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THE LEVEL OF PRINCIPALS’ PAY AND REMUNERATION IN SCOTTISH
UNIVERSITIES
The level of pay and remuneration that university principals receive is never far away

from the media headlines. Whether it’s inflation busting pay rises or first class travel 

and hotel accommodation costing more than many university staff earn in a year, the 

rewards for those at the top of our universities are a constant and public reminder of 

the inequity within higher education. They are also damaging to the sector’s reputation,

creating a barrier to arguing effectively with government for proper public funding for

our universities.

There are countless examples of university heads receiving pay rises well out of proportion

with the rest of university staff. There are individual examples of pay rises of 33% to a new

principal above what their predecessor was paid. Universities argue that rises like that are

outliers and simply reflect the market where, for example, they are forced to pay appro-

priately to keep or attract a supposedly outstanding principal to a job. A more systematic

look at principals’ pay shows that almost uniformly throughout the sector those at the very

top pay themselves benefits well above that awarded to other university staff.

The Herald newspaper along with UCU ran a report on principals’ pay in spring 2018,

immediately before the start of the USS strike to defend the USS pension scheme, 

comparing the increases received by Scottish university principals between 2007 and

2017, and those negotiated for other university staff in the same period. The report

found that in the decade after 2007 university staffs’ pay increased by 18% while many

principals’ pay increased by more than 50%, rising up to a staggering 76%. The average for

university principals was more than double that of staff at 42.6%.
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This table shows the increases for each institution between 2007 and 2017 
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UNIVERSITY                   PRINCIPAL’S SALARY 2007          PRINCIPAL’S SALARY 2017         % INCREASE

Aberdeen                         £223,000                                             £327,000                                           46

Abertay                            £204,000                                            £216,000                                           5.8

Dundee                             £230,000                                            £266,000                                          15.6

Edinburgh                        £240,000                                            £321,000                                            33.75

Edinburgh Napier          £191,000                                              £226,000                                           18.3

Glasgow                           £234,000                                            £329,000                                           40.5

GCU                                  £194,000                                             £263,000                                           35

GSA                                   £116,000                                              £177,000                                            52

Heriot-Watt                    £197,000                                              £285,000                                           44

UHI                                    £134,000                                             £232,000                                           75

QMU                                 £151,000                                              £247,000                                           63

RGU                                   £167,000                                              £278,000                                           66

St Andrews                      £210,000                                             £270,000                                           28

Stirling                              £202,000                                            £276,000                                           36

Strathclyde                      £207,000                                             £366,000                                           76

UWS                                  £175,000                                              £262,000                                           49

The way in which principals’ pay is determined has also been widely criticised both for

the makeup of the committees that award the pay rise and the secrecy in which they

have operated. In 2014, UCU published evidence showing that just six of the 15 institutions,

asked under freedom of information legislation, were prepared to release the minutes of

the remuneration committee where decisions on their principal’s remuneration package

were taken. Of those who did provide information, a number were excessively redacted

so as to actually provide very little information. It is worth remembering that this is from

a sector that, while not in the public sector, receives over £1billion pounds annually in

public funding from the Scottish Government.

Principals’ pay is negotiated differently from the bulk of other staff in higher education.

Most staff’s pay is agreed in negotiations that take place annually between UCU, the

other campus unions and the employers’ organisation, the University and Colleges 

Employers’ Association (UCEA). Principals’ pay is agreed by sub-committees of the 

universities’ governing bodies (sometimes known as ‘courts’) called the remuneration

committee and which comprise members of the university court. Until very recently the

membership of the remuneration committee was simply decided by the governing body

itself and would normally include the chair of court and the principal. Research published by

UCU in 2017 found out that in six Scottish institutions (Glasgow, St Andrews, Strathclyde,

GCU, UHI and the Conservatoire) the principal whose pay was set by the committee
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was also a member. Good practice would mean that they would absent themselves from

meetings where their own pay was being discussed but, despite this convention, UCU

discovered examples where principals were still in the meeting when their pay was being

agreed. 

The 2017 code of good governance agreed by the chairs of Scottish university governing

bodies stipulates that the remuneration committee is expected to seek the views of staff

and students and that this should include the recognised trade unions. It goes on to say

that this can be done (although this is a suggestion not a requirement) by including

members representing those interests on the governing body onto the remuneration

committee. Since the publication of the new code we have seen a number of institutions

take steps to include both student and UCU representatives onto the committee but this

is by no means universal.

