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1 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

1.1 Background  
The higher education sector is facing multiple pressures to improve outcomes for students, increase 
satisfaction and drive increased productivity at a time when funding is becoming more constrained 
and increased cost pressures are arising e.g. in the form of increased pension costs. These factors 
are leading a growing number of institutions to enhance or implement a workload planning process. 
 
In the higher education sector workload planning is a process that results in a jointly agreed plan of 
work for each academic member of staff for the year ahead. It enables academic effort to be 
targeted on the priority areas to support the strategic goals of the institution, but also to support 
staff development and career progression.  
  
This guide follows on from the TRAC Development Group (TDG) sponsored review of workload 
planning published in 20111 which identified good practice to assist institutions in implementing 
workload planning. The Transparent Approach to Costing (TRAC) is an activity-based costing system 
that is operated by many UK higher education institutions that receive public funding from UK higher 
education funding bodies or from UK Research and Innovation/research councils for teaching or 
research. A component of the Transparent Approach to Costing (TRAC) system requires information 
on the allocation of academic staff time and subject to various TRAC requirements being fulfilled 
workload planning is a system that can used in the TRAC process.   
 
The purpose of this guide is to provide further guidance on how workload planning is being 
implemented and used by institutions in the TRAC system as an alternative to other time allocation 
methods used for TRAC. It brings together the experiences of institutions across the sector, including 
research-intensive institutions, through three detailed case studies and a survey of the wider sector. 
 
It is clear that there is not a ‘one size fits all’ approach to workload planning. Factors such as the mix 
of teaching versus research in the institution, the current localised models used to manage 
workloads, and the cultural attitude within each institution to measuring academics’ time all need to 
be understood in designing the approach to workload planning. This guide identifies good practice 
across the sector and outlines how the TRAC guidance has been changed to address some of the 
issues that were identified during this study.   
 
The guide contains three case studies including both post-92 and research-intensive institutions, and 
these are used throughout to highlight issues faced by individual institutions and areas of good 
practice. The three case studies are also included as complete narratives in Appendix 1 of this guide. 
 
Whether you are a senior manager, an academic, a planner or a member of the finance team, this 
guide will help you to:  

• Understand what you want to achieve from workload planning 
• Identify the best approach for your institution 
• Get the most out of your workload planning data 
• Implement workload planning effectively across your institution. 

 

                                                            
1 MIP - Fulfilling student expectations through effective workload planning 
www.trac.ac.uk/publications/page/2/  

http://www.trac.ac.uk/publications/page/2/
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1.2 The status of workload planning across the sector 
A survey was undertaken at the start of the project in the second half of 2017 to assess different 
aspects of workload planning. Based on responses from 44 institutions this found that: 

• 86% of institutions have a workload planning model while implementation of workload 
planning is still on-going in 14% of institutions. 

• A significant proportion of the institutions had not implemented a single workload planning 
model, with instead different models operating across departments/faculties. 

• Equitable workload management was stated as the most important reason for implementing 
workload planning. 

• The biggest issue facing institutions was the lack of a fully standardised system across the 
organisation. 

• The majority of the institutions are operating an in-house solution, rather than an off-the-
shelf software package for workload planning. 

• 48% of institutions are currently using workload planning data in the preparation of the 
TRAC returns. This is an opportunity, as workload planning data can replace the current time 
allocation process used for TRAC, offering an efficiency gain. 

• The majority of institutions do not have a dedicated member of staff to administer workload 
planning. 

• Senior sponsorship is most commonly provided by the Deputy Vice Chancellor (DVC), Pro 
Vice Chancellor (PVC) or Human Resources Director. 
 

Further details of the survey undertaken are provided in Chapter 4. 
 

1.3 Implementing workload planning 
A number of key areas were identified that will need to be considered by all institutions planning to 
implement or refine their workload planning process, for successful implementation: 
 

• Communication – It is crucial that the communications to academic staff are correctly 
managed during the implementation of workload planning, specifically the purpose of the 
project and the benefits to academic staff and the institution as a whole. 

• Senior sponsor – A strong senior sponsor has been shown to make a significant difference to 
levels of engagement with the implementation of workload planning. 

• Agreeing a framework for workload planning – The development of a framework for 
workload planning can take years, but consulting the correct stakeholders at the outset can 
shorten this time period and enable the transition from planning to a live project without 
further barriers. 

• Software issues – Choosing the correct software solution for the institution should be driven 
by the institution’s proposed use of workload planning and the policies/tariffs developed, 
rather than retrofitting an incompatible system to match the institution’s policies.  

• Governance and project management – A strong governance arrangement that engages 
both the centre and the individual faculties will strengthen the process. 

• Resourcing of the administration of workload planning – Deciding where the resource 
should be located in the institution structure and the number of staff required is important. 
Under-resourcing the team or locating it in the wrong place could have a detrimental effect 
on the implementation process. 

 
The key findings from the previous study remain relevant, as evidenced in the latest survey and the 
information gathered during the three visits to institutions. The fundamental principles of workload 
planning have remained unchanged. The technical dimensions of workload planning remain largely 
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similar to the previous study, although the information technology (IT) platforms have been 
developed further over this period. 
 
Recording research activities accurately (or consistent with activity definitions) was identified as a 
significant concern in the previous study, but during this study enquiries were made with several 
institutions, including one research-intensive institution, and they felt that recording research 
activity and the relevant sponsor categories were now less of an issue. Having data to better 
understand staff resource inputs to research funded by different sponsors enables institutional 
decision-makers to have a more informed view of the balance of funding that is desired from 
different research sponsors.  
 
The issues to address in implementing workload planning successfully were identified in the previous 
study as including staff resistance, the time and resource required, senior management support, 
union acceptance, and flexibility of the workload planning model. These remain relevant now. 
Chapter 7 details the issues and good practice associated with planning a successful implementation. 
 
In order to develop a successful workload planning model for TRAC, each institution needs to make 
some key decisions about policy and systems. These include: 

• Currency used in the workload planning model – A decision must be made about whether 
time is recorded as hours or units, as a proxy for time in the workload plans. Furthermore, 
decisions need to be made on how much time is allocated to an activity and how this is 
calculated.  

• General categories of activity and departmental discretion – Each model that was discussed 
in detail for this guide has an element of departmental discretion built-in, in terms of the 
categories of activity against which time or effort is recorded. This has been identified as 
being a critical factor in gaining buy-in from academics as it allows them the freedom to 
manage their individual department whilst conforming to a central model. 

• Data input – Data will be required from a number of data sources. Institutions should decide 
where this comes from and how the workload planning system interacts with other IT 
platforms. Institutions reported this as an important issue. 

• IT platform – There is a range of practice for recording workload plans across the sector, 
from spreadsheet models and in-house developed software, to off-the-shelf solutions. There 
are benefits and issues associated with each of these options. For example, an in-house 
solution could be more flexible, but an off-the-shelf solution may be quicker to implement.  

Chapter 5 of this guide explains these points in more detail. 
 

1.4 Workload planning and compliance with TRAC requirements 
Use of workload planning data for TRAC is growing in popularity. In 2011 only 13% of survey 
respondents were using workload planning in their TRAC process. By late 2017 this had risen to 48% 
of surveyed institutions.   
 
The TRAC guidance recognises workload planning models as a valid method for obtaining data on 
the use of academic staff time. TDG undertook a review of time allocation methods in 20112, in 
which workload planning was widely reported to provide more accurate results than other time 
allocation methods. This was largely due to the fact that workload planning is a jointly agreed plan of 
intended work that is subsequently updated to reflect the actual work undertaken. In this latest 

                                                            
2 www.trac.ac.uk/publications/review-of-time-allocation-methods/  

http://www.trac.ac.uk/publications/review-of-time-allocation-methods/
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study institutions continued to find greater satisfaction with the accuracy and reliability of workload 
planning data, compared to academic staff time survey data. 
 
The TRAC guidance identifies that if an institution has been eligible for and taken dispensation from 
certain TRAC requirements this can reduce the number of TRAC requirements that have to be 
observed when using workload planning data in TRAC. 
 
A frequently cited frustration was the requirement for obtaining approval of the workload plans 
from individual academic staff members both at the start and end of the academic year. This data is 
very important where workload planning data is used to inform TRAC, and it is key to meet TRAC 
requirements to maintain the acceptance and buy-in of government departments and the Office for 
Students (OfS) and the UK funding councils. The TRAC requirements in version 2.4 of the TRAC 
guidance3 have however been revised to provide greater flexibility over the timing of these 
approvals.  
 
It was found that the requirement to obtain approval from academic staff was administratively 
burdensome. It is however the case that using workload planning enables any other academic staff 
time survey process to be discontinued and the requirement for only two approvals per year from 
academic staff is less than the three that are often required under other time allocation processes 
needed for TRAC. A further example was given whereby the actual wording of the approval that is 
sought can be a sensitive matter if not communicated correctly. 
 
Some key steps to incorporate into the workload planning process when the data is to be used in 
TRAC include: 

• Having an individual with clear responsibility for oversight of the workload planning process. 
• Using technology to enable reminders to be issued to academic staff in order to obtain the 

necessary sign-off of the workload plans at the start and end of the academic year. 
• Including activity categories that record work allocations by the different research sponsor 

types used in TRAC. For other activities it is allowable to use the institution’s own activity 
categories providing that there is a clear mapping of these to the TRAC activity categories. 

• Having strong processes for the review of the workload planning data to assess it for 
reasonableness, once collated for each academic area. 

 
The study found some cases where institutions are either only having the Head of Department 
approve the individual Workload Plans, and/or where workload planning data that has not been 
approved by individual academic staff has been used in TRAC models. Both of these practices are not 
compliant with the TRAC requirements for using a workload planning approach in TRAC. 
 
Institutions reported a variety of practice around the categorisation of time spent on research 
activities: 

• Use of their own categories of time, which were mapped to the TRAC categories by 
aggregating them up to a higher level. 

• Use of categories from a separate source, such as the finance system or a projects system, 
which recorded the hours and the research sponsor category at the point at which the 
research project is confirmed and the details are added to the finance/projects system. 

 
All of the Institutions visited for this study indicated that they do not allocate teaching hours 
separately to publicly funded and non-publicly funded categories in the workload planning system. 

                                                            
3 TRAC Guidance – The Transparent Approach to Costing for UK higher education institutions Version 2.4, 
published July 2019 www.trac.ac.uk/tracguidance/ 
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They manually split these teaching hours (in a spreadsheet) using the mix of Home/European Union 
(EU) and non-EU students at the end of each year, before submission to TRAC.  
 
Further details of the TRAC requirements for workload planning and examples of good practice in 
fulfilling these are provided in Chapter 6 of this guide. 
 

1.5 Top tips for workload planning 
The key learning points and good practice identified from the study have been condensed into the 
following ‘top tips’ for institutions to consider as they progress projects to implement or enhance 
their approach to workload planning: 
 
Top tips for implementing or re-developing workload planning 

• Agree the principles for the workload planning process at the outset and ensure they are 
reflected throughout all phases of development. 

• Have a strong senior sponsor as this has been shown to make a significant difference to 
levels of engagement with the implementation of workload planning. 

• Have strong governance arrangements that engage both the centre and the individual 
academic departments as this will strengthen the process. 

• Identify the benefits sought from workload planning at the beginning and communicate 
these to all stakeholders. 

• Resource the implementation and ongoing administration of workload planning 
appropriately. 

• Agree the technical dimensions of the workload planning process with key stakeholders to 
facilitate implementation. 

• Consider the automation of feeder systems (i.e. timetabling, research ledgers etc.) into the 
workload planning model as a phase two project, to prevent slowing the initial 
implementation of workload planning. 

 
Top tips for enabling workload planning data to be used in TRAC 

• Ensure that the workload model counts all staff time and not just teaching activity. Also have 
a reasonably consistent maximum total of time / units. 

• Ensure that all academic staff participate in the workload planning process. 
• Aim for broad consistency, or justified differences, in any standard tariffs used. 
• Ensure there is a clear mapping of activity categories in workload plans to the TRAC 

categories. 
• Ensure there is written guidance on the workload planning process; 
• Retain evidence of the authorisation of the workload plan at the start and end of the year by 

individual members of academic staff. 
• Capture data in the workload plans by research sponsor type. This is useful management 

information as well as being a requirement for TRAC. 
• Carry out periodic audits of the workload planning system. 
• Undertake reasonableness checking on the workload planning results and provide evidence 

(as you should do for time allocation data in TRAC). 
• Link governance of the workload planning process across the whole organisation with the 

governance process for TRAC. 
• A single workload planning approach is not needed for the whole institution, but there 

needs to be some commonality such that results can be aggregated. 
• Develop an appropriate method for aggregating the workload planning results. 

  



 

8 

2 INTRODUCTION 
 

This chapter describes the background to the project and details the approach adopted. It 
provides an outline of what workload planning is and describes how the guidance can help 
institutions. 

2.1 Background 
A management information project was undertaken on workload planning and the results published 
in 20114. At that time most institutions were at a developmental stage with their workload planning 
processes and the management information project was tailored to the needs of institutions 
implementing or designing their workload planning process.   
 
TDG had received feedback that many more institutions have or are in the process of refining their 
approach to workload planning and therefore this study has been undertaken to provide further 
good practice guidance on developing workload planning processes and using workload planning 
data in TRAC models.  
 
The approach to this study included: 
 

• Desk-based research to understand the current thinking around workload planning and the 
software on the market to administer workload plans; 
 

• Issuing a survey to the sector to gather the views of institutions on workload planning; 
 

• Visiting three institutions to discuss the issues around workload planning and develop 
detailed case studies; and 
 

• Meeting with providers of workload planning software for institutions. 
 
This guide aims to support an institution implementing an institution-wide model to provide 
enhanced management information at the institution level. In addition the guide considers the key 
parameters that a model will require to be compliant with TRAC guidance and therefore able to 
directly inform the institution’s TRAC return. This guide does not however form part of the TRAC 
guidance.  
 

2.2 What is workload planning? 
Workload planning is a structured process that enables academic managers to jointly agree the 
workload of individual academic staff members. The common aim of workload planning is to achieve 
an ‘equitable and transparent spread of workloads across academic staff’. The use of workload 
planning information will vary by institution, but the main examples are: 
 

• To inform resource allocation; 
• To support career development; 
• To provide information on the use of resources in academic departments, which in turn can 

support efficient and effective delivery of the strategic objectives;  
• To provide reliable data for the Performance and Development Review (PDR) process; 
• To replace the Time Allocation Survey process for use in TRAC; and 
• To inform course costing. 

                                                            
4 Fulfilling student expectations through effective workload planning www.trac.ac.uk/publications/page/2/ 
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The ability to understand the workload of academic staff should be a critical management tool in 
being able to manage resources, meet student, staff and institutional expectations, which in-turn 
contribute positively to financial sustainability. It is also an essential precursor to prioritising 
resources efficiently and to making effective decisions.  
 
