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DIVISIONAL REVIEW GUIDELINES 

1. Key principles and values: 

• Divisional Reviews are integral to the ongoing process of continuous improvement for 

the University’s Professional Services.  They provide an opportunity to periodically step 

back from day-to-day activity in order to reflect upon and assess the services being 

delivered by each Division with a view to ensuring alignment with the University 

Strategy, identifying (and then sharing) good practice, while considering the scope, 

quality, effectiveness and cost of those services.  

 

• The Divisional Review process described below sets out the broad framework in which 

Reviews will take place, while at the same time allowing for some flexibility. This way 

the Review can be adapted to the particularities of the Division (e.g. in size, scope, 

etc.), allowing for variability where appropriate - for example, in the length of the 

Review, and the size of the Panel. In some cases, it may be appropriate to conduct 

‘mini’ reviews of a unit(s) within a particular Division, and for these smaller reviews, an 

abbreviated version of these guidelines will be followed. 

 

• The process has been designed so that it will not be overly onerous or bureaucratic, 

but is also not intended to be ‘light-touch’ or superficial.  The Reviews will be 

appropriately resourced and supported by the Governance team, and each Review will 

have its own individual Review Co-ordinator from the Governance team. Further details 

can be found on the Governance webpages. 

 

• The self-evaluation process is a critically important element of the Review, and its 

preparation by the Division should engage as many people as possible. This element 

of the Review will be given significant weight by the Panel. The self-evaluation 

document (SED) provided by the Division should be explicit regarding the ways in 

which the Division contributes to the achievement of the University’s Strategic 

Objectives.  It should also, wherever possible, include KPIs and benchmarking 

information showing comparisons with similar divisions/departments at other 

institutions, and other useful data about the Division, either produced by the Division, 

or as part of the standard data pack which is provided by the Business Intelligence 

team. The supporting data is attached to the SED, and should be referred to as part of 

the commentary in the SED (for more information about what should be included in the 

SED, see page 4). The Division should also include a copy of Divisional strategies 

and/or any relevant Action Plans. The SED and other Review documentation should 

also include any additional information requested by the Chair and Registrar/Deputy 

Registrar during the preparatory process for the Review. 

 

• The Review process will take into consideration the current financial context of the 
University, and the need to provide value for money in the delivery of services. 
Recommendations emerging from the Review must be affordable.   
 

• External/independent challenge and validation is a key element of every Review. 
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• The Review process should take place over a period of one year, from start to finish, 

after which the Governance team, in conjunction with the Registrar/Deputy Registrar 

and Divisional Heads, will look at lessons learned and sharing of best practice/key 

themes. 

 

2. Review Themes: 

2.1 The aim is for Divisional Reviews to be constructed thematically and, wherever 

appropriate, with reference to the University Strategy. At the beginning of the Review 

Process, the Panel Chair and Registrar/Deputy Registrar, in consultation with the 

Division itself and the Senior Team, will seek to identify 3-5 key themes around which 

the Review will be structured. Divisions are all different and perform different 

purposes, and there are therefore likely to be distinct themes identified which reflect 

their distinctive nature. However, cross-cutting themes Panels may wish to consider 

during Reviews could include: 

 

• How effectively does the Division support the University Strategy and institutional 

priorities? 

• What are the key challenges to the Division in carrying out its function effectively? 

• Does the structure of the Division enable it to effectively perform its function? Should 

its structure or remit change? 

• What should the University’s future ambitions/strategy be for the Division? 

 

3. Divisional Review Process  

The table below describes the Divisional Review process, in terms in inputs (information or 
activity feeding into the Review); the Review itself; and outputs (actions that will be taken 
following the Review). A timetable of what happens and when is available on our website: 
www.bristol.ac.uk/governance/divisional-reviews. 
 

 Activity Comments 

 Inputs 

 The inputs will provide the Panel with relevant background information about the 
Division. This will includes both qualitative and quantitative data, including what the 
Division itself thinks are its strengths and weaknesses, as well as others’ opinions 
about the Division. 

A Registrar/ Deputy Registrar’s 
priorities for Review. 
 

The Registrar/ Deputy Registrar’s priorities 
for the Review will be discussed with the 
Panel Chair and with the Divisional Head 
(either separately or together). Initial 
discussion should happen well in advance 
of the Review, to allow time for views to be 
solicited from the Senior Team. The 
Divisional Head should have the 
opportunity at this point to indicate what 
the Division would like to see focused on 
during the Review. 

