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With interchangeable terminology this can sometimes be a challenging area to make sense of when you 
are starting out!    
 
Below are the main structures for organisations within the Voluntary Sector. 

 
Voluntary or Community Group 
This is a smaller group with a constitution, bank account, management committee and an income of less 
than £5K. The constitution is usually a few pages and an example of a small group’s constitution is 
available to download from the Charity Commission.  The people running the organisation are usually 
referred to as a Management Committee and the governing document is known as your constitution. 
 
Charitable Trust 
This is usually organisations where there is no need for a membership so they are essentially 
undemocratic, whereby trustees are the only people with the powers to make decisions for the trust.  A 
charitable trust is often a small group of people who want to manage money or property for a specific 
charitable purpose. The governing document is usually referred to as a Trust Deed or Declaration of 
Trust and the people running the organisation as the Trustees. Again, there are example governing 
documents on the Charity Commission website. 
 
For the above two structures you are not required by law to gain approval of any kind or to 
register with any regulatory body. 
 
Registered Charity 
If you have over £5K of income then you are able to register as a charity with the Charity Commission. 
However, if you generate over £10K of income then it is mandatory that you register. Once registered, 
you will be given a charity number, which needs to be inserted onto all stationery. As a registered charity 
you are regulated by the Charity Commission and the Board of Trustees is responsible for submitting an 
annual return and accounts. 
 
 

 
The above are all examples of unincorporated organisations.  The main advantages of being 
unincorporated are that set up and wind up is relatively easy, quick and cheap and unless registering as 
a charity there is no involvement from an external agency.  The disadvantage is that the organisation 
cannot in most cases own property, employ staff or enter into legal proceedings in the organisation’s 
name but only in the name of the individuals (trustees) representing it and this means that the trustees 
have a personal liability.  Limited trading is allowed as long as it is within the organisation’s charitable 
objectives but not as freely as the incorporated Community Interest Company model would allow.   
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When an organisation wants to employ staff, own property or enters into large scale contracts it is 
advisable to look at incorporation by becoming a Limited Company or a Charitable Incorporated 
Organisation. 
 
Limited Company 
This entails setting up a new company with Companies House and then re-registering with the Charity 
Commission who issue a new charity number.  It means that you report to both Companies House and 
the Charity Commission and are governed by both company law and charity law, known as dual 
regulation. The governing document is known as a Memorandum & Articles of Association and the 
people running the organisation are usually referred to as the Board of Directors. Companies House has 
strict reporting deadlines for annual returns and accounts to be submitted and not meeting these 
deadlines incurs fines. 
 
Charitable Incorporated Organisations  
Until recently the only way to incorporate and have limited liability was through becoming a limited 
company as noted above, however a new legal structure known as a Charitable Incorporated 
Organisation has now been introduced.  This new legal framework received final approval in December 
2012 and is now in the process of being phased in. By and large, the new framework makes it easier for 
registered charities to incorporate and limit the personal liability for trustees without the need for dual 
registration or the complexities of company law. A factsheet covering Charitable Incorporated 
Organisations in more detail is available as part of this series. 
 
Community Interest Company (CIC) 
A CIC is regulated by Companies House and the CIC regulator and is a legal framework that 
communicates an organisation is a social enterprise.  As per the limited company, the governing 
document would be known as Memorandum and Articles of Association and the organisation would be 
run by a Board of Directors. CICs can operate more commercially than charities as they are not tied in to 
trading within their charitable objectives, however they do not have the corporation tax advantages and 
rate relief benefits of being a registered charity. The CIC Regulator requires an annual report to be 
submitted. 
 
Industrial & Provident Societies (IPS) 
The Prudential Regulation Authority is the regulator for IPS and they are incorporated organisations.  
Although they are likely to have charitable objectives, they are unable to register with the Charity 
Commission and their governing document is referred to as Rules. 
 
 

 
The above four structures are all examples of incorporated structures. 
 
The main advantages are that directors are protected from personal liability as the organisation is an 
entity that can own property, employ staff, enter into contracts and legal proceedings.  They all have a 
more complex governing document that might well warrant legal advice and are subject to more controls 
than the unincorporated structures. 
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AN IMPORTANT NOTE ON LIABILITY 
 
In an unincorporated organisation it is the Trustees who make decisions and carry out activities on 
behalf of the charity, so with this comes a personal liability where the trustees are accountable for their 
decisions.   
 
In an incorporated organisation, the company is an entity and as an entity it can own property, employ 
staff and enter into contracts.  It can also take legal action in the company name or have legal action 
taken against it in the company name so there is limited liability for individuals and the liability rests with 
the company. 
 
It is important to remember that this liability exists within the law so if a director is acting fraudulently 
then there will be personal liability and in a charity if an individual is acting within the law then there will 
not be a personal liability issue. 
 
 
Useful websites: 
 
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/companies-house 
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/charity-commission 
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/office-of-the-regulator-of-community-interest-
companies  
http://www.bankofengland.co.uk/pra/pages/default.aspx 
 
 

SLOUGH Get Involved is an infrastructure organisation that provides support to the 
voluntary sector in Slough. However, we cannot offer legal advice – for such you 
should consult a legal expert. 
 