The previous Management Information Project (2011) identified that whilst many institutions had 
locally generated workload planning models, very few have had consistent institution-wide workload 
models that could be used to inform TRAC returns or institution-wide decisions around resource 
deployment and utilisation. This has changed in recent years as many institutions have recognised 
the benefits of an institution-wide workload planning system, many of whom are in the process of 
implementing a common model. A survey undertaken showed that 73% had a single workload 
planning model across the whole institution or different models within the institution but which 
conform to a standard framework or set of principles. 
 
 
2.3 How this guide can help you  
This guide brings together the experience of institutions across the higher education sector in 
developing and implementing approaches to workload planning and using this in TRAC in place of 
other methods for allocating staff resource for activities. The guide provides useful reference for a 
range of individuals within higher education institutions, including, senior leaders, academic staff, 
planners and members of the finance team. It will help you:  

• To understand what you want to achieve from workload planning;  
• To identify the best approach for your institution; 
• To get the most out of your workload planning data; and  
• To implement workload planning effectively across the institution.  

 
There is no ‘one size fits all’ approach to workload planning. Visits to three institutions found that a 
number of different approaches have been adopted to achieve TRAC-compliant workload planning 
models, including input or output models, and hours based or units based models. Institutions will 
first need to decide what they want to achieve through workload planning. This will then inform the 
level of detail included, methods of input, annual update process and links to other processes. 
 
It is anticipated that institutions will be able to learn from the experiences of others and build on 
their success in further developing the workload planning process. 
  

2.4 Structure of this guide  
This guide is designed to be used by a wide range of users, from complete beginners to seasoned 
TRAC and planning professionals. The guide can be read as a whole or as standalone chapters, based 
on the chapter that is of interest. The guide is made up of the following chapters: 
 

1. Executive Summary 
2. Introduction 
3. Key findings from the workload planning study published in 2011 
4. Understanding workload planning 
5. Technical considerations in workload planning 
6. Workload planning compliance with TRAC requirements 
7. Implementation of workload planning 
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The guide includes three appendices: the case studies, the detailed workload planning survey results 
and the survey questions. 

 
These real life case studies are provided in full in the appendix, 
but interesting examples have also been picked out from the 

case studies throughout the guide and 
used to highlight the different methods 
for approaching aspects of workload 
planning, to enable institutions to choose a model or mix of models that will 
best suit them. Some “Top tips” are also included throughout the guide. 
 

 
 

2.5 Acknowledgements 
This guide would not have been possible without the insight and involvement from the individuals 
who volunteered to be part of the case studies. TDG would like to express gratitude to those 
institutions and their representatives, who have given so generously of their time, skills and 
experience to contribute to the preparation of this guide.  
 
  

Extracts from the case studies in 
Appendix 1 are contained within 
green boxes throughout the 
guide. Top tip 

 
‘Top tips’ 

look like this. 
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3 KEY FINDINGS FROM THE WORKLOAD PLANNING STUDY PUBLISHED IN 
2011 
 

The review has identified that the Management Information Project published in 2011 on 
workload planning remains highly relevant. This chapter details the key findings from the 
Workload Planning Project and describes the changes over the intervening eight year period. It 
provides a useful reminder of the key issues to observe in reviewing your workload planning 
model. This chapter is particularly relevant to senior leaders within institutions and those 
responsible for designing and implementing workload planning processes. 

3.1 The underpinning principles of workload planning 
The previous workload planning study published in 2011 highlighted the need to develop a workload 
planning model with core principles in mind. These principles were identified as equity, transparency 
and consultation and were originally suggested by Professor Peter Barrett and Dr Lucinda Barrett, 
University of Salford, and discussed in their report ‘The 
Management of Academic Workloads: Summary Report 
2007’5 
 
The survey and the case study meetings undertaken as 
part of this study reinforced these principles as remaining 
core to the development of workload planning. For 
example, 39 institutions selected “Identify under and 
over-utilised staff to allow equitable workload 
management” as a key driver for the implementation of 
workload planning. Transparency of workload planning 
was also raised as a driver for implementation, both in 
the survey and during discussions with institutions. 
Consultation remains key to successful implementation 
and ongoing completion of workload planning, 
particularly with academic staff, as shown in the survey, 
with 36 of the 44 institutions consulting heads of 
academic departments. 

3.2 Approaches to workload planning – the 
technical dimension  
The guide published in 2011 identified a number of 
critical decisions that are required to develop an 
institution-wide workload model. These decisions included:  
 

• Currency – How a unit of activity is recorded, e.g. hours or units; 
• Activities – the type of activities and level of detail to be recorded within the model; 
• Input or output methodology – whether activity is measured from inputs such as identifying 

hours to deliver courses or outputs such as assigning a weighting to certain output activities;  
• The level of detail involved; 

                                                            
5 P. Barrett and L. Barrett, The Management of Academic Workloads: Summary Report (Leadership Foundation for Higher 
Education Research and Development series), 2007, ISBN 0-9553788-2-6 available from 
www.lfhe.ac.uk/en/utilities/document-summary.cfm/docid/AFE2E49C-23CD-4D92-9AAD9EFD182D6A9C   (Accessed 27 
August 2019.)  

Six reasons why you should adopt 
workload planning 
 
1. Equitable and transparent 

allocation of workloads. 

2. Avoid the need for existing 
onerous Time Allocation Schedule 
requirements (if implemented in a 
way which is also TRAC-compliant) 

3. Support annual appraisal process 

4. Support Equality agenda 

5. Tool to manage undue stress –
uphold work-life balance 

6. Robust data for funding bodies 

7. Support and validate Key 
  

https://www.lfhe.ac.uk/en/utilities/document-summary.cfm/docid/AFE2E49C-23CD-4D92-9AAD9EFD182D6A9C
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• TRAC compliance – is the institution planning to use workload planning data for TRAC? 
• Hierarchy framework – building the framework from bottom up e.g. module – department – 

school – Institution; 
• IT inputs – including human resources (HR) data, student records, programme data, research 

data; and 
• IT platform e.g. excel, web-based. 

 
All of these decisions remain valid in 2019 (Chapter 5 – Technical considerations of workload 
planning provides further details of the most recent findings). 
 

3.3 Workload planning – recording research activities  
The previous workload planning study identified that recording time spent undertaking research 
activity was an area that needed development and none of the institutions with TRAC compliant 
workload models were then considered to be research-intensive. In particular more research-
intensive institutions had difficulty in formalising the number of ‘managed hours’ as required for 
TRAC. 
 
During the development of the case studies for this guide, engagement took place with a number of 
institutions including research-intensive institutions. It was their view that these issues had now 
been resolved, firstly by agreeing a set number of hours for this purpose only, despite this not being 
contractually mandated; and secondly by recording the hours in the workload plans for successful 
research bids, as submitted in proposals to the relevant research funding body. 
 
 
3.4 Approaches to workload planning – implementation and project management  
The previous workload planning study stated that designing an academic workload model was 
relatively straightforward compared to implementation, which was where difficulties were 
commonly encountered. The study identified difficulties in obtaining full engagement across often 
large and diverse institutions, which was particularly the case if the model was to be sufficiently 
common across departments to enable TRAC data to be derived directly from it and hence eliminate 
the need for a separate time allocation survey (TAS). Senior management ‘buy-in’ to the project was 
also identified as crucial. These difficulties should not however deter institutions from taking this 
development forward as the benefits from implementation are significant.  
 
The process of developing this guide has confirmed that the same implementation issues identified 
above continue to exist. Therefore examples of issues and good practice for implementing a 
workload planning system are detailed further in Chapter 7. 
 
 
3.5 Summary  
The key findings from the previous study remain relevant as evidenced in the survey undertaken and 
the information gathered during the three case-study visits to institutions. The fundamental 
principles of workload planning have remained unchanged and Chapter 4 provides a full description 
of these. The technical dimensions of workload planning remain largely similar to the previous study, 
although the IT platforms have been developed further over this period. Chapter 5 provides further 
details of technical considerations when implementing workload planning.  
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TRAC compliance has become a more important consideration in the design of workload planning 
models, as more institutions seek to use workload planning for TRAC. The requirements of the TRAC 
guidance, including good practice examples are provided in Chapter 6 of the guide.   
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4 UNDERSTANDING WORKLOAD PLANNING 

4.1 Principles of workload planning models  
The principles of workload planning were introducing in Chapter 3. These three principles are further 
explained as follows:   
 
1) Equity  This means: 

• It includes ALL academic teaching and research staff. 
• It provide a neutral framework with the ability to adopt local variable 

factors. 
• It includes ALL activities. 

 
2) Transparency  This means: 

• The workload planning model is clearly understandable. 
• The workload planning model is consistently applied.  
• The workload planning model enables appropriate ‘visibility’ of staff 

activities.  
 

3) Consultation Meaning that workload planning is an ongoing process that is open to 
development and improvement. 

 
Institutions should understand the uses and benefits of the model, which are far reaching across the 
whole institution, Heads of Departments, individual academics, students and external funding 
bodies, and this latest review confirmed their continued relevance. The benefits should be clearly 
articulated to academic staff to enable greater support and buy-in to the process. However the 
number of interested parties (‘stakeholders’) also brings with it a number of obstacles to the 
implementation. 
 

4.2 The survey process and findings 
A survey was issued in July 2017 to over 360 TRAC practitioners, Directors of Finance, Deputy 
Directors of Finance and associated contacts at 163 institutions, resulting in 44 responses (27%). The 
44 institutions included 23 of the more research-intensive institutions and 1 specialist institution. 
The purpose of the survey was to get an overview of the current state of workload planning in 
institutions, and to understand the sector’s views on workload planning.  

Key themes of the survey included: 

• Current use of workload planning models; 

• Implementation and consistency of use; 

• Key drivers and post-implementation issues; 

• Software platforms used to manage workload planning; 

This chapter of the guide provides an understanding of workload planning, including the 
principles, the benefits and the challenges of implementing a workload planning process. It 
also details the results from a survey carried out as part of this study. This chapter is 
particularly relevant to senior leaders within institutions and those responsible for designing 
and implementing workload planning models. 
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• Workload planning as a replacement for time allocation processes; 

• Resource to support and manage plans/models; and, 

• Senior management engagement. 

The survey is summarised in the section below and full results are included in Appendix 2 of this 
guide. 
 
The survey shows that 86% of institutions have a workload planning model and implementation of 
workload planning is still on-going, as evidenced by the differing time periods that the participants 
have operated a workload planning system and the participants who are yet to implement workload 
planning (see Figure 1).  
 
4.2.1 Overview of workload planning 
 
Figure 1 – Survey results: Years since implementation of workload planning 

 
 
The survey shows that a significant proportion of institutions had managed to engage the whole of 
the institution; however, the majority had different models operating across the institution, but 
operating under a standard framework or principle. 
 
Figure 2 details the type of workload planning model that institutions have implemented.    

Less than 1 year
16%

Between 2 and 3 
years
14%

Between 3 and 5 
years
18%

More than 5 years
38%

Does not currently 
operate a workload 

model
14%
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Figure 2 – Survey results: Single model of workload planning versus different models  
  

 
 
The key drivers for implementing a workload planning model were related to resource management 
(89%), and included: 

• To identify under and over-utilised staff to allow more equitable workload management 
(39%); 

• To inform resource allocation (26%); and 

• To provide information on the efficiency and effectiveness of use of resources in academic 
departments – (24%). 
 

The key issues that those institutions responding to the study were facing with workload planning 
included: 

• No fully standardised workload planning model in place across the institution; 

• Agreement of the categories under which data should be captured in the workload planning 
process; 

• Staff resistance to measuring activities; 

• Devolved management of the workload planning model to faculties/departments which 
reduces the consistency of workload planning models across the institution. This affects the 
comparability of workload and the management information that can be obtained; and 

• Insufficient senior oversight, and central management of the workload planning process. 

The survey respondents identified the following areas that they wished to improve in their current 
workload planning process: 
 

• Identification and allocation of research hours within workload plans; 

• Increased standardisation of workload planning processes across the institution, whilst 
allowing sufficient academic department autonomy to enable engagement; 

• Improved resourcing for the administration of workload planning; 

• Use of workload planning to complete TRAC; and 

• Defining and/or refining a materiality threshold for use in workload planning. 
 

Single Model 
37%

Different models that 
conform to a standard 
framework/principles 

36%

Different models that 
are designed by 

individual academic 
areas and not governed 

by a standard 
framework / principles 

27%
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4.2.2 Software and IT systems in use  

The majority of the institutions that responded to the survey were operating an ‘in-house’ 
(developed) IT solution, rather than an off-the-shelf software package. This was partly due to a lack 
of suppliers in the market and partly due to the complex and varied nature of the models operated. 
This lack of standardisation across and within institutions can require some time to tailor off-the-
shelf software to accommodate the varying requirements of the sector. Chapter 5 of the guide 
includes details of the current systems available on the market, specifically highlighting the benefits 
and issues faced with in-house and off-the-shelf solutions.  
 
4.2.3 Communication and engagement  

HR and academic Head of Department were the most frequently consulted members of staff in the 
institution when implementing a workload planning process, followed by the Union representative 
and finance. The majority of respondents do not have a dedicated member of staff to operate 
workload planning, but subsequent engagement identified that resource is needed to support the 
implementation of workload planning if implementation timescales are to be kept reasonable.  
 
Senior sponsorship was identified as most often by the Deputy Vice Chancellor (DVC), Pro-Vice 
Chancellor (PVC) or Human Resource senior lead. Chapter 7 provides more information on senior 
sponsorship and resource for the implementation of workload planning. 
 
 

4.3 Benefits from implementing workload planning 
Institutions were consistent in reporting that the workload planning process gave them valuable or 
more refined data that was not previously have available. Being clear about the benefits is important 
to be able to clearly communicate the reasons for developing workload planning processes within 
institutions. Institutions identified the following benefits from implementing a workload planning 
process:  

 
• Promotes transparency and fairness, by enabling an equitable and transparent spread of 

workload between academic staff; 
 

• Provides an evidence base to support business cases for additional posts, where required; 
 

• Allows planning of academic staff time which is key to achieving strategies for education, 
research, impact, innovation and staff development; 
 

• Ensures that, for research-intensive institutions, staff with a contractual commitment to 
research are given time and opportunity to develop and publish their research; 
 

• Assists the institutions to address their responsibility to manage the health and wellbeing of 
their staff, particularly with regard to work-life balance; 
 

• Supports the institution in meeting its equality and diversity commitments, including the 
completion of Athena SWAN6; 

                                                            
6 Advance HE’s Athena SWAN Charter was established in 2005 to encourage and recognise commitment to 
advancing the careers of women in science, technology, engineering, maths and medicine (STEMM) 
employment in higher education and research. 
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• Provides a basis for costing the delivery of taught modules; 
 

• Informs TRAC, and is capable of replacing the academic staff time allocation returns that are 
completed by academic staff; 
 

• Provides insightful management information formalisation and standardisation of workload 
planning practices across the whole institution; 
 

• Allows the institution to compare and consider efficiency across academic departments and 
clusters of departments; 
 

• Provides reliable data to support and inform the appraisal/PDR process; and 
 

• Supports staff development by ensuring that time is allocated for agreed development 
opportunities, or specific work priorities. 
 
