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Introduction
Staff engagement surveys show that staff usually have a positive view of their higher education institutions
(HEIs) and rate them highly as good places to work. The median score within the Capita benchmark staff
survey database shows 88% agree their HEI is a good place to work1, and this is generally higher than the
benchmark scores for other sectors.
However, higher education staff survey data suggests staff are less positive about feeling fairly paid for the
work they do and believing their HEI has a good pay and benefits package.
Overall, some 63% of staff currently feel fairly paid for the work they do, but this is down on the 65% who
felt this in 2014 and 67% who felt this way in 2012.
Staff are more positive about their pay and benefits package: 73% currently say this is good but previous
benchmark figures show 78% felt this way in 2014 and 20122.
Qualitative comments made by staff survey respondents may help to explain these trends. Many
respondents feel there have been a series of low pay settlements in the sector in recent years, which have
meant that their pay has not kept pace with inflation. Respondents also express ongoing dissatisfaction
over changes to pensions and the high salaries and pay rises being awarded to some senior leaders in the
sector.
Surveys also suggest that many staff are not aware of all the benefits provided to them.
While some HEIs have done an excellent job of promoting their comprehensive benefits packages, others
could do a lot more work in this area.
This may be reflected by individual HEI staff survey results, which show a range of between 51% and 86% of
staff agreeing their HEI provides a good pay and benefits package.
Some HEIs have also taken a broad approach to promoting the wider benefits available to staff, and have
used the results of their staff survey to market themselves to potential employees.
We're wholeheartedly committed to the well‐being and career and personal
development of our staff, and dedicated to equality, diversity and inclusion. We're
pleased to report consistently high levels of staff satisfaction – in our latest staff survey,
93% of respondents said that the University is a good place to work, and 91% said
they're proud to work here. We also have a responsive management structure that
regularly reviews and improves the working conditions and benefits packages enjoyed
by our staff.

1

Capita Surveys and Research benchmark database median combined agreement score based on nearly 50 staff
surveys conducted by HEIs during 2016 to 2018.
2
These trends are similar to other surveys of staff working in the public sector. For example, the Civil Service People
Survey 2017 showed only 34% of civil servants were satisfied with their total benefits package (compared to 44% in
2009) and 25% felt their pay was reasonable compared to people doing a similar job in other organisations (this figure
was 33% in 2009). The NHS England Staff Survey 2017 showed 31% of staff are satisfied or very satisfied with their
level of pay, compared to 38% in 2013.
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Total Rewards
The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) has highlighted how focusing on total
rewards can help employers to improve the recruitment, retention and performance levels of employees.
`Total reward has a particularly strong potential to enhance the reputation of an organisation as an
employer of choice through its capacity to place a value on the non‐basic pay or wider non‐financial
benefits of working for an organisation.
Many employees have traditionally been unaware of the costs to the employer of benefits such as
pensions, which can be very substantial for an employer. Hence the use of total reward is often closely
associated with the desire to communicate the value of the employment package. Employers frequently
provide individual employees with total reward statements that emphasise the value not only of basic pay
but also the wider benefits package and potentially other congenial aspects of employment.’
However, the CIPD has also warned of the limitations of these approaches, including the fact that
employers may find it easier to include financial elements (pay and benefits) into a total reward approach
than the non‐financial elements, and the difficulty of ensuring the consistency of delivery of benefits such
as flexible working if, for example, line managers don’t support the organisation’s commitment to this.

Impact of Tighter Labour Markets
Focusing on benefits, and maximising their value to employees, is important at a time when labour markets
continue to tighten and more employers are reporting difficulties in recruiting and retaining staff.
The latest CIPD Labour Market Outlook3 suggests continuing growth in the demand for labour is leading to
a further tightening of the UK labour market for employers, making it harder for them to find the skills and
labour they need, and there are some tentative signs that wage pressures may already be increasing for
employers.
Research carried out by The Open University4 found that 90% of employers had struggled to recruit staff
with the right skills in the 12 months to May 2017, with 75% reporting the recruitment process took longer
than expected (by an average of one month and 24 days). The research estimated that the UK skills gap is
costing employers more than £2 billion a year in the form of higher salaries (£527 million) and additional
recruitment costs and temporary staffing costs (£1.7 billion).