B Views solicited from key 
stakeholders 

Once the Panel Chair and 
Registrar/Deputy Registrar have 

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/governance/divisional-reviews
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Feedback will be sought on: 

• The Review priorities (as agreed 
by the Registrar/Deputy Registrar, 
the Panel Chair and the Head of 
Division) 

• The strengths and weaknesses of 
the Division, and any key issues 
the Review should consider. 

 

discussed their initial ideas for review 
themes, and the Division has had 
opportunity to comment (see above) the 
Review Co-ordinator should email the 
following people: 
 

• Divisional Heads 

• Faculty Managers 

• UMT 

• PVC’s/DVC 

• Staff Partnership Forum  
 
The Review Co-ordinator will use the 
feedback provided to suggest changes to 
the review priorities and to agree the 
refined priorities with the Divisional Head 
and Panel Chair. 

C Views solicited from the University 
Community 

In 2016-17, we will pilot using Yammer to 
ask the University Community for any 
initial thoughts on what the Divisional 
Review should cover/consider. 

D Partnership working 

 

It has been agreed that from 2016-171, 
partnership working will be included as a 
standard theme in all Divisional Reviews. 
The Review Co-ordinator will liaise with 
the Panel Chair ahead of the Review 
regarding how issues of partnership 
working should be incorporated into the 
Review process.  

Further, as part of the self-evaluation 
document (SED), the Division will be 
asked to include how it engages in 
partnership working. 

E Self-evaluation by Division  

The Division will prepare a self-
evaluation document which will include 
the following content, unless it is not 
possible to do so:   

• An Executive Summary 

• History of Division (any significant 
changes of which the panel should 
be aware). 

• Organisational structure 

• Aims and objectives of the Division 

The Division, led by the Divisional Head, 
will usually have three months to carry 
out the self-evaluation, and has 
considerable discretion in how they wish to 
do so.   Divisional Heads should engage in 
a broad consultation process within their 
divisions in order to seek input from as 
many members of staff in the Division as 
possible in the preparation of the SED.  
 
The Divisional Head is also encouraged to 
engage in self-reflection, and if possible to 
take time away from the office to do so. 

                                                 
1 Partnership working refers to engagement with Schools, Faculties and other Divisions within the 

University (internal partnerships) 
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• Identification of the services 
provided, and their relative 
importance  

• How the Division supports the 
relevant priorities of the University 
Strategy  

• How the Division engages in 
partnership working, i.e. what is its 
engagement with Schools, 
Faculties and other Divisions within 
the University? Does it consider 
internal partnerships to be strong 
and effective? 

• Identification of key stakeholders 

• List of strategic projects which the 
Division is involved with/impacted 
by 

• Appropriate performance indicators 
and benchmarking data, including 
brief comparison with peer 
institutions   

• Analysis and commentary about 
interfaces with other Divisions and 
their effectiveness, as well as 
opportunities for synergies  

• SWOT analysis 
• Customer/user views  

• A compilation of actions arising 
from previous Divisional reviews, 
including copies of previous review 
reports and associated action 
plans, NSS action plans etc. (if 
available) – to be included as an 
appendix to the SED. 

• Should the Divisional Head feel it 
appropriate, he/she may also wish 
to highlight to the Review Panel, 
within the SED, of particular areas 
that they are keen to receive 
feedback from the Review Panel 
on. 

• Any other topics identified by the 
Chair and Registrar/Deputy 
Registrar, or identified by the 
Division and agreed with the Chair 
and Registrar/Deputy Registrar. 

Copies of the Division’s Annual Plans can 
also be made available to the Panel and 
the Divisional Heads may also include 
these in the SED.  
 
A template Self-Evaluation document is 
attached at Annex A and is also available 
on the Divisional Review website.  
 
The Divisional Head might find it useful to 
develop:- 
 
• a set of FAQs about the Divisional 

Review for Divisional staff 

• a key facts sheet  

• a template to allow for contributions to 
self-evaluation documents.  

 
Some examples of the above, including a 
set of FAQ’s, are available on the 
Divisional Review website. 
 
The self-evaluation document must be 
submitted to the Review Co-ordinator 4 
weeks prior to the Review. This will then 
be combined with the data pack and 
circulated to the Review panel circa 3 
weeks prior to the Review. 
 
 
IMPORTANT: The Divisional Review 
Team (usually the Divisional Head and 
other senior Divisional managers) should 
share the finalised SED with all members 
of the Division ahead of the Review visit. 
The Divisional Review Team may also 
wish to direct staff’s attention to the 
Review guidelines available on the 
Governance webpages, or to supply 
additional materials to staff where 
appropriate. 

