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Executive Summary 
 
Representation, defined in this Toolkit as the process when "one person or group of 
people is acting, speaking or being present on behalf of another person or group of 
people" affects Voluntary and Community organisations (VCOs) on many levels. In 
Section One, this Toolkit sets out a structure in which the general principles of the 
process can be better understood. The link between those who are being represented 
and the representative is composed of four key components: 
 
• The role the representee had in choosing who would represent them 
• The scope of the representation 
• The feed-in that allows the representative to understand the issues 
• The feed-back the representative gives the representee. 
 
Where these components are clear, secure and in place, the system of representation 
is relatively safe, but where components are missing, difficulties arise.  
 
Section Two looks at the tools needed to work securely in each of these components, 
and Section Three provides a step-by-step decision tree to help would-be 
representatives assess if they wish to take on the task of representation. For some 
time, VCOs have expressed difficulties of acting as a representative for amorphous 
bodies such as "the Voluntary and Community Sector" or "Younger People", and this is 
dealt with here too, and a workable strategy to deal with these issues is presented. 
Section Four examines some of the difficult issues that arise in the practice of 
representation, and Section Five studies how representation issues impinge on the 
structure of frontline VCOs, and their infrastructure bodies. This Toolkit is one of a 
series of 5 RAISE "LARGE" Toolkits, and its themes interlink with these:  
 
Leadership Toolkit: the roles of being a leader or being a representative are 
different, but occasionally combined. This Representation Toolkit, in helping 
representatives to define the scope of their task, sets out a structure to illustrate 
where the higher levels of "acting  on behalf of someone else" leads into the role of 
leadership, and helps representatives be clear about which role they are taking on. 
 
Accountability Toolkit: The accountability of a representative is based on the 4 
components above; it is only through feed-back to those who are represented, and 
taking further instruction from them, that a truly accountable process can be set up. 
 
Governance Toolkit: In looking at the impact of representation on the Boards of 
VCOs, and in offering advice to trustees regarding the interaction between their 
autonomy and their role as a representative when elected by a membership, this 
Representation Toolkit fills out some of the practical aspects of the Governance role. 
 
Equalities Toolkit: Many of the tools explained in this Representation toolkit, 
especially those relating to the election of representatives and tools for feed-in and 
feedback (the third and fourth components  above) are by their very nature just as 
applicable to ensuring that equality remains a key concept within the Voluntary and 
Community Sector. 
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About RAISE 
RAISE enables voluntary and community organisations (VCOs) in the South East 
Region of England to influence regional policy, wherever it is made or implemented, 
for the benefit of the people they serve.  

If yours is a VCO in the Region, it can join RAISE for free. It can then: 

• join in the election for members of the RAISE Board; 

• join in the election for VCO representatives at the South East Regional 
Assembly. 

It can also nominate people to a host of other strategic regional bodies.  

In this way you and your VCO get a grass roots perspective into regional policy. 

RAISE also organises events, seminars, workshops and conferences. We publish a 
variety of papers, guides and other publications that our members say they need. We 
work to find funding for all we do so everything is delivered free to VCOs – including 
travel and childcare for very small community groups. 

RAISE strives to ensure that, in the Region, the voice of VCOs is heard and 
respected. We demand that the sector is always treated with equity. But RAISE can 
only be as good as the sector in the South East and vice versa. So, if you are from a 
VCO in the South East, get involved. We need you.   

You can contact RAISE in a number of ways, and we will always be glad to hear from 
you. 

 
 

 POST us a letter to: 
Berkeley House 
Cross Lanes 
GUILDFORD 
Surrey 
GU1 1UN 

 You can TELEPHONE us 
 
01483 500770 

 FAX us something on 
 
01483 574439 

 Send us E-MAIL 
to mail@raise-networks.org.uk 
 
or visit the website at www.raise-networks.org.uk 

 
www.raise-networks.org.uk
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 Existing RAISE Toolkits 
 
• The Step by Step Guide to Successful Partnership Working 
• A Compact Toolkit 

 
Hard copies of both have been distributed to RAISE members and can be downloaded 
from the RAISE website: www.raise-networks.org.uk 
 
 

 About the LARGE Toolkits 
 
At their 2003 Conference, RAISE presented five keys for the voluntary/community 
sector.  
 
Collectively termed LARGE, the five keys are: 
 

• Leadership 
• Accountability 
• Representation 
• Governance 
• Equalities 

 
Prior to the conference, a think tank was convened for each key. This group met to 
agree on a working definition for the term and discuss the key issues it presents 
from a sector point of view.  
 
At the conference, workshops were held – two for each key – giving the wider RAISE 
membership a chance to put forward their views, informed by the findings of the 
think tank and helped by an external facilitator/expert. 
 
In addition, RAISE commissioned five new toolkits, each one building on one of the 
five conference keys.  
 
In common with the existing RAISE toolkits, the LARGE toolkits will act as a 
resource for those involved in the voluntary/community sector - providing advice, 
information and ideas in a clear, accessible format and signposting the reader to 
other sources which may be of interest. The toolkits aim to help groups to take a 
critical look at their organisation, identify areas for improvement and implement 

consistent definitions have been used for each key across the five documents. Each 
one is a self-contained document although there is necessarily some overlap between 
the keys and so the interested reader may find it is beneficial to obtain the full set. 
 
 

change. The new toolkits each form part of the LARGE series and therefore 
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Finding your way around this Toolkit 
 
This Toolkit is designed to help voluntary and community organisations (VCOs) to: 
 
• Explore the theory and practice of representation.   
 
• Review their practice of representation as it impinges on their organisation's 

structure, and on any role they may have in representing their own organisation, 
other organisations, or individual beneficiaries. The Toolkit teases out the 
thorny issue of how VCOs can "represent" the "voluntary/community sector". 

 
•  Make enlightened choices about whether to accept a role as a representative. 
 
• Ensure that any work of representation in which they are engaged is founded on 

good principles, and has a legitimacy that can be defended. 
 
The Toolkit is divided into five main sections: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Section One: The Four Key Components of Representation          Page 11 
 
This looks at the basic theory of representation, and why this is important. 
 
Section Two: Tools Of Representation                                 Page 23 
 
This looks at the particular tools appropriate to the four components introduced in 
the previous section. 
 
Section Three: So you want to be a Representative?                Page 37 
 
This gives practical help in looking at the task of representation, and forms as 
framework on which to base a decision whether to accept the challenges of the 
task or not. 
 
 Section Four:  Being a Representative in Practice              Page 47 
 
A section which explores the skills, knowledge and support system which 
representatives need to carry out their task. 
 
Section Five:  Representation and the Structure of VCOs          Page 63  
 
How issues of representation shape the boards and other structures of frontline 
VCOs and their infrastructure bodies.  
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Your questions answered.... in the final pages covers some issues not dealt with in the 
rest of the text, and a glossary of key concepts and definitions used in the 5 LARGE 
Toolkits is to be found at the end, on page 76.   
 
As far as possible, the Toolkit is designed to help busy workers in VCOs to dip into or   
explore specific topics. However, Section One, which gives a model on which 

understand the rest of the Toolkit. For quick reference, we've put a map of the 
toolkit overleaf. Throughout the main part of the Toolkit, portions of the map are 
used to let the reader know just where they are, and to signpost to other useful 
topics nearby.  
 
The different elements of the Toolkit are designed to be as self-standing as 
possible, and appear generally within rounded borders. More explanatory material 
occurs without borders. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Case Studies. Throughout the text, illustrative case 
studies are indicated by this symbol and are enclosed in 
boxes like this. Other references to case studies occur in 
the main text. 
 

 
Further Reading.  This symbol and boxes like this suggest 
where you might find further material on a given topic. 

 
Key Concept.  Where a particular concept is really important to our 
understanding, it is given this symbol, and put in a box like this. 

Food for Thought. Sometimes speech bubbles 
like these are used to allow the author to make 
his own comments which may or may not lead 
anywhere in particular. 

 
Bright Idea. A neat practical solution to a problem or issue, that might 
not yet have been rigorously tested, is marked with this sign.  

subsequent  parts of the Toolkit are built, will generally be a necessary read to fully 
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SECTION ONE 
 

THE FOUR KEY COMPONENTS OF 
REPRESENTATION 

 
This Section focuses on theory and introduces and explores the key 
components that are required for any system of representation to be 
valid and workable.  
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The responses to a questionnaire need to be representative  

What is Representation? 
 
Representation in this Toolkit refers to the process where one person or 
group of people is acting, speaking or being present on behalf of 
another person or group of people. We use the idea of representation in 
many walks of life: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
In each process of representation there is the Representative, the person 
or organisation acting, speaking or being present, and there is the  
Representee, the person or body on whose behalf this is done. Each 
process of representation operates in a particular Context: the lawyer 
represents their client in the context of a court, but not in the context of 
a greengrocers; the MP represents their constituency in Parliament, but 
not in church. 
 
The representative is only operating within the particular context of this 
agreed piece of work, and is not claiming to be standing in for the 
representee in other areas. It's important for both parties to be clear 
what the context is, and this understanding forms part of the link between 
the two: 
 
   

       LINK 
                                                    

Section One What is representation? 
This page 

Components of 
Representation 
Next  page 

Representative 

Members of Parliament 
represent their 
constituencies 

Theatrical agents         
represent their acts 

 
A trade union 
represents its 
members 
 

Foreign diplomats represent 
their governments abroad 
 

The National Council for 
Voluntary Organisations 
represents the Voluntary 
Sector in England 

 
 

 

Lawyers represent 
their clients 

   Sales reps   
   represent  
   their company 
 

The manager of a VCO 
might represent the VCO 
in funding negotiations 
with the local authority  
 

Representee 

Examples of strong 
and weak systems 
Next page but one 
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The Components of Representation 
 
The link between the representative and those being represented is made 
up of four components:  
 

Selection 
 

Scope 
 

Feed-in 
 

Feedback 
 
 
 
 
• Selection How those who are being represented choose 

another to stand in for them. What powers they have 
to dismiss them and choose a different one.  

 
• Scope  What the context of this piece of representation 

 is. The capacity in which the representative will be  
working. How far they can act on their own initiative. 

 
• Feed-in How the representative has acquired a knowledge of  

the issues affecting those they represent. How well 
they understand representees' points of view. 

 
• Feed-back How the representative will inform the representee 

about what has been happening. How the representative 
is held accountable for what they do. 

 
Each of these components defines the levels of control that the 
Representee has over the process of Representation, and how far the work 
of the Representative is regulated. Each component can be seen as a 
continuum, with the amount of control exercised or direction given by the 
representee ranging from very weak to very strong: 
 
    Weak           Medium    Strong   
 
 
 
where precisely any process of representation is placed on each continuum 
depends on the circumstances and the type of representation taking place. 
However, where the links are generally weak the system of representation 
is weak. Where the links are broken, the system of representation breaks 
down.  
 

Re
pr

es
en

te
e Representative 
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Examples of Strong and Weak Systems of Representation 
 
 
Case Studies 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
In visiting a residential home run by a VCO, a county councillor met a 
resident who had had an abortion on the NHS. It hadn't gone very 
well. The councillor took up the resident's case with the NHS. The 
resident was furious on finding this out. She hadn't asked him to do 
this - she had had no choice in Selection of a representative. While 
the councillor was chosen by the general electorate to represent them 
on the Council, he didn't have the authority to take up individual cases 
uninvited - he had misunderstood the Scope of his role. He hadn't 
spent enough time on Feed-in to realise the resident's perspective 
was that she did not want the matter taking any further. 
 
At least 3 of the 4 components of the link were broken. The result 
was disastrous for all concerned. 

 
The staff-group of a VCO were very concerned about safety 
issues at work.  They had tried to raise the issue with the 
manager, who was off-hand about it. They arranged to meet at 
the house of one of them to discuss the situation. 
 
They chose one of them to bring their concerns to the Chair of 
the Board of Trustees, and to let them know what happened.  
 
 
The Selection process had been fair, and involved all the 
representees. The chosen staff member knew the Scope of their 
task - to put the concerns to the Chair. From the discussions 
they had had, the chosen staff knew what the concerns were;  
Feed-in was good. Sensible arrangements had been made for 
Feed-back. 
 
All four components of the link were strong. The representative 
had a firm basis for their work. 
  

These examples are given to illustrate the 
importance of the four components in securing a 
workable system of representation 
 

Where 
components 
are broken 
or missing, 
the system 
breaks down. 

Where all four 
components are 
secure, the 
system of 
representation 
is secure. 
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Key Concept 
      
 
 
 

 
The joint planning group for Mental Health services (NHS and Social 
Services) invited the main local VCO working in this field to be part of 

 
The VCO knew they had been chosen by the planning group - not by 
the representees. The Selection process was weak. The VCO 
understood the Scope of the task - that the planning group wanted a 
VCO perspective to plan better. From working closely with the other 
local mental health VCOs over the years, they believed that they had 
much of the required understanding: Feed-in was moderately good. 
There was no provision for Feed-back.  
 
With concerns about 2 of the components, the VCO arranged a regular 
meeting with the other 4 VCOs involved in Mental Health, to give good 
Feed-back. This developed into a new informal network of local mental 
health VCOs, which improved the Feed-in, and agreed that the 
original VCO should sit on the planning group, thus strengthening the 
Selection process. The weak or missing components were restored. 
Everybody was happy. 
 

Strengthening  
the components 
where they are 
weak to create a 
stable system. 

People who believe they have a right to represent others 
by self-appointment, and without regard to selection, 
scope, feed-in or feed-back, are likely to become an object 
of fun. When a certain Robert Maxwell stepped out his 
helicopter onto Ethiopian soil and declared "I can only 
speak on behalf of the British people", were the British 
people grateful he had chosen himself to represent us, or 
just grateful that he wasn't also about to act on our behalf 
too?    

 
Key Concept: Mandate 
 
Selection and Scope, the first two components of the link between 
representative and representee, together comprise the Mandate. 
It is the mandate which gives the representee permission and 
authority to take on responsibility for the task, and at the same 
time operates as a check on how much freedom the representative 
has. With a weak or incomplete mandate, a representative may lack 
credibility with those they are claim to represent, or with those 
they are meeting as a representative. They may be vulnerable to 
accusations of overstepping their role. 

the group, as a representative of the mental health VCOs. 
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Exploring the four components: Selection 
 
   Weak                         Medium      Strong  
   Control       Control      Control 
 
 
The component of Selection defines how far those who are being 
represented have control over the choice of a person or an organisation to 
stand in for them.  
 