 

4.4 Barriers  
Workload planning processes can be challenging to establish. Such processes affect all academic 
staff and can create concern, due to the information they collect. It is however important for 
institutions to have a process for ensuring the wellbeing of their staff and to provide a tool for 
resource planning.   
 
Institutions reported that a range of barriers can be encountered during a workload planning 
project, but importantly ways have been found to overcome them.   
Table 1 details the barriers that institutions reported in implementing workload planning together 
with possible solutions for overcoming them. 
 
Table 1: Barriers and possible solutions in implementing workload planning 

Barriers Possible solutions 

Lack of buy-in from individual academic staff 
 
This is identified as a barrier as an effective 
workload planning requires academic staff to 
check and agree the accuracy of their plan. It 
also provides a record of required activity, 
which is not always welcomed. 

Communication is crucial to gaining buy-in from 
academic staff by articulating the benefits to individual 
academics, such as: 

• Fair and equitable workloads; 
• Recognition for the work undertaken; and 
• Potential for reduced administrative burden 

due to the cessation of Time Allocation Surveys 
(TAS) for TRAC purposes. 

Lack of senior sponsorship 
 
This is a barrier as it is very difficult to effect 
change in an institution without the support of 

Workload planning requires a senior sponsor, such as 
the DVC to lead and help embed the process into the 
institution. 
 

                                                            
In May 2015 the charter was expanded to recognise work undertaken in arts, humanities, social sciences, 
business and law (AHSSBL), and in professional and support roles, and for trans staff and students. The charter 
now recognises work undertaken to address gender equality more broadly, and not just barriers to progression 
that affect women. 
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Barriers Possible solutions 
a senior leader to champion the change and 
emphasise the benefits to the institution as a 
whole. 

An institution that is new to workload planning should 
arrange for the senior leader to present the key benefits 
to each academic department. 
This was found to be an issue during the 2011 study at 
the implementation stage and the latest evidence 
suggests that involvement at a senior level post is still 
fundamental to gaining and maintaining academic 
engagement in the workload planning process. 

Autonomy of academic departments 
 
Academic departments may feel that a 
standardised workload planning process does 
not reflect their circumstances and therefore 
they decide not to participate in workload 
planning or operate a different model. 
 

It is useful to introduce a level of flexibility into the 
model to allow individual departments to tailor the 
model within set parameters. Examples of this include: 

• varying the standard tariffs (e.g. allocations of 
time for common activities); and  

• providing a set number of hours to each 
faculty/department, to allocate to activities that 
they define is also a good way to gain buy-in from 
academic departments.   

As with other barriers, senior leadership, up-front 
engagement with academic departments and effective 
communication can also enable this barrier to be 
overcome. 

Lack of resource to manage workload planning 
 
Without adequate levels of resource to manage 
the workload planning process, it is highly likely 
the data will be incomplete or inaccurate. 

It is important to provide sufficient resource to both 
establish and manage the workload planning process. 
The task of maintaining the workload planning data is 
significant and should be given the sufficient resource. 
It was suggested that, initially, one person per academic 
faculty would be needed in larger institutions. 
As most institutions have implemented some form of 
workload planning tool, there is less of a focus on 
resource for implementation as was the case in the 
2011 study. Institutions now have decisions to make 
about sufficiently resourcing the ongoing administration 
of workload planning.  
Locating the resource responsible for workload planning 
in the planning or HR department can help, as locating 
the resource in the finance department can lead people 
to think of workload planning as a finance report, rather 
than an essential academic planning tool. 
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4.5 Summary  
In summary, the survey results show that: 
 

• Institutions are implementing workload planning for a range of reasons; however, the main 
perceived benefit is primarily a resource management tool.  
 

• Institutions are using a range of in-house and off-the-shelf IT solutions for managing their 
workload planning. Chapter 5 of the guide details the benefits and issues associated with in-
house and off-the-shelf packages as well as details of the software available for workload 
planning. 
 

• Over half of the institutions that responded indicated that they were using their workload 
planning data to support the completion of the TRAC return. Chapter 6 of the guide shows 
all relevant TRAC guidance and good practice examples for complying with each guidance 
point.  
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5 TECHNICAL CONSIDERATIONS IN WORKLOAD PLANNING 

 

5.1 Background 
When an institution decides to implement workload planning, it will be faced with a number of key 
decisions to make the process successful. These ‘technical aspects’ of workload planning can be 
sensitive when implemented, so must be culturally acceptable to the institution. For example some 
institutions use a points-based system, rather than hours, to distance workload planning from the 
concept of monitoring the hours academics spend on each task. 
 
These key decisions must also be made with practicality in mind. The system must be transparent 
and therefore relatively simple to understand. TRAC compliance is also a component to consider 
when designing a workload planning process even if this is not intended to be implemented until a 
later stage. Doing so enables the workload planning framework to have the necessary features for 
TRAC, which will reduce the need for changes to the approach at a later stage. 
 
Figure 3 details the key suggested decisions when implementing workload planning. 
 
Figure 3 – Decision making steps for workload planning implementation – technical considerations

 
Visits were undertaken to three institutions and case studies have been developed based on these 
three institutions. These describe the systems and processes used at these institutions. The key 
issues and good practice identified in the case studies are summarised in this section. The case 
studies are included in Appendix 1. 

 

5.2 Input versus output-based model for workload planning 
There are two main methods of determining workload plans; an input method, based on hours for 
an activity (e.g. time for a module or research projects); or an output-based model that allocates 
proportions of time in return for the completion of certain activities, for example numbers of 
students or credits taught or delivered. 
 

Decision 1
Input or output 

model?

Decision 2
Units or hours 

based?

Decision 3
Define adjustments / 

discretionary elements in the 
system

Decision 4
In-house or off-the-shelf 

software package?

Decision 5
Data sources required and 
method of gathering data

This chapter describes the technical considerations of workload planning, including the 
methodology used and the systems needed to enable the process. The chapter is particularly 
relevant to those responsible for the design and implementation of workload planning 
systems and processes. 
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A variety of practice was observed at institutions visited. Some institutions found that adopting a 
hybrid of the two methods provides an effective approach. It enables one approach where it is 
possible to specify hours or units (e.g. teaching loads) whilst also having a more general allocation 
for research or other developing activities, where it is more difficult to specify a set number of 
hours. 
 

The points-based model can be useful to gain buy-in from academic staff if there is resistance to 
recording the time activities take. However, using hours as the measure in the workload planning 
model is easy to understand and therefore the points-based model could be viewed as adding 
additional complexity, which could hinder transparency. The use of an input-based points model 
allows the points to be calculated by an administrator using a formulaic method.  
 
The method above allows the contact time to be calculated based on the requirements of the 
module, rather than a formula. This also takes into account an amount of time on a ‘per student’ 
basis for marking. 
 
Other institutions have reported that varying the amount of non-contact time allocated according to 
the seniority or time in post for members of staff is also useful. This is to reflect that for staff who 
are earlier in their careers, more preparation time is likely to be needed compared with staff with 
more experience or time in post.   

Case Study 
Institution A – Hours allocated formulaically 
The institution uses a mixture of inputs and outputs to calculate teaching time required. For each 
contact hour required for the module an additional hour of preparation time is given, whilst 
marking students’ work is based on the number of students on the course. For each student on 
the module, the academic receives a 1.5 hours of marking time. 

Case Study 
Institution B – Points-based input model 
The institution took the decision to use a ‘points-based’ approach as a measure of time spent, 
(rather than hours). Each academic staff member is given a target of 100 points per annum and 
points are awarded based on activities completed. 

The institution has a standard model for teaching points. This is calculated using the following 
formula: 

Module credits X number of students X student weighting factor x credits weighting factor =   
points awarded. 

The weighting factors add an additional value for credits and students in one of the following 
three categories: 

• Standard lecture – basic weighting factor 
• Intensive lecture – higher student weighting factor so points more sensitive to changes in 

student volume 
• Other – bespoke factor for exceptional circumstances. 

The points awarded take account of all activities that support and enable the delivery of teaching, 
e.g. teaching time, preparation time and assessment time. The individual schools can also add an 
additional factor or overwrite the points entirely, based on extra time needed such as for new 
staff or a new module. 
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The bundle method is designed to divert the focus from hours to a common currency. However, the 
bundles are easily translated to hours, which can aid understanding. There is also a built-in flexibility 
to adjust the bundles according to individual circumstances. 
 
Summary of advantages and disadvantages 
An ‘inputs’-based model can be more formulaic and directly reflect actual time required for each 
activity. It can also be pre-populated for certain activities, such as teaching loads and non-contact 
time where pre-agreed tariffs are in place. However, for activities where time is not reasonably 
known, it requires line managers and academic staff to be comfortable with making estimates of 
time that then get refined. 
 
The ‘outputs’-based approach is more ‘broad-brush’ as it will allocate proportions of time for 
different activities and commonly does not have the level of granularity of an inputs-based 
approach. It is however better suited to activities such as research, where the actual hours required 
by an activity might be more difficulty to accurately predict. Therefore specifying a number of 
expected outputs in return for the allocation of time works better. It does however need good line 
managers and appraisal processes to ensure that the agreed outputs are delivered.  
 

5.3 Units or hours-based – selecting the currency to use in the workload planning 
An important decision to be made is whether to use hours or a proxy for time to calculate workload 
plans. Hours is the most straight forward method. However, some institutions have found the use of 
units to be more acceptable. Some non-hours-based models are a direct proxy for hours, but others 
are points-based and hours are not explicitly allocated to these points. Realistically all activities 
relate to hours on some level to ensure consistency on the maximum workloads that can be 
allocated and to enable staff the time to undertake the task. 
 
The hours-based approach is more transparent and easier to understand than a units-based model. 
However, academic staff can resist the recording of absolute hours and can be more receptive to a 
proxy such as units or points.  
 

Case Study 
Institution C – Bundle model 
Institution C uses an input model, based on number of contact hours required to teach a module. 
For each module, the academic member of staff is allocated a number of bundles. Each bundle is 
2.5 hours of time and is made up of: 

• 1 hour contact time 
• 1 hour preparation time 
• 30 minutes assessment 

This is a common currency that is easily understood and transparent across the institution. 
However, in order to gain buy-in from across the institution, each element of the bundle or the 
total, can be adjusted to reflect individual circumstances. This is completed within the Workload 
Allocation Management System (WAMS) system. Any variations are approved by the Institution 
Academic Planner Governance Group board, and can only be implemented by the Planning 
Officers, who are located centrally. 
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5.4 Defining general activity categories and discretionary elements in the workload 
planning process 
Institutions have reported that there is often a need to allocate hours for activities that sit outside of 
the normal activity categories for teaching, research and management. In these instances general or 
bespoke activity categories are included in the workload planning models. 
 

Discussions with the three case study institutions found that they had 
built this flexibility in to the workload planning system to allow 
academic departments the discretion to allocate a portion of time for 
self-specified activities. This discretion ranged from being a tightly 
controlled number of hours to complete autonomy over categories and 
the total hours allocated in this discretionary category. 
 
It was found that this flexibility and discretion was helpful in enabling 
workload planning to be implemented as it gained the buy-in of 
academic staff by allowing academic departments the freedom to 
manage their activities as they saw fit. This is also a way of enabling 
cross-institutional agreement of a standard workload planning process. 
Given the wide range of disciplines in most institutions, this flexibility is 
essential to reflect the different challenges and pressures each 
department faces. 

 

 
 
This method allows the institution to give each faculty and department some discretion to allocate 
time in the workload plans and therefore allow the flexibility needed to manage the departments 
effectively, whilst maintaining some control on the workload allocations. 
 

5.5 IT systems for workload planning 
The study considered the ways in which institutions are implementing workload planning and an 
understanding was gained of the different IT systems in place. Institutions are using a mix of 
in-house solutions (52%) and software developed by an external vendor (27%) as stated in the 
survey. The in-house solutions include spreadsheet models and bespoke software. It was found that 
a number of institutions had initially developed a spreadsheet approach, which they then used to 
refine the workload planning approach. From this they developed in-house software or customised 
an external solution to meet their needs. 
 

Case Study 
Institution C – Set pool of discretionary hours 
The institution allows for some discretion over allocating small amounts of time. This includes: 

• An allocation of workload bundles for research and knowledge exchange activity, which 
is agreed with the DVC as an overall allocation per faculty, but allocated to individuals at 
the discretion of the faculty. 

• A faculty discretionary allocation equating to 2% of the department’s total workload. 
• A departmental discretionary allocation equating to 2% of teaching and personal tutoring 

which is at the department’s discretion. 

Top tip 
 

Allowing 
academic 

departments a 
degree of 

autonomy is a 
great way to 
gain ‘buy-in’. 



 

25 

Case studies are provided below from institutions that had an in-house developed system, an off-
the-shelf software system and one that has developed a spreadsheet-based model to support 
workload planning.   

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Case Study 
Institution A – In-house software  
The institution developed an in-house, web-based software solution to record and manage 
workload activities. The system is designed to store workload related data and allow academic 
staff to validate their activities at an academic year end. Managers are also able to produce 
useful reports at academic department or institution level.  
The system stores data from various sources. However, there are no direct links with other 
systems, and all data must be uploaded via a spreadsheet. The data sources, include: 

• Sponsor category – this comes directly from the Institution project software, which 
stores the financial information regarding all research projects.  

• HR data – the workload planning Administrators in each academic department manually 
update HR data in the workload planning software as and when changes are made to 
starters, leavers and contracts. 

• Student data – the institution manually uploads student level data to the workload 
planning software, from the institution student records system 

The institution is investigating the feasibility of building in direct data feeds to the workload 
planning software. 

Case Study 
Institution B – Spreadsheet model 
The institution has developed an in-house solution to record workload plans over a number of 
years which has recently been refreshed. The solution is spreadsheet-based and is maintained by 
the TRAC accountant. The institution chose this model as it was easy to develop and improve. As 
a result they do not see any benefits of moving to a software-based solution.   
 
One spreadsheet is maintained for each school, hosted on a SharePoint site. The TRAC 
accountant enters the staff in the school and their full-time equivalent (FTE) value, as well as the 
taught modules (including credit value and student numbers), which are sourced from the 
student records system but are entered manually. The schools then allocate points for each 
module to the relevant academics and add the other categories, such as research, which are user 
defined. 
 
