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Appendix A – Governance audit
This governance audit tool has been designed as part of the
Making Local Food Work programme, to allow the assessment
of the overall governance of any community enterprise.
The functionality of the tool was adapted
from that used in the Social Enterprise
London diagnostic tool for support advisers
to assess the overall health of any Social
Enterprise. This additional tool may be
obtained from Social Enterprise London,
www.sel.org.uk
This tool has been further developed into
an on-line governance audit, which can be
found at: www.uk.coop/simplygovernance

How to use the governance audit tool
The tool may be used by a governing
body for self-assessment, but it was
designed to be used by a facilitator or
adviser working with a governing body.
A discussion with the governing body
is facilitated using the 9 sections in the
following pages. Each statement is rated
by the governing body as to how true it is.
For example, if the statement were
“Processes and policies are practised
and embedded in the organisation
and continuous improvements to them
are made”, then the following scoring
would apply:
1. Statement is false: e.g. there are
no processes or policies in place or the
governing body is not aware of any.
Choose this option also if the governing
body (or member of the governing
body) is unsure as to whether the
statement is true or false, as this is an
issue in itself;
.
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2. Statement is partly false: e.g. the
organisation is able to reference some
of the documents, policies or procedures,
but there is no evidence of these being
embedded or implemented in practice;
3. Statement is neutral: e.g. the
organisation has the policies,
procedures and documents in place,
and can reference them, but the
evidence of them being embedded
and live is weak;
4. Statement is partly true: e.g.
the organisation has relevant policies
and knowledge, but there is room for
improvement in terms of embedding
and using the processes, or undertaking
the actions; and
5. Statement is true: e.g. processes
and policies are practised and
embedded in the organisation and
continuous improvements to them
are made.
The results can be charted to create a
graphical representation of the overall
governance of the organisation, which
can then act as a catalyst for further
discussion between the adviser and the
governing body as to any actions or
further work required.

11.1: Structure and organisation

This section relates to the structure of the organisation. Here we assess the familiarity
of the members, and particularly the governing body, with the structure and governing
document in which the structure is defined.
Many governance problems have their roots in mistakes made at start-up. In the
excitement of creating the organisation, or the rush to submit a funding application,
the process is often poorly planned and the organisation may choose an inappropriate
structure.
Even when organisations are set up with appropriate structures, there are often
misconceptions and ignorance amongst members, staff, governing body members
etc. as to what the structure is and the implications thereof.

The structure of the organisation is fit for purpose.

The members of the organisation are familiar with the structure and
governance of the organisation.

The governing document is consistent with any other documentation
used in the governance of the organisation, such as secondary rules
policies and procedures, membership agreements etc.

The members of the organisation are familiar with their powers,
including how they can change the governing document of the
organisation or change the governing body.

The governing body is confident that the organisation is running in
accordance with its governing document.

Average score:
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11.2: Policies and procedures
This section explores the policies and procedures which the organisation uses to
supplement the primary governing document.
Problems can arise from of a lack of written policies dealing with, for instance,
grievances, disciplinary issues, member agreements, job descriptions etc. As a result,
people don’t know where they stand and the limit of their roles and responsibilities.
Where there is such a situation, there is a tendency for unspoken rules and “custom
and practice” to fill the vacuum, leading to further confusion. Different people within
the organisation operate different systems and new people become confused
and disheartened.
Lack of appropriate policies may also affect the eligibility of an organisation for funding
and even the legality of its operation.

The organisation is aware of policies that it needs to have in place.

The policies of the organisation comply fully with legal requirements.

The policies of the organisation are reviewed regularly.

The policies of the organisation are easily accessible.

Average score:
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11.3: Accountability to stakeholders
This section explores the relationship between the governing body and the wider
membership and the awareness of the governing body with regard to its responsibilities.
Stakeholders are defined as anyone who is affected by the activities of the organisation.
Here we are mainly concerned with accountability of the governing body to members
and also the accountability of the whole organisation to external stakeholders, such as
regulators and the tax authorities.
When the governing body does not represent the membership effectively and/or
the membership have little or no idea what the governing body is doing in the
organisation’s name and how it is arriving at its decisions, this can lead to a
“them and us” perception with all the associated knock-on adverse effects.
The organisation’s governing body also has a duty to ensure that it and the
organisation are legally compliant with regard to external regulators.

The members of the governing body are aware of their
responsibilities in law.

The organisation is fully compliant in its reporting to the relevant
regulators.

The organisation maintains appropriate records of members,
officers and the meetings of the organisation.

The governing body has all the information it needs to ensure that
the organisation is legally compliant and is “on course”.

The membership knows what the governing body does.

Average score:
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11.4: Membership participation and general meetings
This section explores the efficiency of the general meetings of the organisation. Ineffective
meetings often generate or reinforce poor member participation – a vicious circle.
Poor member participation, reflected in poor meetings and inability to recruit to the
governing body can, by default, be a problem for any member-based organisation
and a threat to its continued existence.
Membership apathy generally arises in two main ways:
1. Poor governance leads to disempowered and undervalued members who may
continue to receive membership benefits, but disengage from any democratic involvement
with the organisation, leaving the governing body to continue alone and unaccountable.
2. During the initial set-up a democratic organisation, based on membership
participation, may be created for altruistic reasons but, in practice, it may fail because
the members join for the benefits but have no interest in controlling the organisation, or
for other reasons, such as lack of time or geographical distance from meetings, which
make them unable to participate.
General meetings are well attended (here we are referring to meetings of
the whole membership, as opposed to meetings of the governing body,
which we'll address later).
Members understand the process at general meetings and how they can
engage with the internal governance of the organisation.
General meetings are well facilitated.
General meetings are effective at holding the governing body to account.
General meetings are effective at making decisions.
Any conflict at general meetings is handled constructively and in
accordance with the organisation’s policies and the law.
The timing and venues for general meetings are good.
Members feel part of the organisation.
Members have easy access to a copy of the governing document
of the organisation.
General meetings are called and held in accordance with the provisions
in the governing document.
Average score:
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11.5: Clarity of roles
In a flat non-hierarchical organisation roles and responsibilities can be harder to define
than in a more traditional hierarchical organisation. Responsibility is often shared and
there is then a tendency for individuals to fail to take responsibility, as they know others
will take up the slack. There is also a tendency to try to involve the entire organisation
in decision-making. This may work well in a small organisation, but as an organisation
grows, some decision-making must be delegated.
In this section, we explore the clarity of roles, their review, communication and any
associated training or induction.
Typical roles would be a particular job, volunteer, member or governing body member
or officer (e.g. Chair or Treasurer).

