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‘I quickly realised the Beacon Programme was everything I needed.’

‘It’s fantastic, without it I’d be lost.’

‘You are not on your own anymore.’

In Chairs’ own words



Background to Beacon

Association of Chairs’ (AoC) Beacon 
Programme was for Chairs and Vice 
Chairs of smaller charities with an 
annual income of under £1 million. 
Funded by the National Lottery 
Community Fund, it was a three-year 
programme which aimed to meet three 
key outcomes:

1. Chairs of small charities have the 
skills, knowledge and tools to be able 
to lead their organisations more 
effectively as a result of the 
programme.

2. Chairs of small charities have greater 
awareness of good practice and 
sources of support and improved 
confidence in their role as a result of 
the programme.

The Programme also sent out a monthly 
Beacon Bulletin, which aimed to provide 
an update about the programme’s 
upcoming activities and share resources 
and news relevant to Chairs and Vice 
Chairs of smaller charities. Whilst the 
programme’s activities were only open to 
those in a Chair or Vice-Chair role of 
smaller charities, anyone could sign up 
to the bulletin.

An Advisory Group made up of Chairs 
and Vice Chairs actively engaged with 
Beacon, offering expertise and guidance 
into its development and practice. 

3. Connections among Chairs made as
a result of the programme lead to
improved decision making and 
resilience to maximise the impact of    
Chairs and their organisations. 

The Beacon Programme launched in 
May 2018 and workshops started in 
September 2018. It was split into four 
modules, each of which was converted 
into a half-day workshop and a short 
interactive webinar, delivered by The 
Foundation for Social Improvement 
(FSI). 

A library of practical written resources 
backs up the content for each module 
and at the time of writing is still available 
from the Beacon resource bank on 
Association of Chairs’ website.
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The Beacon Programme has achieved its outcomes

• Chairs feel able to try new approaches and increase their effectiveness as a result of improved 

confidence, knowledge and skills 

• Chairs are more aware of sources of support and of good practice

• Chairs are better equipped to think strategically and address the opportunities and challenges 

their organisations face

• Chairs have appreciated the opportunity to learn from one another

• Chairs are trying out new approaches

A successful programme



COVID-19 response 

The COVID-19 crisis happened towards 
the end of the final year of the Beacon 
programme.

It is greatly to the team’s credit that they 
very rapidly adapted their working and 
delivery and were able not only to deliver
the remainder of the modules online, but 
also offer new and substantial support to 
Chairs in relation to COVID-19. 

AoC ran 30 COVID-19 support focused 
events from 20 March – 30 June 2020 
including regular peer support sessions for 
Chairs on Fridays, and developed new 
online resources. 

The COVID-19 related resources developed 
were immediately popular, with thousands 
of visits. 

AoC has been successful in an extension 
bid and uplift to the grant in order to 
explore and develop further peer 
support approaches for Chairs in 
relation to COVID-19. 

The bid also aims to  ‘feed into [the] 
longer term strategy of working with 
Chairs to nurture and develop peer-
learning and support.’ 

Comments from participants:

‘The AoC series throughout the COVID-
19 experience has been brilliant!  Keep 
doing what you’re doing.’

‘It was 100% superb. First time I have 
joined in anything with your 
association and {I was} very 
impressed.’
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Beacon in numbers and location

Programme reach (up to June 
2020)
• Chairs/Vice Chairs registered: 1,465
• Signed up to Beacon Bulletin: 1,604
• Resources downloaded: 6,152
………………………………………………………….

Workshop and webinar 
engagement 
• Beacon workshop bookings: 819
• Beacon webinar bookings: 786
• Beacon Chair to Chair bookings: 76
• Beacon online surgery bookings: 604 

(142 of which were COVID-19 focused 
on-line surgeries)

...................................................................

Workshop Locations

• Birmingham
• Bodmin
• Bournemouth
• Brighton
• Cambridge
• Leeds
• London
• Manchester
• Newcastle
• Peterborough
• Taunton

• Bishops Stortford (planned but was 
held online due to COVID-19)

• Leicester (planned but was held online 
due to COVID-19)

• York (planned but was held online due 
to COVID-19)

Reason for engaging with the 
programme (641 out of the total 
registered responded)
• I am a new Chair: 305 (48%)
• I wanted to access new resources: 243

(38%)
• I wanted to meet other Chairs: 60 (9%)
• Other: 24 (4%)
• I am in crisis: 9 (1%)
………………………………………………………….
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The Beacon Programme delivers

‘The Beacon Programme provided the 
scaffolding to help Chairs, in particular 
those new in the role, navigate the 
complex, unfiltered sea of information.’

‘Chairing a small organisation can be a 
lonely experience and it has been very 
helpful to have a source of support.’

‘The communication has been regular 
and varied and covered topics I might 
not otherwise have considered.’