Strong Where this is very strong, the representee also has powers to 
dismiss the representative and choose another if performance is poor. 
Selection is generally strongest where the representee is a single person or 
organisation. Selection is often by direct appointment. Example - the 
manager of a VCO representing the VCO in dealings with the local 
authority.  
 
Medium Where the representee is made up of a number of individuals or 
organisations, control over the choice of representative tends not to be so 
strong: some form of voting system is used to select the representative 
which normally means some of the voters do not have their first choice 
met. The representative is often elected for a period of time, making it 
harder to remove them before this. Example - the members of  VCO 
electing a person to the Board of Trustees. 
 
 
 
 
Weaker  Where the representee is a very diffuse body, for instance "the 
local community", "older people",  "the voluntary and community sector" 
representee control over the choice of representative can be very tenuous. 
An example might be where a VCO is asked by a multi-agency planning group 
to "represent"  local people with disabilities. To give some mandate to the 
representative, voting systems to involve at least some of the representee 
body might be set up. Where these are not possible, the person or 
organisation claiming to be a representative is in a difficult position, and 
might need to ensure that the components of Feed-in and Feedback are 
strong enough to compensate.    
   
 
 
Besides giving credibility and legitimacy to the representative, the 
component of selection is important because it allows participation of the 
representee in the process. 

Election systems for VCOs are 
looked at on pages 26 - 28 

An alternative approach to this 
issue is explained on page 45  

Section One The components of  
representation. 3 pages back 

Exploring the components. 
This and next 3 pages 
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Exploring the four components: Scope 
 
The essential for this component is that there should be agreement and 
clarity between the representative and those they are representing as to 
the nature of the task. The scope of the role is defined by: 
 
• The context of the representation (see page 12) 
• The capacity in which the representative will undertake their work 
• The time commitment that will be needed.  
 
The range of the potential status of a representative is wide. They might be 
empowered to act, speak, or just be present on behalf of the representee. 
Agreeing the scope of the representation clarifies this. No VCO wants to 
send a representative to a seminar to observe and feed back only to discover 
later that they have committed the VCO to hosting a future series of 
seminars! The following chart illustrates some of the range of possibilities: 
 
 High Status 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Low Status 
 
Agreement on the scope of the representation is important so that the 
representative understands their mandate, and is able to perform 
effectively within their boundaries without overstepping them. 
 

Able to commit the representee to 
a binding agreement  

Able to negotiate on behalf of 
the representee 

Able
 

to vote as they see fit 

Able to vote on behalf of the 
representee, but only on their 
instruction 

Able to voice the perspectives 
of the representee 

Able to observe only 

Acting, 
Speaking and 
Being present  

Speaking and 
Being present 

Being present 
only 

Tools to record the agreed 
scope are on pages 24 & 25 
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               Case Study: 
              Participation

Exploring the four components: Feed-in 
 

the representative: how the latter has acquired a knowledge of the issues 
affecting those they represent, and how well they understand their points 
of view. Good representatives will wish to place themselves as far as 
possible towards the righthand side of the following continuum: 
 
     Weak                         Medium                         Strong 
Understanding                 Understanding                 Understanding 
 
 
 
Where the representative is in regular contact with the representee - for 
instance, the manger who represents their VCO, this understanding may be 
strong from the outset, regularly updated, and ensure the accuracy of the 
representation. Otherwise, there may be a need for more structured 
methods of keeping abreast of representees' viewpoints.  
 
 
 
 
 

that allows representees to participate in the process. While one of the 
purposes of representation is to allow representee's wishes to come 
through in contexts where they are unable to all participate directly, they 
still need to be kept abreast and involved in the process. If they lose 
interest, and disengage form the process, the whole system of 
representation loses its meaning.  
 

Tools for feed-in are to be 
found on pages 31-35 

Section One Exploring the components. 
Selection p 16 Scope p 17   

Exploring the components. 
Feed-in this page. Feed-back 
next page. 

 

Associations: "It should be self evident that the most important 
resource of any residents association must be the residents 
themselves, yet this is so often overlooked. The hardest task is 
not, as many believe, getting people interested but keeping their 
interest. It's a sad reality that many an association has slipped 
seamlessly into a clique of activists who express surprise when the 
bulk of residents start to drift away. The plain fact is, when 
people have nothing to do and are offered no opportunity to 
contribute they will quickly become disheartened and, ultimately, 
lose all interest".  
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To quote a warning from a leaflet designed for Residents' 

As with Selection and feed-back, feed-in also is important as an activity 
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Further Reading 

Exploring the four components: Feed-back 
 
   Poor                             Average                             Good 
Feed-back                        Feed-back                       Feed-back 
 
 
Feed-back is the means by which the representative will inform the 
representee about what has been happening. Without this, the representee 
is left in the dark, and may well feel disempowered. A feed-back system 
allows those being represented to comment on the issues so far, and to give 
the representative further feed-in. Without feed-back the representative 
cannot give account of what they have done, nor be held to account for what 
they do. Feed-back allows those who are being represented to retain some 
control over the process of Representation as it develops, in what is an 
Accountability Loop, giving some check and balance to the activity of the 
representative:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Feed-back 
Accountability 
      Loop 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Representee 
chooses 
Representative, 
agrees scope and 
gives feed-in 

 
 
Representative 
carries out task  

 
 
Representative  
feeds back 

 
Representee 
readjusts choice of 
representative, 
scope or feed-in as 
appropriate 

 
The RAISE Accountability Toolkit gives a fuller 
consideration of Accountability as it effects the 
Voluntary/Community Sector. Available for 
download: 

www.raise-networks.org.uk 
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Why are the Components important for VCOs? 
 
The four components combined set the framework for systems of 
representation that are stable and strong. Disregarding their significance 
will lead to the following pitfalls: 
 
• Misrepresentation. The representative who fails to understand the 

perspectives of those they represent will give false testimony. This is 
damaging to individual organisations and to the sector as a whole, and 
is fraudulent. Accurate representation is especially important to the 
Voluntary/Community Sector, and to the organisations in it, in view of 
the fact that it has been so misrepresented in the past. Previous 
misrepresentation, however caused, has given rise to a series of myths 
which consume time and energy to dispel. Some of these myths, which 
would take up a whole Toolkit to untangle, include: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Volunteer/Community Sector 
have access to volunteers which 
cost nothing to manage and can 
be rallied without difficulty for 
any project or cause. 
 

The Voluntary/Community 
Sector is happy to take on 
any projects the authorities 
wish to fund. 
 

Voluntary/Community 
Organisations are sitting on a mass 
of reserve funds which could be 
put to better use. 
 

The Voluntary/Community 
Sector is run by sweet 
middle aged ladies with 
wealthy husbands. 
 

Voluntary/Community 
organisations cannot run 
professional services. 

The Voluntary/Community 
Sector is only useful for 
service delivery 

Section One The four components 
of Representation 
Previous 7 pages 

Why are the components 
important? Next 2 pages 

The Voluntary/Community 
sector is full of young activists 
who are all left-wing politicos.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

          This post-it left 
 blank for your own pet 
misrepresentations 
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Case Study 

Why are the Components important for VCOs? (cont) 
 
• Lack of Participation. Representation is a service provided on behalf 

of someone else. The four components ensure the continued 
participation of the representee in this service, and without the link the 
situation arises where participation by the representee is minimal or 
non-existent. The history of services for people is littered with 
examples of the dangers that arise through non-participatory and non-
consultative models, in business, social welfare and politics.  

 
• Self-serving Mechanisms. If the link between representative and the 

representee is weak yet the system of "representation" continues, it 
begins to serve no other purpose other than to perpetuate itself, to 
provide "jobs for the boys". The system fails to deliver what it was set 
up to deliver. Representation costs resources, and somewhere along the 
line resources are being diverted from other more worthwhile causes 
for a redundant process. 

 
• The abuse of power. The role of the representative can carry with it 

significant influence and authority. Without the "checks and balances" 
to this provided by the four components and the resultant 
accountability loop, this influence and authority becomes directed to a 
cause other than that of furthering the interests of the representee. 

standing and career, or in promoting a particular pet cause that the 
representative holds dear.   

 
• Vulnerability of the Representative. Without a defensible mandate, 

the representative is open to justified criticism both from the 
representee and from those to whom the representation is being done. 
Potential representatives should take note that VCOs in general place 
great store on concepts of participation, and are alert to abuses of 
power and influence.  

Funders can be only too aware of the cost of redundant 
representative and coordinating structures. Some years ago, some 
of the Shire counties in the South East contained well-established 
bodies that coordinated and represented the respective work of 
the area-based Age Concerns and Citizens Advice Bureaux, funded 
by the local authorities. 
 
These were early casualties when local authorities began to sort 
out relationships with the voluntary/community sector, with 
funders preferring more cost-effective direct relationships with 
the individual VCOs.  
 
 

This might be in promoting the cause of the representative's own 
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Compensating for Weak Components 
 
It occurs from time to time that there is a need for an individual or 
organisation to function as a representative for others in circumstances 
where one of the four components is weak or even non-existent.  Such 
circumstances might arise where: 
 
• The need for action comes before there is a structure. 
 
This occurs at the beginning of life of many VCOs. A group of people may 
wish to set up a VCO to represent the interests of carers in a particular 
area. Once the organisation is established, it may well have a large number 
of local carers whose choose to be members of it, who elect a Board of 
Trustees who run regular and effective systems of feed-in and feed-back. 
Until it has reached this position, however, a steering committee or the 
initial Board of the fledgling VCO must, as a group not actually selected by 
those they claim to represent, work to create representative systems. 
  
• There is little real choice of representative. 
 
Many infrastructure organisations find themselves in this position: a small 
local VCO hoping for someone to represent its interests in a higher arena 
often has only the local Council for Voluntary Service who can do this. 
Yes, they can select who is on the board of this CVS, but, in the absence of  
any other organisation, they cannot decide to choose another.  
 
In these, and other inevitable situations where one of the four components 
is weak, good practice dictates that the other components are, in 
compensation, proportionally strong and secure. Thus, an organisation that 
claims to represent the interest of prisoners and has not actually been 
selected by this representee group, might go to great pains to research 
what prisoners' interests are (Feed-in), to clearly define and regularly 
review its remit (Scope) and to ensure that prisoners are aware of its 
existence, and able to comment on what it does (Feed-back). 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Section 
One 

Why are the four 
components important? 
Last 2 pages  

Exploring the 
four components 
Pages 16-19 

Compensating 
for weak 
components. 
This page 

This concept links with that of 
"informal representation" where an 
alternative approach is given on 
page 45 
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SECTION TWO 
TOOLS OF REPRESENTATION 

 
This Section gives the practical tools to help implement the four 
components of Representation effectively. 
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Tools for Selection: Knowing whom you are voting for 
 

number of individuals or organisations need to chose a person or organisation 
to represent them collectively. This might apply to:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sometimes, say at the Annual General Meeting of a grassroots VCO, all the 
information that members may get on those who will represent them on the 
board is that the candidates are asked to stand up for a brief moment  so 
that people can "put names to faces". If it is wanted to show respect for 
representees, we might want to chose more sophisticated methods: 

• Nomination Deadlines:  Making candidates declare, some time before 
the election process, their intention to stand allows everybody to see 
clearly what the choices are. It also acts as a safety device, allowing the 
VCO or forum to check out that all the people who have put their names 
forward are indeed eligible to stand.  

 
• Short Biographies:  More and more VCOs, networks and forums are now 

using this practice, whereby each candidate has to provide a short 
paragraph outlining their previous involvement with the organisation, 
some short personal information, and maybe their wishes for the future. 

 
• Manifestos:  These are of a more campaigning nature than short 

biographies, setting out in some detail what the candidate intends to do 
if elected. Manifestos also help define the mandate that a successful 
candidate has to take a certain line. Both manifestos and short 
biographies should have some maximum number of words allowed. 

 
• Hustings:  Hustings are public meetings where the voters meet the 

candidates in person, hear what they have to say about themselves and 
their intentions, and are able to ask them questions. Hustings are 
excellent tools to use where is some competition among candidates, and 
where there is interest among those eligible to vote. The overall format  
is flexible, and can be arranged to suit the needs of the VCO, forum or 
network. They could be part of a more vibrant AGM where proceedings 
have previously been hard -going.  

 
 

The individual members of a VCO 
electing representatives to the 
Board of Trustees 
 

Forums electing a 
spokesperson 

Membership organisations of an 
umbrella body electing 
representatives to the Board 

The branches of a national 
VCO electing 
representatives to  
the national body A staff team electing a staff 

representative to attend Board 
meetings 
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Tools for Selection: Methods of balloting 
 
The way the votes are registered will depend on the circumstances, and the 
appropriate levels of resources that should be expended on this process. 
 
• Open Ballot  
 
An open ballot - where, by a show of hands, the votes for a particular 
candidate or course of action can be quickly counted  - has its purpose in 
certain situations. Certainly, it is quick and cheap and allows each voter to 
know that the result has not been tampered with, as they can themselves 
witness who is voting for what. As a practice at an AGM for the selection of 
representatives to sit on the Board of Trustees it is a questionable practice 
unless care has been taken to identify which attendees are eligible to vote. It 
also reveals instantly who is voting for what or for whom.  
 
• Secret Ballot 
 
Secret ballots allow for privacy, and where voting papers are issued only to 
eligible voters, ensures results are not falsified. In matters with some 
delicacy, or controversy or where there is a danger of the result being skewed 
by dominant personalities, a secret ballot might be found to be the best way 

insist on a secret ballot to elect parliamentary representatives, and this is 
considered the right of every citizen. Are there good reasons, other than the 
cost implications, why VCOs do not as a rule follow this practice? 
 
• Postal Ballot 
 
Taking representees votes at a meeting takes away the right to vote from 
those who have not attended. Where this is not the intention, for instance 
where attendance at a meeting might be problematic for some because the 
organisation, forum or network is spread over a large geographical area, then a 
postal ballot may been seen as a fair solution. 
 
Postal Ballots can be combined with voting-in-person, in that voting papers are 
distributed to all eligible voters, and can either be filled in and posted back 
prior to the meeting, or brought to the meeting for completion and counting. 
 
Postal ballots can be either secret, in that ballot papers have no indications as 
to who filled them in them, or open, in that the voter's name is recorded on 
the ballot paper.  
 

