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Introduction 
NUS has developed Quality Students’ Unions to 

assure the quality, standards and overall 

effectiveness of students’ unions. This quality 

mark is a single management tool that 

interlocks with, and complements, relevant 

standards and codes that already exist within 

the student movement including: the NUS Good 

Governance Code of Practice; Hallmarks of an 

Effective Charity; Investors In People; 

Investing In Volunteers; Investing in Diversity; 

Sound Impact; and Best Bar None.  

 

The quality mark also draws on sections from 

each version of the Students’ Union Evaluation 

Initiative (SUEI) to ensure there is linkage 

between the systems. To meet the minimum 

standards and be considered an accredited 

students’ union, a union will need to be 

compliant with both its statutory obligations 

and accepted best practice. 
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Key features 
Quality Students’ Unions is built around 12 

components in three core areas that can be 

triangulated to provide greater confidence in 

the evaluation of a union. The mark’s 12 

components are the fundamental building 

blocks of a successful and effective union and 

are intrinsically linked to elements identified in 

Surfing the Wave (see the following section for 

more details on this publication). 

 

The quality mark is linked to existing standards 

to prevent duplication and to ensure a 

standardised approach. For example, a union 

achieving a higher level Investors in People 

standard would automatically achieve the ‘very 

good’ judgement for the ‘people’ component of 

the quality mark. In the first instance, unions 

will be able to opt to evidence the governance 

standard by utilising the NUS Good Governance 

Code of Practice. In future, following a review 

of the code, the Good Governance Code of 

Practice will become the sole measure for 

achieving against this standard.  

 

The assessment is a combination of 

quantitative and qualitative measures. The 

quantitative assessment provides a highly 

objective, consistent, repeatable and quick 

insight. The qualitative assessment provides 

depth and detail (attitudes, feelings and 

behaviours) and is sensitive to context. The 

qualitative assessment is particularly useful for 

understanding processes as it focuses on how 

outcomes are achieved. The significant 

qualitative assessment element ensures that it 

is the union’s context and not external 

evaluation criteria that drives the agenda within 

the union. Context includes officers’ mandates, 

the size and scope of the union, student 

demographic, the operating environment and 

other things that influences the local agenda of 

the union. 

 

The numerical indicators that need to be 

achieved for a union to gain entry into the 

scheme are highly transparent, ensuring that all 

unions (and other stakeholders) can see what, 

as a minimum, a participating union has 

achieved. The component descriptors under 

each core element ensure that there is 

transparency about levels of attainment above 

the ‘working towards’  status, allowing officers 

and staff to understand what they need to do to 

improve. This will help to build capacity within 

students’ unions. 

 

Self-evaluation drives self-reflection and 

planning, which are both fundamental parts of 

the annual cycle of every union. As a result, the 

quality mark will become an intrinsic part of a 

union’s annual cycle rather than an ‘add on’. 

This will ensure that students’ union officers 

can engage in the full process in a single year 

of office. The mark has been designed to avoid 

placing an unnecessary burden on unions 

during the evaluation process. In most cases, 

the first self-assessment should take no longer 

than a month.  Subsequent self-assessments 

will involve updating rather than rewriting and 

should generally be completed in even less 

time. 

 

The audit is an assessment of the current 

situation, rather than a developmental 

programme. However, as the criteria for each 

level of achievement is transparent, unions can 

use the information to understand how they can 

progress to achieve a higher level of attainment 

and therefore the scheme encourages unions to 

take a developmental approach. 
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How does it seek to define an 
effective students’ union? 
In 2010, NUS published a major strategic 

review of the student movement – Surfing the 

Wave.1 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’. 

 

Three key objectives underpinned this theme: 

 the way we guide improvement, and assure 

quality in students’ unions will be 

transformed and made more accessible 

 we will deliver a talent management 

programme for students’ unions to attract, 

retain, develop and diversify our people 

 students’ unions will be stable and financially 

secure, with high-quality strategic support for 

tackling major strategic problems 

 

Quality Students’ Unions takes the principles of 

a successful students’ union and expands them 

to create a detailed profile of the attributes of a 

successful students’ union. The quality mark is 

broken down into three core areas:  

 

1. Governance, leadership and management  

How the union manages, plans, controls and 

monitors its activities.  