The spreadsheet is capable of emailing an individual workload plan to each academic using a 
macro developed by the TRAC accountant. The spreadsheet does not record approval of 
workload plans from the individual academics; that is a separate manual process. Other checks 
and controls are also built into the spreadsheet such as a comparison of modules allocated to 
staff and all modules with students recorded in the student records system. 
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5.5.1 Benefits and issues with different systems and software solutions for workload 
planning 

Detailed in the table below are the benefits and issues with these various methods that were 
identified during this study. 
 
Table 2: Summary of benefits and issues identified for different types of software/system solution 
for workload planning 

Benefits Issues 

In-house developed software 

• The software is developed with the 
institution’s tariffs and model in mind. 

• The software can be changed as and 
when the institution chooses to adapt 
the model. 

 

• The cost of maintaining the software can be 
prohibitive. 

• A single point of failure can occur if only one or 
two IT staff have knowledge of the system. 

• The system could lag behind, due to lack of 
investment/IT resource. 

Off-the-shelf software system 

• The software has been developed and 
therefore requires less upfront 
investment of time to develop. 

• Errors in the system are likely to be 
identified by other users and resolved 

• There is likely to be a burden on the institution 
to make the software work for their institution, 
as the software company is likely to require a 
significant amount of input from the Institution 
to understand the nuances of their approach. 

Case Study 
Off-the-shelf software package 
The institution invited tenders for a workload management system and procured the Simitive 
WAMS system in 2015. 2017-18 was the first year that the system was fully operational following 
a full rollout to academic departments in 2016-17. The institution rolled out the software to each 
department individually using a dedicated project team, who adapted the software to meet the 
tariff requirements of the department’s existing approach in partnership with the software 
vendor. 
 
Details of how the institution draws on other data sets to feed into the workload planning system 
are as follows: 
 

• Student records system – The institution can manually import information from the 
student records system, including modules and contact time. However, this currently 
requires a significant amount of validation before it is imported. 

• Research information – The hours delivered on research projects are not currently 
captured centrally; therefore the hours are input at academic department level. 
However, the research projects (names and durations) are available to import to the 
workload planning system and are then categorised by TRAC sponsor types. 

• Human resources system – The WAMS system is not currently linked to the HR system, 
and therefore data is transferred using a manual upload. The institution is looking into 
the possibility of an automated link. 
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Benefits Issues 
by the software company before they 
become an issue. 

• The software should have been 
rigorously tested prior to 
implementation. 

• The software is likely to be developed 
and kept up to date by the software 
provider. 

• The software may not work effectively for the 
workload planning model developed by the 
Institution. 

• Changes to the software to reflect changes at 
the institution, may be difficult or slow to be 
actioned. 

Spreadsheet-based system 

• The spreadsheet is tailored to the 
institution’s tariffs with the existing 
workload planning process. 

• The cost of development is likely to be 
lower than other options. However, the 
staff time involved in developing and 
maintaining the system should not be 
underestimated. 

• Spreadsheets are very easily adapted, 
without the need for IT resource which 
can be limited. 

• When errors are identified they can 
easily be resolved. 

 

• Programming errors in the spreadsheet are 
more likely with individually developed 
spreadsheets. 

• Spreadsheets cannot be updated by multiple 
users simultaneously; version control therefore 
becomes an issue. 

• Spreadsheets have a limited number of rows 
and columns which may have an impact if large 
datasets are created. 

• The risk of a single point of failure is increased 
with in-house developed spreadsheet models as 
knowledge of the system commonly resides 
with a single or small number of individuals. 

• Managing the sign-off process is difficult to 
automate and manage effectively using a 
spreadsheet model. 

 

5.6 Software packages available 
Institutions identified two main providers7 of workload management software in the sector: 

• Simitive, which offers the Workload Allocation Management System (WAMS); and 

• Scientia who have the Staff Workload Planner.  

A further company, Strenton Limited, used to offer a software solution, but the company was 
acquired by Simitive.  

The detail below has been supplied by the software companies and does not represent the 
opinions of the TRAC Development Group. 
 
5.6.1 Key features of the WAMS system (Simitive) 

Simitive WAMS (Workload Allocation Management System) is an evolution of the University of the 
West of England’s HEFCE and Leadership Foundation funded solution. 

• It is noted as being a comprehensive planning and reporting tool, as well as a 
communication platform that will manage the process of delivering the workload plans to 
all staff and process managers. 

                                                            
7 This was the position as at the point of conducting this study. 
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• It enables the centralised creation and management of tariffs and activity types, with 
options to delegate local control as appropriate. 

• It provides faculties, departments and schools with quick, simple inputs to deliver 
complex, highly defined processes. 

• It can integrate with the existing user and organisation management systems. 
• It is integrated with Simitive Living Review and Simitive Goals to provide a holistic 

approach to personal as well as organisational development. 
Institutions using Simitive WAMS have reported that: 

• There is a significant reduction in the cost and effort associated with planning. 
• There is significant increase in consistency, transparency and perceived fairness of 

workload allocation. 
• There is total visibility of organisation-wide progress towards completion. 
• All individuals are involved in the process, and all individuals are able to see and agree 

their allocation. 
• Past performance trends, current delivery progress and future planning options are all 

simultaneously available. 
• Analysis of cross-university performance is immediately clear. 
• There is the clear ability to identify and deliver continuous improvement. 

 
 
5.6.2 Key features of the Staff Workload Planner system (Scientia) 

Scientia has a workload planning tool called Staff Workload Planner (SWP). The main features 
include: 

• Usable throughout the planning and timetabling cycle from pre-timetabling staff 
headcount calculations, through day-to-day workload balancing and on to post-
timetabling reporting and analysis. 

• Institution-specific categorisation of workload types and workload items. 

• Templates can be built to automatically create workload items that correspond to 
activities in the Enterprise Timetabler; this can also include non-timetabled workload such 
as preparation time for lectures. 

• Course or programme of study workloads can be based either on data in Enterprise 
Course Planner or data entered directly into SWP for ‘what-if’ modelling of future course 
options. 

• Staff workload can be defined in ways that match the tasks they actually carry out, such as 
timetabled activities, courses run and managed, research projects undertaken, etc. The 
result is a comprehensive and realistic overview of the tasks carried out by an institution’s 
workforce. 

• Customisable screens and views enable data to be filtered, sorted and presented in ways 
that suit a variety of users. 

• Flexible reporting, combining graphical and tabular standard reports, with powerful 
custom reporting capabilities which also provide staff-specific, departmental and 
institutional data views. Data can be exported to various systems. 
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• Secure access to data is assured through a comprehensive integrated authorisation 
system. 

• Support for importing data from a variety of other systems, including HR, examinations 
management, research management, etc. 

Institutions using Scientia Staff Workload Planner reported that it: 

• Provides clarity in workload and reporting. 

• Promotes universal working processes. 

• Supports course planning and staff evaluation. 

• Provides up-to-date accurate reporting of data. 

• Enables the assessment of workloads. 

• Enables monitoring of contractual and legal standards. 

 
 

5.7 Data inputs to the workload planning model 
Workload planning models draw on different sources of data to populate elements of staff workload 
plans. This section of the guide details the possible data sources and the process for gathering this 
data into the workload planning database, whether this be manual input or a live data link. The 
automation, via interfaces, of different systems with the workload planning system can add time and 
complexity to the workload planning project. Therefore automation of these data links maybe 
something that institutions consider as part of a phase two or three element in the implementation 
of workload planning. 
 
Workload planning systems are reliant on the data used to populate them and the accuracy of the 
data in the workload planning system is crucial, both from a decision-making perspective and to help 
with the engagement of academic staff. Inaccurate data can result in academic staff losing 
confidence in the workload planning process. 
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Figure 4 – Data inputs diagram: Possible sources of data for workload planning 
 

 
 
5.7.1 Human resources data 

Human resources (HR) information is a key data set for workload planning, specifically, starter and 
leaver updates and full-time equivalent (FTE) information for academic staff. The study identified 
that, because of concerns over data protection there was a reluctance to migrate information to the 
workload planning system that is not directly required, but is required for TRAC compliance, such as 
salary data. This data is generally added manually to a data export from the workload planning 
system. None of the institutions in this study have a direct link with the HR system although some 
did have a function to upload data, rather than manually inputting to the system. Two key issues 
were noted with linking HR to the workload planning system: 

• Lack of compatibility between the HR system and the workload planning system. 
• Reluctance to share HR data across other software systems. 

 
Direct upload of HR information is technically possible, but would require changes to workload 
planning software and concerns over data protection to be investigated and resolved. Some of the 
off-the-shelf solutions are compatible with their own HR systems, which rules out institutions who 
do not have the HR package from their workload planning software provider. Institutions generally 
input staff details to their workload planning system manually. 
 
5.7.2 Student records data (timetabling and student records) 

Student data is a key component to calculating workload allocations as it enables the calculation of 
time/units to be allocated, for example: 
 

• Student numbers on a module, to calculate teaching and assessment hours. 
• Post-Graduate Research (PGR) supervision allocation. 

 
As with HR data, the practice is to upload information manually, rather than making any direct link 
between the two systems, as this would require changes to the workload planning system and IT 
resource to undertake the system developments required.  
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5.7.3 Research Project Database  

Research Project Databases (often a module of the finance system) record useful information for 
each research project, such as sponsor type and in some cases the planned hours allocated to 
members of academic staff for the delivery of each research project.  
 

 
 
5.7.4 Benefits of an automated link to key systems 

Although it was identified that many institutions do not have a direct data link between the 
workload planning system and the key systems which contain data required for workload planning, 
there are clear benefits of having a direct link, including: 

• Accurate information – the data is taken directly from source, which reduces the chance of 
errors in the data or introducing other discrepancies between the two databases. 

• Complete dataset – the chances of missing data for individual academic staff is reduced by 
using a direct link. 

• Timeliness of data – there is less of a delay in receiving the data from other sources if they 
are directly linked. 

• Cost of processing – there is potentially a cost saving from a direct link rather than manual 
input of data. 

 
  

Case Study 
Institution A – Research data 
The institution records TRAC compliant sponsor types for all research projects as well as the 
hours allocated to each academic involved in the project. This allows the TRAC accountant to use 
this data to populate the spreadsheet model or WAMS software, which reducing the need for 
manual input and is likely to reduce errors. 
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6 WORKLOAD PLANNING AND COMPLIANCE WITH TRAC REQUIREMENTS 
 

This chapter explains the issues to address in using workload planning in TRAC. The survey 
identified that half of institutions were using workload planning in their TRAC models already, but 
some challenges were identified. The chapter describes these identified challenges and how the 
TRAC guidance has been updated to address them and/or how to overcome them. In order to 
remove some of the barriers for institutions, the issues, and good practice to ensure compliance 
are described. 

This chapter will be of particular interest to senior leaders, individuals implementing workload 
planning and TRAC practitioners. 

 

6.1 Background on TRAC and the opportunity for using workload planning data 
A large number of UK higher education institutions submit cost data using the Transparent Approach 
to Costing (TRAC) to the Office for Students and the UK Funding Councils. TRAC is an activity-based 
costing system, adapted for an academic culture in a way that meets the needs of the main public 
funders of higher education. It was introduced across the UK higher education sector in 1999 as a 
government accountability requirement and to support institutional management through better 
understanding of costs within individual institutions.  
 
TRAC is defined as ‘a process of taking institutional expenditure information from consolidated 
financial statements, adding a margin for sustainability and investment to represent the full 
economic cost of delivery, and then applying cost drivers (such as academic staff time allocation and 
space usage) to allocate these costs to academic departments and to specific activities.’  
The main activities to which TRAC allocates costs are:  

• Teaching – analysed between publicly and non-publicly funded activity (PFT and NPFT).  

• Research – analysed between the main sponsor types, for example research councils, 
government departments, charities and European Commission bodies. 

• Other – the other primary income-generating activities such as commercial activities, 
residences and conferences. 

• Support activities – such as preparation, proposal-writing and administration, which are 
costed separately but are attributed, as appropriate, to the three core activities – Teaching, 
Research and Other. 

 
TRAC is based on seven principles that are designed to guide the TRAC process and these principles 
are equally relevant to workload planning models: 

• The costing should be transparent and materially robust. 

• The process should minimise the scope for manipulation and bias of the costings. 

• The process should provide a consistent and fair basis for institutions to cost activities. 

• The process should provide comparability in costings and facilitate collaborative research 
projects. 

• The process should be auditable and promote accountability. 

• The output data should provide utility to the institution. 



 

33 

Academic staff costs represented an average of 30% of all expenditure for UK higher education 
institutions in 2016-17. Having reliable and representative data on the activities delivered by 
academic staff is therefore important both for the management of institutions and for use in the 
TRAC process.   
 
As part of the TRAC process many institutions operate a process to gather information on the 
activities undertaken by academic staff, referred to as the Academic Staff Time Allocation process 
(TAS). However, institutions would in certain cases like to capture more accurate information and 
see workload plans as a way of achieving this. Workload planning also enables the existing time 
allocation survey process to be discontinued, which is likely to improve efficiency.  
 

6.2 Difficulties and misunderstanding regarding achieving TRAC compliance in the 
workload planning process 
Just under half of the institutions responding to the survey (48%) are using data from workload 
planning models to populate TRAC and replace the need for a separate time allocation survey for 
academic staff. However, during the conversations with workload planning practitioners, institutions 
raised a small number of difficulties with the TRAC guidance and designing workload planning 
methods/processes to comply with the TRAC requirements.  

These issues are considered below and have either been resolved in version 2.4 of the TRAC 
guidance, or an explanation is provided to correct some apparent misunderstandings. 

Table 2: Overcoming issues with achieving TRAC compliance in workload planning 
 

Issue with achieving TRAC 
compliance 

Explanation and resolution 

The TRAC guidance requires that workload plans are jointly agreed at the start of the academic 
year and further reviewed and either confirmed or amended at the end of the academic year such 
that the plan is a fair record of the actual activities undertaken in that year. 

Institutions queried the following: 

• Approval of the 
workload plan at the 
start of the academic 
year – The actual 
workloads are not 
finally set until after 
enrolment, which is 
after the start of the 
academic year. It is also 
a very busy time of 
year. 

 

A key benefit of workload planning data over time allocation 
data is that it has been jointly agreed between the academic 
and their line manager. The approval of the workload plan is 
important to evidence that the individual academic agrees 
with the plan and it therefore should reflect the activities they 
(expect to) undertake. 

In version 2.4, the TRAC guidance has been updated to make 
the requirements for workload planning in TRAC clearer and 
to provide greater flexibility over the authorisation of the 
workload planning at the start of the academic year. 
Institutions can now determine when the start of the 
academic year is in terms of approving the workload plans. 

• The benefit and resource 
implication of seeking 
approval at the start of 
the academic year – Some 
institutions felt that it can 

The TRAC requirements for academic staff time allocation 
state that at least three returns are made during a year for 
each academic member of staff and that these returns are 
returned within eight weeks of the end of the period for 
which the returns are reporting.   
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Issue with achieving TRAC 
compliance 

Explanation and resolution 

take a lot of time and 
resource to get the 
workload plans approved 
and questioned the benefit 
of this. 