Section Two page, this page, next page  
Tools for agreeing the Tools for Selection; Previous 
Scope; Page 29 & 30 

of securing representees' wishes.  All countries which claim to be democratic 
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Case Study

Tools for Selection: Voting systems 
 
For ordinary frontline membership VCOs, electing members annually onto the 
Board of Trustees, a simple electoral system may suffice. There is a common and 
possibly archaic practice where the election of candidates to the Board is 
conducted as if it were an ordinary motion for approval - members in favour of a 
candidate are asked to register this by raising their hands, and then the same 
thing for those against. Rarely is any dissention expressed, and sometimes all the 
candidates are voted for together. 
 
This procedure can only work if there are no more candidates than vacant places 
on the board.  
 
More complex organisations, such as infrastructure bodies, forums and VCOs with 
many branches may require more sophisticated approaches, which have been 
developed in the political field as ways of providing a more representative system. 
The boxes on the following pages outline the key characteristics of the methods 
that are applicable to VCOs.  
 
 

Section Two 
Tools for 
Selection last 
2 pages and 
next 2 

Tools for 
Scope: pages 
29 & 30 

Tools for 
feed-in and 
feed-back 
Pages 31-35 

 
The dangers of unstructured elections....... 
 

practice, in common with several local organisations, of inviting 
the local Mayors to the AGM. Indeed, because of the intricacies 
of district boundaries, one of the VCOs was able to boast of 4 
Mayors all at the same AGM! One of them always served as 
presiding officer for the elections, the conceit being that as the 
board were temporarily not in existence, a local dignitary had to 
conduct the election..........so, on the night in question the 
presiding Mayor took it on himself to ask if there were any 
further candidates for election to the Board: one unexpected , 
well-known and probably inappropriate candidate took this 
opportunity to put himself forward, and was duly elected in a 

how many non-members in the room had also voted......... 
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One well-established local VCO in the South East had the 

block show of hands election for all candidates together. 

even a member of the VCO, then people began to wonder 
It was only discovered later that the late nominee was not 
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  First Past the Post (Single vote)                 Supplementary Vote  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Alternative Vote 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In this system, voters are allowed 
two votes. They cast one vote for 
the first candidate of their choice 
and one, if they wish, for a second 
candidate.  
 
First votes are counted and 
candidates with more than 50% of 
the votes are elected. If no 
candidate gets 50%, the lowest 
scorers are eliminated, and voters' 
second preferences on these 
eliminated ballot papers are added to 
the respective remaining candidates, 
to see who the highest scorers are. 
 
This is less complex than some other 
systems, and does give voters the 
chance to choose candidates that 
might be less popular, with some 
hope that their vote will be 
redistributed if their first choice is 
effectively a non-runner.  

This is the familiar system used to 
elect Members of Parliament in 
Britain. Voters are allowed one vote 
each. They cast this vote for the 
candidate of their choice. 
Candidates with more votes than the 
others are elected. 
 
This "winner-takes-all"  system has 
been criticised for being unfair and 
undemocratic. If ten candidates 
stand for one place. the winner may 
be a person that only 11% of voters 
have chosen: the rest of the 
electorate's votes are wasted, and 
have played no part in the selection 
of their representative. Frequently, 
MPs are elected by a minority of 
voters. 
 
Because of dissatisfaction with this 
system, other methods have been 
devised. 
 
 
 

 
Voters mark each candidate in order of preference, 1,2,3,4 etc. If a candidate 
receives a majority of first place votes, he or she would be elected just as under 
the first-past-the-post system. However if no single candidate gets more than 50% 
of the vote, the second choices for the candidate at the bottom are redistributed. 
The process is repeated until one candidate gets an absolute majority. 
 
This system has similarities with the Single Transferable Vote over the page, and 
does at least ensure that successful candidates are supported by a majority. 
However, it really only works where there is one "seat" and several candidates. The 
Single Transferable Vote works also for multiple "seats". 
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Single Transferable Vote 

 
This is generally hailed as the most democratic system. Voters rank candidates in 
order of preference in the same manner as the Alternative Vote, as far down the 
list as they wish to: if they wish they can mark only one. After the total number 
of first-preference votes are counted, the count then begins by establishing the 
"quota" of votes required for the election of a single candidate. The quota is 
calculated by the simple formula:  
 

Number of People who voted 
             QUOTA =         +1 
         Number of seats + 1 
 
Don't panic! This formula merely calculates what a majority of votes is. If 100 
people voted, and there was only one seat, the quota would be 51 (51%), if there 
were 2 seats, it would be 34 (34%) , 3 seats, 26 (26%) etc.  

1. Count the total number of first-preference votes for each candidate. Any 
candidate who has more first preferences than the quota is immediately elected.  

2. If there are still seats unfilled, two things happen: 

2a. The candidate with the lowest number of first preferences is eliminated, with 
his or her second preferences being redistributed to the candidates left in the 
race.  

2b. The surplus votes of elected candidates (i.e., those votes above the quota) 
are redistributed according to the second preferences on the ballot papers. For 
fairness, all the candidate's ballot papers are redistributed, but each at a 
fractional percentage of one vote, so that the total redistributed vote equals the 
candidate's surplus. If a candidate had 100 votes, for example, and their surplus 
was ten votes, then each ballot paper would be redistributed at the value of 
1/10th of a vote.  

3. This process continues until all seats are filled.  

Despite the maths involved, this system means that all representees' votes are 
fairly taken into account, and not wasted. It also means that all successful 
candidates have the mandate of a majority. In addition, it works well where there 
are a number of representatives to be selected at the same time.  
 

If this works for local elections in 
Northern Ireland, it might be worth the 
trouble to get one's head round it. 
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Issue 

 

 
Notes 

 
Who the representative is 
 

 
Is this an organisation or a person? 

 
 
 
Who is being represented 

 
Is this a person, a group of people, an organisation, a 
group of organisations? NB more diffuse concepts such 
as "the voluntary sector" "older people in Britain" 
require special care. See pages 39-40 and 45  
 

 
The context of the 
representation 

 
See page 12. Which particular planning group/forum 
partnership is this relevant to? Or, in the case of an 
employee representing their organisation is it  "to 
represent the VCO to all outside bodies"?   
 

 
How long the representative 
will be in this role 

 
Elected representatives normally know the length of 

 
 
The status of the 
representative 

 

Speaking or Acting on behalf of the representee? 
 

 
Feed-in arrangements 

 
How will the representee brief the representative, or is 
it the responsibility of the representative to take steps 
to find out their perspectives? See page 18 and 31-35.   

 
Feedback arrangements 

 
How and when will the representative report back? See 
pages 19 and 31-35. 
 

 
Other Items 

 
More sophisticated items beyond the above essentials 
could be included: support for the representative, 
termination clauses, and standards of conduct might all 
be appropriate in particular  circumstances. 
 

Tools to clarify the Scope  
 
The Scope of the representation spells out the capacity in which the representative 
will act. As the diagram on page 17 shows, the potential role of a representative can 
cover a huge range. There needs to be an agreed understanding, in one form or 
another, between the representee and the representative on the basics shown in the 
table below: 
 
 

service; appointed representatives need to be clear too. 

See page 17. Is the role is one of Being Present or 
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Situation 

 
Examples 

 
Tool 

 
 
Representing an 
individual 

 
Workers in Citizens' Advice 
Bureaux, Advocacy 
Schemes 

 
Contract between worker and 
client: some items also in the 
VCO's Policy/Codes of Conduct 
 

 
Representing a group 
of individuals 

 
A member of the Board of 
Trustees of a VCO elected 
by membership 
 

 
VCO's constitution should 
clarify many issues 

 
Representing a VCO - 
as its employee  

 
Manager of a VCO 

 
Job Description and other Policy 
Documents 
 

 
Representing a VCO - 
as a volunteer 
(including Trustee) 

 
Treasurer negotiating 
funding arrangements 

 
VCO's working rules should 
clarify. Terms of reference may 

 
 
Representing a VCO 
as an outsider 

 
Consultant negotiating 
funding 

 
Contract between VCO and 
representative 
 

 
Representing a 
number of VCOs 

 
Infrastructure VCO 
representing its member 
VCOs 

 
Infrastructure organisations 
policy documents should clarify, 
otherwise create Terms of 
Reference 
 

 
Representing a 
number of VCOs 

 
A VCO representing itself 
and similar local VCOs 
 

 
Terms of Reference 
 

 
Representing a 
diffuse concept  

 
A person asked to 
represent "people with 
disabilities", a VCO asked 
to represent "The Sector" 
 

 
 

Tools to clarify the Scope (continued) 
 
Human beings being what they are, it is often wise that there should be a written 
record of the agreement between representee and representative, to avoid future 
conflicts. The main tools for this purpose are given in the table below: 
 
 
 

Caution! 
See page 45 
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Tools for Feed-in and Feedback 
The most legitimate systems of representation require that there are good 
levels of contact between the representative and those they represent. 
This contact is for the purpose of enabling the representative to 
understand the views of those who will be represented (Feed-in) and for 
the representative to inform those being represented what the outcome 
was (Feed-back). 
 
Both processes might make use of a number of tools, of varying degrees of 
sophistication. The choice of which tools to use is dependent on a number 
of factors including: 
 
• The outlay required.  
 

Money and time are in short supply in the voluntary sector, and as one 
of the purposes of representation is to save the time of the 
representee, you need to be fairly sure that the outlay for feed-in 
and feed-back is appropriate. 

 
• The practicalities involved. 

 
If your representee group is spread over a large geographical area, 

this immediately begins to shape the kind of mechanisms to be used. 
 
• The wishes of the representees.  
 

Ideally, methods of feed-in and feedback should be agreed between 
the two parties. In some circumstances, the representee might be 
very happy just to let you "get on with it", on other occasions, they will 
be demanding a much closer contact. 

 
• The wishes of the representative.  
 

The representative is part of the equation too: they may be able to 
take on the task, but not to the level of feedback that the 
representee requires; on the other hand, even though the representee 
might be happy to let you "get on with it", you might find it supportive 
to have feedback to continue to be sure you are working on the right 
lines. 
 

• The importance of the representation.  
 

Some pieces of representation - for instance work on a local Compact -  
will be of crucial and lasting importance to the representee. Others - 
for instance, attending a conference as an observer - will be less 
significant. Feed-in and feedback should be in proportion to an 
assessment of  importance. 
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FEED-IN AND FEED-BACK TOOLBOX  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Informal Contact 
 
This is the very least that might be 
expected. It involves contacting the 
representees, by phone, email, post 
or in person, ascertaining their views 
and keeping them abreast of 
developments. 
 
This might be the most appropriate 
method to use where the 
representee is a just a small number 
of organisations or a even a single 
organisation; in these circumstances, 
suitable for both feed-in and 
feedback. 
 
 

Focus Groups 
 
These are small groups of perhaps 6-12 
people, which are focused on a specific 
topic or issue. They require some skill in 
group facilitation, and preparation of the 
material to be used and questions to be 
explored is needed to keep the group on 
focus. Some models use both a facilitator 
and a separate note-taker to ensure all the 
important points and nuances are faithfully 
captured. They can be run as one-off 
events or in a series. 
 
Focus groups were fairly regularly used by 
the government in the late 1990's, and have 
a role in some forms of research, especially 
those investigating patient or client-group 
opinions.  
 
Basically, focus groups are a method of 
sampling opinion amongst a larger body of 
people or organisations, and as such are 
open to some questions about how they 
reflect the composition of the whole. More 
sophisticated models might attempt to 
recruit participants within specified 
criteria - eg age/sex/ethnicity/type of 
VCO to try to achieve a more 
"representative" sample. 
 
However, it is important for participants to 
be aware that they are taking part in their 
own right - and are not attempting to 
represent anything other than their own 
perspectives. The interaction of 
participants allows participants to redefine 
where they stand on a particular issue, 
giving a rich experience for facilitators and 
participants alike.  
 
While they have a role to play in feed-in, a 
feedback role is more problematic, as 
participants in the sample have no role to 
disseminate information further afield. 
 
 

Open Surgery 
 
Despite the medical-sounding name, 
this technique is borrowed from the 
practices of MP's, who hold regular 
sessions at which anybody in the 
constituency (ie their representees) 
is able to attend, without an 
appointment, to raise issues of 
concern. While due to issues of 
confidentiality, MP's surgeries 
normally deal with people individually, 

 
Open surgeries are arranged by 
informing representees of the place 
and time when the representative 
will be available. While they do not 
provide an in-depth picture of 
representees concerns, they can, 
especially if held regularly, help build 
up a picture and act as some channel 
of communication. 
 
Open surgeries are viable only when 
representees are based in the same 
local area. As with focus groups, 
they are not suitable for feedback 
purposes. 
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FEED-IN AND FEED-BACK TOOLBOX (cont) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Case Study 
 

 

One to One Interviews 
 
For some large scale and well-funded 
pieces of representation, a structured 
research survey involving interviews with 
a sample of the representee group will be 
appropriate. This allows more of a 
dialogue than questionnaires do, allowing 
the interviewer to probe further, but 
requires extra skills to analyse the 
results, as the responses to open 
questions are not always easily put into 
categories. 
 
Because face-to-face one-to-one 
interviews are so costly in terms of time, 
telephone interviews have been used to 
reduce hours spent in travel. For this to 
work well however, both parties need to 
give the phone call the same respect as 
they would a personal meeting - which  
involves agreeing in advance start time, 
length, and freedom from interruptions. 
 
Whichever format is chosen, this is a 
thorough and accepted method of 
feeding-in representees issues. 

Meetings 
 
A commonly used technique for both 
feed-in and feedback, but sometimes 
suffers from being seen as the cure-
all for everything. 
 
Experienced meeting attenders would 
point that to be effective, meetings 
require: 
 
• A clear agenda and purpose 
• A set start and finish time 
• A brief written record of what 

occurred 
• Participants to be focussed on 

the task and not distracted by 
mobiles, phones, personal callers 
to the office/venue 

 
A good technique for two-way 
dialogue, but probably not cost-
effective when information is to be 
transferred one way only. The case-
study on page 15 gives a good example 
of a meeting created for feed-in and 
feedback. 
 
 

Newsletters/Reports 
 
Under this heading can be included any reports written by the representative which 
keep those being represented aware of what has been happening. It can be an 
occasional or regular mail out. A VCO engaged in representation for other VCOs 
should included these activities in the Annual Report. Only really suitable for 

to contribute as well.  

