
The Chief Executive or Operational Report 
To be an effective board you need clear, timely and comprehensive 
information. Your Chief Executive Officer (CEO) can help by providing an 
informative report. If you don’t have a CEO, you should ask for a report from 
the person who regularly undertakes key tasks.  

For smaller charities, where resources are limited 
and capacity is often stretched, it is particularly 
important to make sure that the board’s reporting 
requirements are proportionate to the size and 
scale of the organisation’s operations. Your 
CEO should be clear about the purpose of the 
information they are asked to provide. This might 
include agreeing: priorities for regular reporting; 
what can and need not be brought to the board; 
and a suggested length and format for the report 
that you both feel comfortable with. These will all 
help to ensure that expectations are clear and 
achievable. 

Why is it important?

A well-structured report will: 
MM Keep the board informed about the 

organisation’s progress against its agreed 
goals and strategy. 

MM Alert the board to opportunities and risks 
associated with future performance – so that 
the board can respond appropriately. 

MM Help shape future strategy and stimulate 
dialogue about the direction and priorities of 
the charity. 

MM Provide the means for the board to hold the 
CEO to account. 

Common pitfalls 
MM Random lists of what the CEO or staff team 

have been doing or who they have been 
meeting. 

MM A focus on past or current performance 
without looking ahead to future challenges 
and opportunities. 

MM Overly detailed or long reports filled with 
jargon, making it hard for trustees to home 
in on the most valuable information to give 
appropriate oversight and to be able to 
challenge. 

MM Selective rather than a balanced overview. 
MM Duplicate or conflicting information to that 

presented in other reports. 
MM Suggesting a change in policy, budget or 

strategy without adequate information on 
which to base such a decision. 

MM A lack of analysis – all data and no opinion or 
all opinion and no data. 

Possible format

You may find it helpful to think of the report as 
falling into three parts: 

1 Performance: giving an overview of activities 
and performance against the current 
organisational strategy as agreed with the 
trustees. This could include reporting against 
financial targets or if preferred this can be in a 
separate report. 

2 Early alerts: giving early notice of emerging 
risks and opportunities.

3 Insights and ideas: to stimulate strategic 
thinking and discussion. 



Section /Purpose Content Questions for Chairs to Consider

Performance report: giving 
an overview of activities and 
performance against the current 
organisational strategy as agreed 
with the trustees. This will include 
reporting against agreed activity 
and financial targets. 

A report of progress against agreed 
objectives and/or targets in a format 
that provides trustees with a quick 
overview, possibly in a scorecard or 
dashboard format.

CEO may adopt their own approach 
using for example standard headings 
drawn from the organisation’s 
strategy or business plan.

The narrative section should 
comment on areas that are going 
well and those that are not on target, 
focussing on what is being done to 
bring them back on track. 

Trustees play a role in recognising 
the contributions of individuals and 
or teams within the charity. You 
might ask the CEO to highlight this in 
their report.

MM Is information being provided 
in a format that is easy to 
understand? 

MM Is it presented with a balanced 
view of what is happening – the 
good and the bad? 

MM Are important strategic issues 
highlighted to ensure that 
trustees are focussing on the 
right things? 

MM Is there sufficient information 
to understand the implications 
of current performance against 
planned outcomes? 

MM When data is presented, is an 
analysis of the data provided for 
context and to aid understanding? 

MM Does the report give a rounded 
picture of the period?

Early Alerts: giving early notice of 
emerging risks and opportunities.

Information that identifies potential 
opportunities and risks at an early 
stage.  

It should cover both internal and 
external factors for example staff 
issues, funding opportunities and 
potential partnership activity. 

This section of the CEO’s report 
should raise issues that are not 
obvious from the performance 
report, including changes in the 
external context and wider sector 
issues. 

MM Are trustees made aware of 
issues to ensure they can prepare 
for both opportunities and 
challenges that may arise? 

MM Do the trustees have sufficient 
skills and expertise to make 
decisions on potential problems 
or should the board engage 
professional advice (paid or 
pro-bono) to support decision-
making? 

MM Are trustees being alerted 
to opportunities for them to 
support the interests of the 
charity through engagement with 
influencers, potential new donors 
and the wider community?

Insights and ideas: to stimulate 
strategic thinking and discussion. 

Comments on recent events, internal 
or external, can provide the board 
with insight into future trends, the 
ethos and values of the charity and 
future funding.

MM What issues arise that may be 
of strategic importance and 
therefore should be considered 
by trustees? 

MM Is there an understanding of what 
is strategically important aligned 
with the CEO/staff/volunteers’ 
view?




