
Chairman Male Non-Executive Directors1 7* 1

Executive Directors Female  Independent  
Non-Executive Directors

2 3
7

Non-Executive Directors 8

*  As at 1 April 2021 after Phil White retires 
as Chairman on 31 March 2021.

DIVISION OF RESPONSIBILITIES

Composition of the Board
The composition of the Board is set out in the table on 
page 99.

The Board currently consists of the Chairman, two 
Executive Directors and eight Non-Executive Directors 
(one of whom is Chairman Designate). 

Apart from Phil White who is stepping down from the 
Board on 31 March 2021, each of the other Directors 
offers themselves for election or re-election at the Annual 
General Meeting, to be convened this year on 13 May 2021, 
in accordance with the requirements of the Code, Brief 
biographies of all the Directors and their skills, experience 
and contribution, are set out on pages 84 to 87. Following 
the individual performance evaluations of each of the 
Non-Executive Directors seeking re-election, it is confirmed 
that the performance of each of these Non-Executive 
Directors continues to be effective. They each demonstrate 
commitment to the role and add value and relevant 
experience to the Board.

Independence
The Board considers seven of its eight Non-Executive 
Directors to be independent. Thomas Jackson is not 
considered to be independent, having been nominated 
as a Director of the Company by its largest shareholder 
Canada Pension Plan Investment Board (CPPIB) pursuant 
to a Relationship Agreement signed as part of the Liberty 
Living acquisition. Accordingly, the Company meets the 
requirement of the Code that at least half of the Board 
(excluding the Chairman) is made-up of independent 
Non-Executive Directors. In addition, Phil White (Chairman 
of the Board) was considered independent on his 
appointment to that role.

Chair tenure and successor appointment
The Board is acutely aware that Phil White has been 
Chair of the Board for more than ten years. Phil White 
considered not offering himself for re-election as a Director 
at the previous Annual General Meeting, but at this time 
he – along with the rest of the Board – were conscious 
that the Group was working intensively on the potential 
acquisition of Liberty Living. It was felt, on balance, stability 
and continuity of the Chair position at that time was 
preferable in the longer-term interests of the Group and 
so Phil White continued as Chair during this critical stage 
of the acquisition process. Following completion of the 
acquisition, and conscious that the Chair had written to 
shareholders on behalf of the Board recommending the 
acquisition, it was felt on balance preferable that Phil White 
continues as Chair to oversee delivery of the Liberty Living 
integration and synergies. As such, it was agreed that Phil 
White would continue as Chair through 2020 and then step 
down as Chair by not offering himself for re-election at the 
upcoming Annual General Meeting. This continuity through 
2020 was even more helpful as the Board had to focus on 
the immediate demands of Covid-19.

During 2020, the Nomination Committee (through a 
subcommittee chaired by Elizabeth McMeikan, the Senior 
Independent Director) conducted a thorough process for 
the search, recruitment and on-boarding of the Chair’s 
role and recruited Richard Huntingford as a Non-Executive 
Director and Chairman Designate. Phil White was not a 
member of this subcommittee. Richard Huntingford was 
appointed as a Director on 1 December 2020 and will 
assume the role of Chairman on 1 April 2021. 

Heidrick & Struggles was engaged as the external search 
consultancy for this role. The firm has no other connection 
with the Company or any of the individual Directors.

Composition of the Board IndependenceGender diversity
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Roles
The Chairman and the Non-Executive Directors 
constructively challenge and help develop proposals 
on strategy, and bring strong, independent judgement, 
knowledge and experience to the Board’s deliberations. 

The roles of the Chairman and CEO are clearly separated. 
Summaries of the responsibilities of the Chairman, 
CEO and Senior Independent Director are set out in the 
table below. 

Role: Chairman

Phil White’s1 principal responsibilities are:

•  to establish, in conjunction with the Chief Executive, the 
strategic objectives of the Group for approval by the Board

•  to organise the business of the Board
•  to enhance the standing of the Company by communicating 

with shareholders, the financial community and the Group’s 
stakeholders generally

Role: Chief Executive

Richard Smith has responsibility for:

•  establishing, in conjunction with the Chairman, the strategic 
objectives of the Group, for approval by the Board

•  implementing the Group’s business plan and annual budget
•  the overall operational and financial performance of the Group

Role: Senior Independent Director

As Senior Independent Director, Elizabeth McMeikan’s principal 
responsibilities are to:

• act as Chairman of the Board if the Chairman is conflicted
• act as a conduit to the Board for the communication of 

shareholder concerns if other channels of communication  
are inappropriate

• ensure that the Chairman is provided with effective feedback  
on his performance

1. These will be taken over by Richard Huntingford from 1 April 2021.

The terms and conditions of appointment of the Non-
Executive Directors are available for inspection at 
the Company’s registered office and at the Annual 
General Meeting.

Time commitment
Directors are expected to commit approximately 20 days 
per annum to the business of the Group. We have reviewed 
the responsibilities of all Directors and are satisfied that 
they can fully fulfil this commitment. During 2020 and into 
2021 additional time commitment is needed as a result 
of Covid-19 and the Directors attended regular Covid-19 
Board calls in addition to the scheduled Board meetings to 
ensure an appropriate balance between a focused Covid-19 
response and an ongoing focus on other key business areas.

