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1. INTRODUCTION 

Best practice in good governance requires Arm’s Length Bodies (ALB) Boards to 

carry out a Board effectiveness evaluation annually.  This is the third year that the 

Board of the Business Services Organisation (BSO) has undertaken an annual 

evaluation using the Board Governance Self-Assessment Tool (BGSAT) issued for 

use by the Department of Health Social Services and Public Safety (DHSSPS).  

The BGSAT is intended to help ALB’s improve the effectiveness of their Board and 

provide the Board members with assurance that it is conducting its business in 

accordance with best practice.   

Each ALB Board is required to have their self-assessment ratings independently 

verified every three years.  ‘This provides the Department with assurance that the 

tool is being completed appropriately by Boards1.’  The HSC Leadership Centre 

was engaged by BSO to undertake the Independent Evaluation of their Board 

Governance Self-Assessment for 2014/15.   

The Board has RAG rated each section of the BGSAT based on the criteria 

outlined within the Tool.  In addition, the Board has provided an explanation of 

their rating and/or relevant evidence. 

This Report contains the views of the verifier on the appropriateness of the 

2014/15 ratings considering all supporting evidence. 

 

2. APPROACH 

The view given is based on a range of activities aimed at verifying the comments 

and ratings within the BGSAT.  These included an initial review of the breadth and 

scope of the completed Self-Assessment Tool to identify particular lines of inquiry 

and options for gathering the required information for verification.  This was 

followed by a sampling of information and a formal Board Observation.  The Board 

Observation conducted on Thursday 26th February 2015 enabled the Verifier to 

see the Board in action, providing a real time perspective on many of the areas 

covered in the BGSAT. 

The Report has been discussed with the Chair, Chief Executive and Assistant 

Director of Customer Care & Performance.  

                                            
1
 Letter from the Permanent Secretary and HSC Chief Executive to Chairs of HSC, 18

th
 November 2014. 
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3. FINDINGS 

All self-assessed ratings have been verified.  The following paragraphs note 

particular supporting evidence to conclude the assessment.   

 

3.1 BOARD COMPOSITION AND COMMITMENT 

The Board has self-assessed all sections under Board Composition and 

Commitment as green.  There is substantial evidence of compliance in all areas. 

No red flags are indicated. 

 

Board Position and Size            Rating Green (verified) 

The self-assessment notes that the Chairman has raised the issue of staggered 

appointments of Non-Executive Directors (NED) with the Department on a number 

of occasions.  The delay in appointment of NEDs through the Public Appointments 

Unit (PAU) has created some uncertainty for members; however, the Chairman 

has worked with NED’s and the Minister to ensure an extension and ongoing 

commitment pending new appointments.   

 

Balance and calibre of Board members         Rating Green (verified) 

The Board biographical information clearly supports the assessment.  There is 

currently a good balance of skills, experience and knowledge, with an appropriate 

blend of NED’s with the background and sectorial representation to effectively 

govern BSO given the scale and complexity of its portfolio of business.  It is clear 

from observation of the Board in action, that this is a mature, supportive Board, 

experienced in their leadership and challenge role.  To demonstrate good 

governance it has been identified in the BGSAT Action Plan 2015-16 that 

consideration will be given to extending, developing and implementing a ‘Skills 

Template/Audit’ for all Board members. This will support appropriate skill mix to 

meet organisational need, which is currently only available for the Governance and 

Audit Committee members. 

 

Role of the Board            Rating Green (verified) 

Roles and responsibilities have been clearly described and understood.  There 

was a wide range of evidence supporting the assessment.  Observation of the 

Board meeting on the 26th February 2015 further supports the ratings.  During that 

observation it was evident that there is a clear understanding of the roles of 

Executive officers and Non-Executive Board members.  The Board demonstrated 

a collective responsibility for the performance of the BSO.  There was also 

evidence of purposeful challenge and scrutiny.  All Board members contributed to 
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Board deliberations during the meeting, and the balance of debate was on strategy 

and performance, rather than operational detail.  There was clear evidence that 

the Board recognises its responsibility to review annually the MS/FM and identified 

various planning approaches to determine the BSO Corporate Strategy for 2015-

18.  There was no evidence of any red flags.  

 

Committees of the Board             Rating Green (verified) 

All Committees of the Board have distinct Terms of Reference approved by the 

Board and there are clear lines of reporting and accountability.  The Committee 

structure appears to be working well and Chairs are experienced in their roles.  

