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Dear UCU Members,

Last week you made history. The UCU became the 
first education union in the UK to win a national strike 
action ballot since the introduction of the anti-union 
laws in 2016. 

We inspired members across the UK. It was your hard 
work locally together with the most relentless and 
dynamic national campaign ever that delivered us the 
platform to be able to go on and win the dispute. 

I have always been clear this union belongs to the 
members. You had your say on the ballot and you have 
also been having your say, alongside your branches on 
any potential strike action. 

To win a dispute of this magnitude though, strike action 
can only be part of the strategy and not all of it. 

We are going to take our employers to a place they have 
never been before. We will deliver a strategy that exerts 
maximum leverage on the bosses with minimum pain 
for our members. 

We also want our regions, branches, and members to 
take this document and build on it locally. This is your 
union and I want you to shape every major decision we 
take. 

In the coming weeks and months, we will need every 
single member pulling in the same direction if we are 
to change our sector. We have been watching, reading, 
and listening to your feedback in recent months so don’t 
be surprised if you see your own ideas included in in 
this paper. Please take the time to read and share this 
document and support our strategy in any way you can. 

Winning the ballot was the easy part of the campaign. 
It’s now time to win the dispute. 

Solidarity,

Dr Jo Grady
UCU General Secretary
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RECRUITMENT 
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One of our straplines for this period of the dispute is that we have 70,000 
members at the start line ahead of action, and we want 70,000 at the finish 
line. In many ways this is untrue because this is a fantastic opportunity to 
grow our union. We must build a plan that gives branches the resources and 
inspiration to increase membership. We must also ensure the plan is led 
nationally. 
 
To bring focus to this we will hold our ‘join the union 
week’ in November, where all of our communications, 
campaigns, and support will be based on encouraging as 
many people as possible to join the UCU. This will take 
place prior to any action being called.  

We will launch an online resources page where individ-
uals will be able to download new recruitment materials 
alongside guidance on how to engage non-members. 
Our recruitment materials will be rebranded and fresh-
ened up as part of this process. 

We will also use the student facing part of our strategy 
to ensure that we engage the whole university com-
munity to build the highest levels of UCU membership 
density. 
 
The week of action will not be a standalone event. Re-
cruitment will be one of our key messages throughout 
the forthcoming period. We have a unique opportunity 
to change our sector, and a unique opportunity to in-
crease our density.  

In recent weeks, we have spotted some excellent ideas 
on recruitment from UCU members which we will now 
form part of our plan. These include:

•  Using targeted materials based on the job / role that 
workers undertake

•  Increasing the visibility of UCU materials and mer-
chandise in the workplace

•	 	Using	different	forms	of	communications	to	ensure	as	
many people as possible are reached

The truth is recruitment is the responsibility of every 
single one of us. Never has it been more important to be 
a member of the UCU. We have made history with the 
ballot result but to truly deliver change we must step up 
again. 

Please keep an eye out for all of our materials and start 
the process today – get someone to join us. 

The longer the picket line, the shorter the strike. 

The bigger the membership, the smaller the boss. 



STUDENT SUPPORT 
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It is already clear that media and politicians will seek to divide students and 
UCU members. We know this is not the case on the majority of campuses, 
and our members have been shown outstanding levels of solidarity and 
support by students. We have already seen acts of support from both 
individual students and local bodies. In addition, we have a meeting 
scheduled with the NUS.  
 
It is important that we arm the whole union with a 
defence to this line of attack from the media and 
politicians. On this basis we will seek to agree a joint 
student/staff	statement	with	the	NUS	which	will	cover	
the following: 
 
1. Solidarity for our strike  

2.  A joint national student and UCU day of action in 
defence of our sector to be held in November  

3.  A joint press statement which we will release 
nationally and all branches will be asked to engage 
with press in their area  

4.  A video campaign with students giving support to our 
members 

5. Use students in our recruitment  

6. Student support petition

We will also broaden our communications strategy in 
the coming weeks to ensure we are active on platforms 
which students regularly use. This will enable us to 
reach audiences we are currently missing out on. As 
part	of	this	we	would	want	to	work	with	high	profile	
student	influencers.	

In recent weeks we have spotted some brilliant 
ideas from our members on how to engage students 
including: 

• The use of teach outs before and during strike action

• University wide support petitions

•	 	Producing	dispute	briefings	that	set	out	our	demands	
clearly to students

• Organise local student solidarity groups

We will be producing a range of ‘students supporting 
staff’	merchandise	to	ensure	the	highest	possible	levels	
of visibility of our materials.

All of the activity above will give us a brilliant platform 
not only to leverage the employers but also to feed 
into any media interviews we undertake where we are 
attacked for not having the support of students. 



BUILDING FOR STRIKE ACTION  
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The UCU have delivered the biggest and best ballot result in the union’s 
history. If we have to take action, we must also deliver the biggest and 
best picket lines in the union’s history. To achieve this, we must build a 
communications plan that shows our members strike action can and will win 
– a plan which goes beyond our core base and inspires our activist network. 
This will be delivered by a mixture of videos, live 
meetings, cross union support, and the same levels of 
intensity that were the earmark of the ballot campaign. 
‘UCU and PROUD’ must become more than just words.  

