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Key themes and learning points: the two-minute summary 
 
 
Political and regulatory changes: The HE and FE sectors are facing change in the 
structure of regulators, continued financial pressure, and political events that are directly 
affecting the employment market. 
 
Organisations are built of roles: It’s not enough to announce a new strategy or new 
culture. You need to examine the roles in your organisation and make sure the design 
will deliver that new strategy. 
 
Performance and behaviours: You need the right roles in the top team, and the right 
people in those roles, but you also need clarity around performance, accountability and 
reward at all levels. Have you got policies and processes in place covering all these 
issues? 
 
Job satisfaction: A huge part of job satisfaction, motivation and performance comes 
from the nature of the work itself and from working relationships. Remuneration is 
important but is not enough on its own to deliver the levels of employee satisfaction and 
results that you need.  
 
Join up your data and information sources: Your ECC Online database includes 
flexible reporting tools that enable you to track market supplements, link roles to HESA 
codes or analyse patterns in the roles in your organisation. 
 
Competency frameworks (CFs) can unlock results: A CF can offer practical ways 
to deliver organisational performance, support culture change and link to learning and 
development. 
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Introduction 
 
The ECC Annual Conference 2016: Enhancing 
organisational performance through reward, was held 
on 24 November. 
 
Attended by 40 delegates from 26 members across 
the UK, plus representatives of partner organisations, 
the conference focused on building roles to achieve 
the organisation’s aims. 
 
Keynote speakers described how to ensure you have 
the right roles and competencies in place to deliver the organisation’s ambition and strategy, and 
practical workshops explored key issues: 
 

• From management information to management action 
• Linking performance and reward for senior staff 
• Using competency frameworks to deliver organisational performance  

 
Speakers’ presentations are available on the ECC website at 
http://www.ecc.ac.uk/events/annual-conference-archive/2015-2016-annual-conference/2016-
presentations/ 
 
And copies of workshop handouts are available in the ECC Members’ Area of our website at 
http://www.ecc.ac.uk/login/  
 
We have uploaded short video interviews with conference speakers to the website, so you can 
hear the key points first hand. The AGM also took place during the conference; the minutes are 
available in the Members Area of our website. 
 
We are very grateful to speakers, members and conference attendees for their positive and 
helpful input. The conference discussions and suggestions will be invaluable as we work to 
further improve and develop the work of the consortium in the coming months. 
 

 
Nicholas Johnston 
Chief Executive, ECC 
 
E: nicholas@ecc.ac.uk 
M: 0784 334 9404 

 @ecc_nicholas 
 
 
 
January 2017 
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Keynote: Building roles to achieve the organisation’s aims 
 
 
Professor Rama Thirunamachandran 
Vice-Chancellor and Principal 
Canterbury Christ Church University 
 
The brief to Professor Thirunamachandran was to share 
insights about ‘what keeps a VC awake at night’, and how 
getting the right roles in place can help to put an 
organisation on the road to success. 
 
In a lively and frank presentation, Rama first touched on 
some of the major ‘big picture’ issues facing the sector 
including recent unforeseen political change and continued 
uncertainty. He also discussed regulatory, financial and 
market changes which bring a range of unprecedented 
challenges to HE. 
 
For Rama, responding to such challenges has to start with the top team, and on joining 
Canterbury Christ Church University (CCCU) getting this right was an early priority. Not just 
making sure that the right roles and people are in place around that top table, but bringing 
clarity to the desired performance and outcomes. Rama also emphasised the importance of 
collective responsibilities and leading by example. Despite his disarmingly informal style and 
charm, delegates were left in no doubt that Professor Thirunamachandran had the tenacity and 
focus to have driven through a number of positive changes at CCCU. 
 
Rama’s presentation finished with a solid endorsement of the importance of role design, 
recruitment and reward. 
 
In answer to questions from delegates, Rama saw recruitment fluidity between HE and the 
private sector growing, but still with movement mainly within HE. He felt that professional 
finance and IT roles were more likely to be filled by private sector candidates although 
remuneration would be a barrier. He placed value on those who have some affinity with our 
sector or the public sector. 
 
Turning to developing top teams, Rama emphasised the importance of achieving collective buy-
in to organisational values, and bringing in independent facilitators and coaches where 
necessary. At CCCU he insists on all SMT members having a peer mentor and one in their 
professional area. 
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Keynote: The importance of role design in achieving your strategic 
aims 
 
 

 
Eira Hammond FCIPPdip 
Chair 
Chartered Institute of Payroll Professionals 
(CIPP) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Eira Hammond packed a huge amount of experience and learning into her Keynote, making clear 
links between the Payroll profession, HR and Finance. 
 
Payroll has a particular part to play in relation to reward strategy, and is one of the critical touch 
points between an organisation and an employee in a new or changed role. 
 
She emphasised the importance of clear and meaningful role design in the context of external 
and internal organisational influences, and moved on to discuss some of the key motivators of 
job satisfaction and performance, including achievement, recognition, the work itself, 
responsibility, advancement and growth. 
 
