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Introduction: What is a Friends Group and why set one up?

A Friends Group is a group of people who have an interest in the 
church building and in helping it to flourish at the heart of its 
community. Those who run and belong to the Friends Group may 
not all be members of the church congregation (indeed, if it is 
a chapel of ease or Festival Church, there may not be a regular 
congregation!). Some people may be interested in the heritage 
of the building; some may value it as the place where they were 
married or baptised their children; others may be keen to explore 
its potential to serve the community in new and different ways.   
All will value the building and its place in your community. 

Friends Groups support the Parochial Church Council (PCC) in looking 
after the church building.  Typically, they might:

•	 Help to raise money for and organise major fabric repairs and 
reordering projects.

•	 Help to undertake practical tasks such as cleaning and caring  
for the churchyard.

•	 Help the church to flourish outside service times, perhaps by 
creating heritage displays, running a series of events or launching 
a community project to help meet a local need (e.g. community 
hub, café, shop, pop-up Post Office, open work space...).

Forming a Friends Group gives your church community a fantastic 
opportunity to reach out to people beyond the congregation, warmly 
inviting their ideas, skills and experience.  A good relationship 
between the PCC and Friends Group is essential, as they will need to 
work together very closely.

Getting Started

While a Friends Group can bring many positives to church and 
community alike, setting one up should not be considered a light 
undertaking.  The responsibility for the care, maintenance, repair 
and insurance of the church is legally vested in the PCC, and this 
responsibility cannot be delegated.  The PCC will therefore be 
responsible for managing the Friends Group as a team of volunteers.

The first step to setting up a Friends Group is for the clergy, PCC and 
churchwardens to have a conversation about what such a group 
would look like in your local context.
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A note about Joint Councils

This toolkit is written for PCCs considering setting 
up a Friends Group.  If a legally constituted Joint 
Council is involved in the governance of your 
parish and, as recommended, the Friends Group 
is set up as a sub-committee within existing 
structures, the governance of the Friends Group 
will depend on the provisions of the Scheme 
making the Joint Council.  The Friends Group will 
be a sub-committee of either the Joint Council 
or the PCC, depending on which body is assigned 
responsibility for care of the church building.  If 
the Friends Group is a sub-committee of the 
Joint Council, it is likely that it will still relate to 
an individual parish or church building, and it 
may therefore be that informal business (such 
as information sharing and encouragement) 
could form part of the Annual Parochial Church 
Meeting, or Special Parochial Church Meetings.

The following questions might help guide you 
through this conversation:

PCC/Joint Council Discussion Questions

1.	 Why set up a Friends Group, and why now?

•	 What is the vision for your church in the short 
and longer term, and how does setting up  
a Friends Group sit with achieving that?

•	 Based on your latest Quinquennial Report, 
are there repairs to the fabric of the building 
that need addressing?  A few, relatively small 
“quick wins” can be a good place for a new 
Friends Group to start.

•	 Is there scope to explore opportunities for  
more creative/community use of the building?  
Once any repairs are taken care of, your 
Friends Group might support such projects.
Is there anything that the PCC has had on the 
backburner, and that a Friends Group could 
help you to pick up?

•	 Is there currently sufficient energy and 
enthusiasm among PCC or Joint Council 
members to give the Friends Group a 
supportive start?  Who will represent the  
PCC on the Friends Committee (at least  
one person)?

2.	 How will your Friends Group be constituted?   
It is strongly recommended that the Friends 
starts out as a sub-committee of the PCC, 
which is the simplest option in terms of 
administration and finance, allows the Friends 
Group to benefit from the PCC’s “excepted 
charity” status and demonstrates clearly the 
relationship between the PCC and Friends 
Group. See Appendix 1 for further information 
on Friends Group governance; and Appendix 
2 for a sample Terms of Reference. The 
remainder of this toolkit assumes that the 
sub-committee governance option has  
been chosen.

