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BOARDROOM APPRENTICE

IMPACT STUDY
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INTRODUCTION
The Boardroom Apprentice Programme is a unique
12-month board learning, development and
placement programme which enables a diversity of
new people to come forward, give their time and
learn how to share their skills with Third and
Public-Sector Boards.
Host Boards provide practical hands-on experience
by facilitating a 12-month placement of a Boardroom
Apprentice as a board-level observer, with the
support of an assigned Board Member as the Board
Buddy.
Between January-March 2022 this Impact Study was
carried out by an independent consultant1. The aim
of the study was to capture feedback (both
quantitative and qualitative) from host boards to
assess benefits and impact and to identify learning.
The Impact Study methodology was an online survey
and a series of case study interviews.
All 59 Host Boards from the 2021 Programme (from
Government Departments, Arm’s Length Bodies/
Non Departmental Public Bodies & Voluntary /
Community/Social Enterprise Organisations)
to complete an online impact survey.

2

1

Dr Tony Macaulay, Macaulay Associates Network

THE OVERARCHING AIM OF THE
BOARDROOM APPRENTICE
PROGRAMME IS:

To move the Board Member
role from aspiration to reality.

THE PROGRAMME IS BASED ON
3 KEY PILLARS

Knowledge and
understanding

Experience

Support

Suite of eight
expertly guided
learning days

12 month placement
with a Board within
Public or Third Sector

Paired with a
"Board Buddy"

In 2021/22 59 Host
Boards participated

Board Buddies
assigned from Host
Board

Focusing on key
governance issues and
how to be a great board
member

This unique initiative is now entering its sixth year of delivery. To date 223 individuals from
all backgrounds, all abilities and all ages have embarked on their Boardroom Apprentice
journey.

IMPACT SURVEY
22 had hosted between 1-3 Boardroom Apprentices and 13 had
hosted 4 or more over the 5 years shown below.

In what year (s) have you been a Host Board in the Boardroom
Apprentice Programme (please tick all that apply)
Answered: 38
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There were 42 responses from 35 organisations: Arm’s Length Body /
Non Departmental Public Body 56%, Voluntary Community Social
Enterprise (VCSE) 27%, Government Department 17%.
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Responses

How satisfied have you been with your Boardroom Apprentice (s)?
Answered: 38

• 100% were satisfied or very satisfied with their
Boardroom Apprentice(s)
• 98% said they were prepared or very well
prepared to host a Boardroom Apprentice.

Skipped: 6
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Neither
satisfied or...
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• 98% said there were likely or very likely to
recommend the Boardroom Apprentice
Programme to other Boards
• 40% had appointed a Boardroom Apprentice
to their Board and 4 had appointed more than
one. (Follow up surveys of participants indicate
51% were appointed to a board position within
12 months of completing Boardroom
Apprentice)
• 92% rated the overall credibility of the
programme as high or very high.
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How would you rate the overall credibility of the Boardroom
Apprentice Programme
Answered: 38
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CASE STUDIES

SUPPORTING COMMUNITIES
– Third Sector organisation

Supporting Communities, based in Ballymena, has hosted four
Boardroom Apprentices on its voluntary/community sector Board and
several of these apprentices have been appointed to other voluntary
sector Boards.
Chief Executive, Colm McDaid says, ‘We were delighted to be selected as
a Host Board in the first year. Having brought a Board together with a
good skill set, the Boardroom Apprentice Programme was an
opportunity to give something back and get some potential new,
younger Board members.’
Colm says the benefits of hosting a Boardroom Apprentice are a fresh
set of eyes, a different mindset and objectivity. He highlights the success
of involving the Boardroom Apprentices in sub-committees and
Working Groups and he believes the role of the buddy is very important.
He says the biggest impact on the Board has been to take time to
explain everything clearly in a way that has benefitted all of the Board
members. He says, ‘It has made things more simple, with less tired, old
fashioned Board rules or approaches.’ He also shares an example of
how the apprentice brought an objective input that helped to create a
new, successful board recruitment exercise.
He concludes, ‘It’s a wonderful initiative and one which I feel has much
more to do in the years ahead.’

