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Background 

In 2010, NUS published a major strategic review of the student movement – Surfing the Wave. Based on 

this, NUS launched a new (2011–2014) strategic plan. This plan contained five strategic themes – the fifth 

being that we would ‘build strong students’ unions’ which remains a key theme of NUS activity. Quality 

Students’ Unions (QSU) was intended to be a key way in which this theme could be achieved and was 

developed by NUS to assure the quality, standards and overall effectiveness of students’ unions.  

 

QSU is a single management tool that interlocks with, and complements, relevant standards and codes 

that already exist within the student movement.  It is in essence a context-specific quality mark scheme 

that takes the principles of a successful students’ union and expands them to create a detailed profile of 

the attributes of a successful students’ union. QSU then enables unions to self-assess their current 

position against that profile, and then have that assessment externally verified to provide a quality level. 

A full guide to the scheme can be found here on the QSU micro-site. 

 

http://qualitystudentsunions.org.uk/docs/A%20full%20guide%20to%20Quality%20Students%20Unions.pdf


 

The Committee of University Chairs, Universities UK, GuildHE and the Leadership Foundation all endorsed 

the model on its creation and HEFCE demonstrated their support by awarding funding for its development. 

This funding period has now ceased.  

On its creation, and during the HEFCE-funded period, QSU was offered free to all affiliate unions across 

the UK and all unions across England regardless of their affiliate status. QSU was available to non-affiliate 

unions in the nations for a fee. Following the end of HEFCE funding a decision was taken by the charity 

board to only allow affiliate unions to access QSU. QSU currently remains a free to access service for the 

membership. 

 

Current approach  

Long terms goals 

At the final meeting of the Charity Board last year we suggested some long term goals for QSU. Following 

feedback from that meeting we updated them and circulated them to the first coming together of the 

Charity Board at Shrigley Hall earlier this year. They currently therefore stand as follows: 

By 2020: 

 50% of SUs over £10k block grant1 will have completed by Part B  

 Research will have confirmed the positive impact of QSU.  

 The QSU criteria will be embedded in our work, and the work of SUs. 

 We will provide comprehensive support to SUs in all areas of QSU through the design and delivery/ 

brokerage-in of a comprehensive range of resources, products and services 

Goals for 2015-16 

The annual operating plan for NUS Charitable Services, agreed by the Charity Board, established the 

following KPIs and goals for QSU this year: 

 KPIS: 

o Number of unions achieving part A: 75 (38 at end of Q2) 

o Number of unions achieving part B: 7 (3 at end of Q2) 

 Goals: 

o Continue to manage and develop QSU to ensure it is comprehensive and functioning 

effectively 

o Step-up promotion of QSU through all sectors (HE and FE) communication channels 

including NUS 

o Ensure QSU is appropriately integrated with other quality related work undertaken by NUS 

e.g. Learner Voice Quality Framework 

Work has been undertaken throughout the year on all of these goals. A number of proposals for changes 

and development to the scheme were made to the Quality DOB earlier this year, but these have been put 

                                           
1 This based on their being c.200 unions that meet this threshold – so 100 by 2020. We recognise this is 

an ambitious target. 



 

on hold pending the outcome of this paper. Promotion of QSU has been stepped up with all content at 

SU2015 being streamed in relation to QSU criteria; an entire stream of workshops at SU Local being 

devoted to QSU; workshop sessions held with NW CEOs and the alignment of our other organisational 

development activity such as diagnostic processes with the principles and criteria of QSU. A new 

communications plan was also recently agreed by the Quality DOB – see Annex A - that will govern our 

work in this area. A draft learner voice framework for Further Education that is mapped to QSU is due for 

the end of February and specific targeted development work is being undertaken by the FE union 

development team to work with colleges to get them through the scheme.  

Staffing 

Promotion and development work associated with the scheme are currently undertaken by an external 

lead auditor under contract from NUS2 who reports their activity to the Quality Direction and Oversight 

Board. They are currently contracted at 10 days a month @ £230 per day, so £27600 total cost plus 

expenses and are currently working at full capacity for those ten days. Their most recent progress report 

is attached at Annex B. Their work consists of: 

 Responding to the QSU Help queries inbox, everything from “I can’t access the site” to “I need 

support through Part B” 

 Conducting on site visits to unions who register with the scheme to explain the entirety of the 

process. 

 Provides email/telephone support to any union who is registered on a timely basis and to chase on 

progress 

 Works with NUS IT on any IT issues relating to the QSU microsite   

 Reviewing the criteria/scheme based on the feedback from unions and proposes amendments 

 Attends the DOB and produces reports for them 

 Attends events like SU16 and produces presentations 

 

At present, and based on the limited sample of 3 unions undertaking the scheme, we would make a 

conservative estimate that an audit/verification of Part B follows a 2+2+2 days model in relation to 

preparation/visit/write up. Though it is fair to say that this is likely to vary in terms of preparation and 

write up depending on the complexity of the union visited.  

Direct NUS staff support for the scheme is currently estimated to be at 0.2FTE Grade G and 0.2FTE Grade 

F and is responsible for day-to-day operational oversight of the scheme (e.g. liaising with the lead auditor, 

responding to union queries, driving communications and providing workshop sessions at events such as 

SU Local). This staff support is currently provided from within our strategic support unit and so sits 

alongside other organisational development interventions we make, such as the provision of diagnostics 

for unions going through periods of challenge, and the management of our preferred suppliers scheme, 

both of which have recently been amended to ensure they dovetail with QSU criteria and principles.  

Process 

A full description of the audit/verification process, along with the document requirements and meeting 

schedule, can be found here.  

Due to the current low numbers of unions having undertaken Part B audit/verification we have not yet 

required other auditors to undertake audits other than our externally contracted lead auditor.  

                                           
2 10 days a month = 120 days a year @ £230 per day, so £27600 total cost plus expenses. This was 

reduced following the need to make savings in the Charity at the start of this year. 

http://qualitystudentsunions.org.uk/union/guidance


 

Internal sign-off of Part B reports undertaken by the lead auditor is currently undertaken by the Strategic 

Support Unit Manager and Head of Union Development. 

 

Analysis  

As we enter a new strategic planning period with the creation of P100 we are now at critical juncture with 

the progress of QSU. Many unions are now registered with the scheme, a significant number have 

completed Part A, three have completed part B and we are aware of around 24 that are actively working 

towards Part B. Whilst this is an improvement this clearly is still not where we would want to be in terms 

of throughput of Part B of the scheme.  

Given that to be the case there are a number of key issues and opportunities that have been raised with 

us from a range of sources that we need to consider how best to handle if QSU is to become a success. 

Context and opportunities  

In thinking about the future of QSU it is worth reflecting at this point on the overall organsiational 

resilience and quality of the SU sector and the external environment in which SUs are located.  

There is limited robust comparable performance data currently available in order to make reliable 

comparisons between SUs. What there is suggests a broad reputational range from the exemplary to the 

concerning. This is particularly evident in the NSS with a satisfaction range of between c.38%-96% in Q23 

(notwithstanding the widely acknowledged flawed nature of that question) suggesting that there are 

significant issues of membership awareness and satisfaction for a number of SUs. 

The annual survey of SUs undertaken by Teesside SU in collaboration with NUS provides a rich source of 

activity data for unions themselves to benchmark and make comparisons, but there is currently no central 

analysis or interpretation applied to this data to see what conclusions can be drawn about the movement 

as a whole. Similarly no use has as yet been made of data collected through UnionCloud as the focus has 

largely been in technical development and improving customer satisfaction and in building critical mass of 

unions on the system. 

Nevertheless this mixed picture is credible to those working in the movement when discussed, and is 

reflected in the experience of the strategic support unit who continue to deal with a number of unions 

each year in some form of organisational difficulty requiring some form of diagnostic intervention. We 

expect to have undertaken around 10 diagnostics by the end of this year. 

