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"There’s nothing quite

like a time of crisis to test the

effectiveness of what we do"
 

Susie Hills, co-Founder and Joint CEO, Halpin 

As a result of the Covid-19 crisis, UK universities are managing many challenges.

These include risks to their financial sustainability and the quality of their teaching

and research, alongside the human impact of the crisis on students and staff. 

 

In this context, governance issues can seem a little insignificant. Yet the key role

that a governing body plays in ordinary times is amplified in times like this; after all,

they are ‘unambiguously and collectively accountable for institutional activities’ and

have a critical role to play in holding the University’s executive to account over

strategic decisions. Individually and collectively governors also bring with them a

wide range of experience and insight which is more valuable than ever in this crisis

– understanding how businesses and other organisations are responding can be as

helpful as understanding how other universities are responding. 

 

The Covid-19 crisis is extraordinary because a number of critical decisions have to be

made in an agile way against an uncertain and changing environment, while most

of the usual working governance practices that we rely on to do this well have been

prohibited. In other words, at the very moment when things get tough, our normal

ways of working are taken away. 

 

So, to better understand the impact of Covid-19 on governance practice and the

ways in which institutions have responded in different ways, we captured feedback

from 39 universities via a short online survey. 

 

 

We hope you find the results useful. If you’d like to discuss any of our findings
in greater depth, you’ll find our contact details at the end of this report
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In terms of being ready to move governance operations online, 69% of

universities had plans in place and 15% of these had “everything in place and

ready to go”. This demonstrates the value of having a risk register that includes

regularly reviewed mitigation plans.

 

However, almost a third of institutions were not fully prepared to switch to a
different way of working. While some outcomes may seem unlikely, the Covid-

19 pandemic has shown the importance of scenario planning and preparing for

every eventuality.  Audit committees should be regularly reviewing the risk

register and considering whether the right risks are being monitored. Meanwhile,

sector best practice suggests that active horizon scanning exercises would be

helpful for the governing body to include in their strategy away days.

Level of Preparedness
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Figure 1: How well were you prepared to manage governance in a crisis?



Universities have responded in three key ways: increasing the amount of
time working together in meetings, reducing their focus to essential
business, and delegating work to other project groups. 
 

Decisions have needed to be made quickly, informed by as much data and

analysis as possible, which has largely been done by an increased number of

committee meetings, greater use of task and finish groups and additional

delegation of powers. 

 

Some universities have managed their way through this crisis with no material

changes, either to their meeting calendar or to their planned activities. They

have retained all their existing governance arrangements but moved them into

virtual settings. In other cases, activities which were judged to be less urgent

have been paused to allow a greater focus on the more critical challenges.

Governance Activities in a Crisis
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Figure 2: What governance activities have you utilised in your management of the

crisis?



For some universities, the crisis has highlighted areas for improvement in
governance practice. 
 

At a time when responsiveness and focus is needed, it can quickly become

apparent if the fundamentals of good practice are not securely in place. Aside

from the need to have secure and reliable technology in place to allow for

remote working, many of the other key factors – including shorter agendas and

papers – are frequently identified as barriers to effective governance even in

more usual times.

 

A quarter of universities admitted that having stronger relationships in place

would have helped them to be more effective through the crisis. Boards that

have found the time and space for relationship building alongside the usual

governance formalities are likely to have found the transition to online

operations more straightforward. This emphasis on informal relationships applies

equally to those within the Board itself and within the institution’s senior

leadership team.

Governance Activities in a Crisis
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Figure 3: What would make governance more effective during this time?



While some universities were already planning reviews to their governance
instruments, other reported that the Covid-19 crisis has highlighted some
areas for change. This includes updates to Standing Orders, to allow for virtual

meetings and voting: 

 

Of crucial importance is the ability of governing bodies to effectively delegate

responsibilities to committees and task and finish groups. Effective delegation

will allow for more robust scrutiny, greater insight and assurance and the ability

of governors to bring value from their expertise and insight. Some governing

bodies are considering how they co-opt expert voices onto committees. It is

often through effective and transparent delegation that agility of governance

can be achieved.

Changes to Governance
Instruments
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Figure 4: Which of your governance instruments have needed changing as a result

of the crisis?



On the whole, the sector is displaying a high level of resilience, with the majority

of core activities such as board recruitment, training, effectiveness reviews and

strategy development going ahead as usual. Most likely to be delayed and for the

longest period is board training. Strategy development is the second most likely

to be delayed, but not for long; the majority who have delayed on this area are

planning to start again within 3 months.

Delaying Core Activities
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Figure 5: Are you delaying any board activities?

Given the increased pressure and expectations on governance as our universities

manage through the Covid-19 crisis, it’s important to maintain the balance

between short-term focus and managing the impact over the long-term.

Therefore, delaying some of these usual activities for significant periods is likely

to cause additional challenges in the future. The governing bodies who can still

continue with activities such as board development will be in a stronger position

as the sector recovers.



Video conferencing has quickly become the standard alternative to face-to-face

meetings. Almost all are using it for committee meetings, and 87% are using it

for Board meetings. And if they haven’t used it yet for these purposes, every

university that responded to our survey has plans to do so. 

 

 

It is also being used for 1-2-1 meetings between the Chair and members (81%)

and whilst just 17% have used it so far for board development activities, almost

half expect to do so in the future.
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Remote Governance Working

Figure 6: Do you expect your governing body to use virtual meetings once this

crisis is over?



There is also evidence that online meetings will continue to be a feature in
governance in different ways:
 

Whilst fully virtual meetings will be used by some, the majority believe that they

will be more open to individual members wanting to join a meeting online,

suggesting a shift in attitude towards remote working. 

 

This change in attitude is likely to be strengthened further if social distancing

measures remain in place for some time, as it may be necessary for governing

body meetings to take place with a reduced number attending in person. In

these circumstances, Boards will want to consider the effectiveness of having

meetings with a mix of in-person and remote attendees compared to a fully

online meeting.

 

This also brings an additional challenge for Chairs, particularly in ensuring every

voice is heard in a virtual environment. Board meetings will typically have

between 15-25 attendees, so managing an effective discussion and encouraging

appropriate challenge online takes a different set of skills than may have been

used previously. Given that time may be more limited than usual, Chairs also

have to take a different approach to prioritising the agenda, ensuring the right

balance between crisis management and longer-term strategic matters.

 

Finally, the move to virtual meetings does not negate the need for genuine

stakeholder engagement; Boards need to make sure that they are still accessible

to staff and students, and develop alternative routes for members to engage

with their stakeholders.

Remote Governance Working
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Reflecting on lessons learnt, reviewing risk registers and mitigation plans,

Leading workshops with Boards on risk assurance,

A review of risk management and reporting,

Facilitation of Board and executive team strategy away days, 

Review of delegation schedule and committee structures,

Equality, diversity and inclusion workshops,

Stakeholder engagement research with staff, students and other stakeholders

Coaching support for the Chair or Vice-Chair roles.

 

If the Covid-19 crisis has given you unexpected challenges with your move to

remote governance, or if you have identified specific governance issues that

need improvement, then there’s a number of options open to you.

 

Our governance effectiveness reviews are continuing through the Covid-19 crisis;

our reviews can be successfully completed entirely online. If you have an

effectiveness review due in 2020, get in touch to find out how we can support

you.

 

Aside from a full review, Halpin can also support you with:
 

 

 

To book an exploratory call to discuss your particular governance or
strategy challenges, contact us at info@halpinpartnership.com or call 020
3930 8303.
 

For further reading, visit our website where you’ll find a wealth of useful articles.

 

 

 

www.halpinpartnership.com

What's next for you?
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