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Executive Summary 

This report notes and endorses the findings of the previous external 
review that Robert Gordon University remains compliant with the 
expectations of the Scottish Code of Practice for HE Governance. 

The primary focus of this review is on the dynamics of governance, 
considering issues such as the level of confidence, clarity of expectation 
and commitment to good governance experienced by individuals 
associated with the governance process. 

The review finds a very strong level of confidence in all areas of 
governance and finds clear evidence that this level of assurance is not as 
a result of complacency. 

The review finds and commends a culture of reflective practice in 
governance, whereby any concerns are dealt with effectively and in a 
timely manner through mechanisms that have been deliberately 
introduced to ensure this. 

The review makes the following recommendations: 

1. The Board should continue to act in a manner that is self-reflective.
In particular the practices of having a Board intermediary and in
camera sessions provide useful and dynamic opportunities to
supplement induction processes and periodic internal effectiveness
reviews.

2. The Board should continue to develop its (already highly regarded)
induction processes, in particular to ensure a rapid transition into
role for student and staff governors.

3. The Board should seek to identify the underlying characteristics of
outstanding personal examples of effective governance practice (for
example, as exhibited by the Chair and Secretary and the Chair of
the FPC) and enshrine these, as far as is possible in system,
process and procedure.

4. The Board should continue to be attentive to potential conflicts of
interest both overt (for example through other formal roles held)
and implied (for example through being perceived as representing
the perspectives of a constituency of students, staff or local
external interests).  Discussion should continue about how best to
communicate to others the roles, responsibilities and boundaries of
university governors.

5. The Board should continue its efforts to understand and value the
academic imperatives of the University, by continuing its
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programme of visits to all parts of the institution, as well as through 
the engagement it has with Academic Council.  Although governed 
separately, academic activity is the vital internal contextual factor 
in organisational success and prosperity. 

6. The Board should monitor its recently revised approach to
governing the remuneration of senior officers, particularly in the
light of recent and on-going external scrutiny of this issue.  As an
institution with strong governance practice in place, RGU might
consider benchmarking its practice in this area against that of other
institutions in the sector.

7. Given the very positive situation it finds itself in currently, the
Board may wish to consider its capacity and resilience in the face of
alternative scenarios to that which it is currently experiencing.
There is currently a demonstrably strong commitment from both
the Executive and the Board to the principles of good governance.
If, at some point in the future, either Executive or Board members
or both were to take a different approach, it might wish to consider
how well its underlying governance systems and processes would
protect the University from the effects of possible maverick or
collusive behaviours?

Introduction 

Robert Gordon University, Aberdeen (hereafter RGU or the University) was 
awarded University status in 1992 after a long history of providing 
technical and professional education.  This heritage is still reflected in its 
broad and close links with industry and the professions, within and beyond 
the region in which it is located.  As one of Scotland’s 19 universities, RGU 
is subscribed to various codes of practice, notably the recently revised 
Scottish Code of Good Higher Education Governance.  It is an expectation 
of this code that, in addition to regular internal reflection, the University 
undergo an externally facilitated review of the effectiveness of its 
governance at least every five years. 

Methodology 

The University appointed Workhouse8 OD to conduct this review. 
Workhouse8 OD is the consultancy of Mr Alastair Work MA FCIPD, 
formerly Secretary and Registrar at the University of St Andrews and, 
since 1996, an independent specialist in Governance, Leadership, 
Management and organisational development in the UK Higher Education 
sector and also active in Health, Social Care and Government in Scotland. 

Previous experience in the area of University governance includes the 
formal evaluation of governing bodies in four Scottish universities, regular 
attendance at two Scottish governing bodies (including in the role of 
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Secretary to Court), contributions to the induction and development of 
governors in a variety of institutions, in both Higher and Further Education 
and the delivery of governance and leadership skills development in 
institutions across the UK.  In Health and Social Care, Workhouse8 has 
supported the development and implementation of the Staff Governance 
framework of NHS Scotland. 

At the request of the reviewer, the University formed a small steering 
group comprising the Secretary to the Board and three lay members in 
order to scope, shape and sense-check the wording of questions deployed 
in a survey to be issued to all members of the Board and its committees 
and selected senior executive officers. In the case of the student 
members, at the time of the review both had almost completed a full cycle 
of membership of the Board. 

The reviewer also held face to face meetings with the Chair and the 
Principal, and with the Secretary.   

An on-line survey was issued to 21 individuals, comprising members of 
the Governing Board, its committees and selected senior executive 
officers who have regular contact with the Board.  After the survey results 
had been returned, the reviewer conducted a focus group with Board 
members to consider specific issues arising from the survey. 

In addition, as a piece of deskwork, the reviewer was given access to 
reports and meeting minutes relating to a particular piece of strategic 
university business in order to see how this was handled and recorded in 
the governance process.  

Overview and Context 

The previous externally-facilitated review (2014/15) focused on 
compliance with the code of practice then in force and with the 
University’s Statement of Primary Responsibilities, using a risk-based 
approach.  The review found the University to be compliant with low risk 
overall of breach of its responsibilities.  This continues to be the case. 

New expectations arising from the revised Code of Practice (2017) are 
being discussed and implemented, as appropriate, by the Board.   It is too 
early to gauge the effectiveness of these changes but they will be formally 
assessed on a “comply or explain” basis in the University’s annual reports. 

