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In the Service of Society 
 
KCL UCU draft alternative consultation document for the Health Schools and DEPS 
 
Introduction 
 
Based on an analysis of financial, strategy and consultation documents provided 
by the College, this alternative proposal outlines the implications of senior 
management’s current strategy to 2018. The College indicates that this strategy 
is ‘unsustainable’. It is nevertheless being pursued, prioritizing capital 
investment and the generation of surpluses on income above all else. 
‘Productivity savings’ of £23m have been targeted for the next two years, £30m 
by 2018.  
 
We have pieced this picture together from a series of documents. As such this is 
the only single comprehensive assessment of this strategy and its consequences. 
This alone vindicates our call for a College-wide consultation involving both staff 
and students. Our view is that the College’s strategy will erode the academic 
basis of this institution and transform it for the worse.  
 
Changes on this scale cannot be implemented without involving the entire 
College community. We expect management to deliver on its promise of ‘open 
and transparent’ consultation and allow the time for this to take place, halting 
the damaging redundancy exercise currently being imposed on Health Schools’ 
staff. 
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Summary  
 
Senior management’s plans  
 

1. Up to 225 posts under imminent threat. 
2. £23m in College-wide ‘productivity savings’ planned for 2014-16.  
3. Health Schools to remain in deficit even after this summer’s £6-7m 

redundancy exercise due to the ‘capital charge’.1 Total ‘productivity 
savings’ of £12m planned for Health Schools 2014-16.2  

4. Arts and Sciences Schools’ capacity to re-invest surpluses to be limited 
between 2014 and 2018. Potential for relative decline of these schools. 
£5.5m ‘efficiency savings’ 2014-16. 3 

5. £5.5m ‘efficiency savings’ planned to professional services 2014-16.4 
6. Surpluses rising to 6% of total income by 2018 imposed across College to 

fund £660m capital investment plan.  
7. A strategy ‘to deliver more sustainable funding’ will not be developed 

until ‘2014/15’. 
 

KCL UCU criticism of plans 
 

1. No credible rationale offered for pursuit of ‘unsustainable’ high-risk 
strategy at a time of unprecedented volatility and uncertainty in HE 
sector. 

2. The ‘prioritisation of the capital investment plan’ risks erosion of 
academic standards. 

3. Students and staff treated as numbers on a balance sheet.  
4. Downgrading of teaching and research reflected in lack of dialogue with 

students, staff and College community. 
5. REF strategy subordinated to financial rather than academic needs. 
6. Student expectations relating to teaching ignored. 
7. Punitive use of arbitrary performance indicators substitutes for strategic 

academic vision in Health Schools.  
8. No academic rationale provided for prioritization of capital investment 

plan.  
9. No impact assessment of redundancy programme on teaching and 

research. 
10. No defence of HE sector attempted. 
11. Plans will demoralize staff, alienate students and damage KCL’s 

reputation. 
 
 

                                                        
1 Medium Term Financial Forecast. 
2 ‘Initial distribution of additional productivity improvements 2014/15 and 2015/16’. Medium 
Term Financial Forecast refers to £12.5m Health Schools savings: £6.5m ‘structural’ savings 
(redundancies); £6m ‘tactical savings’ (unfilled vacancies). 
3 Medium Term Financial Forecast. Figures: ‘Initial distribution of additional productivity 
improvements 2014/15 and 2015/16’. 
4 ‘Initial distribution of additional productivity improvements 2014/15 and 2015/16’. 
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KCL UCU alternative proposals 
 

1. Base any consultations on a viable, integrated strategy updated from 
2006 conditions.  

2. Measure the consequences of pursuing unrealistic targets for an over-
ambitious £660m capital investment plan.  

3. Address the teaching and research needs of the College and recognize 
their contribution to the College’s standing in the HE sector. 

4. Acknowledge the specific role of the Health Schools within King’s and 
develop a bespoke plan for them beyond crude ‘efficiency savings’. 

5. Seek consolidation rather than speculation in a hostile environment: 
safeguard investment in teaching, research and administration as well as 
infrastructure. 

6. Consult with staff, students and the wider College community. Changes of 
this magnitude cannot be imposed without warning or rationale. 
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1. Senior management’s strategy 
 
‘We, as board members of Universities UK, have consistently opposed the disproportionate 
cuts to higher education funding in the spending review. However, given those cuts, we 
believe that the Government's proposals for university funding are reasonable and retain 
fundamentally important progressive elements.’  
Rick Trainor & 17 others, letter to The Telegraph, 8 December 2010 
 

The Funding Climate 
 
Higher Education is going through a period of unprecedented change. The 
introduction of higher undergraduate tuition fees in 2012, along with reductions 
in the teaching and capital grants paid to universities by the government, via the 
Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), have radically altered 
the financial and academic situation facing universities.  
 
It has long been accepted that making a profit is not the sole aim of universities. 
Initiatives requiring investment, whether because path-breaking research is not 
always immediately profitable, or because high overheads make capital-
intensive subjects costly, need to be supported. For internal financing purposes, 
Higher Education institutions have therefore always adopted the principle of 
cross-subsidy.  Cuts to HEFCE funding and the opening up of the admissions 
market – with quotas lifted on high achieving students (soon to be lifted further) 
– have put pressure on this principle. 
 
Competition 
 
The 2011 Higher Education White Paper made it clear that the government’s 
intention in changing higher education funding was to intensify competition 
between universities. Dramatic reductions in capital funding and teaching grants 
have forced them to generate funds for capital costs from their income. One 
consequence of this has been to shift priorities away from teaching and research 
towards investment in infrastructure. The Russell Group will spend £9bn on 
capital projects over the next five years.5 King’s sees itself outside the very top 
tier of this group, but aims to establish itself in the top six: its ambition ‘is to lead’ 
the middle tier of these elite institutions.6 A preoccupation with such distinctions 
is driving the College’s capital investment plan. 
 
