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Background

1. This paper reports the findings of a short benefits and impact analysis in 14 of the higher education institutions (HEIs), which provided most participants on the Governor Development Programme (GDP) in 2006. The findings have been derived from structured telephone interviews with representatives of those 14 HEIs, conducted between 17 September and 5 October 2007. A similar study of the 2005 GDP was undertaken in January 2006; reference is made to the findings of that exercise as appropriate.

2. The list of questions used as a basis for the telephone interviews is given in Annexe 1.

The Respondents

3. The brief was to seek information from the 15 HEIs which had provided the most participants on the GDP in 2006. Using a cut off of 7 participants at the 12 GDP events produced a list of 16 HEIs; it did not prove possible to conduct interviews with 2, so this report is based on feedback from the 14 HEIs listed in Annexe 2. 5 of those HEIs were pre-1992 universities; 7 were large post – 1992 universities and there were two non-university institutions.

4. Two of the individual HEIs – the Open University and the University of Wolverhampton – had been consulted as part of the 2005 study.

5. My conversations with the 5 pre-1992 universities were with 2 registrars and secretaries and 3 senior staff with specific responsibilities for supporting the council (at senior assistant registrar level). In the post – 1992 universities I spoke with 3 full-time secretaries / clerks; 1 registrar and secretary; 1 part-time secretary / clerk; one governor and one vice-principal. The representatives of the two non-university HEIs were both part-time clerks.

Timing of the Study

6. The initial contacts with the HEIs and many of the interviews coincided with the start of the academic year, a particularly busy time for senior university staff. Two of the contacts given had just retired or were about to retire, which added to the difficulty of making effective initial contact.

Summary of the Main Findings

7. The key findings of the study show

· Almost all HEIs consulted valued the GDP and commented favourably on its relevance, level and quality of delivery

· The GDP is of particular value for new governors

· HEIs seem to have developed better internal feedback systems than in 2005

· In most HEIs the impacts of the programme are more intangible than direct

· Time appears to be the principal barrier to participation, with current fee levels and location not being seen as significant barriers

· Almost all HEIs consulted are satisfied with the present nature and style of events

· There is general support for the provision of resource area guides and for the revised he governance web site.

Review of the Responses

General Levels of Satisfaction

8. The responses from governors in the majority of the HEIs consulted (11 out of 14) to the 2006 GDP events were favourable and positive. Many respondents spoke positively of the relevance, level and quality of delivery of the events. Their awareness – raising value for governors new to the sector and for networking for all governors was widely felt. There were 5 specific mentions of the benefits of the KPIs session in November. Many HEIs clearly regard the programme as a key adjunct to their internal induction arrangements. This broad level of satisfaction is generally consistent with the findings relating to the 2005 GDP.

9. One institution reported that it had not received any feedback from its participants on the programme. The feedback from one other was described as variable and one HEI indicated that the feedback was not particularly positive and that the events did not meet the needs of their Board members. In this institution it was emphasised that their external governors were senior figures in the commercial sector; it was not clear whether their disappointment with the events attended was due to the format of the sessions or the presenters. They had not derived any value from the networking opportunities.

10. Very few of the HEIs reported any critical or negative feedback. 3 institutions indicated that comments had been made at times by some participants that certain sessions had been “rather basic” or had “lacked pace”. One comment was made about the make up of groups (all the Welsh participants had been put together) and the timing of the student governors session (early September) was not good for one HEI.

Feedback Arrangements

11. 3 HEIs (all pre-1992 universities) did not seek feedback from participants at GDP events. The remaining 11 all sought feedback in some way – 8 asked for a short note or completion of a pro-forma; in the others there would be a discussion with the clerk. 5 of the 8 which requested written feedback reported difficulty in securing this from all governors. One HEI did not seek immediate feedback; rather it was used by the chair of the board in discussions with members prior to the end of their periods of office.

12. The feedback that was obtained following attendance was put either to the governing body (5 HEIs) or to a board committee – either the governance committee (or equivalent) or the committee whose work was relevant to the event attended (5 HEIs). The general impression, from this sample of institutions, since the 2005 study is of rather greater importance being given to feedback mechanisms.

Impact on the Governing Body

13. As in the previous study, respondents generally found this aspect difficult to assess. Some specific examples mentioned included the almost immediate use of information from the KPIs session by the governing bodies of 3 institutions; the value derived by student governors from “their” events and the energising effect on individual governors (2 HEIs). Most respondents, however, referred to more intangible impacts such as general awareness-raising; the value of the programme to add to the internal induction processes; and increasing governor willingness to contribute.