It is also worth acknowledging that we are taking this look at QSU at a time when SUs are under a certain 

level of unexpected scrutiny in the form of the focus on transparency and accountability in the green 

paper (though views vary as to how serious a challenge this is likely to be) and that the absence of 

straightforward published, comparable and reliable performance data, or a critical mass of unions having 

achieved QSU part B, do not place the movement in a strong position when defending its quality. If we 

are unsuccessful in retaining Q23, or achieving a set of mandatory additional questions, in the NSS then 

this position will be worse.  

In our response to Q20 in the recent Green Paper we proposed that QSU status of unions should be 

included in the funding councils requirements of public information about HE providers on the grounds 

that this would likely help drive take-up of the scheme. It is unclear at this stage whether this proposal is 

likely to be taken forward as we await the green paper response.  



 

A simple conclusion based on this analysis alone is that there remains a clear need for an organisational 

development framework that includes an external audit/verification process both to provide a genuine 

impetus for organsiational improvement - but also to show external stakeholders that we are a 

professional self-regulating movement and through which for NUS to organise its work supporting 

student’s unions.  

Having such a framework in place, with mass adoption, should also be vital in helping unions win 

resources from their parent institutions with pursuit of higher levels in the Part B process helping make a 

strong case for additional investment. Again, this will be particularly important should Q23 in the NSS no 

longer be in operation.  

Membership feedback 

Over the past six months NUS has been implementing a new approach to membership engagement with 

the creation of a new membership engagement team designed to provide a consistent first point of 

contact service for all our member unions. This new team has undertaken in excess of 200 individual in 

person visits to members unions of all sizes in the first two quarters of this year. QSU has been a key 

point of discussion throughout these meetings.  

It has been clear from these meetings that QSU is gaining traction with some, with practical exercises 

about getting people through Part A such as at North West CEO and at SU Local being received really well.  

Unions reported in those meetings with the membership engagement team that seeing other unions go 

through the scheme is encouraging others and they are keen to see the reports from those who have 

been successful and to learn from them about the process. In general the overwhelming feedback from 

the membership was that they wanted to see more communications about QSU throughout NUS activity.  

The membership engagement team have in particular been focussing on getting feedback as to why 

unions are not committing to Part B despite articulating that they can see the benefit. The main consistent 

themes that emerged were as follows: 

 unions are in a change process currently and wish to complete this and bed this in before 

reviewing things again,  

 wanting to see how others get on first,  

 a lack of interest in external standards (this was, thankfully, from a small number of unions) 

 perception of burden and memories of SUEI  

What is noticeable by its absence is any sense that QSU is not an appropriate tool for driving 

organisational improvement, or that the model is any way ‘broken’. Indeed, the fundamental principles of 

self-assessment against context-specific criteria followed by external verification are familiar and trusted 

concepts in quality assurance processes, with many parallels with the QA system that Higher Education 

providers themselves have been undertaking since the late 90s. The model was developed following the 

learnings from SUEI and with significant sector input from credible organsiations in this area including 

HEFCE and the Leadership Foundation. Feedback from those unions that have gone through the process 

has indicated to us that the process itself is highly beneficial in terms of driving reflection and 

improvement.  

It is clear however from this feedback that there is still much work to do to get SUs to value and use QSU. 

A core driver for it being valued by SUs must be that QSU is perceived to be credible with partners, 

particularly their parent institutions. Developing credibility amongst institutions will be achieved of course 



 

by more unions going through the scheme and it gaining profile and through recommendation, but also by 

gaining the pro-active buy in and support of those external agencies and actors that institutions 

themselves respect (e.g. funding bodies, representative bodies, regulatory bodies, sector agencies). 

Whilst the creation of the scheme was very much undertaken in partnership with these bodies it is fair to 

say that the external context in which those bodies themselves are in since it’s creation has meant that 

their attention has not necessarily been on this work, and we have not dedicated sufficient time or 

resource to maintaining their vocal and visible support.  It is also worth stressing that gaining these 

bodies buy-in needs to be approached at multiple levels, and in particular with direct engagement at 

senior management CEO and board level. Officer level engagement is necessary to build the case but 

without senior level influence getting these kind of bodies to do anything substantive in this area (which 

would be non-core for most of them) is a challenge. 

Charity board feedback 

At its last meeting the Charity Board expressed a number of concerns about the future business model of 

QSU and in particular were unclear about how an upturn in numbers of unions going through the scheme 

could be effectively driven and then supported on current staffing and resource levels. Concerns were also 

raised about the effective governance of the scheme, the role of the Board and the DOB, the sign-off 

process for Part B audits, and the process for making and communicating any changes to the scheme.  

 

Assumptions and recommendations  

Given the goals we have set and the issues, opportunities and challenges set out above and as identified 

by the Charity Board we set out below a number of suggested amendments and clarifications to the 

scheme that we believe are now necessary. In doing so we have made a number of key assumptions: 

 

 That NUS remains committed to developing strong students unions and, in broad terms, the 

principle of using QSU and its constituent criteria as one of the key mechanisms for doing so  

 

 That QSU will remain within the remit of NUS Charitable Services as the primary vehicle for 

capacity building in student’s unions 

 

 That this not an appropriate time to consider re-branding the scheme – membership feedback has 

not indicated this to be the key problem with adoption (beyond the anecdotal comments of some 

CEOs that it hasn’t really caught alight) and without greater clarity on other issues or clearer 

information about brand perception there seems to be no clear rational for re-branding at this 

stage 

 

 That we wish to see a significant upturn in the volume of unions undertaking Part B of the scheme 

in line with the goals previously agreed by the Charity Board 

 

 That we are not at this time prepared to divert significant resources from elsewhere in the 

organisation to drive further demand/uptake of the scheme beyond what is suggested below 

 

Recommendation: The board is invited to consider whether it agrees with these assumptions  

 

Project governance and management  



 

It is vital that if QSU is to become central to NUS offer for student’s unions that we are clear about the 

governance of the scheme and who is responsible for decision making and at what level.  

Broadly speaking there are three layers of governance and project management that are relevant to QSU: 

the charity board, the quality direction and oversight board and NUS Staff. The diagram below sets out a 

proposed governance structure for the scheme that recognises the importance of external oversight and 

membership involvement in such a scheme, and that makes use of existing structures within NUS 

Charitable Services on the basis that these are key pre-requisites for a scheme of this nature and are 

unlikely to change.  

One specific issue that has been raised by a Board member between Board meetings has been whether 

the current sign-off process of part B reports is sufficiently robust, with a proposal that some other form 

of informed external verification is taken of the auditors report prior to sign-off. So for example on 

completion of the report it could be checked by a sub-group of the Quality DOB, or by an appointed group 

of trained senior staff from unions. This would necessarily need to be a light touch process to avoid 

adding additional time and resource costs into the process, and would therefore probably involve 

commenting on drafts by correspondence. Whilst there have been no material issues reported with the 

quality of reports so far such as step could introduce an extra level of robustness to the scheme and 

involve a wider group of the membership in the process than at present, helping spread learning and 

understanding of the scheme. It would also help ‘protect’ the judgement of the lead auditor so that they 

are not seen to be reaching conclusions in isolation. Care would of course need to be taken to manage 

any conflicts of interest.  

 

 

Recommendation: The board is invited to consider whether the above governance arrangements are 

appropriate for the future management of QSU, or propose alternatives 

Charity Board

•Agree and monitor project direction, strategic approach and KPIs

•Agree underpinning financial model and business case

•Monitor key strategic risks as escalated and agree mitigating action 

•Agree major changes to the scheme on advice from the DOB (e.g. introduction of new criteria) 

Quality DOB

• Provide expert advice to the Board on project direction, strategic approach and KPIs

• Scrutinise reports from QSU Lead Auditor/NUS Staff on progress 

• Propose to the Board any major changes required to the scheme (e.g. E and D)

• Have delegated authority from the Charity Board to make minor amendments to the scheme (e.g. language 
and technical process)

• Monitor risk register and escalate key strategic risks if required 

NUS Staff

• Day-to-day management of the scheme (e.g. co-ordination of audits, finances, risk management, promotion, 
training, developmlent and enhancement activity etc)

• Agree minor operational changes to process 

• Manage contracts with any external suppliers (e.g. lead auditor)



 

 

Recommendation: The board is invited to consider whether the proposed amendments to the sign-off 

process for reports should be undertaken  

Update schedule and making changes to the scheme 

Following the lead auditors experiences to date, and subsequent discussion at quality DOB, there are a 

number of proposed changes to the scheme (Annex C) that are being held pending this discussion by the 

Board and clarification on how updates to QSU should be made. 

