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Minerva Report Executive Summary 
 
The following report outlines work undertaken by Minerva in conducting an independent 
review of the effectiveness of governance of City, University of London.    
 
The Process 
 
Throughout the autumn: 
• we read a great deal of governance documentation from Council and Council 

Committee meetings over the last two years; 
• all Council members completed a survey; 
• we conducted interviews with all 19 members of Council, several elected senators and 

other relevant stakeholders (26 individual meetings); 
• we attended two Council meetings and the Plenary Dinner before one of these, as well 

as a meeting of every Committee of Council (including Senate), except for SIPCo (the 2 
November meeting was cancelled).  

 
In this section of the report we provide brief bullet points outlining our reflections and 
recommendations from these.     In the second part we provide a brief outline of our 
approach, some comments on the papers and the survey results.   This is followed by more 
detailed discussion of our reflections based on the interviews we conducted, including some 
drawings from practice in other institutions and sectors.    
 
Overarching findings 
 
The first and clearest observation to make is how well governance works at City.   For the 
past several years, a level of resource, attention and commitment has been invested that is 
remarkable in UK Higher Education.    
 
The process is immaculately joined up and organised, with papers arriving in good time, 
thoughtfully written and clearly presented.   Meetings are consistently chaired with 
exceptional care, run to time and cover the business.   Effort is invested in making sure that 
possible tensions are managed in an elegant fashion and that there is a strong manifest 
sense of working together.    
 
The engine room overseen by the College Secretary and the Governance Team is highly 
efficient, customer-focused and effective.     
 
From everything we can see, the institution takes its compliance responsibilities very 
seriously and fulfils them in an organised and diligent fashion, with any concerns being 
actively spotted and addressed.    
 
Governance and executive delivery have worked well together over the past years in 
delivering the many areas of successful progress that the institution has made.     
 
The reflections that follow should be seen very much in this context. 
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Improving present practice 
 

• Alongside a recognition of how well choreographed and how thorough governance is 
at City, a question emerged regularly in our discussions about whether this always 
allowed for as much debate or discussion as was desirable.    We were struck in the 
meetings that we attended (full Council and four Council Committees, including 
Senate) by a sense of not a lot happening in open-play - “there are very few truly 
interactive moments”.  Many felt that the real debate does happen in Council 
Committees and at the annual Council Away Day and in less formal situations such as 
the Plenary Dinner, and the Chair’s dinners although a number felt that there could 
still be more active discussion even in these settings.     One recommendation might 
be to distinguish even more clearly in meetings between items which are being 
‘rubber stamped’ and those which are for live discussion, and then to make sure 
that proper time can be dedicated to the live discussion. 
 

• For many lay members of Council, there was an expressed desire to see more of the 
institution and what goes on.    Many commented on how positively the presence of 
the Deans and SU President was regarded, and it is clear that having a line of sight to 
what goes on at ground level at City is very important for lay members; “having a 
feel for the place”.     Some expressed a sense that understanding the end user was 
critical for them in ensuring that they don’t become focused on governance for its 
own sake.   One recommendation here might be to refresh the School link scheme, 
where lay members are affiliated to specific Schools or areas.   This seems to work 
exceptionally well with Cass Business School and the Student Union, but not so well 
elsewhere.  Making this work more effectively will also involve some degree of 
persuading Heads of Schools that it is worth engaging with this more 
enthusiastically, and that the process is about building relationships and 
understanding rather than checking up/scrutiny.  Other activities might also include 
simply finding more opportunities for broader, informal engagement.   
 

• The positive role of Council Committees is very clear, and across the board these 
were felt to be working effectively.   One question that emerged from discussions 
was around the role of the Chair of a Council Committee, and we observed, when 
attending Council Committees that it was on occasion difficult to chair discussions 
whilst also contributing to them.   Given that Chairs are sometimes the experts in the 
content of the Committee they are chairing, it would be worth discussing further 
with Chairs how they approach the agenda items to ensure that they facilitate 
broad and open discussion; and draw in the full contribution of the less expert 
members of Committees on specialist issues.  
 