One VCO, finding that there was a lack of feedback 
between the staff who represented the VCO to outside 
bodies and the rest of the VCO instituted a weekly "Monday 
Morning Memo" reporting back to all Trustees, projects and 
staff. This kept the whole VCO with good regular feedback. 
 
 
 

feedback, unless there is unusual interest on the part of those being represented 
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FEED-IN AND FEED-BACK TOOLBOX (cont) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Consultative Draft Documents 
 

In many cases, the work of the representative 
will be within some multi-agency initiative 
which will be producing written material at the 
end of the day. The scene is therefore already 
set for the use of consultative drafts. These 
are useful tools for both feed-in and feedback. 
They reveal in some detail the stage that the 
work of the representative has reached, and 
serve as an opportunity for the representative 
to check back with the representee group for 
ratification, correction or new ideas. Like 
questionnaires they have the added value of 
being a tool of communication with each and 
every representee, even when this group is 
fairly sizeable.   
 
Current Good Practice for Consultation 
Documents indicates: 
 
• They should be understandable: 

preferably in Plain English and jargon-
free  

• There should be realistic time-scales for 
response. (The National Compact talks in 
terms of 12 weeks) 

• There should be an honest approach to 
which issues are open to change following 
consultation, and which are not. 

 
Digesting and replying to consultative drafts 
can be a time-consuming exercise. Thought 
should be given as to how this can be eased for 
recipients: numbered paragraphs, a short 
questionnaire focussing on particular issues, 
and acceptance of replies which are just notes 
handwritten on the draft itself, or a  
telephone conversation might all help here. 
 
See the National Compact: Consultation and 
Policy Appraisal a Code of Good Practice 
Section 6 for further good practice issues on 
Consultation Documents 

Conferences 
 

The term ”conference” is very broad, 
and can include a vast variety of large 
events. Plans to hold a conference need 
to be clear what kind of event it is. 
 
The Traditional Conference. Mainly 
presentations from the stage and 
questions from the floor. Requires good 
speakers and a chair. Probably not very 
helpful for feed-in purposes 
 
Workshops.  A chance for participants 
to discuss issues deeper in smaller 
groups which report back to the main 
group (the “plenary” group) later. 
Requires competent facilitators for 
each group. Good for feed-in. 
 
Open Events. A term being used more 
and more to show that the event will 
not be a “traditional conference”, but 
probably more on workshop lines, or 
possibly a combination of the two 
above. 
 
Open Space Technology. An interesting 
concept developed from the observation 
that the most productive work in 
traditional conferences happened during 
the coffee breaks. A theme is set, but 
no agenda. Participants devise their own 
workshops or mini-events, and how 
these will run. Can be effective in 
situations where a diverse group of 
people must deal with complex or 
conflicting issues, not where anyone 
wishes to be in control. Requires an 
expert facilitator used to this format, 
but these are particularly good at 
feeding-in and exploring issues relevant 
to representees, as they are choosing 
the agenda.   
 
. 
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FEED-IN AND FEED-BACK TOOLBOX (cont) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Information Technology 
 
Can be used in various ways as an aid to supporting other items in this toolbox, or as a 
method in its own right. Reports can be posted on websites, and representees alerted 
to this, reports might be emailed out to representees. Bulletin boards might be 
established, allowing for some feed-in from representees. Care needs to be taken to 
avoid the assumption that all representees will have access to this technology, and that 

Questionnaires 
 
Questionnaires can be a very good tool for feeding-in representees opinions, and 
thereby giving the representative a good grasp of the views they should be voicing. 
They are especially good at allowing the representative to understand the spread of 
opinion amongst a large body of representees, and the respective strength of a variety 
of viewpoints, even where these are in conflict with each other.   
 
Questionnaires allow representees the opportunity to voice their opinions in a way 
which consumes relatively little of their time. On the other hand, the formulation of 
questionnaires and their analysis can be time-consuming on the part of the person 
responsible, and calls for some particular skills. It is most disheartening to realise too 
late that a question is so  worded that no value can be placed on the results. To make 
sure a questionnaire actually works, it is advisable to test-run it on a small sample of 
respondents before distribution.  
 
The questionnaire structure is flexible enough to allow for the testing of merely one or 
two propositions, or to deal with much more detailed matter: while it is mainly for the 
purposes of feed-in, it can also have a role in feedback, for instance in telling 
representees  that a crucial point of decision has now been reached, and their views 
are sought on the main options. With the growing availability of information technology 
within the Voluntary Sector, some circumstances might be right for questionnaires to 
be sent and returned via email. 
 
 

Section Two 
Tools for 
Selection 
Pages 24-28 

Tools for Feed-in 
and Feed-back 
Pages 31-35 

Tools for 
Clarifying the 
Scope Pages 
29 & 30 

relying exclusively on e-technology will not marginalise some representees. 
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Some notes on questionnaire construction......... 
 

 
When compiling a questionnaire remember that the finished product should be 
something that your readers will want to complete. Strive to make it look attractive 
and hold interest, Take care not to let it run to many pages that will daunt the reader 
by their multiplicity. The seasoned questionnaire-compiler, before putting pen to 
paper, will ask themselves the key themes on which they wish their work to shed 
light. They will ensure that all questions lead to this goal;  all else is dross.  Consider 
whether honesty is more likely to be achieved if responses are anonymous, or 
whether it will be valuable to know who has a particular truth to state, for they too 
have their story. If questions need to be asked that might cause offence, or are 
otherwise sensitive, then reserve these for the last section of your questionnaire, so 
that your readers are not disenchanted by your pertinence from the outset. 
 
Avoid questions which are beyond the range of knowledge of your respondents or 
those which rely on the uncertainties of memory, for these are vexations to the 
spirit, and serve merely to disempower those whose help you request. Shun questions 
which are ambiguous or imprecise, and exercise caution against the assumption that 
your respondents hold the same views that are close to your own heart. Above all, 
eschew the temptation to ask leading questions, which encourage the answer that you   
yourself prefer. 
 
Consider carefully the time and skills you have to process returned questionnaires,  
Recognise that open questions, allowing respondents to answer in their own words, will 
produce responses which, whilst an accurate portrayal of their viewpoint, require 
further exertion to analyse. But let this not blind you to the dangers of closed 
questions, and ensure, where you request tickboxes or yes/no answers, that these do 
indeed cover all eventualities. It is a mark of respect for your respondents that you 
should allow them to register no clear view or indeed ignorance on any particular 
issue. Consider the way you wish answers to each question to be registered: by tick, 
circle or by registering a numerical order of preference: each of these has its own 
purpose in its own particular circumstances. Be vigilant that instructions are clear to 
respondents too, for it is they who must understand that their responses are 
unfolding as they should. Set deadlines for the receipt of completed questionnaires. 
 
There are few disappointments in this world of broken dreams to rival that of the 
questionnaire-compiler who discovers too late that the work which has consumed 
their labours and aspirations produces not the outcome for which it was intended. 
Nurture therefore a group of people with whom you might test-run your draft 
questionnaire. Take kindly their counsel, and know that only through this means can 
you have confidence that the work on which you have toiled will bear fruit. 
 
Learn from your own mistakes, and those of others. 
 
 
 
....with apologies to Max Ehrmann, the author of Desiderata 
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SECTION THREE 
SO YOU WANT TO BE A 

REPRESENTATIVE? 
 
 

 
 
This Section is designed to take a potential representative through 
the steps needed to reach a sound decision on whether or not to 
accept the role. "You" here refers to the individual or the 
organisation facing this decision.     
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Overview 
 
The role of a being a representative will not be easy. There are a number 
of delicate  balances to be struck, support for the intricacies of the role 
is not always forthcoming, and as yet training opportunities are thin on 
the ground.  
 
 
 
A representative, because they have often gone out of their normal 
environment into the particular context in which the representation will 
take place, may find themselves in unfamiliar territory. Care needs to be 
taken with assessing any request to be a representative: this step-by-
step guide follows the following structure: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A  particular phenomenon of  "accidental representation" has been noticed 
in recent years. Here, a VCO attending a cross-sector forum, planning 
group or similar event discovers that they are held by the rest of the 
group to be "Voluntary Sector Representatives". Such circumstances are 
difficult. Possible response to these requests are contained in pages 44 & 
45 on "Re-framing" and "Informal representation-the tricky one"  
 

For support see 
pages 59-61 

For Training see 
page 59 

Step One 
Selection: Knowing 
how you got here 

Step Two 
Scope: Being clear 
on what you will do 

Step Three 
Feed-in: Have you 
a good 
understanding of 
representatives' 
perspectives? 

Step Four 
Feedback: Being 
clear how you will 

give feedback 

 
Step Five: 
Decision 

 
Accept 

 
Reframe 

 
Reject 

Section Three 
page 
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Step One: Knowing how you got here (1) 
 
You need to be clear who you are representing. Is it: 
 
 1. A named individual? 
 

Advice and advocacy VCOs represent clients to other agencies. This 
box would also apply where you were temporarily standing in for a 
person unable to make a particular meeting, occasion etc.   
 

 2. A known, defined and named group of people? 
 
The members of your VCO, or colleagues in your team might fit this 
description. It is important to distinguish this type of group, where 
clear effective links can be established, from the more generalised 
groupings in 6 below. 

 
 3. Your own or another single VCO? 
 

This might be as an employee, member, Trustee or consultant 
 

 4. A known, defined and named group of VCOs?  
 

This might apply where there is a  network that has asked you to do 
this - for instance, a network of mental health organisations in a 
particular geographical area - or where you are a specialised 
umbrella organisation - for instance an Association of Playgroups.  It 
is important to distinguish between representing this type of group, 
where clear effective links can be established, from the more 
generalised concepts in 5 below.  
 

 5. A loose band of unidentified organisations.  
 

"The Voluntary and Community Sector" would fit into this category. 
 

 6. A loose group of unnamed people. 
 
In this category might be such groupings as "the local community", 
"people with disability" "older people", the "gay and lesbian 
community"  
 

How did you do? If you managed to tick any of the boxes 1-4 you have a 
good start. If you ticked 5 or 6 things will be problematic. Proceed with 
caution, and especially read pages 44 & 45. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
And you need to be clear on the expectations of your role 
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Step One: Knowing How You Got Here (2) 
 
This page looks at how those you are representing chose you. 
 
 1. Were you elected by a voting process by representees? 

 
This is a particularly strong and convincing route to being a  
representative. 

 
 2. Were you particularly asked by those you represent without an 

election? 
 

Elections are not the only way to achieve credibility or receiving a 
mandate; the manager or the Board of Trustees of your organisation 
might approach you to ask you to fill this task; a consultant might be 
approached by a VCO in need of expert representation. A group of 
volunteers in your VCO who have a grievance might ask you to speak 
up for them. 

 
 3. Are you a representative by virtue of your position? 
 

Employees of any organisation might be called on to represent that   
particular organisation - in many cases this task will have been written 
into a job description. Employees on the higher levels of the 
hierarchical tree tend to have representation of their particular 
organisation as a  daily responsibility.  
 

 4. Have you not actually been asked by the representees, but by 
someone else? 

 
With the profusion of cross-sector planning groups and strategic 
partnerships that exist, it happens from time to time that these 
groups, realising their lack of  voluntary sector representation, might 
approach an individual person (service user, volunteer, trustee staff 
member) or organisation asking them to fill the role.  
 

 5. Has no-one actually asked, but you have taken on this role yourself? 
 
How did you do?  If you could tick any of boxes 1-3 you are doing alright. 
If you ticked box 4 things will be problematic: proceed with caution and 
read especially pages 44 & 45.  If you ticked box 5, you may be a 
charismatic activist, or you may need help beyond that which can be 
offered in this Toolkit.  Best to stop here and give your copy to someone 
who can use it. 

                               www.raise-networks.org.uk



 
 
www.raise-networks.org.uk                                                                             41 

Step Two: Being clear on what you will do 
 
You  need to be clear about scope of your role. Its status........ 
 
 1. Are you clear whether it is acting, speaking or being present on 

behalf of those you represent that applies to this piece of work? 
 
 2. Are you confident you would recognise when the limit to your role had 

been reached?  
 
.......... and the context in which you will be operating: 
 
 3. Are you aware of OR can you gain an understanding of the context  in 

which you will be working? 
 
This might be a body 

group 
board 
working party 
partnership 
event  or other situation. 
    

 4. Can you commit to attending any scheduled meetings? 
 
 5. Can you commit to the time necessary outside of meetings to fulfil the 

role adequately (preparation for meetings, reading documents, consulting 
those you represent)? 

 
 6. Can you commit to the task for a length of time that is appropriate to 

the task?  
 
 7. Are you sure there are no obvious conflicts of interests for you as a 

representative in this context, or if there are, is there the mechanism 
to deal with them? 

 
How did you do?  You should be able to tick all the boxes from 1-7. If you 
are unable to tick any because you are unsure, it may be advisable to check 
back with those you are intending to represent. 
   
 
 For tools to clarify the 

scope see page 29 & 30 

For conflicts of interest 
see page 56 

For the costs of 
representation see 
page 61 
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Step Three: Have you a good understanding of  
representees' perspectives? 
 
 1. Do you reasonably believe you have a working understanding of the 

representees' perspectives of the issues that will be dealt with in this 
piece of representation? 

 
 2. Could you convincingly account to an outside person where your 

knowledge of representees' issues comes from? 
 
 3.  If now, or during the course of this piece of representation you 

required more information on representees' perspectives, do you have 
the means to get this? 

 
How did you do? You should be able to tick all these boxes. If you cannot, 
you might need to think about the tools that will help you do this. 
 
 

Step Four: Being clear how you will feedback to 
representees  
 
 
 1. Will there be some means of feeding back to those you represent 

what you have done on their behalf?  
 
 2. Will those you represent have the opportunity to comment on what 

you have done and give further  instruction as to how to proceed?  
 
 3. Are there particular circumstances in the context of this 

representation that override the need for feedback? 
 
How did you do? If you have not ticked box 1 you should be able to tick 
box 3. If you can tick box 1 and 2, things are going well. 