Threshold standards are set in line with good 

practice and statutory requirements that will 

not vary greatly from one union to another. 

 

2. Activities 

How well the union does what it sets out to do.  

How well the union aligns its activities to the 

needs of its members and how effective these 

activities are.  

 

3. Outcomes      

The positive impacts the union has on its 

members. Outcomes will be linked to the work 

of the Impact Project that is currently being 

undertaken as part of the wider work of NUS 

Charitable Services. 

 

Critically, these core areas are interdependent 

– e.g. a union that has very strong governance, 

leadership and management and very strong 

activities will invariably have very strong 

outcomes. Performance in any two of the core 

areas will essentially predict the performance in 

the third. This interdependency should enable 

these three core areas to be used by unions to 

effectively and accurately analyse their own 

performance and for them to be accredited with 

a high level of confidence. 

Each of these core areas is further broken down 

into a series of components, which detail 

different aspects of a successful students’ 

union.  

 

Governance, leadership and management 

a. Strategic planning 

b. Relationships and partnerships 

c. Policies, processes and structures 

d. Democracy and governance 

e. People  

Activities 

a. Communication  

b. Services 

c. Participation 

d. Representation and campaigning 

Outcomes 

a. Review and evaluation  

b. Context  

c. Impact
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The process 
Unions will access the online Quality Hub, which 

will be full of information which will support 

them to participate in the scheme. It will 

provide them with guidance on participation, 

self-assessment, the audit and governance 

arrangements and what to do if they have a 

query or complaint. The Quality Hub will sit 

within NUS Digital and will be a one-stop-shop 

for everything related to quality; it will also 

provide clear linkage to others areas of work 

that NUS undertakes. This area of the website 

will be open access and will not require a union 

login. All stakeholders will be able to 

understand the standards that unions are 

looking to achieve and how they will be 

assessed. 

 

Login to participate 

Each union will have their own login area of the 

hub where they can fill in all their information 

online and upload associated materials. This will 

be a private area of the hub that can only be 

accessed by members of staff and officers 

within the union, who have been given 

responsibility to review and upload information, 

and representatives working on behalf of NUS 

to administer the scheme; including the project 

team, auditors and members of the 

accreditation panel. The union will be able to 

generate a report that they can share with 

other stakeholders, if they choose to. 

 

The union will view the criteria and complete 

their own self-assessment detailing how they 

meet the qualifying criteria. Students’ unions 

will annually upload information about their 

union against core criteria on an online 

interactive hub. 

 

Quality Students’ Unions is a based upon a self-

assessment model and uses a combination of 

qualitative and quantitative measures. Each 

students’ union will undertake an annual self-

assessment. The self-assessment is split into 

two sections; Part A and Part B.  

 

 

 

Part A 

Part A is a series of quantitative indicators (e.g. 

election turnout, candidate numbers) that are 

designed to provide a simple and consistent 

method of measuring the basic health of a 

union remotely. Relevant information will be 

harvested from a combination of submitted 

evidence and automatically gathered data, 

ultimately forming the NUS digital analytics 

dashboard. Unions that score at or above a set 

acceptable standard for all indicators will be 

awarded ‘Working towards’ status.  

 

Once a union has achieved ’Working towards’ 

status it becomes eligible for a Part B audit. 

Any union that fails to meet all of the minimum 

acceptable standards will be designated 

‘Working towards accreditation’. 

 

The criteria for Part A are designed to capture 

basic minimum standards for organisational 

good health. They are based upon learning 

gathered from the work of the NUS Strategic 

Support Unit.  

 

The criteria for Part A are on page 7. 

Part B 

Part B is a qualitative self-assessment in the 

form of a brief description of the union’s 

performance against each of the 12 

components. Unions will judge their own 

performance against the broad 

descriptors/indicators for each component using 

‘best fit’. Unions will not have to demonstrate 

every single characteristic detailed in the 

descriptor for each level in order to achieve the 

standard. Part B is not designed to be a tick 

box approach. Rather the union will need to 

demonstrate that they broadly correspond to 

the level they have assessed themselves as, 

taking into account their local context. 