Therefore in comparison to this, using workload planning in 
TRAC only requires two confirmations – one at the start and 
one at the end of the academic year. Workload planning 
therefore requires less administration for TRAC purposes than 
other methods used for collecting data on academic staff 
activity.  

• Approval of the workload 
plan at the end of the 
academic year – Some 
institutions felt that 
approval by the Dean 
should be sufficient and/or 
that approval at the start 
of the academic year 
meant that approval at the 
end of the academic year 
was not required. It was 
also cited that at the end 
of the year academics are 
often on annual leave. 

 

The TRAC process needs to provide confidence and 
reassurance to funders. Therefore, as academic staff costs are 
typically around 30% of all expenditure, it is important that 
the workload plans are reviewed by individual academic staff, 
updated if necessary and approved at the end of the year 
such that they provide a robust record of the activities 
undertaken during the year.  

Even if the workload plan has not changed during the year it 
is important that there is positive confirmation that the plan 
remains accurate as at the end of the year. 

Version 2.4 of the TRAC guidance has been updated to 
provide flexibility for when institutions deem the ‘start’ of the 
academic year to be. This therefore moves the end of the 
academic year which should overcome the issue of requiring 
approval during holiday periods over the summer. 

 
An example of how one institution has structured the year-end sign-off is as follows. 
 

 
Wording of the academic sign-off 

A number of the institutions indicated that they have experienced resistance from academics based 
on the ‘wording’ of the sign-off statement. In some cases there have been concerns over acceptance 
being agreement to a change of employment terms/contract or that accepting the plan is accurate 
indicates the academic is happy with the plan.  
 
This is not an issue in terms of TRAC requirements, but illustrates one of the issues that institutions 
need to address in their communication with staff about the purpose and use of the information. It 
is also something to consider in developing the wording for the sign-off. 

Case Study 
Institution C – End of year sign-off 
The institution has a process in place for staff to approve their individual workload planning 
returns. This takes place over the summer months. Planning Officers work directly with Associate 
Heads of Department over this period to resolve any issues. The institution has response rates 
across the departments ranging from 70% to 100% returns. 
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6.3 Requirements for the use of workload planning in the TRAC process 
The findings from this study have been used to inform version 2.4 of the TRAC guidance8. Some 
additional information has been provided in section 6.2 to explain why certain TRAC requirements 
exist. This section details all of the minimum requirements for TRAC compliance for a workload 
planning system and the corresponding good practice methods identified in this study to fulfil the 
requirements. 
 
Figure 5 is an extract from the TRAC guidance and details the minimum requirements for workload 
planning. Within TRAC there is a convention known as ‘dispensation’9. Where an institution has less 
than a set level of research income over a period of time, then it can opt to take dispensation from a 
number of the minimum TRAC requirements. These are identified by an asterisk (*) in the final 
column of Figure 5. 
 
Figure 5 – Minimum requirements for using workload planning data in TRAC 
 

TRAC requirements for time allocation methods:  

3.1.4.17  Academic and research staff time should be attributed directly to a core TRAC 
activity (as defined in section 1.3) where possible. Institutions should ensure that 
double-counting does not arise as a result of staff that are directly allocated to a 
TRAC category also having all of their time allocated through the time allocation 
system (3.1.4.18).  

 

                                                            
8 www.trac.ac.uk/tracguidance  
9 Annex 1.2b of the TRAC Guidance – www.trac.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Annex-1.2b-Dispensation-
July-2018.pdf  

Top tip 
 

Aligning the workload planning ‘sign-off’ process to the institution’s appraisal or PDR process ensures 
the plan is approved and is useful information for the PDR. 

Case Study 
Institution A – Sign-off wording 
The institution has developed the following wording for year-end sign-off of workload plans, 
following various iterations which were changed to reflect feedback from academics. 
 
Select “Submit My Data” if your workload summary is reasonably representative of how your time 
has been allocated during this academic year. It is not necessary for the summary to be 100% 
accurate as your submitted data will be anonymised and aggregated to department/discipline 
level for use in TRAC. 
 
If your workload planning profile is not reasonably representative of your allocated duties please 
contact workload planning Administrator by selecting “Query My Data”. 

http://www.trac.ac.uk/tracguidance
http://www.trac.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Annex-1.2b-Dispensation-July-2018.pdf
http://www.trac.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Annex-1.2b-Dispensation-July-2018.pdf
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3.1.4.18  All academic staff not directly allocated to a single TRAC activity should be 
included in the time allocation process. For institutions claiming dispensation a 
robust method is not required, so Head of Department estimates can be used to 
allocate staff time between the TRAC categories (detailed in section 1.3). 

 

3.1.4.19  Time data collected through academic survey or workload planning should follow 
TRAC activity definitions detailed in section 1.3, should be collected at research 
sponsor level, and should only reflect the time being managed by the institution. 
This is irrespective of any ‘standard’ or ‘contracted’ working week, but should 
exclude ‘normal’ periods of holiday, sickness and other leave. 

 

3.1.4.20  Clear instructions and definitions should accompany the time allocation forms. 
Where different activity definitions and categories of time are used in workload 
planning models, these should be mapped appropriately to the required TRAC 
categories and definitions. 

* 

3.1.4.21  Reasonableness of time allocation data should be ensured by a review of the 
results by the Head of Department (academic department). 

* 

3.1.4.22  Where time allocation data from one year are used as a proxy for the following 
year, there should be processes which identify material changes in academic 
departments. Assessments should be made of the impact of these changes on 
the allocations of time between activity categories. 

 

3.1.4.23  When different time allocation methods have been used to provide data for 
different years, they should be aggregated in an appropriate way. Where 
different time allocation methods are used across the institution, only one 
approach should be used within each academic department. 

 

3.1.4.24  Where the institution has chosen to collect academic time in hours, this should 
be converted to percentages and weighted by FTEs. 

* 

3.1.4.25  Removed. * 

3.1.4.26 All academic pay costs should be allocated using one of the following time 
allocation methods: 

a) In-year data collection 

b) Statistical data collection 

c) Workload planning methods. 

* 

3.1.4.26c For workload planning methods: 

• The collection should be undertaken annually and cover all staff not directly 
charged to TRAC activities. 

• Each academic should agree to the plan drawn up for them at the start of the 
year as part of a formal process. At the end of the year the academic should 
confirm that the plan was delivered, or revise the data to represent the actual 
balance of activities undertaken. 

* 
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• Revisions to workload planning data should be jointly agreed and approved by 
a relevant manager. 

• Workload data that has not been confirmed by the academic should not be 
used. 

• A minimum confirmation rate of 75% for academic departments with a total 
population of less than 50 academic staff; or 50% or 38 returns (whichever is 
greater) for academic departments with 50 academic staff or more, is 
achieved. 

• There is a maximum look-back period of eight weeks from the end of the 
collection window. 

• There is no duplication of costs already directly allocated to a TRAC category 
(3.1.4.17). 

 
Source: TRAC Guidance v2.4 
 
Interaction with institutions during this study identified a number of examples of how certain of the 
requirements above have been fulfilled. These examples are detailed in Table 3. 
 
Table 3: TRAC requirements for workload planning 
 

Minimum requirements How addressed in good practice workload 
models  

Each academic should agree to the plan drawn 
up for them at the start of the year as part of a 
formal process. The institution has flexibility to 
decide how the start of the year is defined; this 
need not be during the first month of the 
academic year. (3.1.4.26c) 

Revisions to workload planning data should be 
jointly agreed and approved by a relevant 
manager. (3.1.4.26c) 

• An automated workload planning system 
should send out an alert to all academics 
asking them to confirm the plan at start of 
year recorded on the system or highlight 
any changes required. When a manual 
system is in place, evidence could be 
obtained of agreement via email or during 
appraisal or other meetings between line 
managers and academic staff. In all cases, 
evidence of the workload plan being 
agreed at the start and end of the 
academic year should be retained. 

• An appropriate member of academic 
management should have oversight of the 
workload plans in their academic area. 
Clear guidelines should be set for the 
administrator responsible for processing 
and overseeing the completion of 
workload plans. 

Academic and research staff time should be 
attributed directly to a core TRAC activity (as 
defined in section 1.3) where possible. 
Institutions should ensure that double-counting 

• A workload planning model should include 
all academic staff as its purpose is not 
solely to support TRAC. However, when 
data is collated, adjustments are made to 
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Minimum requirements How addressed in good practice workload 
models  

does not arise so that staff that are directly 
allocated to a TRAC category are not also 
allocated through the time allocation system 
(3.1.4.18). (3.1.4.17) 

All academic staff not directly allocated to a 
single TRAC activity should be included in the 
time allocation process. For institutions 
claiming dispensation a robust method is not 
required, so Head of Department estimates can 
be used to allocate staff time between the 
TRAC categories. (3.1.4.18) 

exclude staff 100% allocated to a TRAC 
category.  

TRAC systems (and input data) are subject to 
periodic assurance reviews (e.g. by internal 
audit), the frequency of which should be 
informed by an assessment of the risk that non-
compliance with TRAC requirements poses to 
the institution. Review on a three-yearly cycle is 
not uncommon. (2.1.4.3) 

Where assurance reviews are undertaken, the 
results should be reviewed by both senior 
management and the oversight group to inform 
improvements to TRAC processes and to enable 
progress in implementing any 
recommendations. (2.1.5.4) 

• The institution should ensure that it has 
plans in place to audit the model. This is 
quite a specialist area of activity so it is 
important to define a clear scope of work 
for this audit and ensure appropriately 
experienced staff undertake the work. The 
audit scope for a workload planning 
model is not risk-based as it focuses on 
the process, verification and updates to 
hard-coded data rather than only verifying 
selective elements of the workload 
planning process.  

Where different activity definitions and 
categories of time are used in workload 
planning models, these should be mapped 
appropriately to the required TRAC categories 
and definitions.  

 

• All categories used in a workload planning 
model should be at a lower level or match 
the TRAC categories, to allow aggregation 
of workload planning categories into TRAC 
categories.  

• Good practice is to build into the 
workload planning software a lookup 
table which maps / aggregates the 
workload planning categories into the 
TRAC compliant categories. 

Reasonableness of time allocation data is 
ensured by a review of the results by the Head 
of Department (academic department). 
(3.1.4.21) 

 

 

• The Head of each Academic Department 
should be given access to the workload 
planning data for their department to 
ensure that it is in line with expectations. 

• The committee overseeing the workload 
planning process and the TRAC oversight 
group should review and consider the 
workload planning data prior to TRAC 
submission. 



 

39 

Minimum requirements How addressed in good practice workload 
models  

Where the institution has chosen to collect 
academic time in hours, this should be 
converted to percentages and weighted by 
FTEs. (3.1.4.24) 

• The hours data held for each academic 
should be divided by the total managed 
hours to calculate the percentage activity 
for each academic. The aggregated results 
should be weighted by FTEs. 

 
The TRAC guidance contains a number of ‘process’ steps alongside the minimum TRAC 
requirements. These process steps are examples of actions that institutions may take to fulfil the 
TRAC requirements, but are not requirements themselves. Table 4 details some of the process steps 
relating to workload planning and provides examples of how institutions have fulfilled these 
suggested process steps. 
 
Table 4: TRAC process suggestions for workload planning 
 

TRAC process suggestions How addressed in good practice 
workload models 

A manager or administrator prepares the 
planned activity data for each year for each 
academic member of staff. This is based on a 
formal process, e.g. with plans based on 
planned modules/courses and students, 
research projects and activity, other projects 
and activity, formal leadership and 
management responsibilities, requirements for 
scholarship and administrative activity, holiday 
entitlements, and so on. This process is carried 
out with all academics in the academic 
departments covered by this method of time 
allocation, every year (i.e. there is no sampling). 
The plan for each academic should be drawn up 
and agreed with their manager or equivalent at 
the start of the year, retaining evidence of 
agreement. 

• An administrator develops the plan for 
each academic with suitable oversight 
from a senior member of academic staff. 
The plan could be calculated based on 
tariffs agreed, but is jointly agreed with 
the academic member of staff once 
developed.  

• The plans are discussed as part of the 
performance review process, where the 
academic and their line manager discuss 
the planned workload.  

• Following this discussion and any changes 
to the plan required, the workload 
planning system is updated and a formal 
sign-off is obtained electronically from the 
individual academic.  

At the end of each year each the academic 
confirms that the plan was delivered, or revises 
the data to reflect the balance of activities 
undertaken during that year. This review would 
be informed by actual modules/courses and 
students taught, active research grants etc., as 
well as other events or changes in circumstance 
during the year that affected workload. Any 
revisions would be approved jointly by 
managers and the individual academic. 

• The workload planning system sends out 
an alert to all academics asking them to 
either confirm the plan recorded on the 
system or highlight any changes required 
to the hours recorded. When a manual 
system is in place, evidence could be 
obtained of agreement via email or during 
appraisal or other meetings between line 
managers and academic staff. In all cases, 
evidence of the workload plan being 
agreed at the start and end of the 
academic year should be retained. 
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TRAC process suggestions How addressed in good practice 
workload models 

All time allocation collection methods should: 
• only reflect the staff member’s time 

that is managed by the institution; 
• be irrespective of any ‘standard’ or 

‘contracted’ working week; 
• cover periods representative of 12 

months within no more than a three-
year cycle;  

• follow TRAC activity definitions (section 
1.3); 

• be completed by individual academic 
staff; 

• be collected from all academic staff to 
whose employment costs the activity 
split is to apply; 

• be representative of the grade mix for 
each academic department; 

• achieve a minimum response rate of: 
• 75% for departments with a total 

population of less than 50 
academic staff, or 

• 50% or returns from 38 academic 
staff, whichever is greater, for 
departments with a total 
population of 50 academic staff 
or more. 

• The institution defines the ‘managed 
hours’ clearly in the workload planning 
policy document to ensure it is clear what 
time is measured. This is typically 1650 
hours. 

• When designing workload planning, 
activities are linked to current TRAC 
definitions. 

• The periodic audit process verifies that 
the activities are appropriately linked to 
the current TRAC categories. 

• The institution adheres to the minimum 
response rates for workload sign-off by 
individual academics. 

 
 
Practices that are not compliant with TRAC requirements 
During this study a small number of examples were identified that do not meet the TRAC 
requirements. These are detailed below to allow institutions to check that they have not adopted 
this practice. 
 

• Using unconfirmed data – Although most institutions were only using data that had been 
positively agreed by academic staff, some were using workload data that had not been 
agreed by academic staff. In line with TRAC requirement 3.1.4.26c only data that has been 
confirmed by academic staff at the start and end of the year, should be taken forward and 
used in the TRAC model.  
 