Good practice, suggests that a Board will receive regular reports from its 

Committees which summarise the key issues as well as decisions or 

recommendations made and the evidence would support this assessment. 

Committee members are performance managed in terms of the committee role 

within their overall appraisal process.  In support of good governance and 

appropriate levels of scrutiny a new Board Business Committee was appointed in 

December 2014 and held its inaugural meeting in February 2015. A discussion 

regarding progress of this new Committee was noted at the Board Observation.  

Good practice sees the Governance and Audit Committee (G&AC) of BSO 

complete an annual NAO self-assessment checklist.  Whilst fully supporting the 

Green rating, I would also commend the commitment of the Board to formally 

reviewing TOR and evaluation of the performance of all BSO committees as part 

of good practice in 2015-16. 

 

Board Member Commitment              Rating Green (verified) 

There is a high level of Board member commitment and a good attendance record 

at all formal Board and Committee meetings.  Attendance is confirmed through 

minutes of meetings.  In addition to meetings, as part of their development each 

NED has committed to a programme of organisational visits each year and they 

participate in a full range of other Board events.  Formally, all members have 

received the Department’s Code of Conduct and Code of Accountability for Board 

Members of Health and Social Care Bodies.  Behaviour in line with the Code is 

discussed during the NED’s annual appraisal with the Chairman.  During the 

Board Observation, the behaviours of Board members were in line with the Code, 

and beyond that demonstrated high levels of respect, challenge and commitment. 
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3.2 BOARD EVALUATION, DEVELOPMENT AND LEARNING  

The Board has self-assessed sections under Board Evaluation, Development and 

Learning as green or amber/green.  Evidence supports the ratings provided.  No 

red flags are indicated. 

 

Effective Board level Evaluation           Rating Green (verified) 

This is the third year in which the Board has undertaken a formal Board 

Governance Self-Assessment and this has been supplemented by other self-

assessment methods evidenced.  The Board has acted on earlier assessments to 

bring about improvements.  Good practice would suggest that the Board should 

consider the perspectives of a representative sample of staff and key external 

stakeholders on whether they perceive the Board to be effective. This has been 

gathered as part of the assessment for the CIPFA Governance Hallmark 

accreditation.  However, in respect of independent Board level evaluation of its 

effectiveness, the Board has not yet embarked on an approach that considers the 

effectiveness of its committees but has identified this as a priority within the 

BGSAT Action Plan 2015-16.   

 

Whole Board Development Programme          Rating Green (verified) 

The Board has considered the Departments expectations and potential 

development needs of members to meet both current and future challenges.  This 

thinking informed an ongoing Board development programme (2014/15), and the 

record of development in 2014-2015 indicates that members participated in a 

range of development activities, including Away-Days, workshops, site visits and 

attendance at external events/conferences.  Board members are engaged in 

SAI’s, audit reports and other significant control issues and this is confirmed within 

the evidence and at the Board Observation. The development of the new Business 

Committee should strengthen assurance to members that sufficient time is being 

given to scrutinise organisational performance.  There is evidence that 

development is aligned with the role and core functions of the Board. 

 

Induction, Succession & Contingency Planning       

       Rating Amber/Green (verified) 

All members of the Board have attended appropriate induction both internally and 

externally, however evidence indicates that recognition has been given to the 

development of a more formal induction checklist in 2015-16.  The Board has 

considered the need to assess the skills it requires to govern the organisation 

effectively in the future and have identified the development of a ‘Skills 

Template/Audit’ to consider the breadth and depth of current skills.  
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It is acknowledged that there are a number of initiatives available to support the 

development and succession planning of Executive Board members.  However the 

issue has been raised that there are no similar suitable arrangements in place for 

NED’s.  The Board have sought advice and await further DHSSPS guidance on 

this matter.  Considering the impending NED appointments process, induction and 

development of NEDs will be increasingly important in this context. 