3.	 Who will be members of the Friends?  
Make a list of all those groups who might value 
the church and be interested in supporting it to 
flourish as a place of worship and/or a public 
space.  You might start with the worshipping 
community, but consider also the wider 
community, those who have been baptised/
married in the church, any groups that use 
church facilities, local heritage groups…

Once you have had this conversation, you should 
be ready to make an informed decision as to 
whether a Friends Group is right for your church  
at this time.  If it is, the PCC will need to make  
a formal resolution to set up a Friends Group  
to support the church.
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Engaging the Community

Once you have made the decision to try to set up a Friends Group, the next 
step is to float the idea with your potential membership to see if there are 
people interested in getting involved.  Good communications are essential 
here: some people will have pre-conceived ideas about Friends Groups (‘It’s 
just the church asking for money’; ‘They organise stuffy talks about the church’ 
etc.), so you need to be clear and enthusiastic about the opportunities that 
the group may bring, and to invite ideas and input from the community.  
Reaching out to the community also offers an opportunity to dispel any 
misconceptions about how the church building is funded and looked after.

You might engage with people in two ways, either by holding a public 
meeting or consultation (whether in person or virtually, perhaps via Zoom), 
or by writing to people and inviting feedback via a survey.  The former tends 
to be most successful, as it creates opportunity for creative conversation, but 
the latter is sometimes preferable – or you may do a combination of the two.

Detailed guidance on consulting your community and writing a survey can be 
found in the “Consulting your Community” and “How to write a survey” toolkits 
on the Rural Resource Hub.  To get you started, here are few key questions  
to consider:
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Next Steps

Once you have consulted your community in some 
way, you will need to go through their feedback 
to see whether there is sufficient support for the 
idea to set up the Friends Group.  You might invite 
interested parties to an “inaugural meeting” where 
a committee might be formed and initial activities 
be considered.

•	 Before any such meeting, it will be important to 
settle on the governance of the Friends Group, 
and to draft a Terms of Reference to be agreed 
and signed – we recommend that you use the 
sample provided in Appendix 2.  It will also 
be important to decide who from the PCC will 
represent the PCC on the Friends Committee.

•	 It is important to decide the process for 
electing committee members in advance.  It is 
recommended that the PCC appoints the Chair, 
who should ideally be somebody not already 
on the PCC – it would be wise to approach this 
person prior to the meeting.  The PCC should 
then determine the annual process for officer 
and committee nominations and elections; 
together with the notice period for anybody 
wishing to stand down during the year.

•	 It is important to emphasise to the new Friends 
Committee that the PCC is grateful for their 
volunteering, and that they are there to support 
them as needed.  It is also important that the 
Friends Committee understands what the 
Friends Group’s responsibilities are and how 
they relate to the PCC.  It would be a good idea 
for the PCC to consider some sort of annual 
gesture of thanks to the Friends.

•	 At the inaugural meeting, the new committee 
and PCC might discuss next steps together.  
You might cover the following questions in  
your discussion: 

Inaugural Friends Meeting Discussion Questions

1.	 How will governance, administration and 
finance work?

•	 Consider and agree the Terms of Reference, to 
be signed by both PCC Officers and the Friends 
Committee.

•	 What is the Friends initial budget for running 
costs?

•	 Who will the account signatories be?  There 
need to be enough to ensure that two people 
are available to sign each cheque.

•	 How often will the Friends Committee meet?

•	 How will the Friends Group report to the PCC/
JC? It is recommended that a Friends update 
be a standing item on the PCC agenda, that 
all Friends Committee minutes be shared with 
the PCC, and that an annual Friends report 
be presented at the Annual Parochial Church 
Meeting (APCM).

•	 How will the PCC keep the Friends Group up-
to-date?  Communications are likely to come 
through the PCC representative on the Friends 
Group.

2.	 How will membership work?

•	 Will members pay a subscription?  If so, how 
much and how often?

•	 Will they receive anything in return for their 
subscription?  Note that offering anything more 
than a newsletter in return for a subscription is 
likely to affect Gift Aid eligibility. See guidance 
at: www.gov.uk/government/publications/
charities-detailed-guidance-notes/chapter-
3-gift-aid#chapter-337-membership-
subscriptions

3.	 How will the Friends manage communications?

•	 Who will manage member records and mailing 
lists?

•	 How can people get in touch?

•	 Will they produce a newsletter - if so, how 
often and in what format?

•	 Will they have an online presence, perhaps 
a page on the church website or Facebook 
page?

•	 Will they hold a launch event?  Perhaps some 
sort of social occasion where people have the 
opportunity to find out more about the church 
and join the Friends Group? Launch with  
a splash if you can!