• Approval of workload plans by Heads of Department only – Some institutions outlined that 
plans are only approved by Heads of Department and not individual academic staff. TRAC 
requirement 3.1.4.26c outlines that workload plans should be approved by individual 
academic staff and their line managers at the start and end of the academic year.  
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6.4 Categorising time in Workload Plans 
   
The approaches used by institutions are critical to ensure that workload planning enables time to be 
allocated to the correct TRAC categories for research, teaching and other. However, correctly 
allocating time to research sponsor categories has previously been identified as an issue for 
institutions. 
 
 
a) Teaching 
Although there are a number of methods for allocating teaching hours or units, once 
the hours or units are allocated to teaching, institutions indicated that they 
generally do not allocate them separately to publicly and non-publicly funded 
teaching in the workload planning system. Instead they manually split these 
teaching hours (in a spreadsheet) using the mix of EU and non-EU students at the 
end of each year, before submission to TRAC.  

 
b) Research  
A variety of practice was identified around the categorisation of research hours.  
Examples are as follows: 

 
• Some were using their own categories, which 

were mapped to the TRAC categories by 
aggregating them up to a higher level. 

• Some also used the categories from a separate 
source, such as the finance system or a projects 
system, by manually uploading the data to the 
workload planning system. 

• Some directly input the research category into the 
workload planning model. 

 
 
 

Good practice examples were identified for recording the research sponsor category 
for research projects. The better practice example would be the following process: 
 

• Record the research project on the Institution finance system or projects 
system when a bid is made / successful, including: 

• Planned hours to be delivered. 
• Sponsor category (this can be at a lower level than TRAC categories, 

but must map / aggregate to a TRAC sponsor category). 
• Import all research project data from the finance/project system into the 

workload planning system. 
• Allocate the time to the individual academics (limited to planned hours). 
• Embed a lookup table in the workload planning software to map the institution’s bespoke 

categories into TRAC compliant categories. 
• Export data from workload planning system to inform the TRAC return. 

 
 
 

Research 
(1.3.2)

Institution 
Own-Funded 

(1.3.2.3)

Postgraduate 
Research 

Supervision 
(1.3.2.4)

Research 
Councils 
(1.3.2.5)

Other 
Government 
Departments 

(1.3.2.5)

European 
Union (1.3.2.5)

Charities (UK 
Based) (1.3.2.5)

Industry 
(1.3.2.5)

Top tip 
 

An automated look 
up process built-into 

the workload 
planning software to 
map internally used 

categories to the 
TRAC categories 

eliminates human 
error. 

Figure 7 – TRAC 
research categories 

Teaching 
(1.3.1)

Publicly Funded 
Teaching 
(1.3.1.2)

Non-publicly 
Funded Teaching 

(1.3.1.3)

Figure 6 – TRAC 
teaching categories 
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6.5 Top tips for enabling workload planning data to be used in TRAC 
From this study the following ‘top tips’ have been identified for institutions to consider when 
seeking to utilise workload planning data in TRAC. 
 

• Ensure that the workload model counts all time and not just teaching. Also have a 
reasonably consistent total maximum time/units. 

• Ensure that all academic staff participate in the workload planning process. 

• Aim for broad consistency, or justified differences, in any standard tariffs used. 

• Ensure there is a clear mapping of activity categories in workload plans to the TRAC 
categories. 

• Ensure there is written guidance on the workload planning process. 

• Retain evidence of the authorisation of the workload plan at the start and end of the year by 
individual members of academic staff. 

• Capture data in the workload plans by research sponsor category. This is useful management 
information as well as being a requirement for TRAC. 

• Subject the workload planning process to periodic audit. 

• Undertake reasonableness checking on the workload planning results and provide evidence 
(as should be done for the time allocation data in TRAC). 

• Link governance of the workload planning process with the governance process for TRAC. 

• There is no need for a single workload planning process for the whole institution, but there 
needs to be some commonality such that results can be aggregated. 

• Develop an appropriate method for aggregating the workload planning results. 
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7 IMPLEMENTATION OF WORKLOAD PLANNING 
 

 
 

7.1 Background 
From the survey and engagement with institutions the following challenges to implementing 
workload planning have been identified: 
 

• Lack of senior sponsor 
• Poor communication 
• Lack of academic buy-in 
• Time taken to agree a framework for workload planning 
• Correct approach to consultation 
• Software issues 
• Governance 
• Resourcing. 

 
The following sections describe a number of these identified issues and include case study extracts 
which illustrate the issues and provide examples of good practice for addressing them. The full case 
studies for the three institutions are included in appendix 1 and these describe how the issues have 
been addressed. 
 
The previous workload planning management information project in 2011 detailed the process of 
project management and implementation of workload planning. Similar issues were detailed, such 
as communications, governance, tone from the top and resource required for implementation and 
ongoing management of workload planning.  
 

7.2 Senior sponsor 
During the process of developing this guide discussions were held with a number of institutions, all 
of whom stressed the importance of senior sponsorship for workload planning. In order to gain  buy-
in from a significant proportion of the academic staff, it is important that a senior member of staff is 
actively involved in championing and development of workload planning and can therefore manage 
the communications for implementation.  

This chapter of the guide brings together the key issues around the implementation of a 
workload planning process or making significant changes to an existing one. Some of the points 
made in the chapter repeats those made in previous chapters, but this is deliberate to enable 
those implementing workload planning to have a consolidated view of the key issues in one 
place. This chapter will be of particular interest to institutions that are about to implement 
workload planning or are currently in the process of implementing workload planning.  
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The example above illustrates a successful example of senior sponsorship. The DVC was engaged in 
the process from the start and continues to be an active champion for workload planning. This has 
allowed workload planning to be implemented across the institution in a reasonable timeframe, with 
good engagement from academic staff. 
 
The example below illustrates the issues encountered when senior sponsorship is less structured, in 
this case due to a change in a number of senior post holders during a key stage of implementation. 
 

 

 7.3 Communication 
The majority of the institutions responding to the survey identified communication as having a 
significant impact on the success of implementing a workload planning process.  
 

It is important to articulate the benefits of workload 
planning, specifically the benefits to the individuals with 
whom the Institution is hoping to engage, for example: 

• Fair and equitable workloads 
• Recognition of work undertaken 
• Enables staff development priorities and associated 

activities to be built into the work plan 
• Reduced administration burden due to the cessation 

of the time allocation process used in TRAC. 
 

Case Study 
Institution B - Senior sponsor 
At this institution the DVC is the senior sponsor for workload planning and this has been 
identified as a great benefit to the success of the project. The DVC has been vocal about the 
benefits of workload planning, especially the benefits to academic staff. The DVC also chairs the 
working group for workload planning, which gives the sponsor an insight into the detail of 
workload planning allowing this to be communicated accurately and consistently to the 
institution’s staff. 

Case Study 
Institution A – Senior sponsor 
When the institution introduced the workload planning system there were three main senior 
sponsors. Departure of these sponsors during the early stages of the implementation led to 
inadequate communications with academic staff and insufficient levels of buy-in across the 
academic community.  
A post-implementation review highlighted that the lack of consistent communications had an 
adverse impact on the implementation of the workload planning system.  
Experience at the institution suggests strong senior sponsorship and concise, regularly reinforced 
messages would be of great benefit to institutions embarking on a workload planning journey. 

Top tip 
 

Tailor communications to 
your audience. Explaining 

the advantages of 
workload planning to the 
individual is a helpful way 

of gaining buy-in. 
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7.4 Consultation and the lack of academic buy-in 
Institutions outlined the importance of the consultation process with academic staff, both in terms 
of ensuring the system is fit-for-purpose and to build acceptance and buy-in from academic staff.  
 
Some examples were provided where the consultation over policies, guidance and tariffs took a 
number of years to agree. To overcome this and shorten the time needed to agree the workload 
planning process, incorporating some flexibility into the workload planning model increases the ease 
with which workload planning processes could be agreed, e.g. allowing academic departments to 
allocate time at their discretion and/or flex the tariffs for certain circumstances. 
 

7.5 Governance 
A range of examples were given regarding the governance processes that institutions had 
established to support workload planning. These ranged from ‘no governance’ to a three-tier 
governance approach. The extent of governance needed will depend on the size and complexity of 
the institution. 
 
The three-tier model of governance comprised a strategy and policy group for the whole institution; 
an operation group for the staff members who operate the workload planning system; and a faculty 
level group to disseminate the information from the strategy and policy group and to escalate issues, 
as shown below. This could be modified such that existing groups or committees within the 
institution were able to incorporate the workload planning responsibility to prevent the need for 
additional groups.  
 
Figure 8 – Governance model diagram 
 

 
 

Case Study 
Institution B - Policy development 
The institution started to develop a framework for workload planning in 2011, with a Workload 
Policy being approved in March 2014 and tariffs approved in November 2015.  
 
The process of agreeing the initial framework was lengthy, however, by agreeing the framework 
with relevant stakeholders at this early stage, the institution was able to implement the IT 
solution over a relatively short period of time. 

Strategy and 
policy group

Operational 
group

Academic 
Dept A Group

Academic 
Dept B Group

Academic 
Dept C Group

Top tip 
 

A hierarchical 
governance model 
allows control from 

the top and 
promotes 

consistency in 
workload planning. 
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Benefits of this model of governance, include: 
• Strong leadership and lines of communication from the strategy and policy group – any 

changes to the workload planning policy are ratified by this group to provide overall control 
of the process. 

• The Operational Group allows the Strategy and Policy Group to focus on overall policy rather 
than individual departmental issues or requests; formal business cases for any change 
requests made by the departments are brought to this group. This allows for a consistency 
of approach on a case-by-case basis across the departments. 

• The academic department level groups allow some autonomy to discuss and escalate 
workload planning issues and resolve individual issues that are specific to the academic 
department. This allows for discussion around tariff change requests, and consistency of 
approach within the department. 

 

 
 

7.6 Resourcing of workload planning administration 
It is important to give appropriate resource to the administration of the workload planning process 
and to locate this resource in the appropriate place within the institution’s structure. A variety of 
practice was found concerning the location of the workload planning resource, e.g. finance, HR, 
planning and in individual academic areas. 
 
The planning function/department would be a good location for the workload planning 
administration resource, as it is centrally located rather than devolved, which promotes consistency. 

Case Study 
Institution C – Three tier governance 
The institution has three types of working groups set up to manage workload planning. These 
are: 

• Institution Academic Planner Governance Group. This group is attended by the Head of 
Planning & Business Intelligence along with Associate Deans, Deputy Deans, Chair of the 
Institution Workload Operations Group and representatives from HR. The Deputy Vice-
Chancellor and Provost chairs the meetings which are scheduled quarterly. One of the 
aims of the group is to ensure that fairness and consistency is maintained across all 
faculties. Any variations to the standard tariffs must be approved by this group. 
 

• Faculty Workload Model Operations Group. This group also meets quarterly and 
meetings are scheduled approximately two weeks before the Institution Academic 
Planner Governance Group meetings. 
Each group is attended by a faculty Associate Head of Department (workload allocators) 
and the dedicated Faculty Planning Officer. 
All groups work to the same agenda with comments fed back to the Institution Academic 
Planner Governance Group.  
 

• Institution Workload Operations Group. This group is chaired by a Head of Department 
and meetings are attended by designated Chairs from the Faculty Workload Model 
Operations Group (Associate Heads of Department) and the faculty dedicated Planning 
Officers. 
The purpose of this group is to escalate the comments from Faculty Workload Planning 
Operations Group meetings to the Institution Academic Planner Governance Group. 
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Planning is also a good fit as workload planning should be aligned to the plans of the institution and 
its academic departments, which is a core focus on the planning function/department.  
 
The survey undertaken for this study highlights a concern of ‘under resourcing’ the implementation 
and operation of workload planning processes - over half of the institutions reported that they did 
not have a dedicated resource for workload planning. This lack of resource to implement or 
administer workload planning may have an impact on the time taken to implement a workload 
planning process. It could also affect the accuracy of workload planning data and the interpretation 
of the data collected. During the case study visits, a variety of practice was observed from well-
resourced workload planning to institutions that allocate a minimum level of resource. 
 
The number of staff required to effectively manage workload planning will be dependent on the size 
of the institution. However, it is recommended that there is someone at faculty or academic 
department level with formal responsibility for supporting operation of the workload planning 
process. Among other benefits this enables the institution to validate and question the data to 
ensure it is sufficiently accurate. 
 

 
 

 

7.7 Aligning the PDR process with workload planning sign-off  
In the workload planning survey, 14 (32%) of the respondents identified “Provision of reliable data to 
support the appraisal process” as a key driver for implementing workload planning and all of the 
institutions contributing to this study have indicated that workload plans are part of the 
Performance and Development Review (PDR) process. However, it was not possible to identify the 
extent to which workload planning data is used within these processes.   
 

Case Study 
Institution C 
Workload planning is supported by a team of Planning Officers at the institution, one dedicated 
Officer per faculty. The Planning Officers update the WAMS system and liaise with the faculties to 
ensure accuracy and fairness. 
 
Each Planning Officer meets regularly with key stakeholders within faculties to ensure that the 
needs of the faculty are met at all times and suitable/timely reports are produced and presented 
from WAMS. 
 
The TRAC submission is made by the Head of Finance Systems and Processes who uses the 
workload planning data to complete the time allocation element of TRAC. 

Case Study 
Institution A 
The institution has a dedicated member of staff in each Academic Department to administer the 
data in the workload planning system. This role, managed by the institution’s planning function, 
involves liaison with individual academics and senior staff to ensure the data is accurate. 
A workload planning Policy Officer is responsible for the coordination of overall policy and 
procedures for workload planning. A TRAC accountant uses the data generated from the 
workload planning system for TRAC purposes. 
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Although outside the remit of this guide, it is important to have a strong, inclusive appraisal process 
embedded within departments allowing staff to recognise their contribution to the success of the 
institution. 
 
Good practice would be to use the workload plans to inform the PDR process. If the PDR cycle could 
be lined up with need to sign-off the plan at the start and end of the year, this would help the PDR 
process and achieve TRAC compliance of the start and end of year sign-off. Workload plans could be 
reviewed in conjunction with an individual’s goals and key performance indicators (KPIs) set through 
the appraisal process, as the workload plans should align with development needs as well as delivery 
commitments. To ensure that staff understand and engage with their workload plan and as a way of 
testing the reality of the plan at a point in time, linking it to PDR discussions would be one way of 
achieving this.  
 

  

Case Study 
Institution A – Performance and Development Review process 
Academics have sight of their individual workload breakdown, which can be referenced in 
discussions with Heads of Disciplines.  
A high level view of the previous years’ workload for each academic is incorporated in metrics in 
each individual’s online PDR record, which is in the early stages of implementation.  