Eira concluded by summarising the learning points in relation to linking role design and achieving 
organisational strategy: take a wide view, take centralising and decentralising into account, 
understand that redesign is not always about new roles, and bear in mind that a role may seem 
right for the organisation but can you find the right person to fit it? 
 
Questions focused on equal pay reporting, and on where payroll tends to be located (with 
finance or HR). Eira observed that people are beginning to be concerned about equal pay 
reporting, and pointed out that there will be some organisations that may initially be viewed as 
‘unequal’ where the type of work itself will need more detailed examination before that 
judgement can be made. 
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Workshop 1: Management information to management action 
 
 
In a highly practical demonstration and discussion, ECC Consultants led delegates through some 
of the reporting and management information functions available within ECC Online, our flagship 
software product provided exclusively to members. 
 
Most of those attending had some awareness of ECC Online reports but most had been unaware 
of the flexibility and full potential that the system offers. For example, reports can be used to 
enable users to see patterns in roles, regrading requests or appeals. It is also very easy to report 
on the age of roles in particular areas, perhaps to assess whether there is a need to review 
these. 
 

 
Delegates welcomed the news that the ECC 
Competency Framework was being added 
to the system, along with a report 
producing a template person specification.  
 
Market supplements can be tracked 
through adding custom fields, and ‘roles 
per grade’ can be identified to do some 
outline modelling of the impact of changing 
grade boundaries. 
 
 

Custom fields also offer the potential to link HESA codes, tracking all stages of evaluations and 
outcomes, and FTEs for each role. 
 
Further ECC support 
 
ECC will be running further development sessions and webinars on reporting and ECC Online 
usage through the year ahead. Dates will be publicised shortly. 
 
Copies of handouts for this workshop are available in the ECC Members’ Area of our website at 
http://www.ecc.ac.uk/login/ 
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Workshop 2: Linking performance and reward for senior staff 
 
 
Types of roles and salary levels 
Participants discussed the types of roles typically exceeding the 51-point pay scale; these 
increasingly include professional service roles such as branding and marketing, complex IT, 
strategic finance and HR, and Chief Operating Officer roles (there seems to be no consistent 
definition of the COO role). 
 
Although the perception is that the private sector pays more for professional service roles, recent 
UCEA data shows HE salaries to be higher than XpertHR commercial data. 
 
 
Challenges for HR 
These include reconciling recruiting managers’ 
salary assumptions with fair, transparent and 
evidenced processes.  
 
Furthermore, externally recruited professors 
tend to be appointed at higher salaries than 
internal promotions into a professorial role.  
 
This is not helped by very few roles being 
submitted to Remuneration Committees, 
which undermines consistency. Recent ECC 
work with one HEI found a differential of 
£10k within 15 Heads of School, with no clear 
justification or audit trail. 
 
There also seems to be a reluctance to use quantitative measures to assess and reward 
professorial and academic performance, despite promotion mostly being based on quantitative 
considerations. Participants recognised the value of using a competencies approach for 
qualitative measures, ie. “how you’ve done it”. 
 
Some felt the sector is not good at dealing with ‘legacy issues’ where a previous role or 
performance has diminished but pay remains the same.  
 
 
Awards, bonuses and non-salary payments 
UCEA data shows that 97.5% of HEIs have a fixed pay programme, with only 2.5% operating 
variable pay; 70% of VCs have a fixed salary. 
 
Where they do exist, senior role bonus payments tend to lack transparency, whereas 
contribution pay for 51-point scale roles is transparent. From 2018, bonus payments will be 
included in gender pay reporting. Use of non-consolidated awards and bonuses varies, and these 
often respond to individual circumstance and performance rather than being tied to university-
wide performance. 
 
Potential compensation for recent legislative changes in pensions and taxation are also having an 
impact on senior pay and structures. Some HEIs are considering ways of helping senior staff 
avoid higher taxation such as allowing staff to withdraw from pension schemes and paying them 
an additional sum equivalent to the employer’s pension contribution. Another option mentioned 
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was to cap salary below the threshold of high taxation and pay a non-pensionable allowance to 
‘make up’ the salary. 
 
It was felt that a number of organisations in the sector do not yet have clear and coherent 
policies addressing all these issues for all senior roles. 
 
Further ECC support 
 
Early in 2017 we will launch our Senior Pay & Reward Solutions service, a focused consultancy 
service to help you address these and other issues. Look out for more information on this 
shortly. 
 
Copies of handouts for this workshop are available in the ECC Members’ Area of our website at 
http://www.ecc.ac.uk/login/ 
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Workshop 3: Using competency frameworks to deliver 
organisational performance 
 
Drivers for change  

1. Top Team demand – This is often when the senior team wants to improve performance 
at organisational, leadership and team level. This can be triggered by a key person e.g. a 
new CEO or a newly appointed senior team. For example, Canterbury Christ Church 
University introduced a competency framework (CF) for the leadership team. 

2. Focus on values and 
behaviours – Organisations 
want to clearly identify the 
values and behaviours which 
underpin increased 
performance.  CFs can 
provide a successful way of 
supporting employees, line 
managers and the 
organisation in this. 
Participants discussed how 
easy it is to confuse the two 
concepts of values and behaviours. Some felt that these should be kept separate and CFs 
should concentrate on behaviours. Others feel a blended approach works well and use 
both, for example University of East London and Heriot-Watt University.  

