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FOREWORD

The pace of change in today’s world is 
unprecedented and the higher education 
sector is both leading and responding 
to that change. During the lifetime of 
our new Plan we will see, for example, 
the UK Government’s employment 
and workforce plans unfold, continued 
austerity around public spending, 
changes to the constitutional structure 
of the UK, an increasing diversity of 
higher education providers in the new 
open market, heightened levels of 
global competition and the continued 
impact of undergraduate tuition fees 
and consequent funding reforms.  

The Universities and Colleges 
Employers Association (UCEA) 
continues to lead in representing 
the interests and views of UK 
higher education employers and in 
facilitating their ability to achieve 
effective employment and workforce 
strategies. UCEA’s aims are to 
deliver respected, valued and timely 
advice and information to member 
organisations, to provide access to 
trusted and professional experts and 
to provide authoritative information to 
stakeholders and UK governments. 
UCEA does this while operating as an 
entirely subscription and fee-funded 
membership organisation.

The challenges facing our member 
organisations over the next five years 
will require strong leadership as the 
sector continues to change and evolve. 
This Plan sets out UCEA’s aims and the 
priorities we will address during the 
period to ensure that UCEA continues 
to provide high quality support and 
representation that is effective and 
valued.

The Plan provides a framework 
which will be complemented by 
supporting plans and strategies on 
certain activities, such as research 
and communications. Each year we 
prepare a detailed programme of work 
to articulate priority activities for the 
year in question; this ensures that 
we continue to adapt and prioritise 
according to our members’ evolving 
needs. 
 
We are committed to maintaining 
high quality in all our provision and 
interactions and will be seeking 
feedback on our work and progress 
against our stated priorities. Our aims 
will remain to ensure that we represent 
our member organisations effectively, 
to anticipate and respond to their needs 
and to contribute to their success 
in achieving their strategic aims as 
employers.   

Professor Paul Curran Chair of the UCEA Board 
and Vice-Chancellor of City University London.
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UCEA’S 
PURPOSE  
AND AIMS

UCEA’s purpose is to support 
our member organisations 
in delivering excellent 
and world-leading higher 
education and research by 
representing their interests 
as employers and facilitating 
their work in delivering 
effective employment and 
workforce strategies. 

We seek to do this in a way that  
¢ is responsive and sensitive to our 

members’ diversity and differentiated 
aims and needs

¢ uses a collective sector voice 
effectively and appropriately

¢ is alert to the challenges and risks of 
the wider environment

¢ makes efficient use of resources and 
delivers value for money.

We identify three main aims:

1. To contribute to excellence and 
effectiveness in human resource 
management, anticipating, listening 
and responding to the shared needs 
of members.

2. To enhance knowledge from within 
and beyond the sector and facilitate 
dialogue and learning. 

3. To represent the collective interests 
of our members.



Our core activities in support of these 
aims fall into the following areas:
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Representing higher education 
employers’ interests and assisting in 
effective employment practice, by  
¢ responding for the sector on 

developments in employment law and 
policy 

¢ advising on changes in employment 
law and policy and their application in 
an HE context

¢ seeking action with influencers and 
decision makers

¢ providing opportunities for learning, 
development and networking for 
relevant staff in member organisations

¢ supporting and disseminating 
innovation in pay, reward and benefits.

Supporting and delivering negotiations 
and effective employee relations, by
¢ negotiating on members’ behalf with 

trade unions, when sought and as 
mandated

¢ representing higher education 
employer interests in relation to NHS 
pay and contracts and their application 
for clinical academics and allied 
professions

¢ maintaining positive dialogue at sector 
level with the trade unions

¢ being alert to developments in 
organisational level negotiations and 
supporting them through intelligence-
sharing and other activities.

Gathering and sharing knowledge and 
information from within and beyond 
higher education, by
¢ offering safe environments for learning 

and sharing practice and expertise
¢ providing relevant and accurate sector-

wide information and analysis
¢ providing information and research on 

effective practice
¢ providing analysis of workforce data 

and trends
¢ offering pay and other benchmarking 

services.

Providing stimuli and opportunities for 
sector-wide issues to be explored and 
better understood, in the UK and in 
international contexts, by  
¢ raising the profile of issues and 

enhancing the understanding of them 
by sector stakeholders 

¢ seeking and organising opportunities 
for dialogue and the sharing of 
practice

¢ providing an informed view of the 
higher education workforce and the 
opportunities and challenges for UK 
higher education employers

¢ operating fora for bringing specialists 
and interest groups together and 
developing sector positions and 
approaches.

Delivering and supporting effective 
communications with stakeholders and 
partner organisations in the UK, its 
nations and beyond, by
¢ supporting and advising on 

communications and engagement 
with higher education staff and other 
stakeholders

¢ enabling accurate sector information 
to be relayed to stakeholders

¢ supporting communications capability 
within higher education organisations

¢ managing relations with the media, 
primarily at national level and 
providing comment on the sector 
employers’ achievements and 
challenges.



ENVIRONMENTAL 
DRIVERS AND 
CHALLENGES

We prepare this Plan with a degree 
of certainty around broad political 
objectives since the May 2015 general 
election. We have a new UK Government 
with a commitment to a referendum 
on EU membership, a stance on 
immigration policy and emerging 
employment and workforce plans which 
will have real implications for higher 
education institutions. 

The continuing pressures on the UK 
economy and political commitment 
to deficit reduction mean the UK 
Government and the devolved UK nations 
will retain a public funding squeeze 
which will inevitably be felt in higher 
education. We see the UK economy 
emerging from recession but still 
facing global uncertainties. We expect 
continuing volatility in the funding of 
pension schemes. Meanwhile the intense 
competition in higher education, in both 
home and overseas markets, underlines 
the need to sustain investment in high 
quality staff, buildings and infrastructure. 
The pace of change in technology, the 
continuing developments in processes 
and the delivery of learning and learning 
support will also drive institutions’ 
strategies.