Beacon participants

There were noticeably high levels of 

satisfaction:

• 100% of the final survey respondents 

were satisfied of which two thirds 

(66%) of final survey respondents were

‘very satisfied’ with the programme 

content and the service provided by 

AoC  

• 93% of attendees of workshops, 

webinars, online surgeries and expert 

insight sessions said they were ‘very’ or 

‘quite’ likely to recommend the session 

they attended  

• 78% of final survey respondents said 

they would turn to AoC for support at 

the end of the Beacon Programme
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Achievements 

Beacon has increased Chairs’ 
confidence, effectiveness and 
knowledge:

• Chairs have more knowledge 
about their roles

• Chairs are better aware of 
sources of support and of good 
practice

• Beacon has increased Chairs’ 
confidence and decreased their 
anxiety 

• Chairs are better equipped to 
think strategically and to address 
the opportunities and challenges 
their organisations face

• Chairs have appreciated the 
opportunity to learn from one 
another

‘I would highly recommend [Beacon] to 
other Chairs at any stage of their chair-
ship, as it provides very useful advice 
and support of best practice and up-to-
date thinking.’

Beacon participants

‘Beacon has expanded my range of 
sector resources to draw on.’

‘I feel more able to change how our 
meetings are structured and how I run 
them.’

‘It reinforced my thoughts about what I 
should be doing and how, as well as 
providing practical suggestions.’

‘I have more confidence. It has helped 
me put things in place to inspire the 
board.’

‘I found it really helpful to be able to talk 
to other Chairs and compare notes on 
the issues  we are facing. This 
conversation gave me more confidence 
in what I do.’
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Doing things differently

Chairs are doing things 
differently as a result of Beacon 

• Improved relationships both 
with individual trustees as well 
as with the CEO/Director

‘My relationships with trustees have 
improved, I have a better relationship 
with them and have regular one on ones 
now.’

• Reaffirming and pushing forward 
with organisational priorities

‘Attending the workshops has 
encouraged me to prioritise more 
effectively. For example, completing a 
strategic planning document we'd been 
working on for some time but not quite 
finishing.’

• Clearer delineation between 
operational and governance 
issues

‘The differentiation between 
management and governance decisions 
was very blurred within the 
organisation, with no clear agreement 
as to what is the board’s responsibility. 
Since doing the Beacon training we 
have had away days and meetings with 
the management team to clearly define 
this and ensure board meetings are 
covering what they need to cover and 
enabling the management team to make 
the management decisions.’

• Amending leadership style
‘I've realised that being a Chair does not 
usually mean leading from the front; it 
means offering a facilitative and 
collaborative style of leadership. In 
some rare instances, chairing does 
{however} involve leading 'from the 
front’.

• More focused meetings

‘We have restructured board agendas 
and the allocation of responsibilities.’
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4 key challenges

1. Skills are harder to acquire than 
knowledge
Trustee recruitment and developing the 
skills to chair meetings may require 
more opportunities to practice than was 
available through Beacon. Other 
elements that could be offered in future 
are ‘action learning’ sets and 
opportunities for further scenario-based 
learning.

2. Beacon’s reach was smaller than 
anticipated
Chairs as a group are hard to reach, and 
a key learning from Beacon is that word-
of-mouth was critical in encouraging 
participation. This makes reaching 
higher numbers a slower process than 
anticipated. 

3. Webinars were not as effective 
as workshops in raising knowledge 
levels
The qualitative data suggests some 
participants found the webinar format 
marginally more challenging to engage 
with. 

4. Very few Chairs have continued 
to stay in touch with each other
Just 16% of the final survey sample said 
they are still in contact with Chairs/Vice 
Chairs who they came into contact with 
on the Beacon Programme.
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4 key considerations for the future

1. A greater focus on skills 
development 
This might include some elements of 
further one-to-one support such as 
mentoring and coaching, to enable 
Chairs to develop and practice skills. The 
evaluation data suggests that younger 
Chairs, in particular, might benefit from 
this focus.

2. Further development of peer 
support 
Chairs have valued the opportunity to 
learn from one another, and the next 
phase of the programme should build 
upon the peer support element of 
Beacon. 

Increasing evidence from general 
learning demonstrates that cohort 
building takes considerable central 
capacity. 

3. Strengthening data management 
systems
AoC has had limited capacity to 
implement data management systems 
but is currently developing its IT systems 
which will strengthen delivery. Going 
forwards, having a system that allows for 
individuals to be traced as they access 
different services (particularly online) 
will enable organisational learning and 
the ability to create targeted 
communications. 

4. Ensuring the impact of COVID-
19 continues to be factored into 
AoC’s strategy and delivery
AoC has been successful in an extension 
bid and uplift to the grant in order to 
explore and develop further peer support 
approaches for Chairs in relation to 
COVID-19. 
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