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GOVERNANCE GUIDE
The policies every small charity should consider
You do not need a filing cabinet full of policies to run a small charity well. But a handful of core policies and arrangements are genuinely worth having — they protect people, guide decisions, and show funders and regulators that your charity is well run.
Why policies matter (and why they are not just bureaucracy)
A good policy is not paperwork for its own sake. It sets out, in advance, how your charity will handle something that matters — so that decisions are consistent, people are protected, and trustees are not making it up under pressure. Policies also provide evidence of good governance: many funders now ask to see specific policies before they will award a grant, and having them in place is a mark of a board that takes its responsibilities seriously.
The important thing is to be proportionate. Not every policy below is a legal requirement for every charity — the right set depends on your activities, people, premises and risks. But regulators and funders expect charities to have proportionate arrangements in the areas that apply to them. Aim for a small set of clear, genuinely used policies rather than a thick folder no one reads.
Core policies most small charities should consider
For most small charities, these are the areas to have covered first:
1. Safeguarding — every charity should consider safeguarding. Trustees are responsible for protecting everyone who comes into contact with the charity, including staff, volunteers and beneficiaries. The scope and detail of the policy should reflect who you work with, with particularly robust arrangements where children or adults at risk are involved.
1. Financial controls — how money is handled: who can authorise spending, how payments are made, and the checks that stop errors and fraud.
1. Conflicts of interest — how trustees declare and manage situations where their interests could clash with the charity’s.
1. Data protection / privacy — how you handle personal information about supporters, beneficiaries and staff, in line with UK data protection law.
1. Health and safety — keeping staff, volunteers and the public safe, especially if you run premises or events. A written health and safety policy becomes a legal requirement once you employ five or more people; smaller and volunteer-only charities must still manage the risks sensibly, even where a written policy is not strictly required.
1. Complaints — a simple, fair way for people to raise concerns and for you to respond.
1. Reserves — decide an appropriate approach to how much money you hold in reserve and why. Your annual report must explain the charity’s reserves position and policy, or state that it has no reserves policy.
1. Trustee code of conduct — the standards of behaviour expected of board members.
Useful, depending on what you do
Beyond the core set, add policies that match your actual activities and risks rather than collecting them for the sake of it:
1. A volunteer policy, if you rely on volunteers.
1. Equality, diversity and inclusion, to set out your commitment and expectations.
1. Investment and risk management policies, as you grow.
1. Expenses, social media, whistleblowing and lone-working policies, where they fit your work.
1. A fundraising policy, if you raise money from the public.
Keep them alive
A policy is only worth having if it is used and up to date. Give each policy an owner, set a review date (many charities review each policy on a rolling schedule so the whole set stays current), and resist the temptation to download a template and adopt it unread — a policy that does not reflect how your charity actually works can be worse than none at all.
Where to start
If you are starting from nothing, prioritise by risk. Put safeguarding and financial controls in place first, then conflicts of interest and data protection, then work through the rest. A short, honest policy you follow beats a long, impressive one you ignore.
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