in terms of the body of knowledge 

on the skills of charity trustees in Ireland and how to build capacity, is to gather data on training 

experiences. We know that there are some existing supports available to voluntary trustees 

around training and skills, particularly regarding compliance and it is therefore useful to 

establish what, if any, barriers exist to the take up of training, whether particular modes of 

delivery are preferred or whether there are locational, practical or technological difficulties. 

Using the data to explore trends in terms of training take up or barriers, particularly those 

associated with organisational size, would provide useful information in this sense. 

There are other, more general, aspects of the work of charity trustees that are important to 

consider and this survey provides an opportunity to expand our understanding. These include 

the overall experiences of charity trustees and whether their role is a positive one and meets 

their expectations or whether there are challenges they experience that are impacting their 

ability to carry out their work. The voluntary charity trustees who respond to this survey are 

likely to be a highly diverse group from a wide range of different organisations, both in terms 

of size and sector. Therefore, their experiences are likely to vary considerably. The integration 

of more qualitative methodologies here such as posing open questions or facilitating 

conversations via focus groups or interviews would enable more in-depth exploration of the 

experiences of trustees.  

8. Project scope  

This research into the training needs of voluntary boards was specified in the Sustainable, 

Inclusive and Empowered Communities, the Government of Ireland’s Strategy to Support the 

Community and Voluntary Sector 2019-24. Specifically, it relates to: 
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The skills audit project proposal, as developed through consultations carried out in 2020, 

specifies that “the focus of this research project will be on formally constituted mid-sized 
organisations with voluntary boards (company boards) in place”. 

Thus there are three elements in deciding a definition upon which to assess the parameters 

of the population (the ‘target’ or ‘subject’ of the research) and the sample (those who will be 

issued with a survey) for this project:  

1. the definition of ‘community and voluntary’ organisation 

2. the definition of ‘mid-sized’ 

 

8.1. Definition of ‘community and voluntary organisation’  

The definition of ‘non-profit’ includes those organisations registered as charities but also 

social enterprises and community groups who, while operating in the public good, are not 

registered charities (Law Reform Commission, 2005). In order to come within the definition of 

a ‘charitable organisation’, a body must: 

a) be not excluded body; 

b) promote a charitable purpose only;  

c) dedicate all its activities to promote charitable purpose; 

d) act for public benefit; and 

e) operate in Ireland.  

A ‘community and voluntary organisation’ is generally thought to be a non-profit 

distributing, non-business entity organised and operated for a collective, public, or social 

benefit rather than to generate profit. Any revenue generated is committed to the organisations 

social and community purpose. This includes social enterprises that may apply commercial 

strategies, may employ people and generate income but where surpluses generated are re-

Objective 2: Support and facilitate communities to participate in community 
development and local development. 

 

Action 2.2: Design, promote and implement a comprehensive programme to 
support capacity among leaders, board members and volunteers of 
community and voluntary organisations, including voluntary board 
members of local development and community development organisations 
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invested into achieving social objectives, rather than maximising profit for their owners (DCRD, 

2019).  

While the differences in definitions are somewhat nuanced, the common factors hinge around 

public good, profits are reinvested rather than distributed and the organisation is governed by 

a voluntary board. In a practical sense, registered charities form a subsection of the wider 

“non-profit” definition.  

 

 

 
 

A training needs assessment targeted at mid-sized voluntary sector boards could thus 

conceivably encompass a large number of organisations:  

• Charities  

• Social enterprises 

• Non-profit/community groups not registered as charities.  

It is proposed that registered charities form the focus of this project. This is because 

registered charities, of which there were over 11,5005 at the end of 2022, make up a 

substantial proportion of the broader definition of ‘non-profit’.  

                                                
5 Number obtained from 2021 public register of charities and includes all unique registered charity numbers. This 
figure differs from total figures used in the estimation of income and/or staff size because these include only 
those organisations who had submitted this information in 2020 or 2021 

Non-profit 
organisations

Registered 
charities 

Social 
enterprise

s 

Non-
registered 

community 
groups

Figure A. The composition of ‘non-profit’ sector 
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Social enterprises whose objective is to achieve a social or environmental impact are 

distinguishable from other charitable organisations in that they may apply corporate strategies 

such as trading with the aim of creating a surplus that can then be re-invested (DCRD, 2019). 