3. Reward and Retention – It is increasingly difficult to use salary as an incentive due to 
pressure on resources, so we need to use other ways such as enabling time and space 
for people to learn, fostering development within roles, creating incentives etc. The 'real 
deal' is how to increase organisational performance, engage people and give them the 
opportunity to develop. 

4. Economic and political drivers – The public sector and HEIs are expected to squeeze 
more out of the same resources therefore organisations have to be more agile and 
creative in their approach. 

5. Students’ expectations – These are higher than ever, and students want more for their 
fees and more value from their overall experience. 

 
Tackling culture change 

1. Sustainability is fundamental to successful change and identifying clear skills and 
behaviours is necessary to support change. 

2. Some stakeholders can be averse to using the term of competencies, particularly Trade 
Unions. So it can be appropriate to use alternative terminology to introduce behavioural 
change. University of East London are introducing a light touch online appraisal system 
which uses a blended approach (both values and behaviours) to setting objectives and 
providing development opportunities. Managers score individuals, and initial feedback is 
very positive from both managers and unions. 
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3. Social media platforms and technology are increasingly being used to support change. 
Examples shared included use of clicking a ‘thumbs up' when introducing new ideas and 
communicating with employees using Facebook for Businesses.  

4. CFs are useful in driving many HR processes including online appraisals, resourcing and 
development processes rather than paper systems. 

5. A challenge for HERA is that it is still seen by some as more appropriate for support staff 
than academics. We may need to address this misperception to change culture. 

6. Buckinghamshire New University uses a generic framework with different levels of 
behaviours. This is based on their top six HERA competencies plus other competencies 
and four values (Clarity, Open, Respect and Commitment). This works well and is a good 
practical example of using the HERA Competency Framework as part of the reward 
strategy. 

7. The University of the West of England uses staff awards clearly linked to strategy as a 
method of increasing Staff Engagement levels. Incentives include a formal dinner, a 
thank you card and free coffee vouchers. This has already started to have a positive 
effect on Employee Engagement Survey outputs. 

 
Implementation ideas 

1. Use focus groups to ensure the CF fits the culture. Ensure it is cross-functional, covering 
all levels and academics and support staff, where possible. 

2. It is important to agree how you will introduce a framework. Use particular groups as 
pilots, e.g. a functional or senior leadership group, and then roll out to other groups. An 
alternative is to go for the 'Big Bang' approach across the whole organisation. 

3. A good CF provides a set of behaviours necessary for supporting organisational 
performance. This can support all HR processes including job descriptions, recruitment, 
learning and development, and career management. 

4. Use social media to engage groups, particularly younger demographics and ‘digital savvy’ 
colleagues. 

5. CF implementation is an excellent way of embedding behaviours and values. Managers 
can use examples of behaviours including contra-indicators to support them in leading 
and managing teams and individuals.  

6. Manchester Metropolitan University has used the HERA Competency Framework to 
provide a career progression tool for technical functions. 
 

Benefits of using competency frameworks  
1. Competencies provide a developmental tool for helping staff in terms of career 

progression and performance, answering the question 'How do we help staff achieve 
outstanding performance?'. 

2. A CF should be linked to the strategy, and provide a 'line of sight' for individuals, teams 
and functions. It provides a common language which can potentially be used across an 
organisation’s home location and campuses worldwide, as Heriot-Watt University have 
done. 

3. Learning and development can be concentrated on particular competencies such as 
networking which is increasingly required in the University sector. 
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4. Use the CF to inform job descriptions and person specifications. It is a robust tool 
providing a consistent and transparent way of measuring inputs and provides a common 
language for line managers to use in reviews and when managing progression 
expectations. 

5. A CF provides a consistent basis of approach over time, and can be embedded into HR 
processes – Heriot Watt University provided excellent examples.  

6. Retention – CFs support the organisation in retaining talent. 
7. ECC Online with the inbuilt CF saves time, as the software provides a simple and robust 

way of measuring role size and speeds up the process of identifying the most appropriate 
competencies for the role. Managers can compare similar roles across different functions. 

8. Benchmarking can be used using ECC-supported networks and Jiscmail. 
9. CFs offer a good way of supporting organisations when restructuring functions. 

 

Further ECC support 
 
Your ECC Consultant will be happy to discuss competency frameworks in more detail. Contact 
them direct or via contactus@ecc.ac.uk  
 
Copies of handouts for this workshop are available in the ECC Members’ Area of our website at 
http://www.ecc.ac.uk/login/ and include: 

• Prompt sheet offering guidance on how CF can be used to deliver organisational 
performance  

• Some useful general templates and sample elements  
• A summary of the benefits of using CFs  
• Great examples of how the new HERA software can provide simple and practical support 

to HR and line managers in a variety of ways particularly in relation to standardising role 
descriptions, supporting recruitment managers, providing consistency, organisation charts 
etc. 

 