There are clear role descriptions available where appropriate.

The governing body is aware of any roles defined in the governing
document(s).

Anyone taking on a new role is thoroughly inducted into that role.

Role descriptions are easily accessible and up-to-date.

New members of the organisation undergo an induction process.

New members of the governing body undergo an induction process.

The organisation regularly reviews role descriptions.

Average score:
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11.6: Composition and recruitment of the governing body
Poor recruitment to the governing body is a major concern for any organisation; more
work and responsibility falls on a few shoulders, with the danger of burn-out, and the
organisation is less democratic.
Poor recruitment can also lead to founder syndrome where some members come to
dominate an organisation, as existing governing body members are forced to remain
in position. The governing body can also then become distant from the membership
and less accountable as a result.
Any organisation needs to be aware of its requirements with regard to the skills
balance required on the governing body and also the danger of over-reliance on
a few individuals.

The composition of the governing body and its appointment is
consistent with the governing document.

It is easy to recruit members to serve on the governing body.

The membership is fully aware of what it entails to serve on the
governing body.

There is a regular audit of the skills of the governing body.

There is an effective induction for new governing body members.

There is a policy for the training of governing body members.

Average score:
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11.7: Performance of the governing body
This section explores the competence of the governing body, and its awareness of
its strategic role and accountability.
The governing body members should have a basic level of financial and business
acumen in order to be able to scrutinise financial reports and determine whether
the organisation is on course and compliant with relevant legislation.
Members of a governing body should also be aware of their own duties and
legal responsibilities.

The members of the governing body are completely familiar with the
contents of the governing document.

The members of the governing body are fully aware of their duties, powers
and responsibilities.

The governing body has a good understanding of the current financial
health of the organisation.

There are accurate and up-to-date records kept in accordance with the law.

The governing body communicates regularly with the membership.

The governing body concentrates on strategic direction rather than
day-to-day running of the organisation.

The governing body regularly reviews its own performance or ensures
that its performance is reviewed.

Average score:
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11.8: Meetings of the governing body
This section explores the effectiveness of the meetings of the governing body as opposed
to general meetings of the membership.
It is important that meetings of the governing body are effective and well attended, both
from the point of view of the overall efficiency of the organisation and also to allow the
members of the governing body to discharge their duties effectively.
It is also important that the business of the governing body relates to the strategic
governance of the organisation and doesn't get bogged down in operational issues.

Meetings of the governing body are efficient and well attended.

Members of the governing body understand the process and
systems relating to meetings of the governing body.

Supporting documentation (agendas, reports, minutes etc.) is
timely, appropriate and circulated in advance.

The venues for meetings of the governing body are comfortable
and appropriate.

The business of governing body meetings is strategic rather than
operational.

Meetings of the governing body are open to all members.

Any conflict of interest is declared and dealt with in accordance
with the organisation’s policies and the law.

Governing body meetings are well facilitated (chaired).

Average score:
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11.9: Strategic planning and risk management
This section explores the strategic role the governing body plays in directing the
organisation.
The role of the governing body is to direct and manage the overall strategic direction
of the organisation rather than get involved in the day-to-day running. As part of this
strategic role, the governing body needs to monitor the progress of the organisation
on its “voyage” and also to “watch out for icebergs”.
In a smaller organisation, the governing body often also takes on the role of managing
the day-to-day stuff, but must not forget its primary strategic responsibility.

The governing body has a strong idea of the strategic direction of
the organisation.

There is an up-to-date business plan, which is a regularly reviewed,
working document.

The vision and direction of the organisation is reviewed regularly
with the membership.

The performance of the organisation is monitored against targets.

The governing body regularly assesses the threats to the
organisation, both internal and external.

Critical roles within the organisation are not overly dependent on
one or a few individuals.

Average score:
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11.10: Radar chart representation

informed decision to ignore it and have
documented the fact.

Plot the average values on the chart below
to create a graphical representation of the
governance of the organisation.
High points represent areas where the
organisation is performing well and low
points indicate areas of concern. Where
there is a low score, revisit that section in
the audit to see what was causing the low
score and either address that issue as an
organisation or, if you decide that the issue
is not relevant to your organisation, then at
least you’ve considered it and made an

You might like to repeat the audit as part
of an annual review of your organisation’s
governance. You can then see where you
have improved and maybe even use the
results as part of your organisation’s social
accounting.
Alternatively you can complete the whole
diagnostic tool on-line at:
www.uk.coop/simplygovernance

Diagnostic Results

1. Structure and organisation
9. Strategic planning and
risk management

5
4

2. Policies and procedures

3
2

8. Meetings of the
governing body

1

7. Performance of
the governing body
6. Composition of
the governing body
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3. Accountability
to stakeholders

4. Membership
participation and
general meetings
5. Clarity of roles
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