In short we believe there are a number of key principles that should apply to changes made to QSU: 

 Once a union commits to Part B by booking an audit date there should be no changes for them 

mid-process 

 All changes, and the justification for them, should be communicated openly to the membership, 

and only at set points in the year so that unions are aware of potential changes in planning their 

own workloads  

 Update schedules should be clearly published and available along with a retrospective change log 

 Major changes to the scheme should be limited to once per year 

The following table sets out a proposed hierarchy of changes, who is responsible for decision making, 

and the timescales on which these changes can be made 

 

Type of Update Update method Timescale and comms 

Operational process 

updates – e.g. minor website 

amendments, audit visit 

operational process, case 

studies usage 

NUS Management structure with 

recommendations from QSU Lead 

Auditor 

As needed. Change log 

to be kept and published. 

Minor updates – e.g. usage 

of the term “CEO” which may 

not apply to all Students’ 

Unions, inclusion of additional 

examples within the criteria 

which doesn’t form a new 

section of its own 

Quality Direction and Oversight 

Board approval with 

recommendations received from 

QSU Lead Auditor and NUS 

Management structure 

Approval at each May 

and November meeting 

for launch to the 

membership at the 

Students’ Unions event 

in July and via email in 

January – updates to 

web materials/guide at 

same time. Change log 

to be kept and published.  

Major updates – e.g. 

amendments to the criteria, 

significant changes to 

language which would change 

the overall nature of Quality 

Students’ Unions 

NUS Charitable Services Trustee 

Board approval with 

recommendations from Quality 

Direction and Oversight Board and 

input from QSU Lead Auditor and 

NUS Management Structure 

Recommendations to be 

finalised at the January 

Quality DOB for 

consideration at the 

February NUS Charitable 

Services Trustee Board 

Meeting for launch at the 

SUs event in July – 

updates to web 

materials/guide at same 

time. Change log to be 

kept. 



 

Recommendation: The board is invited to consider whether the above approach to updating the scheme 

is appropriate  

Recommendation: The board is invited to agree the DOB recommendation that the changes proposed in 

Annex C should be adopted 

Financial model and resourcing  

We currently have a long term goal of achieving 50% of unions with block grant over 10k having achieved 

part B status by 2020. This equates to c.100 unions and is based on the following (estimated) product life 

cycle, which expects a decline in interest after a number of years and in the immediate couple of years is 

itself based on our lead auditors current estimates of those unions working with and towards Part B (24 + 

3 already achieved): 

 

 

If we wish to commit to this level of throughput for the scheme, and were successful in driving demand in 

this way then, if there were no changes made to the existing approach, we would quickly have a 

resourcing challenge to meet. 

At its peak of 30 per year, for example, if the current model was used we would need a minimum of 360 

days worth of auditor time just to undertake the Part B audit process alone (based on 6 days per audit x 

30 in a year). This is clearly far in advance of any auditor staffing levels currently dedicated to the project 

(120 days) before taking into account any of the additional project management and support needs that 

such a higher volume of unions would require.  

It seems timely therefore to review and consider amending the current approach, and in order to do so 

there are a number of key issues that we need to resolve in order to develop an agreed resource plan for 

the scheme in the future.  

Overall ambition for the scheme 

The targets and goals set in the paper above are of course not set in stone, they are based on what 

seems to us to be stretching but feasible aims based on the position we are currently in. 
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To a certain extent all further resourcing decisions are then based on whether this is the speed at which 

we want to travel or whether we wish to push for more through the scheme quickly, or conversely to 

accept that this an offer that unions will take up when they are ready, potentially leading to a slower 

take-up and lower resource needs.  

Recommendation: The board is invited to consider whether the overall pace set out for QSU, and hence 

the targets and goals that have been set, remains appropriate   

 

Relationship to P100 and what it means to be a member of NUS 

At present QSU is presented as a ‘free’ service (there is no additional cost beyond membership 

contribution/co-created wealth) that we provide for members, based on a commitment made by previous 

leadership of NUS.  

A significant part of the broader strategic framework discussion that we are having at the moment 

through the P100 process is looking to resolve what level of membership contribution individual unions 

should make, what NUS should provide for and with students unions in return, and how individual 

products and services should then be financed - whether through membership contribution, co-created 

wealth, or on a separately paid-for basis. Decisions about the future of QSU and its financing need 

therefore to be considered in this context. 

Regardless of the outcome of that process however, and given the likely resource needs of the existing 

growth plans, there are a finite number of options possible: 

a) Remain ‘free at the point of use’ for the foreseeable future 

b) Move to a paid-for model now 

c) Move to a paid-for model post P100 

If we do a) and commit now to choose to retain this as a core ‘free’ service, and commit to the product 

lifecycle above, then either additional resources will need to be found or a cheaper model of delivery will 

need to be created.  

If we do b) and commit now to move to a paid-for model in the absence of clarity on the overall 

membership proposition and in advance of the outcome of the P100 process we run the risk of being 

challenged on price, consistency, reneging on promises and unfairness for those who have had the service 

for ‘free’.  

If we do c) and commit now to move to a paid-for model post P100 and in the context of greater clarity 

on future membership contribution levels then we will, hopefully, have a consistent justifiable position 

that has been communicated in the context of broader changes and will therefore be more easily 

defensible. The potential of a future charge for the scheme may also drive demand prior to that charge 

coming in, whilst this may be desirable it would not assist with the current resource challenge and may in 

fact exacerbate it.  

Recommendation: The board is invited to consider whether in principle QSU should remain free at the 

point of use, move to a paid-for model now, or move to a paid-for model following the outcomes of the 

P100 process. 

Possible short-term model for QSU 

Gaining clarity on the above recommendations is necessary in order to develop a clearer financial model 

for QSU in the longer term.  



 

However, given the immediate challenges we are facing and for the purposes of this paper then it is 

probably most beneficial to set out in that context some potential indicative short-term models for 

consideration based on the Board’s appetite for increasing resource levels (whether funded from increased 

donation or a charge to the membership) to the scheme and based on the current proposed pace.  

Other variations, models and charging levels are of course possible in the longer term and these are 

presented primarily in order to create discussion. 

Short-term option A: No increase in resource 

In order to deliver this level of growth in the scheme on existing resource levels within the charity we 

would need to look to fundamentally alter the delivery model of QSU, and/or significantly re-prioritise or 

cease activity elsewhere within the charity.  

The primary driver in costs of the scheme (in addition to NUS staff time) at present is the use of an 

external consultant as lead auditor at c.£30kp.a. In the absence of any additional funds we would need to 

look to utilise cheaper resource to deliver those audits - perhaps exploring whether senior staff in unions 

would be prepared to undertake audits on a voluntary basis, with NUS paying only for travel and 

expenses.  

For example, were we to use for budgeting purposes an averaged out travel cost of £150 per audit, and 

c.£100 per night accommodation with on average two nights being required, and then subsistence 

allowances in line with existing NUS expenses policy we might estimate a cost of c£450 per audit.   

In our planned busiest years of 30 unions this would equate to a cost of c.£13500. We could then retain 

the services of our lead auditor on a reduced number of days primarily in a co-ordination and 

development role. It is worth stressing that this model is only feasible if we believe there are sufficient 

senior staff in unions who would be prepared to undertake this role on an expenses-only basis and hence 

undertake preparatory work and write up essentially for the collective benefit of the movement.   