F Background information and data 
 
The Business Intelligence team will be 
responsible for providing a standard 
data pack to the Division for use as 

The Division will be responsible for 
providing supplementary data and other 
more specific benchmarking information 
and/or key performance indicators should 
they wish to do so. 
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part of the Self Evaluation Document. 
The standard data pack will include: 

• Most recent staff snapshot  

• Latest professional Services 
Quality Survey results or results of 
the Cubane Service Effectiveness 
Survey  

• Latest Staff Survey results  

• Most recent management 
accounts, along with commentary 
from HR (regarding financial 
management within the division)  

The Planning and Business Intelligence 
team will provide their standard data pack 
to the Division well in advance of Review 
so that it can be referenced in the SED as 
appropriate. 
 
The intention is that the standard data 
pack (and any other supplementary data 
provided by the Division) is included as an 
annex to the self-evaluation document, 
and sent to the Review co-ordinator 4 
weeks prior to the Review so it can be 
circulated to the panel 3 weeks prior to the 
Review. 

 Review Process  

G Panel Membership 
 

• DVC/PVC (or, exceptionally, 
another senior member of staff 
with relevant experience) to act as 
Chair  

• Two Faculty representatives, to 
include a Faculty Manager and a 
member of academic staff 

• Another Divisional Head (or senior 
support staff member, preferably 
with experience of another HEI or 
comparable organisation) 

• 1-2 external subject-matter 
experts, as appropriate to the area 

• Where appropriate, a student 
representative selected by the 
Students Union 

• Registrar/Deputy Registrar 
(depending on who the Division 
reports to) or their nominee  

Panels will be established on the basis of 
the nature, size and scope of the Division 
and its activities.   
 
The Registrar/Deputy Registrar and the 
Panel Chair will identify the skills, 
expertise and experience required in the 
external representatives, and advise the 
Divisional Head of these. The Divisional 
Head will then identify appropriate external 
representatives accordingly (ideally a 
minimum of six names). The 
Registrar/Deputy Registrar and Panel 
Chair will then select external experts from 
this list with input from the Divisional 
Head, ideally at the first kick-off planning 
meeting for the Review. 
 
The external experts are not normally 
remunerated (excluding agreed 
expenses2), on the basis that the sharing 
of best practice is of mutual interest and 
benefit.  
 
A briefing note on the role of the External 
Reviewer can be made available by the 
Governance team, by request. 

H Suggestions on who the Panel meet 

• Divisional Head 

• Division senior team 

• Divisional Heads of Divisions with 
key interfaces 

• Sample of staff from the Division 

Who the Panel should meet during the 
Review is discussed at the kick-off 
meeting. 
 
 
Once attendees are agreed, the Division is 
responsible for approaching and inviting 

                                                 
2 Details of agreed expenses are available in the briefing note on the role of the External Reviewer 
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• HR Manager for the Division 

• Finance Manager for the Division 

• Service ‘users’: students/ Deans/ 
Heads of School/ academic staff 
(as appropriate) 

• Members of the Senior Team (as 
appropriate) 

• Other individuals identified by the 
Chair & Registrar/Deputy Registrar 
during the Review planning 
process. 

relevant individuals to attend Review 
sessions. The Division is also responsible 
for ensuring that invitees to the Review 
sessions (including staff, stakeholders and 
so on) are appropriately briefed ahead of 
the Review. The Review Co-ordinator can 
provide guidance and information on 
inviting and briefing invitees. 

I Practicalities of Review 

• Between half a day and 2 days 
(depending on size of Division). 
The usual review length is 1.5 
days. 

• The review takes place ‘in the 
Division’ wherever possible. 

• The Review usually includes an 
informal meeting/dinner of the 
Panel on the evening of the first 
day of the review. 

• The Review may include tours of 
offices/facilities if appropriate.  

• The Review includes regular 
opportunities throughout the 
schedule for the Panel to meet 
privately for discussion and 
reflection on the progress of the 
Review. 

• Review sessions (i.e. between 
Panel and attendees) to run from 
20 – 60 mins, depending on group 
size 

The informal meeting/evening dinner is an 
important time for the Panel to get to know 
each other and consider the forthcoming 
Review. 
 
In order to ensure that the Panel have 
sufficient time to engage with the Review 
attendees fully, it is suggested that 
individual sessions run to the following 
approximate times (though this may not 
always be possible, depending on the 
overall Review timetable). 
 
