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The STUC is Scotland’s trade union centre. Its purpose is to co-ordinate, 
develop and articulate the views and policies of the trade union 
movement in Scotland; reflecting the aspirations of trade unionists as 
workers and citizens.  
 
The STUC represents over 632,000 working people and their families 
throughout Scotland. It speaks for trade union members in and out of 
work, in the community and in the workplace. Our affiliated organisations 
have interests in all sectors of the economy and our representative 
structures are constructed to take account of the specific views of 
women members, young members, Black/minority ethnic members, 
LGBT members, and members with a disability, as well as retired and 
unemployed workers. 
 
Introduction 
 
The STUC has long been concerned about the governance in both the 
Further Education (FE) and Higher Education (HE) sectors in Scotland. 
We were, therefore, pleased to take part in the Governance Reviews in 
each of these sectors and supported the findings of both the Griggs and 
the Von Prondzynski reviews. 
 
The STUC is concerned, however, about the disconnect between the 
Von Prondzynski review and the code of good governance. The code of 
governance in many places contradicts or falls short of the 
recommendations of the Von Prondzynski review and the initial 
consultation process for this code revisited many of the issues looked at 
in the Von Prondzynski review – which had already been widely 
consulted upon and clear recommendations had been made. The STUC 
is concerned that the process of preparing the code of governance, a 
narrow piece of work conducted by the Chairs of Court, seems to have 
overtaken a much wider piece of work which drew on the expertise and 
experience of the whole sector.  
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It should be recognised that the majority of the Von Prondzynski review’s 
recommendations were agreed unanimously. It is therefore not 
appropriate that this code of Governance should aim to do anything 
other than implement the recommendations of the Von Prondzynski 
review in full. The STUC is clear that this code falls short of this and in 
many cases there is no justification for a different approach being 
proposed.  For example the Von Prondzynski review clearly 
recommended that “remuneration committees should include staff and 
student members” yet this code makes no such recommendation when 
outlining the make-up of remuneration committees. The STUC is not 
clear why the Steering Group felt that they had a mandate to disregard 
clear recommendations from the previous review. There is no practical 
barrier to carrying out this recommendation; it is simply the case that the 
Steering Group did not agree with it. Yet their role was not to redefine 
the improvements that should be made in the sector, their role was 
simply to prepare a code of good governance in line with the specific 
recommendations of Von Prondzynski review.  
 
As such this code remains out of step with the wider reforms that are 
ongoing in the sector. From the outset the Steering Group were clear 
that they would not consider any requirements that needed legislative 
change (and therefore would not consider some of the Von Prondzynski 
recommendations) despite the existence of the Post-16 Education 
(Scotland) Bill and the proposal to have a subsequent Bill focused on 
Higher Education, that could be used as mechanisms to make these 
changes. Equally the code makes no mention of outcome agreements, 
despite these agreements being key to the new reporting culture in the 
sector. The accumulative effect of this is that the code produced seems 
parochial and out of date and does not seem to have any link with the 
wider work that the Scottish Government is undertaking to improve the 
functioning of the Higher Education sector in Scotland.   
 
Further, this code was developed in a manner that is contrary to 
principles of good governance and contrary to the Cabinet Secretary’s 
Parliamentary statement on 28 June 2012, with representatives of both 
staff and students being excluded from the Steering Group. While trade 
unions were involved in giving evidence to this review and we did meet 
the Steering Group to discuss the current draft on 16th May 2013, we are 
concerned that there is a general lack of transparency within this 
process and it is difficult to see where trade union input has been 
reflected in the draft code that has been produced to date. 
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As drafted, the code reflects the fact that it is prepared exclusively by 
managers.  It is very much drafted to support management and allows a 
significant degree of latitude in any given situation. This means that even 
where the STUC agrees with the general principle being proposed in the 
code, it is not convinced that the code will result in any change or 
improvement of practice, as the supporting guidelines which accompany 
each principle are often extremely loosely presented and lack ambition. 
Moreover, the code as drafted is often more limited than the current 
practice of many institutions and therefore does not represent any 
significant move forward for the sector.  
 
Ultimately a code of good governance that does not support the 
development of good practice in the sector or present a firm steer to 
institutions on how good governance is achieved is of little value.  
 
‘Comply and Explain’ and weak wording 
 
The stated aim of the draft code (which is reflected in the explanatory 
notes to the Post-16 Education Bill currently before Parliament) is, “The 
Scottish Funding Council will require Institutions to follow the Code as a 
condition of a grant of public funding.”   
 
The draft code, however, describes itself as “a set of main principles 
supported by guidelines and examples of good practice” and 
subsequently states “that governing bodies will, wherever possible, 
comply with the Code”. The draft code also states; “Given the diversity of 
Scottish Higher Education Institutions it is possible that certain of the 
principles can be met by means different to those envisaged in the 
guidelines”. 
 
