
Board activity and annual programme 
In addition to regular updates on Covid-19 being considered at each Board meeting, the Board also considered:

Governance Strategy
Financial and  
risk management People

Operational  
and commercial

February
Approve Annual Report Higher Education  

sector engagement
Preliminary results Liberty Living  

people integration 
Property – development 
approval 

March
IR review Leadership through 

Covid-19 
Group cashflow review Response to Covid-19. Post-completion review – 

review of 2019 property 
completions

May

Chair Succession

Assess auditors

Strategy refresh, focusing 
on economic recovery and 
student numbers forecast 
post Covid-19

Developing our 
Sustainability Strategy

Review internal controls 
(including Cyber Security)

Liberty Living integration 
review

Covid-19 operational 
review

June

Equity placing Equity Placing

Higher Education Update

Funding options

Principal and emerging 
risks review

Group Board Safety Day 
focusing on: Covid-19, 
our Safe and Secure 
promise, ensuring safe 
Development and Fire 
Safety

Operating safely through 
Covid-19

July

Refreshing our OKR’s 
(Objectives and Key 
Results in light of Covid-19)

Internal Audit Cyber 
Security review

HE sector and Covid-19 Interim results Plans for our 2020 external 
Board evaluation

Covid-19 operational 
review

September Chair Succession Refreshing our 
Sustainability Strategy 

Interims feedback Student welfare and 
mental health

Development approval 

October
External Board & 
Committee Evaluation

Debt strategy Return of students for 
academic year 2020/2021 
and the Covid-19 impact

Executive succession 
planning 

Property Investment 
Market Update

November
Sustainability Strategy 
review and approval 

2021 budget scenario 
planning

Organisational people 
design to deliver our 
Strategy 

Recommence deferred 
development schemes 

December

Higher Education 
engagement 

Internal Audit and 
Assurance

Annual Tax strategy review 
and approval

Principal and emerging 
risks review 

Information Security

2021 budget approval

Prospective year-end 
out-turn

Employee and student 
wellbeing

Whistleblowing review

Disposals

Operational incidents 
safety review and 
organisational learning

BOARD ACTIVITIES
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Board’s decision making during 2020

Board’s governance role Link to principal risk What the Board did in 2020 and its decision making

Strategic objective: Safe and Secure

Safety, Health and Wellbeing  
Governance to ensure the health, safety, 
wellbeing and security of our 76,000 
customers and 1,900 employees is 
paramount. Covid-19 impacted us (like 
so many businesses) in unprecedented 
and unforeseen ways, whilst our other 
safety risks (such as fire and contractor 
safety) continue.

Operational risk –  
Major health and safety 
incident in a property  
or a development site 
on page 75

The Board reviews the safety of our students, visitors and 
employees, as well as contractors at our development sites,  
at each Board meeting.

In addition, during 2020, the Board had regular Covid-19 calls to 
discuss our Covid-19 measures and the rapidly evolving situation 
to ensure the safety and wellbeing of our customers and people.

The Health & Safety Committee, a sub-Committee of the Board, 
focuses on:

• Covid-19, oversight and deep dives into our Covid-19 risk 
management 

• fire, our main safety risk, and our work with the Avon Fire 
Authority, our Primary Fire Authority lead as well as our 
comprehensive cladding review and remedial plan

• external safety assurance through The British Safety 
Council, our external safety auditor 

• physical security review of our properties by WSP Parsons 
Brinckerhoff.

  Read more about the Health & Safety Committee report on page 115

Strategic objective: Quality service platform

Ensuring our product is affordable  
and provides good value-for-money  
for our customers.

Market risks – supply 
and demand on pages 
72 to 74

Board governance leadership of the decision to waive rent for 
students who chose to return home for the remainder of the 
2019/20 academic year as well as the 50% rent discount offered 
to students in early 2021.

Board analysis of the Higher Education accommodation sector 
and ensuring we continue to offer an affordable and value-for-
money product.

 Read more about Operations review on pages 17 to 21

Governance to ensure our market-
leading service platform meets our 
customers’ and University partners’ 
needs and expectations as well as 
ensuring it is robust, reliable and 
scalable for the increasing number  
of customers following the Liberty  
Living acquisition. 

Market risks – supply 
and demand on pages 
72 to 74

Through our direct engagement with VCs and other levels of 
management within Universities, the Board is able to take into 
account the views of these stakeholders as well as monitoring 
and measuring our performance.

Board oversight that PRISM, our service platform and our 
customer facing operational apps (such as the MyUnite app) 
deliver:

• a robust booking system
• an improved and scalable platform for revenue management 

and customer engagement
• enhanced service levels for both Universities and students
• market differentiation.

