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It's a giving thing

Employment of well-paid managers at a charity will always generate debate. But the sector, like business, often needs to call in expertise at short notice

· Liz Ford 

· Society Guardian, Wednesday 29 October 2008 

When it comes to working with people living with dementia there is a responsibility to ensure a good service is maintained at all times, says Andrew Ketteringham, director of external affairs at the Alzheimer's Society. So, when faced with a vacancy in one of its key roles, such as fundraising, the organisation often calls in an interim manager to fill the gap.
"Like any other business, we have a turnover of staff. Sometimes positions fairly important to the smooth running of the organisation need to be filled speedily."

Ketteringham says he believes more of the smaller charities, such as the Alzheimer's Society, which has 1,600 staff and an annual turnover of around £50m, are now using interim managers while they look for permanent staff. "My feeling is most charities of our size understand the business needs for maintaining functions of the organisation and, as a result, the occasional need for interim managers to be recruited."

The use of interim managers is becoming increasingly popular in the charity sector. A survey of 947 interims, conducted in the summer by specialist recruitment agency Russam GMS, found that postings in the charity and not-for-profit sectors had almost doubled in the past four years - from 4% in 2004 to 7% of all assignments in 2008.

Stephen Brooker, chairman of charities practice at Russam, says third sector organisations have changed a great deal in recent years as they become more involved in delivering public services. They are now under greater pressure to be more commercial and strategic in their work, and need people with the right skills to point the way.

"They [charities] are being asked to deliver new services ... However, there is a real shortage of skills to deliver these kinds of services in the sector, which is why interim managers are in more demand than ever before," says Brooker.

The nature of the jobs on offer to interims has also changed. "A few years ago interims were being used to boost incomes for charity shops, but things have progressed beyond recognition," he adds. "Charities now understand the benefits that interim management can deliver to their organisations and are using interims far more strategically."

As well as covering long-term staff absences, such as maternity or sick leave, interims are now being drafted in to work on major restructuring operations within an organisation, or to offer advice on how roles might change.

"Perhaps the chief executive, who has been there quite a while, leaves and the trustees think 'should we be running the organisation differently?' In the time they spend looking for someone with the right skills, they bring in an interim manager - not only to manage the shop, but also to give some thought to what is going on and make suggestions," says Brooker.

Make the difficult decisions
Stuart Cain, a director of BIE interim executive recruitment organisation, says that interim managers can make restructuring a department a smoother process, because they see the organisation through fresh eyes and are not involved in office politics. "People find it easier to listen to interim managers and follow directions of an expert outsider."

But while there are clearly advantages to hiring interims, some charities still struggle to justify costs. On average, interim mangers can cost charities around £600 a day.

"Anyone in the public sector, and that would include charities, clearly has to be more aware of who's looking at what they are spending," says Cain. "But the sums of money would be considerably lower than hiring a management consultant."

Keith Drew, interim chief executive at Forest YMCA in London, who has worked in the charity sector for more than 20 years, says it's not so much the cost of hiring an interim that should matter as the value for money the charity is getting.

"You should not bring in an interim manager unless you're very clear about the results you're trying to achieve," he says. "It's about value for money. You could look at it another way, can you afford not to pay the [interim] manager? What is the price of failure?"

At the end of his first year at the YMCA, Drew had boosted profits and had even managed to extend, rather than cut, services. "They have paid me a lot of money, but I have delivered them a lot of profit and stabilised the organisation. That's worth paying for, surely?"

Of course, working in a charity is not for everyone. Cain believes charity interims require extra sensitivity, as staff are often more passionate about their jobs than those working for private companies.

"It doesn't suit everybody. Some people will work purely in the private sector, saying there's no way they would want to work in not-for-profit organisations," says Cain. "But there are those who specialise in it and are extremely good at it."

For Drew, it is more important to deliver results, rather than worry about how he is perceived. "It's not about tiptoeing around. You get respect if you deliver what you say you are going to deliver."
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