
 

 

Assessing membership benefit 

 
 

Background 

NUS is a democratically governed membership organisation. It aims to represent the 

interests of seven millions students and promote, defend and extend their rights - both 

for their individual benefit and for the benefit of wider society.  

Students’ unions (and other equivalent organisations) are defined in NUS articles as the 

constituent members of NUS, and it is primarily (though not exclusively) by working with 

and through these organisations that NUS seeks to address its aims. 

NUS is an orgnisation with broad ranging and ambitious aims that has developed 

significantly in size, scope and complexity over the past ten years. In that context it is 

necessary to develop a robust membership benefits test that can be used across the full 

diversity of NUS activity in order to support effective prioritisation and decision making 

based on maximizing benefit to our members and ensuring quality of delivery.  
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Analysis  

Success criteria 

For any membership benefits test to be successful within an organisation like NUS it needs to fulfil 

a number of key criteria. Any such test must: 

 

 Be broadly applicable: any test must be able to be applied to all of our activity and as 

easily to our work engaging with policy as it is to our work developing our collective 

enterprise  

 

 Use words as well as numbers: given the breadth of activity and pursuit of broad aims, 

and the subjectivity of some of the benefits we might seek to realise, we need to be 

comfortable with a mixture of qualitative and quantitative methods in order to assess 

benefit.   

 

 Be part of a wider organisational process: a membership benefits test on its own will 

not deliver results as it can be bypassed or ignored. Using it as a compulsory part of 

organisational processes, supported by induction training and development process, will 

help ensure it is used. 

 

 Necessary but not sufficient: decisions made about what activity to prioritise has to be 

reliant on the judgement of individuals within NUS. This judgement is likely to be based on 

a wide range of factors including ability, capacity and appetite for risk, and not just 

membership benefit. A membership benefits test is therefore a necessary but not sufficient 

condition for prioritising activity.  

 

 Be low burden and ‘right for NUS’: NUS is likely to need to remain a dynamic and 

responsive organisation, any new process should always be considered in light of the 

burden it may create and the organisational culture in which it operates. 

 

Defining membership benefit 

It is important that we are clear about the benefits we seek to create and the 

terminology we use to describe them. For NUS then we might propose that a definition 

of membership benefit is:  

“Any material support given to a member students’ union that improves its ability to 

represent students interests and/or promote, defend and extend their rights” 

This definition is sufficiently wide ranging that it can encompass as readily our collective 

enterprise work as it can our campaigning and policy development work. It also makes it 

clear that we do not simply support all work of SUs – we do so in so  

 



 

far as it helps represents students interests and promote, defend and extend their rights.  

 

It is important to recognise that in some cases the support provided will be indirect. This 

is particularly the case in relation to our campaigning and voice work where we may be 

undertaking activity that helps amplify the campaigns of students unions through action 

taken directly ourselves.    

 

Assessing membership benefit: breadth and depth 

When assessing membership benefit of an activity we can either be talking in terms of 

potential benefit (when considering whether to undertake an activity) or in realised 

benefit (when assessing the membership benefit of an existing activity). For the 

purposes of the definitions that follow we have talked in terms of realised benefit. In any 

operational use of this test it will be important to be clear about which we are talking 

about – an activity may have low breadth and depth at present but with the potential to 

develop into high breadth and depth at a later stage. 

  

By assessing our activity against the following two dimensions of ‘breadth’ and ‘depth’, 

and at defined levels of ‘low’, ‘medium’ or ‘high’ we can come up with a categorisation of 

the level of benefit an activity brings to our members. 

 

Breadth 

Our activity can be spread widely across students’ unions, or it can be narrowly focused on 

individual member unions. Breadth is primarily a quantitative measure and can be understood as 

the proportion of students represented by our members that are ultimately affected by the 

activity. So, for example, we could set the following thresholds: 

 High breadth – activity that affects over 50% of students’ represented by our member 

unions    

 

 Medium breadth – activity that affects between 25% and 50% of students’ represented 

by our member unions    

 

 Low breadth  - activity that affects less than 25% of students’ represented by our 

member unions 

By setting a percentage threshold for high medium and low breath we are making an implicit 

statement about our current belief in our ability to reach the breadth of our membership. This is 

inherently a subjective statement and could change over time and depending on levels of 

membership and the effectiveness of NUS as an organisation. 50% has been chosen in this 

instance as it could be argued that it is the lowest threshold that could reasonably be considered 

as still counting as high breadth. The medium and low threshold points are then equally spaced 

between 50% and zero. 

 



 

 

Depth 

Our activity can make small or ‘shallow’ benefits or large ‘deep’ benefits. Depth can 

therefore be understood as the extent of benefit felt by the students’ union (or by those 

students represented by them) affected by the activity.  