In discussion with the Steering Group, it was agreed that the primary 
focus of this review should be the dynamics of the governance process 
itself. This would be achieved by considering issues such as the level of 
confidence, clarity of expectation and commitment to good governance 
perceived by individual members. 
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The Reviewer had in mind several notable factors in the external context: 
recent media scrutiny of the University sector, focusing on issues of senior 
remuneration, use of public funds, student experience and value for 
money; a recent downturn in the economic situation in the University’s 
local environment and recent changes to the Scottish Code of Good HE 
Governance including the part played by the University’s Principal in those 
changes.  Each of these has the potential to intensify scrutiny on the 
University and require it to demonstrate its capacity to discharge its 
governance responsibilities appropriately. 

Survey Findings 

The survey responses (from 16 of the 21 invited to participate) indicate a 
very strong level of confidence in all areas.  In all but three of the 31 
questions posed, all responses were in the positive top two (of five) 
categories of agreement. In only one case did anyone respond in the 
lowest two categories. 

Free text comments provided some texture to these positive findings, 
suggesting that, where there were concerns, they were being dealt with 
effectively. 

The Reviewer found these responses to be unusually positive and wished 
to test, via further discussions with members of the Board, whether there 
was any complacency at work, or even blindness to risk.  Members were 
able to satisfy the Reviewer that this was not the case at RGU. 

Focus Group Findings 

Ten Board members attended the focus group on 31 May 2018.  They 
were issued with a list of ten questions arising from the survey responses 
that were intended to deepen the reviewer’s understanding of the 
dynamics of governance at RGU.  Members reported high levels of 
reflective practice through, for example, the availability and use of the 
role of intermediary, through in camera discussions at the end of formal 
meetings, through the induction provided by the Secretary and generally, 
through a spirit of being able to ask, to challenge and to deal with difficult 
issues at the time that they arose.   

The Reviewer challenged the group to consider whether there was any 
risk of complacency and was reassured that this was not the case.  Some 
respondents were able to make direct and favourable comparisons with 
governance they were involved with in other places. 
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Business Trace Findings 

The Reviewer asked to see how a particular piece of strategic business 
has been processed through the governance mechanisms of the 
University.  In 2016, in the context of a significantly more challenging 
economic environment, the University Executive proposed an academic 
restructure with consequences that entailed a large-scale voluntary 
severance scheme.  This strategy was reported to the Board and 
discussed and its progress monitored over a two year period. 

The documents provided (strategy papers, executive minutes, audit 
report, consultants’ report, minutes of staff governance committee, audit 
committee, Board of Governors and various associated correspondence) 
show a high level of scrutiny of the strategic process and its associated 
management implications with regular and timely reports of progress 
against the strategy’s objectives. 

The Focus Group’s clear view on this item of business was that, although 
it was a sensitive and difficult process, it had been handled thoroughly, 
transparently and fairly. 

Summative Findings 

Respondents to this evaluation of the Board’s effectiveness reported high 
levels of confidence in the systems, processes and procedures of 
governance at RGU and in the quality of individual contributions in key 
roles. In the reviewer’s experience, these levels of positivity are unusually 
high.  An obvious line of enquiry, therefore, is to discover whether they 
are based on complacency, but the evidence of further discussions with 
members of the Board dispelled this possibility.  On the contrary, the 
Board seems to have a high level of reflective practice and mechanisms in 
place to ensure that it questions itself regularly and is open to challenge 
from its own members. 

A further consideration is the degree to which these qualities are ad-
personam or systemic.  A test of this would be the degree to which the 
Board would remain resilient in the event of changes in personnel in either 
governor or executive roles, or both.  In a situation where effectiveness 
was vested more in individuals than in the system, any inappropriate 
behaviours on the part of governors or managers might lead to commonly 
understood governance risks of collusion and/or blindness to risk. In 
pursuit of continuous improvement and to test continuity, it might be 
useful for the Board to explore hypothetical scenarios in which its current 
practices were tested under pressure.   
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Recommendations 

1. The Board should continue to act in a manner that is self-reflective.
In particular the practices of having a Board intermediary and in
camera sessions provide useful and dynamic opportunities to
supplement induction processes and periodic internal effectiveness
reviews.

2. The Board should continue to develop its (already highly regarded)
induction processes, in particular to ensure a rapid transition into
role for student and staff governors.

3. The Board should seek to identify the underlying characteristics of
outstanding personal examples of effective governance practice (for
example, as exhibited by the Chair and Secretary and the Chair of
the FPC) and enshrine these, as far as is possible in system,
process and procedure.

4. The Board should continue to be attentive to potential conflicts of
interest both overt (for example through other formal roles held)
and implied (for example through being perceived as representing
the perspectives of a constituency of students, staff or local
external interests).  Discussion should continue about how best to
communicate to others the roles, responsibilities and boundaries of
university governors.

5. The Board should continue its efforts to understand and value the
academic imperatives of the University, by continuing its
programme of visits to all parts of the institution, as well as through
the engagement it has with Academic Council.  Although governed
separately, academic activity is the vital internal contextual factor
in organisational success and prosperity.

6. The Board should monitor its recently revised approach to
governing the remuneration of senior officers, particularly in the
light of recent and on-going external scrutiny of this issue.  As an
institution with strong governance practice in place, RGU might
consider benchmarking its practice in this area against that of other
institutions in the sector.

7. Given the very positive situation it finds itself in currently, the
Board may wish to consider its capacity and resilience in the face of
alternative scenarios to that which it is currently experiencing.
There is currently a demonstrably strong commitment from both
the Executive and the Board to the principles of good governance.
If, at some point in the future, either Executive or Board members
or both were to take a different approach, it might wish to consider
how well its underlying governance systems and processes would
protect the University from the effects of possible maverick or
collusive behaviours?

Report prepared by Alastair Work, Reviewer, Workhouse8 OD, June 2018
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