 

A numerical aggregation of these 12 self-

judgements will then provide an overall 

statement of the union’s (self-assessed) 

performance. 
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Following self-assessment, the union will be 

able to request an audit in order to have their 

self-assessment verified against the criteria and 

to receive a quality rating of ‘Excellent’, ‘Very 

good’, ‘Good’  or ‘Working towards’. Unions will 

retain their quality rating for three years, 

providing information for the Part A indicators 

are submitted on an annual basis. 

 

The first audit will be conducted on site at the 

students’ union, via a series of meetings with 

key stakeholders to validate the union’s self-

assessment. The year 3 audit will take place 

remotely, using telephone or video 

conferencing interviews where possible, and the 

audit at year 6 will be held on site. Following an 

audit, the union will be confirmed as Excellent, 

Very good, Good or Working towards. 

 

Within the 3 year period, a reassessment of the 

audit level and an additional onsite visit could 

be triggered if significant change occurs within 

the union or concerns are raised that a union is 

not performing to the level of their 

accreditation.  

 

Triggers for reassessment include: 

 Sudden departure of the Chief Executive 

 Failure to achieve Part A annual return 

 Strategic Support Unit intervention triggering 

concerns (this could include referral from the 

parent institution or a petition from the 

student body signed by enough students for 

it to be considered quorate, based on the 

union’s own rules) 

 Submission of a hardship request 

 

In these circumstances the union will not incur 

any fee for an additional audit. 

 

If a union achieves a significant improvement in 

their performance and decides that they want 

to be audited within their 3 year cycle, in order 

to try and raise their attainment level, then 

they will be able to do this but they will incur an 

additional fee to cover the associated costs. 

Further details of the audit process, including 

timescales, are in Appendix 1. 

 

 

 

Publishing the Results Online 

There will be an area of the Quality Hub which 

will detail information about each union’s 

participation in the scheme. It will say when 

they joined and will confirm what stage of the 

process they are in. 

 

Once a union has successfully completed Part 

A, their status will say ‘Working Towards 

Accreditation’. However, if the union fails to 

achieve against Part A then their status will 

detail that they have been unable to achieve 

the minimum level required to participate 

within the scheme. 

 

Upon successful completion of Part B, the 

results of the audit will be published online. The 

overall attainment level will be detailed, as well 

as the level that the Union has achieved against 

each of the 12 components.  

 

It will also state when the union is due for a 

further audit and any dates of planned audits if 

these have been booked by the union. 

 

This area of the Quality Hub will be searchable 

so it will be easy for students and other 

stakeholders to look up their union’s results. 
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Criteria for Part A  
Area Criteria Yes No Typical evidence 

Strategic planning The union has a strategic plan with a 

horizon beyond the current year 

Sabbaticals, senior managers and 

department mangers see it as guiding 

their actions. 

  Strategic plan 

 

Policies, processes 

and structures 

The current financial position is 

sustainable and the union can support 

its planned outgoings for the 

foreseeable future without having to 

seek emergency loan facilities from 

the University or bank. Also has a 

feasible plan to reduce any 

unstructured debt over time.  

  Annual audited accounts/cash 

flow forecasts/no NUS hardship 

application submitted in the last 

12 months 

Policies, processes 

and structures 

The union generates monthly financial 

reports within 3 weeks of the month 

end and annual financial reports that 

are appropriately reviewed 

  Examples of monthly reports 

and commentary presented to 

the trustee board 

Policies, processes 

and structures 

The union has a trustee body or other 

oversight/governing body  

  Trustee membership and terms 

of reference 

Policies, processes 

and structures 

The union has a health and safety 

policy, signed by the chief executive, 

that is legally compliant 

  Health and safety policy 

Policies, processes 

and structures 

The union has a statement or policy 

on equality and diversity 

  Documented evidence, e.g. 

equality and diversity policy 

Democracy and 

governance 

 

Fair and open cross-campus ballots 

are undertaken for all major positions 

within the union 

  Documented evidence, e.g. 

report from the returning officer 

People All staff have legally compliant 

employment documentation. The 

union has appraisal processes and 

development plans for all staff, 

including the chief executive 

 

  Documented evidence, e.g. 

people strategy, statement, plan 

or policy 

Communication The union has some form of plan that 

outlines how it will communicate with 

its members 

  Documented 

evidence/communication plan 

Participation Turnout was at least 5% of the 

membership at the most recent 

election and 50% of positions were 

contested. 