University managers view competition primarily in financial or corporate terms. 
In June 2011, a Strategic Review to 2016, ‘Investing in Strength’, was presented 
to College Council. It contained much aspirational rhetoric about academic 
excellence and values but ended by asking what it really means to be at the 
service of society? This apparent confusion derives from a fundamental 
contradiction between  ‘academic’ values and senior management’s bottom line. 

                                                        
5 ‘Russell Group capital spending “comparable to 2012 Olympics,”’ THE, 20 May 2014 
6 ‘King’s is in the group, which we aspire to lead, just below the top four (UCL, Imperial, Oxford 
and Cambridge), ‘Investing in Strength: King’s College London: Strategic Review for 2011-2016’, 
June 2011, http://www.kcl.ac.uk/aboutkings/strategy/InvestinginStrength-
StrategicReviewfor2011-2016.pdf 
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Commenting on the King’s ‘mission’, to be ‘in the service of society,’ the 
document argues that,  

‘The challenge for King’s is to demonstrate that this has real meaning, so that we 
can distinguish ourselves from our competitors by reference to factors other 
than positions in league tables.’  

The starting point for this, the document goes on, ‘must be a constant striving for 
academic excellence. Without this there can be no good service either to our staff 
and students, or to society more generally.’ 
 
Such aspirations conflict directly with the priorities set out at the same time in 
the College’s 2011 Financial Statement, summed up in one blunt assertion. The 
document attributes KCL’s £27.5m surplus in 2011 to ‘tight control of the 
balance sheet, with careful prioritisation of the capital investment plan.’7 Below 
we argue that the subordination of academic excellence to the priorities of 
capital investment – summed up in the imposition of a ‘capital charge’ on 
academic departments – is threatening to erode KCL’s ability to be ‘at the service 
of society’.  
 
King’s PLC 
 
‘As currently constituted, a significant proportion of the Health Schools are not financially 
sustainable, having now been in deficit for several years.’ 
Health Schools consultation document, 9 May 2014 
 
‘The Department has had a recurring deficit, which increased in 2012/2103 to £1.6 million 
and is predicted, if no action is taken, to increase substantially next year.’ 
DEPS consultation document, 28 April 2014. 

 
A clash is happening between academic values and the new corporate reality. 
The College achieved successive surpluses on income above 5% in 2010-11 and 
2011-12. This was in part due to a significant cuts initiative, the poignantly 
named ‘Academic and Financial Sustainability Plan’ of 2009/10, which 
eventually produced over 200 redundancies. Then as now, ‘careful vacancy 
management’ also played a role in driving down staff costs.  
 
In 2011 KCL took a decision to react to the new financial environment in two 
apparently complementary but fundamentally contradictory ways. It decided not 
to substantially increase student numbers and to prioritise the College’s 
‘strengths’ for investment. Its overwhelming commitment, at least in financial 
terms, however, would be the capital investment plan, projected at £660m to 
2018.  
 
In other words, the College resolved to plough on with a Strategic Plan drawn up 
in 2006, when tuition fees had just been raised to £3k. Despite periodic updates, 
it has not been fundamentally reviewed in any depth since and there are no 

                                                        
7Financial Statement 2011, 
http://www.kcl.ac.uk/aboutkings/orgstructure/ps/finance/statements/financialstatements201
1.pdf 
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plans to do so until next year. Continued pursuit of the Plan’s priorities, cutting 
costs to allow for capital investment, will inevitably downgrade the role of 
teaching and research. Meeting even part of this plan is going to involve 
considerable job losses.   
 
An ‘unsustainable’ strategy 
 
One of our major criticisms of senior management is that it has not provided a 
strategic rationale for its actions that is adequate to the challenge of a highly 
complex sector like higher education, particularly in such a period of uncertainty 
and flux. Senior management’s most serious shortcoming, however, is its 
continued reliance on an outdated plan, one which it acknowledges to be 
unsustainable.  
 
In order to meet its capital investment targets, the College is imposing an 
incremental increase to the ‘capital charge’ levied on schools and departments as 
a budgeting overhead. In 2013-14 the charge stands at 2% of departmental or 
school income. It will rise by one percentage point each year to 6% by 2017/18. 
To put this into context, Arts and Humanities Schools currently have an income 
of around £200m. So this year the capital charge is recorded as an additional 
overhead at £4m, which must be met if schools and departments are to be 
considered to be breaking even. Arts and Sciences are not going to meet this 
target although some leeway, as we shall see below, has been provided for now 
by the disposal of assets.8 By 2017/18, however, the capital charge for Arts and 
Sciences would equate to £12m (assuming income remains the same: if it rises as 
it should under the capital plan, the capital charge will increase accordingly). The 
capital charge therefore threatens to put all schools and departments in the 
position of the Health Schools and DEPS.  
 
The plan is unsustainable at every level. The College’s overall projections for the 
current strategy identify a £65m shortfall ‘for financial sustainability purposes’,  
 
‘The current academic strategy is only likely to yield operating surpluses of c. 2% 
which falls considerably short of the 6% operating surpluses we need for 
academic and financial sustainability. The cumulative shortfall of our plans totals 
£65m over the forecast period to 2017/18.’9  
 
There are plans for £12m cuts by 2016 to the Health Schools. From 2014-15 a 
£5m subsidy will be paid to Health from Arts and Sciences. Even after all this, 
however, it is acknowledged that the ‘Health Schools strategy appears to be 
unsustainable.’ 10 
 

                                                        
8 In May 2014 projections were for Arts and Sciences to raise 1.6% towards the capital charge for 
2013-14. The breathing space offered by the disposal of assets means that the charge is not going 
to be levied this year or, KCL UCU has been informed, in 2014-15.  
9 Arts and Sciences Away Day presentation May 2014. 
10 Medium Term Financial Forecast 
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The impact of cross-subsidies and the rising capital charge on the Arts and 
Sciences Schools, moreover, runs the risk of turning thriving departments into 
areas of relative decline, as the Medium Term Financial Forecast warns: 
 
‘The A+S Schools appear to be increasingly profitable however they will not be 
able to access these surpluses for investment which over time may mean the A+S 
Schools decline relative to other humanities and social science departments 
which are able to access surplus funds for investment.’11 
 
Over the next two years ‘efficiency savings’ of £12m to the Health Schools, £5.5m 
to Arts and Science Schools and £5.5m to professional services are projected in 
order to meet the College’s targets for its capital investment plan. Prioritisation 
of this plan will limit the administrative support available to schools, seriously 
reduce academic staffing levels in the Health Schools and risk putting profitable 
departments into ‘deficit’.  
 
