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1. Mandate their national negotiators at UCEA to negotiate a national framework for 

positive action on the issue of casualisation, or, 

 

2. Engage with UCU in negotiations with the aim of improving the employment conditions 

of their staff on casual contracts.  
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Introduction 

Universities' employment practices have attracted substantial and growing media attention 

in recent years. This reflects in part the growing public interest in precarious work in the 

economy and the notorious zero hours contracts that pervade so many sectors of the 

labour market. It also reflects a sense that something has gone wrong with a profession 

like academia when so many people, particularly those at the early stages of their careers, 

are stuck on insecure contracts leading lives blighted by anxiety, stress and material 

hardship.  

UCU has been at the forefront of the campaign to persuade universities to take this issue 

seriously. In 2013, the union published a report showing that around half our universities 

http://www.ucu.org.uk/
/media/5967/The-use-of-zero-hours-contracts-report-Sep-13/pdf/Use_of_Zero_Hours_Contracts_Report_0913.pdf
/media/5967/The-use-of-zero-hours-contracts-report-Sep-13/pdf/Use_of_Zero_Hours_Contracts_Report_0913.pdf
/stampout
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Employers like to emphasise the degree of choice and agency available to workers on 

casual or as they like to call them 'flexible' contracts, but it is obvious that your enjoyment 

of choice and flexibility will be shaped by which category you are in. A typical academic 

career trajectory, for example, involves moving from hourly-paid teaching as part of a PhD 

to hourly-paid teaching as substantive employment, often with another university, with 

possible fixed-term contracts afterwards. For many academics, this is where the road 

ends. They have to accept a lifetime of precariousness as they piece together short-term 

contracts, or look for employment elsewhere. 

The struggle to make ends meet 

Hourly rates of pay in higher education vary considerably for casualised teaching staff. For 

PhD students who teach, an NUS survey from 2012 showed that the average hourly rate 

was just under £20 but rates can be as low as £13 per hour. For experienced lecturers 

trying to make a living after their PhDs, rates can be between £30 and £40 per hour. But 

these hourly rates are misleading. Within each 'hour' is contained one teaching hour and 

frequently another 1.5 hours preparation and marking time.  

Most hourly paid lecturers work longer hours than they are paid for. The NUS survey from 

2012 claimed that on average, postgraduates are working almost twice as many hours per 

week on teaching than they are actually being paid for.2 Surveys of hourly paid staff 

almost invariably show that staff report working longer hours than they are paid for.  

In addition to donating significant amounts of unpaid labour to their employers, hourly 

paid lecturing staff can exist on very low incomes and precarious livelihoods. UCU 

conducted a survey of members in insecure contracts in 2015 and results in higher 

education revealed significant numbers of them struggling to get by.  

 40% said that they earned under £1000 per month. 

 One in seven (14%) earned less than £500 per month, which places them below the 

Lower Earnings Limit for National Insurance Contributions.  

 17% said that they struggled to pay for food.  

 One third (34%) said that they struggle to pay rent or mortgage repayments 

 36% said that they struggled to pay household bills like fuel, electricity, water and 

repairs.3 

The single biggest thing that unites the experience of all staff on insecure contracts though 

is the anxiety and the inability either to build careers or plan lives that flow from insecure 

employment.  

                                        

2 https://www.nus.org.uk/Global/1654-NUS_PostgradTeachingSurvey_v3.pdf  

3 https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/7279/Making-ends-meet---the-human-cost-of-

casualisation-in-post-secondary-education-May-15/pdf/ucu_makingendsmeet_may15.pdf  

http://www.ucu.org.uk/
https://www.nus.org.uk/Global/1654-NUS_PostgradTeachingSurvey_v3.pdf
/media/7279/Making-ends-meet---the-human-cost-of-casualisation-in-post-secondary-education-May-15/pdf/ucu_makingendsmeet_may15.pdf
/media/7279/Making-ends-meet---the-human-cost-of-casualisation-in-post-secondary-education-May-15/pdf/ucu_makingendsmeet_may15.pdf
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The impact of casualisation on provision 

Staff on insecure contracts face a daily struggle to deliver a high level professional service. 