LIMITING PRINCIPALS’ PAY
The excessive level of principals’ pay and the lack of transparency in the manner it has

been determined has led for calls for intervention. In the UK the government has called

for universities to publicly justify salaries in excess of the £150,000 earned by the prime

minister. The UK equivalent of the code of good higher education governance calls for

universities to exclude vice-chancellors from membership of the remuneration committee.

The Scottish code is silent on this. 

The UK code does not include a proposal included in an earlier draft which suggested

that universities could be required to justify remuneration to vice-chancellors which was

more than 8.5 times the average salary in the institution. The documentation supporting

the consultation on this proposal which was subsequently dropped indicated that

around 20% of universities would be affected by this element of guidance if it were

brought in.

The 2017 Times Higher review of pay in higher education indicated an average salary in

UK higher education of £40,449 meaning that, according to the code’s initial proposal, 

a principal or vice-chancellor’s salary of £343,816 would not need to be justified but

anything above that would.

As well as preventing principals from sitting on their own remuneration committees and

limiting pay to a multiple of the average pay in the institution there are other proposals

on how pay could be restrained.

The approach UCU has argued for is that included in the 2011 von Prondzynski review

into university governance. The review contained recommendations on which the 2016

Higher Education Governance Act is based and also considered the issue of principals’

pay. The recommendation on pay was not taken forward into the act. 

For most university academic and academic related-staff, up to but not including professorial

level and above, their grading and pay spine is set out in a framework agreement that
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was negotiated by UCU, the other campus unions and employers between 2002 and

March 2004. Von Prondzynski suggested that in future, in Scotland, all university staff 

including professors and principals also be included in the agreement. That would mean

all academic and academic-related university staffs’ pay including principals’ would then

be decided by the sector’s standard pay negotiating process rather than by separate 

negotiations depending on what grade you are on. As well as, in all likelihood, limiting

the propensity for 33% pay increases this would have the effect of the issue of pay in

higher education being determined in a more collegiate manner rather than the current 

adversarial approach with principals in UCEA seeking to drive staff pay down while

maximising their own income. The process of bringing senior staff, including principals,

into the framework agreement would require measurement and evaluation of the roles

that those at the very top carry out in a similar way as is done for other staff. The

process of doing so would ensure that financial differences and differentials between

roles are transparent, fair and that there is consistency across the sector. The review

called on the Scottish Government to investigate taking this forward but to date there

has been little progress made.

A further option might be to simply set a maximum salary for university principals.

Often when this is suggested, its proponents suggest a comparable position, as a salary

to which principals’ pay could be tied. For example, the prime minister, the first minister

or a senior judge. This could either be, as former UK higher education minister, Jo Johnson

MP, suggested on a comply or justify basis or more stringently enforced. This would,

however, reopen the perennial question in higher education of the sector and 

individual institution’s autonomy from government and their status an independent 

bodies with charitable, rather than public sector, status. It would also require a body 

to act as an arbiter.

CONCLUSION
The ongoing, excessive rise in Scottish university principals’ pay has had two major 

effects on Scottish higher education. It accentuates the marketisation of the sector, 

reducing what collegiality is left in our universities and also harms the reputation of the

sector both with the public, given the large amount of publicity ‘fat cat’ salaries receive,

and with politicians and government. At a time when the Scottish higher education

budget has received year-on-year successive real terms cuts, the signal such profligacy

in senior pay gives to politicians is deeply damaging. It harms the argument UCU makes

to the Scottish Government for a realistic public spending settlement to defend jobs in the

sector. 

In the absence of restraint among university leaders the call for a cap on greed becomes

stronger. There are three main ways principals’ pay could be limited: by a simple salary

cap; by setting a maximum multiple of the average salary; or by including all pay in 

universities in the existing framework agreement so linking future pay rises to those 

negotiated between the employers and the unions. Both a salary cap and multiplier 

raise questions about who would police such a system. There are bodies, for example

the funding council, that could hold such a role but any involvement of government 
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bodies reopens old arguments about the autonomy of the sector and the status of

higher education institutions. The third suggestion of incorporating all higher education

pay into the existing framework agreement, coming from the von Prondzynski review, is

the one UCU Scotland has promoted.

AREAS FOR DISCUSSION AND POSSIBLE QUESTIONS
l Do we need to place a limit on principals’ salaries? What is wrong with the argument

that principals’ pay should simply be subject to the market to attract suitably talented

individuals?

l There are various suggestions on how principal’s pay could be limited including: a

multiplier of times the average or lowest paid member of staff in the institution; a

simple limit specifying a maximum salary; all pay in universities including professors

and above being included in the existing framework agreement. Consider the advantages

and disadvantages of each.

For further information contact: Murdo Mathison, Policy and Communications Officer,
UCU Scotland: mmathison@ucu.org.uk
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