The disposal of assets has bought the College some time: 
 
‘The proceeds of property disposals (Brian Creamer House and Half Moon Lane 
in 2013/14 and the Rectory and Hampstead South in 2014/15) will enable the 
college to proceed with its capital investment aspirations for 2014/15 whilst a 
plan to deliver more sustainable funding is developed.’ 
 
It is extraordinary that such sweeping ‘efficiency savings’, involving so many 
redundancies, should be implemented in the absence of a sustainable funding 
plan, just to ensure ‘basic maintenance’ of infrastructure. Why is this happening? 
 
King’s College London: one of the UK’s richest universities 
 
Despite senior management’s gloomy prognosis, KCL is a very wealthy 
institution:  
 

- fixed assets valued at over £700m 
- endowments and investments worth over £150m  
- cash reserves of c. £200m 
- £586.9m income  
- long-term liabilities of c.£170m; a debt:income ratio roughly in line with 

sector norms 
 
It is larger than any other English higher education institution bar Oxford, 
Cambridge, University of London, Imperial and Manchester University: 
 
- possesses one of the UK’s major property portfolios 
- occupies five per cent of total university properties in the UK 

 
There is no financial crisis affecting the College. Its cash reserves, fixed assets, 
endowments and investments would allow it to weather any storm over the next 

                                                        
11 Medium Term Financial Forecast  



 

 8 

five to ten years. It has recently raised over £500m, a year ahead of schedule, in 
donations for its World Questions/King’s Answers scheme.  
 
So why are such drastic cuts being planned? 
 
The short answer to this is that the College has a capital investment programme 
of £660m to 2018. Some of these projects, like the Canada Water halls of 
residence (£225m), will be financed by various forms of private finance 
initiatives, whereby commercial companies invest in a development in return for 
a guaranteed income, for example from student residences. Others, like the 
Strand quad redevelopment (£95m), will require borrowing or other funding 
because of the restrictions on how academic space can be financed.  
 
Investment requires financing from internal or external sources, reserves or 
borrowings. These sources of funding require replenishing or servicing through 
operating surpluses. King’s is therefore aiming at minimum annual surpluses of 
6% of income. At no point in the past decade has King’s ever achieved this level 
of surplus; the sector as a whole has averaged 3% surpluses over the last 
decades.  
 
Why have buildings become so important? 
 
Investment in buildings has become an imperative for senior managers. One 
recent survey shows that 79% of UK universities will carry out a major 
construction project within the next year. More than half cited the need to attract 
students as the principal motivation for doing so.12  
 
As the deputy chief operating officer for Loughborough University argues,  
 
‘There is a clear link between the buildings and accommodation on offer at a 
university and the desirability of that establishment to potential students.’13  
 
A glance at the plans to renovate the Strand façade underlines the importance 
currently placed even on relatively cosmetic changes. Put crudely, state of the art 
buildings are believed to attract students.  
 
The same goes for halls of residence: 
 
‘The College believes the provision of affordable residential quarters will remain 
a key factor in achieving recruitment targets, in terms of both numbers and 
quality of students choosing to study at King’s.’14  
 
 

                                                        
12 ‘UK universities invest in estates to win fight for students’, Wates, 
http://www.wates.co.uk/thought-leadership/uk-universities-invest-estates-win-fight-students-
854 
13 ‘University facilities ‘influence students’ choice,’ BBC news, 2 April 2014, 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-26850641 
14 Financial Statement 2013. 



 

 9 

Building to compete 
 
State of the art buildings also denote status. The College’s reports underline the 
extent to which status, in relation to ‘competitors’, is the major preoccupation of 
senior management:  
 
‘King’s is in the group which we aspire to lead, just below the top four (UCL, 
Imperial, Oxford and Cambridge)’.15  
 
According to the 2006-16 Strategic Plan, by 2016: 
 
‘King’s will be within the top six universities in the UK and the top 25 in the 
world. To achieve these goals on a range of quantifiable indicators the College 
will improve performance by 25 per cent on 2005-6 by 2009-10, with 
comparable increases in the latter years of the 10-year planning period.’16 
 
When pressed by KCL UCU on what these ‘quantifiable indicators’ were, senior 
management told us, ‘As a single measure of league table ranking we use income 
or research income as a proxy for ranking against other UK universities.’ The 
targets underpinning the College’s 10-year strategic plan are underpinned by a 
corporate ‘bottom line’ benchmark that interprets ‘world-class’ in terms of 
income, status and league tables.  
 
Wendy Piatt, director of the Russell Group, sums up the extent to which those 
aspiring to lead the sector have internalised the logic of competition. 
Commenting on the Russell Groups capital investment plans, compared by the 
consultants BiGGAR Economics to the £8.9b spent on the 2012 Olympics, she 
said, 
 
‘We will keep investing on behalf of our students and academics but the rest of the 
world are snapping at our heels and spending money to match their ambition. We 
must do the same.’17 
 
In the College’s Medium Term Financial Forecast, a possible alternative to this 
strategy is outlined: 
 
'... to recognise that improvements in performance will take longer to deliver 
than is needed to be competitive with the very best institutions and consolidate 
our position at the higher end of the middle tier of large Russell Group 
institutions.' 
 
