
 

 
Trustee-in-training recruitment, 2021      
Additional information 
 
 
In 2021 we decided to experiment with how we approach board recruitment, and opened up our 
process to look not just for trustees but also for what we’ve called ‘trustees-in-training’. To help 
others who might be interested in doing something similar, here’s a bit more of the detail. 

The application process 

In the initial application we asked trustee and trustee-in-training applicants just three questions. 
These were: 
 

• Why are you applying for this role, and which element do you feel would be the most 
challenging for you if appointed? 

• What excites you about the Lab’s work? What role do you see the Lab's values playing in 
this work? 

• What do you feel is the most important contribution you could make to the Lab’s work?  
 
One thing that became obvious was that calling the role ‘trustee-in-training’ led some people to think 
we were some kind of general training organisation. For those candidates, they were surprised by 
the specificity of the questions. We know the questions are hard, but the trustee-in-training role is 
not a generic training programme, and while we want to help open up the sector we can only do that 
in the context of our work and our charitable purpose – so we needed to know the applicants 
understood and cared about our work, and had reflected on how they might be able to support it. 
 
We had 78 applications to trustee, trustee-in-training and also board advisor roles, of which 22 were 
for the trustee-in-training role specifically (and many others were open to more than one role). We 
were looking for a maximum of five people across all three roles, so with this number of applicants 
even strong candidates were rejected at this stage – which we let them know. 
 
We invited nine candidates to interview: five for trustee roles and four for trustee-in-training roles 
(board advisor discussions took place after the trustee appointments). 

Interview one 

Interview one was competency-based, which again a few people found unexpected – as they were 
more used to trustee appointments being confirmed through an informal chat. Once we explained 
why we do this, the reaction was more positive.  
 
To explain: we use the competency format (with a clear marking scheme) to help combat 
unconscious bias and ensure we assess all candidates fairly. One challenge for us was how to 
amend the marking scheme for trustees-in-training as opposed to trustee applicants. We knew that 
holding them to the same requirements in every question would be contrary to our stated aims. Put 
simply, what is the point of encouraging less experienced applicants to apply only to reject them at 
interview because they have less experience?  
 
In the end, some questions – such as those around equality, diversity and inclusion – were kept the 
same for all candidates. However, for a couple of questions we adjusted the marking scheme 
slightly for trustees-in-training, for example not expecting them to have such a developed 
understanding of what the role of a trustee might entail. 
 



Interview two 

We took six candidates through to the second stage (a mix of trustee and trustee-in-training 
applicants), only inviting candidates we felt were appointable. We firmly believe interviews should 
be as much for the candidate as for us, and so for stage two we invited all six candidates at the 
same time, along with some of the board and team, and held a session akin to a (short) board 
meeting to help candidates get a sense of what being on the board would be like.  
 
We had three aims for this session: 
 

• To see how they participated within a group of peers (looking for contribution without 
dominating, and demonstrating our values)  

• To help them get a taster of board meetings, and demystify these a bit for their future 
applications 

• To offer an experiential insight into the Lab’s culture 
 
The session – which took place on Zoom – included a short discussion in two break-out groups, 
considering a live topic for the organisation (in this case, our environmental policy). Each group 
included a Lab team member, to observe and gently keep the groups to time.  
 
After the exercise each candidate had a two-minute solo debrief with the team member who had 
observed their group, while the remaining candidates could ask questions of our Chair. The 
questions we asked in the debrief were:  

(i) Leaving aside the content of your contribution, how did you feel you worked with the 
other members of the group? 

(ii) Are there any other reflections you want to share?  
 
This proved to be a nice opportunity to check in with the candidates, and helped make the session 
feel more personal, despite having all the candidates in the same ‘interview’. 
 
This was the first time we had tried this format for trustee appointments and we found it an effective, 
and very warm-feeling, session. It was also a blessing for a time-poor team, as it required just one 
session rather than six individual interviews! 

What was the outcome? 

As a result of this process, we have welcomed not five but six people to the Lab: two new trustees 
and four trustees-in-training. You can read more about them here. These are the very best from an 
incredible pool of applicants – and they are very far away from the ‘pale, stale, male’ cohort the 
charity board member statistics would lead us to expect. Even though, yes, one of the new joiners is 
one of our Davids… 
 
Since they joined us in November we’ve created a development framework specifically for the 
trustees-in-training, to guide and support them across the year. We’ve also held an initial reflection 
and learning session for the mentors, which has also helped us understand what we would do 
differently in future around the onboarding. We’ll review the programme more formally at the end of 
the 12 months and share more of our documents and lessons then. If you would like to learn more 
in the meantime, please do get in touch (via hello@financeinnovationlab.org). 

A final note: why does diversity matter to the Lab? 

The Finance Innovation Lab is focused on transformative financial systems change. This means 
deep, lasting change in the financial system that impacts mental models, and power dynamics, 
through strategies and programmes that explicitly recognise the need to address power 
(im)balances and build power to transform the current system. Justice, equity, diversity and 
inclusion are core to recreating the financial system so that the system itself promotes equality, 
diversity and inclusion and fixes the ills created by a lack of diversity of agents and actors. You can 
read more about why this is central to our work here and here. 

https://financeinnovationlab.org/welcome-to-the-labs-new-trustees-and-trustees-in-training/
https://financeinnovationlab.org/about-us/our-strategy/
https://financeinnovationlab.org/black-lives-matter-and-financial-systems-change/
https://financeinnovationlab.org/deep-historical-roots-racial-injustice-in-the-financial-system/
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