3
4

https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/work/trends/labour‐market‐outlook
https://www3.open.ac.uk/media/fullstory.aspx?id=31527
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Recruitment and Retention in Higher Education
The latest Higher Education Workforce Survey5, published by UCEA in July 2017, found nearly all HEIs
having difficulties6 in recruiting professional services staff in the previous 12 months staff, with 91% of HEI
respondents reporting recruitment challenges in one or more areas. This is a significant increase from 2015
where 66% of responding HEIs reported recruitment challenges.
The number of areas in which HEIs reported difficulties has also increased, with 50% of HEIs reporting
recruitment difficulties in three or more areas, up from just 8% in 2015. Although these percentages have
increased significantly, most HEIs interviewed stressed that difficulties have been limited to a small number
of roles and therefore the overall impact on operations has been low.
Comments from HEIs suggest that lack of applicants and uncompetitive salary levels are factors contributing
to recruitment difficulties. The reasons given for retention issues were similar to those cited for recruitment
problems, with pay for specialist staff commonly mentioned, and also career progression is a contributory
factor.
Academic recruitment difficulties are most commonly reported in STEM subject areas and economics and
business studies, and while difficulties are reported at all levels, they are most common for lecturers and
professors.
Retention issues appear less of an issue, with turnover for professional services recorded at 10.4% and 7.9%
for academic staff, and voluntary turnover lower at 6.3% and 4.4% respectively.
The potential to improve the employer brand of HEIs for both existing staff and potential candidates was
highlighted in the research.
Communicating total reward packages and improving benefits are among the most common steps being
taken by HEIs to address both academic and professional services staff retention but the UCEA research
suggests that other sectors have been more active than higher education in enhancing benefits and
improving pay (in addition to a basic uplift).
None of the HEIs taking part in the survey reported implementing or considering reducing employee benefits
entitlements (excluding changes to pension schemes) when managing staffing and staff related costs.

Role of Benefits in Attracting and Retaining Staff
This report draws on the Capita Workplace Benefits Employee Insight Report 2018, which shows that
generally staff greatly value the benefits their employers offer and that benefits are important in both
attracting and retaining talent.
Capita has surveyed employees7 to better understand their motivations when it comes to workplace
benefits, how important benefits are to them, what benefits they value, and how they would like to buy
these benefits.

5

http://www.ucea.ac.uk/en/publications/index.cfm/hews2017
Recruitment difficulty is defined as having to re‐advertise for a vacancy or positions that are left unfilled for six
months or longer.
7
Capita commissioned an online survey of 1,894 UK employees aged 16+ and this was conducted in October 2017.
Respondents were selected to represent a cross‐section of UK employees in terms of gender, age and salary bands.
6

6

Valuing Pay and Benefits

Results from the latest survey found 75.9% of employees stated they are more likely to stay with an
employer that offers a good benefits package, and 73.9% said they are more likely to take a job if their
future employer offers a good benefits package.
These views are also shared by HR professionals. A recent Employee Benefits survey8 found 82% of HR
professionals say benefits are an effective retention tool and 81% say they an effective recruitment tool.

Flexible Benefits
Capita’s research shows that over two‐thirds of employees, 68.6%, want flexibility to choose their benefits
and that just over half, 50.8%, are given the opportunity to choose benefits.
Nearly three‐quarters of employees with flexibility say they take advantage of the opportunity to choose
their benefits. Some 37.2% of all employees use the flexibility they are offered while 13.6% do not use the
flexibility.
Not all employees are offered flexible benefits. Nearly a third, 31.4% of employees, are not currently
offered flexibility but would use it if offered, and 12.4% are not offered flexibility and do not feel that they
need it.
5.4% of employees are unsure whether their employer offers flexible benefits.

Although 68.6% of employees want flexibility to choose their benefits, just over a quarter, 26%, are not
interested in selecting their benefits.
This may because they believe they are the best judge of their own needs and have the best understanding
of the benefits that are most relevant to them.

8

Employee Benefits, Benefits Research, May 2017.
http://digitaledition.employeebenefits.co.uk/EB010517lakefnn/html5/index.html?page=1&noflash
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They may also not be interested in the additional benefits available to them or be unsure about the
benefits selection process, and the CIPD has also highlighted that employees may have possible concerns
about making the wrong choices.
There may also be restrictions on when benefits choices can be made.
The importance of offering employees choice regarding their benefits packages is based on individual
employee needs and preferences varying significantly, and these differences are often down to the life
stage of the employee such as their age, income and relationships.
Capita’s research shows, for example, that older employees are more likely to value pensions as a benefit:
41.8% of 45‐54 year olds and 41.2% of 35‐44 year olds value pension benefits, compared to just 20.1% of
16‐24 year olds.