Rather than assess the College’s role in the light of changes to the funding 
climate, senior management are pursuing a course of action that will have a 

                                                        
15 Investing in Strength 2011. 
16 Strategic Plan 2006-2016, http://www.kcl.ac.uk/aboutkings/strategy/2006-
16StrategicPlan.pdf 
17 ‘Russell Group capital spending “comparable to 2012 Olympics”’, THE, 20 May 2014, 
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/news/russell-group-capital-spending-comparable-to-
2012-olympics/2013424.article 
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destructive impact on the institution. And to what end? In order to lead a group 
‘just below the top four’ institutions, rather than consolidate a position ‘at the 
higher end of the middle tier of large Russell Group institutions.’ The importance 
given to such relatively fine status distinctions reflects the growing 
preoccupation with competition, as ‘Investing in Strength’ underlines: 
 
‘…in order to continue on its upward trajectory the College needs to reinforce its 
competitiveness, especially in light of the additional emphasis on the latter in the 
June 2011 White Paper on Higher Education.’ 
 
The competitive drive to generate income is what has produced the capital 
investment plan and the demand for the generation of surpluses. Academic 
concerns are getting left by the wayside. 
 
Senior management has identified the need for the following level of surplus to 
fund investment in the maintenance and improvement of buildings:  
 
- 3% to maintain basic infrastructure. (£15m  = 3% return on income of 

£500m) 
- 6% to fund business as usual – to include a further £15m pa for capital 

improvement. 
- 10% return would generate the headroom for strategic initiatives. 

 
A senior management presentation to Arts and Sciences heads of department in 
May 2014 spelled out the consequences of this strategy, outlining projections to 
2018:  
 
‘5 year projections indicate that the College is likely to generate sufficient return 
to fund the minimum required level of investment basic maintenance provided 
that there is a total structural efficiency gain of some £24m over the period in 
addition to around £6m of tactical savings.’ 
 
At present there are plans for between 145 and 225 redundancies in the Health 
Schools, DEPS, professional services, KLI and ITS. It is difficult to see how the 
additional ‘productivity savings’ required by the plan (£23m of the total is being 
sought by 2016) can be achieved without further redundancies. ‘Tactical savings’ 
are unfilled vacancies or disestablished posts, ‘structural’ savings are the product 
of reorganisation or rationalisation. Experience shows that the latter generally 
involves redundancies. The former, of course, also represent lost posts. 
 
Why the preoccupation with surpluses? 
 
Changes introduced by the Higher Education Funding Council for England 
(HEFCE) underline the increased preoccupation with the need to generate 
operating surpluses. From 1 August 2014, universities will have to conform to 
new guidelines on financial sustainability. In order to receive public grant 
funding for research and teaching, universities must allow HEFCE to assess its 
borrowing commitments. The gauge used by HEFCE to assess financial 
sustainability is based on a series of calculations relating to operating 
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surpluses.18 These are used to determine the borrowing figure beyond which 
universities will have to negotiate with HEFCE in order to obtain new loans. We 
estimate that KCL’s level of borrowing already exceeds that trigger, which will 
come into effect on 1 August 2014.  
 
Increasing surpluses may therefore allow King’s a degree of autonomy from 
HEFCE when it comes to borrowing. More serious for senior management, 
however, are the College’s internal benchmarks: its policy limits on borrowing, a 
debt:income ratio of 50%; and gearing, the proportion of reserves to debt. 
According to last year’s Financial Statement: 
 
‘The College’s financial strategy sets internal borrowing limits based on 
percentage of income and gearing, and the current position is well within target. 
However, King’s is considering a major development to increase its provision of 
student accommodation which, along with an option for financing the Strand 
Campus redevelopment, may result in further borrowings closer to the policy 
limits.’19 
 
Increasing income and building up reserves with surpluses are therefore crucial 
if the College is to see through its capital investment plans.  
 
2. Senior management’s strategy is failing 
 
‘What is a cynic? A man who knows the price of everything and the value of nothing.’ 
Oscar Wilde, Lady Windermere’s Fan 

 
We have seen how, by its own admission, senior management’s strategy is 
failing. It is already producing all the demoralization and pain associated with 
cuts, with two further years of austerity to go. All this, and not even the benefits 
of financial sustainability to look forward to at the end of it. 
 
There are a number of further problems with this strategy. One relates to the 
short-sighted assumptions of management thinking nationally. It may well be 
true that when making their choice of university, prospective students are 
influenced by the physical environment of those they visit. They will, however, 
be drawn to visit a university in the first place largely by its academic reputation. 
What happens, then, when they actually study at university, ostensibly the whole 
point of the process?  
 

                                                        
18 Earnings Before Interest, Depreciation, Taxation and Amortisation (EBIDTA). A multiple of 5 
times EBIDTA averaged over 6 years will be used as the trigger. The six years will be the previous 
three and projections of the following three. The EBIDTA of 5.2% against turnover achieved by 
King's in 2012/13 equates to £30.5m. As we know, King's expects operating surpluses and 
EBIDTA to decline further in coming years. If we take 2012/13’s EBIDTA as a generous six-year 
average we can see that its trigger for Hefce would be around £150m - five times the EBIDTA. 
King's borrowings are already above that trigger - any new borrowing would require 
negotiations with HEFCE. 
19 Financial Statement 2013, 
http://www.kcl.ac.uk/aboutkings/orgstructure/ps/finance/statements/financialstatements201
3.pdf 
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Students as cost units  
 
According to the Higher Education Policy Institute and the Higher Education 
Academy, students want to see far greater investment in teaching. In the 2014 
Student Academy Experience Survey undergraduates’ were asked to list their top 
three priorities for institutional expenditure. The findings revealed the resulting 
top five preoccupations to be: 
 

1. reducing fee levels (48%)  
2. more teaching hours (35%) 
3. smaller class sizes (35%) 
4. better training for lecturers (34%) 
5. better learning facilities (34%)20 

 
Indeed, one major recent study, ‘Student Expectations and Perceptions of Higher 
Education’, commissioned by the Quality Assurance Agency,21 makes salutary 
reading for senior management at King’s. What was it that most concerned 
students? 
 