Social enterprises are governed by voluntary boards and therefore could fall within the scope 

of this skills audit. Many, but not all, are registered charities and/or adopt one of the legal 

structures provided for through the Companies Act, such as the Company Limited by 

Guarantee (CLG) (DCRD, 2019, p. 21). The National Social Enterprise Policy for Ireland 2019-

2022 noted the importance of leadership and governance for effective operation of social 

enterprises which provide valuable services in communities throughout Ireland. It stated that 

increases in governance-related compliance, particularly around the Charities Acts and the 

Charities Regulatory Authority, have an impact on this. According to research carried out 

among social enterprises in the lead up to the policy there was a need for “specific 

programmes focused on recruitment, development, and entrepreneurial learning for board 

directors, committee members and management within the social enterprise” (DCRD, 2019, 

p. 19). There is no data on the proportion of social enterprises who are registered with the 

Charities Regulator. As such, by limiting the target of this skills audit to social enterprises that 

are registered, we run the risk of excluding those medium-sized social enterprises who are as 

yet unregistered. Nevertheless, we expect that the number is relatively small, particularly as 

over 4,500 registered charities are also CLGs (Charities Regulator, 2021). Furthermore, it 

would not be possible to exclude social enterprises that are registered, as these are largely 

indistinguishable from other organisations.  

The question thus remains whether ‘community and voluntary’ organisation as defined 

encompasses any particular sectoral focus, or activities. We know that organisations 

registered with the Charities Regulator work in a wide variety of areas including the 

advancement of arts and culture, research and education, disability support, training, advice, 

advocacy and information, sustainable development, youth services, environmental protection 

and conservation, religious activities and overseas aid. A ’charitable purpose’ as defined by 

the Charities Act 2009 and included in the Charities Regulator data can include:  

• The prevention or relief of poverty or economic hardship 

• The advancement of education 

• The advancement of religion 

• Any other purpose that is of benefit to the community, including, but not limited to: 

o The advancement of community welfare including the relief of those in need by 

reason of youth, age, ill-health, or disability 
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o The advancement of community development, including rural or urban 

regeneration 

o The promotion of civic responsibility or voluntary work 

o The promotion of health, including the prevention or relief of sickness, disease or 

human suffering 

o The advancement of conflict resolution or reconciliation 

o The promotion of religious or racial harmony and harmonious community relations 

o The protection of the natural environment 

o The advancement of environmental sustainability 

o The advancement of the efficient and effective use of the property of charitable 

organisations 

o The prevention or relief of suffering of animals 

o The advancement of the arts, culture, heritage or sciences 

o The integration of those who are disadvantaged, and the promotion of their full 

participation, in society. 

Charities can specify one or more of these fifteen categories, with some stating their activities 

as encompassing all possible charitable purposes. The order in which the charitable purpose 

is given is not according to a ‘primary’ purpose, making it difficult to separate the data 

according to activity or sector with any reliability.  

There are two categories which might prima facie be excluded from the project scope as 

envisaged here. First, while schools are charitable institutions in Ireland and are included in 

the Charities Regulator data, they would tend not to be widely considered to be within the 

definition of “community and voluntary sector” in any strict sense. While schools clearly provide 

an essential service to communities, they are separate in terms of their funding, their capacity 

and likely the skills requirements and experiences of their boards. Since ‘schools’ are a stand-

alone category in the data, it is relatively unproblematic to remove them from the sampling 

scope. Secondly, organisations with a primary purpose as ‘the advancement of religion’ 

include churches, ministries, and other organisations with the aim of promoting particular 

religions, religious texts or practices. Again, while these purposes are deemed as charitable 

under the legislation, they might reasonably be considered to be outside the scope of 

‘community and voluntary sector’ as envisaged by Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered 

Communities. However, because of the way in which the charitable purpose data is collected, 

removing organisations that specify the advancement of religion as their primary, or indeed 

their only, purpose is difficult. To do so could exclude those organisations working in a religious 

capacity or with a religious ethos in various aspects of community services. 
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For practical purposes therefore, the proposed scope for this skills assessment with regards 

to what constitutes a “community and voluntary” organisation is all those registered charitable 

organisations with the exclusion of schools.  