Case Study 
Institution B – Performance and Development Review process 
The PDR process takes place each year from January to March for academic staff. Increasingly, 
the workload planning data is used as part of these discussions to direct career progression. 
However, this is not mandated centrally. 
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8 GLOSSARY 
 

DVC Deputy Vice Chancellor 

FTE Full-Time Equivalent 

HEFCE Higher Education Funding Council for England 

HR Human Resources  

IT Information Technology 

KPI Key Performance Indicator 

MIP Management Information Project 

NPFT Non-Publicly Funded Teaching 

PDR Performance and Development Review 

PFT Publicly Funded Teaching 

PGR Post-Graduate Research 

PVC Pro Vice Chancellor 

REF Research Excellence Framework 

SWP Staff Workload Planner 

TAS Time Allocation Schedule 

TDG TRAC Development Group 

TRAC Transparent Approach to Costing 

WAMS Workload Allocation Management System 
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Appendix 1 – Case studies 
 

Case study – Institution A 
 
Background 
The institution introduced a common workload planning platform several years ago with the original 
drivers being course costing and transparency of workloads. However, the benefit of replacing 
academic staff time allocation returns was an important secondary factor.   
  
The institution has established workload planning policy guidance, which is the foundation for 
individual academic department policies. Each Academic Department policy, as well as the overall 
institution level policy, is reviewed annually by a workload planning Steering Group. There is a 
continuous improvement programme to harmonise and simplify the academic department polices. 
 
Implementation issues 
The main issue that arose was a lack of buy-in from academics at the early stages, largely due to 
inadequate promotion and communication. Communications were an issue due to the departure of 
the original workload planning sponsors from the institution during the initiation phase of the 
workload planning project. 
 
Uses for workload planning 
The institution believes that workload planning has the following benefits: 

• Planning the use of academic staff time is key to achieving the institution’s strategies for 
education, research, impact and innovation. 

• Planning enables an equitable and transparent spread of workload. 
• Workload is distributed strategically and maximizes capacity, sharing departmental workload 

in ways that build on the strengths of all staff. 
• Workload planning is not a new concept for higher education, however more transparent 

policies and the recognition that similar activities across the institution generate similar 
workloads, was a great benefit of a common system.  

• The system used at the institution recognises the need to give colleges flexibility to adapt to 
differences in demands and needs but should also reflect harmonized college policies. 

The institution considers the workload planning system: 
• Ensures that, as a research-intensive institution, staff with a contractual duty to research are 

given time and opportunity to develop and publish their research 
• Assists the institution, through the colleges, to address its responsibility to manage the 

health and wellbeing of its staff, particularly with regard to stress and work-life balance 
• Supports the institution in meeting its equality and diversity commitments 
• Maintains parity of treatment in the distribution of work to academic staff in each college, 

taking account of discipline-specific characteristics 
• Provides a basis for the costing of the delivery of taught modules (course costing) 
• Aides in the completion of Athena Swan Charter requirement 
• Informs a system that fully complies with TRAC, and is capable of replacing the manual 

completion of TAS by academic staff. 

Governance 
The institution has the support of a number of committees and working groups to manage the 
workload planning process: 
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• Workload planning Steering Group – the steering group meets termly and is chaired by the 
DVC Education, with Academic Department PVCs, Professional Services and Union 
Representatives. The group is responsible for setting institution level policy and guidance. 
 

• The planning function has day-to-day responsibility for academic workload planning. The 
team consists of a Planning Officer and Workload Planning Administrators. 

 
• Academic Department Workload Allocation Action Groups – these are college-level action 

groups, chaired by a senior manager within each College. These groups meet termly, are 
responsible for academic department-level policies and are attended by Professional 
Services and workload planning Administrators. 

Sponsor 
When the institution introduced the workload planning system there were three main senior 
sponsors. Departure of these sponsors during the early stages of implementation led to inadequate 
communications and insufficient levels of buy-in across the academic community.  
A post implementation review highlighted that the lack of consistent communications had an 
adverse impact on implementation of the workload planning system.  
 
Experience at the institution suggests strong senior sponsorship and concise, regularly-reinforced 
messages would be of great benefit to institutions embarking on developing a workload planning 
approach. 
 
Resource 
The institution has a dedicated member of staff in each college to administer the data in the 
workload planning system. This role, managed by the planning function, involves liaison with 
individual academics and senior staff to ensure the data is accurate. 
 
A workload planning Policy Officer is responsible for coordination of overall policy and procedures 
for workload planning. A TRAC accountant uses the data generated from the workload planning 
system for TRAC purposes. 
 
Software used for workload planning 
The institution has developed an in-house web-based software solution to record and manage 
workload activities. The system is designed to store workload related data, allow academic staff to 
validate their activities at year-end and allow managers to produce useful reports at Academic 
Department or institution level.  
 
The system stores data from various sources, however there are no direct links with other systems, 
and all data must be uploaded via a spreadsheet. The data sources, include: 

• Student data – the institution manually uploads student level data to the workload planning 
software, from the institution student records system. 

• HR data – the workload planning Administrators in each college manually update HR data in 
the workload planning software as and when changes are made to starters, leavers and 
contracts. 

• Research sponsor category – this comes directly from the institution project software, which 
stores the financial information regarding all research projects.  

The institution is investigating the feasibility of building in direct data feeds to the workload planning 
software. 
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Limitations of the software: 
 

• There are free text categories in the workload planning system, which allows academic 
departments to create new activity categories as and when they identify new tasks. This 
flexibility is useful as it allows individual academics to see a category that they recognise 
rather than an overarching group category. Whilst this is largely for exceptional items, rather 
than teaching or research, there are a significant number of categories which the TRAC 
accountants must understand each year in order to align them to a TRAC category. The 
institution is rationalising these categories to ensure consistency and aid the completion of 
TRAC. 

• The system does not automatically calculate hours to allocate to activities based on the data 
imported from other systems. Most calculations are undertaken in excel and then uploaded 
to the system.  

Staff delivering teaching on courses outside of their department / faculty 
Responsibility for the workload plans for academic staff sits within the home academic department 
of the taught module. The home academic department records a note against the module stating 
details of lecturers/hours allocated to a different college and informs the relevant college of these 
details. This college sets up a dummy module and records the teaching as advised. 
 
Managed hours 
As a research-intensive Institution, there are no contractual hours limit for academics. The 
institution uses the sector-recognised annual figure of 1,650 hours as a benchmark, with a ±10% 
tolerance. The expectation is that investigations and discussions will occur regarding any exceptions. 
Heads of discipline will take a view of an individual’s workload over a three year period to ensure 
that workloads are reasonable. 
 
Tariffs 
There is a variety of practice across the Academic Departments because policies were independently 
developed. The institution is now looking to harmonise the policies (where practical), under a 
continuous improvement programme. 
 
An example of the calculation of module hours is provided below for indicative purposes only. These 
hours relate to a specific college/discipline and vary across colleges: 
 
Example Module: Existing second year module: 30 credits, 100 students, 20 lecture hours shown on 
the Module Descriptor (module delivered twice), 1 day fieldtrip run by 2 staff members, 50% Course 
work, 50% Exam, 2 pieces of assessment: 

• Lectures: 20 hours delivery + 60 hours preparation + 20 hours of repeated delivery (which 
attracts no further preparation time) 

• Coursework: 6 hours setting + 6 hours model answer writing + 75 hours marking (0.75*100) 
• Exam: 6 hours setting + 6 hours model answer writing + 50 hours marking (0.5*100) 
• Moderation: 10 hours (0.05 * 100 students * 2 pieces of assessment) 
• Module Convenor: 10 hours + 5 hours Convenor Student Query Time (0.05 * 100 students) 
• Student Queries: 40 hours (0.2 * 100 students * (30credits/15credits)) 
• Fieldtrip: (8 hours delivery + 4 hours preparation) + 8 hours delivery of second staff member 

Total Workload for Module = 334 hours 
 
Preparation time is calculated as a multiple of teaching hours, however, the ratio is defined at the 
college level and can vary significantly. Additional hours are also provided for new courses or new 
teachers. 
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Sign-off process 
The institution’s current workload process requires each academic to view and give feedback on 
their workload at the end of the academic year. There is no documented sign-off process at the start 
of the academic year.  
 
At the end of the academic year (May-June), academics are invited to confirm electronically their 
workload, or advise of any necessary changes. Leavers’ data is signed off by the relevant academics’ 
line managers. 
 
Sign-off wording 
The institution has developed the following wording for year-end approval of workload. 
Select “Submit My Data” if your workload summary is reasonably representative of how your time 
has been allocated during this academic year. It is not necessary for the summary to be 100% 
accurate as your submitted data will be anonymised and aggregated to department/discipline level 
for use in TRAC. If the workload planning profile is not reasonably representative of your allocated 
duties please contact workload planning Administrator by selecting “Query My Data”. 
 
Using workload planning for TRAC 
The institution has moved its six Academic Departments from an academic staff time allocation 
process to workload planning for TRAC reporting following successful implementation of the 
workload planning system.  
 
The TRAC accountants export the data from the workload planning system, add TRAC codes to user-
defined categories and draw in data from other sources before converting the workload planning 
hours to percentages for submission to TRAC. 
 
When the institution switched from using data from the academic staff time allocation system to 
workload planning in TRAC submissions, they continued to parallel run the time allocation system to 
enable management to ‘sense check’ the data. The institution found that, at a high level, the data 
was very similar; i.e. overall research and teaching hours were similar. However, the split between 
research and research support was more varied. 
 
Research 
Time spent on externally funded research projects is captured from the research project system 
which details academic input and sponsorship for each project individually, allowing the correct time 
and sponsor details to be input to the workload planning system for use in TRAC submissions. 
 
Teaching 
All teaching is categorised as publicly funded in the workload planning system. The data is then 
extracted and split to publicly funded and non-publicly funded using student numbers (EU versus 
non-EU) at departmental level. 
 
Workload planning and the PDR process 
Academics have sight of their individual workload breakdown, which is available to be used in 
discussions with heads of disciplines.  
 
A high level view of previous years’ workloads for each academic will be incorporated in metrics in 
each individual’s online PDR record, which is currently in the early stages of implementation.  
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Case study – Institution B 
 
Background 
The institution has seven academic schools, each with a number of directorates beneath them. A 
workload planning system has been in place for around 20 years. The original driver for 
implementation was to identify under and over-utilised staff to allow equitable workloads. The 
institution has been using workload planning to complete TRAC for a number of years, although 
TRAC was introduced after the workload planning system was introduced, so was not a driver for 
implementation. The institution has a spreadsheet model for recording workload plans, which has 
recently been refreshed, although the underlying tariffs remain unchanged. The institution has a 
points-based system, rather than hours based, with a target of 100 points per FTE.   
 
Ongoing issues 
The main issue has been, a lack of engagement from academics at the early stages, largely due to a 
lack of central oversight in the form of a committee or senior sponsor. The institution would also like 
to work towards a standard model across all schools.  
 
Uses for workload planning 
The institution believes that workload planning has the following key uses: 

• Identify under and over-utilised staff to allow equitable workload management. 
• To inform resource allocation. 
• To replace the time allocation process for use in TRAC. 
• Inform course costing. 
• To inform the Research Excellence Framework (REF) by identifying staff that should be 

included. 
• Performance review. 
• Completion of Athena Swan Charter requirement. 
• HESA data requirements. 

Governance 
The institution has a user group for workload planning which meets quarterly and includes 
representatives from each school, finance and HR. The users are a mix of academic users and 
administrative staff. 
 
Sponsor 
The institution has a devolved approach to workload planning in which schools are allowed a degree 
of autonomy in how they distribute points to academics. As such the institution has not had a senior 
sponsor in place recently. However, the PVC Research has now taken over this role as workload 
planning has become useful in identifying individuals to include in the REF. 
 
Resource 
The institution has a TRAC accountant who is responsible for the TRAC return and maintaining the 
workload planning system. The only other central resource is HR support, who are responsible for 
assisting the schools with ensuring that workload allocations are equitable and in defining the 
points-value of non-teaching academic roles. 
 
There is varied practice across the institution for the completion of workload plans in the seven 
schools, with those responsible for allocating hours to academics including assistant deans, directors 
of sub-divisions and senior administrators.  
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Software used for workload planning 
The institution has developed an in-house solution to record workload plans over a number of years, 
and this has recently been refreshed. The solution is Excel spreadsheet-based and is maintained by 
the TRAC accountant, with one spreadsheet for each school, hosted on a SharePoint site. The TRAC 
accountant enters the staff in the school and their FTE value, as well as the modules they teach 
(including credit value and student numbers). These data are sourced from the student records 
system but are entered manually. The schools then allocate the points for each module to the 
relevant academics and add the other categories, such as research, which are user defined. 
 
The spreadsheet has a function that emails an individual workload plan to each academic using a 
macro developed by the TRAC accountant. The spreadsheet does not record approval of workload 
plans from the individual academics. Other checks and validations are also built-in to the 
spreadsheet such as a comparison of modules allocated to staff and all modules with live students 
recorded in the student records system. 
 
Managed hours 
The institution uses a points-based approach, rather than hours. Each academic is targeted with 
around 100 points per annum and points are awarded based on activities completed. 
 
Tariffs 
The institution has a standard model for teaching points, which are calculated using the following 
formula: 
 
Module credits X Number of students X student weighting factor x credits weighting factor = points 
awarded 
 
The weighting factors add an additional value for credits and students in one of the following three 
categories: 
 

• Standard lecture – basic weighting factor. 
• Intensive lecture – higher student weighting factor so points more sensitive to changes in 

student volume. 
• Other – bespoke factor for exceptional circumstances. 

The points awarded above include the teaching time, preparation time and assessment time. The 
individual schools can also add an additional factor or overwrite the points entirely e.g. for extra 
time needed for new lecturers or a new module. 
 
Sign-off process 
The institution does not currently comply with the TRAC guidance for signing off workload plans at 
the start and end-of the year. Currently, the institution: 

• Sends each academic their individual workload plan close to the end of the year. 

• Requires the Dean of each school to formally sign off the entire workload plan for their 
school at the end of each year. 

Using workload planning for TRAC 

The institution has been using workload planning to complete TRAC for a number of years. The data 
is used to inform the allocation of costs for all categories except research. Research costs are 
allocated based on the planned time for each research project, which is allocated to a project code 
within the finance system.  
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For all categories except research, the points calculated in the workload planning spreadsheet are 
used to allocate the remaining costs to the appropriate categories.  
 
Teaching 

All teaching is categorised as publicly funded in the workload planning system. The data is then 
extracted and split into publicly funded, non-publicly funded using student numbers (EU versus non-
EU) at departmental level. 
 
Workload planning and the PDR process 
Workload plans are used to inform the PDR process. 
 
  



 

57 

Case Study – Institution C 
 
Background 
Institution C is made up of four faculties. The institution first implemented workload planning eight 
years ago and has moved over time from a spreadsheet model to an in-house software solution. The 
institution has used data from its workload planner to populate the TRAC from an early stage to aid 
better and more accurate accountability and reporting. 
 
Implementation issues 
The original implementation of an institution-wide approach to workload planning was a fairly 
challenging exercise with the main barrier being around gaining staff confidence in a system that 
was going to be fair and equitable to all across the institution. 
 
