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Executive Summary 
 

1. There are significant and growing pressures affecting all higher education institutions in 
the UK. The range and complexity of these are probably without historical precedent and 
present challenges to universities that are complex and multi-faceted. The pandemic was 
a major jolt to all areas of the economy, but it was testament to UK higher education that 
all universities responded to it swiftly and with great care. In itself, this would be 
remarkable, and the ramifications of the pandemic are still being felt. However, when 
Brexit, the cost-of-living crisis, macro-economic instability and geopolitical uncertainty are 
also considered as external but germane factors affecting universities, it becomes even 
more challenging. 

 
2. Furthermore, government intervention and interest in higher education, along with difficult 

industrial relations and a real-terms fall in fees for undergraduate students, have meant 
that universities are facing an almost unique set of circumstances that could undermine 
their long-term aims and goals, stress existing resources and ultimately undermine the 
very essence of what universities are for. It is important therefore that the governance of 
universities is not only aware of these challenges but is robust, effective and transparent 
so as to help them deal with the worst of the effects. 

 
3. It is against this backdrop that Newcastle University engaged the Halpin Partnership to 

undertake a review of its governance. The review of governance has focused on: 
a) the effectiveness of all University statutory bodies – Council, Senate and their 

committees 
b) governance culture and the relationship between Council and Senate 
c) how Council assesses and monitors performance and the delivery of the University 

strategy 
d) governance framework and instruments of governance 
e) compliance with the CUC Code and regulatory requirements 
f) how Council oversees risk 
g) the role of Senate in providing academic assurance to Council 
h) how governance engages students, staff and other stakeholders and enables a 

culture of transparency 
i) diversity of Council membership and the oversight of equality, diversity and 

inclusion (EDI) by Council 
j) how the student voice is included, considered and heard throughout Senate and 

Council. 
 

4. Our aim has been to explore all aspects of governance across Council and Senate, so 
that based on recommendations and suggestions, the review can help Newcastle 
University enhance how it governs itself in the future.  
 

5. In measuring what we have seen against Halpin’s governance maturity framework, we 
believe that the Newcastle University governance is improving, with some areas of good 
practice too. We make 30 recommendations and 19 suggestions, of which 3 are priority 
recommendations. The recommendations cover a range of areas and many relate to the 
terms of reference and the specific processes through which governance is carried out. 
However, the three priority recommendations relate to better feedback to members of 
Council, the clarification of the role of Senate in the new regulatory environment and 
increasing the visibility of academic assurance activities as they pass through the 
governance processes to Council. These are the most important and pressing items we 
believe need to be addressed and the second and third will take some time and thought to 
deal with, involving many colleagues and student representatives. 

 
6. The recommendations and suggestions are not meant to be prescriptive, but we hope 

that, in reflecting on them in the light of the context in which the review was undertaken 
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and also given the goals it wishes to achieve, the University is able to contemplate new 
and better ways of governance that will help enhance the robustness of the institution and 
also its transparency in decision making, both of which will be so important for achieving 
its strategic goals.  
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Introduction and Methodology 
 

1. There are considerable pressures bearing down on the UK higher education sector and 

their impacts can make for a very uncertain environment for individual universities. The 

ramifications of the pandemic are still being felt along with Brexit, the cost-of-living crisis 

and macroeconomic uncertainty affected by a range of factors, including increased 

geopolitical tensions. Alongside sector-specific pressures, including challenges around 

industrial relations, governmental intervention and a declining real-terms fee for 

undergraduate students, these different drivers make steering universities towards their 

strategic goals much more difficult. 

  

2. In such times, it is vitally important that the governance of universities is robust, effective 
and well-functioning, so that should difficulties arise locally, they can be dealt with 
effectively and with a transparency that ensures all stakeholders have trust and 
confidence in the decisions made, even if they do not necessarily agree with them. 

 
3. It is within this broad context that Newcastle University (‘Newcastle’, ‘the University’) 

engaged the Halpin Partnership (‘Halpin’) to undertake an independent review of its 
governance structures, processes and policies. An initial scoping meeting between 
Newcastle and Halpin on 29 April 2022 set out the extent of the review, including lines of 
enquiry, timescale and staging points. The focus of the review was agreed with the 
Scoping Group (see below), who included the following members drawn from the 
University Council and staff, alongside members of the Halpin team: 

o Simon Meacher 
o Claire Morgan 
o Colin Campbell 
o Paul Walker 
o Susie Hills 
o Will Spinks 
o Wyn Morgan 
o Osaro Otobo 
o Beth Adams 
o Eleanor McCarthy 

 
4. The review aims to assess the following intended areas of focus: 

o The effectiveness of all University statutory bodies – Council, Senate and their 
committees. 

o Governance culture and the relationship between Council and Senate.  
o How Council assesses and monitors performance and the delivery of the 

University strategy. 
o Governance framework and instruments of governance. 
o Compliance with the CUC Code and regulatory requirements. 
o How Council oversees risk. 
o The role of Senate in providing academic assurance to Council. 
o How governance engages students, staff and other stakeholders and enables a 

culture of transparency. 
o Diversity of Council membership and the oversight of equality, diversity and 

inclusion (EDI) by Council. 
o How the student voice is included, considered and heard throughout Senate and 

Council. 
 

5. The lines of enquiry for the review were agreed as being the following: 
o Can focus be improved across Council and Senate within this review so that there 

is a good balance between strategic issues and assurance/compliance? (note: the 
review is not intended to cover other governance bodies in the University).  
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o What is the culture of governance? What are the relationships like between 
Council and Senate? 

o Is the role of Senate clearly defined and understood, and is academic assurance 
being provided? 

o Are stakeholder views sought, heard, understood and effectively considered 
throughout the governance process? How present are student and staff voices in 
the decision making? 

o Consider the elections/appointments to and membership of Council and Senate, 
including any potential changes to promote diversity. Do they represent the 
communities they serve? 

o Where does Newcastle sit on Halpin’s governance maturity framework? Which 
improvements should be made as a priority? 

o Has the last governance review been successfully implemented? How have 
Council and Senate self-reviewed the effectiveness of their operations and their 
committees’ operations? 

  
6. Team biographies are included in Appendix 1. The Halpin review team followed the 

methodology outlined as follows: 
o Desk review: A range of governance, Council and Senate-related documents was 

reviewed, along with papers for the Senate and main committees. 
o Governance maturity assessment survey – 50 responses.  
o Interviews with members of Senate and the University management team – 4 

interviews. 
o Discussion groups – 5 group discussion forums for Council, Senate and student 

representatives. 
o Observations (Council, Senate and the University Education Committee). 

 
7. The Halpin team considered Newcastle’s practices against the Higher Education Code of 

Governance (CUC Code 2020) and other relevant governance codes, as well as Halpin’s 
Governance Academic Assurance Maturity Framework (Appendix 4). We have noted our 
findings in relevant sections and in the conclusion. 
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Roles and Responsibilities  
 

Council 

 
8. Council is ‘the executive governing body of the University... charged with the management 

and control of the University’s finances and property and reviewing the work of the 
University’. It has a membership of 25, with 16 lay members, Vice-Chancellor and Deputy 
Vice-Chancellor, 2 Student Union members, and the rest elected from Senate and the 
wider University body. The size of Council appears appropriate, as is the range of 
membership, which is well balanced between lay, ex officio and elected members.  

 
9. Within the Council, the role of Senior Independent Governor has been recently instituted. 

The value of this role, both in terms of the work undertaken as well as the increased 
confidence it engenders in the wider governance of the University, is substantial and we 
commend the Council for making this decision. (C1)  

 
10. Council operates with five committees, which are: Audit, Risk and Assurance Committee, 

Finance Committee, Remuneration Committee, Nominations Committee and the 
University/Students’ Union Partnership Committee. For the most part these are what 
would be expected under good governance, although the University/Students’ Union 
Partnership Committee is not common; we feel, however, that this is a sensible approach 
to maintaining a dialogue with the student body that lies outside the formal Council 
meetings. It is enhanced by the visit by the Chair of Council to the Students’ Union 
executive early in the academic year to start to build the relationship and to help new 
officers by improving their understanding of governance in the University. We commend 
this good practice. (C2) 

 
11. The agreed scope of the governance review does not include detailed consideration of, or 

observation of, Council’s committees. In our desk review we have, however, reviewed the 

terms of reference of each Council committee and have also noted any specific 

implications for committees of Council, or for Council itself, that arise from considering the 

CUC’s Higher Education Code of Governance or other relevant codes. 

 

Audit, Risk and Assurance Committee 
 

12. From our consideration of the CUC’s Higher Education Code of Governance, we have 

made two suggestions relevant to the Audit, Risk and Assurance Committee in the section 

below headed ‘Risk management’. In considering the Audit, Risk and Assurance 

Committee, we also noted the detailed review of the Committee’s activities that was 

carried out by SUMS Consulting and its report dated April 2021. This followed on from the 

CUC’s revision of the Higher Education Audit Committees Code of Practice that was 

published in May 2020. 

 

13. Following the SUMS report, the Committee’s terms of reference were updated and the 

terms of reference we have considered are those dated October 2021. The terms of 

reference are broadly what you would find in other institutions and are in line with the May 

2020 CUC Higher Education Audit Committees Code of Practice. We would, however, 

offer two recommendations and two suggestions.  

 

14. At 2(e) of the terms of reference, it is stated that ‘members shall hold office for three years 

and shall be eligible for re-appointment for further periods provided that the total 

consecutive period of service does not exceed nine years and re-appointment beyond six 

years should be regarded as exceptional’. 
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15. Whilst it is absolutely the case that best practice and the Code requires members of audit 

committees to remain independent of the institution, the requirement in 2(e) for re-

appointment beyond six years to be ‘exceptional’ goes beyond that required by relevant 

codes.  

 

16. There is no requirement in the Higher Education Audit Committees Code of Practice for 

any membership of audit committees beyond six years to be ‘exceptional’. Whilst the 2016 

Financial Reporting Council Guidance on Audit Committees is silent on length of 

membership of audit committees, the 2012 version only envisaged appointments beyond 

nine years to be exceptional. This is contained in Section 2.5 which states that 

‘appointments should be for a period of up to three years, extendable by no more than two 

additional three-year periods, so long as members continue to be independent’. 

 

17. It is suggested that the University reconsiders whether the current terms of reference 

requiring appointments beyond six years to be exceptional is required. (S1) 

 

18. The Committee can co-opt members to join its membership from outside of the governing 

body. This is recommended by code and relatively standard within the HE sector. Some 

institutions are increasingly using co-opted appointments not only to add specific skill sets 

to the composition of the committee but also to contribute to succession planning for 

governing body positions and to enhance the pipeline of a more diverse set of governing 

body candidates for future governing body vacancies.  

 

19. It is suggested that the Nominations Committee specifically considers whether the co-

option of more diverse candidates onto Council committees might be helpful in 

strengthening the pipeline of more diverse candidates for future governing body 

vacancies. (S2) 

 

20. The May 2020 revision of the CUC Higher Education Audit Committees Code of Practice 

broadens the Audit Committee’s focus and the areas where it should seek assurance. The 

Audit Committee is additionally asked to focus on areas such as culture and behaviour, 

and academic risk. There is also a shift in emphasis from processes and structure to 

people and behaviours and, for the first time, the Code includes students in its list of ‘other 

stakeholders’.  

 

21. This means additional assurance on education as a ‘product’, which requires a link 

between audit committees and wider academic assurances that the Council receives, 

including those provided by Senate. It is recommended that the Audit, Risk and 

Assurance Committee reconsiders their terms of reference to consider whether there is 

sufficient emphasis upon culture and academic risk. In doing so, they may wish to reflect 

upon the Model Terms of Reference appendix in the Higher Education Audit Committees 

Code of Practice. (R1) 

 

22. It is recommended that, following the completion of the recommendations contained in 

this report and those previously recommended by SUMS, the Audit, Risk and Assurance 

Committee builds into its future work plan a self-assessment against the Higher Education 

Audit Committees Code once every three years, and upon any revisions to the Code. (R2) 

 

Finance Committee 
 

23. The Finance Committee’s terms of reference that we have considered are those reviewed 

and updated in June 2019. These are typical of what one would tend to find elsewhere in 

the sector. It is noted that the President of the Students’ Union is an ex officio member of 

the Committee. This is not universal in the sector but is very much in keeping with the 
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direction of travel whereby, increasingly, student representation is being seen, either for 

specific items or in full membership of the Finance Committee. 