We asked representatives of 17 Host Boards to share their
experiences for case studies. In addition to the written case
studies in this report you can check out 6 video case study
interviews on our website https://boardroomapprentice.com/

DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE
- Government Department

2021 was the first year the Department of Justice hosted a Boardroom
Apprentice, having identified a need for a younger voice at the table and
hearing positive reports about the programme from other Boards.
Deborah Brown, Director of Justice Delivery, comments, ‘The apprentice
has provided an external perspective with reflections from outside the
public sector which helps challenge the way we think and operate.’
Deborah highlights the importance of clarity on the time commitment
required so the apprentice can balance this with their own work demands,
and also the importance of good induction and continuous engagement to
ensure there is a feedback loop to reflect and adjust as required. This
includes being proactive in initiating Board Buddy meetings so the
apprentice has a good understanding of the papers before each Board
meeting. Deborah sees a positive impact of the apprentice joining the
board that benefits from their experience, while providing the apprentice
with wider connections across other NI Civil Service Departments. The
apprentice also increased their understanding of the justice system
through practice visits.
She concludes, ‘The biggest impact has been to increase diversity and to
help change the dynamic of the Board with a different perspective.’

Programme Objectives
• 95% agreed or strongly agreed that the
programme has created a diverse pool of
capable board ready Non-Executive Board
Members.
• 95% agreed or strongly agreed that the
programme is providing a sustainable pool of
capable board ready Non-Executive Board
Members.
• 97% agreed or strongly agreed that the
programme enables practical boardroom
experience for aspiring Non-Executive
candidates.
• 97% agreed or strongly agreed that the
programme provides a transfer of knowledge,
skills and experience to aspiring Non-Board
Members.
• 97% agreed or strongly agreed that the
programme increases the knowledge and
awareness of the role of Board Members.
• 92% agreed or strongly agreed that the
programme is delivering on its vision of
bridging the gap between aspiration and
reality for aspiring Board Members.

NEXUS

LABOUR RELATIONS AGENCY

Since 2017, NEXUS has hosted five Boardroom Apprentices and has
appointed one Boardroom Apprentices to its Board.

From the very beginning, the Labour Relations Agency was enthusiastic
about the potential impact of the Boardroom Apprentice Programme. To
date the Board has hosted four Boardroom Apprentices, one in each of
the past four years.

– Third Sector organisation

Board Chairperson, Karly Greene comments on the success of these
appointments, ‘It is great to have fresh thinking on the Board and
people who are trained in governance and we value diversity on our
Board. The Boardroom Apprentices bring a fresh perspective and
sometimes ask questions other Board members would not have
thought of. We know the training they get is second to none and
they bring a good understanding of governance to the Board. Of
course, some experience you can only get on the job when you
immerse yourself in it.’
Karly highlights the importance of the induction of the Boardroom
Apprentice to include the culture and style of the Board, to help the
apprentice to feel comfortable from the outset. The experience of
NEXUS is that when a Board Buddy meets with the Boardroom
Apprentice it helps to build confidence and understanding. Another
impact of the programme is that other Board members can learn
from the apprentices.
She concluded, ‘It’s a brilliant programme. Its essence is fantastic
and it is absolutely needed.’

- Arm’s Length Body

Chief Executive, Don Leeson said, ‘It’s been a very positive experience,
bringing more diversity and different perspectives to the Board.
Generally, the Boardroom Apprentices have been significantly younger
than most of our Board members, and at the start of their careers. Their
energy and enthusiasm has meant a regular injection of a new dynamic
around the boardroom table, which helps to renew the focus of all Board
members.’
Don believes that attending committees such as Audit & Risk gives the
Boardroom Apprentices a rounded experience of being a Board member
outside of the Board meetings. He also shared an example of how the
insights of younger Board Apprentices had a positive impact on the
development of the organisation’s communications and social media
strategy. He highlighted the importance of the Board Buddy meeting
with the Boardroom Apprentices between Board meetings, to walk them
through the papers for the meeting and to encourage their contribution
to probing and discussing key issues on the agenda.
He concluded, ‘It’s an excellent scheme – please keep it going. The
calibre of people coming through is fantastic.’