8.2. Definition of mid-sized 

The second element of defining a target group is size, with the focus of this project considered 

to be on ‘mid-sized’ organisations. The rationale for this focus, as guided by the intentions of 

Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered Communities, was that the organisations whose 

voluntary charity trustees might most need support and capacity building are likely to be the 

smaller non-profit organisations rather than the large, more complex charities and institutions 

whose boards would have a different profile with arguably greater access to resources. At the 

other end of the spectrum, it was considered that very small, ‘micro’ organisations may not fall 

within the scope of this skills assessment either because they may not be registered charitable 

organisations or because their voluntary trustees may fall within the scope of a subsequent 

skills assessment focused on the training needs of small community groups. Some discussion 

here of the potential practical and conceptual ramification of a size limitation with regard to 

project scope is therefore necessary here.  

According to Benefacts (2020) Ireland’s non-profit sector is predominantly made up of a 

majority of small or ‘micro’ organisations and those unregistered organisations on whom there 

are no data, making up 99% of the sector in terms of numbers (Benefacts, 2020). This leaves 

85 ‘medium’ organisations with a turnover of between €12 and €40 million and 60 large 

organisations with turnover in excess of €40 million (Benefacts, 2020). While this 

categorisation matches that of the corporate or private sector, where “medium” enterprises 

are those with a turnover of €11 to €50 million (European Commission, 2003), it likely does 

not reflect the intentions of Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered Communities in 

recommending capacity building for community and voluntary sector boards. Nor does it reflect 

the project proposal, which stated that “these organisations play an important role in the sector 

but, due to their size, often lack financial resources that can be utilised for training activities”. 

Indeed, mid-sized according to the Benefacts definition would refer to organisations with a 

comparatively high annual turnover and thus presumably greater resources.  

The Charities Regulator, in its publicly available data on registered charities in Ireland, 

categorises ‘medium’ size as those charitable organisations with a total annual declared 

income of between €10,000 and €100,000. This is a considerably lower range and reflects the 

legislative requirements in terms of the submission of audited accounts to the Charities 

Regulator and/or Revenue. This categorisation would be too low to best reflect the purposes 

and intentions of this skills audit project and the community and voluntary strategy wherein it 
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was recommended. Indeed, a threshold of €100,000 would exclude a high number of 

organisations that would be considered mid-sized. Therefore, a more bespoke strategy has 

been adopted in this research. To formulate a ‘mid-sized’ definition with regard to income, one 

could use mid points (between .033 and .066) from the annual income variable in the Charities 

Regulator data. Putting this another way, the range of ‘medium’ would be that which falls 

between the lowest one third and the highest two-thirds, which in this case would incorporate 

those organisations with an annual income of between €43,000 and €295,000. While this is 

mid-sized in terms of the distribution of the income data, a further expansion of this definition 

is outlined below following discussion of another factor in determining size: staffing. 

The number of paid employees may offer an indication not only of the capacity of the 

organisation but of the reality of everyday task responsibility of its board. An organisation with 

a high number of paid employees plus volunteers might have specific roles or functions divided 

up between them, with the board of trustees free to focus on their obligations as set out in 

Statute and/or their governing document. In very small organisations this division of tasks may 

not be so clear. While good practice dictates that the board of trustees should focus on 

governance while the staff have responsibility for management, service delivery and 

administration, the reality in small organisations is that trustees’ roles may be more fluid (Duca, 

1996). Indeed, best practice models of organisational governance with clearly defined roles 

have merit, but can be ill-suited for smaller non-profits, which have unique situations and 

challenges. Therefore, one might argue that the capacity requirements of organisations with 

fewer staff might be qualitatively different to those with a larger number of paid employees. 