Whilst this may address the immediate resource needs of undertaking that volume of audits, there would 

also be a likely knock on effect in reducing the time the lead auditor had to co-ordinate and providing 

development support, and there would be increased administration and project management need due to 

involving a larger group of individuals in the process. A reasonable estimate of this additional internal staff 

need would be c.0.25 grade F based on the reduction of the lead auditors time by an equivalent amount. 

Assuming no additional resource was made available we would need to consider what work would need to 

be re-prioritised or dropped.  

Short-term option B: Moderate increase in resource  

Delivering the level of growth indicated above could be more easily achieved by allocating additional 

resource to the project. A version of the option above could be adopted but with staff in unions receiving 

some form of consideration for their preparation, visit and write-up time, in addition to travel and 

subsistence, and with us retaining the lead auditor at their current level to ensure professional co-

ordination and more development support.  

Additional staff resource internally could then be focused on ensuring that engagement, enhancement and 

promotion work associated with the scheme, such as workshops, ‘learnings from’ reports, and 

communities of practice could be effectively resourced.  

The moderate level of investment in this model – at the highest point of 30 in a year - would therefore 

look like: 

Lead Auditor: c.30k 



 

Auditor costs: c.13500k + TBD fees (suggest equivalent to lead auditor so £230 per day = c.£41k) 

Staffing resource: +0.5FTE grade F 

A quick word on costs to the membership 

If a charge were to be introduced to the membership further work would be required to understand what 

level this should be set at and the relative price sensitivity of the market, and how this relates to unions 

ability to pay and the size and scope of their activity and hence the length and complexity of the work 

required to audit them.  

Purely though for the purposes of this paper and to inform discussion a working range to consider based 

on the two models above and solely accounting for the costs of the audit process of Part B would be 

somewhere between the £450 cost of model A and £1830 of model  B. 

Recommendation: The board is invited to consider, in the light of previous recommendations and 

discussions about how additional costs could be met, which model, or other alternative approach, should 

be taken forward for further development. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Annex A 

Quality Students’ Unions: Communications plan 
 

Author & Job title: Kathryn Sullivan, Strategic Support Unit Manager, NUS 

Date Amended: December 2015 

For: Organisational Quality Direction and Oversight Board 

Action needed: For approval 

Summary: Recommendations regarding the communications for Quality Students’ 

Unions 

 

Background 

Quality Students’ Unions was developed in 2012 with the pilot at Kent Union completing in the summer of 

2014. 2014-15 was a transition year for the scheme, with the Direction and Oversight Board forming a 

key part of its governance, having originally been set up as an external mechanism for oversight due to 

external funding. 

Rather than a significant number of unions completing the mark in a short space of time, a pattern has 

emerged of unions considering the criteria in depth before commencing the audit process. This has led to 

a communications gap as there are currently very few unions who can share their narrative of progressing 

through the mark. 

Current approach  

Although not formalised, there are regular communications regarding Quality Students’ Unions, which 

would continue in the recommendations in the next section. These include the initial and follow up 

communications from the Lead Auditor and the work of the Strategic Support Unit in both email and field 

work format.  

Recommended Communications Plan 

The Strategic Support Unit would act as a central point for the communications plan for Quality Students’ 

Unions, but it is recommended that more teams take an active role in the communications of the scheme, 

particularly around the specialist criteria relating to their work. The offer for each of the 12 criteria of Part 

B is still being mapped, but key teams already identified are: 

 Membership Engagement Team 

 People and Talent Department 

 Policy Department 

 Press Team 

 The wider union development team, 

specifically those working directly with 

FE unions 

 Campaigns Team 

 The Insight department 

 NUS Scotland 

 NUS Wales 

 NUS-USI 

 Additionally, the Preferred Suppliers’ 

Scheme is being directly aligned to 

the criteria for Quality Students’ 

Unions, so their communications will 

be designed to complement this plan 



 

Name of 

Comms 

Content Audience  Team 

Responsible 

Date/Frequency 

Lead Auditor 

Communications 

Initial welcome to the 

scheme, offer of visit to 

explain the process 

Regular email 

communication as the 

union progresses 

through, chasing 

submissions and audit 

dates 

CEOs/QSU 

Champions 

Lead Auditor Ad Hoc as to the need 

of each union, but no 

less than monthly 

communication 

Students’ 

Unions Event 

Update on changes to 

QSU 

Speech content from VP 

UD, President and CEO 

Criteria specific 

workshops 

CEOs 

Presidents, 

other officers 

and CEOs 

CEOs/QSU 

Champions 

People and 

Talent / SSU 

July / Annually 

QSU Working 

Group Days 

Practical workshops on a 

specific criterion or group 

of criteria 

QSU 

Champions 

SSU Bi-annually – 

November and 

February 

Nation CEO 

Meetings 

Q&A format, sharing 

good practice between 

CEOs 

Nation CEOs Nations / 

SSU 

Annually for each 

nation, as suits local 

agenda 

Regional CEO 

Meetings 

Q&A format, sharing 

good practice between 

CEOs 

CEOs SSU / 

Membership 

Engagement 

Team 

Annually for each 

region, as suits local 

agenda 

QSU Website Criteria information 

Case studies from unions 

Preferred Suppliers’ 

Content 

CEOs/QSU 

Champions 

SSU Continual presence, 

with bi-monthly 

reminders 

SSU Webpages Links directly to QSU 

Website 

Case studies from unions 

Preferred Suppliers’ 

Content 

CEOs/QSU 

Champions 

SSU Continual presence, 

with bi-monthly 

reminders 

Trustees’ 

Conference 

Workshops External 

Trustees 

SSU May / Annually 



 

Speech content in 

opening and closing 

plenaries 

The Dialogue 

(FE Union 

newsletter) 

Case studies of successful 

unions 

Advice and guidance 

specifically tailored for FE 

FE unions FE UD Monthly  

(newsletter is 

monthly) 

VP UD 

Newsletter 

Congratulating successful 

unions, discussing key 

criteria 

SU Officers VPUD Monthly 

(newsletter is weekly) 

Membership 

Engagement 

Team 

Q&A format, providing 

updates, taking feedback 

All SU staff 

and officers 

Membership 

Engagement 

Team 

Ad Hoc as needed 

(visits are quarterly) 

SU CEO welcome 

letter 

Signposts new CEOs to 

QSU 

New CEOs NUS CEO Ad Hoc as needed 

NUS CEO 

Newsletter 

Congratulations to unions 

progressing through QSU 

CEOs NUS CEO Ad Hoc as needed 

(newsletter is weekly) 

NUS Press Team Press releases regarding 

successful completion of 

QSU by students’ unions 

Sector 

bodies, wider 

student 

movement 

Press Team Ad Hoc as needed 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Annex B 

Quality Direction and Oversight Board 

 

 

Summary of current position 

  Change since the last 

report 

Number of unions registered  and 

active 

 

133 + 6 

Number of unions achieved Part A 

 

38 + 4 

Number of audits booked 

 

4 No change 

Number of audits completed 

 

3 +1 

Number of unions achieved Part B 

 

3 +2 

Number of unions known to be 

currently actively working on Part 

B* 

 

24 +4 

 

*includes FE colleges and one sixth form college 

 

There is now a strong sense that the implementation stage for QSU is coming to an end 

and focus is now on delivering audits and administering the process. A cohesive 

communications plan around the standard is now essential.  

 

In addition to the confirmed audits noted above, there is another group of unions who are 

actively in the process of scheduling audit dates. 

 

After completing three verifications, there is now much greater clarity around the 

mechanics of the process and report writing. An important consideration will be the 

development of the audits, and the subsequent reports, whilst maintaining consistency 

with the completed accreditations. 

 

In the relatively short time since the last report, the number of new unions registering for 

QSU has very slightly increased. Whilst these new registrations continue, there is no real 

logic behind which unions register and when. As a result, it is impossible to identify the 

impetus that causes a union to register at any given time. 

 

The number of unions submitting for part A broadly parallels the rate at which unions 

register. As noted in previous reports, there continues to be an increasing number of 

unions including achieving a particular level within QSU as a strategic goal. 