 

24. The other development in the sector that is being seen is the possibility for a non-

executive team staff member of the governing body to join the Finance Committee. The 

current terms of reference for the Finance Committee do not envisage this and it is 

suggested that a revision to the terms of reference allowing this should be considered. 

 

25. Whether or not this suggestion is progressed, it is recommended that the quorum 

requirements of the Finance Committee are clarified. These currently state that ‘a quorum 

shall be not fewer than one third of the members’. Given that members include lay 

members of Council, Executive Team members of Council and the President of the 

Students’ Union, it would be possible to have the necessary number of attendees without 

there being a lay majority of members for any decisions that need to be made. Both codes 

and statute would imply that a lay majority is required for groups to be quorate for 

decision-making purposes. 

 

Remuneration Committee 
 

26. The Remuneration Committee’s terms of reference that we have considered are those 

reviewed and updated in June 2022. From our consideration of the CUC’s Higher 

Education Senior Staff Remuneration Code, we have made several recommendations 

relevant to the work of the Remuneration Committee in the section below headed ‘Higher 

Education Senior Staff Remuneration Code’. These include a recommendation that the 

terms of reference for the Remuneration Committee are revised. 

 

27. In addition to the revisions recommended below, it is suggested that consideration is given 

to including the ability to co-opt members with specific relevant experience to join the 

Remuneration Committee. This could be done by including a clause like that which 

appears in the terms of reference for the Audit, Risk and Assurance Committee: ‘The 

Committee may recommend the appointment of other members with relevant expertise’. 

 

28. This could not only add specific skill sets to the composition of the committee, but also 

contribute to succession planning for governing body positions and enhance the pipeline 

of a more diverse set of governing body candidates for future governing body vacancies. 

 

Nominations Committee 
 

29. The Nominations Committee’s terms of reference that we have considered are those 

reviewed and updated in December 2015. Like the Finance Committee and for the same 

reasons, it is recommended that the quorum requirements of the Nominations Committee 

are clarified. These also currently state that ‘a quorum shall be not fewer than one third of 

the members’. Given that members include lay members of Council and Executive Team 

members of Council, it would be possible to have the necessary number of attendees 

without there being a lay majority of members for any decisions that need to be made. 

Both codes and statute would imply that a lay majority is required for groups to be quorate 

for decision-making purposes. 

 

30. Clause 3(d) of the terms of reference states that ‘in the case of Council, re-appointment 

beyond six years should be regarded as exceptional’ unless, in exceptional 

circumstances, the Chair of Council or the Vice-Chancellor determines otherwise. This 

contrasts with Section 5.11 of the Higher Education Code of Governance 2020, which 

states that ‘the terms of office for governing body members should not be more than nine 

years unless there is exceptional justification’. 
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31. This also contrasts with Statute 18 which states that ‘all lay members shall hold office for 

three years and shall be eligible for re-appointment for further periods provided that no 

member shall serve for more than nine consecutive years’. It is recommended that 

Clause 3(d) is amended by replacing ‘six years’ with ‘nine years’. (R3) 

 

32. In addition, it is recommended that the phrase ‘or the Vice-Chancellor’ is deleted. It is 

entirely logical for the Chair of Council to exercise this discretion. It is not clear why the 

Vice-Chancellor would also have this authority. (R4) 

 

33. Clause 3(f) of the terms of reference states that ‘any appointed members taking up a 

statutory office as, for example, ex officio the Chair/Vice-Chair of Council or the Chair of a 

Committee, will be deemed to have commenced a new period of appointment linked to 

that office. On vacating office, an ex officio member or a Chair is eligible for election as an 

appointed member commencing a new period of appointment’. 

 

34. It appears that this raises the possibility of, for example, an appointed member being a 

member of Council for nine years, followed by nine years as a Vice-Chair, followed by 

nine years as the Chair. It is highly unlikely that this was originally intended and, even if it 

were, it would not be in compliance with current codes. 

 

35. Section 5.11 of the Higher Education Code of Governance 2020 states that ‘the terms of 

office for governing body members should not be more than nine years unless there is 

exceptional justification’. Nine years is also stated as the normal maximum term of office 

within the Charity Governance Code (for larger charities) and the UK Corporate 

Governance Code. It is recommended that Clause 3(f) is deleted. 

 

36. The issue of what the reporting requirements are for members of Council serving more 

than nine years on Council for exceptional reasons are detailed in the section on the 

CUC’s Higher Education Code of Governance below. 

  

University/Students’ Union Partnership Committee 
 

37. The University/Students’ Union Partnership Committee’s terms of reference that we have 

considered are those reviewed and updated in June 2022. We have no recommendations 

or suggestions for amendment of these terms of reference. 

 

Council meeting effectiveness 
 

38. We observed a meeting of Council on 16 June 2022. The majority of attendees were 
present in the room, with four joining the meeting remotely. The meeting was held on the 
5th floor of a building readily accessible by lifts. There was a single ‘owl’ microphone in the 
room linking to the external attendees. There were four apologies for absence and the 
meeting was quorate. The Halpin representative did not observe the Reserved item on the 
USS Pension Fund because of a conflict of interest.  

 
39. The agenda for the meeting was clear, with a structure comprising Governance, Strategy 

and KPIs, Reports from Council Committees, Reserved Business and Routine Business. 
Routine Business items were taken as read and only discussed if requested to be so. 

 
40. Actions required were clearly stated on the agenda. Papers were clear and succinct, with 

the total pack with appendices totalling around 100 pages. This is a relatively small pack 
for a Council meeting in the sector and may have been a feature of this particular meeting 
at this time in the calendar. Materials were circulated using a pdf attachment to an email 
and also available in a SharePoint application. 
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41. Major items covered included a report from the Vice-Chancellor and President which 
resulted in a number of questions and some extensive discussion; a summary covering 
strategic risks and forward process concerning risk appetite; a presentation on the 
Research Excellence Framework results which was well received; and a presentation on 
People, Planet and Prosperity, which was also well received.   

 
42. The majority of time at the meeting was appropriately focused on more strategic items. 

Reports from Committees and the Reserved Business that was observed, were covered 
efficiently. 

 
43. Most, but not all, Council members contributed to the meeting at some point. Both student 

members contributed extensively. They indicated that, as it was their last meeting, they 
wanted to get a number of points across, and the Chair gave them some leeway to do so. 
We commend that the meeting was well chaired, with discussion allowed to flow where 
there was clear interest in doing so. Key points were summed up (for example, agreeing 
actions to bring back to a future meeting on student mental health) and important issues 
for future discussions (for example, on financial sustainability) were clearly flagged. (C3) 

 
44. The Secretary interacted with the Chair on a number of occasions to smooth the flow of 

the meeting and, for example, to ensure that those participating remotely were noted 
when they indicated that they wanted to contribute. 

 
45. The meeting ran broadly to time, finishing 5–10 minutes after the scheduled close. Soup 

and coffee/tea were available immediately before the meeting but there were no plans for 
refreshments or socialising afterwards. There was no planned refreshment break during 
the meeting, although attendees were encouraged to stand up and take a break if needed 
during one of the presentations. 

 
46. We do, however, make a number of recommendations and suggestions as to how the 

conduct of Council meetings might be further improved and enhanced. These 

recommendations and suggestions come not only from our observation of the June 

Council meeting, but also from feedback received from the sessions held with Council 

members and the information provided by them in the response to the questionnaire. 

 
47. Both from our examination of documentation provided by Newcastle in the desk review 

process and also in our own examination of governing documents and past meeting 

papers, we were very satisfied that the respective roles of Council, Senate and University 

committees and their members are clearly outlined at Newcastle. In our feedback from 

and discussion with some Council members, however, it was evident that these 

accountabilities, role distinctions and delegations were not always fully understood. 

 

48. In addition, Council members fed back to us that whilst the initial induction process 

immediately at the point of appointment to Council was very helpful, they had found that 

there was no clear individual programme of continuing development post this initial phase. 

For newer members, this process had also been further interrupted and compromised by 

the pandemic. It is recommended therefore that the Nominations Committee leads a 

process of identifying what additional training might be required for Council members 

beyond the initial induction process. (R5) 

 

49. It is recommended that the particular needs of members of Council who are also 

members of staff or students should be specifically included in this consideration. Council 

members are Non-Executive Directors of the Company and Trustees of the charity. Whilst 

they have arrived at Council through a particular route, they are not present as 

‘representatives’ but rather have the same accountabilities as all other Council members. 

(R6) 
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50. Several Council members indicated that they had received no formal feedback on their 

contribution to Council since they had been appointed. They indicated that they were used 

to having a discussion about this in other capacities, typically annually, and would 

welcome this being put in place at Newcastle. It is recommended that an annual process 

for the Chair (and possibly the Vice-Chair) to meet with Council members, provide 

feedback and discuss development needs is devised, put in place and monitored by the 

Nominations Committee. This is a Priority Recommendation. (PR1) 

 

51. The theme of providing feedback to colleagues was also highlighted with respect to the 

process of providing feedback annually to both the Chair of Council and the President and 

Vice-Chancellor. We understand that the accountabilities of the Senior Independent 

Governor include leading the process to formally appraise the Chair (and the Deputy 

Chair) and that the Chair has the accountability for leading the process to appraise the 

President and Vice-Chancellor. It is recommended that the process for other members of 

Council to contribute to these appraisal processes is clarified and re-stated. (R7) 

 

52. It was clear from our discussions and observation that whilst Council members wanted to 

take the opportunity to learn and benefit from the experience of operating governance 

processes virtually during the pandemic, this was contributing to a deficit building up in 

terms of Council members feeling connected to other Council members and the institution. 

For some Council members with shorter tenure, a significant proportion of meetings had 

been held virtually.  

 
53. Council members are regularly invited to a range of University events. This practice 

should continue. 

 

54. It was also noted that in recent times, Newcastle’s practice had not been to hold regular 

‘Away Days’ covering strategic items for Council alone. Rather, these had been held 

jointly with Senate. Whilst the joint meetings with Senate are to be commended, it would 

be our view that Council also needs to dedicate time to its own development, providing an 

opportunity to work together as a single team and to get to know each other better.  

 

55. It is recommended (R8) that Council clarifies its expectations on in-person attendance at 
Council meetings and is clear in its agenda planning which meetings this is expected for. 
Some governing bodies elsewhere are increasingly differentiating in their forward planning 
between meetings where they expect in-person attendance and those where a virtual 
presence is expected, rather than allowing each meeting to be planned as ‘hybrid’. It is 
recommended that Council considers whether an annual ‘Away Day’ should be 
scheduled into the annual plan in order to focus specifically on key strategic issues. (R9) 

 
56. It is suggested that Council considers whether more social time can be factored in around 

Council meetings to allow more informal interaction between Council members over, for 
example, lunch or dinner. We understand this is done twice a year, at the December 
meeting and at the final meeting of Council in July. Other governing bodies elsewhere are, 
however, choosing to invest more informal time in one another to help colleagues get a 
better understanding of each other and to discuss the challenges facing the institution. 
(S3)   

 
57. Turning to the conduct of Council meetings and recognising that at the meeting we 

observed, we considered that the meeting was well prepared for, well chaired, conducted 

appropriately and focused time on key strategic issues, we would make the following 

modest suggestions for future improvement: 

 

58. We understand that Council has previously considered the possibility of using an 
electronic system to manage and distribute materials for Council meetings but, at that 
time, concluded that it would continue using SharePoint and a pdf circulation by email. 
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Several providers of electronic systems are now widely established in the market and are 
being used by many other institutions. Whilst there was clearly a cost associated with 
using them, some Council members have positive experience of using them elsewhere 
and commented upon the benefits they could deliver in terms of usability, confidentiality 
and the facilitation of more collaborative working. It is suggested therefore that Newcastle 
considers the use of an electronic system to better support Council members. (S4) 

 
59. Should pdf circulation by email continue, we would suggest that in addition to papers 

being alphabetically coded, the individual pages of the pdf pack are numbered on a 
continuous basis to facilitate Council members being able to refer to or find specific pages 
in the text when this is considered helpful. 

