
Fact Sheet - What Is A Reasonable Workload For All Staff? 

 

Maximum Working Hours 

A full-time contract at RHUL is based upon a 35-hour week. If you are not full-time try to adapt these 
guidelines on a pro rata basis.  

You would expect to work for 260 days in a year (this number was arrived at in legal cases deciding 
the appropriate rate of salary deductions that a university employer may make if staff go on strike) 
and contractually to work seven hours a day. This provides a maximum number of hours (before 
holidays, which are discussed below) of 1820. On a standard full-time contract, these hours cover 
your preparation, teaching, marking and feedback, research, scholarship administration, meetings, 
training, pastoral care.  

Thanks to EU law, which has yet to be repealed, workers whose shift is six hours or more are entitled 
to a 20 minute uninterrupted break within that shift; there should be 11 hours between the finish 
and start of your working day; and 48 hours is the legal maximum (unless people sign an opt out). 
The increased use of screens means it is important to take regular screen break. UK Display Screen 
Equipment Regulations recommend at least five minutes every hour is taken away from a screen. 

Usual Working Patterns 

The College was suggesting to staff that there were four solutions to the challenge of social 
distancing on campus. These were: 

1. The use of temporary teaching, office and meeting spaces, such as porta-cabins; 
2. Teaching on Saturdays; 
3. Teaching until 7pm at night 
4. Adding additional week(s) to the timetable. 

In response to each of these: 

1. Porta-cabins may be acceptable if they allow for disabled access and allow users to control 
temperature adequately (they are often hot in summer and cold in winter). Adequate entry 
and egress of socially distanced users must also be assured; 

2. Our employment contracts state that Saturday working is exceptional, by mutual agreement 
and may attract overtime payments or time off in lieu.  

3. Historically RHUL core hours have been 9-5, though many of us have allowed custom and 
practice to extend this to 6pm. The Athena Swan accreditation recommends core hours of 
10-4 to maximise retention of staff with child care duties. No staff should be expected to 
stay teaching until 7pm and then travel home. Extending the working day affects those with 
caring responsibilities and those who are disabled.  



4. Adding extra weeks may seem like a low-cost option to the College but it may have 
significant equalities and absence consequences. For example, extending the number of 
teaching weeks is likely to affect those with caring responsibilities (as their usual cover 
arrangements may not be available) and those who are disabled may not be able to work 
intensively for the additional weeks It will also impact on staff members’ research and 
scholarship commitments, breaching custom and practice.  

Holidays  

Staff on academic contracts have 41 days of different sorts of leave a year: 27 days of annual leave, 8 
bank holidays, 6 days of College closure. In 2020 all staff were granted an additional closure day to 
reflect the efforts made by colleagues in the early days of this crisis. Those who had prior work 
commitments on that date were advised to take another day off. 

If we deduct the number of days’ leave in 2019/20 we find staff with a full-time contract were due to 
work for 218 days, meaning there were 1526 hours available for work (as opposed to the 260 days 
and 1820 hours before allowing for leave). On a standard full-time contract, these hours cover your 
preparation, teaching, marking and feedback, research, scholarship administration, meetings, 
training, pastoral care.  

It is important to take holidays, to spend time with friends and family and to recharge after 
demanding work. One can returned energised inspired and with higher productivity. But if your 
summer will be spent undertaking unexpected volumes and types of work to prepare for next year 
then you may be unable to use all of your entitlement. Your holiday is valuable – it is part of your 
remuneration, so don’t feel you must sacrifice it.  You are entitled to carry forward 8 days of holiday 
if you have been unable to take this leave during the year. If you have more leave than this accrued 
please talk to your line manager now.  

Staff may not be expected to exceed this weekly hours’ capacity, and staff should not be expected 
to drop their annual leave. 

Research & Scholarship Time 

Colleagues on research and teaching contracts have a right to apply for one term of sabbatical for 
every nine terms worked, or at a more favourable rate set for some individual departments. Custom 
and practice is that sabbatical is not competitive, and is only turned down exceptionally, although 
staff have in the past been asked to adjust the timing of their sabbatical to fit in with departmental 
teaching and administrative needs. Both in recruitment and in REF submissions, the College has 
typically conveyed that sabbatical leave is an expectation. 

Staff with agreed sabbatical leave for 2020/21 have had this leave deferred, with the rules not 
entirely clear, except for outgoing Heads of Department, whose leave is deemed “contractual”. In 
meetings we have heard that 90 colleagues had their leave deferred in this way. There will be a 
knock-on effect for those planning to take sabbatical in 2021/22, and again the process and 
availability has not been clearly specified. 



