H 5.2

Session: H

Parallel Session: 5.2

Research Domain: Higher Education Policy; Management, Leadership and governance

David Llewellyn
Harper Adams University College, Shropshire, United Kingdom

Dual Roles, Multiple Relationships: The Role And Influence Of The Secretary To The Governing Body

The role and influence of the secretary of the governing body have been overlooked in contemporary research on UK higher education governance.  Despite occasional investigations of the contribution of the secretary to governance structures (Bargh, Scott & Smith, 1996; Shattock, 2006), little is known about the working relationships of the secretary with other key players in higher education governance, or the way in which these relationships impact upon the effectiveness of the governing body as a whole.
This study considered, through the lens of the secretary, whether the part played by the governing body secretary in the ‘doing’ of governing has been underestimated in recent research, and examined how the role was undertaken. A multi-method research strategy was adopted, in which a conceptual model of the place of the secretary within the governance system and a micro-process analysis of the secretary’s role were developed, to inform the way in which quantitative (survey) and qualitative (interview) data could be gathered from across the UK higher education sector.  A census of 166 higher education governing body secretaries provided insight into the conduct of governance processes and identified attitudes towards key influences in institutional governance and governance relationships.  The census was followed up with interviews with secretaries, chairs and heads of institutions in nine institutions selected using a purposive sampling technique.
The research identified evidence of a “triadic network” (Krackhardt, 1999) in which distinctive areas of influence had been adopted by the three key players in the governance system.  These included, for example, a clear role for secretaries in the overall management of governance, the operation of governor induction and the planning of governing body meetings.  There were, however, differences between the secretary and the head of institution, in their perceptions of influence in some areas of governance practice such as the influence available to the secretary in governing body meetings. These highlighted tensions that could ultimately affect the dynamics of institutional governance. Using k-means cluster analysis the research also identified an apparent cluster grouping of the survey population which indicated that the use of conventional typologies (eg pre- or post-’92 universities) to describe an institution’s approach to governance needs to be reconsidered.  A new approach, based on governance practice, is proposed.  A number of recommendations for governance practice, and areas for further research, emerged from the study, in support of the conclusion that there should be a greater recognition of the critical role of the secretary in the effective governance of the UK higher education sector.
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