 
60. Where meetings continue in a ‘hybrid’ form, we would suggest that the microphone 

system used for broadcasting from the meeting is reconsidered. Whilst we understand that 
the single ‘owl’ microphone used at the June meeting is not always the system used, 
Council members who had attended other meetings remotely indicated that they have 
previously had challenges hearing all comments made, even using other systems. We 
also noted that those attending the June Council meeting remotely made much fewer 
contributions to the discussion than those present in the room.   

 
61. Council is clearly being well run and the overall aspects of governance which fall within 

Council’s purview are being effectively discharged. Halpin is content that there are no 
fundamental issues that need to be urgently addressed. We would, however, commend to 
you the recommendations and suggestions made which, we believe, if implemented, 
would further enhance Newcastle’s governance arrangements and would move you 
further towards best practice in the sector.  

 
62. We make comment on academic assurance below but, in the next sections, we turn to our 

review of Newcastle’s compliance with relevant codes.   
 

CUC Code 
 

63. Section 5.11 of the Higher Education Code of Governance 2020 states that ‘the terms of 

office for governing body members should not be more than nine years unless there is 

exceptional justification’. The Code is premised on an ‘apply or explain’ basis, where 

institutions are given a set of values and elements but are not mandated to comply with 

everything. They can choose which parts of the Code apply to them; however, they are 

expected to justify the reasons behind their choices. 

 

64. Nine years is also stated as the normal maximum term of office within the Charity 

Governance Code (for larger charities) and the UK Corporate Governance Code. The 

Charity Governance Code (for larger charities) goes on to state in Section 5.7.4 that 

where there is an extension beyond nine years, this should be ‘subject to a particularly 

rigorous review’ and is ‘explained in the trustees’ annual report’. 

 

65. Newcastle have agreed that two lay members of Council can have their total tenure on 

Council extended beyond a total period of nine years. This has been considered in an 

appropriate manner and is explained by the need to manage succession planning for both 

the Chair and Vice-Chair roles. 

 

66. As the HE Code of Governance requires and the Charity Governance Code (for larger 

charities) details, this should then be explained in the Integrated Annual Report. It is 

recommended that the University offers their explanation in the next publication of the 

Integrated Annual Report and that the University also does this for any future extensions 

beyond nine years. (R10) 
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Maximum terms of office for staff Council members 
 

67. We have noted that the total term of office possible for some staff members of the Council 

is considerably shorter than that of lay members. Statute 18 states: ‘All lay members shall 

hold office for three years and shall be eligible for re-appointment for further periods 

provided that no member shall serve for more than nine consecutive years’. 

 

68. For staff members of Council elected by Senate, by the academic staff or by the Academic 

Council, Statute 18 states that these staff members of Council ‘shall serve for a period of 

three years. The person elected shall not be eligible for re-election after their term in office 

until two academic years have passed since the expiry of the original term of 

appointment’. 

 

69. Given that ‘all members of the governing body share the same legal responsibilities and 

obligations as other members’, we see no prima facie reason to prematurely shorten the 

tenure of certain groups of Council members. Indeed, it could be argued that there are 

clear benefits in having experienced staff members of Council able to contribute for the 

same length of time as lay members. 

 

70. It is suggested that the University considers whether it wishes to lengthen or align the 

staff member terms of office on Council, increasing them beyond the current three-year 

maximum. If this were done, it would need discussion with Senate and the Academic 

Board and, if progressed, amendment of Statute 18. Issues relating to the impact this 

would have on the overall diversity of the Council would also need to be considered. (S5) 

 

Conflicts of interest 
 

71. Section 1.4 of the Higher Education Code of Governance states: ‘All members of the 

governing body (including students and staff members) share the same legal 

responsibilities and obligations as other members, so no one can be routinely excluded 

from discussions. All members have a duty to record and declare any conflicts of interest.’  

 

72. This is also reflected in the Seven Principles of Public Life (also known as the Nolan 

principles) which state that holders of public office must avoid placing themselves under 

any obligation to people or organisations that might try inappropriately to influence them in 

their work and that they ‘should not act or take decisions in order to gain financial or other 

material benefits for themselves, their family, or their friends. They must declare and 

resolve any interests and relationships’. 

 

73. In its Integrated Annual Report, the University says that it ‘conducts its business in 

accordance with the seven principles identified by the Committee on Standards in Public 

Life (selflessness, integrity, objectivity, accountability, openness, honesty and leadership), 

and with the guidance to universities from the Committee of University Chairs’. 

 

74. Newcastle’s own Code of Conduct for Council meetings states: ‘Any member of Council 

who has a pecuniary, family or other personal interest in any matter under discussion at 

any meeting of Council shall as soon as practicable disclose that fact to the meeting’. The 

Universities Superannuation Scheme pension fund, of which Newcastle is a member, has 

been the subject of considerable discussion by governing bodies across the sector, 

including at Newcastle. One of the issues being discussed is the design of the future 

benefit structure. 

 

75. Presumably, some members of Council are also members of USS. If this is the case and 

Council are determining Newcastle’s position on the future benefit structure, then some 

Council members can be said to have a pecuniary interest in the matter being discussed, 
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this interest should be declared, and the Chair should determine whether the member(s) 

should withdraw from the discussion. 

 

76. This issue has been identified and managed in other institutions elsewhere in the sector. 

From the public record, examples include: 

o University of Birmingham. Minutes of their September 2021 Council meeting state: 
‘Declarations of Interest Noted: (i) the Register of Interests of Members of Council 
and UEB, including details of declared membership of the USS pension fund and 
UCU and other Unions’. 
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/documents/university/governance/council-
minutes/290921-minutes-open.pdf 

 

o University of Manchester. Minutes of their May 2021 meeting: ‘In relation to item 
7, Senate and staff members of the Board and University officers in attendance 
for that item were members of the Universities Superannuation Scheme (USS)’. 
https://documents.manchester.ac.uk/display.aspx?DocID=58115&_gl=1*1777u5w
*_ga*NzgzMzEzODUzLjE2NTM2NDMwMzY.*_ga_Z9M4Y77VXZ*MTY1MzY0Mz
AzNi4xLjEuMTY1MzY0MzA3OC4w 

 

77. It is our understanding that, in similar discussions at Newcastle, there has not been a 

declaration of interests in USS and therefore the Chair has not been required to determine 

how any potential conflict should be managed. This is not in keeping with the obligations 

contained in the Seven Principles of Public Life, in the CUC Code, or in Newcastle’s own 

policy. 

 

78. It is recommended that the University re-states the need to declare conflicts of interest, 

specifically considers requirements concerning USS in this context and advises members 

of Council accordingly. (R11) 

 

Higher Education Senior Staff Remuneration Code 
 

79. The HE Code of Governance states: ‘The governing body should provide assurance on 

the extent of the institution’s compliance with the Higher Education Senior Staff 

Remuneration Code’. The HE Senior Staff Remuneration Code is to be used on an ‘apply 

or explain’ basis. This means that institutions should either publicly state that they have 

abided by the minimum requirements of this Code or should provide meaningful 

explanations for non-compliance and how their alternative arrangements meet its 

principles. 

 

80. Throughout this Code, the word ‘must’ identifies CUC’s view of the minimum requirements 

for an institution wishing to comply with it. Governing bodies are free to meet ‘must’ 

statements by the means and mechanisms appropriate to their own context. Within the 

terms of reference of the Remuneration Committee, it is stated that its ‘Reporting 

Responsibilities’ include the following: ‘The Committee shall ensure that any provisions 

regarding disclosure of information about the University’s remuneration policy and 

practices, including pensions, are fulfilled.’ In addition, under ‘Other Matters’, the 

Committee shall ‘give due consideration to laws, regulations and any published guidelines 

from the charity regulator or elsewhere as appropriate or recommendations regarding the 

remuneration, including severance payments of the Vice-Chancellor, the Executive 

employees and the senior employees on grade IB’. 

 

81. No specific reference, however, is made to meeting the requirements of the CUC HE 

Senior Staff Remuneration Code. It is recommended that the terms of reference are 

revised to include such a requirement. (R12) 

 

https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/documents/university/governance/council-minutes/290921-minutes-open.pdf
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/documents/university/governance/council-minutes/290921-minutes-open.pdf
https://documents.manchester.ac.uk/display.aspx?DocID=58115&_gl=1*1777u5w*_ga*NzgzMzEzODUzLjE2NTM2NDMwMzY.*_ga_Z9M4Y77VXZ*MTY1MzY0MzAzNi4xLjEuMTY1MzY0MzA3OC4w
https://documents.manchester.ac.uk/display.aspx?DocID=58115&_gl=1*1777u5w*_ga*NzgzMzEzODUzLjE2NTM2NDMwMzY.*_ga_Z9M4Y77VXZ*MTY1MzY0MzAzNi4xLjEuMTY1MzY0MzA3OC4w
https://documents.manchester.ac.uk/display.aspx?DocID=58115&_gl=1*1777u5w*_ga*NzgzMzEzODUzLjE2NTM2NDMwMzY.*_ga_Z9M4Y77VXZ*MTY1MzY0MzAzNi4xLjEuMTY1MzY0MzA3OC4w
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82. A typical example from the rest of the sector might read something along the lines of ‘to 

ensure compliance with the CUC Higher Education Senior Staff Remuneration Code’. In 

the Remuneration section of Newcastle’s Integrated Annual Report 2020/21, it is stated 

that ‘this year’s Remuneration Report has been compiled having regard to guidance from 

the Committee of University Chairs (CUC) regarding pay policies and practices in British 

universities in relation to senior colleagues’. 

 

83. One of the requirements of the CUC Code is that ‘each institution must publish a readily 

accessible annual statement, based on an annual report to its governing body, containing: 

a) a list of post holders within the remit of Remuneration Committee 

b) its policy on the remuneration for post holders within the remit of Remuneration 

Committee 

c) its choice of comparator institutions/organisations 

d) its policy on income derived from external activities 

e) the pay multiple of the Head of Institution and the median earnings of the 

institution’s whole workforce, illustrating how that multiple has changed over time 

and, if it is significantly above average, an explanation of why  

f) an explanation of any significant changes.’ 

 

84. The University’s approach has been to include the information that would be presented in 

an annual report from the Remuneration Committee within the Integrated Annual Report, 

which Council receives in October or December (depending on OfS deadlines). In 

addition, Council also receives the Integrated Annual Equality, Diversity and Inclusion 

Report, which includes gender pay gap information. 

 

85. As a consequence, the University relies upon the information contained in the Integrated 

Annual Report to meet Code requirements, rather than publishing a separate, readily 

accessible Annual Statement. Whilst the information contained in the Integrated Annual 

Report meets the requirements of the Accounts Direction issued by the Office for 

Students, it does not meet all of the key requirements listed in the CUC Code. The 

missing elements appear to be c) its choice of comparator institutions/organisations; and 

d) its policy on income derived from external activities. We recommend that: 

a) the Remuneration Committee produces a separate annual report to Council as 
envisaged by the CUC Code  

b) the content of this report is reviewed to ensure that it at least meets all the ‘must’ 
requirements of the CUC Code 

c) the University publishes a readily accessible Annual Statement as a separate 
download available from web pages introducing the Remuneration Committee and 
its membership. (R13)   

  

86. If adopted, these recommendations would ensure that the University was in keeping with 

the 2020 CUC’s Review of the HE Senior Staff Remuneration Code, which recommended 

that: ‘Institutions adopting the Code must ensure their “readily accessible published 

annual statement” is fully compliant with the Code (or fully explained why not) in order to 

support genuine transparency’. 

 

87. The review also commented that ‘there is more work to be done by institutions to ensure 

that they meet this element in full and in the spirit of “a readily accessible annual 

statement”. This can be done by ensuring that all elements are in one place and are 

indeed, readily accessible by being easy to find, perhaps co-located with a separate 

download, or linked to the specific section in financial statements, from web pages 

introducing the remuneration committee and its membership’. 