‘… essentially how can students find out if they are going to be (and what 
proportion of the time) taught by well qualified, trained teaching staff in 
small settings? Students felt these factors had the greatest impact on their 
academic experience…’ 

 
While the institution’s ability to provide ‘the environment in which the student 
can learn’ was a central concern, facilities and resources were preoccupations of 
a different order to the most important aspects of their degree, focused at the 
course level. Institutions needed to provide more information on:  
 
- how money is spent on teaching and learning activities  
- the qualifications of academics in their subjects and for teaching 
- how academics were hired and trained 
- how teaching is structured and allocated 
 

Where will King’s stand after cuts to staff across the College when it comes to 
providing ‘nuanced statistics on size of tutorials and seminars’ and ‘department‐
level teaching staff‐student ratios’? The decision to prioritise infrastructure 
investment in order to attract students, while cutting the resources needed to 
improve their education, leaves senior management vulnerable to the charge 
that it views students in much the same way as it views staff: as ‘cost units’ to be 
shuffled across a balance sheet. 
 

                                                        
20 ‘HEPI/HEA 2014 Student Experience Survey: “vital questions for universities, students and 
Government”’, Higher Education Policy Institute, 21 May 2014, 
http://www.hepi.ac.uk/2014/05/21/hepi-hea-2014-student-experience-
survey/http://www.hepi.ac.uk/2014/05/21/hepi-hea-2014-student-experience-survey/ 
21 Kandiko, C. B. & Mawer, M. ‘Student Expectations and Perceptions of Higher 
Education: Executive Summary” London: King’s Learning Institute, 2013, 
http://www.kcl.ac.uk/study/learningteaching/kli/research/student-experience/QAAReport.pdf 

http://www.hepi.ac.uk/2014/05/21/hepi-hea-2014-student-experience-survey/
http://www.hepi.ac.uk/2014/05/21/hepi-hea-2014-student-experience-survey/
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More cuts on the way 
 
‘Have we got a college?  Have we got a football team? ...Well we can't afford both.  
Tomorrow we start tearing down the college.’  
Groucho Marx, Horse Feathers. 

 
The Health Schools will remain in deficit even after the £6-£7m of ‘structural 
efficiency’ savings made from the current redundancy exercise. They have 
already suffered from the disestablishment of 46 posts in 2013-14 and will be 
targeted for further cuts in 2014-15 and 2015-16. Although these schools will 
just about break even in operating terms, the imposition of the capital charge 
will ensure they are ‘in deficit’. As we are seeing, deficits are being used to justify 
the redundancies integral to this strategy. 
 
The counter-productive nature of austerity measures is underlined by 
management warnings about professional services, where ‘efficiency savings’ 
will threaten efficiency: 'it is possible that service levels provided to schools will 
be affected'.22  

 
Management projections indicate that, in order to meet the 3% surpluses 
required, £30m cuts will be required by 2018 comprising ‘a total structural 
efficiency gain of some £24m over the period in addition to around £6m of 
tactical savings’. But all these savings will only be enough to fund investment in 
‘basic maintenance’. Even 'efficiencies' on this scale will still leave the College 
with a £65 shortfall on its targets for operating surpluses by 2018. There is 
clearly something wrong with this strategy. Extended debate, beyond the scope 
of this document, is urgently required if the College is to come to terms with its 
situation. 
 
Lack of strategy 
 
Lacking in the College’s documents, aside from passing references to the possible 
decline in the standing of Arts and Sciences schools and a potential fall in the 
level of administrative support as a consequence of professional services 
redundancies, is any serious cost-benefit or risk analysis. The assumption 
underpinning the plans is that cuts can be made without impacting on the way 
the College functions, that millions of pounds can be taken from staff costs and 
simply absorbed without consequence.  
 
One of the reasons given for the College’s financial crisis is a shortfall in taught 
postgraduate students. What message is being sent to prospective postgraduate 
applicants by the decision to disrupt, in chaotic haste, the supervision of DEPS 
and Health Schools’ students by staff now threatened with redundancy? The 
notion that second supervisors or other departments can simply pick up the 
pieces makes things worse. In prioritising the management of ‘deficits’, senior 
management are jeopardising the College’s hard-won reputation as an 
institution that takes postgraduate study seriously, and seeks to nurture a 
thriving research environment across a vast array of disciplines. 

                                                        
22 Medium Term Financial Forecast 
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At the third consultation meeting in the Health Schools on 6 June, senior 
management claimed that no areas of teaching or research would be 
discontinued and that the cuts would fall evenly across the schools with no 
adverse impact on provision. There was no cost-benefit analysis of the academic 
impact of the redundancy programme.  
 
The Pollyana principle - that ‘All is for the best’ and ‘Everything will be ok’ - is 
not a strategic compass for upheavals of this nature in so volatile a sector. If 
teaching, research and study are to be recognized as integral to the College then 
greater consideration must be given to teachers, researchers and students.  
 
Staff as ‘headcount’ 
 
KCL UCU has noted the brutality of the Health Schools exercise. The use of crude 
metrics to identify those at risk of redundancy; the lack of warning, months after 
the REF, that these were to be the criteria by which staff would discover whether 
they still had a job; the instruction given to the 131 staff put at risk of 
redundancy by the metrics to fill out boxes on a form, detailing their value to the 
College; the use of a teaching database that is not fit for purpose, lacking the 
information required to make a fair and informed decision (number and type of 
students supervised, responsibilities for running modules, size of classes and 
amount of marking or feedback, time spent delivering pastoral care, etc). Many 
of these aspects of the academic role are crucial to maintaining and enhancing 
the student experience.  Ignoring them will increase the likelihood of negative 
feedback from the Health Schools for the College NSS ratings. 
 
