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Challenges for Higher Education Governance



2018: The turning point?

BBC News: The challenges facing universities in 2018



Education Technology: “Is there a crisis in higher education governance?”

2018: The turning point?



WonkHE: “University governance. With a capital G.”



When boards and committees are well-
educated about their position in their 
governance setting, their decision-making 
will be more informed

University World News: ”Towards ethical universities via ethical governing boards



Sustainability starts and finishes with 
governance, a University cannot flourish 
without adherence to its principles. Good 

governance informs and facilitates decision-
making which, in turn, enables a University 

to grow and prosper. Coupled with 
accountability and transparency, 

governance (as an overarching framework) 
allows a University be sustainable in the 

long-term.
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Workshop

■ Using case studies, you are tasked to spot early red flags, engage in conflict 

resolution and attempt to solve problems caused by poor governance. There will be 

three key areas: financial governance; strategic plan; and accountability and 

transparency in relation to leadership.



Example 1: Poor Governance regarding a 
University’s expansion

Financial Governance Strategic Plan Transparency and Accountability of Leadership

Red Flags • The satellite campus was openly being called 

“ambitious”. 

• Academics feeling they have been 

marginalised in the pursuit of profit.

• The University had taken out loans to start 

work on the campus. 

• Apparent lack of consultation about the 

ambitious satellite campus.

• Claims of fears that the satellite campus 

was being driven by institutional greed. 

• Claims from the Academic Board that 

decisions were taken in breach of rules.

• Claims that this was the latest sign of 

challenges facing the University. 

Conflict Resolution • The Audit Committee and internal and external 

auditors should have raised concerns to the 

Council if there were financial implications, or 

any potential wrongdoings. 

• It would be usual for a planned expansion to 

appear in a University’s strategic plan. The 

Academic Board have received regular 

updates against the Strategic Plan. 

• A lawyer investigated academics’ claims of 

misconduct by leadership.

• The independent investigation should have 

been shared with the Academic Board, who 

had raised the complaint. 

Problem Solution • Were queries over anticipated costs not 

communicated to the Academic Board as part 

of an update report? 

• The reporting line of where the decisions were 

made should have been communicated to the 

Academic Board. 

• Ultimately, the Strategic Plan may need to 

be revisited, with wider consultation and 

communication of the outlined plans. 

• There should be a balance in the Strategic 

Plan of the Unviersity’s business aims and 

academic aims. 

• The investigation found no breach of the 

constitution. The leadership should have 

communicated this widely and addressed 

concerns that were raised. 

• Consultation should have taken place 

whereby suggestions could have been 

anonymously submitted to be addressed by 

the Senior Leadership Team. 



Example 2: Poor Governance regarding Vice 
Chancellor’s Remuneration

Financial Governance Strategic Plan Transparency and Accountability of Leadership

Red Flags • Claims that the University hadn’t complied 

with its financial regulations – which was true, 

given the VC travelled first class instead of 

economy. 

• The UK’s highest paid VC was at the 

modest-sized institution. 

• Claims went back to 2016 of the VC’s 

expenses being improper. 

Conflict Resolution • Union Leaders should have been involved fully 

from their first complaints aired in November 

2017. 

• Economic travel should have been a priority 

for the University at all levels. 

• There should have been follow up proposed 

resolutions to the No-confidence vote.

• There should have been more consultation 

regarding the VC’s portrait which was costly 

for the University. 

• There should be a clear schedule of 

delegation regarding who can make 

decisions over large spends at the University 

– the Strategic Plan should look to ensure 

where the University’s money would be 

spent.

• An investigation should have taken place into 

the Union’s demands for the VC to resign in 

November 2017.

• The membership of the Council should have 

been reviewed to given a wider 

representation outside of business 

executives. 

Problem Solution • The VC should not have been given £600k in 

3 months prior to resignation. 

• The membership of the Remuneration 

Committee should have been reviewed. 

• The CUC Code of Remuneration would have 

been in place in time for some of the latter 

events. 

• Governance should play a key role in the 

newest Strategic Plan, if it wasn’t already. 

• Outcomes of the HEFCE report should have 

been followed through in a timely manner.

• Questions should have been raised by other 

colleagues or by lay members regarding the 

£200k pay rise over 5 years.  



Example 3: Poor Governance regarding Student 
Complaints

Financial Governance Strategic Plan Transparency and Accountability of Leadership

Red Flags • Some of the perpetrators had their 

punishments changed. 

• Was sufficient resource in place for colleagues 

who were required to process the complaint? 

• Was the Strategic Plan prepared to deal with 

crises?

• The Head of PR was the official investigator. 

• The Vice Chancellor didn’t publically 

apologise until July 2019. 

Conflict Resolution • Explanations for the changes in punishments

should have been communicated alongside 

any financial implications. 

• The financial implications of the complaint 

becoming high profile could have been 

mitigated if the process had been robust. 

• The University should consult with students 

regarding the student experience as part of 

the Strategic Plan. 

• The Head of PR should have been removed 

as the investigator as soon as the potential 

for conflict was realised. 

• The Vice Chancellor should have 

recommended an appropriate body. 

Problem Solution • A legal expert had to be called in to review the 

complaints process; a cost that could have 

been avoided. 

• It is possible that their professional services 

required further training and/or resource, as 

reflected in the recommendations of the 

review. 

• The University should consider student 

experience in their next Strategic Plan.

• The University must ensure that the 

recommendations of the review are 

implemented and embedded within their 

Strategic Plan. 

• A new independent investigator should have 

been appointed.

• The review should take into account 

students’ views of the handling of the 

complaint. 



Sustainable Governance:

■ Is political – its about identifying who makes which decisions, who they consult 

about those decisions and explaining why to each of these elements. 

■ Engages stakeholders – who is consulted, who is asked to present to decision-

making bodies, who holds the budget, where the accountability comes from, and, of 

course, student involvement on the appropriate bodies. 

■ Delegates appropriately – a Board of Governors may make the final call, but who will 

implement the decisions on the ground? Not only are powers delegated, but other, 

more appropriate bodies are empowered. 

■ Is strategic – everyone involved in the structure should be aware of their role, their 

position in the governance structure, and, importantly, that all bodies and members 

are aware of the common targets and plan for the University (the Strategic Plan).



We have the framework…

CUC HE Code 

of Governance



THANK YOU
Any questions?