In this way much of the code is approached as a range of suggestions 
that might improve practice but there is often reluctance within the code 
to set out a clear explanation of what should be done as a minimum to 
meet the principles of good governance. 
  
Further, the draft code’s “comply or explain” mechanism is flawed and 
will prevent the document from being a true condition of public funding.  
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The “comply or explain” principle sets out that: 
“Institutions should report in the corporate governance statement of their 
annual audited financial statements (Annual Reports) that they have had 
regard to the Code, and that where an Institution’s practices are not 
consistent with particular provisions of the Code an explanation should 
be published in that statement. 
 
Practically, however, the delay in this reporting mechanism means that it 
is difficult to make a direct link between compliance with the code and 
the grant funding that the SFC provides an institution. The STUC 
believes that this mechanism should be revised so that any diversion 
from the code must be agreed by the governing body and the SFC must 
be notified as soon as the minutes of the meeting where the decision 
was made are passed and available for public scrutiny.  
 
Despite having a ‘comply or explain’ mechanism that is the basis of the 
code, which therefore ensures a degree of flexibility for institutions to 
deal with unexpected circumstances, the supporting guidelines that 
underpin each principle are very weakly drafted and are peppered with 
caveats which in reality make non-compliance with the code difficult to 
achieve. The STUC, as an outcome of our meeting with the Steering 
Group on the 16th May, prepared a paper which highlighted where the 
wording became so weak that it served to undermine the principles set 
out in the document.  
 
Given these issues, however, the STUC is concerned that the code as 
drafted is not fit for purpose, and believes that it is unlikely to deliver any 
real change or be a driver of good practice across the sector.   
 
Proposed amendment to the Comply and Explain Mechanism 
 
“It is expected that governing bodies will comply with the Code. Any 
diversion from the code must be agreed by the governing body and the 
Scottish Funding Council must be notified as soon as the minutes of the 
meeting where the decision was made to differ from the code are 
passed and available for public scrutiny.” 
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The Election of Chairs and the Role of Rectors 
 
While the proposed increased democracy in choosing chairs of 
governing bodies is a small step forward, it is not the election that was 
recommended by Von Prondzynski’s Governance Review Report. 
Further, in five institutions the Rector is already elected by students to 
chair the Court.   There is a danger that this new draft actually dilutes the 
important role of the Rector as the elected chair of the governing body in 
the five ancient universities. This cannot be changed without 
amendment of the statutes and Acts of Parliament dating back to 1889 
and is possibly unlawful, which is surprising given the consultants 
knowledge of statutes and ordinances and their reluctance to include 
anything within the code that requires legislative change.  
 
The STUC is concerned that the code’s recommendations do not get to 
grips with some of the governance issues that exist in the sector at 
present. Currently, nomination committees for court membership tend to 
be dominated by both the senior management team and existing lay 
members from the business community and tend to lead to similar 
people being appointed. There STUC recommends that as a minimum, 
staff and student representatives should be included on appointment 
committees. This will increase transparency of the appointments process 
and allow for a broader view to be taken in selecting and appointing 
candidates. 
 
Ultimately the STUC still supports the Von Prondzynski review’s 
recommendations that all chairs of court should be elected as is the 
case presently for Rectors and believes that this would do more to 
improve governance in the sector than the proposals in the current code. 
 
Proposed amendments on the role of Rector. 
 
Principle 7 
The chair “or elected Rector” shall be responsible for the leadership of 
the governing body, and be ultimately responsible for its effectiveness. 
They shall ensure the Institution is well connected with its stakeholders, 
including staff and students. 
 
Principle 11 
At end of first paragraph 
“Including where applicable the delineation between the roles of the 
convener of Court and Rector, as defined in the regulations and 
legislation.” 
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The Supporting Guidelines should then be amended to read: 
“Legislation provides that in the case of four universities (St. Andrews, 
Glasgow, Aberdeen and Edinburgh) the rector who is elected by the 
students (and, in the case of Edinburgh, also the staff) should preside at 
meetings of the governing body.” 
 
“This code recognises the legitimacy of student/staff elections as a way 
of selecting the chair of the governing body and therefore the Rector as 
the elected chair, as defined in the regulations and legislation, is 
expected to chair the court. In these universities a convener may also be 
selected but their role should not interfere with the duly elected 
representative.” 
 
“If the Rector is unable to take up his/her role as chair of the governing 
body, the normal procedure for electing a chair from within its own 
number, as laid down elsewhere in this code, should be followed.”    
 