 

88. During the review, we specifically asked to see the policy on income derived from external 

activities. We were directed to the ‘Commercial Costing and Pricing Policy’ which does not 

appear to cover the requirements of the CUC Code. We recommend that a formal policy 
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on income derived from external activities is developed and approved. Examples from 

other institutions are available. (R14) 

 

89. The 2020 CUC’s Review of the HE Senior Staff Remuneration Code also stated that ‘to 

aid continuous improvement, institutions adopting the Code should conduct a self- 

assessment against the Code in the near future and regularly as part of the governance 

effectiveness review cycle’. We recommend that, following the completion of the 

recommendations contained in this report, the Remuneration Committee builds into its 

future work plan a self-assessment against the CUC Code once every three years and 

upon any revisions to the Code. (R15) 

 

Risk management 
 

90. The HE Code of Governance states: ‘The governing body needs to understand the 

external environment and – along with the Executive – identify, understand and manage 

risk appetite and strategic risks and opportunities for the institution.’ It goes on to say: ‘The 

governing body needs to focus on strategic risks and emerging opportunities for the 

institution.’ 

 

91. Good governance can only be achieved if risk management is part of the internal control 

framework and is embedded into organisational culture. Governing bodies need to 

recognise that risk management is an integral part of the University’s activities and should 

seek to ensure that they have visibility and oversight of the principal risks and 

opportunities. Newcastle’s Integrated Annual Report contains a detailed description of its 

approach to risk management and a listing of the key risks and opportunities identified. 

 

92. The Executive and Governing Body have a well-established process for identifying risks, 

collating these in a risk register, identifying feasible mitigating actions and reporting these 

to Council at each meeting. From our review, this process seems to be well understood. 

 

93. From our observations and from best practice examples elsewhere, we would suggest 

that there are some opportunities to further improve these processes and, indeed, the 

University has already identified some of these opportunities. We suggest that the 

Executive progresses the work just begun on determining risk appetite and brings this to 

Council for consideration and agreement. (S6)     

 

94.  As was indicated at the Council meeting, the current risk register has many risks currently 

identified as ‘amber’ and some at ‘red’. If this is the considered position of Council and 

without a consideration of risk appetite, then it is difficult for Council members to identify 

key risks and opportunities and direct attention and resource to addressing these. 

 

95. We suggest that, once the work on risk appetite is concluded, the University identifies the 

three or four key risks for the institution and focuses attention on the development of 

associated action plans. (S7) 

 

96. We suggest that, once these key risks are agreed upon, the Audit, Risk and Assurance 

Committee, and possibly Council itself, undertake ‘deep dives’ into these specific areas. 

(S8) We noted that it was the Registrar who reported on and spoke to the risk register 

item on the Council meeting we observed. It was unclear to us as to whether this was in 

his capacity as a member of the Executive or in his capacity as Secretary to Council. In 

either case, we note that it would be more usual for this item to be covered in the reporting 

from the Audit, Risk and Assurance Committee, usually by the Chair. We suggest that the 

University reconsiders how reports on risk are reported into Council. (S9) 
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Senate’s role 

 

97. In the new regulatory environment that arose from the Higher Education and Research Act 

(HERA) of 2017, the way in which governance is enacted in universities and other HEIs 

has been altered. Council’s supremacy has been defined by the way in which it has to 

sign off against meeting the registration conditions (the so-called B conditions). This has 

implications of course for Senate and its role within the governance structure. 

 

98. The position of Senate is made very clear within the University’s Statutes. Senate is ‘the 

supreme governing and executive body of the University in all academic matters... [and] it 

is responsible for taking such measures and acting in such a manner as is best calculated 

to promote the interests of the University as a place of education, learning and research’. 

 

99. Membership of Senate is, by sector standards, relatively small at 35. Within this number, 

the majority are elected members, with only nine ex officio members, including the Vice-

Chancellor who is the Chair of Senate. There are three co-opted members too and in the 

last year, these have all been Heads of Department which appears to have worked well. In 

some respects, the Senate looks quite light in terms of ex officio members generally and 

Heads of Department specifically. We recommend that consideration is given to the 

constitution of the membership of Senate, with an increase in ex officio members to reflect 

the very specific role they have in helping the University achieve its strategic academic 

aims. (R16) 

 

100. Many Senators felt that the Senate had become a confirmatory body as opposed to 

deciding matters. Whilst there were occasions when Senate had consulted, it was felt that 

for the most part things were ‘a done deal’ and there was little scope for discussion. This is 

perhaps unfortunate, as it tends to overlook the ways in which the committees of Senate 

operate and consult with the constituent parts of the University. We suggest that when 

committees of Senate undertake consultation with academic departments and 

professional service units, it is made very clear that this is part of Senate’s work delegated 

to these committees and that consultation is a key part of that work. (S10) 

 

Senate meeting effectiveness 
 

101. We observed a Senate meeting on 29th June 2022. This was an in-person meeting after a 

number of virtual and hybrid meetings and it was clear that colleagues were in the main 

pleased to be able to meet physically again. The agenda for the meeting was full but not 

overly so, and the business was transacted within the allocated time. The Vice-Chancellor 

opened with his report and there was a chance to ask questions about this which were 

dealt with appropriately. A report from Council was tabled but not discussed, even though 

a lay member of Council was present at the meeting.  

 

102. There followed a discussion on postgraduate research students. This was clearly an 

important matter for Senate and linkages beyond the research strategy were emphasised 

(e.g. to the education strategy, given that PGR students are often teachers). Of particular 

note was a discussion around central and local provision and support and fear of ‘a 

takeover’ but the debate was well-managed and handled. Equally, there was good input 

from the student voice, something that occurred throughout the meeting and to good 

effect.  

 

103. A presentation on ‘Inclusive Newcastle’ was very well received and while student-focused, 

it also recognised the academic and professional services impacts, which was 

encouraging to observe. There were clear references to consultation but that the 

consultation process and subsequent analysis had been shaped by expertise from those 
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with knowledge in this area. This was a very constructive and helpful agenda item. We 

commend the way in which this item was handled. (C4)  

 

104. Another commendable aspect of the agenda is the ‘White Space’ item where there can 

be a provocation from a Senator on a topic which fits with Senate’s interests. (C5) This is 

a unique and thoughtful addition and could in turn lead to further discussion beyond 

Senate. Some universities have instituted ‘deep dive’ sessions away from the formal 

Senate meetings, where topics can be discussed or ideas shared in a more collaborative 

and constructive manner, which can then feed into papers or proposals for later Senate 

meetings. It is suggested that consideration is given to such ‘deep dive’ spaces that build 

on the White Space activities already in place. 

 

105. In general, while there were good challenges and matters that were not without tensions, 

such as the USS position, the meeting was conducted cordially and respectfully. There 

was a constructive and purposeful approach to the discussions.  

 

Senator’s role 
 

106. For any Senate to be effective, robust and to have the trust of the wider university 
community, it is vitally important that each Senate member is fully aware of the role of the 
Senator and is committed to acting in accordance with this expectation.  

 
107. At present, this does not appear to be the case at the University. In our review, the role of 

the Senator was to some extent contested, with some seeing it as being a representative 
of a group but acting from a personal viewpoint, while others saw it as a delegate role to 
act as a collector of views and to represent those to Senate. The distinction between a 
Trustee role and that of a delegate was not always understood and indeed there were 
comments made about how Senators could misconstrue this in the actual Senate 
meetings. Comments were made that Senate meetings had become more akin to a 
campus union negotiating committee rather than a contemplative or discursive body that 
oversaw the academic interests of the institution.  

 
108. This situation is not uncommon across UK HEIs. We recommend that the role of the 

Senator is made much clearer to all – those who are currently on Senate, those about to 
join and perhaps most importantly, those who wish to stand for Senate in the future. A 
common and shared understanding of the role means that Senate can carry out its 
business in a more constructive manner. This does not mean to say that Senate becomes 
supine or that Senators cannot challenge what they hear or what is being suggested. That 
would not be a welcome outcome, nor would it be helpful to the overall health of 
governance at the University. Nonetheless, clarity over roles would help make Senate’s 
purpose and function much more effective, especially given its new relationship with 
Council (see below). This is a Priority Recommendation (PR2). 

 

Senate’s relationship to Council 
 

109. Throughout the review, there was a variety of views expressed about how well the two 
chambers of governance understood each other and the extent to which they worked 
together. On the whole, members of Council appeared to have a clearer view of what 
Senate did and its role than the other way round. However, it was apparent that there was 
a great deal of misunderstanding and in some cases, perhaps, a lack of trust between the 
two bodies and how they worked. This is vitally important when considering academic 
assurance, to which we will return later.  

 
110. Some Senators recognised the role Senate had to play in relation to Council, particularly 

with regard to academic assurance. The lack of unanimity in this area though undoubtedly 
reflects the changing space which Senate occupies and which will develop over time. 
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Councillors, however, appeared to understand the relationship more clearly and there is 
thus some disparity between the two bodies in terms of their respective roles.  

 
111. There is a lay member of Council who sits on Senate as a member of the latter and in that 

role, they can offer insights from a Council perspective to Senate and informally feed back 

to Council, although formally the Chair of Senate performs this role. However, it is 

recommended that Senate spends time outlining to Senators the nature of the 

relationship with Council and reinforces the very specific elements of assurance that are 

essential to its work within the governance framework. (R17) 

 

112. There is a joint meeting between Council and Senate once a year, but the majority agreed 

that this appeared to have little value and was often without purpose or focus. Many 

universities have faced similar problems and have taken active steps to make these 

events much more structured, with clear goals to be achieved. We recommend that a 

working group that draws across the two bodies seeks to explore ways in which the 

working relationship between Council and Senate can be improved, both in terms of 

understanding each other’s role and also in actively working together on areas of common 

interest. (R18) 

 

Committees of Senate 
 

113. There are four committees of Senate, namely Education, Research and Innovation, 

Engagement and Place, and Global. The remits of these committees appear sensible and 

cover areas of activity that are central to Senate’s role within governance. The terms of 

reference for each are clear and the powers delegated to them from Senate are 

appropriate and allow them to focus on the more detailed aspects of academic assurance, 

research quality, international engagement and engagement.  

 

114. Each sub-committee is chaired by a Pro-Vice-Chancellor and there is clear strategic 

leadership in the respective terms of reference. Relevant professional service colleagues 

and other leads are members, along with Students’ Union representatives. One 

commendable feature is that each committee has a member who is appointed by Senate 

to serve on it, thus ensuring a further strengthening of links between the committees and 

the full Senate body. (C6) 

  

115. We observed the Education Committee; it was a shorter meeting than normal as there 

were fewer items to discuss. The main item for discussion was the NSS results. The 

trajectory of the results over the last few years suggests that a ‘deep dive’ session 

focusing on the student education experience is critical. We suggest that consideration is 

given by the Education Committee to having a deep dive session on student experience to 

address some of the major challenges from the NSS, to help support its own work but also 

that of the Partnership Committee. (S11) 

 
116. Agenda topics are clear; however, there were no timings stated on each agenda item – 

this may be helpful to include in the future. The agenda was split into sections labelled: 

Part 1: Strategic and Policy Issues; Part 2: Routine Business; and Part 3: Matters of 

Report. From looking at the agenda, it was not clear which papers were for information, for 

discussion, for recommendation or for approval. However, when you look further at the 

papers, this is stated on each cover paper for each item. In the future, it may be useful to 

organise the agenda by the purpose of the paper, to ensure appropriate time is given for 

discussion where needed. The membership of the committee has appropriate 

representation across the University and the Students’ Union. 
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University Executive Board 
 

117. The University Executive Board (UEB) consists of the senior management of the 

University and is tasked ‘to exercise an integrated overview of the University’s policies and 

resources through the implementation of the strategic plan and operating statement, 

ensure a prompt and strongly coordinated approach to the evaluation of academic and 

business opportunities, and appraise and prioritise proposals for major new initiatives. It 

makes recommendations to Council on the University’s strategy. It monitors the 

University’s key performance indicators and financial performance against its strategic 

objectives. It has ownership of and management responsibility for key risks. With regard to 

budgetary responsibility, it reviews the use of resources and financial performance of all 

budgetary units, approves the annual financial allocations to all units, recommends the 

framework, timetable and format for the annual planning and budgetary exercise to 

Senate and Council and reviews the mechanisms for the internal allocation of resources 

for report to Council’. 