 

The number of unions who had previously obtained a SUEI accreditation and are actively 

engaging in the system remains surprisingly small. However, Leeds, as previous SUEI 

gold union, has now completed the process and has gained an ‘Excellent' accreditation. 

 



 

The concept of self-assessment remains a challenge; it is proving difficult to embed self-

assessment as a relevant management tool rather than just something to achieve the 

award. However, the trend of unions self-assessing themselves and then addressing any 

identified shortcomings before an external audit continues and is now recommended as 

good practice. 

 

The information gained by assessing unions for Part A and Part B is enabling some clear 

trends to be identified particularly around the activities the unions undertake and the 

challenges they face. 

 

Areas of Focus 

 Individually contacting unions to offer support and to encourage Part A unions to 

set an audit date to give a target to work towards (for the union). 

 Supporting unions to complete both Part A and Part B. 

 General communication, marketing and embedding of QSU into the NUS provision 

 

 

 

Steven Symonds 

Quality Students’ Unions Lead Auditor 

10th January 2016 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Annex C 

 

Quality Students' Unions: Update proposal 
 

Author & Job 

title: 

Chris Taylor, Head of Union Development and Steven Symonds, Consultant, 

Greenhouse Partnership 

Purpose of this 

paper: 

This paper proposes 

Action: This paper is for information 

 

Equality Impact 

Assessment: 

All work described in the plan has the potential to impact on equality and diversity. 

Throughout all work plans NUS staff are required to consider the equality and diversity 

implications of their work. Particular key developments to highlight are the inclusion of 

E and D criteria with QSU referenced later on this agenda.  

Which Nation 

does this 

impact? 

The information reported here relates mainly to England 

Publication Publishable 

 

Date Produced: 24/10/2015 

Meeting date: 3/11/2015 

Meeting of: Organisational Quality DOB 

 

 

Background 

We have set as a key project for this year the need to ensure that we continue to develop 

QSU so that it remains relevant, reflects learning from unions going through the process 

and develops appropriately alongside the unions that are going through it. 

Current approach  

The DOB has been established to advice NUS Charitable Services on the development of 

the QSU  

Analysis 

The discussion below sets out a number of proposals relating to amendments to QSU.  

Recommendation 

The DOB is invited to: 

 Consider the proposals made below and advise whether they should be agreed 



 

 

Proposals for updates 

 
Update process. 

The system will require updates over time to reflect changes in the objectives of the 

system and to respond to feedback from audits. It is recommended that these updates 

are programmed to occur at a fixed time rather than on an ad hoc basis. The programme 

should be set, initially, to update the system bi-annually at a six monthly interval. 

These updates would traceable over time through the inclusion of a document control 

protocol. This document control would create an issue number for each version of the 

system and would include a ‘change log’ in an appendix. 

 

Date Section Type of update 

Revision / 

Addition / 

Deletion 

Detail 

    

    

    

 

Proposed Updates to Quality Students’ Unions version 1. 

1. Levels of Accreditation 
Currently a union that does not achieve Part A is not given a designation whilst a union that does 
achieve part A is designated as ‘Working Towards Accreditation’. The three levels of designation 
available following a Part B verification visit are ‘Good’, ‘Very Good’ and ‘Excellent’. By receiving a 
verification visit every union will by default shift from ‘Working Towards Accreditation’ to ‘Good’. 
 
These designation are slightly confusing and it is recommended that they could be simplified to better 
reflect the actual achievement of a union at each stage. It is recommended that the designations are 
revised as follows: 

 Failure to achieve Part A – ‘working towards accreditation’ 

 Achieving Part A – ‘Accredited’ 

 Part B – ‘good’, ‘very good’ or ‘excellent’ 
 
 
2. The Part B audit 

 
Notable changes to the Part B audit document (shown on the next page) include: 

 Changes to the level designations as described above. 

 Replacing the words ‘audit’ ‘auditor’ with ‘Verification Visit’, ‘Visit’, ‘Verifier’ to better reflect 
the purpose of this stage of the system. 

 The prescriptive ‘audit schedule’ has been replaced with a system that allows greater 
flexibility. This allows the Verifier the scope to plan a visit that is in direct response to the 
union’s self-assessment document(s) and provides scope to explore some areas in greater 
detail than others. 

 The lead times for union booking and then submitting information has been adjusted 
upwards to facilitate the more responsive verification visit detailed above. 

 The requirements for the union to meet with the verifier has been tightened to better ensure 
that a point of consensus can be reached by the conclusion of the visit. 
 



 

 
 

The Part B Audit Verification 
 

Arranging the audit Verification Visit 

Following achievement of a Working towards accredited rating, a students’ union can 

complete their Part B self-assessment and apply via the online booking system for a 

verification visit. to have it audited. The request for verification will automatically 

generate communication to the Quality Students’ Unions team at NUS, who will 

allocate a Verifier  auditor and communicate this to the union. A minimum of 15 25 

working days will be needed between submission of Part B self-assessment 

information and the verification visit audit. The dates available for this visit audit 

will be displayed on a web-enabled calendar – dates will disappear as unions select 

them. 

 

Appendix 2 contains a checklist of information that must be submitted to NUS via the 

online system. All documentation must be submitted at least 25 15 working days 

before the verification visit audit. Failure to submit information within these 

timescales will result in cancellation of the visit audit and the union must rebook its 

verification for a subsequent date using the online booking system. 

 

Before the visit 

NUS will: 

 inform the union of the name and contact details of the Verifier 

 be the contact between the Verifier and the union 

 enable the Verifier to access the union’s online self-assessment statements and supporting 

information  

 make travel arrangements for the Verifier if appropriate 

 

The Verifier will: 

 familiarise themselves with all the documentation that has been submitted by the union 

 prepare for the verification 

 Be the contact for the union 

 Identify specific areas for detailed investigation based upon the union’s self-

assessment document(s). 

 Make contact with the union at least 20 working days before the verification visit to: 

o Inform the union of any specific staff / officers / students that will need 

to be available (wherever possible) for interview during the visit. 

o Request any additional documentation that may be required. 

 

The union will: 

 Liaise with the Verifier to schedule the required meetings between the auditor and union 

stakeholders on the day of during the visit, using the template audit meeting schedule (see 

Appendix 3). For remote verifications, these will be by telephone, videoconference etc. 

 Be responsible for confirming the schedule for verification, including the names and job titles 

of stakeholders the Verifier auditor will meet at least five working days before the verification 

 

During the verification visit audit 

 

The Verifier auditor will initially meet the union president and chief executive (or their 

substitutes) to confirm arrangements for the day.  It is expected that the union 

president and chief executive will be present, it is only acceptable for a substitute to 



 

step in if the union president or chief executive are absent due to extenuating 

circumstances, such as unforeseen illness. 

 

The verifier will then conduct meetings with the various stakeholders, examine 

documentation and carry out investigations with a focus The auditor will use the audit 

schedule to direct their enquiries, focusing on validating the self-assessment 

judgements made by the union.  

The Verifier will record all findings clearly, together with their grading. They will 

highlight evidence that is used to substantiate key conclusions and will identify and 

record areas for improvement throughout the visit. 

Evidence that is of a confidential nature will be clearly marked as such. 

 

As a minimum the Verifier must meet with key staff at the end of the first day to 

feedback on their findings to that point and to seek clarification or additional 

evidence where needed. Ideally, to ensure that the verification process is as 

accurate and complete as possible, the union should ensure that key 

members of staff are available throughout the verification process for 

additional update meetings. These This meetings should allow questions to be 

asked around the audit’s findings. It is very important that this meeting is two-way 

discussion based on the union’s self-assessment and the Verifiers findings. The 

Verifier auditor should seek to ensure that the union understands and, wherever 

possible, agrees with how a quality rating is being has been determined. These 

meetings are also an opportunity for the union to address areas where the Verifier 

may have missed salient points. The Verifier must ensure that this discussion is 

constructive without being protracted. 