However, what this cut-off point would be in terms of number is difficult to conceptualise. The 

Charities Regulator data on those organisations who have submitted information in 2021 or 

2020 show that a sizable proportion (44%) have no employees, while 32% have less than 10 

while a small minority (<1%) have 500 employees or more. This can be seen in Figure B, 

below.  
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Figure B. Numbers of employees in charitable organisations, Data source: The Charities Regulator 
2021  

 
Complicating this matter further is whether volunteers ought to be counted along with paid 

staff for the purposes of determining organisational size and capacity and subsequently the 

capacity requirements of the board. Uncertainty around these issues arguably increases the 

risk of arbitrariness around capturing data on size according to staffing and/or volunteer levels, 

reducing the practicality of this approach to sample selection. Large state agencies such as 

the HSE, the Arts Council, the HEA, as well as charities such as Goal, Concern and Trocaire, 

account for most of those organisations with more than 250 staff and with very high gross 

annual incomes. With a mid-size range of €43,000 to €295,000 in annual income as outlined, 

the parameters are limited to those tending to have far fewer numbers of employees. This 

categorisation is arguably quite limiting in the sense that it might then naturally exclude from 

the definition of ‘mid-sized’ organisations who still have relatively few staff. For example, a 

charity with a gross income of €300,000 and staff of 10-19 would be grouped as ‘large’ along 

with organisations with more than 500 staff and income of over €1million. Therefore, it is 

proposed that the definition of mid-sized as it applies to this skills assessment project 

encompasses those charitable organisations with a gross annual income of between €75,000 

and €1 million, accounting for 2, 704 organisations or 41% of the total number of charities in 

2021.6 Of this group, 26% have no paid employees, 59% have 1-9 employees, 3% have 10-

                                                
6 Total number of those non-school charitable organisations who submitted financial information in 2020 or 2021.  
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19 employees and a very small number (2) have more than 50. In terms of volunteer numbers, 

14% have no volunteers, 39% have 1-9, 20% have between 10 and 19 volunteers, 16% have 

20-49, 9% have 50-249 volunteers and a small number (<2%) have more than 250 volunteers.  

9. Conclusion and sampling frame 

It was proposed that the sampling frame is not limited to charity trustees from specific sized 

organisations. Instead, size can be built into the analysis when the survey responses are 

returned. Individual trustees from a randomly selected sample of organisations in the Charities 

Regulator data were issued with a survey by the Charities Regulator, with results analysed 

according to how the respondent answers a question on organisational size, be that by income 

or employee number. This method had the advantage of enabling comparisons or trends to 

be explored in terms of organisational size, for example looking at whether particular barriers 

to training are felt by trustees of very large organisations in a different way to very small ones. 

It made sample selection more straightforward, reducing the need to create new datasets out 

of the Charities Regulator data according to size; something that naturally creates missing 

values since not all registered organisations have the up-to-date financial information 

submitted upon which size can be determined.  

A final consideration with regards to sampling was whether the survey can be issued to 

individual trustees directly or through their organisations. Each option had ramifications in 

terms of response rates, representativeness and – crucially – data protection. The Charities 

Regulator has lists of trustees of organisations registered with them, but GDPR considerations 

were paramount here when it comes to accessing these individuals with a survey request. 

Table 1 summarises the various sampling options. 

Table 1. Sample frame options 

 Option Advantage  Disadvantage  
1 Survey issued to individual trustees from a 

sub-group of mid-sized organisations  
Most in keeping with 
the initial project 
proposal  

Excludes organisations 
who have not submitted 
financial information. 
More difficult for third 
party to distribute the 
survey due to GDPR 
concerns. 

2 Survey issued to mid-sized organisations 
only, to distribute to their trustees 

As above. Removes 
data protection issues.  

Low response rate 
likely. Hard to follow up. 
More difficult to ensure 
representative sample. 

3 Survey issued to a random sample of all 
trustees in charitable organisations 
(excluding schools) 

Easier sampling, more 
likely to be 
representative of 
whole sector. Enables 
analysis of trends by 
size.  

Large number of 
complete responses 
required (500+).  

GDPR 
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4 Survey issued to a random sample of all 
organisations, regardless of size, to 
distribute to their trustees.  

Removes data 
protection issues. 
More likely than option 
1 & 2 to be 
representative of the 
sector. 

As (2) above, lower 
response rate and 
difficulty in tracking who 
has responded. 