Punitive use of performance indicators has been a key aspect of the exercise. 
Millions of pounds’ worth of ‘efficiency savings’ are being sought over the next 
two years. Some have been targeted through redundancies, others will be sought 
by increasing workloads. The Health Schools’ exercise has generated a climate of 
fear and insecurity among all staff. In the words of one local UCU rep, ‘short 
notice dismissal of staff by managerial fiat is envisaged as the "new normal" and 
as a salutary performance incentive rather than as a reluctant last resort.’ 
 
As Sir Robin Murray, Professor of Psychiatric Research at KCL’s Institute of 
Psychiatry, points out, ‘other “Russell Group” universities have not generally 
adopted the drastic action proposed by Kings College.’ How, then, ‘did KCL 
management get themselves into this mess?’23  
 
The new HE environment has dramatically altered the parameters within which 
universities operate. But how can reductions in the capital grant mean, on the 
one hand, that an institution needs to cut costs by £23m in order to finance ‘basic 
maintenance’ while, on the other, it is pursuing a total capital investment plan of 
£660m to 2018, representing a significant proportion of the estimated £9b to be 

                                                        
23 Sir Robin Murray, ‘Redundancies: The Responsibility lies with KCL’s negligent management of 
the IoP’, The Looking Glass, special issue, June 2014, 
http://issuu.com/thelookingglass/docs/thelookingglass_specialedition 
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spent on capital projects by the 24-strong Russell Group? Having to work within 
new parameters should not mean trying to stretch them to breaking point.  
 
Competition rather than cooperation underpins these parameters, which 
translate into gearing an institution to position itself against rivals as a corporate 
entity, prioritising ‘capital investment plans’ over the essential elements of 
teaching and research that give the institution an identity in the first place, 
thereby eroding academic values and reducing staff and students to figures on a 
balance sheet. In this world, students become numbers and staff ‘headcount’.  
 
The REF 
 
External demands - the new fees regime, parallel cuts in funding, the REF, etc - 
have created this environment, but it is one that those aspiring to lead the sector 
must challenge if the primacy of ‘academic excellence’ and the notion of being ‘in 
the service to society’ are to mean anything. Instead, the crude parameters 
imposed by governments seeking to measure research will, with the complicity 
of university managers, erode the research culture in HE. At King’s, utilitarian 
measures, quantifying research in narrow terms, have been internalised by 
senior management and used against their own staff.  
 
As Dorothy Bishop, professor of Experimental Neuropsychology at the University 
of Oxford, underlined on the Times Higher Education website in response to 
news of the Health Schools situation at King’s, 
 
‘Using grant income as a proxy for staff quality indicates that KCL has completely 
lost any sense of the purpose of an academic institution. As Fergus Millar noted a 
while back, people are now doing research in order to get funding, when they 
should be seeking funding in order to do research. This is not good for research 
or researchers. It just encourages people to rush into applying for grants, as 
expensive as possible, regardless of whether they have a good idea, and 
regardless of whether they have time to do the research properly. We should be 
rewarding research which delivers good value for money, not research which 
simply generates grant income.’24 
 
Research conducted by UCU on the REF has identified the impact of this 
pressurised environment on staff: 
 
‘ -thirds of respondents, and close to three-quarters of women, 
felt unable to undertake the necessary work to produce the required REF 
outputs without working excessive hours. 

 
prepare their teaching because of the need to focus on their REF outputs. 

 
evenings, and 31% most weekends, and over a third worked on their 
outputs during/instead of annual leave. 

                                                        
24 Holly Else, ‘Strike ballot at King’s College London over proposed job cuts’, THE, 5 June 2014, 
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/news/strike-ballot-at-kings-college-london-over-
proposed-job-cuts/2013763.article 
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more women than men) felt that pressure 
to meet expectations in relation to the REF had increased their stress 
levels, and over a third felt that that this pressure had negatively 
impacted on their health. 

 they undertook half or 
more of their work on REF outputs outside of normal or reasonable 
working hours. 

-time or hourly paid contracts, 
over a third indicated that they undertook half or more of their work on 
REF outputs outside of paid working hours.’25 
 
Months after having put Health Schools staff through this exercise, senior 
management at King’s has imposed performance criteria on them based not on 
publications - the criteria by which staff were assessed by in the REF - but on 
teaching hours (part of the tug-of-war imposed on academics, as described 
above) and research income. The College, of course, will bank all the QR (quality 
related research funding) income awarded as a result of the REF submissions by 
the colleagues its intends to make redundant.  
 
Sir Robin Murray outlines the cost of such exercises for the Institute of 
Psychiatry (IoP), and the institution as a whole: 
 
‘As we at the IoP know from our experience of 5 years ago, compulsory 
redundancies have at least three very unfortunate consequences. Firstly, they 
ruin the academic careers of some promising researchers who are misclassified 
as failures. Secondly, they destroy the morale of the staff and consequently some 
tenured staff are so dismayed that they leave, while some young colleagues take 
their Fellowships elsewhere. Finally, they damage the reputation of the 
institution, making it very difficult for the Dean to recruit first-rate academics to 
join us. The result of the latter two factors has been that the previous steady rise 
in IoP research income stalled. So, paradoxically, one of the reasons for the 
present crisis lies in the financial damage brought upon the IoP by the last round 
of redundancies.’ 

Such exercises are counter-productive. Given the experience of the last wave of 
mass redundancies, only four years ago, their lessons and pitfalls should be the 
subject of wider, prolonged discussion within the College. If ‘ineffective 
management of employee relations by the College’ was identified as a ‘serious 
risk’ in the 2011 Financial Statement, why then were these relations handled so 
inadequately in 2014? 
 
In 2011, KCL’s Financial Statement identified a possible risk to the College with a 
potential major impact: 26 
 
                                                        
25 UCU, ‘The Research Excellence Framework (REF), UCU Survey Report’, October 2013, 
http://www.ucu.org.uk/media/pdf/0/q/REF-survey-report-September-2013.pdf 
26 Graded 4 – ‘major’, one below 5 – ‘catastrophic’. Financial Statement 2011, 
http://www.kcl.ac.uk/aboutkings/orgstructure/ps/finance/statements/financialstatements201
1.pdf 
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 ‘Inadequate research performance in overall terms, in respect of both the 
growth of research volume and the mix of research being undertaken.’ 
 