1-3 attendees (excl. Panel members): 20-
30 minutes 
4 – 6: 30-45 mins  
6+:  45mins – 1hr 
The Division is responsible for: 

• supporting the Review Co-ordinator in 
developing the Review programme (in 
consultation with the kick-off group) to 
reflect the themes for the Review 
agreed at/after the kick-off meeting. 

• identifying appropriate people to meet 
the Panel at sessions during the 
Review visit, agreeing proposed 
attendees with the kick-off group, and 
inviting agreed attendees to relevant 
sessions during the Review Visit. 

• booking venues in the Division for the 
Review 

 
The Governance team will: 

• ensure that appropriate arrangements 
are made for carrying out the Review 
(including establishing a Review Co-
ordinator and booking catering) 

• ensure regular meetings between the 
Review Coordinator and the Division 
throughout the Review process 
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• provide support and to monitor 
progress in the development of the 
SED and the Review programme;  

J Suggested issues for the Panel to 
consider 
• The Division’s role and how this 

supports the University’s strategic 
goals  

• The quality of support for the 
academic endeavour; the quality of 
customer service 

• Communication by the Division 
with stakeholders (internal and 
external) 

• The organisation of the Division  

• The Division’s success in 
achieving Divisional aims and 
objectives  

• The Division’s exploitation of 
synergies with other divisions 

• Efficiency and effectiveness (value 
for money) 

• Budget performance  

• Effectiveness of management of 
the Division  

• Its ability to generate meaningful 
management information  

• The quality of the 
policies/procedures designed and 
coordinated by the Division 

• The balance of activity between 
‘business as usual’ work, and more 
strategic projects. 

This list is suggested only and is not 
exhaustive. The Panel Chair and 
Registrar/Deputy Registrar will agree the 
key issues they wish the Review to 
explore during the preparation process for 
the Review, in discussion with the 
Divisional Head.  

 Outputs 

 The outputs include a Review Report which contains formal recommendations for 
the Division, the Registrar/Deputy Registrar, and the wider University. An action 
plan will also be prepared to track progress against the recommendations. 

K High level findings of the Review Oral report to Head of Division within 4 
days (but typically on the day) by the 
Panel for the Division.  

L Thank you messages A personal note of thanks (usually by 
email) to each individual Panel member, 
for their participation and input in the 
review, should be sent out within 4 days of 
the Review visit (drafted by the Review 
Co-ordinator). This note should come from 
the Chair (or if for some reason this isn’t 
possible, from the Registrar/Deputy 
Registrar). 
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This note may be used as an opportunity 
to remind the Panel of the schedule for 
getting the draft Review Report to them, 
and their responsibilities in providing 
commentary and input to the Report. It is 
also an opportunity to recognise the time, 
effort and commitment that Panel 
members put in to Reviews. 
 
The Divisional Head, the Registrar/Deputy 
Registrar may also wish to send thanks 
but there is no obligation to do so. 
 

M Report and recommendations from 
Panel 
 
 

Draft produced within 1 month of Review 
by the Panel Chair and Review Co-
ordinator and with input from the Panel. A 
Review Report template is included at 
Annex C of these guidelines and on the 
Divisional Review website. 
 
The first draft of the Review Report is 
prepared by the Review Co-ordinator, who 
then circulates the Report in turn to the 
Chair and Registrar/Deputy Registrar and 
then to the Panel for comment. The Chair 
of the Review Panel has final responsibility 
for approving the completed the Divisional 
Review Report. 
 
When the Report is finalised, it is sent to 
the Division for correction of any factual 
errors only; the Division is not otherwise 
able to change the Review Report. 
 
The aim is for the final Review Report to 
represent a consensus view from the 
Panel on the high level findings, 
commendations and recommendations of 
the Review.  
 
The Review Report will be reviewed at a 
meeting of UMT. The Divisional Head will 
be invited to join UMT during UMT’s 
discussion of the Review Report, and the 
Division is invited to submit additional 
comments to UMT at this meeting, via the 
Divisional Head, if they so wish. The 
Divisional Head is expected to present to 
UMT their reaction to the Review, 
including their indications of priority 
actions to follow.   
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UMT will consider the Review Report, 
supported by:  

• the Review programme and;  

• the executive summary of the SED. 
 
UMT may decide not to endorse all 
recommendations made by the Review 
Panel, and if so the report will be amended 
accordingly. Any amendments to the 
report will be made by the Review Co-
ordinator.  
 