Option 3 was chosen, with a survey issued to a random sample of all trustees of charitable 

organisations. The survey, developed by Pobal, was circulated to the charity trustees by the 

Charities Regulator. 
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Appendix 2: Summary of results for ‘education’ sectors  
As explained in the methodology and project scope section of this report, the decision was 

taken to remove responses from the ‘education’ sector from the analysis. This was to best 

reflect the intentions of the Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered Communities strategy 

where the focus is on smaller community and voluntary organisations specifically. It was 

thought that school boards, being structured differently and falling under the remit of a 

separate government department, would not fully reflect the intentions of the strategy as it 

pertained to this skills assessment. 

Nevertheless, the time taken by charity trustees from the education sector in responding to 

this survey is acknowledged and appreciated. All survey responses from this group were 

analysed and assessed alongside those from other sectors. This was done to compare and 

identify any trends that might be visible between the experiences of school board members 

and those from the wider community and voluntary sector. This section will provide a brief 

synopsis of those results and any relevant findings that were highlighted through comments 

and survey responses by charity trustees from education organisations. The number of 

complete responses from charity trustees of organisations who specified ‘education’ as a 

charitable purpose was 167, or 21% of the overall sample. 

Figure 1. Gender profile  

Among charity trustees in the education sector, 60% of respondents were female and 40% 

male, which could be compared to the wider group where the gender breakdown was 53/47 

in favour of females (see figure 1). While the age breakdown of education charity trustees is 

weighted towards older age cohorts, with 50% being over 55 (see figure 2) the general age is 

slightly younger than in the wider non-education sector where 64% were over 55. 
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Figure 2. Age profile  

 

Figure 3. Work Status 

Turning to work status, 57% of charity trustees respondents from education sectors were in 

employment, followed by 24% retired and 12% self-employed (see Figure 3). This differed 

slightly from the work status breakdown for other sectors, where there was a higher proportion 

of retirees sitting on boards (35%). Similarly to the whole group however, only a minority were 

unemployed, students or full-time caregivers. In terms of tenure on the board, 28% of 

respondents had been in their role less than two years, 46% between three and nine years, 

25% ten years or more.  Respondents were confident about the level of understanding they 

had of their organisation, with 82% fully understanding their organisation’s governing 

documents, 90% fully aware of their financial obligations as charity trustees, 94% of strategic 
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objectives, 96% of structures and staffing and 98% were fully familiar with the values and 

mission. In a series of questions aimed at identifying self-assessed training needs, the most 

frequently cited area was risk management, with 66% of respondents stating a need for 

training in this area, followed by legal obligations at 65%. See Figure 4 for a more detailed 

breakdown. 

Figure 4. Self-assessed training needs  

 

Among charity trustees from the education sector, 57% had received training in relation to 

their role in the previous two years while 50% had received an induction. Where there were 

barriers to training (experienced by 40% of respondents), the most frequently cited were not 

being aware of any training available to them (cited 31 times), being too busy (cited 17 times), 

not knowing what training was needed (cited 12 times) and having no training plan or budget 

(cited 12 times, and 11 times respectively).  

Comments by charity trustees from the education sector spoke to a range of issues and 

experiences relating to training and support. Similar to the wider community and voluntary 

sample, topics raised in open comments included challenges around recruitment and 

replacement of trustees and succession planning, IT and cyber security, strategic planning 

and board diversity. Concern was expressed by a number of respondents around the capacity 
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and skills levels of charity trustees and the need for standardized, mandatory or whole-board 

training on roles, responsibilities and compliance. For example, one trustee stated that board 

membership is more than something to put on a CV but that “they have got a legal 

responsibility to the organisation and to the charity regulator”. Another spoke of dominant 

personalities, resistance to change and communication issues within the board:  

{…} people are not prepared to listen to other people’s opinions… {you can 

have} members of the board that have fantastic experience in an area are 

offering their advice and you watch other board members, because they are 

more assertive and either don’t understand or are in the dark ages about how 

things work these days and fearful of change, quash things…” (Charity 

trustee, mid-sized organisation) 

While challenges such as these were voiced in some open comments, survey responses 

showed a highly positive response to communication, role clarity and relationship issues. For 

example, 73% of charity trustees from the education sector felt that there was a clear division 

of roles between board and management and 89% perceived communication between board 

and management to be good. A similarly high proportion of respondents felt that 

communication within the board was good, at 86%. When asked if they fully understood their 

role as charity trustee, 70% agreed with the statement while 19% were neutral or neither 

agreed nor disagreed. Most charity trustees (88%) felt their experience was a positive one.  

