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Employment in HE Of the core Higher Education (HE) staff, 53% (197,515) are 

support staff whilst 47% (174,945) are academic staff.  There are 
also 192,230 ‘atypical’ staff.  These are hourly paid staff and those 
on flexible contracts, for example guest lecturers, conference 
caterers and student ambassadors. 

Therefore UK Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) employ a total 
of more than half a million people. 

HE is heavily staff-intensive and staff costs make up a high 
proportion (57.4%) of the sector’s operating costs. Over the last 
seven years, total staff costs have increased on average by 8% 
per annum. 

A third of academic staff are now on part-time contracts. The use 
of fixed-term, rather than open-ended contracts has decreased, 
from 43.2% of contracts in 2004/05 to 35.6% in 2007/08 (HESA 
Resources of HE 2007/08).

Growth to meet 
needs 

The HE sector has expanded significantly since the mid-1990s. 
The number of academic staff rose by more than 50% from 
114,721 in 1994/95 to 174,945 in 2007/08  (HESA Resources of 
HE 1994/5 and 2007/08).

From 2006/07 to 2007/08, academic staff numbers rose by 
2.9% - nearly 5,000 – to 174,945.  From 2006/07 to 2007/08, 
undergraduate student numbers rose by 0.2% - just over 3,000 
– to 1,804,970. 

During this same period, from 2006/07 to 2007/08, total HE 
staff numbers rose by 2.3% to 372,460 while the total student 
population rose by 0.1% to 2,306,105 (HESA Resources of HE 
2006/07/08).

HEIs have relatively low levels of staff turnover.  For the academic 
year 2006/07, full-time permanent staff turnover ranged from 6% 
for academic staff to 10% for some support staff groups.  This 
compares with an average turnover of 17% for the economy as a 
whole. The 2008 Recruitment and Retention of Staff in UK Higher 
Education survey paints a positive picture of the higher education 
labour market. 

The combination of pay modernisation through ‘Framework 
Agreement’ changes and the current three-year pay agreement 
which delivered increases of at least 15.9% have clearly helped 
to make higher education a very attractive sector in which to work 
(2008 Recruitment and Retention of Staff in UK Higher Education 
survey, HEFCE, UCEA, Universities UK, GuildHE).

HE staff turnover 



Pay modernisation delivered through the Framework Agreement 
has enabled HE employers to tackle equal pay across all 
employee groups.  Working within the HE sector is an extremely 
attractive option. 

Pay for HE staff has increased by well over 30% since 2001 
and the sector continues to offer excellent pensions to its staff.  
The lowest grade workers in HE have a higher wage level than 
such staff in the public services  (JNCHES Review of Higher 
Education Finance and Pay Data 2008).

Holiday entitlement in HE is generous: an average of 25 days to 
support staff, and 35 days to academics.  Staff with fixed weekly 
hours work between 35 and 37 hours a week.  Three-quarters 
of HEIs offer flexible working arrangements, and 94% of HEIs  
offer maternity pay provisions above the statutory entitlement. 
Flexibility over when hours can be worked is also an area where 
the sector scores strongly  (2008 Recruitment and Retention 
of Staff in UK Higher Education survey and Conditions of 
Employment in Higher Education).

UCEA’s website www.ucea.ac.uk hosts the 2008 ‘Recruitment 
and Retention of Staff in UK Higher Education’ survey report, 
‘Conditions of Employment in Higher Education’ report and 
‘Where are we now? The benefits of working in HE’ report.

Concern about job losses has become heightened in recent 
months in the current economic and funding climate.  There is 
little evidence to date of large scale job losses across HE.  Claims 
of a growing ‘crisis’ relating to job cuts are overstated. 

Each HEI is an independent employer with its own governing 
body and employment frameworks. Staffing decisions can only 
be made at individual HEI level.  Compulsory redundancy is 
always a last resort.  

HEIs operate in a competitive environment to attract students, 
staff, research grants, commercial income and donations.  In order 
to be responsive to changes within this competitive environment, 
HEIs have to review and change their strategies and provision all 
the time, and this involves workforce implications.   

A national no-redundancy agreement with UCEA is not deliverable 
– it’s like asking the CBI to give a no-redundancy assurance for 
the whole of the private sector.

HEIs have a good track record in handling staffing changes 
in an open, fair and dignified way, in seeking full consultation 
where required by legislation with employees and employee 
representatives and in seeking to avoid  compulsory redundancies.

Reality about job 
losses 

The benefits of 
working in the HE 
sector