“The governing body may wish to supply information to candidates for 
the post of Rector around their duties as the chair of the governing body 
before their election.” 
 
The Role of the Secretary 
 
The STUC believes that there should be a fully independent secretary 
who is responsible to the whole body not just the chair of court. 
However, the code proposes to give even greater managerial power to 
the Secretary role which increases the conflict of interest between the 
Secretary’s responsibility to the court and their membership of the senior 
management team. It is concerning that the code should increase the 
conflict of interest of the Secretary and again highlights how the code 
fails to understand and therefore effectively deal with some of the issues 
that exist around governance in the sector. 
 
The Secretary should be an independent member of staff and solely 
responsible for the Court. 
 
Equality 
 
The inequalities in the makeup of governing bodies are not addressed 
by the draft code.  The Von Prondzynski Review states: 
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“The panel therefore recommends that each governing body should be 
required to ensure (over a specified transition period) that at least 40 per 
cent of the membership is female. Each governing body should also 
ensure that the membership reflects the principles of equality and 
diversity more generally, reflecting the diversity of the wider society.” 
 
We understand that reserved legislation may shape the way in which 
this recommendation can be taken forward.  Nevertheless, the STUC 
believes that the code should be making strong recommendations about 
working towards gender balance on governing bodies. The STUC is 
clear that, as with most spheres of life (eg parliament, industry, 
judiciary), real change in gender representation (or other under-
represented groups) is only made in a significant way where special 
measures to support progress are implemented. 
 
The draft code fails to set any meaningful targets on equality stating: 
 
“The governing body shall establish appropriate goals and policies in 
regard to the balance of its independent members in terms of equality 
and diversity, and regularly review its performance against those 
established goals and policies.” 
 
The recommendation as drafted, however, is relatively ambiguous as it 
gives no guidance on who should establish the equality goals, where 
they should be set out or how often they should be reviewed. Nor does it 
give any overall aim to work towards, which potentially means that the 
same equality requirements could be made and potentially met each 
year with no overall improvement sought.  
 
It is indicative of the code that it fails to address such contemporary 
issues in suggesting such a weak statement and at that, only applies to 
independent members.  The STUC believes much stronger and positive 
requirements should be included within the code to really ensure that 
governing bodies are taking action to address the woeful under 
representation of women on university Courts. 
 
This section also encourages appointments to be made from the wider 
community and uses the term ‘appropriate members.’ However no 
explanation is given as to what this means or the overall aim that is 
trying to be achieved.  
 
The STUC is also particularly concerned about the inclusion of this 
sentence within the equality and diversity section: 
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 “Finally, particular care should be taken on the appointment of members 
to ensure that they understand the need to abide by both the standards 
expected of them under Main Principle 3 and the values of the 
Institution.” 
 
The wider principle which looks at standards expected in public life is 
covered effectively in other parts of the code and should apply to all 
members of the governing body equally. There is no reason to believe 
that by appointing representatives of the local community or someone 
who falls into an equality group that you are appointing someone who is 
less aware of or less able to embrace the principles of “selflessness, 
integrity, objectivity, accountability, openness, honesty and leadership.” 
There is no need to take ‘particular care’ with these appointments, over 
and above the care taken with any other appointment.  The inclusion of 
this sentence in the equality and diversity section speaks to a general 
dislike and mistrust of equality measures by the Steering Group, which 
was also reflected in the discussions the STUC subsequently had with 
the Group around the draft, and perhaps explains why this section is 
drafted so vaguely and why it is so lacking in ambition.  
 
 
Proposed amendment 
“The governing body shall ensure (over a specified transition period) that 
at least 40 per cent of the membership is female by encouraging female 
members to apply to lay member positions and encouraging other 
constituent appointments to balance their representation.” 
 
 
The Status of Trade Unions 
 
Staff and student union representatives have a unique position within an 
institution, and are well placed to serve on governing bodies, given their 
representative position, the support of their respective constituencies, 
and their interest in the success of the institution. Yet unions do not 
feature at all in the code. 
 
The current board members of higher education institutions tend to 
come from similar backgrounds and professions, which raises real 
questions about the balance of skills on boards. UCU Scotland, an 
affiliated union to the STUC conducted some analysis which illustrates 
that most lay governors are from management backgrounds and do not 
represent the diverse community in our universities, but rather a narrow 
business perspective.   
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Further Von Prondzynski’s Report made a number of recommendations 
on developing more diverse governing bodies, which are largely ignored 
by this draft code. 
 
The Von Prondzynski report made the following recommendation which 
states: 
 
“The panel recommends that there should be a minimum of two students 
on the governing body, nominated by the students’ association/union, 
one of whom should be the President of the Students’ Association and at 
least one of whom should be a woman. There should be at least two 
directly elected staff members. In addition, there should be one member 
nominated by academic and related unions and one by administrative, 
technical or support staff unions.” 
 
