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Background 

On Tuesday the 7th of July at the Students’ Union 2015 conference Aidan Grills (Leeds), Jon Berg 

(Teesside), Jo Thomas (Birmingham), David Carse (Glasgow Caledonian), Ian Robinson (Bath), Steven 

Symonds (Greenhouse) and James Robertson (NUS) met to discuss impact and students’ unions. 

Unfortunately Tracy Costello (Exeter) had to send her apologies. At the meeting it was recognised that, 

although the nef impact guide was a high quality resource, that many students’ unions continue to 

experience challenges around having the time, resources, focus and skill to effectively begin to 

understand and articulate their impact. Despite these challenges, it was recognised that there remains a 

strong appetite amongst students’ unions to do this work.  

The group agreed to conduct research in order to investigate the hypotheses 1 to 4. These hypotheses 

were chosen on the basis that, if correct, they would enable students’ unions to articulate a demonstrable 

contribution to the common good of society. In the case of hypotheses 1 and 2 this contribution is made 

through making a difference to students’ lives, whereas 3 and 4 the difference is made through students’ 

actions.  

  

1.    That students’ unions’ clubs and societies have an impact on social mobility by helping 

students from less privileged backgrounds make friends and feel at home at 

university/college. This not only helps to keep those students in education (increasing 

retention) but also helps them excel and achieve a higher standard qualification 

  



 

 

2.    That taking part in decision-making helps to make students better citizens. In other words, 

their experience of democracy increases their appetite for engaging in broader decision-

making across wider society.  

  

3.    That students’ volunteering in the community has multiple social benefits. That these social 

benefits are diverse, but can be aggregated in order to talk about the positive impact of 

students on their local community.  

  

That, whilst at university or college, more people regularly do sports. Secondly, those students also help 

more people from the local community to do sports. This has multiple impacts including health, financial 

and cultural benefits (reduction in crime, increase  

 

Current approach  

Unfortunately Teeside and Bath had decided not to continue their participation in the project. However, 

the University of Manchester Students’ Union joined the project to test hypothesis one, as have Liverpool 

Guild and, most recently Manchester Metropolitan. Therefore at least two students’ unions have been 

involved in testing each of the hypotheses with the exception of number three which only Birmingham 

Guild have led on.  

  

The group is due to present their findings at Students’ Union 2016. Progress against testing each of the 

hypotheses is outlined below: 

Hypothesis  Students’ Unions Involved Progress  

Hypothesis 1. Participation in 

Clubs and Societies, retention 

and attainment 

University of Manchester 

Students’ Union, Liverpool Guild 

and The Union, Manchester 

Metropolitan University 

UMSU have conducted some 

qualitative interviews with a 

range of students and whereas 

Liverpool have used a more 

quantitative using data from the 

university to analyse the 

relationship between 

participation in societies, 

retention and attainment of 

students from less privileged 

backgrounds. The Union at MMU 

is still waiting to be given access 

to the data so that they can 

repeat the method used by 

Liverpool Guild.   

Hypothesis 2. Civic behaviour 

and students’ unions 

Leeds University Union and 

University of Exeter Students’ 

Guild 

A survey conducted by LUU and 

Exeter Students’ Guild supports 

the idea that those who are 

engaged in the union either as a 

change maker (having submitted 

policy or set up a society) or in a 

representative position are more 

likely to be a member of a 

political party, be registered to 

vote, be a trustee, be a 

volunteer and a member of a 

campaigning organisation. 

However, most of these people 

were registered to vote, 

volunteering and being member 



 

 

of a campaigning organisation 

before coming to university.   

Hypothesis 3. Social benefit 

of volunteering 

Birmingham Guild Birmingham Guild are using the 

volunteering survey coordinated 

by NUS to understand the impact 

of volunteering on the 

volunteers. They have then 

employed a student to 

investigate the impact a group of 

underprivileged children who are 

the beneficiaries of one of the 

volunteer projects. The research 

and analysis will be completed 

by June 10th.  

Hypothesis 4. Sport and 

Mental Health 

Leeds University Union and 

Glasgow Caledonian Students’ 

Association 

LUU and GSU managed to secure 

a reasonable sample of around 

600 students involved in sports 

clubs. 73% of respondents 

agreed that doing sport with 

their club helped their mental 

wellbeing and 72% agreed that 

coming to university gave them 

the opportunity to do this 

activity. Students’ life 

satisfaction, happiness and 

sense of feeling what they did 

was worthwhile increased the 

more sport they did (up to 3 

times per week where it 

plateaued). Conversely how 

anxious they felt yesterday 

decreased.  

 

Analysis 

Although progress has been slow, it is encouraging the first results from the testing come in and broadly 

show some positive impacts of students’ unions. It seems likely that the group will have something 

meaningful to share at students’ unions 2016. The next challenge is to think how transferrable the 

methods are to a broader group of students’ unions. Even if the methods can be replicated then there’s no 

guarantee that they will produce positive results.  

 

Recommendations 

Central to the NUS 100 strategy, the ability of students’ unions to make and articulate a demonstrably 

positive contribution to the lives of their members and wider society will remain a priority. It is therefore 

essential to consider what next including:   

  

 How do we work with more students’ unions to replicate this work?  

 How do we being to aggregate this data nationally? 

 What other hypotheses might we want to test?  



 

 

 Are there any impacts that would be particularly beneficial to be able to demonstrate within the 

political landscape?  

 If we aren’t having the impacts that we want or are intending to have how do we cultivate fresh 

thinking around how to make the difference we want to make using different means.  

  

 

 

 

 

 