• For both Council and its Committees, the length of papers was often discussed with, 
broadly speaking, a feeling that papers were too voluminous.   This is a perennial 
issue in nearly all board reviews, although the discussion at City had two 
sides.   Some felt that the volume was too great, whereas others noted that, in a 
regulated environment, some degree of technical detail was unavoidable at 
governance level and that this would inevitably result in a degree of volume.     That 
said, we would recommend introducing a clear habit of executive summarising at 
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the start of papers, and perhaps providing even greater clarity about the history of 
papers (e.g. which ones are appearing for the first time, which for the second, which 
for the third etc…).      It might also be possible to make some material available in 
paperless format; some HEIs (Higher Education Institutions) now are not sending 
hard copies of papers at all to Council members.   A small question was raised at 
times about the reappearance of papers in the documents, with regard to whether 
or not it was possible to tell more quickly what had been changed / developed in the 
document since its previous review.   
 

• The issue of the composition of Council was raised regularly.  (i) Many members 
raised the issue of the relative lack of academic expertise amongst lay members of 
Council, particularly in view of the new responsibility of Council to provide an annual 
assurance statement to HEFCE about academic standards and quality.  This is clearly 
being addressed with the appointment of a former Vice-Chancellor to Council.  One 
recommendation might be that induction involve a greater component of insight 
into the sector more broadly.  There might also be other occasions for providing 
information on the latest developments in the sector. (ii) Many also raised the issue 
of there being no (elected or recruited) non-managerial staff members on Council.  It 
was generally felt that there was little opportunity to engage with the rank and file 
or “ordinary academics” in the institution. 
 

• More broadly, Council members were very welcoming of the fact that there would 
be a new member with strong HE experience, and expressed a view on the whole 
that proper care was taken to ensure that the Council membership as a whole was 
balanced and appropriate. 
 

Senate 
 

• Senates or equivalent academic boards provide a focal point of discussion in 
university governance across the country at the moment.   It was understood by 
everyone we interviewed – without exception – that Senate will need to adapt to 
provide the level of quality assurance now needed to support HEFCE’s expectations 
of Council.     A range of views was expressed to us, however, about Senate’s its 
purpose and role, above and beyond the provisions of City’s Royal Charter. 
 

• Senate is a large – some would say unwieldy – body, with up to 38 members drawn 
from across City, some elected and many there on account of their formal roles.   It 
is worth reflecting on whether the overall membership could be smaller – many 
noted that it is too large at the moment to be effective, and it was mooted that the 
number of full meetings might reduce slightly to allow a more focused Sub-
committee to provide quality assurance data to Council.     
 

• We go into this in more detail in the second part of this report but suggest that the 
core work of providing assurance to Council might need to be conducted through 
Sub-committees of Senate rather than through the main body.   
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• Whatever developments are made to Senate, we suggest that it is worth thinking 
about an arena for staff engagement more broadly in the institution.   Several 
Senators expressed a concern that this is one of the very few potential avenues of 
engagement with senior management at the moment.    
 

• Ensuring that there is experience of quality and standards in HE amongst the 
overall skillset of lay members may become increasingly important in coming 
years.    

 
Future challenges 
 

• A major issue for City, related to the very successful governance regime led by the 
current Chair of Council, is succession planning. This was discussed in all individual 
meetings, with it being noted that both the Deputy Chair and Chair will stand down 
in the not-too-distant future. 
 

• A key element of discussion around succession planning concerned as much the 
change of style and approach which may come about through the process of 
changing Chair, as the actual specifics around the individual who would step into the 
role.   It was recognised that the current Chair invests a significant amount of time 
and energy in his role, in particular outside of key meetings, to ensure that issues are 
dealt with, relationships are smooth, and overall governance works as well as 
possible.    Many felt it might not be possible for whoever succeeds to invest quite as 
much time, and that a different approach would represent a challenge for Council as 
a whole.   Our sense from these discussions is that a lot gets picked up and dealt with 
by the current Chair in between meetings. It was recognised that the level of 
resource invested in governance at City should mean that things would still get 
picked up in between meetings even with a different approach. This is nonetheless, 
we feel, something worth reflecting on.   
 