In practice this already happens in many governing bodies by default 
and should be included in the code. Again it is not legitimate that the 
code simply ignores this recommendation.  
 
It is also essential that the code recognises the role of trade unions as 
key stakeholders within the university and includes them when giving 
guidance to the governing body on partnership working and wider 
engagement. The role of trade unionists within the wider community 
should also be recognised and trade unionists (beyond the elected staff 
representatives already on the board and potentially, although not 
necessarily, from other trade unions who are not directly associated with 
the university) should be recognised as ‘appropriate members’ of the 
wider community and encouraged to apply for lay representative 
positions on the governing body. This could be particularly valuable for 
the governing body as trade unionists often have a useful insight into the 
wider labour market and tend to be involved in many aspects of the local 
community.   
 
 
The Role of Staff and Student Reps 
 
The STUC does not believe this draft code provides sufficient 
improvements with regard to the role of staff and student 
representatives.  It fails to deliver any major reforms of governance 
structures, and the inclusion of staff and students within the draft code is 
minimal.   
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The EIS, UCU and UNISON all gave evidence to the original review of 
governance highlighting the major and widespread concerns of staff on 
the stewardship of our universities, on the specific treatment of elected 
staff representatives on the governing body and the poor state of 
governance across the sector more generally. These major concerns 
cover many universities and have been highlighted on several occasions 
by our affiliated unions but seem to have been ignored by those 
compiling this code, again underlining that the code simply does not get 
to grips with the problems that exist in the sector.   
 
This code talks of participation of staff and students but does not go 
beyond what already occurs in many institutions.  Staff governors should 
be representative of all staff, whereas presently many so called “staff 
representatives” on governing bodies are often representing the 
management perspective. The code does not recognise or deal with this 
issue and even where it refers to the role of staff representatives there is 
no definition within the code this is a reference to “elected staff 
representatives” rather than other staff who hold positions on the board.  
Equally the proposed code makes no proposals to increase 
representation of staff in important committees which make decisions on 
the appointment and appraisal of the Principal, appointments to the 
governing body, and remuneration for senior management, which are all 
fundamental recommendations of Von Prondzynski’s Report. 
 
 
The STUC is also concerned about the supporting guidelines under 
Principle 6 which state that:  
“Members nominated by particular constituencies should not act as if 
delegated by the group they represent.”  
 
This principle seems to curtail the ability of staff and students to speak 
for their constituency which is deeply problematic.  There is real value to 
having representation of staff, trade unions and students on governing 
bodies, as was recommended by Von Prondzynski.  Their voices add to 
the diversity and legitimacy of the court and their insight into how 
decisions affect the welfare and work of staff and support the welfare 
and educational outcomes of students should be invaluable to the court 
as educational issues should be central within the governing body’s 
considerations.  
 
This principle also seems to contradict statements made in other parts of 
the code. For example on Page 23 looking at the reappointment of the 
chair states: 
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“Formal arrangements should be made, through the staff and student 
members of the governing body, to enable the views of staff and 
students to be taken into account before the final appointment is made.” 
 
Here the code is giving both staff and students representatives a formal 
role to represent their constituencies and facilitate communication 
between them and the governing body despite having already set up a 
clear expectation that they should not represent or highlight the views of 
their constituency. The STUC believes that the code of governance has 
not thought through in any meaningful way the role that elected staff and 
student representatives play on the board and the value that they can 
bring to the discussion and the governance of the university. Rather in 
their haste to paint elected staff and student representatives as 
somehow problematic or vested interests, they have presented 
confusing and contradictory guidance, while also questioning the 
integrity of those who give up their time to support the governance of 
their institution.  
 
The STUC strongly believes that there is a need to revisit all the parts of 
the code that mention staff and student representatives and to consider 
how these are functioning to support staff and student representatives 
and ultimately the governance of the institutions. There is also a need to 
revisit all of the Von Prondzynski recommendations and to ensure that 
these are adequately reflected in the codes recommendations.   
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The STUC is committed to achieving improved governance outcomes in 
the Higher Education sector. We are, however, uncomfortable with the 
approach this code has taken and we are unsure why it has felt able to 
change or disregard the clear recommendations of the Von Prondzynski 
review.  
 
We would, however, be happy to continue to work on the code and to 
provide more detail on where changes should be made in wording or 
approach in order to achieve a well designed code that is fit for purpose.  
The STUC remains committed to the recommendations laid out in the 
Von Prondzynski review and is therefore clear that this code is a 
significant distance from what is needed to enact improved governance 
in the sector.  