 

118. Unusually within the sector, and possibly only replicated in Durham University, UEB is a 

joint committee of both Senate and Council. While this was not raised in the review 

directly as a concern, it is important for it to be noted here that as the regulatory 

environment has changed and Council has become the supreme governing body, there 

could be a concern of the Executive reporting to two bodies. We suggest that while not a 

high priority, consideration is given to bringing the reporting line for UEB in line with the 

majority of HEIs and for it to be directly to Council through the VC, thus fitting more clearly 

with the post-HERA environment of assurance and governance. (S12) 
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Academic assurance 

119. The major consequence of the Higher Education and Research Act (2017) for governance 
in universities is that Councils are required, along with the Vice-Chancellor, to assure the 
Office for Students (OfS) that the registration conditions are being met on an annual basis. 
As such, this implies that Senate has a vital role in providing that assurance to Council, 
given that it is the body which oversees the quality of the academic activity within the 
institution.  

120. The supremacy of Council in the eyes of the regulator means that Senate must be able to 
provide timely, clear and confident assurance to Council on academic standards and 
quality. Senate must therefore be very clear in how it provides this assurance to Council 
and Council must be satisfied that the information it gets from Senate does indeed provide 
it with assurance on academic quality. It is apparent that there are a number of ways in 
which this is being tackled across universities and that there is no one model that will work 
for all. 

121. It was highly apparent through our review that quality and standards are being scrutinised 
across the University in relation to all aspects of academic activity. This includes the very 
specific aspects of student learning and outcomes which form the basis for the B 
conditions established by OfS, and indeed it would be very remiss if we did not find this to 
be the case as this has been the focus for Senates for many years. As such, the 
fundamental aspects of assurance are in place and are discussed and analysed at the 
various committees of Senate, most notably the Education Committee and the Research 
and Innovation Committee. These committees report to Senate regularly and indeed often 
have specific agenda items at Senate to cover such matters as NSS, degree outcomes, 
REF and so forth.  

122. Perhaps what is less clear is how Senators perceive this work and that it is an essential 
part of the linkage in governance terms to Council. In our interviews, it was apparent that 
not all were aware of the specific nature of academic assurance to Council and indeed did 
not feel it was made clear how such assurance was being communicated to Council for 
their assurance. A report is made on Senate at Council and a specific recommendation is 
made regarding academic assurance. However, this needs to be made much clearer to 
Senators as part of the process of clarifying their and Senate’s role in the new governance 
structures. We recommend therefore that where matters of academic assurance are 
being discussed or reported at Senate then this is made very clear in the paperwork or 
preamble to a presentation, and the fact that this will be communicated to Council as such 
also needs to be made more apparent. This is a Priority Recommendation. (PR3) 

123. The corollary of this is the degree of Council’s understanding of the information it is being 
provided and how confident it is in what Senate is doing. Clearly, Council cannot and 
should not engage directly in establishing whether B registration conditions are being met, 
as that would be inappropriate. However, it needs to be confident that it is getting the 
information it needs and that the processes in the University that provide this information 
are effective and transparent. We recommend therefore that Council sets aside time at a 
meeting to explore how best it can assure itself that it is asking the right questions of 
Senate and that it is getting the assurance it needs. Some institutions have started to use 
their audit and risk committees to address this point and then report to the full Council. It 
must be stressed though that this is in no way replacing the work and role of Senate as it 
is the body that must lead on academic matters. (R19) 
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Council and Senate Recruitment, 
Induction and Training 
 

124. All new members of the Council are provided with an induction. The general view was that 

the inductions into Senate and Council should be more accessible, and occasionally have 

some more informal elements. Some of the language feels archaic and it has taken a 

while for some members to feel more comfortable to contribute to discussions. Some 

members felt that there is a disconnect with what sort of training Council and Senate 

members need and want. Where possible, training should be tailored to a person’s 

individual role on Senate and Council. 

 

125. We recommend that the contents of the induction are reviewed to ensure that: 

a) cultural as well as compliance issues are covered 
b) Senate and Council members have an opportunity for a refresher induction during 

their first year of membership 
c) members are clearer about what their role and responsibilities are. (R20) 

 
126. Some Council members from other sectors felt that the induction was relatively informal 

compared to what they were used to. This was a good aspect in their view, as they 
expected more of a formal programme, although many commented that they would have 
expected there to be a formal process of appraisal. They felt there was no formal place to 
give the Chair feedback on how they are doing. At Council, currently there are no 1:1 
meetings with the Chair. However, a more informal process has recently been introduced 
with the recent SIG appointment – the SIG invited feedback on the Chair and Vice-Chair. 
Members also felt there was no formal way for Council members to get feedback on their 
progress. Council members would appreciate more ongoing support. 

 
127. Some commented that there was a space to give feedback for succession planning, and 

that they gave indirect feedback in the annual governance review. However, there was no 
ongoing ability to give feedback on a more regular basis. 

 
128. We observed that there appears to be a difference in view between staff members and lay 

members on the culture of governance. Some felt there was a culture of openness, 
honesty, and inclusion at Council. Occasionally, some members feel some self-interest is 
brought into discussion. Many members felt that Council is a rubber-stamping only body, 
that there is little discussion, and that not all views are heard or respected. A previous 
Chair used to meet with academic staff and student representatives to understand how 
each group feels prior to Council meetings – this was suggested as something that might 
be useful to start doing again. 

 
129. Some members feel as if elected members are risking their jobs if they are challenging at 

Council. Some do not feel they have psychological safety and feel there is not a lot of 
acceptance around what academic staff want to say. They feel that members are not 
treated equally.  

 
130. Student officers feel they have more freedom to be critical, but the level of seniority of 

people in the room, combined with sometimes receiving a ‘politician’s response’ to 
questions, can very quickly give student officers a sense of imposter syndrome. They feel 
that empowering student representatives is important and even a small level of kindness 
from Council members goes a long way. There was positive feedback that the current 
Chair of Council came to the SU space for the SU officers’ induction, and this effort was 
welcomed as a way of helping student officers feel comfortable.  
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131. Specialist training on how to be a student governor is offered. This was with an external 

body. The student officers were glad that they were able to attend the training; however, 

they would like the University to either discuss with Advance HE on how they can improve 

these courses and tailor them to be more accessible for the student representatives, or 

they would like to explore training from a different provider. The main criticism was that the 

training was too formal, and there was no opportunity for questions or discussion. 

 
132. The student officers stated that they received one session with the Registrar, who talked 

through the structure of Senate. Whilst the information given was important, it felt very 

clinical and hard to take in. It is important information to include, but they felt it would have 

been good to have more of an informal discussion as to what sort of discussions have 

been included in the past, what motions they have passed, and the wider impact of 

Senate on the University. They felt it was too formal and lacking anything relatable to 

allow the students to engage. 

 
133. The induction and ongoing support for students could be improved and we offer some 

suggestions below:  

o As part of the induction, new members should have a session about the 
Students’ Union and learning how to work with student representatives and 
getting the most out of them. Student representatives are equals on Council; 
their contributions will be different because of the unique experiences they have 
compared to the lay members. They are there day to day, so their insights might 
appear ‘operational’ at times. It is up to Council to help support their 
contributions so they can be embedded in a strategic way. 

o There should be a follow-up meeting with all new student representatives on the 
Council after their first Council meeting to see if there are any additional areas 
for support. This should also be done at committee level. 

o Support should be given to student representatives sitting on Council and 
Senate on how to write papers. 

o The Chair of committees should always seek out views from student members 
present to encourage their participation. (S13) 

 
134. It was reported to us that staff felt that Council members have low visibility to them; staff 

members do not get many opportunities to meet Council members, and they do not know 

what they do in their roles. We suggest that as part of the stakeholder engagement plan, 

and in line with pre-pandemic practice, governors are involved in some staff events. (S14) 

These opportunities will also provide informal face-to-face opportunities for Council 

members to meet and build relationships. 

 
135. Staff and students bring important insights to Council strategy, although it is important for 

all to remember that they attend as Council members with a responsibility to the whole 

institution, not as a representative speaking and acting in the best interest of just staff or 

students respectively. Some Council members sit on various committees, which is of great 

benefit as they engage with different members of the University community there and 

listen to different perspectives.  

 

136. Council members recognise the work done in the committees before reaching Council is 

important. Yet, from the survey and discussion groups, many members felt that ‘the 

separate but interrelated roles of the Board [Council], Senate and the Executive are not 

clear and not widely understood. There is a lack of trust, respect and transparency 

between the three bodies’. As part of the induction and ongoing support process, it would 

be useful for Council members to observe Senate. 

 

137. In response to a previous external review, Council had a number of additional online 

briefing sessions/presentations with Senate on several different topics. Members found 

these useful. One said that they found the presentation on inclusive language helpful. A 
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Council member commented that a discussion on USS pensions would be helpful – 

especially if it is run by someone outside of the University – although sessions were run 

for colleagues by both internal and external speakers.  

 
138. In the survey and the discussion groups, there was a variety of different views expressed 

by Council members. Many agreed that the ‘Council [was] felt to be too remote from staff 

and students’ and that it was ‘not focused on staff and students’, while others felt that 

Council is very much about finance. Some members recognised that there is a lot of focus 

on topics such as teaching and the NSS, and therefore there is a focus on students at 

Council meetings. Indeed, other members understand why the focus is on those areas 

because of the link to finance, although there were also concerns expressed specifically 

about NSS scores.  

 
139. Members feel strongly that there has not been as much discussion about staff. They feel 

that if staff are happy, it will feed into NSS scores and the income of the institution. A 

member commented that staff only get talked about when they have data about student 

satisfaction. Some members feel that staff concerns are often hidden in HR reports. We 

note that HR reports are open; however, we suggest that there is more direct discussion in 

this area and that information is included in the induction. This could be a topic for an 

Away Day session. We recommend that in addition to the staff survey analysis received 

by Council, they should also have sight of high-level data and trends from other 

mechanisms used to monitor staff satisfaction each term. 

 
140. Currently, no skills audit of Senate members is taken. There is no awareness of the 

collective strengths and weaknesses of the Senate. We suggest that a skills audit is done 
annually to understand the skills and knowledge gaps of Senate members so that they 
can be better supported on an ongoing basis. (S15) 
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Equality, Diversity and Inclusion 
 

141. Equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) is viewed as an important issue at the University 
and there seems to be a satisfactory awareness of EDI issues at Council level. Over the 
past year, there have been presentations and discussions through which members are 
able to contribute to the development of the EDI ambitions of the University. The 
recommendations and suggestions we have made below are based on our desk review of 
Council and committee papers and procedures, as well as group discussions. 

 
142. Some members have expressed a level of frustration at progress made. Some members 

stated that it is the same group of people who bring up EDI issues in meetings. Some 
members have expressed the view that when discussions are brought up, it is on an ad 
hoc basis and there is little follow-up, so they are unaware of progress. There is a desire 
for a faster pace of progress, clear targets to be set, actions implemented and progress to 
be regularly monitored by Council. We note that work done by the University in the EDI 
space includes progress towards Race Equality Charter accreditation, participation in the 
Advance HE Success on the Board programme, a community engagement event in May 
2022 and colleague engagement in training. This work is not currently visible to all Council 
and Senate members, but it is part of the groundwork for improving Board diversity and 
engagement with EDI issues.  

 
143. To better demonstrate the Council’s leadership on EDI to the wider University community, 

we recommend that the Council has a set of KPIs and actions it is responsible for, so it 
can monitor EDI performance and hold the senior leadership to account more effectively. 
(R22) 

 
144. To further support the Council’s leadership role in relation to EDI, we would make the 

following suggestions:  
o When appointing to Committee Chair positions, EDI considerations (in terms of 

protected characteristics) should be considered as well as skills, to ensure that 
Board leadership is a diverse group. 

o When EDI discussions are had at the Board, it should be ensured that there is 
follow-up at Board meetings, so all governors are aware of progress made. (S16) 

 
145. From what we can see, the diversity (in terms of protected characteristics) of the Council 

and Senate appears to be reflective of the staff currently present at Newcastle: not very 
diverse in terms of race and (dis)abilities. This is one of the areas where there is room for 
improvement, especially at leadership-level positions. We appreciate that with regard to 
Senate, this is a matter for the wider University recruitment strategy. We note that an 
annual diversity survey of Council was carried out for the first time this year and was part 
of the evidence base considered by the Nominations Committee when deliberating on new 
lay member appointments. 