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/charities-detailed-guidance-notes/chapter-3-gift-aid#chapter-337-membership-subscriptions
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/charities-detailed-guidance-notes/chapter-3-gift-aid#chapter-337-membership-subscriptions
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/charities-detailed-guidance-notes/chapter-3-gift-aid#chapter-337-membership-subscriptions
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/charities-detailed-guidance-notes/chapter-3-gift-aid#chapter-337-membership-subscriptions
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4.	 What are the Friends’ priorities for the first few 
months?

•	 Is there a “quick win” that the Friends could 
start with: a job that has been pending for a 
while or a small project that needs minimal 
funds?  Being able to do something promptly 
will give the Friends a boost and perhaps 
encourage people to join.

•	 Are there any routine tasks that need 
picking up or supporting?  How will these be 
managed?

•	 Aside from any launch, what is the Friends’ 
first event going to be?  It’s a good idea to set 
plans in motion as soon as possible, so that 
they’ve got something ready to advertise at 
the launch.  Be creative, and think about what 
might appeal to your community.  See below 
for some ideas.   
 

5.	 What are the longer term priorities for the 
Friends?

•	 It’s a good idea to set goals annually, in 
collaboration with the PCC.  You might use 
the latest quinquennial report as your starting 
point, as a guide to where you need to focus 
your attention.

•	 Are there any major repairs needed?  You will 
subsequently want to look at possible funding 
streams.

•	 Are there aspirations for wider use or 
development of the church building?

•	 What might the Friends’ annual programme 
of events look like?  How many events is 
reasonable?  Try to have a range of things to 
appeal to different people.  Some events may 
be collaborations between the Friends and 
PCC/JC.  Ideas include:

	 - Heritage displays, talks and tours;

	 - Concerts and theatre;

	 - Pop-up café or pub;

	 - Festival events, e.g. Christmas Tree 
Festival or Craft Fair, Easter Egg Hunt, 
Harvest Supper or Ceilidh;

	 - Quiz/Games night or pop-up Escape 
Room.
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Appendix 1: Friends Group Governance Options

There are three ways in which Friends Groups 
can be constituted. Our recommendation is 
that groups be set up as sub-committees of 
the Parochial Church Council (PCC) or Joint 
Council (JC), for the reasons outlined below.

Before we set out the options, here are some 
key points to be aware of:

• However a Friends Group is constituted, key 
to success is a mutually positive and trusting 
relationship between the PCC/JC and Friends 
Group.

• The decision to set up a Friends Group rests 
with the PCC/JC – and so, in turn, does the 
decision as to how the group should be governed.

• Friends Groups exist to support the PCC/
JC in the task of maintaining and caring for 
the church building and churchyard.  Legal 
responsibility will, however, always rest with 
the PCC/JC, and so they will always need to 
approve any work to be undertaken – which 
must, of course, be carried out in accordance 
with Faculty Jurisdiction.

• The Friends Group will need to have funds 
available to run its administrative business.  
Monies raised should be passed to the PCC/
JC at agreed intervals for the undertaking of 
work involving the care and maintenance of the 
church building concerned.

• While Friends Groups may take the lead in 
putting grant applications together, these will 
always require PCC/JC sign-off.  Any grant 
applications should set out very clearly which 
funds within the PCC/JC accounts are available 
for work to the church building concerned, 
ensuring that an accurate picture of the funds 
available is painted.  Other funds held by the 
PCC/JC should therefore not prejudice grant 
applications.  

Option A (Recommended): Friends Groups as a 
Sub-Committee of the PCC or JC

•	 Administratively, this is by far the simplest 
option.  The PCC/JC makes a resolution 
to establish the Friends Group as a sub-
committee and sets out the terms of reference 
(these need to be carefully written, and take the 
place of a constitution – Appendix 2 offers a 
model that can be adopted).  

•	 The Friend’s Group’s objective is to raise funds 
for the fabric of the church: any money raised is 
kept in a separate, restricted fund in the name 
of the PCC/JC, and can only be used for that 
purpose.