Staff on hourly-paid teaching contracts regularly report that their hourly rates do not pay 

them for the amount of preparation and marking or assessment work they have to do. 

There is a constant pressure to cut corners because so much of the work is effectively 

unpaid. In other words, just to do a proper professional job these staff are already going 

over and above what should be required of anyone.   

They do this in spite of the impediments put in their way. Hourly paid staff frequently don't 

have access to basic teaching facilities such as rooms in which to meet with students. They 

are effectively treated as 'teaching delivery' staff and often kept out of course and 

curriculum review and design processes, meaning that courses don't develop as they 

could. These staff also suffer disproportionately from stress and poor morale with high 

levels of turnover as many leave the sector, finding their career progression and their 

access to time to build up a research profile blocked. 

Sector failure 

Overall, the UK higher education sector has failed to address these issues. UCU has 

pursued a twin track approach of trying to persuade individual employers to take positive 

action on casualisation and trying to use the national collective bargaining machinery to 

pursue national action from the employers' body UCEA (The Universities and Colleges 

Employers' Association).  

Some universities, to their credit, have recognised that insecure employment is a problem 

and have begun to work with UCU to address it. UCU has engaged in successful 

negotiations with several employers that have delivered real improvements for 

precariously employed staff, including the Universities of Glasgow, Sussex, Essex, 

Bournemouth, University of the Arts and Anglia Ruskin.  

'It's taking a huge toll on my personal life and my health. My career is in tatters at the 

moment, with the huge number of hours needed to make ends meet impacting on my 
ability to research and publish. It's vicious circle.'  

'I especially dread the summer and Easter periods as I have no idea how I will pay the 
rent. I plan to leave the area as soon as my son has completed his GCSEs in the hope I 

can find a proper job either abroad of in another part of the UK.'  

http://www.ucu.org.uk/
/media/7279/Making-ends-meet---the-human-cost-of-casualisation-in-post-secondary-education-May-15/pdf/ucu_makingendsmeet_may15.pdf
/media/7279/Making-ends-meet---the-human-cost-of-casualisation-in-post-secondary-education-May-15/pdf/ucu_makingendsmeet_may15.pdf
/media/7279/Making-ends-meet---the-human-cost-of-casualisation-in-post-secondary-education-May-15/pdf/ucu_makingendsmeet_may15.pdf
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But the vast majority have not engaged and appear to be keeping their heads down and 

hoping the issue will blow over. They have also mandated their national negotiators at 

UCEA to offer nothing that might be binding on them or require action from them through 

the national bargaining machinery. UCU has raised issues of casualisation nationally in 

2013-14, 2014-15, 2015-16 and 2016-17 and all that has been offered has been 'working 

parties' to produce 'reports' highlighting different 'practices in the sector'.  

In September 2017, all the higher education unions withdrew from the latest working 

group with the employers, stating that in their view the group was 'unlikely to produce 

outcomes with sufficient credibility or value, nor will it bring any significant benefit to our 

members.'  

At the same time, UCEA appears to have been tasked with a separate propaganda mission 

to make the issue disappear in the public eye.  

UCEA – Obfuscation as advocacy 

Faced with press interest in precarious employment in their sector, and presumably keen 

to keep their subscribers happy, UCEA have attempted to cloud the issue by publishing a 

calculation that they claim shows there is no real issue in higher education.  

In November 2016, they published a calculation of the amount of 'Full-Time Equivalence' 

represented by 'Atypical academics' in higher education. Atypical academics are described 

by the Higher Education Statistics Agency as 'those members of staff whose contracts 

involve working arrangements that are not permanent, involve complex employment 

relationships and/or involve work away from the supervision of the normal work provider'. 