 Read more about the Operations review on page 17

 Read more about our Stakeholder engagement on pages 36 to 39
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Board’s decision making during 2020 continued

Board’s governance role Link to principal risk What the Board did in 2020 and its decision making

Strategic objective: Quality service platform continued

Ensuring our ‘safe and secure’ brand 
promise extends to keeping our 
customers’ and employees’ personal 
data safe and secure.

Operations risk – 
Information Security 
and Cyber threat on 
page 76

Ongoing review of our information security and its governance, 
in particular having regard to the General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR). 

Achieved CyberEssentials+ in 2020 providing us with assurance 
of our information security.

Leadership development and succession 
planning/talent pipeline. 

Diversity and Inclusion 

Market risk – supply 
and demand on pages 
72 to 74

During 2020, the Nomination Committee focused not only 
on Chair succession, appointing Richard Huntingford as the 
Non-Executive Director and Chairman Designate, but also our 
broader talent pipeline and leadership development.

The Board considers the output from our employee 
engagement surveys when making decisions on wider  
employee issues.

Strategic objective: Quality properties

Liberty Living integration 
Ensuring the integration is delivered to 
plan and timetable and oversight of the 
delivery of the integration benefits. 

Property market cycle 
risk on page 78

The Board reviewed management actions on various elements 
of the integration and assessed these against the competing 
demands of the pandemic.

  Read more about Liberty Living integration on page 12

Development pipeline  
Board scrutiny of city and site selection 
for new developments against a 
backdrop of increasing competition for 
the best sites.

Governance of developments/ 
acquisitions to ensure they run to 
budget and schedule and are earnings 
accretive whilst – during 2020 – balancing 
development exposure against the 
demands of Covid-19.

Property/Development 
risk on page 77

Deployment of the June 2020 share placing proceeds. 

Exchanged contracts on:

• a 300-bed development site in central Edinburgh
• an 800-bed development site in Paddington, central London.

The Board takes into account its engagement with Universities 
about these developments when making a decision whether to 
proceed or not with these development schemes.

Deciding to defer development at two sites (Middlesex 
Street, London and Old BRI, Bristol) to conserve cash due to 
Covid-19 uncertainty.

  Read more about Development and partnership activity on page 26

Disposals  
Board governance of our portfolio 
recycling as we increase our exposure 
to the UK’s best Universities, while 
generating capital to invest in further 
development activity. 

Property/Development 
risk on page 78

Completed the disposal of one property for £10 million in 2020 
(Unite share £10 million) in line with book value. 

  Read more about Disposals on page 26

Strategic objective: Quality University partnerships

Board scrutiny of our developments and 
portfolio recycling to ensure we partner 
with the right Universities and enhance 
our long standing relationships.

Building University relationships through 
ongoing engagement and dialogue with 
Universities.

Market risk – supply and 
demand and Property/
Development risk on 
pages 72 to 74 and 77 
and 78

Portfolio activity focused on increasing our alignment to high  
and mid-ranked Universities and being in the best locations.  
For the 2020/21 academic year, 87% of our income is generated 
by students attending such Universities (2019/20: 88%), 
increasing to 88% on delivery of our secured development 
pipeline and contracted disposals.

  Read more about Development and University partnership activity on 
pages 24 and 25

BOARD ACTIVITIES CONTINUED
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Board’s governance role Link to principal risk What the Board did in 2020 and its decision making

Strategic objective: A responsible and resilient business

HE Government Policy and Brexit 
Continued focus on potential HE 
Government policy changes as well  
as our Brexit disruption planning.

Market Risk – supply 
and demand on page 72

Ongoing Board monitoring of HE Government policy and 
its impact for PBSA and more widely as well as continued 
monitoring of our Brexit Disruption Plan in which we prepare 
for the operational disruption following the end of the Brexit 
transition period.

High-quality income for the  
2020/21 academic year 
Oversight of Nominations and 
operational performance and  
University partnership transactions.

Market risk and 
Property/Development 
risks on pages 72 to 74 
and 77 and 78

88% let across our portfolio for the 2020/21 academic year of 
which 60% is underpinned by nomination agreements.

 Read more about Operations review on page 17

Covenants compliance  
Group Board leadership for  
our Covenants compliance.

Financing risk on 
page 80

Board leadership over our Financing Covenants compliance 
tested by the sudden, unexpected and wide ranging impact 
of Covid-19. This year, there has been a specific focus on ICR 
covenants.

The Board monitors Covenants compliance across a range of 
income / stress scenarios to ensure that if any risks emerge, the 
Board is ready to identify further action and work with lenders 
well in advance.

Covenant compliance also has oversight in the Audit Committee 
and by the external audit review of our Covenant compliance 
through the Going Concern process.

 Read more about Financial review on page 42

Capital structure  
Group Board focus on a strong and 
flexible capital structure, which can 
adapt to market conditions, and reducing 
and diversifying the cost of funding.