The finalised Review Report will be sent to 
the Divisional Head. 

N Action Plan monitoring Once UMT has approved the Review 
Report and its recommendations, the 
Registrar/Deputy Registrar/Divisional 
Head/Chair (PVC) will agree and take 
forward the Action Plan. 
 
The Governance team will populate the 
first draft of the Action Plan once the 
Report is agreed, with the 
recommendations from the report. The 
Governance team will liaise with the 
Division, and others responsible for key 
actions, for their input into the Action Plan. 
 
 
An action plan template is available at 
Annex B and also on the Divisional 
Review website. 
 
The first draft of the Action Plan should be 
completed by all relevant parties within 
four weeks of the Review Report having 
been approved by UMT, and a copy sent 
to the Review Co-ordinator.  
 
It is expected that the Registrar/Deputy 
Registrar can (and should) review the 
Action Plans and progress with the 
Divisional Head (circa 7months after the 
review), and nine months after the review, 
the Review Panel Chair (PVC) and 
Divisional Head will monitor and discuss 
the report and action plan, prior to the 
action plan being discussed by UMT.  

O Follow up meeting between Panel 
Chair and Divisional Head 

About 7 months after the Review, an 
informal meeting should be arranged to 
inform follow-up report   
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P • UMT Review Action Plan 

• Follow up Actions 

Nine months after the Review, an action 
plan progress update will be formally 
reported to the University Management 
Team (UMT) for information only unless 
the Review Panel Chair determines that a 
discussion at the committee was required. 
The Divisional Head will not be required to 
attend UMT. 
 
 
Progress against the Action Plan will 
thereafter continue to be regularly 
reviewed by the Divisional Head and 
Registrar/Deputy Registrar 
 
The Division is asked to report back to the 
Review Co-ordinator on progress again 
within twelve months of the Review taking 
place in order that the Action Plan can be 
finalised. 

Q Divisional Heads meeting (s) The Review should be included as an 
agenda item at the regular Divisional 
Heads meeting:  
 

(1) Following the Review, to provide 
Divisional Heads, with a summary 
update of the Review. 

(2) Six months after the Review, to 
provide an update on progress 
against the Review Action Plan. 
 

The Divisional Head is responsible for 
leading these discussions and providing 
the meeting with updates.  
 
The Review Co-ordinator is responsible for 
liaising with the Secretary to the group to 
ensure the Review is added to the meeting 
agenda, and for reminding the Divisional 
Head that they will need to provide the 
group with these updates.  
 
After the Review has been completed, the 
Divisional Head will also be encouraged to 
reflect on lessons learned and best 
practice and share with Divisional Heads. 
See section U overleaf for more 
information. 
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R Copy of the Review Report to be 
made available behind single sign 
on, on Divisional Review website 

The Governance team will circulate the 
final Review Report and the Action Plan 
(when available) to any relevant 
committees/individuals for information, and 
posts on the Governance webpages.  

S Report to relevant Committee (if 
appropriate) 

The Panel Chair will determine whether 
the final Report should be shared with any 
appropriate committees for information 
during preparations for the Review (for 
example, Staff Partnership Forum, 
Divisional Heads meetings, etc). 
 
The Governance team is responsible for 
sharing the Report with Committees as 
directed by the Panel Chair Committee) for 
information within 4 months of the 
Review. 

T Final version of Review Report, 
Executive Summary of SED and 
final Action Plan published on 
Divisional Review website 

12 months after the Review. 
 
The final 12 month Action Plan will be 
uploaded on to the Governance website 
and email will be circulated to the same 
committees/individuals as per the above. 

U Recognition, celebration and sharing 
of good practice and any lessons 
learned 

Discussion at Divisional Heads meeting. 
Divisional Heads will also be encouraged 
to individually reflect on this, once their 
divisional review has been completed, and 
to share their thoughts with colleagues. 

 Resource implications   

V Dinner for Panel Funded in accordance with Financial 
Regulations  

W Other costs There is a small budget available to fund 
catering, travel expenses etc. Any 
expenses must be discussed with the 
Governance team in advance of being 
incurred: for example, we will generally 
only pay for standard class train travel, 
except in exceptional circumstances, 
which have been previously discussed and 
agreed with the Registrar/Head of 
Governance (tbc). 
 
Due to the ‘in-house’ nature of the 
Divisional Reviews, the Divisions are 
responsible for arranging room bookings, 
which are not expected to carry any costs.  

 