   

 

 

 

 

 

  



76 

 

Appendix 3:  References 
Abuchi-Ogbonda, (2019) ‘Board Diversity for Charity Trustees’ The Wheel 15th November 

2019. Available: https://www.wheel.ie/blog/2019/11/board-diversity-charity-trustees 

Balduck, A., Buelens, M., and Van Rossem, A. (2009) ‘Identifying the Competencies of 
Volunteer Board Members of Community Sports Clubs’ Non-Profit and Voluntary 
Sector Quarterly 38(5) 

Benefacts (2020) ‘Irelands Non-Profit Sector’. Available: Ireland's nonprofit sector 2020 - 
Benefacts 

Cahill, S. (2020) ‘Consultation Report on the Support Needs of the Non-Profit Sector’ The 
Wheel. Available: Consultation Report Nonprofit Sector Final V1.75 23 March.pdf 
(wheel.ie)  

Carbery, R. and Cross, C. (2016) Human Resource Management. Palgrave MacMillan 
Press. 2016 

Charities Commission for England and Wales (2020) ‘The essential trustee: what you need 
to know, what you need to do’ Guidance Document. Available: CC3_feb20.pdf 
(publishing.service.gov.uk) 

Charities Regulator (2021) ‘The Charities Regulatory Authority Irish Public Survey. An 
Amarach Report. April 2021 S20-190. Available: 
https://www.charitiesregulator.ie/media/2179/public-survey-report-april-2021.pdf  

Charities Regulator (2021) ‘Public Register of Charities’. Available: Search the Register of 
Charities (charitiesregulator.ie)  

Charities Regulator (2023) Annual Report 2022. Available: 
https://www.charitiesregulator.ie/media/4733/crar2022.pdf 

Charities Regulator (2022) The Charities Regulator Survey of Charities. Available: 
https://www.charitiesregulator.ie/media/4714/webinar-28-june-2023-presenation.pdf 

Clary, E. G., & Snyder, M. (1999) ‘The Motivations to Volunteer: Theoretical and Practical 
Considerations’. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 8(5), 156–159. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8721.00037 

Deloitte (2018) ‘An Effective Non-Profit Board: A Value-Driving Force’. Available: The 
Effective Not-for-Profit Board - A value-driving force (deloitte.com) 

Department of Rural and Community Development (2019) National Social Enterprise Policy 
for Ireland. Available: https://s3-eu-west-
1.amazonaws.com/govieassets/19332/2fae274a44904593abba864427718a46.pdf  

Duca, D. J (1996) Nonprofit boards: Roles, responsibilities, and performance. Washington, 
DC: John Wiley 

https://www.wheel.ie/blog/2019/11/board-diversity-charity-trustees
https://www.benefacts.ie/insights/reports/2020/
https://www.benefacts.ie/insights/reports/2020/
https://www.wheel.ie/sites/default/files/media/file-uploads/2021-03/Consultation%20Report%20Nonprofit%20Sector%20Final%20V1.75%2023%20March.pdf
https://www.wheel.ie/sites/default/files/media/file-uploads/2021-03/Consultation%20Report%20Nonprofit%20Sector%20Final%20V1.75%2023%20March.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/866947/CC3_feb20.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/866947/CC3_feb20.pdf
https://www.charitiesregulator.ie/media/2179/public-survey-report-april-2021.pdf
https://www.charitiesregulator.ie/en/information-for-the-public/search-the-register-of-charities
https://www.charitiesregulator.ie/en/information-for-the-public/search-the-register-of-charities
https://www.charitiesregulator.ie/media/4733/crar2022.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8721.00037
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/ca/Documents/public-sector/ca-en-public-sector-effective-npo-board.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/ca/Documents/public-sector/ca-en-public-sector-effective-npo-board.pdf
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/govieassets/19332/2fae274a44904593abba864427718a46.pdf
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/govieassets/19332/2fae274a44904593abba864427718a46.pdf


77 

 

Fletcher, S. (2000) Competence-Based Assessment Techniques. Kogan Page Publishers, 
2000.  