• Generally it was felt that all things being equal, it would be great if a Chair could be 
found from the current lay membership, so that whoever is appointed can segue in 
smoothly to the role with an understanding of the journey that City’s Council has 
travelled.    Most lay members of Council ruled themselves out, however, largely on 
the basis of current time commitments.    
 

• Looking further to the future, there was an emerging theme around the broader 
culture and approach to strategy.   It was consistently recognised that City has done 
extremely well over the past years, and that there has been notable progress in most 
areas of its activity.    It was also suggested that this has been delivered through a 
highly performance-led approach – the strategy has been implemented in a 
determined and granular fashion, with SIPCo playing a key role in joining governance 
and executive arms of the institution.     
 

• From lay members, there was a question about whether the next stage in the 
development of the institution could involve a little more prioritising of higher level 
vision and strategy.   
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• It was also noted that some topics, notably income generation, enterprise, 

international and civic engagement for example had rarely made it to the table over 
the past year in Council meetings and might be considered in more depth now that 
the overall Vision & Strategy has been agreed.   
 

• From executive members of Council and Senate, a view was expressed that, as City 
progressed in its research strength, it would be worth also thinking about ways of 
fostering more innovation.     
 

 

Minerva Report: Discussion Relating to Senate 
 

Effectiveness of Senate? Is Council ready/able to fulfil its new responsibility for academic 
quality and standards? 

 
Senate was a focal point in all our conversations.  It was seen by far to be the weakest link in 
the governance infrastructure at City.  Several interviewees felt quite strongly that Senate – 
as it is currently configured and as it currently operates - cannot provide the requisite 
assurance to Council vis-à-vis the quality and academic standards of the institution.   
 
It is worth stressing that this is an issue across the HE sector.   Typically, the more research 
intensive an institution is, the more vocal and potentially unruly its Senate will be.      
 
A few interviewees made the point that there has been a marked improvement at City in 
Senate meetings, but that there is a way to go.  Connections between Council and Senate 
have improved through the presence of lay members at Senate meetings.    
 
The size of Senate was addressed by interviewees; some felt that it is too big to be effective, 
and wondered if it could be scaled back.   
 
Some also felt that the role and remit of Senate needed to be more clearly defined.  In 
particular, it would be useful to have a common understanding of what could legitimately 
be discussed under the banner of academic quality and standards. We were reminded that 
Senators do not represent any particular group but rather are there as individual academics 
to bring an academic view around quality and standards.  Some Senators felt that the 
Executive interprets the remit of Senate very narrowly. Others felt that discussion 
frequently veers into other areas not technically within the remit of Senate, although the 
point was also made that there is not much that does not in some way impact on academic 
quality.  One possibility would be to set up an alternative staff forum so that there is 
another mechanism for staff to air their concerns around a much broader set of issues. 
Senate is used as a campaigning platform, and many expressed the view that this is in part 
because there is no staff forum. 
 
Senators also felt that most papers are pre-digested and “presented for approval…. not for 
debate”.  “Senate is so pre-digested and box-ticking that there is hardly any useful debate”.  
Another commented “So many decisions are taken by a small number of individuals”  
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It was felt to have been a very positive development for Senators to meet for an hour 
before Senate. 
 
One suggestion in terms of the layout of the room is to see whether a cabaret-style table 
arrangement might help to create a warmer feel.   This has been found to be successful in 
some other institutions.    
 
We discussed the new requirement placed on Council to provide assurance to HEFCE about 
academic quality and standards.  It might be most sensible for a scrutiny group to be 
established as a Sub-committee of Senate to provide the necessary assurance to Council.  It 
is typical in universities for the main work around quality and standards do be undertaken 
by a Sub-committee of Senate or academic board, generally chaired by an appropriate 
senior executive.    
 
Such Sub-committees usually comprise senior academics supported by relevant professional 
service leads.   To cement the link between this Sub-committee and Council’s mandate from 
HEFCE, it might be worth considering including a small number of lay members in the Sub-
committee.     The work of this Sub-committee would include an annual report to Council on 
quality and standards, and it would report to ARC on matters of academic risk.    
 
 
 

 


