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Executive Summary 
 

1. Halpin has been commissioned by Durham University to advise on a review of the effectiveness of 

the Council of the University. The Committee of University Chairs (CUC) Code of Higher 

Education Governance requires universities regularly to carry out such reviews, with external 

advice. We report to a Steering Group established by the Council for this purpose. 

 

2. During the course of the review we interviewed members of Council and of the University 

Executive Committee (UEC). We also interviewed the immediate past and incoming Vice-

Chancellors and Wardens. We conducted a survey, a desk review and observed meetings of 

Council, Senate and certain committees.  

 

3. Our main conclusion is that the Council of Durham University is effective and good with some  

leading edge features (see paragraph 9 below). 

 

4. This summary has been written to be self-standing but, where possible, should be read in 

conjunction with with 

certain  

committees.

self

 

 

but,

Our

of
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Durham University 
 
8. Founded in 1832, Durham is England’s third oldest university. It now has some 20000 students, 

4000 staff and a turnover of some £400million. The University operates across four faculties which 

contain 26 academic departments including arts and humanities, social sciences, science and 

business.  Students belong to one of 17 Colleges which, in the words of the Annual Report, 

“provide a unique supportive environment to inspire [students] to become the best they can be, in 

their studies and beyond.” The University is incorporated by Royal Charter and is a member of the 

prestigious Russell Group of 24 leading UK universities. The Council is the governing body of the 

University and the Senate its academic authority. In common with other English universities 

Durham is an exempt charity regulated by the Office for Students. 
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19. Some members of Council and executives feel that, compared with finance and infrastructure 

which are considered at Finance Committee prior to Council, people issues could be foregrounded 

more at Council. We put forward a number of options
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University Governance Maturity 
Framework1 
Based on this review, the Halpin team have plotted below where they find Durham measures across the Governance 
Maturity Framework. 
 
Note: The characteristics shown under each column category are not intended to be comprehensive but only 
indicative. Universities normally will display characteristics in several of these column categories at any one time. The 
term “Board” includes “Council”, and the term “Senate” includes “Academic Board”. 

 Inadequate2 Improving Good Leading Edge3 

     
University 
Constitution4 

 

Poor governance 
documentation & 
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 & 
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 & 
processes are easily 
understood and 
accessible internally to 
staff & students. The 
Constitution has been 
modernised and in the 
case of Chartered 
Universities, Privy Council 
permission is required 
only for major changes.  

 

Governance 
documentation & 
processes are easily 
understood and 
accessible internally to 
staff & 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 

 

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. 

Board/Council 
Membership 

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

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

Good EDI processes. 
Good quality recruitment 
& induction processes. 

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

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. 

Members are unclear 
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 Inadequate2 Improving Good Leading Edge3 

     
and do not connect with 
the University staff, 
students or units outside 
of meetings. 

sometimes act as if they 
are managers. They have 
minimal connection with 
University staff, students 
or units. 

responsibilities and act 
accordingly. They 
regularly connect with 
University staff, students 
& units. 

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

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 & “give back” 
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