UCEA's claimed that "the data (2014-15) for these 'atypical' academic staff show 75,560 

contracts but only 3.2% of the full-time equivalent academic workforce, down from 3.7% 

in 2011-12."  

Recently, UCEA have repeated this figure and even claimed that a fall in the number of 

atypical academics visible in the HESA records represents a fall in the 'hours worked' by 

casualised staff: "Contrary to claims that the sector is increasing its use of casual staff, the 

use of academic atypical staff has fallen by 12% in headcount terms and 8% by hours 

worked." 

This claim lacks any credibility, for several reasons.  

1. Firstly, many hourly paid staff are not within the figures for atypical academic staff but 

reside unseen within the figures for fixed-term teaching staff. HESA have not required 

universities to mark any of these staff as hourly paid, so hitherto they have remained 

obscure. Revisions to the way HESA collects its data should help make this clearer. 

2. Secondly, claiming that either atypical FTE or headcount are falling is deeply 

problematic because HEIs do not have to submit this data to HESA and may choose not 

to. In 2016, for example, around 30 universities failed to report whether they use 

http://www.ucu.org.uk/
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UCU's Freedom of Information Request (FOI) 

On 13 July 2017, UCU sent a Freedom of Information request to UK higher education 

institutions which asked them to: 

1. Please disclose the number of hours of scheduled learning and teaching activities that 

were delivered at your institution during the academic year 2015/16. Scheduled 

teaching and learning activities should be understood to be as defined by HESA here: 

https://www.hesa.ac.uk/collection/c16061/calculations_methods 

2. Please disclose the number of hours of scheduled learning and teaching activities that 

were delivered by hourly paid lecturing staff during the academic year 2015/16. 

Our aim was to try to get a better picture of how many hours of 'classroom' teaching were 

delivered as a whole at your university in the last full academic year and how many hours 

of teaching over the same period were delivered by staff classified as hourly paid. As we 

explained to many HEIs, the intention of this FOI was to get a sense of the relative scales 

of the volume of teaching being delivered in an institution and the volume of teaching 

being delivered by hourly paid staff. 

University responses to the FOI 

http://www.ucu.org.uk/
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/collection/c16061/calculations_methods
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the hours used to calculate pay for hourly paid staff. Hourly paid staff are, in theory, paid 

an amount of preparation, marking and related activities and this is often bundled up in 

the amounts paid. In some cases an agreed number of hours are paid for all these 

activities. In other cases an 'enhanced rate' is paid against a classroom teaching hour to 

encompass this work. Accordingly, in some cases the amount of hours reflected in payroll 

data needs to be 'deflated' by a factor of around 2 to 2.5 to allow for the fact that payment 

was multiplied. In other cases, however, the number disclosed is likely to reflect exactly 

the number of classroom hours being delivered.  

The University of Durham and Imperial College both disclosed data showing larger figures 

for the hours being taught by hourly paid staff and PhD students than the number they 

reported as representing their total teaching load. They explained that this was partly 

because they are only required to report total teaching hours for undergraduate courses to 

HESA and so the total amount of teaching appears less than it was. They also explained 

that some classes, particularly in lab-based subjects were effectively 'team taught' by 

groups of PhD students, resulting in some double counting of hourly paid teaching hours.    

All the caveats provided by universities to the data are excerpted and included in Table 3 

in the Appendix below.  

What we can say from this data 

With all these caveats, however, the data gives us a fascinating snapshot and allow us to 

see for the first time the approximate volume of teaching being undertaken by hourly paid 

staff, judged against an approximation of the total undergraduate teaching being 

delivered. The full data is reproduced in Table 3 in the Appendix. We have also reproduced 

excerpts from the institutions' own caveats.  

If we calculate the total teaching hours reportedly delivered by hourly paid teaching staff 

as a percentage of overall reported teaching hours, it produces the data in Table 2, below.  