Tools for feed-in and 
feedback see pages 
31-35 

Section 
Three 

Steps 1 & 2 
Last 3 pages 

Step 3 & 4 
This page 

Step 5 
Next page 
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Step Five: Making a decision 
 
Having assessed how you stand after each of the previous 4 steps: 
 
• Knowing how you got here 
• Being clear of the scope of your role 
• Being clear if you have sufficient understanding of representees' 

perspectives 
• Being clear how you will feedback and get further instruction. 
 
you are now in a position to make a decision whether the task is viable or 
not. 
Where you are secure and confident in each component, you might decide 
that this is a sound piece of representation. Problematic pieces of 
representation include those where one or more of the components are 
inadequate - maybe the representee has not requested your involvement, 
the scope of your role is unclear, or exceeds what you feel is appropriate: 
perhaps you feel you do not have a sufficient grasp of the representee's 
perspectives, or there is insufficient possibility of feedback to the 
representee. If any of the components are worryingly weak, you are 
entitled to refuse the commission, or request that it is reframed. 
 
If a proposal is made to you to be a representative you have three options: 
 
• To accept the commission 
• To refuse the commission 
• To negotiate a re-framing of the proposal 
 
Re-framing involves:  
 
• Explaining the weaknesses of the proposal based on steps 1-4 
 

This is your opportunity to educate those who have requested you 
take on the role, and this in itself can be a valuable contribution to 
people's understanding of the voluntary/community sector, and the 
nature of true representation. 

 
• Renegotiating the conditions 

 
You might be prepared to accept the commission if conditions were 
slightly different. 

 
Examples of re-framing occur on the next page.  
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Examples of Re-framing in action: 
 
Strengthening representees involvement in selection: 
 
"I'm prepared to act as a representative of local voluntary sector groups working in 
the mental health field as long as we check out first that this is OK with them." 
 
Ensuring the knowledge-base is secure: 
 
"I have been asked to voice the perspectives of voluntary sector groups who run 
befriending services, but I don't feel I know enough about this - can we arrange a 
conference to get them all together to see what their perspectives are?" 
 
"Wouldn't it be better to recruit a paid development worker who has the time to 
link up with organisations to find out what their needs are and enable them to 
participate?". 
 
Creating a feedback mechanism: 
 

groups to feedback to" 
 
"Would you be prepared to finance a newsletter so I can keep people informed as to 
what is happening here?" 
 
Gaining time to make a proper assessment of the situation: 
 
"When you asked me to attend this meeting, I had no idea you were expecting me to 
represent the views of the voluntary sector: I was only prepared to represent the 
views of my organisation. I need to have a think and get back to you on this" 
 
Making sure you there is sufficient resource for you to commit to the scope of 
the work: 
 
"This will take up a fair amount of time for my VCO, and no-one is funding us to do 
this. Will there be some financial incentive?"   
 
Accepting involvement, but not as a representative: 
 
"You've asked me to represent the Voluntary Sector, but it is so large and diverse 
that I don't think it's possible. I am prepared to act as your guide or expert 
witness to key issues affecting the sector, as long as you realise that this is not 
representation as such" 
 
" As a person with a disability you've asked me to represent the views of local 
people with disabilities.  I'm happy to present my own views, but you must 
understand these are not necessarily shared by all. We are all individuals" 
 

THESE LAST 2 EXAMPLES FORM AN ALTERNATIVE APPROACH TO THE 
PROBLEM OF "INFORMAL REPRESENTATION". SEE NEXT PAGE. 
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Informal Representation: The tricky one 
 
With a proliferation of planning and strategic groups which are based on getting 
organisations from the public, voluntary and sometimes private sector round the 
same table, VCOs have sometimes found themselves faced with the proposal that 
they should be a representative in circumstances where some of the four 
components of the representee-representative link are highly questionable, weak or 
non-existent.  While the whole ethical and structural base for representation 
indicates that you should reject this proposal, there is sometimes the feeling that, 
in the spirit of cooperation, you could at least be offering these planning groups 
something. As someone once said; "don't let the best become the enemy of the 
good."  
 
  Bright Idea  What you might offer is a redefinition of the role: reject the 

 notion of representation, and explain why, but state your  
willingness to be involved under another guise, which might be: 

 
 

Guide 
Expert Witness 

Informant 
Commentator 

Someone with knowledge 
..............and possibly  

Champion 
 
Hence: 
 
I am not participating as a representative, but as 
 
 
your guide to    matters that affect the voluntary sector 
an expert witness on   issues that affect disabled people 
your informant on    the local voluntary scene 
a commentator on    local VCOs  
someone with knowledge of   what services older people prefer 
a champion of     matters that affect volunteers    
    
 
This strategy is much clearer and honest than the concept of "informal 
representation" which has sometimes been adopted by VCOs in this position: it 
preserves the correct use of the practice of representation, and protects the 
person or organisation concerned from accusations of acting beyond their status. 
 
However, it does not mean that you can escape the principles outlined in the toolkit!  
Most of those which apply to representatives apply equally to guides, expert 
informants, witnesses, commentators, people with knowledge, and champions. 
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Person Specification 
 
Finally, in deciding whether or not to take up the challenge of being a 
representative, you might like to consider how far you naturally fit the 
"person spec" for the task. The conference workshops that gave rise to 
this Toolkit came up with some ideas about what the person spec for the 
task should look like.  
 
The following qualities appeared to be desirable, though it would be rare 
to find them all existing in the same human being. Besides, as in most 
roles. experience and learning on the job or through training, can make up 
shortfalls if the basic attitude is there to begin with.  
 
 
• Ability to take responsibility 
 
• Ability to self-motivate 
 
• Ability to articulate complex issues simply 
 
• Ability to write clear, concise reports 
 
• Ability to recognise own limitations 
 
• Being prepared to challenge 
 
• Being able to say "no" 
 
• Being trustworthy and trusted 
 
• Being tenacious  
 
• Being flexible and receptive 
 
• Being committed 
 
• Communication skills 
 
• Good listening skills 
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SECTION FOUR 

BEING A REPRESENTATIVE IN 
PRACTICE 

 
This section looks at the knowledge and skills base of a 
representative, the support they may require and some of the 
tensions inherent in the role 
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Providing a service responsibly 
 
A representative is providing a service for their representees.  
 
A representative is not a free agent, but is acting, speaking or being 
present on behalf of someone else.  
 
Representation is needed is needed because: 
 

1. The representees are unable to be personally involved in everything 
relevant to them.  

             AND/OR 
 

2. Discussion does not function well with excessive numbers of direct 
participants. 

            AND/OR 
 

3. It is a waste of human energy for everybody to be personally 
involved all the time.  

            AND/OR 
 

4. The representees need a skilled spokesperson. 
 

representation in question, there is a duty of care on the representative to 
perform to the best of their ability in the role.  
 
To function at their best, the representative will need: 
 

Knowledge 
 

Skills 
 

Ability to balance the tensions of being "Piggy in the middle" 
 

Support 
   

Section Four Providing a 
service 
this page 

Knowledge 
Next Page 

Basic Skills 
next page but 
one & onwards 
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Knowledge 
 
The representative will often be operating in a different sphere from 

an understanding of the different structures of the agencies they are 
working with, of the different cultures of these agencies, and the 
different language of these agencies. Organisations differ from each 
other in: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
At the same time, the representative has to understand the context of 
the representation - the way the Local Strategic Partnership, Board, 
Community Forum or whatever, works. Some strategies representatives 
can use to get to grips with these areas are: 
 
• Training 
 
• Talking to people in the other organisations 
 
• Reading up on any background documentation 
 
• Visits to the other organisations 
 
• Further reading and internet research 
 
Above all, a representative should be bold enough to ASK those they 
are working with, if jargon or other concepts are not understood. 
 
 

Values 

Size 

Legal status 
and powers 

Morale 

Hierarchical 
structure 

Policies Performance  
Measures Geographical area 

served 

Funding 

Jargon 
Support for Staff 

and Volunteers ..... and much more besides! 

Internal 
Communication 

Decision 
making 
processes 

Purpose 

Levels of 
Energy 

Activities 

 
Culture 

their normal working experience.  They will need, or be able to gain, 
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Basic Skills (1) 
 
To function well in the meetings where the representation is taking place, the 
representative needs to be able to fit into the culture of these meetings. 
Useful things to remember are: 
 
• Be prepared 
 
Part of being prepared is to be clear about what questions you will want to raise, 
and what points you will wish to make in any meeting. Make sure you have read 
through any relevant papers before the meeting.  If you might want to refer to 
parts of these papers, mark them with highlighter pens or post-it notes for 
easy reference. Do not underestimate how impressive this might be for all the 
participants who have not done this. It is often useful to distinguish between 
the minor and major points that you wish to make, and sometimes it might be 
appropriate to forgo the minor points in favour of a few well made major points.  
Being prepared also includes having your diary available so that you can 
participate when further meetings or events are being planned. 
 
• Know who is who 
 
People naturally feel more responsive to those who know their name. It's much 
more effective to say "Well, as Susan says..." rather than " As the woman 
opposite me in the red cardigan says...." A good technique is to sketch a little 
chart for yourself when people are introduced at the beginning, showing their 
name and position in the group. You can refer to this without anybody realising.  
 
Some people find they remember names better if they link them in their minds 
with an adjective with the same letter that is loosely connected with them, for 
instance, "Dapper David", " Confused Carol", but it really is best never to reveal 
what these adjectives were....... If people are not clearly introduced at the 
beginning, and you are not sure who they are, ask if people could quickly go 
round the table to say who they are. 
 
• Listen 
 
We all think we do it, but we all do it badly. Counsellors spend months training 
to listen properly. As a start, face the person talking, and positively give them 
your attention, making mental notes or real notes of the key things they are 
saying. Encourage them with your body language. 
 
 
 

Section Four Knowledge 
previous page 

Basic Skills 
next 3 pages 

Playing piggy in 
the middle 
pages 53-58 
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Basic Skills (2) 
 
• Don't hog the floor 
 
Sometimes when we are passionate about an issue, there is a danger that we 
want to jump in with it all the time. This often alienates people, especially if 
they do not feel our passion. Take your turn to speak in sensible "chunks", 
letting others contribute as well. 
 
• Don't flog a dead horse 
 
There will be some issues where you need to be fairly persistent, but steer 
clear of becoming known as the person who always goes on and on about the 
same thing in every meeting. 
 
• Make your own notes of the meeting 
 
Even if minutes are being taken by someone else, it is a good idea to make a 
few notes of your own as you go along. You may need to take action before the 
minutes are circulated, or you may need to challenge the draft minutes. Your 
notes do not necessarily need to be written up further, they have power as 
"contemporaneous" notes. If a point you or someone else has made strikes you 
as being exceptionally important, then ask at the time that it should be 
formally minuted.  
 
• Understand the etiquette 
 
All meetings have their particular way of doing things, which you need to be 
aware of to fit in. Some meetings for instance, require all contributions to be 
addressed to the chair, and not to other participants. Some meetings allow 
participants to request that parts of certain discussions are not minuted, 
especially if these are of a sensitive or confidential matter - other meetings 
would be horrified at this practice. It is all a question of understanding the 
culture of the meeting, which may well be alien to you. It may be advisable to 
take a back seat at first, to observe better how this culture operates. 
 
• Don't be afraid to ask 
 
There is little worse than not being able to follow the discussion because a 
piece of jargon or an acronym has not been understood. If you don't ask 
straightaway, you will begin to feel even more foolish if you ask after the 
subject has been discussed for half an hour. You may even find that more 
established group members are grateful too that you were bold enough to ask 
something they were not sure of. 
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Bright Idea

Basic Skills (3) 
 
• Cultivate allies 
 
It is in the nature of group dynamics that various alliances form between 
some of the individual members of any larger group. Make this work for you: 
cultivate those who appear to be similarly minded to yourself, those who 
express verbal or non-verbal agreement with your contributions; talk to them 
outside of meetings - you can bet that this is happening between other group 
members anyway.  
 
• Consider premeetings 
 
Premeetings can be useful tools where a small number of representatives 
need to coordinate their preparation for a meeting with other agencies. For 
instance, it might be appropriate where a group of VCOs wish to present a 
proposal to the Board of their infrastructure organisation or where 
representatives from a VCO are about to have a meeting with their key 
funders. Premeetings have also been used by advocacy schemes, as part of 
their support and preparation for user-representatives engaged in 
representation.  
  
• Timing 
 
The points you wish to raise need to be made at the appropriate time: watch 
the flow of the meeting and gauge when this is. If you miss the time, or it 
never arose, try again at the "any other business" section. 
 
• Explain your absences 
 
If you are unable to attend a meeting, and you know in advance, make sure 
you let the appropriate people know that you send your apologies, and check 
these apologies are minuted, so that the others do not think you are just not 
committed.  
 
 

It might be possible to ask a colleague in your organisation, or 
even from another VCO, to attend meetings on your behalf 
when you are unable to be present. Obviously you will need to 
provide some briefing for them. Where this might be more 
than a one-off occurrence, this system of substitution could be 
written into the agreement that defines the Scope. It also has 
the advantage of possibly preparing a successor for when you 
step down from the role (see page 60) 
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 Playing piggy-in-the-middle (1) 
 
The role of the representative can be subject to various tensions, which will 
require some skilful handling if the representative is not to become 
enmeshed.  
 
Leadership v Representation 
 
This is an issue which should have been at least partially resolved during 

 
       One the one hand           On the other hand 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The key to resolving this tension lies in being aware of which role you have at 
any given time. Making a mental note for yourself when you are changing 
roles is healthy; publicly declaring where this change happens is helpful to 
everyone, and can be very effective. Thus, in reporting back to representees, 
one might say something on the lines of : 
 
"These are what the options are..........but, as someone who has leading the 
discussions, I strongly believe we should be going for this one in particular." 
 
In reporting representees'  viewpoints it might be something like: 
 
"In general the VCO I represent does not at the moment wish to take this 
course of action........but, as the manager I think that given time, we might 
move round to it." 
 
The most workable strategy appears to be: 

1. To state your position as a representative first 
2. To introduce the qualifying phrase to show change of role 
3. To state your position in the leadership role 

 
NB   These are very much questions of personal judgement, and no amount 
of Toolkit advice can cover every possibility. Certainly, assuming a leadership 
role should not be undertaken if the agreed Scope of the representation 
does not allow for this. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The leader may see fit to 
influence those they 
represent, to acknowledge 
their present viewpoints, 
but to drive this on to help 
reach a  future vision. 