•	 Key advantages of this approach are:

	 a) As a sub-committee of the PCC/JC, the 
Friends Group has more clout and carries 
more responsibility than it would as an 
independent entity, since it shares in the 
PCC’s/JC’s responsibility for the care and 
maintenance of the church building.  It will 
have representation on the PCC/JC, so can 
participate in decision making about how 
monies raised are spent.

	 b) Monies raised can be held in a restricted 
fund within the PCC/JC accounts.

	 c) The Friends Group operates under 
‘Excepted Charity Status’ as part of the  
PCC/JC.

	 d) The Friends Group does not require a 
separate constitution or Annual General 
Meeting – all this is taken care of by the  
PCC/JC.

	 e) As a sub-committee of the PCC/JC, 
the Friends Group is covered by PCC/JC 
insurance for all activities and events.

	 f) The majority of donations made to the 
Friends Group will qualify for Gift Aid through 
the PCC/JC, increasing the amount raised by 
25%.  This applies if the donor is a tax payer, 
or if the funds qualify for Gift Aid through the 
Small Donations Scheme.

	 g) Grant-making bodies understand PCCs/
JCs and their accountability.
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•	 Disadvantages are:

	 a) A Friends Group under the umbrella of the 
PCC/JC may be more difficult to promote as 
a secular group raising funds for the building 
alone – although this depends entirely on 
how the Friends Group chooses to promote 
itself within the community.

	 b) The PCC/JC is fully responsible for receipt 
and expenditure of funds.

	 c) The Friends Group has no executive 
powers for decisions on how any money is 
spent.

Option B: Friends Groups as an Independent 
Charity (Charity Unincorporated Association)

•	 In this case, the Friends Group operates as a 
separate legal entity with its own constitution.

•	 It must elect its own officers and has 
responsibility for its own governance.

•	 The incumbent and a representative from the 
PCC/JC should be members of the Friends 
Group’s Executive Committee.

•	 It must have its own bank account and, if 
annual income exceeds £5,000, it must register 
with the Charity Commission. It is then subject 
to the regulations of the Charity Commission 
and annual reports and accounts must be 
submitted to them annually.

•	 The Friends Group’s constitution must clearly 
state how monies raised will be spent, 
recognising that the ultimate responsibility 
for maintaining and repairing the building will 
always lie with the PCC/JC.

•	 Advantages of this approach are:

	 a) As a separate organisation, it may be 
easier to attract support from the wider 
community.

	 b) It can be easier to attract people to the 
various officer roles.

•	 Disadvantages are:

	 a) Can be lengthy and complicated to set 
up, with the risk of losing momentum.

	 b) The Friends Group must take responsibility 
for its own insurance.

	 c) The Friends Group must register 
independently for Gift Aid.

	 d) The Friends Group must have its own 
governance structure and elected officers 
(can be tricky in a small community where 
there are a number of local causes seeking 
support from a limited number of people)

	 e) The Executive Committee have all the 
personal liabilities and responsibilities of 
charity trustees.

	 f) The PCC has no control over the funds 
raised by the Friends, and would have to 
apply for funding for particular projects.  
Equally, the Friends Group cannot undertake 
any work to the church building without the 
PCC’s permission.  Things can, therefore, 
easily fall apart if excellent communication  
is not maintained.

	 g) If the Friends Group is not registered with 
the Charity Commission, there is a danger 
that the group could be classified as a club 
existing for the benefits of its members that 
was giving donations to the church, rather 
than having charitable objectives. This 
would make it liable to tax of income from 
its activities, and tax would be deducted at 
source on any bank interest. 

Option C: Friends Groups as a Charitable 
Incorporated Organisation (CIO)

•	 This is a relatively new structure for a charity. It 
is governed by a constitution prescribed by the 
Charity Commission.

•	 It must register with the Charity Commission 
in order to get a charity number and claim Gift 
Aid, and may register without having to reach 
an income threshold of £5,000.

•	 Advantages are:

	 a) A CIO can register as a charity without 
reaching an income threshold of £5,000.

	 b) Trustees have limited liability: they are not 
individually liable provided they obey the law 
and act in good faith.

	 c) There is no fee to set one up.

•	 Disadvantages are largely as in option B., 
above:
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	 a) The Friends Group must take responsibility 
for its own insurance.

	 b) The Friends Group must register 
independently for Gift Aid.

	 c) The Friends Group must have its own 
governance structure and elected officers.  
The Charity Commission provides a template 
which should be followed for a constitution.

	 d) The PCC has no control over the funds 
raised by the Friends, and would have to 
apply for funding for particular projects.  
Equally, the Friends Group cannot undertake 
any work to the church building without the 
PCC’s permission.

