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Governor Development:

A Report on a Survey of Chairs of Governing Bodies

of 25 Higher Education Institutions 

Dick Coldwell                                  

This report provides feedback from a survey of the views of Chairs of Governing Bodies of 25 Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) on Governor Development. Those institutions selected for this particular survey were from the group having low levels of participation in recent Leadership Foundation programmes for Governors.

Methodology

1. The information in the report has been derived from structured telephone interviews with Chairs which took place during October and November 2007.  

2. All Chairs in the sample of 25 were circulated with a letter explaining the nature of the project, together with a background note on work currently being conducted collaboratively by the Leadership Foundation and the Committee of University Chairmen on Governor Development.  

3. Once contact had been established, a copy of the questions to be raised was sent (see Annex A) in advance of the pre-arranged telephone conversation that then took place.

4. Every effort was made to establish contact with Chairs of Governors, given their responsibility under the CUC Governance Code of Practice for ensuring that governor development takes place.  In one or two instances where a Chair had just taken over or where the Deputy Chair tended to handle issues of this kind, conversations took place with Registrars/Secretaries or with the Deputy Chair.  In five cases written responses were provided and in one case (where there had been recent changes both in the VC and Chair and where no Secretary was in post) there was a nil return. A list of respondents is attached at Annex B.

Summary of Responses

The findings, which have been anonymised, are set out below in the order which reflects the areas of questioning in Annex A - which formed the structure for the discussion with Chairs.  

Governor Induction 

1. All of the HEIs in the sample run some form of governor induction. This is not normally compulsory (perhaps reflecting the fact that nearly all governors are voluntary) but governors are encouraged to participate. The main elements of these programmes are usually briefings on, or tours of, the institution; presentations on governance; introductions to academic structures; and presentations on strategy and finance.  A few institutions provide a system where governors can select different elements according to their interests and backgrounds.  Most briefings are face to face but some are in paper form. 

Some HEIs actively involve Chairs, VCs, Secretaries/Registrars and other members of the senior Executive team in the induction. One institution provides an 18 module programme with a spread of briefings on the institution and on wider external issues - while others emphasise early involvement in governance activities so that new governors ‘learn through doing’.  Several respondents mentioned that they had recently improved their induction processes and that the response to this from governors had generally been very positive.  In some cases there were opportunities for governors to gain experience, through being co-opted onto committees or via experience on Courts, before they later take up positions on governing boards.  

Internal Governor Development:

2. Several Chairs (7 out of 23) said that they have an explicit policy or statement on encouraging governor development or run formal programmes of internal governor development.  However most institutions operate ‘implicit’ governor development through  continual updating of governors on key issues - much of which often occurs around formal meetings of governors or at away days.   Those institutions with a higher frequency of meetings have more ‘contact time’ with governors and hence usually more opportunities for updating governors. A few institutions do little by way of governor development, but several are now putting in place more active programmes, following recent reviews of governance.

While governor development is often not seen as an explicit priority it generally appears to be reasonably high on the agenda for both the VC and the Chair – sometimes being expressed as ‘getting the best out of governors’. Governors are usually expected to take part in such activities though again, given their predominantly voluntary status, this is not compulsory.  

There is a wide spread of practice.  A large number of institutions brief governors on issues and any contextual matters as they arise.  Some others are more pro-active. Three Chairs, for example, reported that they encourage or facilitate governor development through discussions which are conducted with individual governors once a year.  One institution provides an annual half day training event for governors as well as a monthly newsletter on issues seen as important for governors.  Another ensured updating and engagement with governors by briefing them  early in the process of decision making and by engaging them on a wide range of issues during informal board meetings and away days held in addition to the annual cycle of formal board meetings.  Several HEIs provide special packages or briefings for particular governors e.g. for those with lead responsibilities or specialist roles (such as audit), sometimes doing this through collaborations with other universities.  A few institutions in the sample also have active inter and intra net access for keeping their governors updated. Some provide broad programmes for all governors while others operate a menu approach for individual governors.