We must also ensure that branches are engaging 
members locally on the importance of attending picket 
lines, building for them and backing any action we call. 

To support this activity, we will be building a new 
communications plan which will include as a minimum:

•  Strike building workshops with legal and practical 
guidance as well as hearing from inspirational 
speakers

•  Banner making workshops – aimed at allowing reps to 
build new networks

•  We will launch a new resources page on our website 
where branches can have immediate access to strike 
materials – posters, stickers, banners, merchandise. 

•  We will work with the Enough is Enough campaign 
to ensure our picket lines have the biggest levels of 
support ever from the public and wider movement 

•  We will hold major live events in the build-up to strike 
action – both member and public facing

•	 	The	general	secretary	and	senior	officials	will	address	
branch meetings in the run up to action

•  We will hold national days of action (similar to our Get 
The Vote Our Day) ahead of any strike action

•  We will hold cross union solidarity events with the aim 
of showing our members they are not alone. 

•  Every member will receive a letter from the UCU 
setting out the importance of backing any strike 

When we need to take strike action, we are going to 
light up the trade union movement. 



FUNDRAISING  
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The UCU fighting fund will be available to support members during any 
periods of strike action. We need to recognise though that our plans, set 
out above to deliver the biggest support for strike action that the union has 
ever seen will also place pressure on what is clearly a limited fund. Therefore 
- as a matter of urgency we must widen our appeal for donations. The GS 
will immediately correspond with sister unions setting out the scale of the 
dispute and requesting financial support. 
One	area	where	we	will	raise	significant	money	from	on	
the	back	of	our	increased	online	profile	is	via	individual	
donations. These donations are also powerful because 
our members will see individuals from potentially all the 
world making small donations to support the strike. We 
will use our communication channels to constantly raise 
money and thank those who make donations.  
 
Key dates for raising money will be in and around any 
action that is taken. This is because focus will be on our 
dispute from across the movement.  

Our branches will be asked to increase donations to the 
fighting	fund,	where	possible	and	replicate	the	national	
drive for donations, right across the UK. 

We cannot and will not let this dispute be won or lost 
based	on	the	financial	position	many	of	our	members	
find	themselves	in.	This	is	why	a	mixture	of	well	thought	
out strike action and a focus on raising thousands of 
pounds	for	the	fighting	fund	is	the	correct	tactic.	



MEDIA  
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Traditionally, the UCU has punched above its weight with regards to 
securing high profile media coverage for issues facing our members. We 
have used the media effectively during the ballot campaign – it is now time 
to take that to a new level. 
We must work with the traditional press, but we must 
also be prepared to think wider and secure coverage 
that we can re-share on our social media channels, 
using it to give a boost to our members ahead of strike 
action. 

Phase 1 of the #ucuRISING campaign was always 
about winning the members and winning the ballot. In 
phase 2 we must maintain that support but broaden it 
at the same time. It is now time to gain the support of 
students and the public. Both groups will be crucial to 
us in winning the dispute and feeding into our media 
narrative before and on strike days.

The national union will be undertaking the following 
activities in the coming weeks, as a minimum:

•  We will host national journalists at UCU HQ to brief 
them on the dispute.

•  We will approach broadcast media – both supportive 
and hostile

•  We are planning a programme of work with left 
media over next 1-3 months. Videos, investigations, 
comment pieces.

•  We will focus on powerful member stories for use in 
traditional and non-traditional media. 

•  Left media to promote building and organising 
elements of phase 2 (which traditional and legacy 
media won’t touch). E.g., recruitment drives, strike 
schools. Etc. 

• We will use our media strategy to expose:
  – Senior management pay
  – Vice chancellor perks
  – Casualisation
  – Investment in student-facing support roles
  –  University exploitation of students through rented 

accommodation 

We cannot rely solely on external media – therefore we 
will build our own media platforms, particularly on strike 
days where we will share a mix of written, video, live and 
audio content. If the media won’t come to us, we will go 
to them.

Finally, and crucially on the media – we want all the 
above and more to be replicated in every branch and 
region in the UK. We will produce model press releases, 
briefings,	and	training	packages	to	ensure	that	we	
reach every local media outlet as well as those we are 
targeting nationally. 

We will also deliver workshops for branches on how to 
put together videos, hold live events and build up your 
own social media channels locally. 



POLITICAL AND EXTERNAL ENGAGEMENT 
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Ahead of industrial action there needs to be a dedicated programme of 
engagement and influencing with politicians, student bodies and other 
external organisations. During the period of action, this must be increased 
to build political consensus around UCU’s demands.
We have already hit the ground running with much 
of this programme. Our Westminster engagement 
strategy includes:

•  Politicians at all levels to engage the employers on the 
need to negotiate with the UCU

•  We will correspond with the Secretary of State and 
appropriate ministers in devolved nations

•  We will request an intervention from the Shadow 
Secretary of State – focus on resolution to the dispute

•  We will meet with Shadow Pensions team

•  We will engage the Universities All Parties 
Parliamentary Group and the Education Select 
Committee. 