Financing risk on 
page 80

Board oversight on our capital structure, including the June 
2020 share placing, and the decision/timing to proceed and the 
deployment of the placing proceeds. 

 Read more about Financial review on page 42

Strategic objective: A responsible and resilient business

As a listed plc and responsible / trusted 
business, our wider stakeholders 
demand we proactively manage 
environmental, social and governance 
risks. The Board develops and oversees 
the implementation of our Sustainability 
Strategy which has the overarching 
ambition for Unite to clearly lead the 
student housing sector on sustainability 
issues and be in the leading pack of real 
estate companies in the wider sector.

Climate-related change 
risk on page 79

During 2020, the Board led the development of our new 
Sustainability Strategy. The Board developed this following 
extensive stakeholder engagement and materiality 
assessments. This was needed to better understand our 
stakeholder expectations otherwise the Board risked not 
meeting them.

This new Sustainability Strategy provides a clear structure 
with objectives, flagship targets and governance to ensure its 
successful delivery. 

In addition to developing the new Sustainability Strategy, 
the Board also interrogated our ongoing ESG regulatory and 
reporting compliance.

The Board also considered the Board’s specific climate change 
risks, identifying them across: Regulatory risk; Physical risk; 
Transition risk; and Stakeholder risk. The Board considered 
the impact of these risks and oversees the assurance of the 
corresponding risk management.
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2020 performance evaluation
Each year a review of the performance of the Board, its 
Committees and Directors is undertaken. During 2020, 
the evaluation was conducted by Belinda Hudson Limited 
in line with the Company’s policy to conduct an externally 
facilitated evaluation every third year.

The evaluation – building on prior years – explored all 
aspects of performance including Board composition, 
diversity and dynamics, Board processes and the extent 
to which the Board fulfils its role and responsibilities. It 
also covered the effectiveness of the Committees and 
the Chairman. To conduct the evaluation in a Covid-19 
safe environment, a questionnaire-based approach was 
adopted using Thinking Board, provided by Independent 
Audit Limited. Belinda Hudson tailored the questionnaires 
to the specific circumstances of Unite, analysed the 
output and prepared a report which set out the findings 
and recommendations. The report was presented to and 
discussed with the Board. 

The feedback was that the Board and its Committees have 
continued to operate effectively and to fulfil their oversight 
and governance responsibilities taking into account the 
interests of all stakeholders. In particular, there is clarity as 
to the Board’s role in shaping, embedding and overseeing 
Home for Success and our values. 

Suggested areas for potential development included: 

1.  Consider setting up a Sustainability Committee, 
reporting to the Board, to have oversight of the 
development, integration and communication of the 
Sustainability Strategy and review how climate-related 
change and environmental concerns are integrated into 
the strategy.

2.  Create space in the Board agenda for more 
unstructured strategic discussion, blue-sky thinking 
and Non-Executive Director only discussion.

3.  Continue to develop the Board’s oversight of the 
Company’s culture and approach to employee 
engagement.

4.  Create more opportunities for the Board members 
to spend more informal time together when 
circumstances permit.

The Board and each of its Committees have reviewed the 
suggestions and outcomes of the Board evaluation and 
developed an implementation plan. Good progress is 
being made. 

The Board considered its and the Committees’ current 
composition. None of them required any change currently 
but the Nomination Committee will continue to review the 
Board’s structure, size and composition to ensure the Board 
has the right balance of skills, diversity and experience.

Belinda Hudson Limited and Independent Audit 
Limited has no other connection with the Company or 
individual Directors. 

2021 governance priorities
Continued delivery of high-quality income and earnings with oversight and assurance of:

Safe and secure Macro/Market dynamics Development Financing Our people

Covid-19: ensuring we 
continue to provide 
a safe and secure 
operating environment 
and workplace. An 
increased focus on 
wellbeing.

Fire safety: ensuring our 
Properties continue to 
be safe and oversight 
of the ongoing 
emerging risk around 
the dynamic fire and 
building regulations 
environment. 

The impact of Covid-19 
on the Group’s income / 
occupancy, Government 
HE policy, UK plc and 
the UK economy and 
global economy more 
generally.

Continuing to look for 
development with the 
right sites in the best 
locations. Security of 
high quality income 
through high-quality 
properties with quality 
long-term University 
partnerships.

Ongoing Board 
oversight of the Group’s 
Covenants compliance, 
monitoring across a 
range of income / stress 
scenarios to ensure the 
Board can manage the 
Covenants proactively 
and pre-emptively. 

Governance to ensure 
the Group embraces the 
opportunities a truly 
diverse and inclusive 
workforce brings 
across all levels of our 
business, creating a 
sense of belonging and 
ensuring our people can 
bring their true selves 
to work.

Developing our talent 
pipeline and future 
leaders to help ensure a 
sustainable future. 
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