 

Depth is likely to be expressed as a combination of both quantitative and qualitative 

factors that varies from activity to activity and there is unlikely to be one consistent 

measure or indicator that can be used. In order to make assessments and prioritise we 

must therefore seek to define in qualitative terms what constitutes ‘low’, ‘medium’ or 

‘high’ depth of benefit, and in any assessment of benefit those responsible for the 

activity should consider what information and indicators best meet the following 

definitions: 

 

 High depth – activity that is transformative in its effect leading to a significant 

improvement in the representation of students’ interests or the defence, 

promotion or extension of their rights 

 

 Medium depth – activity that is evolutionary in its effect leading to a substantive 

improvement in the representation of students’ interests or the defence, 

promotion or extension of their rights 

 

 Low depth – activity that is incremental in its effect leading to a measurable 

improvement in the representation of students’ interests or the defence, 

promotion or extension of their rights 

 

In any such assessment of depth of benefit we must recognise that a large element of 

professional judgement must be applied – this is not a simplistic or formulaic approach. 

There is no ‘magic bullet’ in assessing membership benefit.  

 

Making assessments 

By allocating a score of L M or H to the breadth and depth of activity we undertake we 

can create a membership benefit rating e.g.:  (H/H) to represent activity of high breadth 

and depth or (L/M) to indicate activity of low breadth and medium depth.  

 

The diagram at Annex A is suggested as one way to help visualise the kind of 

assessments we might make with indicative unsubstantiated assessments of example 

activity highlighted in each area.   

 

 



 

 

As set out in the criteria at the start of this paper the existence of such an assessment 

matrix is a necessary but not sufficient condition for make decisions about what activity 

to prioritise. In certain circumstances we might choose to undertake any given level of 

activity. If we are trialling or seeking to undertake something new we might deliberately 

choose to do so in a way that has limited breadth and depth in order to help manage risk 

appropriately.  

 

It should, however, be the case that all activity that we undertake can be allocated a 

rating. Any activity that does not deliver, whether directly or indirectly, any material 

breadth or depth of benefit to the membership should cease. 

 

Recommendations 

Implementing a membership benefit test 

 

Further work is required to consider how best to implement a membership benefits test 

alongside the development of other work currently going on in other areas of NUS - such 

as work on decision making and delegation of powers and the development of the new 

strategic framework through the p100 process. That said, there are a number of areas 

that we could already identify in which a membership benefits test could be 

implemented: 

 

 As part of the annual planning/reporting cycle - all activity undertaken 

across the group could be assessed for membership benefit as a mandatory part 

of the existing operational planning process. Managers responsible for drawing up 

operational plans could be asked to self-assess proposed activity for the year 

ahead using this process and to include their proposed membership benefit 

rating, and justification for it, within operational plans for consideration when 

those plans are submitted for approval to the relevant decision-making 

body/board.  

 

 This would enable conscious management oversight of the membership benefits 

of proposed activity, and help support decision making based on those relative 

levels. Assessment would operate best at the level of individual project within 

thematic areas (e.g. the ‘provision of strategic support for unions’ project in the 

‘organisational quality’ theme).  

 

 By collecting ratings in this way benefit profiles could be developed for each area 

of the organisation that determined the volume of activity at each benefit level 

and enabled an overall picture of that area of the organisation to be developed.  

 



 

 During FTO, staff, and volunteer induction processes – the concept of 

membership benefit and worked examples of the test should be introduced into 

all inductions and training for all that have a role with NUS – whether staff, 

volunteers or officers  

 

 In the design, development and scrutiny of FTO work plans – officers could 

be provided with the membership benefits test as a way of supporting them with 

ensuring that their work is of benefit to our members  and to those that scrutinise 

those plans in order to ensure accountability 

 At this stage it may be worth trialing this approach before undertaking the wider 

actions outlined above in order to determine the appropriateness of the proposed 

approach.  

 

Any such trial needs to be sufficiently large to give us a genuine understanding of its 

effectiveness, and given that this work has originated with the NUS Charity and the key 

focus that the Charity has on building capacity in our members, it makes sense to start 

by trialing the test across our work in the Charity and integrating into the operational 

planning process.  

 

Recommendation: The Charity board is invited to agree that the membership benefits 

test should be introduced on a trial basis as an integrated part of the operational 

planning process for all work in the NUS Charity next year  

 

 



 

 

 

 

Annex A 
 
Membership benefit: assessment matrix 
 

 
Membership  

Benefit 
 

Breadth 

Low 
Less than 25% 

Medium 
Between 25% and 50% 

High 
50% and over 

D
e
p

th
 

 
Low 
 
Incremental + 
measurable 
 

L/L 
e.g. SW Local media sales 

 

 
 

M/L 
e.g. NUS Jobs Mailing 

 
 
 

H/L 
e.g. NUS connect and membership 

comms 

 
Medium 
 
Evolutionary + 
substantive 

L/M 
e.g. Union Cloud 

 

 
M/M 

e.g. Officer development programme 
 
 

H/M 
e.g. Legal advice on behalf of SU’s 

 

 
High  
 
Transformative 
+ 
significant 

L/H 
e.g. SSU diagnostics 

M/H 
e.g. Purchasing consortium 

 
H/H 

e.g. NUS Extra 

 