Several respondents stressed the particular importance of strong support from the Executive team for governor development to be a real success - and some (through governor questionnaires and reviews) ask governors whether they would wish to have any training or governor development.  Institutions in Wales can also take advantage of an all Wales event as part of their governor development programmes – which is now being offered in both North and South Wales given travel time constraints.  HEIs in Northern Ireland also conduct some elements of their programmes in conjunction with other institutions there and some separate arrangements also exist in Scotland.

Records of Governor Development

3. 
Seven institutions have records, of which Chairs are aware, of how many  governors undertake governor development activities outside the institution.  Where there were records they showed attendance of between two and six governors – the highest figure including governors attending a session on audit matters.

Possible Constraints on Governor Development

4. 
Time constraints seem to be the most significant barrier to participation in governor development, especially if it is occurring outside the institution. Governors are, almost by definition, busy people with many other commitments.  There do not seem to be many other constraints although distance from London, where programmes are often put on, can be a problem for some HEIs - especially those that are most geographically remote - both in            terms of the cost and the time involved in travelling and attending.  Those institutions most subject to such constraints sometimes  select to provide much of the development themselves, or in collaboration with other institutions (those either close by or of a similar kind), although here again resources can be an issue.   

Only two institutions report having an explicit budget for governor development activities – although some are now looking at this possibility.  However, the cost of the programmes offered to governors by the LFHE is not generally seen as being problematic – though five institutions do find the programmes expensive and several are concerned about value for money.   

Communication concerning Leadership Foundation programmes

5.
Communication about these programmes is generally seen as being clear. However it is not always seen as being ‘high profile’, or as being  attractively presented. Information is often, but not always, fed through to governors within HEIs but is not often discussed - while a few HEIs target information to particular individuals or groups.  The area of internal  communication and discussion is one which some chairs feel could be improved.

Content and Quality of LFHE Programmes

6.
The content of LFHE programmes is generally seen as being useful but not necessarily focused on the areas of greatest interest.  Some Chairs feel that their governors are already familiar with many topics and do not need some of the programmes on offer – some others (especially specialist or church affiliated institutions)  feel the programmes do not always meet the particular needs of their HEIs. Chairs interviewed normally did not have much data on the quality of LFHE programmes but where they did they were generally broadly content – some suggested that the programmes had benefited from feedback from governors over the recent past.

Locations and Timings of LFHE programmes

7.
Locations and timings of LFHE governor development programmes are seen by most institutions as being broadly acceptable, if not ideal.  However several HEIs distant from London  expressed a preference for more local or regional provision.  As far as timing is concerned while some think half day or two hour programmes might be better, others suggest that those travelling long distances would not find it cost effective to come for such a short period. The situation in Scotland is rather different with some programmes being provided specifically for Scottish governors. 

Suggestions for future LFHE or CUC Programmes

8.
Many different suggestions were made about possible future governor development programmes by the LFHE or the CUC.  They are grouped below, for ease of reference, under three headings.


a) Suggestions Regarding the Content of Programmes

· Several Chairs expressed the view that the LFHE should develop programmes on questions of more immediate relevance to governing bodies such as regulatory, political and funding issues which form such an important context for strategic decision making.  Governors are seen as needing this rather than more general  presentations on governance (where they are already often experienced). 

· One Chair suggested briefings on issues such as ‘what makes for a high performing board’ and  also suggested that the sector might gain from looking at practices in other organisations – for example, at what the Kings Fund provides for boards in the health service.

· Another respondent indicated that it would be useful to have briefings and discussion amongst colleagues about merger and collaboration matters – as these often becomes  key issues for governors.

· Some also identified globalisation and internationalisation as issues which should be covered, including questions relating to an assessment of the international environment in which HEIs operate. 


b) Suggestions Regarding the Style and Presentation of Programmes

· Several Chairs emphasised the importance of sharing and discussing experience and the possibility of constructing programmes to allow this to happen across a range of topics.

· One suggestion made was that there should be more open discussion at such sessions regarding the way in which different groups of governors saw their roles – this point was particularly made in relation to the way in which lay and staff governors see their work in relation to delivering their formal responsibilities.

· Another chair indicated that it would be useful to establish learning circles with groups of colleagues, thus having the possibility of learning through interaction with others in similar positions.

