
  

Leading together: Charity Chairs and Chief Executives talk in the time of Covid 
  
As leaders we often debate what makes boards tick and how greater diversity of thought and 
experience will support innovation and change. We routinely describe the relationship between 
Chairs and Chief Executives (CEs) in any organisation as vital, arguing it sets the tone. But how much 
do we actually know about how this relationship works and, in particular, how it has survived during 
recent months?  
 
Exploring the Chair/Chief Executive relationship 
 
About a year before Covid-19 took hold,  the Centre for Charity Effectiveness (CCE) began to explore 
this relationship by providing a safe space where Chairs and CEs could meet together with pairs from 
other major national charities to discuss issues around governance, values, relationships and more. 
Alex Skailes, Director of CCE and I steered these discussions. We were keen to continue during the 
pandemic and using Zoom we explored these relationships during a time of turmoil. The valuable 
insights and learning are shared in a new report Looking through a shared lens: Five Explorations 
  
Key insights and learning  
 
One very noticeable aspect of charities is that Chairs and CEs will often have allegiances, experience 
and skills forged in different sectors. There are not many other sectors - the public sector perhaps - 
where the two top roles are taken by people with such divergent backgrounds. This difference is a 
strength - there can be real diversity of thought - but there is also a danger that, if not acknowledged 
openly, each will view fundamentals such as vision, mission, values and behaviours, through a very 
different prism. During the pandemic it was more important than ever to highlight any difference as 
it had the potential to lead to disparate assumptions about organisational agility, risk and even the 
role of the board. As with all crises, the existing relationship was fundamental to managing this. 
Where there was a bedrock of trust, honesty and transparency it was much easier to change habits 
and to focus on urgent actions.  Most of the pairs were extremely adept at combining their individual 
perspectives through respectful challenge and by valuing the diversity of thought and experience.  
 
This was a group that had come to trust each other, to be open and indeed, at times, to show 
vulnerability. That meant we also learned about the visions that Chairs and CEs had for their 
organisations post-pandemic. We asked “is this turbulent period one of retrenchment and repair, of 
reform and renewal, or one of reimagining?” The most insightful debates - about values, capacity and 
capability, taking stakeholders with you, and grasping the opportunity to change - all came from 
answering this question. Overall, there was a feeling that a simple reset wasn’t going to be enough. 
Partly influenced by the Black Lives Matter movement, and the consequent focus on values and 
behaviour, there was a sense that it was time to think again, for example, about inclusion and 
diversity.  
 
“Don’t just attack the brambles…” 
 
The insights we gathered were poetic, practical and pragmatic. One of my favourites was a warning 
about choosing carefully what really needed to change during a transformation programme: “…don’t 
just attack the brambles as they bring us blackberries”.  We were also reminded about the ‘Four Gs’ 
of collaborations and mergers: what will your organisation get from it; what will you give to it; what 
will you need to give up to make it work; how will you get over aspects that are important to you but 
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are, in the greater scheme of things, not worth fighting for?  After all, as another contributor said, “if 
you have a voice and power, you have a choice – so use it with respect and care.” 

I believe there is a great deal to learn in exploring this important relationship, and that the lessons, 
especially about diversity of thought and experience, could be valuable for all boards, in all sectors.  

Lynne Berry CBE 
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Looking through a shared lens: Five explorations was authored by Caroline Copeman, Senior Visiting 
Fellow and consultant at CCE, who assisted in facilitating CCE’s ‘Challenges in Contemporary 
Governance’ discussion series.  
 
The full report published in December 2020 includes the complete explorations and insights 
summaries together with an Introduction by Professor Lynne Berry CBE and Alex Skailes, Director 
CCE.  
  
Read the short reports using the links below or on the Centre for Charity Effectiveness  

1. Leading in turmoil 
2. Relationships between large and small nonprofits 
3. Partnerships and collaborations 
4. Organisation change and culture 
5. Strategic Leadership 
6. Themes and rare insights  
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