DIFFERENCE,BENEFITS & IMPACT
What difference has appointing a Boardroom
Apprentice made to your Board?
The majority of respondents said the Boardroom Apprentice brought fresh thinking and a different or
external perspective to the Board.
It has brought new and external insight to the Board's considerations.
It is great to have fresh thinking on the Board.
Brings another perspective and highlights our public responsibility to bring others into this area of
work.
Respondents also talked about the Boardroom Apprentice bringing enthusiasm, independent
thinking, challenge, new skills and experience to the Board.
Brought a fresh perspective and skill set, good insight into corporate partnerships and able to
challenge the status quo.

What are the benefits for your Board in participating in the
Boardroom Apprentice programme as a Host Board?
The two benefits most consistently reported were:
• bringing a different perspective to the Board
• increasing the diversity of the Board

We have learnt a lot from being part of the Boardroom Apprentice scheme. The apprentice has contributed to our
board meetings, asking questions and participating in debate on many of the issues.
The Boardroom Apprentices bring a fresh external perspective to the Board discussion.
Enlarging and widening the diversity of the pool of future Board applicants.
Respondents also mentioned the programme bringing in different questions, external views and knowledge,
helping with succession planning and resulting in the Board reflecting on its roles, accessibility and practices.
It provides an additional experienced voice during strategic discussions and offers the Board assurance that a
broad pool of qualified candidates will be available in future.

LEARNING
What are your key learnings from the Boardroom
Apprentice Programme as a Host Board?
The key learning most consistently shared was the importance of good
induction and continuous support and engagement between the Host Board
and the Boardroom Apprentice.

reminder of the need to use clear and jargon-free language in Board
meetings, and the strategic impact that comes from greater diversity on the
Board.

It is important to provide a welcoming environment, starting with the
induction arrangements to the appointment of a 'buddy' to the
encouragement to participate at meetings. If this approach is not used
positively, then the risk is the apprentice feels they are not valued.

We have enjoyed the experience of having a Boardroom Apprentice in
place and have applied for the experience for a second year. In particular, it
has helped us to not use our internal jargon and acronyms as much.

It has helped improve our induction processes, it has helped us be more
reflective as a Board and to think more about what we do and how we
introduce new Board Members to the organisation.
The need to engage and involve the apprentice - so that we aren't just
seeing her at board meetings - we have provided mentoring support in
between board meetings and have organised meetings with the senior
team (and have learned to do the latter sooner)
It has underlined the importance of having a robust induction or
'onboarding process'. Given the huge range of issues that our Board deals
with, we feel it provides candidates with a good grounding in the ethos and
operation of a public sector body, and as a very public and industry facing
body, supplies opportunities for Boardroom Apprentices not just to
experience board and committee meetings, but also public representation.
Respondents also highlighted key learning on the added value from giving
the Boardroom Apprentice experience on committees and projects, a

Diversity is important. Not having governance experience does not mean
someone will not make a good board member.

Several respondents also highlighted the personal learning and
development of other Board members and the importance of committing
to and investing time to the programme to maximise the experience and
impact of the Boardroom Apprentice.
The experience has been worthwhile for all Board members but particularly
for the Boardroom Buddy. The buddy will gain as much from the
apprentice as the apprentice gains from the buddy.
The need for a commitment to maximise the experience of the apprentices
to ensure that they have an opportunity to engage in the wide range of
challenges that they will face as future Board member.
Be prepared and invest time/effort in the programme and supporting the
Apprentice - you get out what you put in!