On the basis of this, the indicative average would be 35%. If we exclude Imperial and 

Durham's data, 

http://www.ucu.org.uk/
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overall reported teaching hours generates a figure of 26%. Similarly, the Universities of 

Liverpool and Middlesex sent data that was not subjected to extensive explanation, but 

which generated indicative proportions of 56% and 41% using the same approach. 

Wolverhampton, Worcester and Sussex universities similarly sent in data without 

extensively arguing for its inaccuracy, generating proportions of 26%, 21% and 26% 

respectively.  

To reiterate, we cannot say that this data allows us to see exactly what the real proportion 

of teaching being undertaken by hourly paid staff is. However, it does indicate that the 

UCEA ‘3%’ figure has even less credibility than we have hitherto argued.  

Extrapolating from the indications in the data we have to the situation concealed by 

universities who refused to disclose data, it would seem likely that across the sector, 

around 25% of undergraduate teaching is undertaken by hourly paid staff. In 

some pre-92 universities, it would seem likely that this figure may rise above 

50%.  

What the data we have been able to extract indicates is that, contrary to the spin 

emanating from the universities' national representatives and being recycled by some 

Russell Group universities, a large amount, often a very large amount, of the teaching in 

our universities is being performed by people who are paid by the hour. 

Table 2: Indicative proportions of hourly paid teaching, generated by FOI returns 

Institution   Indicative proportion of hourly paid 

teaching* 

Durham, University of 227% 

Imperial College London 132% 

East Anglia, University of 81% 

http://www.ucu.org.uk/
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staff on insecure contracts is a greater scandal, affecting as it does the lives of struggling 

higher education staff and their students alike.  

Students deserve to know what the employment conditions of their lecturers will be. It 

cannot be right that universities that rely on taxpayer funding and subsidy and that are 

subject to Freedom of information requirements are able to simply hide their reliance on 

hard-pressed casualised staff behind the claim that it's too difficult to collate reliable data. 

While this information vacuum exists, organisations like UCEA will continue to circulate 

publicly figures that lack any credibility within the sector.  

UCU recommends that government should instruct the Office for Students to 

make it a requirement on universities to collect and publish data on their total 

annual teaching and the number of hours of teaching delivered by staff on 

insecure contracts.  

UCU also urges more university employers to:  

1. Mandate their national negotiators at UCEA to negotiate a national framework 

for positive action on the issue of casualisation, or,  

2. Engage with UCU in negotiations with the aim of improving the employment 

conditions of their staff on casual contracts.  

http://www.ucu.org.uk/


http://www.ucu.org.uk/


17   
www.ucu.org.uk 

 HEI 

type 
Institution  Teaching 

hours 

delivered 

2015/16  

Teaching  

delivered 

by hourly 

paid staff 

Hourly 

paid staff 

not 

engaged 

in study 

PhD 

students 

who 

teach  

Indicative 

proportion* 

HEI Comments 

Associate Lecturers (hourly paid 

lecturing staff) in 2015/16 was 

31,774 hours 

3 Post-92 Bishop 

Grosseteste 

University 

27,379 12,767     47% The visiting tutor contracted hours 

of 12,767 is correct. However, this 

reflects a practice which sees a 

number of contracted hours raised 

during the planning period process 

which is reviewed as more accurate 

planning information becomes 

available.  It is therefore not what 

is ultimately required or delivered 

throughout the year. The actual 

delivered teaching hours by visiting 

tutors during 15/16 were 5,190 and 

this would therefore better reflect 

the actual provision provided from 

this source. In addition the 27,379 

provided is based on our KIS 

submission and the technical 

criteria that this submission 

requires.  It therefore reflects the 

programmes we deliver over a 

period of two or three years and the 

accumulation of hours that a single 

http://www.ucu.org.uk/
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 HEI 

type 
Institution  Teaching 

hours 

delivered 

2015/16  

Teaching  

delivered 

by hourly 

paid staff 

Hourly 

paid staff 

not 

engaged 

in study 
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 HEI 

type 
Institution  Teaching 

hours 

delivered 

2015/16  

Teaching  

delivered 

by hourly 

paid staff 

Hourly 

paid staff 

not 

engaged 

in study 

PhD 

students 

who 

teach  

Indicative 

proportion* 

HEI Comments 

much separate. 