· Two raised the issue of whether programmes could be tailor made for in house presentation;  and a few others raised the possibility of specialised programmes for particular types of institution. 


c)  Suggestions Regarding the Location and Timing of Programmes and 
Collaboration

· More than half a dozen universities which were distant from London were keen to have more regional provision of programmes – this was especially important where travel to London was particularly expensive (as from Northern Ireland, for example). 

· Several actively engaged in governor development indicated that they would be very willing to share their experience with others.  

· However a few institutions indicated that collaboration between the LFHE and individual HEIs could be problematic for reasons of confidentiality. 

Governance Projects 2007-8:   Easy-to-Read Guides for Governors

 9. 
The vast majority of institutions in the survey feel that additional easy-to-read guides for governors on topics such as finance, audit or HR would be useful and should be available in paper form as well as electronically.  This latter view is often strongly held.  Governors are sometimes seen as only ‘hanging on’ to material and reading it if it is available in good quality hard copy form.  Many stressed that, to be effective, documents should be tailor made, short and well presented.  Some respondents thought it was important to have a main point of contact for such material – possibly both the chair (or his/her nominee)  and the secretary/clerk to the governing body.  Six respondents think that electronic provision alone is sufficient.

Governance Projects 2007-8 :  LFHE/CUC Web Site for Governors

10.
The regular updating of a special governance web site is seen by a few chairs as being theoretically attractive, but of questionable practical use for HEI governors. However, eighteen out of twenty four respondents think that this web site would be useful to provide up to date briefings on current issues.  Such a site might include subjects such as current legislation, or government or funding policy that is impacting  on the sector, or the use of KPIs and benchmarking in HEIs. Some considered that it would be useful to create networks of interested individuals across particular areas and to use the web site to share experience across the sector  – on areas such as governance, for example. It was emphasised that it would be essential for such a web site to be kept regularly up to date and for it to allow easy access to other reference material.  

Reflections on Governor Development Arising from the Survey

Good Governance – and Governor Development

11.
The opening paragraph of the Guide for Members of Governing Bodies in the UK includes the following very clear statement: ‘The governing body is responsible for ensuring the effective management of the institution and for planning its future development. It has ultimate responsibility for all the affairs of the institution’.  Governors are responsible for a very wide range of matters – including, for example, ‘ensuring the solvency of the institution’.  


A number of things follow from this, one of which concerns the need for both the induction and development of governors - presumably to ensure that they are in a position to fulfil these responsibilities.  The Governance Code of Practice at the very front of the Guide for Member of Governing Bodies in the UK states in paragraph 12 that ‘The chair shall ensure that new members [of governing bodies] receive a full induction on joining the governing body, that opportunities for further development for all members of the governing body are provided regularly in accordance with their individual needs, and that appropriate financial provision is made for support’.

What Needs to be Covered?

12.
This requirement for governor development can be met in a number of different ways.  In looking at governor induction across the institutions in the survey, for example, a fair spread of practice is evident.  However, there is a degree of commonality in what is provided (set out in paragraph 1, page 2 of this report), even if there are very significant differences in its comprehensiveness or in the means of providing it.  

The differences in provision are more marked where continuing governor development is concerned.  There are not many institutions with an explicit policy, or who run formal programmes of internal governor development.  It is most often delivered as an ‘implicit’ and integral part of the business of an institution rather than as any more self conscious or separate exercise.  

One of the possible consequences of this is that briefing tends to focus around the immediate business at hand.  To an extent this is understandable, given the normal pressures on agendas but it can have the effect of narrowing the debate.  It can also limit the extent to which individual needs of governors are met. This is possibly reflected in the comments in the survey about the range of briefings that might be usefully added to LFHE/CUC programmes or web sites.  These included contextual matters that can be determining for institutions – such as changes in government policy, funding regimes or financial regulations – and issues relating to how institutional performance might be assessed (for example, through appropriate benchmarking and Key Performance Indicators).  With such additional information it may well be that governors are in a significantly better position to make good strategic decisions and to monitor performance effectively.  Such briefing also complements the experience already brought by many governors from their activities elsewhere and enables them better to understand the higher education environment in which their institutions operate.  