  Election turnout 

Review and 

evaluation 

Performance and delivery is measured 

and monitored 

  Documented evidence: 

organisational strategic plan or 

operating plan 

Impact 50% or more of students are satisfied 

with the students’ union 

  National Student Survey 

question 23 
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Appendix 1 – the audit process 
The Part A audit 

Information required for Part A: 

 is either a yes/no answer or is a numerical 

minimum point 

 will be drawn from the national annual data 

return collected centrally as well as from 

information uploaded by the students’ union 

to the online interactive hub  

 will be used to determine whether a union 

can be designated as Working towards 

 will be used annually following a Part B audit 

to determine if a union can retain the 

accreditation they have been awarded 

 

The first time a union wants a Part A audit, it 

can choose when to submit its Part A data for 

assessment by notifying the Quality Students’ 

Unions team. The team will remotely audit a 

Part A submission within 15 working days of 

notification by the students’ union. Once a 

union achieves ‘Working towards’ or above, it 

must submit Part A information annually within 

two weeks of the date of its Part A quality 

rating (i.e. within 54 weeks, 106 weeks and 

158 weeks of the date of its original quality 

rating). Unions that meet the minimum criteria 

for every indicator will be rated ‘Working 

towards’ and further feedback will not normally 

be given. 

 

If one or more minimum standards are not met, 

unions will either not attain the ‘Working 

towards accreditation’ or will have this 

status withdrawn and will be informed of the 

indicator(s) they have not been met and details 

of available support.  

 

For unions that have already achieved against 

the Part B, submitting Part A information 

annually and demonstrating compliance will 

enable them to retain their quality mark. 

Failure to submit Part A information within this 

timescale will result in potential withdrawal of 

the quality rating. A union can reapply for a 

Part A audit within 20 working days of receiving 

notification that they have failed to meet the 

minimum standard required. 

 

The Part B Audit 

Arranging the audit 

Following achievement of a Working towards 

rating, a students’ union can apply via the 

online booking system to have their Part B self-

assessment audited. The request for audit will 

automatically generate communication to the 

Quality Students’ Unions team at NUS, who will 

allocate an auditor and communicate this to the 

union. A minimum of 15 working days will be 

needed between submission of Part B self-

assessment information and the audit. The 

dates available for 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 

15 working days before the audit. Failure to 

submit information within these timescales will 

result in cancellation of the audit and the union 

must rebook its audit for a subsequent date 

using the online booking system. 

 

Before the audit 

NUS will: 

 inform the union of the name and contact 

details of the auditor 

 be the contact between the auditor and the 

union 

 enable the auditor to access the union’s 

online self-assessment statements and 

supporting information  

 make travel arrangements for the auditor if 

appropriate 

 

The auditor will: 

 familiarise themselves with all the 

documentation that has been submitted by 

the union 

 prepare for the audit 

 

The union will: 

 arrange meetings between the auditor and 

union stakeholders on the day of the audit, 

using the template audit meeting schedule 
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(see Appendix 3). For remote audits, these 

will be by telephone, videoconference etc. 

 be responsible for confirming the schedule for 

audit, including the names and job titles of 

stakeholders the auditor will meet at least 

five working days before the audit 

 

During the audit 

 

1. The 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. 

 

2. The auditor will then conduct meetings with 

the various stakeholders as agreed. 

The auditor will use the audit schedule to direct 

their enquiries, focusing on validating the self-

assessment judgements made by the union.  

The auditor 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 audit. 

Evidence that is of a confidential nature will be 

clearly marked as such. 

 

3. The auditor will meet at the end of the 

second day with the union’s leaders (or their 

substitutes) to feed back their initial findings. 

This meeting 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 audit’s findings. The 

auditor should seek, wherever possible, to 

ensure that the union understands and agrees 

with how a quality rating has been determined. 

This meeting is also an opportunity for the 

union to address areas where the auditor may 

have missed salient points. The auditor must 

ensure that this discussion is constructive 

without being protracted. 

 

Before the audit is concluded the auditor must 

ensure that the union has been informed of: 

 the main findings of the audit 

 conclusions the audit 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 auditor will provide a provisional report. 

The overall quality rating is not formalised until 

the union is informed in writing after the 

conclusion of the audit. This is because the 

audit will be subject to moderation to ensure 

consistency. 