 

The Verifier will meet with the union’s leaders (or their substitutes) at the end of 

the second day to has been informed the union of: 

 the main findings of the verification 

 conclusions the Verifier has reached for each of the 12 components and the overall provisional 

quality rating 

 any recommendations for improvement 

 the appeal process in case the union wishes to contest any of the conclusions 

 when the union can expect to be formally given their quality rating 

 

The Verifier will provide a provisional verbal report. The overall quality rating is not 

formalised until the union is informed in writing after the conclusion of the verification. 

This is because the verification will be subject to moderation to ensure consistency. 

 

After the verification 

The union will be sent a formal verification report within 15 working days of their visit, 

which will state their overall quality rating together with the verification conclusions for 

each of the 12 components. 

 

The report will detail the evidence base for the verification conclusions and, where the 

Verifier has disagreed with a union’s self-assessment, it will include details of why the 

union did not achieve its perceived performance level. 

 

The report will also include details of the appeal process (see Appendix 4). 

 

How the quality rating is formed 

 The audit requirements (see Appendix 5) set out the 12 components within the three key 

areas of Quality Students’ Unions. For each component it identifies key areas for the Verifier 

to investigate and validate the union’s self-assessment using the evidence submitted and 

evidence from stakeholder interviews.  



 

 The Verifier will use their professional judgement to ensure that the areas are judged within 

the union’s individual context. 

 Each component has a grade descriptor that provides a guide for reaching a conclusion by 

using ‘best fit’ to align verification findings to the different quality levels. 

 

 

Appendix 2 – Part B verification documentation 
The Part B verification consists of the Verifier verifying the union’s self-assessment. The 

self-assessment should be outcome focused and should seek to demonstrate how the 

union has improved the lives of students’. 

 

Where the union has referred to a written document, such as a strategic plan, a piece 

of research, a policy or procedure to demonstrate their level of achievement, the union 

should be prepared to provide this documentation for the Verifier to check.   

 

When completing their self-assessment online unions should upload relevant supporting 

information. Supporting documentation should be uploaded at least 25 15 working days 

in advance of the verification. 

 

 

Appendix 3 – Audit meeting schedule 
The final audit is focused on verifying the union’s self-assessment statements, through 

a range of stakeholder interviews which will take place over two days. The exact nature 

of these interviews will be determined once your self-assessment has been received.  

 

The following interviews need to take place over a two day audit period:  

 

Lead student officer, lead staff member to meet the auditor (together) : 

1 hour 

 

20 students: 45 minutes 

The students selected should reflect the diversity of the institution, including 

departments, mode of study etc. They should have a range of involvement in the 

students’ union and should include those with little more than superficial involvement 

to test engagement levels. It is acceptable to incentivise participation in these groups. 

 

Two senior institution staff members (together): 30 minutes 

The staff should operate at a senior, strategic level and have regular interaction with 

the union.  

 

Six career staff members (as a group): 30 minutes 

A staff list should be submitted to the auditor, who will select six staff members to 

interview. 

 

Six student staff members (as a group, if applicable): 30 minutes 

If the union employs student staff to deliver its services, it should select a group to be 

interviewed by the auditor. If they are not in place, the union will not be penalised for 

their absence. 

 

All union sabbatical officers (as a group): 1 hour 

 

Chief executive/general manager: 1 hour 



 

It is imperative that all of these interviews take place. Scores will be lowered for failure 

to complete a full set of interviews. 

 

Arranging the interviews: 

 

It is the union’s responsibility to make arrangements for these interviews to take place. 

The audit should begin with the opportunity for the auditor to meet with the lead 

officer and lead staff member to discuss the self-assessment statements and any 

outstanding issues that need to be picked up prior to the rest of the interviews.  

 

When arranging the interviews, please add 15 minutes between meetings for the 

auditor to write up their notes. They will also need 30 minutes for lunch. 

 

The lead staff member and lead officer will also need to make themselves available to 

meet with the auditor at the end of the audit in order to discuss their findings. 

 

 

 



 

 

3. Descriptors 

Changes to the descriptors include: 
 Removal of descriptions that were presented in the negative i.e. “the union would not have” etc. in the 

majority of cases. 

 Minor increases to the ‘very good’ and ‘excellent’ descriptor to ensure that an obvious difference exists 

between the levels following the removal of the negative points noted above. 

 A small number of corrections for accuracy. 

 

Section Revised 

Strategic 
Planning 

 

Excellent The union has a published strategic plan that is rooted to the 

union’s unique context and has the needs of all of its 

members, both current and future, at its very core. Knowledge 

of the plan among the members and other stakeholders is good 

and they may be able to cite some of its key elements. 

 

The union also has a statement of its fundamental purpose, 

often in the form of a mission statement presented in a format 

that is accessible to all. The union has an inspirational vision 

that defines an aspirational principle or an overall impact. The 

union’s strategic documents will be underpinned by a set 

of values which set the framework for the actions of the 

union. The union’s strategic plan embodies these 

beliefs/values, which are clearly translated into practice. As a 

result, the union can demonstrate evidence how its vision and 

values are an integral to all of its activities. 

 

This will often be summarised in an operating or business plan, 

which clearly describes how the union’s vision, values and 

strategic priorities will be enacted and delivered. As a result the 

vision, values and strategic objectives are clearly and 

unambiguously linked to and derived from the actual current 

context in which the union operates.  

 

Very Good The union has some kind of definition of its fundamental 

purpose, often in the form of a mission statement. The union 

has also identified its overall direction, often in the form of a 

vision. The union has a published statement that outlines its 

fundamental beliefs, normally as a set of values. There would 

be clear evidence that these values will have been 

considered when the plan was written. but evidencing the 

translation of these values into the union’s activities may not 

always be possible. 

 

In addition to a strategic plan, the union has an additional 

document or series of documents that detail exactly what it 

plans to do over a fixed time period. These documents will 

often take the form of an operating or business plan. Although 

the operating plan exists, it is difficult to understand how it 

links the union’s vision, values and strategic priorities into 

activities and actions. 

 



 

 

The union can demonstrate that the majority of its strategic 

objectives are consistent with the context of the union and 

therefore the specific needs of its members. But it may be less 

clear how the vision and values have been developed.  

 

The union can demonstrate that its plan sets out the union’s 

priorities. The plan is generally holistic, covering all many of 

the union’s main activities but may not include resource or 

people planning.  

 

Good The union’s leaders can demonstrate that it has a clear purpose 

and vision, which is supported by a written strategy to 

improve its outcomes on an annual basis. The union may have 

a vision/purpose statement or some other kind of central 

statement(s).  

 

The union may also have a statement that outlines its 

fundamental beliefs, often in the form of a set of values. 

However, it may not be clear how these beliefs or values are 

translated into the union’s activities and it is difficult to 

demonstrate the impact of these beliefs.  

 

While the strategic plan is in place and the union’s priorities are 

identified, there may not be a document that details exactly 

how the strategic plan (and therefore the union’s vision) is 

translated and enacted in its practices and activities. 

 

The union can demonstrate a link between aspects of its 

planning and the broad needs of its members. This link may 

be based on a broad understanding of generalisations about 

the members’ needs rather than empirical data. Documents 

such as the union’s vision, values and purpose/mission may 

have been developed in isolation or adopted from the past. The 

currency of these statements may be difficult to demonstrate.  

 

Evidencing that there is an understanding of the union’s 

overall strategic plan beyond the author(s) or senior members 

of staff, elected officers and/or engaged members may be 

difficult. The plan may have been developed by senior staff or 

elected officers in isolation, with limited input from other 

stakeholders. 

The union can demonstrate that its planning covers all of its 

major activities and sets objectives at a high level. 

 

Relationships 
and 
Partnerships 

 

Excellent The central importance to the union of its relationships and 

connections with its members is apparent and implicit through 

everything the union does. The union can demonstrate that it 

invests in constantly improving these links, with clear decisions 

being made about allocating resources to forming relationships 

with unengaged members and deepening relationships with 



 

 

engaged members. There are specific strategies to form 

relationships with hard-to-reach and/or under-represented 

groups. As a result of this work, the union has built strong 

relationships across its entire membership and members feel 

an affinity to the union. 

