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Workload, the demand to do more in less time, and the consequent negative affect of

health consistently rank amongst the highest areas of concern for UCU members working

in higher education. Research carried out by UCU shows that the workload for very many

staff is unmanageable and unsustainable.

UCU carried out a survey1 of members in 2016 that highlighted some stark findings:

Unpaid hours: In higher education, academic staff work on average 50.9 hours per week
equating to over two days unpaid work every week.

Unmanageable workload: In higher education, 83% of academic staff reported that the
pace of work had increased in the three years prior to the 2016 survey being held.

Increased responsibility: The most frequently reported and highest ranked contributing
factors to increasing workload were workload increases including more administration; the

widening of duties; and the impact of restructuring and reductions in staff numbers.

Student expectations: More than three-quarters of staff reported a significant rise in 
student administration and over half said that student consultations had increased. Of

course, university staff are happy to work and support students but we need this to be 

reflected in the expectation of managers.

Professional development: Higher education staff reported a decline in the time spent on
development activities such as presenting at conferences, networking, research and

reading, and self-directed or scholarly activity. 

1 https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/8196/Executive-summary-Workload-is-an-education-issue-UCU-

workload-survey-report-2016/pdf/ucu_workloadsurvey_summary_jun16.pdf
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It is important to note that workload is an important area to be addressed not only because

of the effect it has on the individual member of staff and their health, but also because 

allocating the proper time to staff carrying out scholarly activity, teaching, research, and 

academic-related work has the very real benefit of maintaining the quality of that work 

by ensuring that there is time available for all aspects of those roles to be carried out

effectively.

The 2016 survey followed on from an earlier survey2 in 2013 which focused more 

specifically on stress and wellbeing. The 2013 survey reported high levels of workload and

stress with three quarters of respondents agreeing that they found their job stressful and a

third saying that they worked in excess of 50 hours per week.

The increase from 2013 to 2016 is part of an ongoing pattern, with incidences of workplace

stress rising generally since the mid-90s across public sector workers generally, with

education workers particularly prevalent. The 2013 UCU report identifies European 

research indicating that British academic employees were, by a long way, the least satisfied

in Europe and the most likely to regret their choice of career. 61% of senior academics

and 56% of junior academics from the UK described their job as a ‘considerable source

of strain.’

The Health and Safety Executive identifies seven hazards regarded as the ‘most critical

predictors of employees well-being and organisational performance’. These are the 

demands placed on an individual and which include workload, pace of work and working

hours. The control an individual has over their work, the amount of peer support they

have, managerial support, relationships, role, and how well organisational change is

managed and communicated.

There are specific changes to the way that we work which have contributed to the increasing

levels of workload and stress in higher education. While increased student expectations

unmatched by management recognising the need for this to be resourced is a major

issue, this is compounded by changes in technology meaning that students can contact

teaching staff at all hours by email and may expect replies by return. There is an additional

feeling, common across many industries, of staff feeling unwillingly overly connected to

work with encroachment into non-working hours. This is exacerbated by email tying

them to work twenty-four hours a day and a demand to check email and respond. New

information technology can be managed in a way which doesn’t lead to the intensification

of work and contribute to work-related stress but this is not commonly the case at present.

University staff are also under increasing pressure from the use of performance

indicators by managers. UCU opposes any system based on metrics and believes that pay

systems should be based on the time reasonably necessary to perform a task, not on

outputs. This is important in preventing the distortion of targets and their misuse for work
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2https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/5911/Higher-stress-a-survey-of-stress-and-well-being-among-staff-in-

higher-education-Jul-13/pdf/HE_stress_report_July_2013.pdf
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intensification. Work activities should be measured in terms of the time involved, not the 

income generated. UCU is strongly opposed to any form of performance-related pay and

the linking of pay to outputs.

STRESS
It is important to note that long hours and excessive workloads are recognised and 

classified as contributors to stress by the Health and Safety Executive, the statutory

body responsible for workplace health and safety. Employers are duty bound to consult

with trade union health and safety representatives under the Health and Safety at Work

Act (1974), and any employer who ignores concerns raised by recognised trade unions

about excessive working hours and refuses to conduct a suitable and sufficient risk 

assessment could be open to enforcement action by the HSE. 

ADDRESSING WORKPLACE STRESS
As well as being supported by UCU reps, individuals facing workplace stress can get 

support from the Education Support Partnership via their helpline (08000 562 561) which

is free and available twenty four-hours a day, seven days a week. The Education Support

Partnership is supported by UCU and is a charity offering mental health and wellbeing

support to everyone working in education, including higher education. For more information

see educationsupportpartnership.org.uk.

Collectively UCU is also taking action on workplace stress and workload, working with local

branches to put in local claims and campaigning with branches to draw attention to the

problems in institutions both within the higher education sector but also with politicians

and the Scottish Government. The focus of this work is calling on universities and higher 

education institutions to work with UCU and local branches to tackle increasing workload

and work-related stress.

AREAS FOR DISCUSSION AND POSSIBLE QUESTIONS
l Discuss the impact of workload in your institution and how this has changed?

l What impact is the introduction of new technology having on workloads? Is there scope

for new technology to help reduce workloads?

l During industrial action, working to contract as part of action short of strike can bring

home just how work much work in addition to their contract hours they staff do –

working after hours, during lunchbreaks, at weekends. How can UCU better support

members to balance work and home life?

For more information on UCU’s work on workload contact your branch or UCU Scotland
on 0141 225 8160 or scotland@ucu.org.uk
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