The "pure" representative 
will wish to speak accurately 
on behalf of those they 
represent,    
      

without
 

distortion,
 and  will feedback to them 

impartially. 

efforts to be clear about the Scope of the task (see page 17 and 29 & 30).   
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Further Reading 
 
 
 
 
 

Playing piggy-in-the-middle (2) 
 
Autonomy v Representation 
 
       On the one hand           On the other hand 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The resolution to this dilemma follows the same pattern as that for 
leadership versus representation : but in this case the second role is that 
of speaking in your own right, rather than as a leader: 
 

1. Speak as a representative  
2. Introduce a qualifying phrase to indicate change of role 
3. Then speak in your own right 
 

Qualifying phrases for this purpose include: 
 

"Speaking personally", "If you ask me" 
 

Speaking with ones own voice is permissible in most tasks as a 
representative. The representative, after all, is often one of the 
representees too. However, one form of representation obliges the 
representative to be autonomous: if the role of representative puts you in 
the position of being the trustee of a VCO, your overall responsibility will 
be to this VCO while you are engaged in its work. You will have a set of 
duties and responsibilities that personally relate to you as a trustee, and 
override those of being a representative. The trustee-representative 
therefore should bear in mind the wishes of those who have elected them, 
but still vote on any decisions in the way they perceive to be the best 
interests of that VCO. This is a similar autonomy to that practised by 
Members of Parliament elected as representatives of their constituency.  
 

 
 
The representative may 
wish to speak with their 
own voice. 

The "pure" representative 
will wish to speak accurately 
on behalf of those they 
represent,  without 
distortion, and will feedback 
to them impartially. 
 

 
Further exploration of the role of the trustee is 
available in: "Governance, A RAISE Toolkit" downloadable 
from www.raise-networks.org.uk, and from the  
Charity Commission's booklet "Roles and Responsibilities 
of a Trustee", from Harmsworth House, 13-15 Bouverie 
Street, London EC4 8DP 
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Playing piggy-in-the-middle (3) 
 
Representing conflicting interests 
 
        On the one hand      On the other hand 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This is a problem caused by having too many hats; it arises often because 
someone who is prepared to be active and stand as a representative is often 
the kind of person who has an involvement with other initiatives.  Conflicts can 
arise for different reasons: 
 
• Competition for the same resources. For instance, a person may be an 

elected representative of two separate local VCOs working for elderly 
people. Both VCOs may be in competition for the same clients. 

• Favouritism. For instance, a VCO representative might be on the board of 

VCO of the representative is interested in acquiring. 
• Disputes. An elected Trustee might be on the board on the board of an 

umbrella organisation which is in dispute with the home VCO of the 
representative over issues of equal opportunities. 

 
In all these and similar conflicts of interest, there are some golden rules: 
 
1. Before each activity involving representation, consciously remind yourself 

which "hat" you have on before engaging in the task, and leave the other 
"hats" outside the room. 

2. Where you note a conflict of interest, tell the others at the meeting about 
this, and take their advice about how to proceed. 

3. If appropriate, take yourself out of the meeting while the issue which 
sparked your conflict of interest is discussed. 

4. If necessary, resign from one or other of your commissions. 
 

 
The representative has a 
duty to those they 
represent.  

 
The representative may 
also be linked with other  
initiatives which come into 
conflict with this. 

Key Concept: Probity 
 
Probity means acting in an honest way that is above suspicion and reproach. 
We would all recognise the scope for corruption if a council contract was 
awarded to a private organisation of which a councillor was a board member.  
Probity means separating out roles and influence, so there cannot be any 
such accusations. In probity being in a position where you might be open to 
accusation is the issue, not whether the accusation is justified or not.   

a Local Strategic Partnership which is tendering for a service that the home 
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Case Study 
 

Playing piggy-in-the-middle (4) 
 
A foot in both camps 
 
        On the one hand                              On the other hand 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The role of a representative can impart some influence and power. Often the 
issues being dealt with are at a more strategic level than the representative's 
normal work. There may be travel away from the humdrum of the normal 
VCO's environment. All this can be highly seductive. It happens that at times 
representatives get caught up in this new world, and begin to act, speak and 
think like those in the statutory sectors they are relating too. While the 
founders of the British Empire used to refer to a similar phenomenon as 
"going native", VCO representees have a different image: 
 
"They have used their role as a representative to climb up the ladder 
.........and they have pulled it up after them." 
 
Some observers have noted how quickly this process can happen, and often the 
first sign is a certain coyness about revealing information which has been 
given to the representative but deemed "Confidential", or "not for public 
knowledge". Knowledge is power, and the representative needs to be aware of 
its seductive nature. With a duty to feed back, the representative might need 
to query why information given to them is supposed to remain secret, and for 
how long. They will often have to make their own judgement on what to do with 
such information: certainly they should feel no obligation to automatically 
respect the "confidential" status given to it by whoever told them. That 
person, after all, has already made their decision to break confidentiality by 
involving the representative! 
 

 
The people who are being 
represented carry on with 
their everyday business. 

 
The representative is 
moving in higher circles of 
power and influence. 

Section Four Knowledge 
Page 49 

Basic skills 
Pages 50-52 

Playing piggy-in-the-
middle. Pages 53-58 

In a neat phrase to describe the above phenomenon, within 
RAISE the in-house description of a representative in danger 
of going over to much to the other side, which in this case is 
often the Government Office for the South East, is.......... 

"Getting Cosy with GOSE" 
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Playing piggy-in-the-middle (5) 
 
Respecting group decisions 
 
        On the one hand                              On the other hand 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This is closely allied with the tension of "Having a foot in both camps", 
described on the previous page. The context in which the representative 
operates (see page 12) will often be a planning group of some description - A 
local Strategic Partnership or one of its offshoots such as a Community 
Safety Partnership. These planning groups need to make decisions on certain 
issues, and this will be often taken in a majority vote. 
 
It might well be that a representative finds their own view on the matter is 
in the minority, and outvoted.  While it is entirely appropriate for the 
representative to make sure their dissention has been minuted, that 
decision, once made, should be respected.  This means that: 
 

1. It is not appropriate to keep referring in this, or future meetings,  
how far you disagree with the decision. It is in the nature of 
democracy that not everyone can have their own way all the time, and 
those who harp on about past decisions will soon alienate themselves 
from the rest of the group. Accept it and allow the group's work to 
move on. 

 
2. The group's decision should be fed back to the representees who too, 

need to be able to accept and move on. It is of course, totally in order 
for the representative to declare that they personally were not in 
agreement, but the representative also has a role in explaining to 
their representees the views of those who thought differently. This 
requires some dispassionate objectivity, and does not always come 
easily. 

 
If the disagreement is so severe that relationships will become unworkable 
in the group, then the representative might consider resigning their 
commission.  
 
 
 

 
There will be decisions made 
by the group of which the 
representative is a member. 

 
The representative may not 
agree with these decisions. 
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Playing piggy-in-the-middle (6) 
 
Representing diversity 
 
        On the one hand                         On the other hand 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Some representatives have described this as a tension between the roles of 
"banging the drum"  and participating as an equal group member in decision-
making. The resolution to this particular tension lies in being able to judge 
which is appropriate at which time: "banging the drum" or "tub-thumping" as it 
is less affectionately known, certainly has its place and purpose, and an 
impassioned speech at a conference may be a fitting show-piece. In small 
informal meetings it might be awkwardly out of place, and the skill is in the 
judgement of when to take this line. Try imagining what it would be like if the 
boot were on the other foot: how it would be to try and work jointly with the 
representative of the local council, who kept going on about how forward 
thinking, positive and up-to-date their organisation was.  
 
Reporting honestly significant differences of opinion amongst the 
representees should not be seen as problematic where it adds to the 
discussion, and to the a greater understanding of the voluntary/ community 
sector. To consistently fail to report minority views is to disadvantage these 
minorities - be they Black and Minority Ethnic groups or whatever - still 
further.   
 
  
 
 
 
 

 
It is often felt that   
strength lies in 
presenting a united 
front. We should not 
reveal weaknesses to the 
other side. 

 
The representee, especially 
when a large diverse group, 
may not have a united front. 
The voluntary/community 
sector does have 
imperfections.   

Bright Idea: If those with whom the representative is working 
complain to references about how diverse the voluntary/community 
sector is, then explain that it is only as diverse as the "business 
sector", and as diverse as the nation as a whole. 
 
If the representative from say, Social Services, fails to understand 
your position, then ask them how they would represent the "Statutory 
Sector as a whole": how would they cope with representing The Health 
Authority, The Primary Care Trust, Social Services, The Police, The 
Coastguard, The Probation Service, The Education Department, Customs 
and Excise, The Immigration Service, and the Judicial System, all at 
the same time? Would they not find at least a little diversity of opinion 
to report? 
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Support Needs - Training  
 
Training in being a representative does not appear to have been much in 
evidence in the last few years, though there have been some initiatives. 
Part of the reason for this lack of promotion of training might be due to 
the fact that it is only once a representative (person or organisation) has 
been chosen by the representee that they will perceive a training need: it 
is difficult to prepare in advance for a role that might not be given to you. 
With the growing national focus on infrastructure organisations - and 
therefore, by extension, roles they may have in representing their 
members -  further training programmes may emerge. 
 
A good basic training programme for representatives in the voluntary/ 
community sector would probably contain the following elements: 
 
• The four components of representation 
 
• Using Feed-in and Feed-back mechanisms 
 
• Understanding the culture of local statutory bodies 
 
• Basic skills in meetings 
 
• Resolving the tensions of being a representative. 
 

Section Four Piggy-in-the-middle  
Last six pages 

Training 
This page 

Mentoring 
Next Page 

One good training exercise to understand the process of how 
well representatives can stay in touch with those they 
represent would be to arrange small workgroups from which 
one trainee must publicly feed back - just as happens with a 
person giving feed-back from a workshop at a conference. 
Here, in performing an act of representation under the 
scrutiny of the group being represented, the person giving the 
feedback will be a great pains to constantly check back with 
the group. "Have I covered everything?" "Was that a fair 
summary?" "Would any other member of the group like to say 
anything?" are frequent comments. Representatives would do 
well to feedback in a similar vain even when their performance 
is not under such  rigid scrutiny.    
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Support Needs - Mentoring 
 
Mentoring means having a particular contact who will act as supporter and 
coach to help a person carry out their role to the best of their ability. 
Within the voluntary/community sector, the advantages of this system for 
representatives are: 
 
• On-the job learning opportunities. This can often be a more powerful 

training experience than attending a specific course. 
 
• Personal support. The work of representation can be a lonely, 

isolating experience. A representative is by definition removed from 
their normal environment and placed in an alien setting. This, coupled 
with the need to balance a number of tensions within the role and 
have a "foot in both camps"  - which may result in feelings of 
belonging to neither camp - can lead to isolation. A mentor provides a 
port of call to counteract this process. 

 
• Preserving expertise. Where the mentor, as is preferable, is 

someone who has their own experiences of being a representative, 
the system allows their hard-won expertise to continue in circulation, 
and not be lost to the voluntary/ community sector as a whole. An 
ideal situation might be where the mentor is the person who has 

allows for even greater use of expertise, with the mentor having an 
in-depth understanding of the  particular issues and personalities 
involved. 

 
• Links between different agencies. As a spin-off effect where the 

mentor is from a different VCO than the current representative, 
the mentoring relationship allows for closer contact between the two 
VCOs, which may in itself produce mutual benefits. 

 
Mentoring, which might be arranged by regular meetings, phone contact 

might be appropriate.  
 

Bright Idea. It has been suggested that where possible, there 
should be a hand-over period built into the Scope of the 
representation so that the outgoing-representative is involved in 
some short term initial mentoring with the incoming representative - 
helping brief them, showing them the ropes etc. This could even 
include some period of shadowing the outgoing representative by the 
new one. 

Section Four Training 
last page 

Mentoring 
this page 

Cost of representation  
next page 
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previously held the same role as the current representative - this 

or any appropriate method, is in itself a skilled role for which training 
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Support needs - The cost of representation 
 
Systems of representation consume resources in terms of time, money and 
energy. Costs must be borne by someone, and the likelihood is that this will 
fall on the representee or their organisation. Quite often the drive to have a 
"Voluntary Sector Rep" on various planning and strategy groups comes from 
the Statutory Sector, especially the Local Authority. This is partially because 
the government's Modernisation Agenda expects local authorities to work far 
more in tandem with the voluntary sector than they did in the past; there are 
therefore plenty of  "brownie points" available to local authorities who can 
show that they do this. Sometimes these cost might already be written into 
the funding agreement of the VCO, otherwise there is a strong case to make 
that the statutory organisation requesting input from a VCO for these 
purposes should be contributing to the cost of this.  
 
Certainly, there is a growing acceptance within statutory authorities that it is 
appropriate for them to provide funding when they request VCO involvement in 
meetings, and it would be good for the Voluntary Sector for such an 
acceptance to be recorded in any Local Compact. 
 
Typical Items to include in any request for funding might be: 
 
1. Travel costs 

 
 
 
 

2. Cost of time spent 
 
 
 
 

3. Communication costs 
 
 
 
4. Support costs 
 
 
 
 

Travel to any meeting, including 
feedback sessions. Applies equally to 
staff or volunteers. 

Applies equally to staff & volunteers. 
Preparation time, meeting time, 
feed-in time, feed-back time 

Phone, photocopying. email, postage, 
stationery 

Training costs, cost of being 
supported, mentored, cost of helping 
prepare a successor 
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SECTION FIVE 
REPRESENTION AND THE STRUCTURE 

OF VCOS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This Section considers aspects of representation as it affects the boards of 
VCOS and their infrastructure bodies 
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Two Key Concepts 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                          Further Reading

 
Key Concept: The Three Sectors 
 
All organisations can be said to belong to one of three sectors 
 
Public sector Bodies are those which have to exist by law, so they are 
sometimes called “statutory organisations ” as they are defined by 
statute. They include central government, national health service 
trusts, police authorities, local government, probation services.  
 
Private sector organisations are free to exist or not. Any profit they 
make may be shared out among their owners or shareholders. They 
include companies, sole traders, and commercial partnerships.  
 
Voluntary and community sector organisations are also free to exist 
or not. However, any profit made must be used for the future work 
of the organisation, and they do not have owners as such. Separate 
from either of the two previous sectors, they are sometimes 
referred to as “the third sector”, “the not-for-profit” sector or 
“non-governmental organisations” (NGOs).   

 
Key Concept: Infrastructure Bodies 
 
Infrastructure bodies are those organisations which are set up primarily to support 
other VCOs, rather than providing services of their own directly to the public.  They 
are also collectively known as "umbrella bodies", "Intermediary bodies", and go by a wide 
variety of names including "Councils for Voluntary Service", "Rural Community Councils", 
"Associations of Voluntary Service" and similar titles, though there does appear to be a 
movement away from the use of the word "council" as this causes confusion with 
statutory bodies, in the minds of the public.  
 