What are the benefits for your organisation of being a part of
Boardroom Apprentice as a Host Board?
The organisational benefits most consistently reported were:
•
•
•
•

bringing different insights, independent voices and challenge
being recognised for participating in an innovative programme
improving diversity
increasing the pool of talent for future Board members

Provides a different perspective which helps challenge the way we think and operate.
Challenges us to think about how we can promote diversity in our membership and promotes the visibility of the
organisation.
All 59 Host Boards from the 2021 Programme
Our participation in the Boardroom Apprentice Programme has enabled us to gain a different insight into our
work. It has been wonderful to have a fresh perspective at the table and we have certainly benefited from having
enthusiastic Boardroom Apprentices who, supported by a comprehensive learning and development programme,
are confident to put their learning into practice, challenge our thinking and practice and ask questions.
Respondents also mentioned the programme contributing to the organisation’s corporate social responsibility
and strengthening the capability of the Board.
It is important for the organisation to be associated with promoting a high quality programme that has the
potential to benefit the entire system for the long term.
Participation also helps both executive and non-executive arms of the organisation to appreciate the role of the
Board in contributing to overall effectiveness.

DEPARTMENT OF THE ECONOMY

HOUSING RIGHTS

Michelle Bell, Central Services Director says, ‘I think it’s important for
all Departments to avail of the Boardroom Apprentice Programme. It
has increased our Board’s diversity and brought fresh ideas. The
Boardroom Apprentice brought a new perspective and asked good
questions in an open and supportive environment.’

Housing Rights has hosted two Boardroom Apprentices, co-opted one
as a full Board member and appointed another who apprenticed on
another Board. Janet Hunter, Director, says, ‘Boardroom Apprentice is
like a quality assurance mark. They have good training and experience.
It’s also good for the Board, part of their training and development.
We’ve made more effort to role model good processes and behaviours.
It makes you revisit how you want to run the Board and provide an
exemplar.’

- Government Department

The Department of the Economy hosted a Boardroom Apprentice for
the first time in 2021. Michelle says, ‘The background and briefing
material is very good. It helped me to make a proposal and provide
clarity on issues such as confidentiality and privacy agreements.’
Emphasising the importance of induction, she explains how the
Apprentice met with all Board members separately. She says, ‘It’s
important to give the Apprentice a proper induction and a mentor on
the Board, to give them time. The more you give, the more the Board
will get out of it.’
Michelle sees the main impacts on the Board as improving gender
balance, bringing a fresh pair of eyes to look at issues from a different
perspective and offering independent challenge and scrutiny to the
Board.
She concludes, ‘I hope more Departments start to participate and we
get more people with fresh eyes and different perspectives on Boards.
I hope we can provide an example to other Departments to take up the
programme.’

– Third Sector organisation

Janet sees impacts on the Board such as more knowledge, more
frontline insight into the needs of clients, a useful network of contacts
and contribution to the sustainability of the Board with the right skills,
expertise and commitment.
She says, ‘We’ve learnt that different people can bring a unique
contribution. It’s very refreshing and energising for the Board. Instead
of Board members recruiting people who are like them it introduces
people who otherwise wouldn't be on Boards and avoids everyone
being the same. It’s added a spark to a highly functioning Board.’
Janet adds, ‘I routinely say to other Boards I sit on ‘have you thought
about participating in the Boardroom Apprentice Programme?’ I can’t
see any downside to it. It requires a bit of extra work but you get out
what you put into it. Our Boards in Northern Ireland struggle with
diversity. Collectively, it will have a positive impact and prove its worth
in years to come.’