Different Approaches to Governor Development

13.
The survey also demonstrates that there is a range of ways in which governor development is delivered.  One approach can be seen as being delivered very largely, or entirely, ‘in house’, that is by the institution itself.  Another works both ‘in house’  but also looks to collaborate locally with other HEIs, or perhaps with other similar institutions which are more distant.  A third dimension exists when institutions decide also to operate at the national level or to move outside the HE sector for some of their governor development.  These ‘approaches’ are possibly more akin to ideal types but they do serve to highlight some key differences. 

The advantage of the first model is clearly that it is focused very precisely on the needs of that particular HEI.  The second, however, allows economies of scale and some limited sharing of experience.  The third facilitates broader ranges of exchange across the HE sector and also allows experience from other sectors to be brought to bear.  The second, and in particular, the third models facilitate contact with other governors and also encourage thinking beyond the ‘confines’ of a particular HEI. It facilitates ‘comparative thinking’ and allows governors to view their own local or institutional experience across a broader environment.  In an increasingly competitive market this can be useful.

How Best to Implement It

14.
Governing bodies will decide which system of governor development they wish to pursue.   However, a number of respondents emphasised the particular importance of the engagement and commitment of Executive teams to this process.  Of special importance are the Head of the Institution and the Secretary to the Governing Body.  Their support and advice, together with other senior members of their teams, is critical to successfully deciding what is needed, to how it should best be delivered and to putting it into effect.  For this to function well senior teams have to be committed to the idea of good and effective governance and to working with governors to deliver it.  This clearly needs dedicated time and resource.  One area for possible further reflection is how this model can be developed and encouraged – and it maybe more LFHE programmes should be encouraged which offer governor development jointly to both Executives and governors combined. This would reflect the joint responsibility of delivering good governance.

It was also suggested from responses to the survey that few governing bodies had discussed governor development – and some respondents indicated that such a debate might be fruitful.  Certainly it would seem sensible for any governing body to decide which broad approach it wished to follow and to have a debate deliberately structured to allow this whole subject to be aired.  The biggest need seems to be with governor development rather than with induction – with the most obvious candidates for inclusion being updates on changes to regulatory, financial or regulatory regimes. Other factors that need attention are the ways in which new technology might be used. In general most respondents seemed to want both paper and ‘e’ forms of information provided.  Certainly new technology might offer individual governors more chance of choosing what is appropriate for them and hence for individualising some of this process. Other matters that are clearly important are the need for proper records to be maintained on which programmes or courses have been taken up – this was something that the survey showed was generally lacking – and to communicate very clearly what is on offer.  A final need is for the governing body to take a view on what resources should be applied to governor development – certainly the amounts that were reported as being available seemed relatively small in relation to the importance of maintaining good governance.

Limits and Constraints – and How Best to Meet Them

15.
A very clear message from the survey concerns the limited amount of time that is available to governors.  They are nearly all voluntary and already often committed to numbers of activities for their institutions – as well as generally being heavily committed elsewhere.  This implies that governor development programmes need to be provided efficiently and flexibly.  Ultimately, however, given the obligations placed on governors and the time demands that follow from this,  it may well be that further consideration needs to be given to whether some (or all) governors should be compensated for this work.  

Challenges for the CUC and the LFHE

 16.
There are many issues emerging from the survey which should be of interest to institutions, to the CUC and to the LFHE.  Among those for the CUC and the LFHE are the following:

· Which might the most profitable ways be of encouraging or facilitating greater local, regional or specialist collaboration in the provision of governor development?

· How can LFHE governor development programmes best be presented to facilitate interaction between participants and to maximise an appropriate sharing of information?

· How can CUC or LFHE programmes best be presented which include more contextual information on funding, the political environment and financial regulation – and which also focus on how Boards can best assess and measure the performance of their institutions?

· What is the best way for ensuring a good dialogue with Executives who share the load and responsibility of taking this forward?  Is there a dialogue with UUK that is needed?  And should more LFHE programmes be developed for joint delivery to both Executives and governors combined?  This would reflect the joint responsibility of delivering good governance.