 

Board member appraisal and personal development     

       Rating Amber/Green (verified) 

There is a robust performance appraisal process in place at Board level.  Each 

NED has an annual appraisal with the Chair during which their contribution and 

development is discussed.  This is in line with appraisal documentation issued by 

the Department; however the Board believe that the documentation does not 

facilitate specific objective setting or personal development planning.  The 

Chairman has written to the Department seeking review of the current 

documentation and awaits guidance from the DHSSPS in order to identify best 

practice.  Executive Director appraisal is undertaken by the Chief Executive.   

 

3.3 BOARD INSIGHT AND FORESIGHT 

The Board has self-assessed all sections under Board Insight and Foresight as 

green.  There is substantial evidence of compliance in all areas. No red flags are 

indicated. 

 

Board performance reporting            Rating Green (verified) 

Board members receive a number of robust, clear and comprehensive 

performance reports; all of which were evidenced.  Members receive on a monthly 

basis a BSO Corporate Balanced Scorecard (which was reviewed and updated in 

2014-15), Finance Report and BSTP Benefits Realisation (BRP) Report. It is noted 

that whilst Finance Report is a separate agenda item from the Scorecard, key 

financial headlines are included and evidenced.  The Scorecard is augmented by 

quarterly HRCS and progress against the Annual Business Plan reports. A CIPFA 

‘Benchmarking Club’ report is also presented periodically.   

The performance reports reflect both commissioner/customer targets and 

internally defined Key Performance Indicators (KPIs).  The relevant Executive 

Director speaks to the Report at each Board meeting and members discuss 

variances, trends and any issues arising.  At the observed meeting there was a 

lively dialogue around performance including discussion of potential risks and 

plans to address particular areas.  

There was also discussion about further refinement of the performance reports to 
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ensure they were ‘fit for purpose’ to meet Board member needs.  This was an 

indicator that the individual reports were being considered collectively by Board 

members. 

 

Efficiency and productivity            Rating Green (verified) 

The Board has a robust assurance framework with the G&AC regularly discussing 

key risks.  The Corporate Risk and Assurance Report is considered by the Senior 

Management Team on a monthly basis and the full Board on a quarterly basis. A 

range of robust efficiency and productivity plans are evident including Summary 

Exception Reports on Performance against Business Plan being discussed at the 

Board quarterly.  In a single Board Observation it is difficult to assess the level of 

debate around these connections; however, all of the formal evidence is in place, 

including appropriate Reports and relevant Committee activity. 

 

Environmental and strategic focus           Rating Green (verified) 

The Chief Executive presents a verbal report to every Board meeting detailing 

important changes or issues in the external environment.  Board members discuss 

the impact on strategic direction and as necessary set aside workshop time to 

examine important issues and examine risk in more depth.  There is a wealth of 

evidence supporting the Board’s environmental and strategic focus including the 

formal Board Observation as a part of this verification process.  Members are well 

aware of all statutory functions and are actively involved in Business and 

Corporate Planning including the performance management of the same.  

Information presented to the Board appears to be clear, relevant and accurate.  At 

the observed Board meeting, there was a good level of challenge and debate 

about the performance and finance information presented.  The observed Board 

meeting also enabled the evidence that SAI’s are discussed and scrutinised by the 

Board. 

 

Quality of Board papers and timeliness of information 

Rating Green (verified) 

There is evidence that the Board has actively considered the timing of its meetings 

and that ensuring that there is a timely fit between Committees of the Board and 

the regular Board meeting.  Performance and assurance information is presented 

in a timely fashion, with a verbal update on any anticipated issues/changes in 

month.  

The Board Observation confirmed the understanding and openness to scrutiny by 

Board members of information presented.  Papers are well organised, clearly 

stating the action required of the Board.  Data quality is checked and validated 
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prior to submission of Board papers. BSO evidences an annual audit plan to test 

the controls in place, with outcomes and action plans being monitored by the 

Board and relevant committees. There are plans in place to develop a robust 

‘schedule of assurances and reports’ for Board approval in 2015-16. This will 

identify relevant assurances, mechanisms and frequency of reporting to the Board 

or committees. 

 

Assurance and risk management           Rating Green (verified) 

The Board has a robust assurance framework which is regularly reviewed. 