 
Governance: A Raise Toolkit. Explores issues of the Board, 
which are touched on in this section, in more detail. 
 
Mike Hudson: Managing without Profit (Penguin Books 1995) is a 
great resource for anyone trying to understand VCOs 
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Case Studies 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Representative Models of VCOs 
 
Not all VCOs are based on a membership which elects Trustees to the Board of 
Management, and other models, for various purposes, are in existence. 
Membership organisations and elected boards are appropriate structures: 
 
• For all general "infrastructure organisations" 
• Where there is a policy to involve the users of any service delivered in 

the running of their own organisation, and these service-users have a long-
term relationship with the organisation 

• Where there is sufficient interest to achieve a viable number of members 
• Where there is a wish to demonstrate to potential funders the extent of 

local support for the VCO 
• Where the VCO is a self-help organisation 
• Where the VCO depends on a membership to function 
 
Membership organisations organising an election for incoming trustees are  
effectively choosing representatives to govern the organisation on their 
behalf. This is especially true for infrastructure organisations where the 
organisation exists in order to further the cause of its member VCOs.  
 
 
 
 
Trustee-representatives elected to boards have to have autonomy as part of 
the scope of their role (see page 54), because they must act in the best 
interests of the organisation of which they are a trustee (see legal note on 
page 67).  

 
AGM's with low member turnout and a "nodding-in" of representative 
Trustees is not generally good news for VCOs. especially as the AGM 
is often partially a public relations exercise, to which statutory 
organisations, funders and local dignitaries are invited. Far better 
that members positively wish to attend and everybody is left with the 
warm feeling of a vibrant VCO rather than a few people in a damp 
church hall on a dark autumn evening. Some VCOs are now successfully 
making the AGM a point of celebration by combining it with other 
attractions: A VCO working with dementia held their AGM on a 
Saturday morning, and followed it with a professionally catered sit-
down meal.........An Advocacy Network held theirs on a Friday evening, 
followed by a disco and buffet........A hostel for the homeless is 
thinking of linking it with a fund-raising quiz night.....a drama group 
combined it with a talent night on  Saturday evening..... 

For balloting and voting systems see pages 25-28 

Section Five Representative models 
of VCOs This page 

Outside bodies represented 
on the board. Next Page 
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Outside organisations represented on the  
Board of VCOs 
 
Sometimes when VCOs are set up, it is thought that the Board of Trustees 
will be stronger, and the VCO will have a greater status in local life, if some of 
the places on the Board are allocated to the representatives of other 
organisations, voluntary  or  statutory. There is a belief that through this 

not work out at all well. 
 
Voluntary and Community bodies represented on the Board 
 
The problem issues here are: 
 
• The two-hat problem: If the trustee has the duty to represent another 

organisation, they will not be able to focus exclusively in any meeting on 
the needs of your organisation. This weakens your VCO.  

 
• Privacy: if the board is to function well, it should be able to honestly 

discuss areas of weakness, crisis and concern, and choose how to minute 
these discussions. The duty of a representative to feed back to their 
home organisation means that dirty linen is always washed in public. 

 
Statutory bodies represented on the board 
 
The above two problems are magnified. In addition, there is: 
 
• Lack of influence in high places. Whilst a trustee who represents a 

statutory body might be thought to be an ideal champion for your VCO 
within the decision-making machinery of that body, they will probably 
have to declare a conflict of interest when your VCO is under discussion, 
and absent themselves from that part of any formal proceedings. This 
means that your VCO has less support than otherwise. This also occurs 
even if the trustee is not the formal representative of the statutory 
body, but just happens to have a role on both sides. 

 
• Lack of independence. A voluntary organisation should not be under the 

undue influence of statutory bodies if it is to function adequately. 
 
The Charity Commission and the National Association of Councils for 
Voluntary Service both disapprove of the practice. 
 

Section Five Outside organisations on the 
Board. This page and next 

Managing outside orgs on the 
Board. Next page but one 
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An historically successful and well-respected VCO in the 
south east found it had become sluggish, lacked creativity, 
and decision making at Board meetings was a tortuous, time-
consuming exercise. A consultant was called in, who found that 
one of the issues was that most trustees believed they were 
representing some other interests on the Board. Some were 
representing particular activities of the VCO - the helpline, a 
drop-in, housing - whist other were representing external 
interests - The Racial Equality Council, the Community Health 
Council. It was difficult to see who was actually there for the 
VCO as a whole. The board was successfully restructured 
around concepts which involved matching the Trustees to the 
skills needed to govern the VCO, and ruling out any 
representatives from external organisations. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Case Studies: 
External 
Representation 
And the two-hat  
problem 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Outside organisations represented on the Board of 
VCOs (continued) 
 
Funding bodies represented on the board 
 
The above four problems may be magnified to an unworkable degree. In 
addition there are: 
 
• Issues of probity. The individual trustee could be in a very vulnerable 

position, open to accusations of duplicity, divided loyalties and illegally 
influencing the relationship with funders. 

 
 
 Key Concept 
 
 

 
 
 

Legal Note: The duties and legal responsibilities of a 
trustee include: 
• acting at all times in the best interest of the VCO 
• not to put themself in a position where their interests 

conflict with those of the VCO 
 
The law is quite clear on this point. The first duty is to the 
VCO. All other interests must be put aside.  
 
 

One VCO thought it was boxing clever when it acquired a local councillor as a trustee. 
Here was someone who would be able to pull strings for our cause, they felt. However, 
whenever the issue of dissatisfaction with the council was raised, they were dissuaded 
from confronting the council outright. Nothing changed, and it was only once the trustee 
had departed that they discovered that for years they had had a bone fide grievance 
against the council, which was speedily resolved in favour of the VCO. In attempting to 
keep the peace between their own two interests, the trustee had hampered the work of 
the VCO.   
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Managing outside organisations represented on the Board 
 
If you are running a grassroots VCO where the board contains representatives 
of other organisations, it is advisable for the board to review its structure, and 
to decide the best way forward.  You might decide: 
 
• To reformulate the board so that no outside interests are formally 

represented on it.  For some, where representation from outside has only 
grown up as a matter of custom and practice, this will be a matter for 
decision at board level. For others, where this is encased within the 
constitution, it may be a more longwinded affair of gaining board approval,  
voting at the AGM (the Constitution of many VCOs can only be altered by 
the AGM) and applying to the Charity Commission for approval of a revised 
constitution. 

 
• To find other ways of involving organisations previously represented. 
 

You might set up working groups to look at particular issues (for instance, 
Fundraising). The membership of these could be very broad to encompass 
trustees, other people in the organisation (users, volunteers, staff) as well 
as representatives of outside organisations previously on the board.  The 
working party reports to the board who make the decisions.  
 
Where funding organisations have been part of the Board of Trustees, you 
might arrange separate "funders meetings" to deal with their issues. 
 
You might decide to allow them at Board Meetings only with an observer, 
non-voting status. This of course, does not resolve the "washing dirty linen 
in public" issue. 

 
• You might decide to retain the structure of external organisations being 

represented on your Board. In which case - and it is a good idea in any 
event - you will need a Conflict of interest Policy which spells out the 
mechanisms for dealing with this issue.  

 
Such a Policy usually contains procedures for each Trustee declaring their  
interests, and the requirement that they take no part in any decision which  
will have an effect on these other interests. This usually involves sitting in  
a room outside while the discussion continues: a practice which often feels  
strange at first, but is at least a sign that issues of probity are taken  
seriously. 
 

 

Section Five Outside organisations represented 
on the Board. This and last 2 pages 

Staff representation on 
the board next 2 pages 
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Staff representation at Board meetings 
 
Sometimes, especially within VCOs which started life composed entirely of 
volunteers, paid staff can find their needs as employees somewhat 
marginalised. There may be expectations that they too, like the volunteers 
throughout the organisation, should be prepared to voluntarily put in time and 
effort over and above their contracted hours and duties. In these VCOs, the 
spirit of voluntarism runs high,  there is an almost evangelical desire for social 
change or to deliver a service to clients, and staff pay might be viewed as a 
necessary evil rather than a prudent investment. It is not difficult to see why 
this culture arises:  staff are sandwiched between the Board of Trustees (who 
are all volunteers) and expected by them to look after the needs of  the other 
volunteers active within the VCO: 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE STAFF SANDWICH 
 
When this process of marginalisation has reached a critical stage, there will 
be indications from: 
 
• Low staff morale 
• Faster staff turnover 
• Reluctance to take on new projects 
 
One of the mechanisms used to try to counteract the marginalisation of staff 
issues within the discussions of the Board of Trustees is to have a staff 
member present as the staff representative. This person, elected by the 
staff group, has the responsibility to feedback to the rest of the staff the 
workings and decision of the Board of Trustees. Clearly they must have 
observer-only status at the meetings of the Board, as Charity Law forbids 
that anyone who gains financially from a VCO can be a trustee. They are 
however, available and on-hand to act as consultants for the Board to comment 
on the impact on staff of decisions the board might be making.   
 
Staff representatives present at Board meetings would need to be excluded 
from those parts of the meeting which were discussing confidential staff 
matters.  

VOLUNTEERS: THE BOARD OF TRUSTEES 

NON VOLUNTEERS: PAID STAFF 

VOLUNTEERS: SUPPORTED BY STAFF 

Section Five Staff representation at Board 
Meetings this page and next 

Particular issues for 
Infrastructure bodies 2 pages on 
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Case Study 

Staff representation at Board meetings (cont) 
 
In some VCOs, the Chief Executive Officer (Manager/ Director/ General 
Manager) forms the only link between the Board of Trustees and the rest of 
the VCO. As the only member of staff attending Board Meetings, they are in 
the position of representing the Board to the rest of the organisation, and 
the rest of the VCO to the Board. As such, they sit in a position of immense 
power, which: 
 
• Is an extra burden to them, given all their other responsibilities 
• Makes for a vulnerable organisation in which so much is invested in one 

person 
• Does not give the VCO any checks or balances against the abuse of 

power. 
 
When the Chief Executive Officer acts as the sole point of contact between 
the Board of Trustees and the rest of the VCO, they also act as a filter for 
the information reaching each part from the other: 

 
BOARD OF TRUSTEES 

 
 

CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER 
 
 

REST OF VCO 
 
Having a staff representative as an observer at Board Meetings is one of the 
ways of helping to counteract this state of affairs, but there are others too:  
Trustees might ensure they are effectively linked with the rest of the VCO 
through working parties, visiting projects, and exit interviews for staff 
leaving. 

 
 
 

 

 
The Chief Executive Officer of one VCO in the South East jealously 
guarded her position as the sole link between the Board and the rest 
of the VCO. When staff asked the Board for a staff representative 
to attend Board meetings, she said this would be a sign of a lack of 
trust between her and the board, and threatened to resign. The Board 
backed her on this. When staff started leaving or were dismissed, the 
Board accepted her reports, backed her decisions, and sympathised 
with her at having to keep the VCO going with inadequate staff. When 
ex-staff members tried to approach the chair to give their 
perspective of what was happening, this was dismissed as sour grapes, 
as it did not tally with all the reports they had received over the 
years from the Chief Executive. When the Chief Executive suddenly 
vanished, a police inquiry was launched because of serious anomalies in 
accounting procedures............. The VCO took several years to recover.  
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Case Study

Particular issues for Infrastructure bodies  
 
 
We can distinguish two kinds of models for these organisations: those which 
have a defined geographical base (for instance CVS Medway, Surrey Voluntary 
Action) and cover a generic spread of VCOs, and those which are specific to a 
particular type of VCO, for instance advice centres, youth organisations. Both 
types should be membership organisations. With some infrastructure 
organisations, perhaps especially the generic ones, issues of representation 
and the feeling of ownership have become problematic, with member 
organisations expressing dissatisfaction at what they thought would be a 
supportive, representative body for them. 
  
Evidence of some unease within the sector over the representative role of 
generic infrastructure organisations (whatever their excellence in other 
aspects of their work) comes from the following: 
 
• The fact that the National Council for Voluntary Organisations and the 

government has recognised infrastructure organisations' role in 
representation as a national issue, and is in the process of looking closer 
at the subject 

 
• The lack of a consistent blanket coverage of generic infrastructure 

bodies: in the South East we have one county surviving on but one 
county-level generic infrastructure body and one particular district-
level body, while in other areas we have infrastructure bodies covering 
areas of 2 borough/district councils 

 
• Grassroots organisations coming together on their own initiative to 

create forums in which their views might be represented, in the same 
geographical areas where generic infrastructure organisations are 
claiming to represent them, creating some rivalry  

 
• Expressions of dissatisfaction from grassroots organisations as to the 

role of their particular generic infrastructure body.  
 
 
 
  

 
In one area, in recent years. feelings of negativity ran so 
high that the funders of the infrastructure body (the 
local council) were approached by grassroots VCOs to 
complain about the local generic infrastructure body. 
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  Case Study 
 
 

 
 
 

Particular issues for infrastructure bodies (cont) 
 
This is a difficult and delicate area, but commentators on the voluntary and 
community sector are right in stressing that it is timely for infrastructure 

body, to remain an effective and credible part of the structure.    
 
Generic infrastructure bodies struggling with the issue of providing some 
coordination and support to a diverse and independent sector might 
profitably review their structures and roles around the following points: 
 
 Do they have a real membership formed of named local VCOs who wish 

to participate, or have they skirted the issue by claiming all VCOs in 
the geographical area are automatically members (whether they like it 
or not?) 

 
 Is their Board of Trustees drawn solely from their membership of 

VCOs. If this is not the case, why not?  
 
 Do they have a membership which is growing?  
 
 Do they have an election process which involves candidates from 

member organisations in lively competition to achieve places on the 
board? 

 
 Do they exist solely for the support of their member organisations, or 

do they provide long-term projects themselves directly to the public. 
(Discount projects which are developed and later floated-off to other 
VCOs). If so, how do they reconcile conflicts of interest with 
grassroots VCOs also providing direct services? 

 
 How well is their declared role understood by member organisations? 
 
 What is it they provide to member organisations? 
 
 What systems have they for feed-in and feed-back? 
 