In addition, the College has announced that staff are meant to increase the proportion of teaching in 
their duties at the expense of research. This seems to us to be a clear violation of the contract of 
research and teaching contract staff. There is an alternative job description, for teaching-focussed 
staff, but research and teaching staff applied for and received the job description for their post. In 
the same way, the College cannot tell someone who holds a post as an accountant in the Finance 
Department that instead they will be doing student recruitment.  

The opportunity to do research is part of the experience that an individual gains in the post, and is 
important in their career development. This is therefore an extremely substantive change in the 
contract, and cannot be imposed unilaterally. 

Further, this will impact on probation and promotion prospects. While the College has stipulated 
that probation and promotion criteria “will be looked at”, no current commitment has been made 
and it is in any case impossible to validate – will a promotions committee in 5 years’ time take 
account of the current year’s diversion of research time to teaching?  

Staff on teaching-focused (and professional-practice) contracts are granted 10% of workload to allow 
them to pursue scholarship in their field. There has been no statement on whether they are 
expected to sacrifice this time in order to teach more. We should note that their contact hours are 
often very high, on a par with post-1992 universities, and there is no capacity to be diverted among 
these staff in the way that the College proposes that research time be diverted to teaching for 
research and teaching staff. 

Workload Models 

Some Departments within this College operate detailed workload models, see for example the School 
of Management. Workload models are often suggested as the solutions to heavy workloads by senior 
managers, but clearly the solution to heavy workload is more staff to support students. Whilst the 
model has the advantage of appearing to equalise the duties allocated to colleagues with a 
Department in a transparent manner, much of this is artificial since the models do not award realistic 
amounts of time for activities captured. For example, a member of staff in the School of Management 
with up to six workshops on a course is granted 25 hours to prepare and support students in addition 
to the actual contact hours. So, someone leading two workshops is awarded the same out of class 
time as a colleague supporting five or six workshops. Whilst preparation of materials might be a sunk 
cost, clearly supporting students in groups or individually is not. This system short changes our 
students. Some duties are typically, in contrast, given far too much credit in the model, and the 
assignment of those duties are not typically random in nature. Further, if the nature of teaching and 
other tasks changes exceptionally – as in the College’s current plans for next year – it is not clear that 
any existing models can be applied without major changes. 

Nonetheless, what the models do is fix the custom and practice workload. It is simply not up to the 
College – having made a workload model quantified in this way – to increase it substantively.  

Some Russell group universities operate a mechanistic workload model, though the weightings they 
apply to specific activities tend to vary quite a bit. Some institutions, such as Cardiff, Sheffield, 
Nottingham and Liverpool also distribute their workload model alongside a statement of principles. 



The statement of principles points to the importance of a workload model which is “fair, reasonable, 
equitable and transparent “(Cardiff),  “Schools should ensure their workload allocation principles are 
transparent, communicated and available to staff” (Nottingham), the workload management system 
will “ensure a fair, transparent and equitable method of work allocation and appropriate recognition 
for the work our staff do” (Liverpool),“staff will not be expected to work excessive hours for sustained 
periods” (Sheffield).  

The Re-Design of Courses  

Managers alternate between telling everything we do must be changed for next year and telling us 
to retain as much as possible from previous versions of our courses. For most of us, following the 
imposed template means a radical change to content and delivery and assessment. We are now 
required to redesign and validate our courses over the summer – a period when academic staff we 
would normally undertake research and/or scholarship. In fact, given that all this is happening at the 
last minute at the College (when the pandemic set in 3 months ago, a time wasted in lack of 
planning), staff can expect to be told to re-design and put on-line part or all of their course during 
the period when they would have expected to take their annual leave. 

Many of those universities which operate a workload provide a credit for developing new courses, as 
do some workload models at this College. This varies from Sheffield, where the model awards 20 
hours per module (not for on-line design), to Liverpool, where the model offers 150 hours of credit 
in the first year of a new module, which clearly only rewards the design if that person is available to 
run the course. On-line design from scratch is more time consuming, that is why the Open University 
spend two years designing courses. At Cambridge there is a 6 hour credit per hour of on-line learning 
(with extra workload credits over the first two to three years to refine implementation), but the ratio 
is four to one at Nottingham. So far, we have not heard how the College proposes to credit our 
workloads essentially for re-designing all our courses this year! 

What some departments have done is simply tear up the allocated workload and assigned new, 
higher workloads. This is a clear violation of our contracts. 

Professional Service Staff  

For Professional Services staff on grades 6 – 10, the working week is 35 hours. Staff are entitled to 27 
working days paid holiday a year with 8 statutory public holidays and 6 discretionary days holiday, 
shared between Easter and Christmas. For work undertaken on Saturday or Sunday, with the prior 
agreement of the Head of Department, Professional Services staff are entitled to time off in lieu as 
compensation.  