 
146. Council has a stated ambition to increase the diversity of its members to ensure it better 

reflects the diversity of stakeholders, society and the skills required. The Nominations 
Committee has discussed setting a target for ethnicity in relation to Council membership. 
We recommend that future recruitment practice for Council prioritises targets for specific 
characteristics for disability, gender and ethnicity. Setting targets means that the 
University will become increasingly aware of what success looks like. When reporting 
ethnicity statistics, the collective term ‘BAME’ is used, and we suggest that the Council 
should reduce the use of the acronym and have more granular targets for Black, Asian 
and other ethnic minorities in recruitment. (R23) (S17) 

 
147. Once recruited, it is important that new members of Council and Senate are retained and 

that they feel comfortable within the group dynamic. In any sector, there may be a time 
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when there is a problem at Board level, particularly in relation to how minority groups may 
be treated. We recommend that it is made clear to members how they can go about 
giving any feedback and how they can make complaints, in an accessible way, should 
they ever need to do so. (R24) This mechanism should ensure that there is access to 
support for the person who has expressed the problem, if they need it. Handling this 
process could form part of the remit of a future Senior Independent Governor. There 
should be a culture of encouraging Council members to give regular feedback so that 
report mechanisms only need to be used as a last resort. The opportunity to do this needs 
to be continuous, rather than waiting for a formal feedback mechanism. This process 
should be considered for other Council committees and Senate too. A statement at the 
end of key meetings, encouraging members to feed back on how the meeting has gone, 
can be helpful. Some Boards also have a closed session at the end of key meetings with 
selected members.  

 
148. Presently, diversity monitoring data of Senate members is not collected. As a result, it will 

be challenging to be accurately aware of who the underrepresented groups on Senate are 
in terms of protected characteristics and background. This also means that trends cannot 
be monitored on an annual basis. We recommend that greater attention is given at 
Senate meetings to the gathering, monitoring and interpretation of diversity monitoring 
data for Senate members. (R25) 
 

149. Some staff may not stand for election because they may not understand the Senate and 
the power it yields, and they may also feel intimidated by the process of an election. Given 
the desire for greater numbers putting themselves forward for election to Senate, as well 
as ensuring that there is a significant increase in diversity of staff, there is every likelihood 
that an increased profile for Senate will be a partial answer to solving this problem. We 
recommend creating an election strategy which includes how to encourage more people 
to stand:  

a) Inviting people to observe Senate so they understand what it entails. This can 
increase confidence that they can undertake the role. 

b) More promotion for elections to Senate through newsletters, via college and 
departmental meetings; also ensuring a diverse range of people are reflected in the 
material. 

c) Short promotional films on the website showing the role of Senators and what is 
expected of them. 

d) Targeting staff network groups, especially liberation networks, to raise awareness 
of elections. This should be done long before the elections start so that staff are 
not rushed into running and so they have time to ask questions to learn more about 
Senate. (R26) 

 
150. To make the Council and Senate more accessible and easier to engage with, we 

recommend that language needs to be made simpler and clearer at every available 
opportunity. This lack of accessibility can be another barrier that limits the diversity 
present in governance structures. (R27) 

 
151. Ensuring there is a rich diversity of views and opinions on Council and Senate is essential 

for effective governance. From our consultation, it felt to some members that the same 
group of people speak up on a regular basis. For other people that do not fit into that 
category, this can sometimes be daunting and can be a barrier to them coming forward to 
contribute their own opinion.  

152. All members should feel confident to regularly express their point of view in meetings in a 
respectful way and should feel that their opinion is valued. We suggest that the Chairs of 
both Council and Senate continue to encourage contributions from all members and 
monitor who has already had a chance to speak. (S18) It is also suggested that those 
who tend to dominate the discussion are encouraged to exercise mindfulness once they 
have made their point, in order to give others room to speak. (S19)  
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Commendations 
 

153. In undertaking the review, we noted a number of areas of good practice for which we 

would like to commend the University.  

 

154. In relation to Council, we would commend the way in which it is chaired and managed 

generally. It is clear that while there are areas for improvement, as highlighted in our 

recommendations and suggestions, the overall functioning of the Council is very good and 

this is a reflection of the way in which it is chaired.  

 

155. In addition, the Chair undertakes a visit at the start of the academic year to meet the 

Students’ Union officers and to have discussions with them. This is an example of good 

practice as it helps to build a mutual trust and break down some of the potential barriers 

that might face student representatives when it comes to the meetings of Council during 

the academic year. It would be good to see this replicated elsewhere in the sector.  

 

156. We would commend the existence of the Senior Independent Governor and feel that this 

is working well – again, a good reflection on the person occupying that role, but also in the 

way the role was conceived and implemented. 

 

157. Finally, we note and commend a range of excellent work with regional stakeholders and 

the sense of place that Newcastle University has within both the city and the region.  
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Conclusion 
 

158. It is very clear that the pressures brought to bear on universities are significant and that 

each is doing its best to deal with the outcomes and stresses that these pressures bring. 

Clearly, there are differing opinions as to how this can be done, but at the heart of all 

responses is a desire to do the best for the institution. Tensions can arise in difficult times 

and a frustration that specific problems are not dealt with in a manner to everyone’s liking. 

It is important at these times that the way decisions are made is transparent and that the 

governance of those decision-making processes is robust and fit for purpose.  

159. Our review has focused on the way in which governance structures, processes and 

cultures are operating at Newcastle University and the extent to which these can be 

improved or enhanced. We have made a number of recommendations and suggestions 

throughout this report and these are not intended to be prescriptive, but are intended to 

help the University reflect further on how all aspects of governance function.  

160. Newcastle University is a well-established, leading UK higher education institution and 

has, rightly, an excellent reputation for its work. At its heart, governance is designed to 

maintain and enhance this reputation in a way that is transparent and effective but not 

cumbersome, so that the University is sustainable in all senses of the word and can 

continue to flourish. We hope that this report helps the University meet this challenge.  
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Recommendations and Suggestions 
 

Commendations 

 

Priority Recommendations 

 

Recommendations 

C1 

The existence of the Senior Independent Governor – we feel that this is working 
well, and is again a good reflection on the person occupying that role but also in the 
way the role was conceived and implemented. 

C2 
That the Chair undertakes a visit at the start of the academic year to meet the 
Students’ Union officers and to have discussions with them.  

C3 

The way in which Council is chaired and managed generally. It is clear that while 
there are areas for improvement, as highlighted in our recommendations and 
suggestions, the overall functioning of the Council is very good and this is a 
reflection of the way in which it is chaired. 

C4 

A presentation on ‘Inclusive Newcastle’ at Senate was very well received and while 
student-focused, it also recognised the academic and professional services 
impacts, which was encouraging to observe. This was a very constructive and 
helpful agenda item.  

C5 

Another aspect of the agenda at Senate is the ‘White Space’ item where there can 
be a provocation from a Senator on an area or topic which fits with Senate’s 
interests. This is a unique and thoughtful addition and could in turn lead to further 
discussion beyond Senate.  

C6 

Each Senate sub-committee has a member who is appointed by Senate to serve on 

it, thus ensuring a further strengthening of links between the committees and the full 

Senate body. 

PR1 
That an annual process for the Chair (and possibly the Vice-Chair) to meet with 
Council members, provide feedback and discuss development needs is devised, put 
in place and monitored by the Nominations Committee. 

PR2 

That the role of the Senator is made much clearer to all – those who are currently on 
Senate, those about to join and perhaps most importantly, those who wish to stand 
for Senate in the future. 

PR3 

That where matters of academic assurance are being discussed or reported at 
Senate, then this is made very clear in the paperwork or preamble to a presentation, 
and the fact that this will be communicated to Council as such also needs to be 
made more apparent. 

R1 
That the Audit, Risk and Assurance Committee reconsiders their terms of reference 
to consider whether there is sufficient emphasis upon culture and academic risk. 

R2 

That the Audit, Risk and Assurance Committee builds into its future work plan a self-
assessment against the Higher Education Audit Committees Code once every three 
years and upon any revisions to the Code. 
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R3 
In the terms of reference for the Nominations Committee, that Clause 3(d) is 
amended by replacing ‘six years’ with ‘nine years’. 

R4 
In the terms of reference for the Nominations Committee, that the phrase ‘or the Vice- 
Chancellor’ is deleted. 

R5 
That the Nominations Committee leads a process of identifying what additional 
training might be required for Council members beyond the initial induction process. 

R6 
That the particular needs of members of Council who are also members of staff or 
students should be specifically included in the consideration of training beyond initial 
induction. 

R7 
That the process for other members of Council to contribute to the appraisal 
processes of the Vice-Chancellor and the Chair of Council is clarified and re-stated. 

R8 
That Council clarifies its expectations on in-person attendance at Council meetings 
and is clear in its agenda planning which meetings this is expected for. 

R9 
That Council considers whether an annual ‘Away Day’ should be scheduled into the 
annual plan in order to focus specifically on key strategic issues. 

R10 
That the University offers an explanation of why lay members’ term of office can be 
extended in the next publication of the Integrated Annual Report and that the 
University also does this for any future extensions beyond nine years. 

R11 That the University re-states the need to declare conflicts of interest, specifically 
considers requirements concerning USS in this context and advises members of 
Council accordingly. 

R12 
That the terms of reference for the Remuneration Committee are revised to include a 
statement on meeting the requirements of the CUC HE Senior Staff Remuneration 
Code. 

R13 

• The Remuneration Committee produces a separate annual report to Council, as 
envisaged by the CUC Code.  

• The content of this report is reviewed to ensure that it at least meets all the ‘must’ 
requirements of the CUC Code. 

• The University publishes a readily accessible annual statement as a separate 
download available from web pages introducing the Remuneration Committee 
and its membership.    

R14 

That a formal policy on income derived from external activities is developed and 
approved. 

R15 
That following the completion of the recommendations contained in this report, the 
Remuneration Committee builds into its future work plan a self-assessment against 
the CUC Code once every three years and upon any revisions to the Code. 

R16 
That consideration is given to the constitution of the membership of Senate with an 
increase in ex officio members to reflect the very specific role they have in helping the 
University achieve its strategic academic aims. 

R17 
That Senate spends time outlining to Senators the nature of the relationship with 
Council and reinforces the very specific elements of assurance that are essential to 
its work within the governance framework. 

R18 
That a working group that draws across the two bodies seeks to explore ways in 
which the working relationship between Council and Senate can be improved, both in 
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Suggestions 

terms of understanding each other’s role and also in actively working together on 
areas of common interest. 

R19 
That Council sets aside time at a meeting to explore how best it can assure itself that 
it is asking the right questions of Senate and that it is getting the assurance it needs. 

R20 

That the contents of the induction are reviewed to ensure that: 

• cultural as well as compliance issues are covered 

• Senate and Council members have an opportunity for a refresher induction 
during their first year of membership 

• members are clearer about what their role and responsibilities are. 

R21 
That in addition to the staff survey analysis received by Council, they should also 
have sight of high-level data and trends from other mechanisms used to monitor staff 
satisfaction each term. 

R22 
That Council has a set of KPIs and actions it is responsible for, so it can monitor EDI 
performance and hold the senior leadership to account more effectively. 

R23 
That future recruitment practice for Council prioritises targets for specific 
characteristics for disability, gender and ethnicity. 

R24 
That it is made clear to Council members how they can go about giving any feedback 
and how they can make complaints, in an accessible way, should they ever need to 
do so. 

R25 
That greater attention is given at Senate meetings to the gathering, monitoring and 
interpretation of diversity monitoring data for Senate members. 

R26 

The creation of an election strategy which includes how to encourage more people to 
stand: 

• Inviting people to observe Senate so they understand what it entails. This 
can increase confidence that they can undertake the role. 

• More promotion for elections to Senate through newsletters, via college and 
departmental meetings; also ensuring a diverse range of people are reflected 
in the material. 

• Short promotional films on the website showing the role of Senators and what 
is expected of them. 

• Targeting staff network groups, especially liberation networks, to raise 
awareness of elections. This should be done long before the elections start 
so that staff are not rushed into running and so they have time to ask 
questions to learn more about Senate. 

R27 
To make the Council and Senate more accessible and easier to engage with, 
language needs to be made simpler and clearer at every available opportunity. 

S1 
That the University reconsiders whether the current terms of reference requiring 
appointments beyond six years to be exceptional is required. 

S2 

That the Nominations Committee specifically considers whether the co-option of more 
diverse candidates onto Council committees might be helpful in strengthening the 
pipeline of more diverse candidates for future governing body vacancies.  
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S3 

That Council considers whether more social time can be factored in around Council 
meetings to allow more informal interaction between Council members over, for 
example, lunch or dinner. 