· Should the CUC encourage governing bodies to debate governor development and to formulate policies for it?

Dick Coldwell CBE

11 January 2008.








Annex A: Suggested Questions for the Telephone Survey

of Low Participating HEIs in Governor Development

1
Does your HEI provide induction for members of its governing body, and if so is it compulsory?  Please describe the main elements of the induction programme?

2
Excluding induction, does your governing body have a policy (or an explicit statement) on encouraging governor development?  If not why not?

3
Excluding induction, does your governing body run a programme of internal governor development activities, and if so is it compulsory?  If so, please describe the main elements of the programme?

4
Excluding induction, in 2006 approximately how many members of your governing body undertook governor development activities organised outside the organisation (including - but not restricted to - those of the Leadership Foundation and CUC)?

5
In the light of the above, would you say that governor development is or is not a priority for your governing body?

6
What are the main barriers to participation in governor development by a broad range of your governors?  As the chair what have you done to try and address them?

7
Does your HEI have an explicit budget for governor development activities as recommended in the 2004 CUC Guide?  If so what is it?

8
In addition to the above, are there any particular reasons why your HEI has not participated actively by sending governors to the LFHE Governor Development Programme (GDP)?  If so which of the following apply:


 -  Is the cost of the programmes being offered to governors by the LFHE problematic?  Are internal budgetary arrangements a barrier to attendance at LFHE events?

            -  Has communication about these LFHE programmes with your institution been clear, satisfactory and timely?  Has this information then been systematically fed through to governors from the part of the institution receiving it?

            -  Is the content of the LFHE programmes for governors seen as relevant and useful?

            -  Is the quality of programmes being offered seen as being adequate?

      -  Are the locations or timings offered for governor programmes seen as convenient or as an impediment to attendance?

9
What else might the LFHE or CUC do to support relevant governor development by collaborating in some way with the HEI concerned?

Other Questions About Governance Projects in 2007-8

10      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?                                                                                                             

11
In 2007-8 the LFHE and CUC are also intending to 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?

  AS-EN-REDC/24.9.2007








Annex B: Institutions and Individuals Consulted
	University of Bangor
	Dr David Roberts, Secretary and Registrar

	Bath Spa University
	Stella Pirie, Chair of Governing Body   

	Canterbury Christ Church University
	Peter Hermitage, Deputy Chair of Governing Body

	University of Cardiff  
	Professor Sir Keith Peters, Chair of Governing Body

	City University*  
	Frank Toop, Director of Resources

	Cranfield University     
	Nil Return

	University of Dundee
	John Milligan, Chair of Governing Body

	Durham University
	Anne Galbraith OBE, Chair of Governing Body

	Herriot Watt University
	Gavin Gemmell CBE, Chair of Governing Body

	University of Huddersfield*    
	Chris Brown, Chair of Governing Body

	University of Hull*    
	John Standen, Chair of Governing Body and Morag Horner, Assistant Secretary to Council

	King’s College, London*
	Ian Creagh, Head of Administration and College Secretary

	Kingston University
	Gren Collings, Chair of Governing Body

	Liverpool Hope University  
	Sr Eileen Kelleher SND, Chair of Governing Body

	London School of Economics  
	Lord Grabiner, Chair of Governing Body and Adrian Hall, Secretary and Director of Administration

	Manchester University
	Norman Askew, Chair of Governing Body

	Queen Margaret University Edinburgh
	Professor Ian Percy CBE, Chair of Governing Body

	Queen’s University of Belfast  
	Lady Brenda McLaughlin CBE, Chair of Governing Body

	Roehampton University    
	Michael Young, Chair of Governing Body

	Royal College of Art*
	Alan Selby, Registrar

	Royal Northern College of Music    
	Michael Oglesby, Chair of Governing Body

	Southampton Solent University
	Professor Glyn Tonge, Chair of Governing Body

	University of Surrey   
	Max Taylor, Chair of Governing Body

	Trinity and All Saints Leeds  
	Bishop of Leeds, Chair of Governing Body

	University of Warwick    
	John Leighfield CBE, Chair of Governing Body


*     Written Response Received
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