This is a reminder also that UCU represents Professional Services staff alongside academics, and 
members in any role or grade can approach the branch for support.  

Disabled Staff 

Disabled staff have the right to reasonable adjustments to make their continued employment 
feasible. These reasonable adjustments are likely to need reviewing now that many staff are working 
remotely and some colleagues may face risks travelling to campus to work. Some colleagues may 



need new reasonable adjustments, as extensive screen use at home may cause eye, musculo-
skeletal and concentration challenges.  

Threats To Our Terms And Conditions 

A paper submitted to Academic Board suggested the College is planning to cut research time on an 
ongoing basis, while nonetheless submitting REF environment forms that claim the College is fully 
committed to international level research. They may hope that success in changing our terms and 
conditions without negotiations during the crisis will allow them to do so again next year. For 
example, the Research Recovery and Growth paper, states that we will shift from “unfunded to 
funded research”. This is followed by the statement: “We will no longer be able to afford to 
undertake work of a lower quality”. For most of us at the College, we have not undertaken ‘work of a 
lower quality’ during our career. The VP for Education stated in a recent presentation:  

“The impact of the pandemic will likely extend beyond 2020-21; it’s been an acceleration 
factor for change and innovation. [There is an o]pportunity for experimentation” 

We are committed members of staff, we want to give our students a great education and all-round 
experience and we want RHUL to succeed. However, the proposals that senior management has 
shared are predicated on an unrealistic and unsafe amount of work.  Any plans for next year must 
focus on a good student experience and maintaining a safe working environment for all staff.  

Productivity & Reputation 

Any significant increase in or sudden reallocation of workload risks seriously jeopardising teaching 
quality, especially in circumstances where we will introduce online delivery. Senior Management are 
emphasising the importance of a face-to-face element but this is not defined and arrangements for 
staff who must shield have not been discussed. Staff are being asked to do something completely new, 
yet detail is lacking and their capacity is not limitless. As staff move to unknown work and reach 
exhaustion they are likely to be less productive. Staff with fixed research commitments may attempt 
to juggle both responsibilities, which may impact their productivity and health significantly.  

Any misstep in the quality of our teaching and research may have long lasting repercussion for this 
College. None of us want that.   

What Should You Do If You Are Overloaded? 

When you recognise that you are unable to cope with your workload it is important to act; too often 
we internalise work-related stress as a sign of individual failure. If your workload is unmanageable it 
is not your fault. Action may protect your mental and physical health and safeguard your 
relationships with family, friends and colleagues.  

When workloads are unmanageable, the first point of contact is your line manager. Colleagues are 
advised to state clearly and politely, in writing, that it is not feasible to undertake the work being 
expected in the given timeframe and if there are concerns about the effect of work stress on one’s 
mental and physical wellbeing, these can also be raised. Phrases such as ‘I do not have the capacity 



for this due to other commitments’, ‘I have not been able to work on this due to time constraints’, 
‘this task is not feasible given the current workload’, ‘I am prioritising x [area of work] for y 
[deadline]’ can be helpful in clearly alerting the line manager as to resource constraints.  

It is always a good idea to keep a timeline of events leading up to increasingly unmanageable 
workloads. Key dates such as those relating to restructuring; a reduction in staff members in your 
team or Department; the adoption of new work streams or changed responsibilities will help to 
create a sense of how, when and why the work demands are pushing colleagues beyond capacity. 
This information can be included as part of the case to defend yourself and your colleagues from 
undue work stress.  

While there may be case work defending individual members whose workloads are too heavy, we 
would hope to work with the College to prevent staff needing this support. Telephone helplines will 
not cut it. The Branch has asked the Health and Safety Director to start to measure workplace stress 
using the Health and Safety Executive’s stress indicator tool. That will help us identify an increase in 
stress affecting a group of workers and identify its cause(s). You can read more about occupational 
stress on the accompanying blog post.  

 

All changes to policy and practice should be negotiated with trade unions – this has not 
happened. 

All policy changes must be accompanied by a MEANINGFUL equality impact assessment, as 
some changes will have greater impact on certain groups – this has not happened. 

All changes which add to workload must be risk assessed to consider the impact on 
occupational stress. Occupational stress is likely to lead to higher sick leave and therefore the 
burden on staff who remain at work – this has not happened. 

  

There have been three wasted months without proper consultation and planning. Senior Management 
needs to work with us now. 

 

RHUL-UCU           

You may also wish to refer to the “Four Questions to ask your manager” document, which draws heavily on the work of our 
colleagues at QMUL-UCU. This was emailed to members on Tuesday 9th June 2020 but feel free to share it with colleagues 
who are not in UCU.  

 