Governance arrangements are reviewed in line with best practice with evidence of 

independent assurances from Internal Audit/NIAO.  Governance audits are 

included within the Internal Audit Plan which is approved by the G&AC.  As 

previously noted, a ‘schedule of assurances and reports’ are to be drafted for 

Board approval, following an Internal Audit of Management of Assurances in 2014-

15.  Evidence verifies that the Corporate Risk Report is presented to the Board 

quarterly, reviewed by SMT monthly and complemented with an annual Board 

Workshop to provide further assurance and scrutiny.  The G&AC plays a key role 

and is responsible for reviewing the development and maintenance of an effective 

system of integrated governance and internal control across the whole of the 

organisation’s activities thereby supporting the achievement of organizational 

objectives.  There is a high level of confidence in the work of this Committee. 

 

3.4 BOARD ENGAGEMENT AND INVOLVEMENT 

The Board has self-assessed all sections under Board Engagement and 

Involvement as green.  There is substantial evidence of compliance in all areas. 

No red flags are indicated. 

 

External stakeholders             Rating Green (verified) 

There is evidence of a wide range of methods being used to enable the Board and 

senior management to listen to the views of external stakeholders and anticipate 

changes in customer needs (including a full range of forums, surveys and 

meetings).   

The annual Business Plan is consulted upon with the DHSSPS and accessible by 

the wider stakeholders of the services.  As part of its annual planning cycle, the 

BSO holds a series of Strategic and Business Planning Workshops with BSO 

Board members and senior staff which includes input from key stakeholders and 

customers.  During 2014-15 the results of the BSO Annual Customer Satisfaction 

Survey were also scheduled in order to ensure that account was taken of 

customer feedback in planning for the incoming financial year. 
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The Board promotes the learning from complaints and adverse incidents through 

its Board and this was evidenced in the Board Observation.  The newly appointed 

Business Committee will seek assurance and advise the Board on the handling of 

SAI’s.  Constructive and effective relationships with key stakeholders can be 

evidenced through a range of approaches including accountability meetings, 

Service Level Agreement meetings and regular Customer Partnership Forums. 

 

Internal Stakeholders             Rating Green (verified) 

There is evidence that the Board has engaged and listened to the views of staff 

through a wide range of approaches.  The contribution of staff is also 

acknowledged and celebrated in a variety of ways including the annual 

Recognition Awards and acknowledgement of staff in ‘Business Matters’.  Staff 

engagement events are evidenced and the Board members conduct site visits in 

which they engage with staff and listen to their views.  Service Area business 

plans are discussed and agreed at team meetings.   

 

Board Profile and Visibility            Rating Green (verified) 

The Board has a high level of visibility, however it is felt that this could be 

improved through further site visits for Board members to interact with the staff 

and listen to their views.  There is evidence of a structured programme of Board 

visits for 2014-15 and further schedules for training/visits to be developed for the 

coming year.  Members are also involved in celebration and corporate events.  

Attendance by Board members across the range of events is good. There is clear 

evidence of transparency of decision making with minutes, agenda and papers 

available on the website along with any relevant corporate documentation. 

  

4. CASE STUDY 

The Board impact case study submitted is a strong example of an organisational 

culture change.  The case described is set within the context of developing and 

implementing an Employee Recognition Scheme for BSO.  The strategic drivers 

are clearly identified.  Board members were involved early through Board 

meetings and contributed significantly in the Recognition Awards themselves.  The 

internal accountability review process ensures that the change is reviewed and 

assurances able to be given to Trust Board.   The case study is a useful reflection 

of the impact that the Board is having on staff, customers and partner 

organisations. 
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5. CONCLUSIONS 

Based on the documentation provided, interviews with a number of key 

stakeholders and observation of the Board in action, the ratings submitted in the 

BGSAT are supported.  The BGSAT provides a useful assurance to the Board that 

it is conducting its business in line with best practice.   

It was evident that a significant amount of effort had been invested to produce a 

comprehensive assessment and corresponding volume of high quality evidence to 

support compliance. 

The verification process would concur with the robust Action Plan for 2015-16 

submitted and the supporting rationale.  Whilst a number of actions have been 

identified, these are clearly aimed at further development of the Board.   

There were no material concerns identified through the verification process. 

 

 

Independent Verifier: Will Young 

Deputy Head and OD Consultant, HSC Leadership Centre 

20th March 2015 

 