In addition:

	 a) A CIO takes a long time to set up, typically 
six months or more.

	 b) Funders are not always as familiar with 
this governance structure, and so it may be 
harder to raise funds from trusts.

	 c) Trustees are responsible for running the 
organisation, and the membership doesn’t 
have voting rights.
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Appendix 2: Sample Terms of Reference for a Friends 
Group as a Sub-Committee of the PCC

FRIENDS OF XXXXXXXXXXXX CHURCH

1. NAME 

The name of the association is the Friends of 
XXXXXXXXXXX Church (hereinafter called ‘The 
Friends’.) 

2. OBJECTIVES 

a) To support in the practical care and 
maintenance of XX XXXXX Church (hereinafter 
called ‘the Church’).

b) To raise and administer funds for the 
maintenance and improvement of the fabric 
and contents of the Church.

c) To support the development of the Church 
building for secular events alongside regular 
worship. 

d) To encourage enjoyment and appreciation of 
the Church and its use by the whole community.

3. MEMBERSHIP

a) The Friends will operate as a sub-committee of 
the Parochial Church Council (hereinafter called 
‘the PCC) of the Church.

b) Any person who supports the objectives of The 
Friends may become a member through the 
completion of a membership form.

c) The Friends will have in place a Committee 
consisting of a Chairperson, Treasurer, Secretary 
(the Officers) and a minimum of two additional 
members, at least one of whom should be a 
member of the PCC, to manage the affairs of 
the Friends. 

4. OFFICERS AND COMMITTEE

a) An Annual Meeting of the Friends, at which 
Officers and Committee Members will be 
elected and an annual report be presented, will 
be held each year.  This may take place in the 
context of the Annual Parochial Church Meeting 
(hereinafter called ‘the APCM’).

b) If the Annual Meeting of the Friends is to take 
place in the context of the APCM, the timing of 
and notice period for the meeting should be 
in accordance with the requirements of the 
Church Representation Rules.

c) The Friends Chair will be appointed by the 
PCC, but should not be an existing member. 
The process for electing the other Officers and 
Committee Members will be determined by the 
PCC, as will the notice period for any Officer 
or Committee Member wishing to stand down 
during the year.

d) The Friends Committee will meet at regular 
intervals during the year; a minimum of three 
members are required for a quorum. Decisions 
will be made by simple majority.

e) At least one week’s notice should be given for 
any meeting of the Committee. 

5. ADMINISTRATION 

a) Ultimate responsibility for all matters relating to 
the church and its upkeep is vested in the PCC.   

b) Funds raised by the Friends will be placed in a 
restricted fabric fund within the PCC accounts.  
An existing fabric fund may be adopted for 
this purpose, unless it is bound by very specific 
restrictions.
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c) The Friends’ Treasurer will be responsible for 
maintaining day-to-day financial records, but 
separate annual accounts will not be required.  
Rather, it is recommended that the formal 
year-end PCC accounts be presented by fund, 
so that Friends funds are clearly demarcated.  
These will be examined as part of the PCC’s 
annual independent examination.

c) There must be sufficient signatories to enable 
two individuals to sign every cheque; the ideal 
number would be four.  The Friends Treasurer, 
in consultation with the PCC Treasurer, will hold 
sole responsibility for all banking arrangements, 
and will report any financial activity to the next 
Friends Committee meeting.

d) Friends running costs will also be drawn from 
the restricted fund and a level of expenditure 
which can be undertaken without prior 
agreement of the PCC will be agreed with the 
PCC on an annual basis. 

e) The Secretary shall be responsible for recording 
all proceedings and resolutions of committee 
meetings and annual meetings.  Minutes will be 
presented to the PCC and an update from the 
Friends should sit as a standing item on every 
PCC agenda.

6. DISPUTES

a) If a dispute arises between members of 
the Friends about the validity or propriety of 
anything done by the members under these 
Terms of Reference, and the dispute cannot 
be resolved by agreement, the parties to the 
dispute must first try in good faith to settle 
the dispute by mediation before resorting to 
litigation.

7. WINDING UP

a) In the event that the Friends Group ceases 
to function, funds raised will continue to be 
restricted for the fabric of the building and 
responsibility will pass back to the PCC.

8. AMENDMENTS

a)  Any amendments to the provisions in this 
document are the decision of the PCC, and 
may be made by majority agreement at a 
PCC meeting or the Annual Parochial Church 
Meeting.

9. ADOPTION OF THESE TERMS OF REFERENCE

These Terms of Reference were adopted on 
……………….............… by the PCC officers and Committee 
members whose signatures appear below.


