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Agency Board Meeting
27 September 2016

Board Report Number: SEPA 29/16

Board Engagement and Buddying

Summary: In May 2016, board members took part in a board development
discussion, facilitated by Jan Polley, taking stock of and agreeing how
board members can best add value to staff outwith normal board and
committee discussions.

This paper sets out the output of the workshop and clarifies the
specific role of board buddying.

Risks: Board engagement and buddying play an essential part in SEPA’s
wider development and engagement. Without a clear approach, there
is risk that the Agency is not as effective as it could be and that the
role of the board member is conflicted.

Resource and
Staffing
Implications:

There is no significant resource or staffing implications for this paper.

Equalities: An equality impact assessment will be undertaken with SEPA’s
Equality Specialist.

Environmental and
Carbon Impact:

Not applicable

Purpose of the
report:

For information

Report Author: Donna Brodie, Corporate Officer
Jennifer McWhirter, Clerk to the Board

Appendices: None
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Board Engagement and Buddying

1. Introduction

1.1 In May 2016, board members took part in a board development discussion which
focused on taking stock of and agreeing how board members can best add value to
staff outwith normal board and committee discussions. The session was facilitated by
Jan Polley, Polley Solutions Ltd.

1.1 This paper sets out the output of the workshop and clarifies the specific role of board
buddying.

2. Background

2.1 In the past, board members have used a number of mechanisms (e.g. board
buddying, short life working groups, external ambassadorial work) to ensure that the
organisation is making the most of their expertise, knowledge and networks. The
facilitated discussion was held to provide the opportunity to look ahead and take stock
of what value board members should be adding to the organisation and how they can
best do this, while maintaining clarity of respective roles and responsibilities.

2.2 The session aimed to cover:

a) The role of a board members and the key criteria for adding real value to the
organisation outwith normal board and committee meetings

b) Taking stock of past experience, what types of activity have taken place and
which of those have worked well and les well

c) Looking ahead
 What additional expertise, knowledge and networks do we have available
 What types of activity should be supported
 How that activity should be managed, including any rules that need agreed

in order to enhance organisational performance while also upholding
standards of good governance.

2.3 As part of the discussion, ‘added value’ was defined as:

 Harnessing your own experience and knowledge
 Understanding the context of your organisation
 Understanding the stakeholders and your organisation
 Benchmarking and networking
 Having a range of evidence and performance

2.4 The purpose of engagement was also presented as: listening, learning, advising,
explaining and building networks.

2.5 In advance of the board development discussion, board members were asked to
consider what additional expertise, knowledge and networks they wish to make
available to the organisation and to review their experience of what has worked well,
or not so well, in the past (either in SEPA or with other boards).
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3. Board Buddying

3.1 The concept of board buddying was first used by the Agency as part of the strategic
change agenda (2009/10) whereby each change programme was allocated a change
least, staff members for scoping and managing the delivery of each programme and
one or more ‘board buddy’ to act as a critical friend, to stretch management thinking
and to highlight and help solve problems.

3.2 Since then, the role of the board buddy has developed and utilised in a variety of
ways including:

 Bringing expertise and knowledge to the table
 Taking part in meetings of working groups
 Reviewing documentation

3.3 As such, there are differing views of the purpose of board buddying and some appear
to be less effective than others.

3.4 As part of the development discussion, board members defined the purpose of board
budding as:

 Early development, scrutinising and scoping of ideas
 Providing steer and direction of the expectations of the Board
 Helping staff make connections and make introductions to contacts
 Supporting staff in formulating and presenting plans coming to the Board
 Widening the knowledge of the organisation
 Giving deeper consideration to Board issues
 Helping to resolve impasse and conflicts

3.5 It was also noted that board buddying works best when the issue is extensive,
specific, strategic, complex or potentially involving significant risk. Additionally, it is
also effective when there is an on-going interest in the subject matter, where different
skills/experience/contacts are required and where a structured approach is required.

3.6 It was recognised that a number of benefits were gained from board buddying
including confidence, new ideas, contacts/networks, personal development and wider
thinking of issues.

3.7 In conclusion, board members supported the concept of board buddying and it was
agreed that board buddying would be a standing item on agendas and that guidelines
would be developed.

4. Board Engagement

4.1 It was recognised that board buddying forms part of wider board engagement that
would be helpful for developing policy and strategic issues, addressing
difficulties/’stuck’ issues and supporting time-bound tasks.

4.2 It was agreed that wider engagement could be used:

 To assist matters coming to board, ensuring high quality proposals
 Bring networks
 Move actions forward
 Provide a safe space to explore issues
 Bring clarity
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 Ask questions from a different perspective
 Lead and direct staff

4.3 It was also agreed that other forms should be explored to support:

 Engagement with staff to achieve better knowledge amongst staff and board
members

 Board members as champions (internally and externally)
 Board members representing SEPA externally (relations, customers and

stakeholders)
 Using board members to show appreciation to staff and how we value support to

the Board.

Recommendations

4.1 The Agency Board is asked to note the output of the board development discussions.

Donna Brodie, Corporate Officer
Jennifer McWhirter, Clerk to the Board


