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A nger about the pay rises enjoyed by 
so-called “academic fat cats” in charge of 
UK universities has been fiercer than ever 

this year – and the criticism has come not just 
from those working within higher education.

University staff who went on strike earlier 
this year over a “miserly” 1 per cent pay offer 
were, of course, the first to seize upon reports 
of the salary hikes received by some vice-
chancellors in 2012-13.

Picket lines buzzed with talk of the “hypoc-
risy” of the heads who had lectured staff on 
the need for pay restraint amid the uncertainty 
of the new fee and funding system, but then 
pocketed increases of 10 per cent or more 
themselves.

Outside the higher education sector, 
national newspapers lapped up news that  
vice-chancellors from Russell Group univer-
sities had received an 8.1 per cent increase on 
average in the year that annual tuition fees 
trebled to £9,000: The Independent ran the 
story on its front page.

Criticism of vice-chancellors’ pay also  
came from politicians, most notably in this 
year’s annual grant letter in which Vince 
Cable, the business secretary, and David 
Willetts, the universities and science minister, 
said they were “very concerned about the 
substantial upward drift of salaries of some 
top management”.

The letter, sent to the Higher Education 
Funding Council for England in February, 
called for leaders in the sector to “exercise 
much greater restraint”. 

So which recent salary rises may have 
caught the attention of Cable and Willetts?

Sir Keith Burnett, vice-chancellor of the 
University of Sheffield, is a likely candidate. 
He accepted a £105,000 salary increase last 
year, which lifted his basic pay from £265,000 
to £370,000 in 2012-13.

About a quarter of this rise – £27,000 –  
was awarded in lieu of pension payments 
no longer made by Sheffield after he 
left the Universities Superannuation 
Scheme, but the rest – £78,000 – 
was to recognise “a period of  
real success” at Sheffield under  
his leadership.

Calling Burnett “one of the most 
outstanding leaders in the sector”, 
Sheffield pro chancellor Tony 
Pedder said the 26 per cent overall 
pay rise was awarded so that  
his remuneration reflected “his 
national and international standing, 
and his responsibility in leading  
a world-class and complex  
organisation”.

Union leaders have questioned 
the rise as Sheffield has refused to 
pay its lowest-paid staff the living 
wage – £7.65 an hour – and last 
year the university set up a subsidi-
ary company, Unicus, to pay wages 
outside the nationally agreed pay 
spine for higher education.

A pay rise that certainly caught politi-
cians’ attention was the 10.9 per cent 
salary increase awarded to Martin Bean, 
vice-chancellor of The Open University, 
which took his overall pay and pension 

package to £407,000 – the third highest in the 
sector. Last month, MP George Galloway 
tabled an early day motion condemning 
“massive, above inflation pay rises of univer-
sity vice-chancellors” and highlighting Bean’s 
rising remuneration package. “The appeal 
from universities minister David Willetts to 
exercise restraint has fallen on deaf ears,” the 
motion said.

Bean’s pay rise came despite The Open 
University’s student numbers falling 16 per 
cent in 2012-13 and its operational surplus 
halving to £18.8 million as part-time student 
levels were hit by the higher fee regime.

The Open University says that last year’s 
rise was awarded to restore Bean’s remunera-
tion after he took a 10 per cent pay cut  
in 2010-11 as the institution adjusted to the 
new funding system.

The former Microsoft executive’s pay 
“reflects the scale and complexity” of leading 
a “major international organisation and the 
UK’s largest university with more than 
200,000 students”, a spokesman adds.

But the highest-paid university head in 
2012-13 was the newly arrived Craig 
Calhoun, whose total pay package as director 
of the London School of Economics stood at 
£466,000 in 2012-13.

Some £14,000 was also paid to outgoing 
interim director Judith Rees during a transi-
tion period, taking the overall cost of office 
to £480,000.

Of Calhoun’s remuneration, £88,000 was 
paid as a one-off sum for his relocation from 
the US, although his basic pay package was 
still almost £100,000 higher than the 
£285,000 paid to the LSE’s previous perma-
nent director, Sir Howard Davies, in his last 
full year (2009-10).

According to an LSE spokeswoman,  
Calhoun’s salary was set by a selection  
committee tasked with finding a “high- 
calibre international candidate” to replace 

Davies, which had considered  
comparative university salaries 
when deciding “appropriate”  
remuneration. In 2011, 42 US  
college presidents were paid  
more than $1 million (£605,800) 
a year.

Overall, about one-fifth of 
universities increased the overall 
pay and pension package for their 
vice-chancellor by 10 per cent or 
more in 2012-13. And about 30 

institutions increased overall emolu-
ment by between 5 and 10 per cent.

Among those enjoying a 10 per 
cent-plus pay rise was Steve West, 
vice-chancellor of the University of 
the West of England, whose over-
all pay package rose £52,434 to 
£314,632 thanks to a £24,158 
performance-related bonus and 
higher pension contributions.

A UWE spokesman says that the 
bonus was awarded after the institu-

tion met a series of targets, including 
those relating to student 
satisfaction, financial 
health and graduate 
employability.