 

 
The board of one generic infrastructure body is reputed to 
be formed (in the words of a local VCO) "mainly of county 
councillors". If this is so, then it begs the question of how 
this body can effectively support the VCOs. If it isn't the 
case, then it is worrying that a local VCO should have that 
impression of what should be their key support.  
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Particular issues for infrastructure bodies (cont) 
 
 Do they accept that representation is a key area of their work? If so, how 

well is this based on the four components of representation explored in this 
Toolkit? Are there valid and effective mechanisms to link to member 
organisations? 

 
 If representation is an element of their work, have they clarified whether 

they aspire to represent their member organisations or the local sector in 
general. If the latter, what mechanisms exist to capture the perspectives of 
non-member organisations? What is their source of legitimacy to do this? 

 
 How do they interact with other infrastructure organisations who might also 

claim a representative role in the area? 
 
 To what extent do stakeholders view them as a representative body? How do 

they know this?  
 
 How far do member organisations value what they do? 
 
 How far are they open to accusations that they are too involved  in external 

structures and initiatives that they have in effect "pulled up the ladder?" (see 

other camp? 

One progressive generic infrastructure 
body in the South East is running an 
extensive survey of its members to 
ascertain how they view the 
organisation. At the same time, it is 
pulling together other infrastructure 
bodies in the area to discuss issues of 
overlap, competition and cooperation.  

Some generic 
infrastructure bodies have 
chosen not to try to 
define themselves as 
representing their member 
or the sector, but see the 
role as "giving voice to the 
concerns of the sector" 

Key Concept: Stakeholders 
 
The term "Stakeholders" refers to any body that has in interest in the 
organisation functioning well: it includes members, staff and volunteers, 
beneficiaries, and for generic infrastructure organisations external bodies 
such as funders, the local Council, Primary Care trust, and other 
infrastructure bodies. The term usefully reminds us that though independent, 
we all function within an environment which affects us and which we in turn 
affect. 

page 56) What techniques do they have for avoiding stepping too far into the 
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Your Questions answered.............. 
 

 
Q Is it necessary for the Board of a VCO to be representative of the local 

community? 
 
A Ah!  Now you are using the expression "being representative" which is 
different from "being a representative". "Being representative" means broadly 
reflecting the make-up of the community - in sex, age, ethnicity. We would question 
why the Board of a Tenant's Organisation in a multi-ethnic, single parent 
neighbourhood were all white males. But it depends what kind of an organisation the 
VCO is. VCOs have many different purposes. Those which are campaigning for social 
change are often working against the norms of the community in which they are 
based.  In this sense, expecting them to be representative of that community is 
contradictory. On the other hand, a VCO which seeks to provide say, bereavement 
services for the population of a given geographical area, might well be advised to 
strive to form a board which reflects the various cultural aspects of this area.  Care 
should be taken with the concept of "community". Boards of VCOs which do not seek 
to be representative of a geographical community might still feel it appropriate to be 
representative of the particular "community of interest" they serve - this would 
apply, for instance to BME groups and groups focussed on the needs of gays and 
lesbians. 
 
Other considerations might well take precedence: The key to forming a successful 
board appears to be that, in combination, the members of the board possess all the 
skills necessary to effectively govern the VCO. To achieve this combination, and have 
the members voting to secure such a board, while at the same time making sure the 
board represents a cross-section of the local community might be calling for too 
much in view of the fact that there are not always too many people coming forward to 
be trustees. The recruitment of an  inappropriate person to the board merely  
because of their gender, age, sex or ethnicity is rightly criticised as tokenism. 
  
 
Q Should we have a service-user's representative on the Board? 
 
A I know VCOs that deliver a service to people sometimes consider whether, in 
the spirit of empowerment and participation, they should have a service user present 

membership organisation where the members are mainly the service users, they have 
already elected all the Trustees as their representatives. Service Users are also able 
to stand for election to the Board as any other member. If their perspectives are not 
already coming through to  the Board, then something has gone awry with the link 
between representee and representative. It is this link that should be improved.  
 
In organisations where the members are not mainly the service users or it is not a 
membership organisation, there should be a reason behind this; either service users 
are too seriously mentally disabled or too transient to be active members: in either 
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case presenting them to the board would be questionable. If you are asking one 
service-user to represent all service users, then (having read this toolkit) you would 
need to set up appropriate mechanisms for them. There may be far more inclusive and 
productive ways of ascertaining service users' perspectives than through user-
representation on the Board. 
 
Q As a voluntary/community sector representative, I attend all the meetings, 

but some from the statutory side do not. What should I do? 
 
A You might get the group to consider the practice whereby the attendance 
record of everybody who should be at the meeting is published in any report. Then 
everybody knows who is not showing commitment. It's a form of "naming and 
shaming". 
  
Q Does the National Compact say anything about Representation? 
 
A I'm glad you asked that.....it's mostly in the Code of Practice on Consultation 
and Policy Appraisal. What the Voluntary and Community Sector have undertaken to 
do, when responding to government consultations, is to "state who they are, what 
groups or causes in society they represent and how they involved those interests in 
forming their policies and positions, and in responding to the consultation itself". So 
this is a question of being clear who the representee is and declaring what the 
feed-in mechanisms are.  There is also a commitment to take account of the specific 
needs of women, minority groups and the socially excluded, which this Toolkit has 
covered in Representing diversity p 58. 
 
There is also a commitment for infrastructure bodies to promote good practice 
among their members by issuing guidance on effective representation... which of 
course is just what this Toolkit is. 
  
 
Q I read in the papers of "community leaders" being consulted, and they 

seem to have some role of being a representative for their community. 
What is a "community leader" is this some kind of people's representative? 

 
A This is a strange concept. it seems to happen when there have been racial or 
social tensions in a particular area. My guess is that these "community leaders" are 
people of some standing in the local community - religious leaders, or local activists - 
but while they might have good feed-in from their knowledge of the local community, 
all the other components of good representation seem to be missing, and most 
worrying of all, they seem to be self-selected. Far better, I would have thought, to 
set up a proper system of representation.  
 
By the way, the term "community leader" is now in the process of being hi-jacked by 
Local Authorities, for instance South Oxfordshire Council in its "Consultation 
Strategy, April 2003" has the strategic objective "To be the recognised Community 
Leader in South Oxfordshire". Watch this space. 
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Glossary and Jargon Buster 
 

We have tried to write these Toolkits in plain English, but inevitably in any specialist field, 
technical language can creep in, and might need further explanation....... 

 
Access The methods by which people with a range of needs (eg people 

with disabilities, children, a first language other than English) 
find out about and use services and information   

Accountability  Providing effective ways of explaining how power is or has been 
used 

Acronym Using the initials of something instead of its full title: VFM 
instead of Value for Money , LA instead of Local Authority 

Active Community 
Unit  

Part of the Home Office; exists to promote the development of 
the Voluntary/Community Sector 

ACU Active Community Unit 
AGM Annual General Meeting, open to all members and allowing them 

to hear about the VCO, to ask questions and to vote 
Appraisal A periodic review of the performance of a person 
Audit A systematic review or assessment of a system 
Awayday Where a team undertake some form of development day away 

from their normal workplace 
Beneficiaries  The people who are helped by an organisation or programme.  
BME Black and minority ethnic 
Board The committee ultimately responsible for the VCO 
Capacity Building Anything that helps an organisation to perform better, 

generally training and support to strengthen the organisation 
Champion Someone who takes on particular responsibility: thus 

‘Community champion’, ‘Board Equalities champion’ 
Charity Organisation set up for exclusively charitable purposes which 

carries out activities to achieve these purposes 
Chief Executive 
Officer  

The most senior paid staff member in an organisation; might be 
titled director, manager etc.  

CEO Chief Executive Officer 
Community Groups Part of the Voluntary/Community Sector; although similar to 

voluntary  organisations, they may not have paid staff nor 
written rules,   

Compact  A framework agreement between statutory organisations and 
the Voluntary/Community Sector in their area.  

Constitution See ‘ Governing document’  
Cross-sector A project, group or initiative that contains organisations from 

at least 2 of the Public, Private and Voluntary Sectors 
Demographics The study or record of a particular population in terns of 

gender, age, ethnicity etc 
Discrimination Treating people less favourably than others solely because of 

their race, ethnicity, disability, gender, age, faith etc. 
 

                               www.raise-networks.org.uk



 
 
www.raise-networks.org.uk                                                                             77 

Diversity The concept that organisations and systems benefit from the 
richness that comes from the differences amongst people. 
Society benefits from the diversity of the 
Voluntary/Community Sector.   

Empowerment Within an organisation, giving volunteers or staff a licence to 
act without frequent recourse to a higher authority. As regards 
a beneficiary, enabling them to take more control over their life 
or more influence in the organisation that is helping them. 

Equalities Used as a short hand term to refer to all work addressing 
issues of discrimination and disadvantage, particularly as it 
relates to race equality, disability, gender, sexuality, faith and 
age. 

Evaluation Assessing and putting a value on what’s been done already;  
measuring impact  

Frontline VCOs VCOs engaged in direct work with the public or their cause, 
used to distinguish them from infrastructure VCOs which work 
primarily with organisations. 

GOSE 
voice of Whitehall in the Region and of the Region in Whitehall.’ 

Governance A way of setting and keeping an organisation on the right course 
Governing 
document 

Any document setting out a VCO’s purposes and, usually, how it 
is to be run. It may be e.g. a trust deed, constitution, or 
memorandum and articles of association 

Grassroots VCO An alternative term for frontline VCOs 
Health Check A check list that fairly rapidly identifies where an organisation 

needs to pay further attention to certain issues 
Honorary In the Voluntary/Community Sector, just implies a volunteer eg 

Honorary Secretary 
Impact  All changes brought about by a VCO (intended and unintended, 

negative and positive, long and short-term) 
Incorporation The status of being a Limited Company 
Induction The introduction of a person new to a role to the people, 

systems and circumstances they will need to be familiar with to 
carry out that role effectively. 

Induction loop  A coil of wire, temporarily or permanently installed in a room, 
which allows those using hearing aids to hear without the 
distraction of background noise.  

Informal 
Representation 

Has been used to describe the state of affairs where a 
representative is asked to represent a person, group or sector, 
but the representee has had no real hand in the selection of 
this representative  

Infrastructure 
VCOs – e.g. Councils for Voluntary Service  

Leadership 

  

Usually used just to mean VCOs which exist to support other 

The ability to motivate and guide the people connected to a 
voluntary/community organisation to meet its goals

Government Office of the South East; sometimes called ‘The 
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Local Strategic 
Partnership 

An alliance of local statutory organisations, VCOs and business 
interests formed to give a strategic direction to improvement 
for the local community 

LSP Local Strategic Partnership 
Mandate The authority given by a representee permitting a 

representative to take certain actions on their behalf 
Marginalisation The process by which certain groups of people are, through a 

process of social exclusion, pushed to a position on the margins 
of society 

Members Used by VCOs to mean their clients/users, and by 
infrastructure bodies to mean their member organisations. But, 
often used in statutory organisations to mean the elected 
members of the Council  

Membership 
organisations 

VCOs  who are composed of individual members, who normally 
elect the Board  

Mentor A supporter and coach helping someone carry out their  role  
Micromanagement Where a person in a senior position over-controls and over-

scrutinises the work of another 
Mission The aims and reasons for which a VCO was set up; often 

summarised in a brief mission statement  
Monitoring Collecting information to determine progress of e.g. a project 
NCVO The National Council for Voluntary Organisations 
Palantypist A speed typist who types an almost simultaneous transcript of 

what is being said at events and meetings, the text being 
displayed on a public screen 

Private Sector See ‘Sector’. Profit-making is core to organisations in this  
Sector, profit being distributed to owners, or shareholders. 

Probity Acting in a way which cannot lead to any possibility of an 
accusation of a conflict of interest 

Public Sector See ‘Sector’. Organisations in the Public Sector, such as GOSE, 
have to exists by law, and their rules and responsibilities are 
determined by law (or statute). Also ‘statutory organisations.’ 

Quorate Used to describe a meeting attended by at least the minimum 
number of people required to make a decision (see ‘Quorum’) 

Quorum 

Region, as in 
"South East 
Region" 

The South East of England, comprising: 
• Kent (including Medway) 
• Surrey and East and West Sussex (including Brighton and 

Hove) 
• Hampshire and the Isle of Wight (including Southampton 

and Portsmouth) 
• Berkshire, Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire (including 

Windsor and Maidenhead, Bracknell Forest and Slough) 
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Milton Keynes, West Berkshire, Reading, Wokingham, 

  ata meeting; can be fixed number or a percentage of those
  entitled to attend and vote. 
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Representation The process where one person or group of people is acting, 
speaking or being present on behalf of another person or group.  

Representee The person or group of people who are represented 
by a representative 

Sector Any organisation can be defined as belonging to one of three 
sectors: ‘Public’, ‘Private’ or ‘Voluntary/Community’. ‘The Sector’ 
often means ‘voluntary/community organisations’.  

Shadowing Sitting in with  a person going about their daily work, to 
understand the role 

Social 
inclusion/exclusion 

A high priority concern of the European Union and the British 
Government : relates to the fact that people can be prevented 
from accessing normal community life because of disability, 
prejudice, unemployment. Etc 

Specs Short for specification, as in the characteristics need by a 
person in a particular role 

Stakeholders Anyone that has an interest or involvement in an organisation. 
The Stakeholders of a VCO could be its staff, Board. 
volunteers, service users, relatives of service users, funders 

Statutory 
organisations 

Organisations which the law declares must exist – local 
authorities, police authorities, and others 

Statutory sector All the statutory organisations considered as a whole 
Succession Where a person is about to take over the role another has 

performed. Succession Planning means helping the incoming 
person link with the outgoing one, so they can learn the ropes 

Toolkit An accessible set of implements, instructions and ideas  for 
busy voluntary/community sector workers to dip into 

Transparent A system that is open, honest, has clear procedures and does 
not make decisions in secret, is ‘transparent’.  

Trustees People responsible for controlling and governing a VCO. 
Sometimes called committee members, governors, directors, or  
by some other title.  

VCOs Voluntary and community organisations.  
Voluntary and 
community sector 

The wide range of voluntary and community organisations, 
considered as a whole.  All VCOs  meet three criteria:  
• They’re free to decide their rules, their purpose and 

whether they exist at all. 
• They must be controlled by volunteers (so their directors / 

trustees / management board are not paid). 
• They must not exist to make a financial profit (so any 

surplus they do make is incidental and re-invested in the 
organisation).   

 
Voluntary 
organisation  

Part of the voluntary and community sector, voluntary 
organisations are similar to community organisations but do 
have paid staff and written rules,  
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