What are the benefits for your Board in participating in the
Boardroom Apprentice programme as a Host Board?
The biggest impacts most consistently highlighted were:
• bringing a different perspective to the Board
• energising the Board dynamic
• improving the Board’s ways of working

The Boardroom Apprentice has brought a fresh challenge function to us and has asked a number of relevant questions on
topics which impact the delivery of our public services.
The independent perspective of capable Apprentices on Board discussions. Their preparedness beforehand and
ability to challenge and question during Board meetings has aided robust discussion and decision-making around
the Board table.
It has helped to contribute to a positive dynamic in the workings of the entire Board.
A fresh perspective on our decision-making processes and ways of working.
The biggest impact has been the contribution to our corporate goal, very closely followed by the fresh contribution
to thinking a Boardroom Apprentice can bring to discussions.
Respondents also mentioned recruiting new Board members, increasing diversity and the sustainability of the Board
and benefiting from the Boardroom Apprentice’s contacts and expertise.
The biggest impact has been prompting us to think about our diversity and sometimes reflect on how we do things
(in the context of having others in the room).
Our apprentice brought a new range of contacts form the private sector with whom we are now engaging to learn
how they deal with good relations in the workplace.
It has helped the Board, as part of the process of reviewing its own effectiveness, to think about the skills and
experience that it would like to see demonstrated by good quality future candidates for Board Membership.

SOCIAL CARE COUNCIL

SOUTH EASTERN REGIONAL
COLLEGE - Arm’s Length Body

The Social Care Council has hosted a Boardroom Apprentice since
2018. Board member Jacqueline McGarvey says, ‘Every year the
contribution of the Boardroom Apprentice has been very good. The
range of apprentices bring a different angle and freshness to the
Board. They are fully engaged in the Board meetings and strategic
discussions. They get to see a functioning Board and how we deal with
challenges but they also bring a new perspective and ask good
questions. We help them understand how the Board works and they
bring so much newness.’

South Eastern Regional College has hosted a Boardroom Apprentice
every year since the programme began in 2017.

- Arm’s Length Body

Last year Jacqueline took on the role of Board Buddy. She says, ‘A
good introduction is important, so the new apprentice and I had a
pre-meeting with the outgoing apprentice and buddy. They were able
to share their experience and approach and we decided how we
would work together. We connect before and after each Board
meeting. I spend time going through the papers with the apprentice,
introducing and explaining the issues. It hasn't been too time
consuming and I’ve enjoyed it.’
Jacqueline explains how the Social Care Council gives each apprentice
an opportunity to go to all of its Standing Committees once before
choosing which one they want to attend regularly. She highlights the
importance the Board being open to feedback from the apprentice on
its way of working.
She concludes, ‘It builds confidence in the Boardroom Apprentice to
go for Board appointments and brings new life and energy to our
Board. I’m recommending it to other Boards because it’s very
beneficial. It’s good, well organised and it’s working! ’

The Chair of SERC’s Board, Gareth Heatherington, says, ‘Every public
sector Board should sign up for this. Sensitive business can be manged
through confidential items on the agenda, this is not a reason to rule out
participation in the Boardroom Apprentice programme. It gives
experience to people who wouldn't otherwise be successful in
competitive public appointments and develops the pool of better
qualified candidates. They gain the experience and confidence needed
to apply to other Boards.’
Gareth highlights impacts on the Board such as bringing in a more
diverse perspective, particularly from younger people and helping to
inform decision making which in turn benefits the organisation.
He says, ‘They bring in a different perspective - a younger person’s
perspective and they introduce a new person every year which creates a
different group dynamic to a well-established board. This in turn opens
up debate and creates the opportunity for different conversations to
take place. Members gain an understanding from the expertise that the
Boardroom Apprentice brings to the Board. We’ve learnt always to be
open to bringing in new people and new ideas.’