Selection / Nomination Arrangements

14. Almost all the HEIs consulted reported that the GDP circulars are sent to all governors, and expressions of interest are invited. One institution has a standing agenda item for its governing body on governor development, where the programme would be included. Most of the HEIs then rely on a self-selection system, with 7 reporting positive encouragement or targeting, particularly for “specialist” sessions (such as those for student governors). 2 HEIs see the GDP as a vital part of induction, so it is expected that new governors will attend the GDP when possible. One HEI has a system of “Lead Governors” and the appropriate lead governor would be expected to consider attending. Another HEI indicated that it would be more pro active in future in encouraging attendance by individual members.

15. Two HEIs mentioned the timing of the publication of the programme and urged that the published information be made available much earlier.

Barriers to Participation

16. 12 HEIs referred to time as the principal barrier to participation, both the general pressures on busy governors, many of whom had demanding professional lives, and specific clashes or conflicts of dates. In one institution it was indicated that the chair of the board was reluctant to add to the burden of governors already giving up a lot of their time to the institution. Travelling difficulties and distance factors were mentioned by 4 respondents. The cost of the events was not felt to be a barrier as long as the quality and value for money was regarded as high. These findings are very similar to those emerging from the 2005 review.

Location

17. As in the previous study, reactions to this question were mixed. London was, and would in future be, the most suitable location for 8 HEIs for full day events and those being held once only and those with a national target audience. For other institutions location was something of an issue, but not a major one. Ease of access, rather than the location was felt to be the key factor, and in London this was mentioned in terms of closeness to main line and underground stations. Alternative venues mentioned, particularly by HEIs in the midlands and the north, were Leeds, Manchester and Birmingham.

18. A major Welsh institution spoke of the importance of a mix of events – some which were available to governors from across the United Kingdom would meet certain of their needs, but there would also be value in there being events primarily for Welsh institutions. One such event had already been held and the appointment by the LFHE of Heather Graham as Associate Director for Wales was mentioned as a valuable means of facilitating more events focused on the specific needs of HEIs in Wales.

19. A related point was made by a major Scottish university, not in relation to the location of or access to events, but to their focus. It was put to me that as the policies and systems in England and Scotland continued to diverge there would be an increasing need to ensure that the content and focus of GDP events was not solely driven by English perspectives and priorities. Consideration might be needed of a mix of events, as in Wales, to meet all the development needs of Scottish governors.

The Nature and Format of Events

20. There seems to be general support for the majority of events taking a full day (mid-morning to about 4pm). Alternative formats, such as afternoon or early evening sessions are felt by some HEIs to be viable for those within easy travelling distance, but for many not regarded as a good use of governors’ time. One institution mentioned the value of an early evening event (starting at 4.30pm) organised by a major accountancy firm in Manchester, but the catchment area for that was very much the local region.

Fees

21. Current fee levels were not regarded as a barrier to participation by any of the HEIs consulted for this study. This is consistent with the results of the 2005 study. Most HEIs pointed out, however, that the cost to them included travelling and other expenses, but there seems to be a general commitment to the provision of funding for governor development, though very few of the institutions appeared to have a budget specifically set aside for it. The importance of maintaining quality and value for money was emphasised by most respondents. One HEI wondered whether discounts might be offered for multiple bookings for the same event or for regular use of the GDP programme.

Other Means of Enhancing Governance

22. A number of ideas arose from this question:

· 6 institutions mentioned the possible value of tailor made events, or the provision of consultancy advice for their governing body, though few appeared to have thought in detail about particular topics

· 4 respondents referred to the value of occasional events focused on the needs of particular types of institutions, such as modern universities, or those in Wales (the Welsh Secretaries Group was reported already to arrange governor inductions)

· one HEI wondered why the LFHE had a monopoly on the provision of governor development events, and felt that there would be benefits if there were more providers

· there was also thought by 2 respondents to be a need for the development of networks (including e mail lists), for chairs of boards (this may already be done through CUC, though that would not cover the GuildHE institutions), for governors of HEIs in geographically distinct areas, chairs of particular committees or for those clerks not members of AHUA (again this may already be underway)

· one HEI suggested sessions on issues related to higher education issues (eg the RAE, learning and teaching strategies), to help lay governors to be better informed about the core business of their institution 

· one HEI asked if sufficient copies of LFHE pamphlets for all board members could be provided, both to avoid the need for copying within the HEI, but also to ensure that all governors received an attractive, original colour brochure, rather than a photocopy.

Other Issues

23. The respondent from one HEI commented that the Leadership Foundation was not sufficiently aware of the particular nature of much of the post 1992 sector, and stated that there was a sense of the programme being rather out of touch with the needs of many institutions.