TIDY SUMS: TOP 10 BY TOTAL REMUNERATION

Institution Vice-chancellor/ 
chief executive

Total cost of office  
2012-13 including salary, 
benefits and pension (£)

1 London School of Economics 1 C. Calhoun 480,000 

2 University of Oxford A. Hamilton 434,000 

3 The Open University M. Bean 407,000 

4 London Business School A. Likierman 405,000 

5 University of Birmingham D. Eastwood 400,000 

6 University of Bath G. Breakwell 384,000 

7 University of Surrey C. Snowden 376,000 

8 University of Sheffield K. Burnett 374,000 

9 Nottingham Trent University N. Gorman 366,000 

10 University College London M. Grant 365,432

The argument boils 
down to a growing 
sense of ‘us and 
them’: the view that 
a small cadre of 
senior managers are 
enjoying hefty pay 
rises while rank- 
and-file staff receive 
a static wage

Board members  
from big business  
are comfortable 
dealing with 
multimillion-pound 
organisations, but 
has their presence 
helped to ramp up 
executive pay at 
universities?

But were the pay rises given to vice-chan-
cellors in 2012-13 as excessive as the 
headlines or ministers made out?

According to this year’s annual Times 
Higher Education survey of pay in the sector 
– the most comprehensive round-up of execu-
tive pay in higher education – overall, vice-
chancellors’ salaries and benefits were 5.5 per 
cent higher in 2012-13 than the previous year, 
although this figure is affected by the fact that 
a number of vice-chancellors received addi-
tional salary in 2012-13 instead of pension 
contributions.

Excluding the Catholic priest Michael 
Holman, who heads Heythrop College, 
University of London on a salary of just 
£10,500 a year, and the £43,000 paid to the 
directors of the Conservatoire for Dance and 
Drama (see note to table, page 41), average 
basic pay for vice-chancellors stands at 
£226,789.

When pension payments on behalf of vice-
chancellors are included, pay averaged 
£254,692 in 2012-13. Overall, the total pack-
age was 3.3 per cent higher than in 2011-12.

“The increase in overall emoluments is 
really the key figure here,” says Ian Hartnell, 
head of employee benefits consultancy at the 
accountancy firm Grant Thornton, which 
compiles THE’s pay survey.

If so, then the 3.3 per cent rise is roughly 
the same as the 3 per cent pay increase the 
Universities and Colleges Employers Associa-
tion says was enjoyed by non-senior staff at 
most universities in 2012-13. Ucea says that 
the figure of 3 per cent takes into account the 
incremental rises and merit awards received  
by many academics in addition to the basic 
1 per cent uplift that year.

But the University and College Union takes 
issue with the 3 per cent figure, saying that only 
42 per cent of staff receive this rise. It also cites 
recent data from the Office for National Statis-
tics that found that a full-time higher education 
professional was paid £45,240 on average in 
2013 – just £165 higher than in 2012.

In essence, much of the argument around 
this year’s executive pay boils down to a grow-
ing sense of “us and them” in academia: the 
view that a small cadre of senior managers are 

enjoying hefty pay rises while rank-and-file 
staff receive a static wage, eroded each year 
by inflation. The UCU claims that salaries are 
13 per cent lower in real terms than in 2008.

Adding to this sense of unfairness is the 
situation with pensions. With the USS triennial 
valuation at the end of March likely to show 
deficits in excess of £10 billion, contributions 
from universities and from members may be 
increased and, for new members, further cuts 
to benefits may be required.

But about a quarter of vice-chancellors are 
not part of the USS; a number left the scheme 
last year to avoid paying punitive taxes 
imposed to limit high-end pension payouts – 
which for many vice-chancellors will exceed 
£100,000 a year in retirement.

So what is fuelling the inflation-busting 
rises in vice-chancellors’ pay and pen-
sions? The finger of blame is often pointed 

at “greedy” vice-chancellors, but little attention 
is given to those who make the decisions on 
executive pay: the remuneration committees.

Who sits on these boards? What perform-
ance measures are used to inform their 
decisions?

As part of this year’s pay survey, THE asked 
institutions for details about their remuner-
ation board members, their backgrounds and 
the criteria used to award pay rises.

Very few institutions had any academic  
staff representation on their boards, which 
generally comprised either a council chairman 
or pro chancellor, a senior human resources 
manager and several lay members with busi-
ness backgrounds, often from industries  
where senior academic pay would be judged 
to be paltry.

For example, the LSE’s remuneration 
committee was chaired by Peter Sutherland, 
the current chairman of Goldman Sachs Inter-
national, which paid its chief executive Lloyd 
Blankfein $21 million (£12.6 million) in 2012.

Other board members include former Tote 
chairman Peter Jones, former Ernst & Young 
partner Mark Molyneux, and human 
resources director of Lloyd’s of London,  
Suzy Black, also a former Barclays director.

Although children’s charity head Virginia 
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1 V-c changed or left during period measured, which may affect figures. 