•  We	will	provide	regular	briefings	for	politicians	at	all	
levels and in all regions

•  We will push for a Westminster Hall debate on the 
future of our sector

•  Branches to be provided with plans for regional 
political engagement, allowing them to work with local 
MPs and where applicable Metro Mayors

•  We will conduct a huge national poll, aimed at building 
support for our actions and exposing the current 
state of our sector. We will then work with the media 
to gain as much prominence as possible for the 
results.  The areas we will cover will include:

 – Sector	finances
 – VC pay
 – Staff	pay
 – Casualisation
 – Pensions
 – Support for industrial action

We have already lined up a mass of commitments from 
supportive politicians to produce social media content, 
videos and attend our picket lines. 

Again, we will seek to replicate our national strategy 
across the UK. This will require some training, materials, 
and guidance. We will set out the next steps on this in a 
separate piece of work in the coming weeks. Like every 
other element of our campaign, the pressure must 
come not just nationally but from every corner of the 
UK. To win the dispute they must feel the heat in every 
University – and they will. 



SOCIAL MEDIA 
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The UCU social media channels were an important part of phase 1 of the 
campaign. All of our channels grew both in terms of numbers and reach. 
It is clear the excitement we were able to generate online then fed into 
workplaces and was a key component in delivering the ballot result. 
Our challenge now is to build on that work and broaden 
it. Our main success and reach has come from Twitter. 
Given our phase 2 aims of engaging students and the 
public we will now broaden our presence on other social 
media channels. 

In the same way that we used our social media accounts 
to drive turnout we will also use them now to drive 
recruitment. We will bring the same energy to marking 
every new joiner as we did to everyone who voted in the 
ballot. 

We will be setting out content strategies and strategic 
priorities for each platform (Twitter, Facebook, 
Instagram, TikTok) for the coming period.

We	will	be	working	with	student	influencers,	engaging	
our members for their ideas, and aiming to deliver a 
social media strategy that both continues to grow our 
online footprint but crucially gets our messages out to 
the widest possible audience. 

This paper acknowledges that some of our branches 
have	an	excellent	social	media	profile.	This	is	not	just	
about a top-down approach. Our communications 
department will be pulling together best practices from 
across the union and deploying them into our national 
strategy. 

We are also committed to developing a training package 
so no branch is left behind when it comes to having the 
tools and knowledge to grow your local accounts. 



ENGAGING THE PUBLIC   
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Sympathy and support for strike action has never been higher. Our union 
faces the challenge of having to win over members of the public who will 
have loved ones attending universities across the UK. Our message that our 
working conditions are students learning conditions must be hammered 
home at every single opportunity. To do this we will launch a major public 
facing element of our campaign.
 This will include: 

•   Model letters from UCU members to every major 
publication in the country 

•   A professionally produced and hard-hitting video on 
the	state	of	the	sector	and	its	impact	on	staff	and	
students 

•   A professionally produced short documentary style 
video on the life of a struggling UCU member 

•   A professionally produced video appealing to the 
public.

•   A	briefing	document	for	the	public	–	your	fight	it	our	
fight

•   An online solidarity event where UCU, student 
representatives, parents and public will come 
together to expose the state of the sector – we will 
also turn this into a podcast

•   We will use the results of the public poll we conduct 
to produce hard hitting social media content aimed at 
the public



LEVERAGE 
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The future of our sector is at stake. Our members jobs are at stake. We 
cannot and will not shy away from applying pressure in ways we have not 
previously done before. 
On this basis, we will be preparing and commissioning 
research papers into the backgrounds, earnings, private 
interests,	and	conflicts	of	interests	of	every	single	
senior person involved in our sector – politicians, vice 
chancellors, bosses, employers, contractors and more. 

We will use these papers to apply maximum exposure 
and pressure wherever we can. We will create a storm of 
controversy around the sector on a scale we have never 
seen before. 

No longer can it be acceptable for vice chancellors to 
have a £44.5 million pay bill whilst our members use 
foodbanks. It’s time to end them spending thousands 
on	office	sofas	whilst	our	members	sleep	on	theirs.	

Once we have brought this body of work together, we 
will use it to feed into our communications strategy and 
arm branches so you can use them for local and regional 
press – as well as to rally the members. 



SUMMARY
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I believe the strategy we have set out and are continuing to develop 
is the most comprehensive post-ballot work in the union’s history. 
We will hit them with action, but we will also hit them 
with a set of tactics they never expected. 

Employers and university bosses will face action on the 
ground, investigations into their own backgrounds, local 
media in their faces, student support for the strikes, 
active, engaged, and powerful UCU branches, political 
pressure and more – we will take them to a place they 
have never been before. 

This will create the storm we need to settle this dispute 
– because that is what it is all about. Our aim is to 
reach agreement and this strategy will deliver a set of 
circumstances that give us the most powerful platform 
we have ever had. 

This is just the start. I cannot wait to work with you in 
the coming weeks and months as we continue to open 
up the union, increase transparency and accountability 
and ultimately save our sector. 

This is your union. This is your sector. 

LET’S GET TO WORK. 

Dr Jo Grady
UCU General Secretary
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