11 Pre-92 East Anglia, 

University of 

192,633 156,899  37,744 81% Total hours: Please note that there 

are a number of learning events 

where more than one member of 

staff attend a session which 

effectively doubles the hours of 

staffing to teaching so the total 

taught by all classes of teachers will 

exceed the total hours that the 

students receive. This figure (HPL 

teaching) represents the total 

teaching hours delivered to 

students, regardless of the number 

of teachers delivering the content. 

12 Post-92 Edinburgh Napier 

University 

117,422 32,218   27% Number of Hours of Paid Work 

Undertaken by Hourly Paid 

Academic Staff in 2015/16 for 

activities including teaching, 

preparation, class contact, 

assessment, administration and 

staff development:  .   

13 Pre-92 Essex, University 

of  

84,100 9,684 9,684   12% Refused to disclose data in relation 

to postgraduates who teach as 

http://www.ucu.org.uk/
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 HEI 

type 
Institution  Teaching 

hours 

delivered 

2015/16  

Teaching  

delivered 

by hourly 

paid staff 

Hourly 

paid staff 

not 

engaged 

in study 

PhD 

students 

who 

teach  

Indicative 

proportion* 

HEI Comments 

"such a move would still allow the 

data to be represented in a way 

that distorts the nature of our 

teaching to out UG and PG 

students, as the payroll hours could 

still be presented in a way that 

would suggest each hour would be 

a separate teaching event, 

whereas, as we have already noted, 

most many teaching events 

http://www.ucu.org.uk/
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 HEI 

type 
Institution  Teaching 

hours 

delivered 

2015/16  

Teaching  

delivered 

by hourly 

paid staff 

Hourly 

paid staff 

not 

engaged 

in study 

PhD 

students 

who 

teach  

Indicative 

proportion* 

HEI Comments 
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 HEI 

type 
Institution  Teaching 
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 HEI 

type 
Institution  Teaching 

hours 

delivered 

2015/16  

Teaching  

delivered 

by hourly 

paid staff 

Hourly 

paid staff 

not 

engaged 

in study 

PhD 

students 

who 

teach  

Indicative 

proportion* 

HEI Comments 
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 HEI 

type 
Institution  Teaching 

hours 

delivered 

2015/16  

Teaching  

delivered 

by hourly 

paid staff 

Hourly 

paid staff 

not 

engaged 

in study 

PhD 

students 

who 

teach  

Indicative 

proportion* 

HEI Comments 

http://www.ucu.org.uk/


http://www.ucu.org.uk/


33   
www.ucu.org.uk 

 

http://www.ucu.org.uk/


34   
www.ucu.org.uk 

 HEI 

type 
Institution  Teaching 

hours 

delivered 

2015/16  

Teaching  

delivered 

by hourly 

paid staff 

Hourly 

paid staff 

not 

engaged 

in study 

PhD 

students 

who 

teach  
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Universities who ignored the FOI Universities who refused to disclose information on 

at least one question, claiming a Section 12 

exemption under FOI legislation 

The University of Northampton The University of Glasgow 

Ravensbourne College University of Gloucestershire 

Royal Agricultural University Glyndwr University 

Ruskin College  Goldsmiths University, London 

Sheffield Hallam University Heriot Watt University 

The University of Sheffield University of Hertfordshire 

St George's University of London  The University of Huddersfield 

St Mary's University  The University of Hull  

http://www.ucu.org.uk/
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Universities who ignored the FOI Universities who refused to disclose information on 

at least one question, claiming a Section 12 

exemption under FOI legislation 
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