Many will ask what effect was played by the redundancy exercises, described by 
Sir Robin Murray above, in creating this risk.  
 
Senior management did not seek urgently to address the issues of staff morale or 
career development posed by this risk. Nor did it prioritise the creation of a 
research environment peopled by a secure, motivated staff and student body. 
Instead it decided to invest part of the money it had saved through a 200+ 
redundancy exercise in recruiting staff who had met the new funding criteria 
established by the REF. These gave financial reward for 3* and 4* rated research. 
The College therefore sought to compensate for the fact that its own staff would 
not meet the new REF criteria by identifying another risk, of equal danger: 
 
‘Failure to recruit and invest in 3* and 4* academic staff in preparation for the 
2014 Research Excellence Framework.’ 
 
Rather than invest in its own staff over time, developing and mentoring them in 
line with its own procedures, the College adopted a utilitarian attitude towards 
academics. Like students, they are cost units, to be recruited if they meet REF 
criteria in the two years prior to each research audit, with other staff 
subsequently discarded once their QR income is guaranteed.  
 
The Health Schools redundancy plan has been careful to exclude colleagues 
recruited in the last two years, but this is unlikely to spare them from future 
exercises (particularly those recruited on fixed-term contracts). A pattern is 
emerging whereby the College recruits staff prior to a research assessment 
exercise, and cuts back on academic costs in the two years following an 
assessment. This was the case prior to the RAE in 2008, which was followed by 
the Academic and Financial Sustainability Plan of 2009-11 (over 200 
redundancies plus a vacancy freeze). Targeted recruitment for the 2014 REF has 
likewise been followed by the current redundancy exercise, which we estimate 
to be on an even greater scale than in 2009-11.  
 
This allows senior management to make up for the shortfall created by the 
obstacles placed in the way of research, externally and internally, as the effects of 
rising workloads, stress and a more insecure workplace environment take their 
toll.  It is a strategy subject to the law of diminishing returns: if all institutions 
follow KCL’s lead, where will the future 3* and 4* researchers come from?  
 
Even on its own terms, this buy-them-in/ship-them-out approach to the REF is a 
very short-sighted strategy. In terms of the academic values and achievements 
the College is eager to promote, it is equally destructive. UCU’s national 
statement on the REF, drawn up by a number of leading researchers and signed 
by over 17 000 academics, highlights the corrosive impact of the exercise:   
 
‘The REF proposals are founded on a lack of understanding of how knowledge 
advances. It is often difficult to predict which research will create the greatest 
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practical impact. History shows us that in many instances it is curiosity-driven 
research that has led to major scientific and cultural advances.’27 
 
The College’s latest marketing slogan, ‘where curiosity reigns’, echoes this 
approach but it clashes directly with the institution’s utilitarian approach to the 
development of staff as researchers. As Professor Donald Braben, Honorary 
Professor in the Department of Earth Sciences at University College London, 
notes, virtually every major scientific discovery ever made would not have 
survived the current REF regime with its emphasis on economic impact. First on 
the list of discoveries that would have been marginalized in the current research 
environment, is the College’s most celebrated contribution to research: 
 
‘Crick and Watson: Nobel Laureates Medicine, 1962. Sir Lawrence Bragg, also a 
Nobel Laureate and head of the physics department, raised serious objections to 
their proposed use of X-ray crystallography. Bragg was an expert. Neither Crick 
nor Watson had previously used X-rays. But having seen the X-ray 
crystallography photographs taken by Rosalind Franklin at Kings College, they 
went ahead and discovered the double helix structure for DNA.’ 
 
The downgrading of research, and by extension teaching, goes beyond the 
current redundancy exercise. The rationale and methodology of the exercise, 
however, provide dramatic confirmation of the extent to which disregard for 
academic values has become embedded in the mindset and actions of senior 
management.  
 
A problem of management 
 
One striking aspect of the consultation processes in the Health Schools and DEPS 
is the recurrence of the same refrain, based on familiar imperatives: changes to 
the external funding environment and the demands of our capital investment 
plans mean that to be a world-class institution we need to cut costs, 
unfortunately this may involve redundancies, but there is no alternative as doing 
nothing is not an option, etc.  
 
How to understand the actions of a senior management team which 
acknowledges that its financial strategy is ‘unsustainable’ but has decided to 
carry on regardless? The vice-principal responsible for the Health Schools 
redundancies offers one explanation: 
 
‘Doing nothing is not an option as a failure to invest will result in a decline in 
standards and ultimately mean a poorer experience for our students.’  
 
The same vice-principal argues that, ‘It is clear that we cannot expect any change 
in the external funding environment that will address these issues for us, at least 
in the foreseeable future.’28  

                                                        
27 UCU, ‘Statement on the Research Excellence Framework proposals’, 
http://www.ucu.org.uk/media/pdf/n/q/ucu_REFstatement_finalsignatures.pdf 
28 ‘Right to reply - Sir Robert Lechler,’ May 2014, 
http://kclhealthsos.wix.com/stopkclredundancies#!sir-lechlers-response/c7ma 
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And yet, a general election is only eleven months away. It would be foolish to 
hold out hope for a significant overhaul of the fees regime introduced by the 
coalition government in 2011. One potential area for change, however, is the fee 
regime for STEM subjects, including Medicine.  
 
There is currently a cap on numbers to most Health Schools’ departments, which 
means demand for the courses they offer is high. There has been some lobbying 
by vice-chancellors to persuade parties to consider raising the maximum tuition 
fee above £9000 per year for subjects with high costs. It is therefore conceivable 
that the pessimistic outlook for the KCL Health Schools outlined by senior 
management may be subject to change.  
 
It goes without saying that a group of schools that had just been shorn of 10% of 
its staff, with still more cuts underway, would not be in the best position to 
benefit from such changes. 
 