S4 
That the University considers the use of an electronic system to better support 
Council members for managing and distributing materials. 

S5 
That the University considers whether it wishes to lengthen or align the staff member 
terms of office on Council, increasing them beyond the current three-year maximum. 

S6 
That the Executive progresses the work just begun on determining risk appetite and 
brings this to Council for consideration and agreement. 

S7 
That once the work on risk appetite is concluded, the University identifies the three or 
four key risks for the institution and focuses attention on the development of 
associated action plans. 

S8 
That once the key risks in S7 are agreed upon, the Audit, Risk and Assurance 
Committee, and possibly Council itself, undertake ‘deep dives’ into these specific 
areas. 

S9 That the University reconsiders how reports on risk are reported into Council. 

S10 
That when committees of Senate undertake consultation with academic departments 
and professional service units, it is made very clear that this is part of Senate’s work 
delegated to these committees and that consultation is a key part of that work. 

S11 
That the Education Committee considers holding a deep dive session focusing on 
student experience matters. 

S12 
That consideration is given to bringing the reporting line for UEB in line with the 
majority of HEIs and for it to be directly to Council through the VC, thus fitting more 
clearly with the post-HERA environment of assurance and governance. 

S13 

That the induction and ongoing support for students could be improved as follows:  

• As part of the induction, new members should have a session about the 
Students’ Union and learning how to work with student representatives and 
getting the most out of them. Student representatives are equals on the Council; 
their contributions will be different because of the unique experiences they have 
compared to the lay members. They are there day to day, so their insights might 
appear ‘operational’ at times. It is up to Council to help support their 
contributions so they can be embedded in a strategic way. 

• There should be a follow-up meeting with all new student representatives on the 
Council after their first Council meeting, to see if there are any additional areas 
for support. This should also be done at committee level. 

• Support should be given to student representatives sitting on the Council and 
Senate on how to write papers. 

• The Chair of committees should always seek out views from student members 
present to encourage their participation.  

S14 
That as part of the stakeholder engagement plan, in line with pre-pandemic practice, 
governors are involved in some staff events. 

S15 

That a skills audit is done annually to understand the skills and knowledge gaps of 
Senate members so that they can be better supported on an ongoing basis. 
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S16 

To further support the Council’s leadership role in relation to EDI:  
• When appointing to Committee Chair positions, EDI considerations (in terms of 

protected characteristics) should be considered as well as skills, to ensure that 
Board leadership is a diverse group. 

• When EDI discussions are had at the Board, it should be ensured that there is 
follow-up at Board meetings, so all governors are aware of progress made. 

S17 
That Council should reduce the use of the acronym ‘BAME’ and should have more 
granular targets for Black, Asian and other ethnic minorities in recruitment. 

S18 
That the Chairs of both Council and Senate continue to encourage contributions from 
all members and monitor who has already had a chance to speak. 

S19 
That those who tend to dominate the discussion are encouraged to exercise 
mindfulness once they have made their point, in order to give others room to speak. 
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Appendix 1: Team Biographies 
 
Lead Consultant – Prof Wyn Morgan 
 

Until 2020, Wyn served as the Vice-President for Education at the University of Sheffield, leading 
strategic development of learning and teaching, and agendas for student engagement, mental 
health, curriculum design and digital teaching. 

He led the consultation, creation and subsequent implementation of the University of Sheffield’s 
Learning and Teaching Strategy (2016–21), with a focus on three themes of excellence, flexibility 
in approach and an outward-facing ethos.  

In April 2020, he oversaw the successful University-wide pivot to online learning as a result of 
COVID-19, including the adoption of a ‘safety net’ policy for student outcomes and redesign of 
assessment to be wholly online. 

He has a track record of leading university-wide initiatives, including those designed to empower 
departments to deal with long-standing challenges around assessment burden, feedback, staff 
workload, student wellbeing and recruitment. 

Prior to Sheffield, he was Assistant Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Teaching and Learning) at the University 
of Nottingham, where he designed and led the (QAA- and TEF-commended) University-wide 
Teaching Transformation Programme. 

He is a Principal Fellow of the Higher Education Academy and is a Fellow of the Royal Society of 
Arts. 

Project Director – Susie Hills 
 

Susie supports HEI leaders and teams, often during times of significant change. With a 
background in senior-level fundraising, she has since worked with universities, schools and 
educational institutes on assessments to achieve fundraising goals, develop fundraising 
operations and transformational campaigns, and deliver leadership training. 

Susie spent over seven years in the senior management team at the University of Exeter, leading 
the University’s first international campaign, Creating a World Class University Together, raising 
over £25 million and quadrupling annual philanthropic income. Her fundraising clients include 
University of Sheffield, University of Manchester and Cancer Research UK. 

She is also a champion of best practice governance and is responsible for developing Halpin’s 
cross-sector governance expertise. She has led high-profile, complex and highly customised 
reviews of governance processes which have informed strategy and led to operational change. 
Recent clients include University of West London, University of Sunderland, Leeds Trinity 
University, Universities UK, Quality Assurance Agency, University of Westminster, Royal College 
of Art, London Institute of Banking & Finance and University of Bath. 

Susie is a Trustee of the Halpin Trust and has been a Governor at Exeter College and Plymouth 
College of Art. Known for her thought leadership, Susie is in demand as a conference speaker and 
writes regular commentary for the higher education sector. 

In 2019, she was named as one of Unilever’s ‘50 Leading Lights in Kindness’ in the Financial 
Times. Susie is the kickstarter of the hugely successful KindFest, which debuted in 2020 and is 
now an annual event. 
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Consulting Fellow – Will Spinks 
 
Will is a senior-level leader in higher education, having held the post of Registrar, Secretary and 
Chief Operating Officer at the University of Manchester. After retiring from his full-time post in 
September 2017, Will is now an Honorary Advisor to the Senior Leadership Team. His expertise 
stretches to the commercial world too, having held numerous senior posts in the global research 
and development biopharmaceutical organisation, AstraZeneca. 
 
Will’s non-executive portfolio includes acting as a Non-Executive Director of the Universities 
Superannuation Scheme Limited, one of the UK’s largest pension funds, where he also chairs the 
Remuneration Committee. He also acts as a Trustee Director and Chair of three north-west-based 
charities. 
 
Prior to joining Manchester, Will was the first Chief Operating Officer of Loughborough University. 
In this role he was responsible for all the service functions and the commercial activities of the 
University. In addition, he chaired and served on the Board of wholly owned subsidiary companies 
and the Manufacturing Technology Centre, where he is now an Honorary Fellow. 
 
Before moving into the higher education sector, Will pursued a career in ICI, Zeneca and 
AstraZeneca, working in a number of businesses and functions in both the UK and the USA. This 
culminated in him establishing a business services organisation providing HR, finance, 
purchasing, communications, SHE, facilities management and site services to all of AstraZeneca’s 
UK sites. 
 
From 2001 to 2007, he also acted as Site Manager at AstraZeneca’s largest R&D site globally, 
Alderley Park. 

 
Consultant – Osaro Otobo 

Osaro worked as a Consulting Fellow for Halpin for over a year before joining as a full-time 
Consultant in September 2021, and is already a familiar name to many of Halpin’s clients. She has 
worked on governance reviews with the University of Sunderland, University of Manchester and 
University of Liverpool. Osaro was also part of the team that delivered University of Sussex’s 2021 
Governance Review. 
 
She is currently working on Senate reviews at the Universities of Exeter and Durham, and also 
with Unite Students on a project to research Black students’ experiences of university 
accommodation.  

In 2020, she researched and authored Halpin’s research project ‘UK Universities’ Response to 
Black Lives Matter’ and chaired a follow-up webinar. 
 
Osaro is also Deputy Chair of the British Youth Council, working alongside Trustees and staff to 
help young people make social and political change. She is currently a member of the advisory 
board for the Association of Students’ Union Professionals. 
 
From lived experiences, she created the ‘Make Diversity Count’ campaign, which is calling for all 
UK organisations to have transparent and effective anti-discrimination policies and procedures for 
long-term change. 
 
While studying at the University of Hull for her undergraduate and Masters degrees, she was 
elected for three successive years to work in the best interests of students at Hull: she was a 
postgraduate student Trustee and a two-term President at Hull University Students’ Union 
(HUSU). She was their first ever Black female President and the first Black two-term President at 
HUSU. 
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Project Manager – Beth Adams 

Beth is a calm, pragmatic and highly experienced coordinator of projects, both within the UK and 
internationally. She brings to Halpin extensive project management and stakeholder management 
experience from the television industry where, as a Production Coordinator, she demonstrated her 
skill at managing complex assignments from kick-off through to delivery. 

After graduating from Lancaster University in 2017, Beth held roles with the Devon and Somerset 
Law Society and Together Drug and Alcohol Services before embarking on a career in television 
production management, where over three years she developed her skills in administration, 
logistics management, compliance, health and safety, and budget control. 

Already a much-valued member of the Client Services team, Beth is currently working across 
Halpin service areas, supporting our higher education clients and Consulting Fellows to ensure we 
deliver quality consultancy as planned. 
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Appendix 2: Interview Participants 
 

The participants are listed below; where people met in pairs, we have listed them together. 

 

 Interviewee  Role  

Paul Walker Chair 

Professor Chris Day Vice-Chancellor 

Colin Campbell Registrar 

Claire Morgan 
Council member (Lay Council 
member in Senate) 

 
  



 

 

The Halpin Governance Review: Newcastle University 
September 2022 

39 

Appendix 3: Group Discussions and 
Observations 
 
 
We undertook three observations and five discussion groups with particular groups of staff and 
students.  
 
The meetings we observed are listed below. 
 
Observations 
 

 Meeting  Meeting date  

Council meeting 16 June 2022 

Senate meeting 29 June 2022 

Education Committee 6 July 2022 

 
Discussion groups 
 

 Group   Date(s)  

2 x Council groups 13/14 June 2022 

2 x Senate groups 13/17 June 2022 

1 x Student group 14 June 2022 
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Appendix 4: Governance Maturity 
Framework with self-assessment 
 
Note: The characteristics shown under each column category are not intended to be 
comprehensive, only indicative. Universities will normally display characteristics in several of these 
column categories at any one time. The term ‘Governing Body’ includes ‘Council’, and the term 
‘Senate’ includes ‘Academic Governing Body’. 

 
Inadequate Improving Good Leading-Edge 

Halpin 
Assessment 

      

University 
Constitution 

Poor 
governance 
documentation 
and processes 
which are not 
accessible to 
staff and 
students. The 
Constitution 
has not been 
modernised 
and in the 
case of 
chartered 
universities, 
the University 
does not have 
the power to 
make relatively 
minor changes 
without Privy 
Council 
permission. 

Governance 
documentation 
and processes 
are in order 
but would 
benefit from 
simplification 
and being 
easily 
accessible. 
The 
Constitution 
has not been 
modernised 
and in the 
case of 
chartered 
universities, 
the University 
does not have 
the power to 
make relatively 
minor changes 
without Privy 
Council 
permission. 

Governance 
documentation 
and processes 
are easily 
understood 
and accessible 
internally to 
staff and 
students. The 
Constitution 
has been 
modernised 
and in the 
case of 
chartered 
universities, 
Privy Council 
permission is 
required only 
for major 
changes.  

 

 

Governance 
documentation 
and processes 
are easily 
understood 
and accessible 
internally to 
staff and 
students, and 
externally to 
stakeholders. 
The 
Constitution 
has been 
modernised 
and in the 
case of 
chartered 
universities, 
Privy Council 
permission is 
required only 
for major 
changes. 

Newcastle 
assessment 

average:  

Improving 
to Good 

 
 

Halpin 
assessment: 

Improving 
to Good 

No delegation 
framework. 

Delegated 
powers not 
clearly 
established 
and so 
confusion 
sometimes as 
to who 
exercises 
authority – the 
Board or the 
VC. 

 

 

Delegated 
powers are 
clearly set out 
showing what 
is reserved for 
the Board but 
are still not 
clear for 
Academic and 
Executive 
delegations. 

 

Delegated 
powers are 
clearly set out 
showing what 
is reserved for 
the Board with 
further 
schedules 
setting out 
Academic and 
Executive 
delegations. 