Higher education institutions are 
autonomous employers and in different 
parts of the UK they face differences in 
funding regimes and higher education 
policy and increasingly complex 
and varying arrangements in their 
governance and regulation. There are 
also some distinct workforce agendas, 
for example for the Scottish and Welsh 
Governments and commitments to 
increased devolution, including to the 
regions of England. These are significant 
developments and likely to have differing 
impacts on our member organisations’ 
contextual challenges and their aims 
and objectives. Likewise, the efficiency 
agenda, the wider debate around public 
sector pay and pay progression, a new 
regime for teaching excellence and the 
higher education market being open to 
new kinds of providers are additional 
influencing factors for higher education 
organisations as they address the twin 
demands to control costs and to achieve 
the necessary investment for their 
futures. 

Higher education institutions are at 
different stages of their respective 
organisational journeys but there are 
some challenges that are common to 
many or all. We identify some of them 
here:
¢ operating within a global market and 

offering dispersed and international 
delivery

¢ understanding and enabling high 
performance, motivation and 
engagement

¢ achieving financial sustainability
¢ dealing with the rising cost of pensions
¢ delivering and demonstrating value for 

money
¢ differentiating and responding in a 

competitive higher education market
¢ making effective use of the total 

reward package
¢ addressing diversity at all levels in the 

workforce
¢ delivering fairness and equality
¢ achieving effective workforce planning
¢ securing and nurturing the skills 

needed
¢ supporting and rewarding excellence 
¢ achieving sufficient flexibility within the 

workforce
¢ recognising the development of 

alternative business structures and 
less homogeneous workforces

¢ supporting and developing innovation 
in the workforce. 



 
OUR THREE 
PRIORITY THEMES
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We will do all this in a way that 
ensures we maintain close dialogue 
with our member organisations, take 
opportunities for collaboration and 
cost-sharing, engage actively with key 
stakeholders and partners and continue 
to build international links that can add 
value to our activities.

Assisting higher education 
organisations in achieving effective 
employment practice and employee 
relations in the context of change in 
workplaces, the economy and in higher 
education delivery, through   
¢ providing a proactive conduit regarding 

developments in employment 
regulation through devolved national, 
UK and European-level developments, 
both advising and representing the 
collective views of higher education 
employers when needed

¢ focusing on approaches to achieving 
a high performance culture alongside 
workforce health, safety and wellbeing

¢ responding to and advising on 
developments in academic roles and 
recognition

¢ supporting the achievement of 
required flexibility in the workforce 
alongside a positive reputation for 
higher education employers

¢ supporting higher education 
employers to achieve workforce and 
organisational changes and effective 
negotiated outcomes 

¢ supporting higher education 
employers in their management of 
disputes that may arise

¢ maintaining dialogue with employee 
representatives at sector level and 
seeking to ensure that this dialogue 
remains focused on issues relevant 
and helpful to our members. 

We will focus our services on three priority themes where we 
can best add value and assist our member organisations.

Theme 1



Supporting higher education 
organisations in taking forward 
recruitment, reward and recognition 
strategies that are fit for their evolving 
employment environments, through   
¢ assisting organisations in making links 

between reward and performance
¢ encouraging strategic re-appraisal of 

approaches to reward in the context 
of institutions’ current and future 
workforce planning

¢ providing workforce intelligence, 
contextual data and analysis that assist 
in understanding reward, supply and 
other workforce trends 

¢ addressing the issues in an 
increasingly internationalised 
workforce and representing higher 
education employers in relation to 
immigration policy development

¢ delivering collectively-negotiated 
settlements on pay and related 
matters that are mandated by 
members, while seeking to support 
members’ aims in organisation-level 
negotiations

¢ addressing changes in contractual 
arrangements for clinical academics

¢ contributing to public accountability 
regarding reward in higher education, 
for example pay growth, senior pay, 
pay progression and gender pay gaps

¢ responding to distinct employment 
agendas within the nations and regions 
of the UK.

Theme 2
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Seeking and supporting movement 
towards sustainable solutions to higher 
education employers’ future pensions 
provision within a complex and 
changing pensions landscape, through   
¢ engaging with the main scheme 

providers in relation to cyclical 
valuations, governance and the 
longer-term development of employer 
options; including working with UUK in 
relation to USS

¢ guiding the integrated development 
of appropriate options and flexibility 
for higher education employers with 
regard to the main multi-employer 
schemes

¢ providing timely insight and 
intelligence on policy changes 
affecting pensions provision including 
increasingly complex considerations 
regarding tax and pension saving 

¢ supporting capability within and 
sharing expertise with higher 
education organisations to help them 
to chart their pensions strategies 

¢ supporting the need for increasing 
employee education on their new 
pensions choices and freedoms.

Theme 3
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IMPLEMENTATION   
AND REVIEW 
Implementation of this Plan is the 
responsibility of UCEA senior officers 
and key to it will be securing the 
necessary resources and capabilities 
in the organisation and ensuring 
that actions to progress the priority 
themes are built into annual work 
programmes. UCEA will present each 
year a programme of work that details 
for member organisations the support 
and activities we will be prioritising. 
Member organisations will also receive 
an annual report on the implementation 
of the planned programme of work. 
The UCEA Board will oversee UCEA’s 
work and undertake an annual review 
of progress against the Plan, using 
key performance measures. UCEA will 
also seek feedback on progress from 
its member organisations and this will 
include a membership survey to be 
conducted during the period of the Plan.
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