Guides for Governors

24. 7 respondents were very enthusiastic about the provision of guides for the main resources areas, with 2 not sure of their value or not in favour. The other 5 respondents were positive in principle subject to caveats about content, quality, and alignment with the CUC Guide and HEIs’ constitutional documents. There was one specific concern about a proliferation of guidance that tended, over time, to become almost mandatory. Almost all respondents favoured having both electronic and paper copies. Most indicated that they would be particularly useful for new governors, and could be used in conjunction with HEIs’ own induction materials.

HE Governance Web Site

25. Again, 7 respondents were very positive about the potential value of the he governance web site as a resource for governors, with 2 feeling that it would be of more value to clerks and other staff working in this area. The other HEIs were less enthusiastic, suggesting that many governors would not use it, because of time constraints or, in a few cases, a lack of familiarity with the internet. Of those institutions which were in favour 5 would wish to set up links from their own web sites to the site (though not many of the institutions consulted had governors secure intranets) and several emphasised the value of some form of pro-active flagging of changes and developments. The necessity of ensuring that accurate and up to date material was on the site was stressed, as was the importance of the Scottish and Welsh dimensions of the information and guidance.

26. One registrar and secretary did not particularly want any new provision, but felt that continuing the current provision was essential and concluded “keep up the good work!”

Mike Miller

15 October 2007








Annexe 1 - Questions for the 2007 Review 

of the Impact of the LFHE GDP 

1
In general, what have been the responses of your governors to the quality of the LFHE GDP events they have attended? Overall, what have they liked most about the events they have attended and why?

2
Is there any common pattern to what they have liked least in what they have attended, and if so what has it been?

3
In what ways have governors attending GDP events fed back issues to either the governing body or the clerk/secretary? If so, how has this been done and how well has this worked?  If not, what could be done to improve feedback?

4
Overall, what has been the impact on the governing body of attendance at GDP events?  What might (a) the LFHE, (b) other stakeholder bodies (eg CUC), (c) your HEI concerned do to increase impact?

5
How has the HEI selected/nominated governors to participate in GDP events (eg circulated info and waited for requests; tried to match governors to events; planned that one governor should represent the HEI concerned; etc)?

6
What are the main barriers to participation in the GDP by a broad range of governors from the HEI?

7
Location: Most events are held in London, although there has been some experimentation in holding events elsewhere.  Realistically (and allowing for events to be financially viable) is London the preferred location for most HEIs in future years?  If not what are the realistic alternatives (eg although regional events may appear initially attractive can adequate attendance be assured)?

8
The nature of the events: most are full day events as this seems to be preferred by a majority of those attending.  However, what other form of events or participation might suit the HEI concerned?


9
Fees: the LFHE has to move towards being self-financing.  To what extent was/is the daily fee of £325 in 2006 an obstacle to participation for the HEI concerned?

10
What else might the LFHE do to enhance governance by collaborating in some way with the HEI concerned?

11
What other issues are relevant to evaluating participation in future GDP events?

Other Questions About Governance Projects in 2007-8

12
In 2007-8 the LFHE and CUC intend to produce a series of easy-to-read guides for all governors on the main resource areas for which they are responsible: finance, audit, estates, HR, and risk.  HEIs will be able to use these in various ways including as part of their induction programmes for new governors.  Do you think:


a) That such guides would be useful for governors?


b)  In addition to being available as an electronic publication do you think that these guides should be available in a hard copy print version and supplied to all governors?

13
In 2007-8 the LFHE and CUC are also intending substantially revise, update and maintain the existing www.hegovernance.ac.uk web site, so that it becomes what was intended from the outset: the primary forum for providing information on governance to governors, secretaries/clerks, and senior managers.  Do you think:


a)  That such a web site would be useful for your own HEI?


b)  Are there any issues concerning the content and use of such a web site that would be particularly important for you or your HEI?

Annexe 2

Institutions and Officers Consulted

University of Abertay, Dundee

Professor Nicholas Terry






Vice-Principal

Aston University



Gareth Evans






Deputy Secretary

Birkbeck, University of London

Keith Harrison






Secretary and Clerk

Bishop Grosseteste Univ College

Fred Sweeting






Clerk to the Governors

University of Central Lancashire

Diane Halsey






Clerk to the Governors

University of Glamorgan


Leigh Bracegirdle






Secretary and Clerk

Leeds Metropolitan University

Steve Denton






Registrar and Secretary

Loughborough University

John Town






Registrar and Secretary

Nottingham Trent University

Richard Bullock






Chair of Finance Committee

Open University



Jane Duffield






Senior Assistant Secretary

Ravensbourne College of Design

Ruth Ord-Hume

and Communication


Clerk to the Governors

University of Sheffield


Sue Stephens






Senior Assistant Secretary

Thames Valley University

Ann-Marie Dalton






University Secretary

University of Wolverhampton

Tony Lee






Secretary and Clerk
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