Gov.ie (2021) School Board of Management Training. https://www.gov.ie/en/service/bb5ed3-
board-of-management-training/ 

Jones, C. (2017) ‘“Trustees are a Nightmare!” – Readers on Charity Leadership’. The 
Guardian Voluntary Sector Network 10th March 2016. Available: 'Trustees are a 
nightmare!': readers on charity leadership | Voluntary Sector Network | The Guardian 

Lale, D. (2016) ‘What Key Competencies do the Best Charity Trustees Exhibit?’ Oxford HR 
for LinkedIn. Available: (2) What Key Competencies do the best Charity Trustees 
exhibit? | LinkedIn 

Law Society Law Reform Committee (2002) ‘Charity Law: The Case for Reform’. Available: 
charity law report NUALA (lawsociety.ie) 

McGeough, B. & McGeough, F. (2021) ‘Organisational Resilience in Action: The 
Experiences of Irish Charities during the Covid-19 pandemic’ Carmichael and TUD 
Report, August 2021. Available: Carmichael TU Dublin NPO Resilience During 
Covid[7331].pdf  

Murphy, A. (2021) ‘The Charities Governance Code: Compliance for Healthcare 
Organisations. Mason, Hayes and Curran, Dublin. Available: Charities Governance 
Code - Compliance for Healthcare Organisations Mason Hayes Curran (mhc.ie) 

Price, N. (2018) ‘How Non-Profit Boards Can Leverage a Skills Assessment Matrix for 
Success’ Board Effect. 6th June 2018. Available: How Nonprofit Boards Can Leverage 
a Skills Assessment Matrix (boardeffect.com) 

Van der Waldt, G. (2020) ‘Conducting skills audits in local government: Lessons from a case 
study’. Administration Publica, 28(2):42-60 

  

https://www.theguardian.com/voluntary-sector-network/2017/mar/10/trustees-nightmare-charity-leadership
https://www.theguardian.com/voluntary-sector-network/2017/mar/10/trustees-nightmare-charity-leadership
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/what-key-competencies-do-best-charity-trustees-exhibit-david-lale/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/what-key-competencies-do-best-charity-trustees-exhibit-david-lale/
https://www.lawsociety.ie/globalassets/documents/members/charityreport.pdf
https://www.mhc.ie/latest/insights/charities-governance-code-compliance-for-healthcare-organisations
https://www.mhc.ie/latest/insights/charities-governance-code-compliance-for-healthcare-organisations
https://www.boardeffect.com/blog/nonprofit-boards-skills-assessment-matrix/
https://www.boardeffect.com/blog/nonprofit-boards-skills-assessment-matrix/


78 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                        

 

 

 

 

  

                                      

 

 


	Executive summary
	1 Introduction
	2 Desk review summary
	3 Scope, methodology and sampling
	4 Profile of charity trustees and their organisations
	4.1 Charity trustees
	4.2 Organisations

	5 Training needs of charity trustees
	6 Relationships
	7 Training experiences and preferences
	8 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
	9 Climate Action
	10 General experiences
	11 Main findings and recommendations
	11.1 Main findings
	11.2 Recommendations
	11.2.1 Training needs analysis
	11.2.2 Access and communication
	11.2.3 Training topics
	11.2.4 Training delivery
	11.2.5 Induction training
	11.2.6 Sector wide changes


	Appendix 1: Desk review
	1. Introduction
	2. The definition of charitable organisation: legal form, structure and terminology
	3. Relevant legislation and policy: development
	4. Duties of charity trustees and board composition
	5. Voluntary trustees: literature and research
	6. Boards of charitable organisations in Ireland: current trends and supports available
	7. Key questions for skills gap analysis
	8. Project scope
	8.1. Definition of ‘community and voluntary organisation’
	8.2. Definition of mid-sized

	9. Conclusion and sampling frame
	Appendix 2: Summary of results for ‘education’ sectors
	Appendix 3:  References