 

After the audit 

The union will be sent a formal audit report 

within 15 working days of their audit, which will 

state their overall quality rating together with 

the audit conclusions for each of the 12 

components. 

 

The report will detail the evidence base for the 

audit conclusions and, where the auditor 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 

auditor to investigate and validate the union’s 

self-assessment using the evidence 

submitted and evidence from stakeholder 

interviews.  

 The auditor 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 audit findings to the 

different quality levels. 
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The quality of the students’ union – the 

overall rating 

 In each of these 12 key areas, the auditor 

will use a numerical score to determine if the 

union is Excellent (3), Very good (2), Good 

(1) or Working towards (0). 

 The overall quality rating will be drawn from 

an aggregation of the 12 key components, 

using the average of the 12 scores. 

 Certain components create a ceiling for 

the overall quality rating.  

 These components are: 

o democracy and governance 

o participation 

o representation and campaigning 

o impact  

 For example, if a union is judged to be ‘Very 

good’ for democracy and governance an 

overall quality rating of ‘Very good’ is the 

maximum that can be achieved regardless of 

the standard reached in other areas. The 

same principle applies to each of the four 

components listed above. 

 These four components have been selected 

as they are fundamental features of effective 

students’ unions. 

 

Quality rating Average score  

Excellent  Equal to or greater 

than 2.5 

Very good  greater than or equal 

to 1.5, but less than 

2.5  

Good Less than 1.5 

Working towards Less than 0.5 

 

Self-assessment and ‘best fit’ 

Self-assessment has several purposes:  

 it is a very good vehicle for assessing what 

the union has achieved in the previous year 

 it allows the union to judge how effective it 

has been by measuring against the 

descriptors for each component 

 it highlights areas of strong practice and 

areas for future development  

 

Unions should write a self-assessment 

statement for each of the 12 components to 

create an overall self-assessment document. 

There is no right way or wrong way to write a 

self-assessment but all self-assessment 

statements should include a number of key 

features. They should:  

 be an accurate reflection of what the union 

does 

 be supported by evidence 

 (at the highest level) link activity to an 

impact that can be supported by a qualifying 

indicator.  

 

An example self-assessment is shown in 

Appendix 5. 

 

Unions should grade their performance, 

identified through their self-assessment, 

against the quality mark descriptors. A union’s 

specific activities will not exactly match entire 

descriptors and it is likely that the union will be 

able to relate elements of what it does to more 

than one of the grade levels. 

 

Unions must use a ‘best fit’ judgement to 

determine which level is closest to their self-

assessment. This judgement will be the union’s 

conclusion for each component. 
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Appendix 2 – Part B audit 
documentation  
The Part B audit will consist of the Auditor 

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 

auditor to check.   

 

When completing their self-assessment online 

unions should upload relevant supporting 

information. Supporting documentation should 

be uploaded at least 15 working days in 

advance of the audit. 

 

Typically this may include: 

 Union mission/vision/values statement 

 Union strategic plan (already submitted in 

part A) 

 Membership research used to inform the 

strategic plan 

 Code of practice/memorandum of 

understanding between the union and 

institution 

 Documentary evidence of the union’s hard-

to-reach groups and planned strategies to 

engage with them 

 Copy of the code of good governance self-

assessment report 

 Governing document of the union 

 Union audited accounts (already submitted in 

part A) 

 Union risk register 

 Copy of the union’s relevant accreditations  

(where applicable) 

 Union training and development plan 

 Union volunteer management policy 

 Union communications plan 

 Examples of recent union membership 

communications 

 Example union departmental plan 

 Data set on participation in union clubs and 

societies 

 Data on student satisfaction with the union 

 Course rep training materials 

 Example recent campaign materials 

 Example report to the trustee board from the 

senior staff member 

 Institution strategic plan 

 Copy of union annual/impact report 

 

This list is not exhaustive and a one size does 

not fit all. It is up to the union to decide how 

they can best demonstrate that they are 

achieving against the criteria. However, as 

previously stated, if the Union refers to 

documentation as evidence within their self-

assessment statement then they need to be 

prepared to provide this evidence for the 

auditor to verify. 