8
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Employee benefits also generally hold greater value for higher earners. Some 76.4% of employees who
earned more than £45,000 a year say they would be more likely to take a job if the employer offered a
good employee benefits package, compared to 65.2% of those earning below £10,000.
Some benefits can easily be purchased outside the workplace and some are easier to understand than
others.
For employees to realise the full value of benefits they can access, the benefits need to relevant to them
and their circumstances.
This means that employers need to do more than just provide benefits that are relevant; they also need to
demonstrate why they are relevant, so that employees understand what they are buying and can ensure
the benefits meet their needs.
Capita’s research demonstrates the importance of providing guidance. 75% of employees surveyed
expected their employer to provide guidance on the benefits they offer as well as on how appropriate each
benefit might be for them and their family.
There is a large selection of benefits that employers can offer, and understanding how much and which
benefits to offer can be challenging.
Giving employees too much choice may lead to employees becoming confused and disengaging with the
process.
Employee benefits provision should be reviewed regularly to ensure benefits remain relevant and deliver
value for money – such as by adding new benefits and removing less popular ones. The 2018 XpertHR
survey of benefits and allowances9 found 51.3% of the 244 organisations responding are planning a wide‐
ranging review of benefits over the next 12 months.

9

https://www.xperthr.co.uk
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The Most Valued Benefits
Capita’s research asked employees which benefits they would find valuable from a set list. 91.9% of
employees selected at least one of the benefits that were listed below, and 85.6% say that if their employer
did not provide any of the core benefits (such as private medical insurance, life insurance, pension) as well
as some of the more lifestyle‐related benefits (such as gym membership and travel insurance) they would
purchase at least one of these benefits themselves.

Travel insurance is the benefit people say they are most likely to buy if it is not offered by their employer
(43.4%) but only 22.8% mentioned travel insurance as being valued as an employee benefit.
This may be because employees do not typically associate travel insurance with employee benefits or the
travel insurance policies offered via employee benefits are not considered suitable. It may also reflect the
fact that the purchase of travel insurance is likely to be linked to booking a holiday.
However, it is important to understand there is often a difference between what employees say they want
and what they actually do with their money.
Capita has analysed the decisions made by employees using its Orbit benefits platform in 2017 to see what
people do when it comes to benefits choices. This was mapped against the benefits that people said they
found valuable in the Capita survey.
The graphic on the following page shows the most popular benefits that employees say they want,
compared to take‐up from the Orbit benefits portal.

10
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The research quoted in this publication demonstrates that benefits can play an important part in helping to
recruit and retain staff, and giving staff flexibility in choosing some of their benefits is likely to be popular
with staff and can enhance the value of the benefits provided.
The research also demonstrates the importance of communicating benefits and offering guidance, as well
as also reviewing benefits provided to ensure they are relevant to employees.
The Local Government Association has announced that it is looking to attract and retain social workers
through a greater adoption of flexible working because research showed that much of the workforce,
particularly the large number of female staff, have caring responsibilities of their own which they struggle
to balance with their workloads, and this was a key reason for considering leaving10.

10

LGA Workforce Bulletin, 19 June 2018.
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Role of Pay and Benefits in Improving Engagement and Performance
Pay and benefits can also contribute greatly to improving employee engagement and organisational
performance.
When the Institute of Employment Studies (IES) was commissioned by NHS Employers to review the
evidence relating to total reward and employee engagement, and whether there is a link to organisational
performance, it drew the following conclusions from the evidence11:


‘Appropriate reward practices and processes, both financial and non‐financial and managed in
combination, can help to build and improve employee engagement, and badly designed or
executed financial rewards can hinder it’.



‘The broader the definition of total reward that is adopted, including a wide range of extrinsic and
intrinsic, financial and non‐financial rewards, then the more significant the potential impact on
employee engagement appears to be’.



‘Where employees feel `total rewarded’ for their contribution and valued and recognised by
managers, then higher levels of engagement and higher levels of performance are more likely to
occur’.



‘Reward is also one of the bundles of HR practices that is also directly associated with higher
organisational performance’.



‘Besides using reward to attract and retain employees… organisations can design approaches to
reward that are likely to promote employee engagement and to support and further improved
organisational performance’.

IES suggested ‘the reward‐engagement relationship is complex, situation‐specific and generally involves
multiple factors and drivers, financial and non‐financial. This complexity highlights the importance of
adopting a total reward approach that engages the diversity of the workforce and meets the wide variety of
employee needs’.

11

http://www.nhsemployers.org/case‐studies‐and‐resources/2016/05/total‐reward‐and‐employee‐engagement‐an‐
evidence‐based‐review‐by‐the‐ies
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