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Guidance – Third sector leadership
For 20 years, ACEVO has focused on the skills, behaviours and competences particularly 
relevant to effective leadership in third sector CEOs. A brief overview is provided below for 
reference.

Three leadership spheres
CEOs have a crucial role within third sector organisations, acting as the link between the 
organisation’s board, and its staff and volunteers. This demands considerable competence 
for CEOs in governance, leadership and management. In general, they also have a significant 
public-facing role, acting as a public ambassador and champion for the organisation and  
its work.

Fig 1: The three leadership spheres of a third sector CEO.

 

The quality of leadership provided by a CEO therefore has a considerable impact on the 
interaction between the three spheres:

	 •		The	quality	of	corporate	governance	in	the	organisation	will	depend	on	the	CEO’s	ability	
to link board decision-making to the organisation’s staff, volunteers and other resources.

	 •		The	organisation’s	level	of	accountability	to	stakeholders	and	the	public	will	be	heavily	
influenced by CEO’s ability to link the organisation’s governance to the concerns of third 
parties.
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	 •		The	CEO	will	also	need	to	take	a	leading	role	in	linking	the	organisation	to	its	
stakeholders through communication and, in many cases, service delivery.

Behavioural characteristics
Research by ACEVO and Hay Group identified the following ‘menu’ of behavioural 
characteristics that may be particularly desirable in third sector leaders:

Emotional attachment
A strong emotional affinity with the raison d’être of the organisation. A passion for its beliefs. 
A desire to succeed for the greater good of the organisation. A high degree of personal 
energy and enthusiasm for the cause. Personal integrity. Trustworthiness.

Strategic perspective
Conceptual and analytical thinking. Recognises changes in the broader environment and 
responds accordingly. Keeps up to date with issues/current thinking. Responds flexibly whilst 
remaining mindful of the core mission of the organisation.

Visionary and inspirational communicator
The ability to paint a picture of the future that appeals strongly to others. Shows passion 
and emotion in visioning and representing the work of the organisation to others. A 
powerful communicator in all forums from one-to-one to public speaking. Visible and seen 
to speak out and represent the organisation.

Personal humility
Not in the role for self-aggrandisement. Wants to make a difference through others rather 
than by themselves.

Motivating a team
‘Leading from the front,’ i.e. being ‘out there’ with front-line staff and volunteers. The ability to 
‘make things happen’ - not just a cerebral person. Being seen to understand the problems of 
and support staff and/or volunteers in their work ‘on the ground’. The context that the team 
is working in may be significant. Motivating includes being able to help others to maintain 
their resilience and enthusiasm in what may be low paid/ ‘no paid’, difficult roles with poor 
working conditions/little prospect of promotion.

Networking
A structured yet opportunistic approach to identifying those whose support could be useful 
to the organisation and seeking effective relationships with them. Maintaining and building 
those relationships appropriately to increase the effectiveness of their own organisation. 
Actively engaging in groups/on committees that will usefully further personal network.  
At the higher levels, building alliances with other organisations to work together to fulfil 
mutual objectives. 
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Influencing
A strong desire and capacity for influencing others to further the mission of the organisation. 
Includes high level influencing – building coalitions, influencing through third parties etc. 
Politically astute: knows where the power lies and how to influence it. Excellent ‘antennae’ to 
pick up on background noise within the organisation.

Resilience
An ability to ‘bounce back’ quickly after setbacks; dealing with personal and emotive criticism 
that may be made public.

Self-confidence

Confident in highly visible and stressful situations, e.g. public forum, debates, media. Personal 
presentation: fulfilling the ambassador role confidently at all levels both internally and externally. 
Courage to take tough and unpopular decisions, to acknowledge when one has ‘got things 
wrong’.

Customer service orientation
A genuine empathy with the end-user and a focus on service delivery. An appetite for the 
detail of providing quality service.

Knowledge and skills
CEOs will need sufficient specialist knowledge of their organisation’s field of work to represent 
the charity credibly, and to show empathy with staff, volunteers and beneficiaries. Knowledge 
must be current. Breadth is often as important, if not more so, than depth, particularly from a 
strategy formulation perspective. CEOs must be able to make the connections between trends 
to undertake strategy formation.

Most third sector CEOs are likely to need a reasonable working knowledge of:

	 •	Strategy	formulation	and	strategic	planning.

	 •		Finance	and	financial	management.

	 •	The	fundamentals	of	company	and	charity	law.

	 •	Good	practice	in	governance.

	 •	HR	and	other	aspects	of	employment.

	 •	Communications	and	public	relations.

	 •		ICT	and	fundraising.

 