GROUNDWORK NI
– Third Sector organisation

Cara Cash-Marley, CEO, says, ‘I believe in opening up Boardrooms to
new voices and experiences. Diversity is important and not having
governance experience does not mean someone will not make a good
Board member.’
She believes Groundwork NI’s participation in the programme over the
years has increased diversity in the Board and brought new skills,
experiences and voices into strategic decisions. Their apprentices have
gone on to be appointed to other Boards.
Cara says, ‘The Boardroom Apprentices ask insightful questions with
fresh eyes and challenge other Board members. They bring an energy
and a generosity of spirit that motivates other Board members. It’s
catching! They have energised our Board and reminded us why we’re
all here.’
She says the impact has been to widen the knowledge and skills of the
Board and to open up access to new contacts who can increase
Groundwork’s reach and impact. Cara sees the Board Buddy as a good
development opportunity for another Board member, to support
another’s leadership development.
She concludes, ‘I think Boardroom Apprentice is one of the most
valuable tools we have that offers something special to the private,
public and not-for-profit sector. It creates a shared space for us all to
appreciate the skills and experience each sector holds, and how we can
all come together and make things better. I have supported it since its
inception and am so proud of how it has grown. The training is world
class. Eileen Mullan has been a powerhouse and every success is so
well deserved. It’s incredible that one person has delivered such a
programme of change. It’s an awesome programme and should
continue to grow, with more organisations coming on board.’

ARMAGH PLANETARIUM
- Arm’s Length Body

Armagh Planetarium has hosted three Boardroom Apprentices since
2019 and one of these apprentices successfully applied to a call for new
Board members. Carol Corvan, Head of Corporate Services explains,
‘We had set an objective of increasing female representation on the
Management Committee and we saw participating in the Boardroom
Apprentice Programme as a good way of raising awareness and
attracting new Board members. When a vacancy arose the successful
apprentice was a stand-out candidate for the Board. The Boardroom
Apprentice training will have no doubt contributed to her successful
appointment within a highly competitive process.’
Describing her experience as a Board Buddy she says, ‘I tell the
apprentice they can ask me any questions and not to hesitate to contact
me when they receive the papers in advance of the Board meeting. I
assure the apprentice that there’s no such thing as a silly question.’
Carol says, ‘It’s good to bring new people into the environment, who
don't necessarily have a science background. It changes the perception
of science and increases the visibility of what we do. The apprentices
bring a new perspective and inquisitive approach to how we operate.’
She concludes, ‘It’s a really good initiative and we want to continue to
support it.’

SUCCESSFUL BOARD APPOINTMENTS:
HEADLINERS UK - Third sector organisation

Headliners has appointed two former Boardroom Apprentices from
Northern Ireland who applied to become a member of their UK Board.
Maggie Taggart, Board member, says it has been a positive experience,
‘They have hit the ground running and are turning out to be very good
Board members. They are not reticent to speak up and ask good
questions. They have a good understanding of the oversight role of the
Board and the pitfalls of getting too operational.’ When asked if she
would recommend the programme to other Boards Maggie says. ‘I
would recommend organisations to take on a Boardroom Apprentice
because they will be creating a good starting point for the Board
members of the future, who will know exactly what the role entails.
Participating in the Boardroom Apprentice Programme will give you a
chance to re-assess how you induct new Board members, and when
they bring a fresh outlook and ask fresh questions it can’t do anything
but improve your organisation.’

CONCLUSION
Host Boards feel well prepared to host a Boardroom Apprentice and express a high level of satisfaction with their
apprentice(s). They believe all of the programme objectives are being met.
The apprentices bring energy, fresh thinking, different perspectives, wider networks and greater diversity to the
Board. A few Host Boards with initial concerns around confidentiality found this not to be an issue in practice. Host
Boards regard a good induction and the Board Buddy as important factors in the success of the programme.
The programme has a high level of credibility with Host Boards. They are likely to recommend the Boardroom
Apprentice Programme to other Boards and they see the programme increasing the pool of talent for future Board
members.

FUTURE DEVELOPMENT
The main feedback on future development was to continue to
grow the programme to engage more apprentices and more
Boards, particularly government departments, and to continue
to increase the number of confident, experienced and skilled
apprentices moving forward to be appointed to Boards.