The point here is not to weigh up the merits of further rises in tuition fees but to 
draw attention to the volatile nature of the current funding climate. Does this 
really vindicate the pursuit of such a high-risk and divisive strategy? There is a 
debate underway about the future of higher education. Surely the role of those 
who aspire to lead institutions should also be to offer a lead in defending the 
needs of the sector as a whole?  
  
King’s has form on this. ‘Investing in Strength’ earmarks Chemistry as one of the 
areas earmarked for investment. This was a department that senior management 
had chosen to close in 2003, ignoring the protests of students and staff. The 
department was reopened in 2011. It will take many, many years for King’s to 
recover the standing its Chemistry department once enjoyed. The level of cuts 
targeted for the Health Schools are likely to change the weight, role and 
prospects for those Schools, historically a major part of the College’s standing 
and function. Given the lack of genuine consultation with the College community 
over its current plans, how can senior management be sure that it is not simply 
repeating the mistakes it made with Chemistry?  
 
Ignoring the College community 
 
Senior management have failed adequately to consult with staff and students, 
not just over these specific proposals but with regard to the rationale and 
priorities underpinning them. Instead of trying to win the College community to 
its plans, senior managers appear determined to minimise the input of bodies 
like Academic Board. A debate on the subject of the DEPS and Health School 
redundancies was only inserted onto the June Academic Board agenda after staff 
at the meeting objected to its absence. How much detail has been given to 
College Council about the plans and their implications? Are the lay members of 
Council really convinced of this strategy, and its contribution to the public good?  
 
When it comes to the staff targeted for redundancy, senior management have 
adopted aggressive methods. Representatives of the campus unions have all 
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expressed the view that the Health Schools redundancy exercise is among the 
most brutal they have witnessed: 
 
- imposition of crude arbitrary metrics to achieve a ‘headcount’ of those at 

risk of redundancy  
- failure to inform staff what those metrics were  
- instruction to those put at risk to fill out a form outlining why they should 

not be sacked 
- lack of consideration for academic impact of cuts 

 
The imposition of the ‘capital charge’ makes virtually any department over the 
next four years vulnerable to being declared ‘in deficit’ or ‘financially 
unsustainable’. If, as the College strategy documents suggest, up to 225 staff are 
to be made redundant in the current round, the use of such uncompromising 
measures is understandably being interpreted as a deliberate attempt to assert 
authority by imposing it at will. The health consultation is therefore seen as a 
litmus test for what is to come.  
 
The Health Schools are the biggest generator of income in the College yet they 
run at a ‘loss’. Senior management claims that Health will make 'no contribution 
to the College's capital investment fund over the forecast period'. It will just 
about break even in operational terms - but in the accounting decisions used for 
School budgeting, it will still be seen to be loss-making as it cannot contribute to 
building up the reserves needed for capital investment. The scale of cuts planned 
for health from 2014-15 to 2015-16 is £12m, more than the £11m planned for 
professional services and Arts and Sciences combined.  
 
- Has the College fully considered the specific role played by these schools 

in the composition of the institution as a whole?  
- Are senior management intending to reduce their structural role within 

the College? 
- Why is there no assessment of the impact of cuts on teaching and 

research? 
- Do members of Council consider these redundancies to be for the public 

benefit? 
 

The lack of confidence displayed by senior management in the current and future 
performance of the Health Schools is itself cause for a wider consultation. The 
lack of any assessment of the likely impact of the cuts on teaching and research is 
cause for alarm. No consultation should neglect a full cost-benefit and risk 
analysis of the changes being proposed. The disregard for academic issues in this 
particular consultation should also ring alarm bells.  
 
How does this tally with the challenge laid out in ‘Investing in Strength’, to 
demonstrate that ‘in the service of society’ is more than a marketing slogan, and 
has ‘real meaning’? 
 
There can be no pretence that the removal of significant numbers of academic 
staff from their posts, in a particularly harsh manner, adds anything positive to 
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the meaning of what it is to be ‘in the service of society’. Whatever its rhetorical 
aspirations relating to staff, students and the wider academy, senior 
management is pursuing a strategy that seeks to increase operating surpluses in 
order to compete with ‘rivals’. Hence the unwitting irony in senior management’s 
claim that this exercise ‘will be conducted in a manner that allows us to maintain 
our position as a world class university.’29  
 
Alternatives 
 
What are the alternatives? One is outlined in one of the College’s own forecasts. 
Rather than rush headlong in pursuit of a strategy that the College itself 
acknowledges to be ‘unsustainable’, the alternative would be consolidation, 
recognising that ‘improvements in performance will take longer to deliver than 
is needed to be competitive with the very best institutions’. 
  
This appears to be the reasonable approach: accept that the current capital and 
financial strategy needs revision in light of the changes to HE funding in 2012 
and the uncertainties surrounding the implications for HE from the upcoming 
general election. The current strategy, based on an aggressive pursuit of 
unrealistic financing targets, threatens to, 
 
- erode core academic functions 
- demoralize staff 
- alienate students 
- alter the function and damage the reputation of the College 

 
All this in the name of an ‘unsustainable’ financial strategy. Further, wider, more 
meaningful consultation is imperative. We would like the following proposals to 
form part of that: 
 
KCL UCU alternative proposals 
 

1. Base any consultations on a viable, integrated strategy updated from 
2006 conditions.  

2. Measure the consequences of pursuing unrealistic targets for an over-
ambitious £660m capital investment plan.  

3. Address the teaching and research needs of the College and recognize 
their contribution to the College’s standing in the HE sector. 

4. Acknowledge the specific role of the Health Schools within King’s and 
develop a bespoke plan for them beyond crude ‘efficiency savings’. 

5. Seek consolidation rather than speculation in a hostile environment: 
safeguard investment in teaching, research and administration as well as 
infrastructure. 

6. Consult with staff, students and the wider College community. Changes of 
this magnitude cannot be imposed without warning or rationale. 

                                                        
29 Health Schools consultation document. 