 

The union always considers how key stakeholders perceive it, 

and how this perception is managed – this may take the form 

of a written reputation management strategy. As a result, there 

is a strong and beneficial relationship or partnership between 

the union and some or all of its stakeholders. There are a 

number of clear synergies between the union and its key 

stakeholders.  

 

The union has proactively built and maintained strong 

relationships or partnerships with all of its stakeholders, which 

provides benefits to its members. This is reinforced by effective 

networking beyond the student movement – the union has 

developed strong and highly beneficial relationships with other, 

non-stakeholder organisations. As a result, there are numerous 

examples of partnerships that have provided real and tangible 

benefits to the union’s members.  

 

Internal relationships between departments and between staff 

and officers are strong, resulting in significant inter-working 

and demonstrable synergies. 

 

The union will be able to clearly evidence positive impacts that are the 
result of its management of relationships and partnerships. 

Very Good The union can demonstrate that it values its relationships and 

connections with its members highly. The union has considered 

forming relationships with unengaged members and deepening 

relationships with engaged members. It may have also made 

some decisive efforts to improve these relationships, but 

evidence to support the success of this work may not yet be 

available. In many cases unions will have plans in place to 

allocate time and resources to improving relationships with its 

members. 

 

The union is aware of how it is perceived by key stakeholders 

and has a degree of self-awareness. The union will have 

supported this by undertaking some kind of opinion-gathering 

work that specifically tests perceptions. It may also be able 

to evidence that it has have considered how it can manage 

and improve these perceptions. but the impact of this has yet 

to be felt. 

 

 

Good The union understands the importance of having a strong 

connection with its members and can demonstrate this. While 

the union may have strong relationships with sections of its 

membership, there is little evidence of its work to broadening 

these relationships beyond engaged members is an area for 

further development. 

 



 

 

The union understands the importance of how it is perceived by 

its stakeholders. It may also have formed an opinion of how it 

is perceived by others, but may not have evidence to support 

that opinion. 

 

The union can evidence demonstrate that is has a working 

relationship with its parent institution and other key 

stakeholders. There is little evidence that internal relationships 

are actively managed. 

 



 

 

Governance  
Excellent 
 

The union produces a SORP compliant annual report that 

summarises its structure, aims, activities and effectiveness. 

The annual report is a fair review of the union, links KPIs to the 

strategic plan and includes balanced and comprehensive 

analysis. The annual report also details areas for improvement. 

 

 

 

Very good 
 

The union communicates its strategic plan annually, resulting in 

its members having some awareness of its plans. The union 

produces an annual report that is SORP compliant. This report 

is a fair review of the union and links KPIs to its strategic plan 

and includes balanced and comprehensive analysis. 

 

Good 
 

The union has achieved measures outlined in the NUS Good 

Governance Guide to a ‘Minimum standard’ 

Or  

The union will have policies, processes and procedures 

that cover all of the major activities including, but not 

limited to, elections, equality and diversity, finance, 

reporting and people. 

While the union has, they are generated on an ad hoc basis in 

response to need and may not be consistently applied. 

Knowledge of the policies, processes and procedures within the 

union is good, but knowledge of them among its wider 

membership and stakeholders is less complete. 

 

The union has structures in place that help it to deliver strong, 

wide-ranging outcomes including a board, trustee body and/or 

representative bodies. The definition of roles and/or training of 

appointed officials may be incomplete. How the students' 

union's governance, democracy and operations inter-relate 

may have been explored or may be an area for future 

development. 

 

The union is able to demonstrate that it has a constitution and 

by-laws and that it has distributed its strategic plan to its 

membership in some form, awareness or understanding of 

the plan is difficult to demonstrate. The union produces an 

annual report that is SORP compliant.  

 

Democracy 
 

Excellent 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Very good 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Good 

 

 The information published by the union about its democratic 

decision-making processes may be limited to key dates and 

logistics.will be sufficient to ensure that members are 

able to participate if they so wish. As a result the union 

will be able to demonstrate that there is knowledge within 

the membership in how to of how to participate in union 

democracy is limited to stand for high-profile roles such as 

sabbatical elected positions and vote in cross-campus ballots. 

Those who choose to participate are supported through the 

process by being given key logistical information.  

 

People 

 

Excellent 

 

 

 

 

Very Good 

 

Recruitment processes are monitored to ensure equality of 

opportunity. However, there may not be proactive steps to 

report or act upon this information. Internally, managers have 

a good understanding of career progression and promotion. The 

union has responded to the need to ensure work/life balance 

for its workforce and can evidence this.  

 

The expenditure on staffing in its entirety is reported and 

explained to stakeholders. The union will have some kind of 

reward and recognition process in place and will be able to 

evidence where it has been used. however it may not be 

written and staff may feel that its implementation is 

inconsistent or inappropriate. It is difficult to identify how this 

process contributes to the motivation of all staff. 

 

The union is able to demonstrate that voluntary staff are 

important to the organisation. The union can demonstrate that 

it ensures volunteers and appropriately trained for their role. 

There may also be evidence of development opportunities for 

some volunteers; however this may not be available to all. As 

a result the majority of volunteer staff feel valued within 

their role(s).  

 

Expenditure on staffing is reported through the union’s 

governance structure in a way that is clear and understood. 

There may be a number of examples of where training can be 

shown to have had an impact; however this may be in a 

minority of cases. 

 



 

 

Good 

 

The union has current Investors In People status. 

Or 

All staff have an annual opportunity to review their progress. 

 

There is an allocation of resources to staff training, which may 

take the form of a training plan which in turn may be linked 

in some way to the union’s strategic plan.  Links between 

the training plan and the union’s strategic plan may be limited. 

 

Processes are in place to manage the performance of all staff; 

however these processes may not be widely adopted or up-to-

date. Staff are engaged in the union at specific points of the 

year, for example via an annual staff opinion survey and/or 

strategic planning around. This staff engagement may be 

limited to their own areas of work. The union’s leadership can 

identify examples of internal communication methods that they 

feel are effective.  

 

Recruitment and promotion processes are secure and robust. 

As a result, union staff and other stakeholders are confident of 

the equality and transparency of recruitment and promotion. 

The union has given some consideration to acknowledging high 

performance, however formal systems may not be in place. 

Some staff will often have little awareness of these systems 

or, where there is awareness, feel that acknowledgement of 

high performance is ad hoc.  

 

The union is aware of the agenda around work/life balance for 

its workforce. It may also have plans in place to formally 

consider or implement flexible working arrangements.  

 

Most of the volunteer staff that the union has receive 

some form of training to ensure that they are able to 

undertake their role effectively. 

The union either does not make use of volunteer staff or, where 

volunteer staff are employed, they are not formally trained for 

their role.  

 

The union’s expenditure on staff, including training, is 

monitored but is not widely reported or linked to planning. 

 

Communication 

 

Excellent 

 

 

 



 

 

Very good 

 

The membership as a whole has an understanding and 

knowledge of the union’s activities, operations and key 

messages. Across the entire membership this understanding is 

notably stronger among engaged members. Additionally, this 

awareness may also be is often far stronger in some area than 

others, typically around events. 

 

The effectiveness of the union’s communication is apparent due 

to level of general awareness among its members. However, 

this effectiveness is not quantified or measured against any 

targets. As a result, knowledge of the value of particular 

communication mechanisms or the success of particular 

messages is not always known.  

 

 

Good 

 

The union can demonstrate that it communicates with its 

members and is receptive to communication from them. 

Outgoing messages are generally focused on specific activities, 

events or campaigns.  are almost always be associated with a 

specific activity or event and are unrelated to other messages. 

As a result, members feel that messages from the union tend 

to be somewhat inconsistent or ad hoc.  

 

As a result of the union’s communications the engaged sections 

of its membership understand parts of what the union does. 

These same members are aware of a mechanism for giving 

feedback to the union but the majority of them have not used 

it.  