Newcastle 
assessment 

average:  

Good 

 
 

Halpin 
assessment:  

Good 
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Inadequate Improving Good Leading-Edge 

Halpin 
Assessment 

      

Board/Council 
membership 

Equality, 
diversity and 
inclusion (EDI) 
awareness 
does not exist. 
Inadequate 
member 
selection and 
induction 
processes. 

Some EDI 
awareness. 
Otherwise, 
satisfactory 
recruitment 
and induction 
processes. 

 

 

Good EDI 
processes. 
Good-quality 
recruitment 
and induction 
processes. 

Good EDI processes. 
Capable, diverse and 
inclusive members 
appointed. There are good 
member succession 
planning processes. 

Newcastle 
assessment 

average:  

Improving 
to Good 

 
 

Halpin 
assessment: 

Improving 

No Board 
training or 
appraisal. 

 

 

Some training 
and appraisal 
processes. The 
Chair is not 
appraised. 

Training and 
appraisal 
processes 
exist for all 
members, 
including the 
Chair. 

Good appraisal processes 
which are used as a 
learning opportunity for the 
Board. Senior Independent 
Trustee appointed or 
alternative 
safeguards/arrangements 
in place. 

Newcastle 
assessment 

average:  

Improving 
to Good 

 
 

Halpin 
assessment: 

Improving 
to Good 

Members are 
unclear about 
their 
responsibilities 
and do not 
connect with 
the University 
staff, students 
or units outside 
of meetings. 

Members 
understand 
their 
responsibilities 
but sometimes 
act as if they 
are managers. 
They have 
minimal 
connection with 
University staff, 
students or 
units. 

Members 
understand 
their role and 
responsibilities 
and act 
accordingly. 
They regularly 
connect with 
University staff, 
students and 
units. 

Members understand the 
University’s culture and 
business, and their role 
and responsibilities. They 
act accordingly. They 
regularly connect with 
University staff, students 
and units. 

Newcastle 
assessment 

average:  

Improving 
to Good 

 
 

Halpin 
assessment: 

Improving 

Members do 
not enjoy their 
role which 
involves 
firefighting and 
much 
frustration. 
Their 
reputation may 
be very much 
at risk. 

Members 
believe that the 
University’s 
position is 
improving, and 
they will enjoy 
their role. 

Members enjoy 
their role and 
believe they 
are making a 
difference. 

 

 

Members and the 
Executive believe the 
Board adds value. They 
enjoy, learn and ‘give back’ 
by being governors. 

 

Newcastle 
assessment 

average:  

Good 

 
 

Halpin 
assessment:  

Good 
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Inadequate Improving Good Leading-Edge 

Halpin 
Assessment 

      

Key 
relationships 

Dysfunctional 
relations 
between VC, 
Chair and 
Secretary. 

Satisfactory 
relations 
between VC, 
Chair and 
Secretary. 

Good relations 
between VC, 
Chair and 
Secretary. 

VC, Chair and 
Secretary work 
as an open, 
trusting team. 

Newcastle 
assessment 

average:  

Improving 
to Good 

 
 

Halpin 
assessment: 
Improving 
to Good 

 

Members’ level 
of experience 
and relevant 
skills are not 
satisfactory. 
Members do not 
act as a team. 

Some members 
have good 
experience and 
relevant skills, 
but they do not 
yet act as a 
team. 

Most members 
have good 
experience and 
relevant skills. 
The Board is 
taking action to 
improve their 
ability to work as 
a team. 

Members are 
very experienced 
and have 
relevant skills. 
They act as a 
team to challenge 
and support the 
Executive. 

 

 

Newcastle 
assessment 

average:  

Good 

 
 

Halpin 
assessment:  

Good 

Some members 
question the 
general 
capability of the 
Executive. 

Members 
support some 
of the 
Executives’ 
efforts but are 
not convinced 
they have the 
right officers for 
a good 
Executive team. 

Members see the 
Executive as 
capable and 
respect them but 
see areas for 
improvement. 

 

 

Members and the 
Executive are 
engaged in a 
respectful, open, 
trusting 
relationship. 
Executive 
capacity, 
capability and 
succession 
planning are 
regularly 
reviewed. 

Newcastle 
assessment 

average:  

Improving 
to Good 

 
 

Halpin 
assessment: 

Improving 
to Good 
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Inadequate Improving Good Leading-Edge 

Halpin 
Assessment 

      

Board/Council 
focus 

There are 
immediate and 
major 
regulatory, 
quality and/or 
financial risks. 
The University 
reputation may 
be under 
attack. 

The regulatory, 
quality and/or 
financial risks are 
improving but are 
still significant. 

The regulatory, 
quality and/or 
financial risks 
are under 
control. They are 
regularly 
monitored and 
mitigated. 

 

 

Risk and 
strategic 
decision 
making is 
aligned and 
prioritised in 
meetings. 
Planned 
success 
criteria relating 
to decisions 
are monitored. 

Newcastle 
assessment 

average:  

Good 

 
 

Halpin 
assessment: 

Improving 
to Good 

The Board is 
firefighting and 
very 
operationally 
focused. 

The Board tends 
to be too 
operational. 
However, it is 
involved in setting 
the University 
strategy and 
monitoring its 
implementation. 

The Board sets 
the University 
strategy and 
monitors its 
implementation. 
It monitors 
progress against 
any regulator or 
student-driven 
priorities. 

Significant 
Board time is 
spent on 
horizon 
scanning and 
understanding 
the market, 
risks and 
opportunities. 
The Board is 
very outcome-
driven. 

 

 

Newcastle 
assessment 

average:  

Improving 
to Good 

 
 

Halpin 
assessment: 

Improving 
to Good 
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Inadequate Improving Good Leading-Edge 

Halpin 
Assessment 

      

Board/Council 
meetings 

Poor conduct 
at Board 
meetings. 
Some 
members 
dominate 
discussions. 
Poor chairing 
and secretarial 
support. 

Improved 
discussions and 
conduct. Some 
decisions taken 
outside of 
meetings by 
senior members. 
Staff and student 
members can feel 
that they are 
‘second class’ 
members. 
Secretarial 
support needs 
improving. 

All members feel 
involved in 
decisions and 
able to say what 
they want at 
meetings. 
Constructive 
challenge is 
evidenced in the 
minutes Good 
secretarial 
support. 

Good-quality, 
well-chaired 
discussions 
fully involve all 
members. 
Board 
Secretary with 
senior status, 
relevant 
experience 
and 
appropriate 
independence 
in place. 
Challenge and 
the value 
added by the 
Board is clear 
in the minutes. 

 

 

Newcastle 
assessment 

average:  

Good 

 
 

Halpin 
assessment: 

Improving 
to Good 

Lengthy, 
inadequate 
and/or late 
Board papers. 
Decisions 
taken with 
inadequate 
information 
and scrutiny by 
members. 

Lengthy Board 
papers cover the 
issues 
adequately, but 
the Executive tend 
to pass their 
responsibilities to 
the Board by 
telling it 
everything. 

Board portal in 
use. Some 
Executives 
demonstrate 
they accept their 
ownership of 
outcomes in 
short, risk-
focused Board 
papers which 
give good 
assurance. 

 

 

Short, risk-
focused Board 
papers (using 
graphs and 
other visual 
methods) are 
the norm, 
along with 
short 
presentations 
supplemented 
by regular 
briefings. Good 
assurance 
given to the 
Board. 

Newcastle 
assessment 

average:  

Improving 
to Good 

 
 

Halpin 
assessment: 

Improving 
to Good 
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Inadequate Improving Good Leading-Edge 

Halpin 
Assessment 

      

Other 
committees 

Poorly 
operating 
committee 
structure. 
There is 
disconnection 
between the 
Board and its 
committees. 

Committees 
function 
satisfactorily – 
basic 
improvements to 
membership and 
processes 
having been 
implemented. 

Committees 
functioning well. 
They seek 
continual 
improvements. 
The Board gets 
reasonable 
assurance from its 
committees. 

 

 

Committees 
operate to a 
high standard 
and are good 
at collaborating 
with each 
other. The 
Board gets 
good risk-
focused 
assurance 
from its 
committees. 

Newcastle 
assessment 

average:  

Good 

 
 

Halpin 
assessment: 

Good 
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Inadequate Improving Good Leading-Edge 

Halpin 
Assessment 

      

Stakeholder engagement Board felt to 
be remote 
from the 
staff and 
students. 
Board not 
focused on 
students or 
staff. 

The 
Executive 
conducts 
staff and 
student 
surveys and 
reports on 
these to the 
Board. 

Clear 
evidence that 
staff and 
student views 
are reflected 
in decision-
making 
processes. 

Regular and 
effective two-
way 
communication 
between the 
Board and the 
staff and 
students. 

Newcastle 
assessment 

average:  

Improving 
to Good 

 
 

Halpin 
assessment: 
Improving 
to Good 

Incoherent 
corporate 
culture. A 
values 
statement 
exists but is 
not used by 
the Board 
or the 
Executive. 

Board 
discusses 
and agrees 
the values of 
the 
University 
but does not 
monitor the 
culture of the 
University. 

Board sets 
and takes 
responsibility 
for the 
corporate 
values and 
culture. 

 

Board lives and 
monitors the 
corporate 
culture, 
checking that 
behaviours are 
consistent with 
the University’s 
values. 

Newcastle 
assessment 

average:  

Improving 
to Good 

 
 

Halpin 
assessment: 

Improving 

Stakeholder 
information 
not 
published. 

Required 
regulatory 
information 
published for 
stakeholders, 
e.g. value for 
money, 
gender pay. 

 

Stakeholder 
strategy 
developed 
and starting 
to be 
implemented. 
Some good 
stakeholder 
reporting. 

University is 
accessible and 
relevant to the 
University’s 
local 
communities. 
Board takes 
responsibility 
for the socio-
economic 
impact of the 
University. 
Good 
stakeholder 
information. 

Newcastle 
assessment 

average:  

Good 

 
 

Halpin 
assessment: 

Good 
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Inadequate Improving Good 

Leading-
Edge 

Halpin 
Assessment 

      

Board/Council reviews The only 
reviews are 
those 
commissioned 
by the 
Regulator. 

Occasional 
Board 
effectiveness 
reviews 
focused on 
compliance. 

Board has 
occasional 
external 
reviews of its 
effectiveness 
against the 
HE sector. 

Board 
regularly has 
external 
reviews of its 
effectiveness 
against the 
best in HE 
and other 
sectors. 

 

 

Newcastle 
assessment 

average:  

Good 

 
 

Halpin 
assessment: 

Good 
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Appendix 5: Benchmarking 
 

A small benchmarking exercise was undertaken to compare elements of Council at comparator 
institutions. 
 
 
Table 1: Benchmarking – institution type 

 

 

 

 

 

HEI name Region Institution type Budget or 
annual income 
(2020/21) 
Source: Annual 
Report 

Student 
numbers 
(HESA) 

Newcastle 
University 

North East 
Russell Group / 
Red brick  

£536.4m (income) 27,775 

Durham 
University 

North East Russell Group  £393.5m (income) 20,645 

University of 
Birmingham 

West Midlands 
Russell Group / 
Red brick  

£786m (income) 37,750 

University of 
Bristol 

South West 
Russell Group / 
Red brick 

£776.7m (income) 29,785 

University of 
Exeter 

South West Russell Group £502m 30,250 

University of 
Leeds 

Yorkshire and 
the Humber 

Russell Group / 
Red brick  

£754m (income) 36,840 

University of 
Liverpool 

North West 
Russell Group / 
Red brick  

£597.6m 
(turnover) 

29,185 

University of 
Manchester 

North West 
Russell Group / 
Red brick 

£1,100m (income) 44,635 

University of 
Nottingham 

East Midlands 
Russell Group / 
Red brick  

£696m (income) 35,785 

University of 
Sheffield 

Yorkshire and 
the Humber 

Russell Group / 
Red brick  

£744m (income) 30,605 

University of 
Warwick 

West Midlands 
Russell Group / 
Plate glass  

£703.7m (income) 28,110 

University of 
York 

Yorkshire and 
the Humber 

Russell Group / 
Plate glass  

£391.8m 22,695 
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Table 2: Total Board size 

 

 

Table 3: Board split – external/staff/student 
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Table 4: Board gender split 

 

 

Table 5: Number of committees 
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