
campaigning for fairer pay

New to industrial action? - Striking and ‘working to contract’ 

Have you never taken part in industrial action such as striking before? We’ve put together some basic info on the how 
and why of strike action.  

Why strike? 

The strike is just one tool available to unions, but it is a powerful one that is used as a last resort when negotiation 
falters. Strikes have been used through history to win changes to working conditions and pay. The Junior Doctors’ strike 
is a compelling contemporary example of how workers can bring issues to public attention, and win a return to 
negotiation. 

What difference will a two day strike make to the university? 

In withdrawing our labour, we remind the employer that they cannot meet their commitments to students unless they 
have a good relationship with us, the workers. The aim of this strike is to demonstrate unequivocally the will of the 
membership to be heard and respected. A strong, well-supported short strike will send a message to management that 
we feel strongly about the issues at stake; that they matter. This is why it is vital that all union members support the 
strike. 

While most strikes relate to pay and conditions, they are also a marker of relations between the employer and the 
workforce. In this strike, our demands are not only to catch up on pay lost to inflation, we are also calling attention to 
injustices in the workplace, including the gender pay gap – an average of £7,000 a year at Leeds – and the increasingly 
precarious nature of casualised work in the profession – a huge issue for many newer and younger staff and something 
that compromises the student experience. 

The strike is a very serious sanction and the union asks that every member observes the strike. Every member who 
does not observe the strike is directly undermining the union's bargaining power and making it harder for the union to 
protect all its members. 

What does striking involve? 

On the days UCU is on strike, as a union member you are expected to do no work, either at home, at work, or at an 
external venue. The union asks that you do not come into work, and that you do not reschedule your activities. The 
point of taking action is to cause disruption, in order to persuade the employers to return to negotiations. As 
professionals, we do not want the action to impact on students, but through effective industrial action we defend the 
interests of students and staff alike. UCU have produced a leaflet to explain the industrial action to students and the 
NUS supports our objectives. 

You do not have to tell the employer in advance that you intend to take part in the strike, but if asked afterwards, you 
should answer truthfully. 

On the days of the strike, the union will maintain a picket line – a visible presence of striking members of staff at the 
university entrances. Picket lines are peaceful and legal, and very important. They play a vital role in making the issues 
under dispute visible, and are an opportunity to communicate to the public and colleagues. A picket line is a barrier that 
we ask people not to pass, though we should never use anything more than polite persuasion.  

All effective industrial action may be a breach of your contract of employment, but the law protects workers from 
dismissal whilst taking part in lawful industrial action or at any time within 12 weeks of the start of the action. You 
should expect to have a day’s pay deducted as a result of your participation in a day of strike action. 
If you are not a member of the union, we invite you to respect the picket lines and not go into work, but if you are not a 
UCU member we will not be able to support you if the university decides to take disciplinary action against you. 
However, it is your general support that counts – if you take annual leave or work from home, this would be support. 
You can also join UCU up to the day of the strike or on the picket line and legally participate in the strike.  Remember, 
the union is fighting for everyone’s pay and conditions – and we are only as strong as our membership. 
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What does ‘working to contract’ involve? 

We start 'working to contract' on 25 May. This should mean you get to keep your evenings and weekends 
free from work, and do nothing for the University (including marking) over the long bank holiday weekend of 
28 to 31 May (the University is closed both 30 and 31 May, so no work should anyway be expected of 
colleagues). If this means that you cannot meet assessment deadlines, then so be it. The University 
functions on the free will of staff to meet pressurised deadlines by using up time they would ordinarily have 
to themselves and for family: working to contract is taking back that time and withholding good will. The 
University has agreed timescales for marking which include, for example, 20 minutes for marking an essay, 
quarter an hour for an exam question (local tariffs will apply) and you should calculate whether you are able 
to complete the assessment tasks expected of you in the contracted time that you are paid for.  

Log into the staff self-service pages, and you will see your actual or notional contacted hours. In the Self-
service tab, click on ‘work information’ then select ‘work profile’ then ‘personal work schedule’. These are the 
hours we argue you may work to contract. The University is likely to communicate something that contradicts 
this, so let us know if your local management is making demands that you are uncomfortable with. 

Working to contract also means that you no longer take on voluntary duties such as working on open days 
on weekends (unless your contract requires you to do so; academic members of staff are not so obliged). 
Where you have been asked to work on a weekend open day after the 25 May, you might politely decline 
citing the UCU work to contract, stating that you’d be happy to participate once the dispute has been 
resolved. 

What should I do now? 

If you have any more questions, please see the UCU FAQs on striking: https://www.ucu.org.uk/strikefaqs, 
see our local website: http://www.leedsucu.org.uk/pay-campaign-2015-16, or contact your local rep and/or 
any member of the Leeds University UCU committee. Our local web pages contain posters and leaflets for 
students to download and print. 

If you would like to find out more about plans for picketing on the days of the strike, please talk to us. Get in 
touch on ucu@leeds.ac.uk. Your active involvement really makes a difference. 
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