 

The union will be able to evidence that it actively 

communicates with its member using a number of 

mechanisms or channels.. This though a number of channels 

across the full spectrum but it is difficult to ascertain how 

effective this communication is. The union’s communications 

tend to use a limited number of channels and/or are not 

routinely tailored to a specific audience. The union is also able 

to demonstrate that it has two-way communications with its 

parent institution. 

 

Consideration may have been given to developing a 

union brand and the role of communication in the 

reinforcement of this brand. The union brand has not yet 

been developed. 

 

Services 
 



 

 

Excellent 

 

The union has clearly defined the outcomes it is striving to gain 

from each of its services. These outcomes are often targets 

that directly address the union’s strategic priorities or detailed 

financial targets. There may also be examples of services that 

deliver both. Each service has multiple and carefully selected 

measurement mechanisms that allow performance to be 

monitored. As a result, there are clear success criteria for each 

service that support effective management and enable the 

union’s governance structures to monitor performance. 

Knowledge of how each service is performing is high. In all 

cases, services are in line with, or exceed, their targets. Where 

this is not the case, the union can clearly demonstrate 

remedial actions. In some cases the union will benchmark its 

performance against other comparable organisations. 

 

Very good 

 

 

There will also be examples of where While not all one or 

more of these services has been aligned and systematically 

realigned to meet members’ needs and/or there are examples 

of services that have been created, adjusted or developed in 

response to member feedback. As a result one or more a 

minority of these services are consciously operated in direct 

response to member needs. 

 

Good 

 

The union offers, directly or through a partner, a number of 

services to its members. These services will have often 

developed over time and are in line with services offered by 

other student unions. As a result, it is probable that the 

services generally serve the current needs of the union’s 

members but this has not been tested and cannot be 

evidenced.  

 

In some cases the majority of the service offering has been 

static for some time. The union believes that the majority of 

the services it delivers either directly or through a third party 

are of a good quality but is unable to demonstrate this 

empirically. As a result, targets for quality of service have not 

been set. 

 

Where its services are delivered by partners or other third 

parties the union typically also passes on quality control and 

therefore has little additional input. there may, however, be 

opportunities for members to feedback directly, or via the 

union, to these service providers. 

 

Services are generally operated in isolation. There may be a 

degree of linkage between the services within commercial 

services and between the services within member services 

but they are unlikely to cross over or complement each other. 

 

Participation 

 



 

 

Excellent 

 

The union is able to demonstrate that it has dedicated time and 

resources to developing participation opportunities and 

promoting exciting opportunities to all its members. The union 

also has specific strategies to promote participation 

opportunities to under-represented and traditionally hard-to-

reach groups. As a result, a broad range of students actively 

participates in the union. Additionally, there may be examples 

where this promotion of participation has led to an individual 

members engaging with the union for the first time. 

 

Very good 

 

 

Good 

 

The union is able to demonstrate that it provides a range of 

opportunities for members to participate in its activities. 

 

The union can also demonstrate where there are opportunities 

for by which groups or individual members and groups of 

members can to contribute to and participate with a 

number of its decision-making processes.  

Representation 
and 
campaigning 

 



 

 

Excellent 

 

The union has a comprehensive training programme for course 

representatives and provides on-going support and guidance to 

them. In some cases, a member of staff may be assigned to 

have a specific role in supporting the course representative 

system. As a result, members becoming course representative 

feel they have the necessary skills and knowledge to effectively 

represent union members’ views to the institution. 

 

The union can show evidence that its elected officers have an 

input into every major institution committee. These formal 

representations are reinforced by contacts between key 

institution staff members and the union’s elected officers. 

 

The union can demonstrate that its elected officers are able to 

make highly effective, accurate representations/interventions 

at institution committee meetings. This effectiveness is due to 

thorough preparation including an evidence-based 

understanding of the views of union members on major issues. 

 

In response to members’ views, the union is able to 

demonstrate that its elected officers proactively raise issues at 

committee meetings or through informal networking. As a 

result, student perspectives are accurately communicated and 

considered when major decisions are made and key issues 

affecting students are brought to the attention of the 

institution. The union can demonstrate a number of impacts 

that have been a direct result of this representation. The union 

can also show that its elected officers and other members 

participate in NUS events and represent the views of the union 

members to NUS. 

 

The union proactively encourages individual members and 

groups of members to run campaigns. The availability of this 

support is well communicated. The union can demonstrate 

robust mechanisms to improve the effectiveness of member-led 

campaigns, often by providing training and/or advice. Union-

supported campaigns have a defined objective or impact and 

the union is able to point to successful past campaigns. 

 

 



 

 

Very good 

 

The union has developed training materials for course 

representatives that communicate the main aspects of the role. 

As a result, course representatives are aware of the main 

aspects of their role. 

 

The union can demonstrate that its elected officers input into a 

number of institution committee meetings. It can also 

demonstrate that its elected officers are able to make strong 

representations at these meetings as a result of preparation, 

including research into the issues under discussion. However, 

this may not include an evidence-based understanding of the 

views of union members. As a result, student perspectives are 

communicated and considered when major decisions are made. 

 

The union can show evidence to demonstrate that its elected 

officers participate in NUS events. The union supports 

individual members and groups of members to campaign and 

can demonstrate examples of where it has helped to improve 

the effectiveness of member-led campaigns. 

 

Good 

 

The union facilities a course representative system and in some 

cases may provide some support when requested by an 

individual. 

 

The union can demonstrate that its elected officers have an 

input into at least one institution meeting to present students’ 

perspectives. The perspective presented will often be limited to 

that of the elected officer or a small group of members. 

The union can show that its elected officers attend NUS events. 

It can show evidence of when it has supported individual 

members or groups of members to campaign 

Review and 
evaluation 

 

 Excellent 
Review and evaluation are clearly demonstrated as a 

fundamental aspect of the governance, leadership and 

management of the union. The union is fastidious in its 

approach to evaluation, constantly measuring and evaluating 

the effectiveness and the impact of its activities. As a result, 

the union has a strong understanding of its own performance 

and how it impacts upon its members. 

 

 

Very good 

 

No changes 

Good 

 

No changes 

Context 
 



 

 

Excellent 

 

No changes 

Very good 

 

No changes 

Good 

 

No changes 

Impact 

 

 

Excellent 

 

No changes 

Very good 

 

The union has an awareness of its impacts with officers and 

senior staff able to demonstrate may be their focus on 

achieving impacts. In the majority of cases the union’s impacts 

are not related back to its strategic plan or vision. There will be 

examples of where these impacts can be related back to the 

strategic plan and the vision. 

 

The union is aware of how a culmination of activities creates 

higher-level impact but is not able to evidence detailed 

examples. It is aware of its soft impacts but does may not yet 

quantify them or widely report on them. 

 

The union uses measurement tools to demonstrate the majority 

of its impacts. However, in most cases, the union does now 

have knowledge of the areas where its activities are most 

effective and create the greatest impact. In the majority of 

cases, the union only makes impact assessments at the end of 

an activity. 

 

The union either makes limited use of impact targets and/or is 

unable to clearly has little evidence to demonstrate how its 

targets support effective impact reporting. The union is able to 

indicate examples when it has positively impacted on its parent 

institution, its local community and the national movement. It 

is also able to demonstrate that it has considered, or is 

considering, impact in its planning processes. 

 

 



 

 

Good 

 

The union’s focus is primarily on activities and outputs which 

may be measured and reported. As a result, the union does 

not currently consider its impact in most of its activities. As a 

result the union’s members are aware of its activities and 

outputs and may be able to identify one or more impacts. 

 

 

The union does not currently routinely measure the majority 

of its impacts. However there may be examples of where 

the impact of an activity has been assessed and 

reported. Where the union’s impacts are considered, they can 

only be described with unqualified statements. 

 

 

The union does not make use of impact targets. It The union 

is able to demonstrate where union activities have engaged its 

parent institution, its local community or the national 

movement. The union does not currently consider impact in its 

planning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