There was lots of discussion around the initial implementation of the workload planner because 
different faculties deliver and teach in different ways. It was important to make sure that the 
formula used to generate available workload bundles was acceptable to different methods of 
delivery of information to students. 
 
Uses of workload planning 
The institution has identified the following as uses for workload planning: 

• The workload planning system increases transparency and therefore fairness across all areas 
of teaching, PhD supervision, management roles and externally funded projects. 

• The reporting tool can easily identify staff who are under or over-utilised, to allow more 
equitable workload management. 

• It is used to measure efficiency across the departments / clusters. 
• It provides reliable data to support the appraisal process. 
• It informs resource allocation. 
• It informs course costing. 
• It allows analysis of capacity across the faculties and supports business cases for additional 

staff if required. Some areas have increased staffing as a result and some have seen 
numbers fall over time. 

• It populates the TRAC return without the need for TAS and has improved the quality of the 
data returned. 

Governance 
The institution has three types of working groups set up to manage workload planning. These are: 
 

• Institution Academic Planner Governance Group. This group is attended by the Head of 
Planning & Business Intelligence along with Associate Deans, Deputy Deans, Chair of the 
Institution Workload Operations Group and representatives from HR. The Deputy Vice-
Chancellor and Provost chairs the meetings which are scheduled quarterly. 
One of the aims of the group is to ensure that fairness and consistency is maintained across 
all faculties.  
Any variations to the standard tariffs must be approved by this group. 

• Faculty Workload Model Operations Groups. These groups meet quarterly and meetings 
are scheduled approximately two weeks before the Institution Academic Planner 
Governance Group meetings. 
Each group is attended by the Faculty Associate Head of Departments (workload allocators) 
and the dedicated Faculty Planning Officer. 
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All groups work to the same agenda with comments fed back to the Institution Academic 
Planner Governance Group.  

• Institution Workload Operations Group. This group is chaired by a Head of Department and 
meetings are attended by designated chairs from the Faculty Workload Operations Groups 
(Associate Heads of Department) and the faculty dedicated Planning Officers. 
The purpose of this group is to escalate the comments from Faculty Workload Operations 
Group meetings to the Institution Academic Planner Governance Group. 

 
Resource 
Workload planning is supported by a team of Planning Officers at the institution, one dedicated 
officer per faculty. The Planning Officers update the Workload Allocation Management System 
(WAMS) and liaise with the faculties to ensure accuracy and fairness. 
 
Each Planning Officer meets regularly with key stakeholders within faculties to ensure that the needs 
of the faculty are met at all times and suitable/timely reporting out of WAMS produced and 
presented. 
 
The TRAC submission is made by the Head of Finance Systems and Processes, who uses the workload 
planning data to complete the time allocation element of TRAC. 
 
Software used for workload planning 
The institution started workload planning in 2009 using a spreadsheet model, but have since 
developed an in-house software solution (WAMS).  
 
The on-line planning tool is much more user-friendly and can be accessed directly from the web 
which allows allocators to be flexible in where they choose to undertake their work. 
Institution staff can also view their own workload either on or off campus. 
 
Planning Officers release workload summaries for all institution staff (Standard Academic contracts, 
Research contracts and Associate Lecturers) four times per year (as agreed at the Institution 
Academic Planner Governance Group). This ensures that every staff member has access to a copy of 
their workload at different stages throughout the academic year. 
 
After implementing the in-house solution, the institution was approached by a number of other 
institutions to gain access to the software, at which point they worked with a company called 
Simitive to develop the workload planning system as a product for sale to the sector. The institution 
has continued to develop their version of WAMS separately to the Simitive developments. 
 
Links to other software systems 
HR data is extracted and manually uploaded to the WAMS system as there is no direct link between 
the two systems. 
 
A Planning Share-point site has been created to enable data for Externally Funded Projects and PGR 
supervisory teams to be used in the WAMS system. This information is uploaded by the appropriate 
teams onto the Share-point site and Planning Officers then record the information in WAMS. 
 
There are no institution systems that currently link directly to WAMS. 
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Staff delivering teaching on courses outside of their department/faculty 
The WAMS software has a functionality that allows Workload Allocators within faculties to send 
requests to other departments within the institution for staff time to deliver their modules. This is 
called a ‘Service Request’. The request is made by the originating department, which then has to be 
accepted and allocated by the required faculty. 
 
This functionality is to ensure that all workloads undertaken by staff are recognised and recorded 
against their workload summaries, even if these commitments are outside of their own faculty or 
department. 
 
Tariffs 
The institution calculates workload planning activities in bundles for teaching activity. However, each 
element of the bundle, or the total, can be adjusted to reflect individual circumstances. This is 
completed within the WAMS system and all variations are approved by the Institution Academic 
Planner Governance Group board, and can only be implemented by the Planning Officers. 
 
Managed hours 
For workload management in WAMS, the institution does not include the agreed scholarly activity or 
administration time which is part of a standard academic contract (seven weeks in total). 
Scholarly activity is discussed and managed between the member of staff and their line manager. 
For staff employed on a research-only contract, the full 654 workload bundles are recorded in 
WAMS based on a 1.0 FTE appointment. 
 
The institution allows for some discretion over allocating small amounts of time to reflect that not all 
faculties perform the same activities. These include: 

• An internally funded allocation of workload bundles for research and knowledge exchange, 
which is agreed with the DVC as an overall allocation, but allocated to individuals at the 
discretion of the faculty. 

• A faculty discretionary allocation equating to 2% of the department’s total workload. 
• A departmental discretionary allocation equating to 2% of teaching and personal tutoring, 

which is at the department’s discretion. 

TRAC sign-off process 
Start of year 
The institution does not sign off plans at the start of the academic year, due to constantly changing 
plans and to reflect that the enrolment of students needs to be completed to clarify actual 
workloads. However, plans are sent out to academic staff four times a year for confirmation. 
Updates to the workload plans can also be made at any other time of the year. Records are kept of 
who has accessed their record during the year. 
 
End of year sign-off for TRAC 
The institution has a process in place for staff to sign off their workload plans for use in the TRAC 
process. This is now a tried and tested approach that takes place over the summer months. Planning 
Officers work directly with Associate Heads of Department over this period to resolve any issues. The 
institution has response rates across the departments ranging from 70% to 100% returns. 
 
Using workload planning for TRAC 
Current process 
Using the workload planning data in TRAC was a key driver for the move from a spreadsheet model 
to the WAMS software, developed in-house. The institution has compared the data submitted since 
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workload planning data has been used to complete TRAC, to the TAS data previously submitted, and 
has noticed very little change. 
 
The workload planning data is extracted from WAMS in early October each year. HR data is then 
added to this; for example salaries and hours are converted to percentages before submission for 
use in TRAC. 
 
Research 
The institution uses a level of research sponsor category in the workload planning model that is 
slightly more disaggregated than the TRAC compliant categories. These categories are all hard coded 
in the WAMS system to a specific TRAC activity category, allowing the WAMS system to produce a 
report of hours per sponsor category, as required by TRAC. 
 
Teaching 
Teaching time is allocated to publicly funded categories for TRAC purposes with non-publicly funded 
activities recorded under faculty-funded activities (as agreed by the Faculty Executive). 
 
Workload planning and the PDR process 
Staff workload summaries recorded in WAMS form a point of discussion for individual PDR meetings 
between staff and their line managers as these are the most accurate record of work undertaken or 
planned. 
 

 



 

61 

Appendix 2 – Survey findings  

A survey was undertaken in autumn of 2018 to understand the position of workload planning in the sector. Forty-four institutions responded to the survey, 
23 of which were more research-intensive institutions. The information gathered has been used to direct the focus of the case study visits and the content 
of the guide. A summary of these results is contained in Chapter 4 of the guide. Below are the full results of the survey, which capture the sector’s view on a 
broad range of workload planning aspects. 
 

How long has the institution operated a workload planning model?  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

86% of the responses were from institutions with a workload 
planning model in place, of which 65% had a workload planning 
model which had been in existence for more than three years. 

Less than 1 year
16%

Between 2 and 3 
years
14%

Between 3 and 5 
years
18%

More than 5 years
38%

Does not currently 
operate a workload 

model
14%
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Is the model in operation across the whole institution or only 
available with certain faculties/departments? 
 
 

 

68% of responses were from institutions that were engaging the 
whole institution rather than just selected faculties. 
 

 
Does the institution have a single workload planning model, or do 
academic areas have different models? 
 
 
 

 

Only 37% of the responses were from institutions with a single 
model across the institution although a further 36% had a 
consistent set of principles for workload planning. 
 
 
 
 

Whole Institution
68%

Certain Faculties
32%

Single Model 
37%

Different models that conform to a 
standard framework/principles 

36%

Different models that are 
designed by individual academic 

areas and not governed by a 
standard framework / principles 

27%
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What were the key drivers for implementing workload planning? 
(Please select all that apply) 
 
 

 

The key drivers for implementing a workload planning model (89%) 
were related to resource management. These included: 

o Identify under and over-utilised staff to allow 
equitable workload management – 39%; 

o To inform resource allocation – 26%; 
o Provide information on the efficiency and 

effectiveness of use of resources in departments – 
24%. 
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Are you currently facing any issues with the ongoing management 
of your workload planning? Please select all that apply. 
 

 

The key issues that respondents were currently facing with 
workload planning were: 

• No fully standardised model. 
• Agreement of the data the workload planning should 

capture. 
• Academic resistance to measuring time. 
• Devolved management of the model to 

faculties/departments. 
• Lack of sufficient senior oversight and management 

centrally. 
 

Have you engaged with a software provider to provide a tailored 
service to fit your institution’s needs, or is this managed through a 
database designed in-house?   
 
 

 

Of the 44 respondents over half were operating an in-house, 
bespoke system, rather than using a software provider. 
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As a result of the implementation process, did any unforeseen or 
unexpected issues arise that required intervention or further 
design around the framework?   
 
 

 

66% of respondents did not experience any unexpected issues 
following implementation of the system.  

Of the 34% who did comment, the issues encountered included: 
• Transparency and consistency. 
• More resistance than anticipated, longer to embed processes than expected, still learning from our experiences. 
• No equal focus on activities. 
• More sophisticated requirements identified over time e.g. capturing clinical time at Medical School. 
• Unreliable attendance data by staff. 
• Incorrectly built system by provider. 
• There were issues with the system that needed refining. 
• The software wasn't suitable for the institution’s needs. 
• In process of implementation so neither yes, nor no. 
• We are working to enhance the level of institution-wide commonality in the workload model. 
• Assumed, but specific issues unknown. 
• Completing the workload model was not as easy as expected as existing information was sketchier than thought. The resource to do it was lacking in 

some areas. They sometimes lacked the knowledge around modules, teaching modes etc., mis-matches between modules catalogues and timetabling 
info.  

• General lack of resource. 
 

Yes
34%

No
66%
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Is the institution using workload planning data to replace the time 
allocation survey? 
 
 

 

48% of the respondents have used workload planning to replace 
the need to collect time allocation data as a separate exercise for 
TRAC. However, the majority that have found this to be more 
useful data than the time allocation data previously collected. 
 
 

What issues have you found difficult to address in using workload planning for TRAC? 
 

• Sign-off at the start of year. 
• Some disparity in the time recorded for institution ‘own funded’ research compared to the previous methodology (TAS). 
• Breaking down the one day per week research allowance, which could encapsulate many different activities. 
• There was previously an on-line TAS data collection portal that populated a database directly. There is now a series of non-standard workload planning 

spreadsheets in excel that need to be collated, so there is more administration time/cost. There is also the issue of mapping workload planning headings 
to the required TRAC categories. 

• A formal verification process for the workload plan at the start of the year is not undertaken as part of our current process.  
• Persuading some finance colleagues that workload planning is suitable for use in TRAC. 
• Response rates for sign-off are not sufficient yet. 

 
  

Yes
48%No

52%
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How should TRAC guidance be improved/ further developed to better enable workload planning to be used in TRAC? 
 

• Burden of proof greater than TAS - e.g. 100% sign-off requirement. (This is not correct, but is an interesting misconception.) 
• Remove the need for a formal sign-off at start of year. 
• Should be more flexibility around the sign-off process to enable it to follow normal institution processes. 
• Address the one day per week research allowance to provide guidance as to how to map to TRAC activities. 
• Working well as it currently operates. 
• To be flexible enough to allow use of models i.e. be less prescriptive. 
• Guidance does not provide clarity on approach that is permissible if under threshold - e.g. worked examples. 
• We would suggest that a formal sign-off of planned workload models should be optional. 
• Needs to retain institutional flexibility given local practice. 

 

When designing and implementing the workload planning model 
please specify from the list below who you consulted. Please select 
all that apply. 
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Do you have a dedicated member of staff supporting the operation 
and management of your workload planning model? 
 
 
 

 

Only 45% of respondents have a dedicated member of staff 
assigned to workload planning. 

Who at executive / senior management levels is responsible for 
the workload planning process? 
 
 
 

 

Ultimate responsibility for workload planning sits across three 
main areas: HR, PVC Teaching and Learning (or equivalent) and 
DVC.  
 
 
 
 

  

Yes 
45%

No
55%

DvC
25%

HR
20%

Other
25%

PVC Teaching 
and Learning (or 

equivalent)
23%

Finance
5%

Registrar/ COO
2%
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Appendix 3 – Survey questions 

• Q01. Name  
• Q02. Email address  
• Q03. How long has the institution operated a workload planning model?  
• Q04. Is the model in operation across the whole institution?  
• Q05. Does the institution have a single workload planning model, or do academic areas have different models?  
• Q06. What were the key drivers for implementing the workload planning?  

• Q07. If other, please specify.  
• Q08. Are you currently facing any issues with the ongoing management of your workload planning?  

• Q09. If other, please specify. 
• Q10. Have you engaged with a software provider to provide a tailored service to fit your institution’s needs, or is this managed through a database 

designed in-house?  
• Q11. If other, please specify.  

• Q12. As a result of the implementation process, did any unforeseen or unexpected issues arise that required intervention or further design around 
the framework?  

• Q13. If yes, please specify.  
• Q14. Is the institution using workload planning data to replace the time allocation survey?  
• Q15. Have you found the workload planning data to be more representative than the TAS data?  
• Q16. What issues have you found difficult to address in using workload planning for TRAC?  
• Q17. How should TRAC guidance be improved/further developed to better enable workload planning to be used in TRAC?  
• Q18. When designing and implementing the workload planning model please specify from the list below who you consulted. Please select all that 

apply.  
• Q19. Do you have a dedicated member of staff supporting the operation and management of your workload model?  
• Q20. Who at executive/senior management levels is responsible for the workload planning process?  

• Q21. If other, please specify.  
• Q22. Are there any areas of your current workload planning that, through being part of this project, you are hoping may lead to further development 

and improvement?  
• Q23. If yes, please specify.  

• Q24. Would you be prepared to share your experiences in group discussion?  
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