 

Unions may not have all of the documentation 

listed or may choose to evidence their 

attainment in an alternative way. For example, 

a small union may not have produced a formal 

impact report and may be able to cite other 

ways of identifying and communicating impact 

to its members. The auditor will consider 

context when verifying the union’s self- 

assessment. The auditor is primarily focused on 

the impact that a union is having and therefore 

it is crucial to be able to demonstrate that any 

documentation cited is live and is positively 

shaping the performance of the union. This is 

far more important than concentrating on 

collating a comprehensive list of documentation 

ready for inspection. 
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Appendix 3 – Audit meeting 
schedule 
The final audit will be based on verifying the 

union’s self-assessment statements, through a 

range of stakeholder interviews which will take 

place over two days 

 

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. 
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Appendix 4 – Appeals and 
complaints 
Appeals 

If a union wishes to appeal a Part B audit 

quality rating, it should contact the Students’ 

Union Quality team as soon as is practically 

possible after the audit conclusion is made and 

within 20 working days of the formal 

notification of its quality rating.  

 

The union should include full details of its 

appeal, together with any additional supporting 

evidence. The chief auditor will respond within 

15 working days and will either revise or uphold 

the original quality rating. It is anticipated that 

most appeals will be resolved using this 

process. 

 

If the union is not satisfied with the chief 

auditor’s response, it will be able to lodge an 

appeal with the Quality Students’ Unions 

Accreditation Panel (who has oversight over the 

quality system) within 15 working days of the 

chief auditor’s decision. The union should 

include full details of its appeal, together with 

any additional supporting evidence. The Quality 

Students’ Unions Accreditation Panel will 

respond to the appeal within 30 working days 

and their decision will be final. 

 

Complaints 

Any union wishing to raise a complaint about 

the audit process should do so in writing to the 

chief auditor, c/o NUS. All complaints will be 

investigated and dealt with in accordance with 

the NUS Charitable Services Complaints 

Procedure. Oversight of this is the responsibility 

of the NUS Charitable Services Trustee Board.   

 

 

 



 

 

A guide to Quality Students’ Unions 
 
 
 

14 

Appendix 5 – Audit requirements  
The audit requirements outlined below set out 

the areas that auditors must consider and 

evaluate, together with evidence that should be 

considered for each area. 

 

Strategic planning 

The union’s strategic plan is the central 

document that describes how its vision and 

values translate into actions, how these actions 

are prioritised and their intended impact. When 

considering excellence, the auditor should be 

able to clearly see how a union’s plan takes its 

vision, context (the needs, wants and opinions 

of its members), environment and its capacity 

and translates these into a series of prioritised 

actions that align with the union’s values. 

  

When evaluating a union’s strategic 

planning the auditor will consider its self-

assessment statement and may ask the 

questions such as these in interviews: 

 How does the union consistently improve its 

performance?  

 What does the union do to ensure this 

consistent improvement? 

 How does the union ensure that the 

outcomes of this improvement are consistent 

with the union’s individual context and the 

needs of its members? 

 How does the union’s strategic plan link to 

the delivery of its vision and/or mission 

statement? 

 How far is the union’s strategic plan the 

central document in the union that drives all 

its activities? 

 How clearly has this plan been developed 

from the needs of the union’s membership, 

as understood from research? 

 

Typical evidence: 

 Mission/vision/values statement 

 Strategic plan and/or operating plan 

 Underlying research data/surveys used in 

developing the plan. The auditor will consider 

whether the samples used are representative 

of the entire membership. 

 Evidence of involvement of the parent 

institution in the union’s planning process. 

This could be in the form of a statement, 

meeting minutes or similar documentation. 

 

Relationships and partnerships 

Building and maintaining relationships and 

partnerships is an important aspect of the 

governance, leadership and management of 

students’ unions. A union has to have a strong 

relationship with all of its members to ensure it 

is fully democratic and can represent them all. 

Relationships and partnerships with the 

institution and other stakeholders ensure that a 

union can deliver a wide range of positive 

impacts to its members. 

 

When evaluating a union’s strategic 

planning the auditor will consider its self-

assessment statement and may ask the 

questions such as these in interviews: 

 How does the union relate and connect to its 

members and key stakeholders? 

 How does the union use these connections 

and relationships to help it deliver its 

activities and improve its outcomes? 

 What is the relationship between the union 

and the institution like? 

 What has the union done to increase the 

quality of its contact with engaged members 

and to make new contacts with unengaged 

members? 