It’s the Board’s policy to allow Executive Directors to accept 
directorships of other unconnected companies so long 
as the time commitments do not have any detrimental 
impact on the ability of the Director to fulfil his duties. It 
is considered this will broaden and enrich the business 
skills of Directors. Any such directorships must be formally 
approved by the Board.

On 4 November 2020, Richard Smith became a Non-
Executive Director of Stenprop Limited. No potential 
conflict has been identified in relation to Richard’s 
appointment. Richard’s total time commitment with 
Stenprop Limited is anticipated to be c.22 days per year. 
There are no timing issues identified with Unites’ Board 
dates and Stenprop Limited. Stenprop Limited has a March 
financial year-end. 

The Board approved this appointment in advance and 
agreed that it would not impact Richard’s commitment 
as an Executive Director of Unite.

Board tenure1 

Richard Huntingford

Ilaria del Beato

Elizabeth McMeikan

Richard Akers

Ross Paterson

Shirley Pearce

Tom Jackson2

Steve Smith

0 2 4

NED Tenure

61 3 5 7

1. Phil White steps down on 31 March 2021.

2. Not independent.
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Each of the Executive Directors has a rolling contract 
of employment with a 12-month notice period, while 
Non-Executive Directors are, subject to re-election by 
shareholders, appointed to the Board for a term of 
approximately three years. The chart on the preceding 
page shows the current tenure of the Non-Executive 
Directors (rounded up to the nearest year).

Professional advice and training 
Directors are given access to independent professional 
advice at the Company’s expense when the Directors 
deem it necessary in order for them to carry out their 
responsibilities. The Directors also have regular dialogue 
with, and direct access to, the advice and services of the 
Company Secretary, who ensures that Board processes and 
corporate governance practices are followed.

The Board considers it important that the Committee 
Chairs continue to receive sector and relevant functional 
training (such as on accounting, corporate governance 
and executive remuneration reporting developments) 
and accordingly the Committee Chairs attend relevant 
external seminars. The Board as a whole receives ongoing 
training on corporate governance and other relevant 
developments.

Board induction
On appointment to the Board, each Director takes part in 
a comprehensive and personalised induction programme. 
This induction is also supplemented with ongoing training 
throughout the year to ensure the Board is kept up to date 
with key legal, regulatory and industry updates. Richard 
Huntingford and Sir Steve Smith, who joined the Board in 
2020, underwent an induction programme following this 
framework:

• The business and operations of the Group and the 
Higher Education sector; the role of the Board and 
matters reserved for its decisions; the terms of 
reference and membership of Board Committees; and 
powers delegated to those Committees

• The Group’s corporate governance practices and 
procedures and the latest financial information about 
the Group. The legal and regulatory responsibilities as 
a Director and, specifically, as a Director and Chair of a 
listed company. 

As part of the induction programme, they virtually met 
with key senior executives, so from the outset they have 
access to people throughout the organisation to help 
them form their own independent views on the Group, its 
performance and the sector we operate in. In addition, 
they meet with representatives of the Company’s key 
advisers. Arrangements will be made when possible (post 
pandemic) for each Director to visit key locations to see 
our business operations and properties first-hand and the 
Higher Education institutions with which we partner.

DIVISION OF RESPONSIBILITIES CONTINUED

Richard Huntingford – Chair Induction

Richard Huntingford joined the Board on 
1 December 2020 as Non-Executive Director and 
Chairman Designate. Despite the challenges of Covid-19, 
Richard received a comprehensive induction to the 
organisation and the sector, spread across 10 days with 
over 25 induction meetings with different leaders across 
the business and also externally. The primary objectives 
of the induction were to:

• Gain a thorough understanding of our strategy and 
business.

• Start to build relationships with the Board, wider 
leadership team and key external people. 

• Understand our organisational design  
and structure.

• Understand how we are tackling the current 
challenges around Covid-19, ensuring our resilience 
whilst seizing any opportunities.
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Board activities in 2020 
Directors’ attendance at meetings

Current Directors Status
Date of appointment  
to the Board Board

Audit 
Committee

Remuneration 
Committee

Nomination 
Committee

Health 
& Safety 

Committee

Phil White1 Chairman 21 January 2009 11/11 – 4/4 3/3 –

Richard Huntingford2 Independent 1 December 2020 1/1 – – 0/0 –

Elizabeth McMeikan Independent 01 February 2014 11/11 – 4/4 3/3 3/3

Joe Lister Executive 02 January 2008 11/11 – – – –

Richard Smith Executive 01 January 2012 11/11 – – – 3/3

Ross Paterson Independent 21 September 2017 11/11 4/4 4/4 3/3 –

Richard Akers Independent 01 September 2018 11/11 4/4 4/4 3/3 –

Ilaria del Beato Independent 01 December 2018 11/11 4/4 – 3/3 3/3

Dame Shirley Pearce Independent 01 November 2019 11/11 – 4/4 3/3 3/3

Thomas Jackson Non-independent 29 November 2019 11/11 – – 3/3 –

Sir Steve Smith3 Independent 1 April 2020 8/8 3/3 – 3/3 2/2

1. Resigning effective 31 March 2021.

2. Appointed on 1 December 2020 and will assume the role of Chairman on 1 April 2021.

3. Appointed on 1 April 2020.

In addition to the scheduled Board meetings mentioned in the table above, this year there were regular Board video 
conference calls allowing focus on the very dynamic situation caused by Covid-19, the safety of our customers and people 
and our business/financial performance, as well as the wider impact on the Higher Education sector and the economy 
more generally. 
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