3
Relationships

3.1
Governing body effectiveness depends heavily on a sound working relationship and good communication between the clerk, the governing body chair, the vice-chancellor/principal, and - more generally - the members.  All play significant roles in ensuring that the governing body operates well.  Without good relationships the clerk's effectiveness will inevitably diminish, and a lack of confidence - and perhaps even trust - may result.  Such relationships also have a strong influence on how a board actually behaves and carries out business.  Where relationships are good this will usually be evident to a board and open, robust, and (constructively) challenging discussion may result.  Conversely where relationships are poor, discussion in a board may be much more guarded, cautious and ineffective.

The Chair

3.2
As the 2004 CUC Guide confirms, the chair of the governing body is responsible for its leadership and is accountable to all stakeholders for its effectiveness.  It is also the chair's responsibility to ensure that the governing body conducts its business with efficiency and integrity, and to do this the chair needs the active support of the clerk.  The relationship between the two is therefore crucial, and depends on a number of factors including: their personalities; the style of the chair; the extent of his or her personal and work commitments; and the availability of administrative support that the chair may have in other roles.  Therefore from an early stage the clerk should try to establish what kind of support a new chair requires.

3.3
In supporting the chair, at a minimum the clerk will need to ensure:

· 
Regular communication between the two.

· 
Effective three way communication between the chair, the vice-chancellor/principal and clerk.

· 
Approval of agendas and associated papers, and a clear structure for meetings.

· 
Approval of draft minutes.

· 
Dealing with the chair's correspondence.

· 
Briefing the chair usually by pre-meetings.

In HEIs where the chair has a particularly large workload and spends substantial time on institutional business, the clerk may also be in the position of supervising office and secretarial functions, although such a workload is not necessarily a good thing.  


3.4
From time-to-time specific issues arise where the chair and clerk will need to work closely.  For example, the clerk may have an important role in supporting the process for the appointment of a new vice-chancellor/principal (in being the secretary to the appointing panel), and a close working relationship, based on mutual trust, between chair and clerk will be particularly important.

The Vice-Chancellor/Principal

3.5
The need for good and regular communication also applies to the relationship between the clerk and the vice-chancellor/principal, and the clerk is an important conduit for communication between the executive and the governing body.  If the governing body is to act as a 'critical friend' to the executive, a key element of effective governance is that both  parties are aware of each other's needs and concerns, and the clerk must ensure that the vice-chancellor/principal has prior knowledge of all governing body agendas and issues arising.

3.6
To do this the clerk needs to ensure:

· 
That there is regular communication between the vice-chancellor/principal and the clerk on all matters relating to governance.

· 
That the vice-chancellor/principal is aware of the information required by governors and the timescales involved.

· 
That the governors are aware of issues that the vice-chancellor/principal needs to place before the governing body and the timescales involved.

Senior Management

3.7
Senior managers also have a responsibility to ensure that the governing body and its committees are kept informed of all relevant matters, for example the strategic direction of the institution; monitoring information that the governing body needs to receive (including KPIs); decisions that the governing body may be asked to take; and progress reports on key developments or risks.

3.8
In doing this senior managers will work directly with the chair, the vice-chancellor/principal and chairs of the various sub-committees, but the clerk will have an important co-ordinating role, and needs to ensure that the information required is provided in a timely and efficient way.  In practice, not all senior managers necessarily have will sympathy for the role of the governing body, and where they fail to produce information on time or in the required form, the clerk will need to pursue the issue on behalf of the board.

Members of Governing Bodies

3.9
Although much of the time of the clerk is devoted to working with the chair and the vice-chancellor/principal, support needs to be provided to the governing body as a whole.  Any governor should have access to the services of the clerk, and should be able to obtain assistance or advice about any aspect of their responsibilities.  Hence the clerk needs to build relationships with all members, and be proactive in helping governors to understand the nature and challenges of their role.  This includes arranging an induction programme, and on-going training and development and briefings on key issues.  Of course, in addition to the support provided by the clerk and senior managers, there is an expectation that governors will keep themselves informed about key developments concerned with their role. 

Stakeholder Bodies


3.10
Normally, the clerk will act as the correspondent of the governing body when in contact with stakeholder bodies such as the funding councils, the Privy Council, and so on.  The governing body also needs to be made aware of relevant activities of these bodies, their reports, and their involvement in matters directly concerning the institution. 
3.11
In particular, the clerk is likely to be heavily involved in an institutional audit which the funding council may conduct from time to time. It is commonly the role of the clerk (on behalf of the governing body) to support this visit, including providing information and finding space for the review to take place.  Details are provided in Annex D.
Other Relationships

3.12
The clerk also typically undertakes routine correspondence on behalf of the governing body from staff, students or members of the public.  For this reason it is helpful for the clerk's name and contact details to appear on published lists of governors’ names on the institutional website and in the major publications. 

3.13
In fulfilling this role it is important for the clerk to note that he or she is not only undertaking an administrative task, but rather is contributing to building a relationship with the individual or group concerned.  If the governing body is to avoid being a remote group unknown to most staff and students, it is important that the clerk (after discussion with the chair) takes responsibility for building better communication and relationships.  Where this involves the press and media, the clerk will obviously want to take advice from whoever is responsible for public relations in the institution.

Self Challenge Questions

1
As clerk, how would you characterise your working relationship with (a) the chair of the governing body (b) committee chairs (c) senior members of the executive?  What - if anything - might be done to enhance the working relationships?

2
As clerk, how would you characterise your working relationship with individual members of the governing body?  Where working relationships are weak with some members, what can you do to strengthen them?

3
As clerk, how would you characterise the general understanding of the role of the governing body in your institution?   Where it is limited, what might be done to enhance it?
	Case Study 1:  Relations with the Executive

Your vice-chancellor thinks that what he describes as the current 'fashion' for governance has been over-emphasised, and in meetings with the executive he makes it clear that he does not want to encourage the governing body to play a more active role than has traditionally been the case.  This has caused a number of small conflicts with the board, and as a result his relationship with the chair of the governing body is starting to become a little strained.  In a private discussion with you, the vice chancellor has made it clear that as clerk you should not seek to encourage the governing body to become involved in discussions that - in his view - go beyond its remit.  How do you respond, and what action - if any - do you take? 




	Case Study 1:  Suggested Action

Clearly there are numerous sensitivities here.  As clerk your primary responsibility is to the chair and the governing body, and the vice-chancellor may need to be reminded of this.  This may include pointing out that you cannot do the job of the clerk effectively unless you are able to support directly the work of the governing body.  Of course, it will be necessary firstly to assess the vice-chancellor’s objections since these may be legitimate concerns, for example about the governing body seeking to influence executive management decisions or being too heavily involved in operational matters.  

If the objections are unreasonable because the vice-chancellor is expressing concerns about the governing body’s legitimate interests then this must be challenged appropriately and sensitively.  A tripartite discussion between the chair, the vice-chancellor and the clerk might help to define boundaries.  Ultimately, in extreme circumstances, the chair and the governing body as a whole will need to take the necessary action to resolve the situation.




�  These answers have been provided by a group of experienced clerks/secretaries, but inevitably remain open to debate.  They are not intended to be prescriptive, rather to encourage reflection in the context of substantial diversity of institutional practice.
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