 How is the union perceived by members, 

stakeholders, officers and staff? 

 

Typical evidence: 

 Code of practice/memorandum of 

understanding between the union and the 

institution 

 Reputation management statement or 

strategy 

 Information on the identification of hard-to-

reach groups and strategies to engage with 

them 

 

Governance 

Good governance is defined in the NUS Code of 

Good Governance as having seven high-level 

principles: democracy; openness and 

accountability; clarity about the role of the 
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board; effective trustee and board 

performance; delivering organisational purpose; 

exercising control; and behaving with integrity.  

 

When evaluating a union’s governance the 

auditor will consider its self-assessment 

statement and may ask the questions such 

as these in interviews: 

 What structures are in place to lead, manage 

and govern the students’ union? 

 How current, effective and relevant are the 

union’s policies and procedures? (including its 

governing document) 

 How rigorously are policies and procedures 

adhered to and enforced to ensure the union 

carries out its activity with consistency and 

clarity? 

 Are all the union’s statutory obligations met? 

 How does the union ensure it is sustainable? 

 

Typical evidence: 

 Copy of the union’s code of good governance 

self-assessment against the seven key 

principles 

 Copy of the union’s governing document 

 Signed statement by the union’s senior staff 

stating that the union complies with all major 

relevant legislation 

 A sample of policies and procedures taken 

from those submitted in Part A of the audit 

 Governance structure diagram, showing flows 

of authority between each body 

 Audited accounts (already submitted in part 

A) 

 Risk register/assessment 

 

Democracy  
The principle of democracy is fundamental to all 

students’ unions and is enshrined in the 1994 

Education Act. When evaluating democracy in 

the union, auditors will consider inclusiveness, 

student control, considered judgement, 

transparency and efficiency: 

 

When evaluating a union’s democracy the 

auditor will consider its self-assessment 

statement and may ask the questions such 

as these in interviews: 

 How inclusive are the democratic processes 

used by the union to make decisions, do 

members have an equal opportunity to affect 

decisions? 

 How well are students able to control what 

their union does:  do their opinions shape 

Union policy and their needs become part of 

the strategic plan? 

 How does the union help its membership to 

consider different perspectives as well as 

relevant technical information when making 

decisions  

 How does the union ensure that its 

democratic processes are transparent by 

making sure participants are well trained and 

the membership can scrutinise the Union’s 

actions? 

 How does the union ensure that it’s 

democratic processes are efficient, fair and 

robust  

 

Typical evidence: 

 List of election candidates and polling figures 

for the previous three years 

 Union bye-laws or any other document that 

provides an overview of the democratic 

system 

 Papers from a recent democratic meeting 

such as a student council/forum/general 

meeting and any related feedback from 

participants 

 Evidence of a recent democratic decision  

 Union publicity about elections and 

democratic decision making 

 Tutor notes or equivalent of training for 

participants who take part in elections or 

decision making 

 

People 

People are fundamental to a students’ union’s 

ability to deliver its activities. This section 

considers how a union motivates, manages, 

develops and engages with its staff to ensure 

they can contribute fully to the union. The 

people considered in this section of the audit 

process are elected officers, career staff, 

student staff and volunteers working in the 

union. 

 

When evaluating a union’s people 

management the auditor will consider its 

self-assessment statement and may ask 

the questions such as these in interviews: 

 How is the development of staff planned to 

enable the union to achieve its objectives? 

 How does the union ensure equality? 
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 How are the capabilities needed to lead, 

manage and develop people effectively 

defined and understood within the union, and 

how does the union ensure that managers 

are effective? 

 How does the union recognise and reward 

people’s contributions?  

 How are people empowered within the union? 

 How do people in the union learn and 

develop? 

 How does the union measure the 

performance of its people? 

 How does the union ensure constant 

improvement in the way people are managed 

and developed? 

 

Typical evidence: 

 Investors in People certificate (if applicable) 

 Example staff appraisal documentation 

 Training and development plan for the whole 

organisation 

 Volunteer management policy/statement 

 

Communication 

This section of the audit considers how the 

union communicates with its members and 

other stakeholders, the quality of that 

communication and how successful the union is 

at getting its messages out. 

 

When evaluating a union’s communication 

the auditor will consider its self-

assessment statement and may ask the 

questions such as these in interviews: 

 How does the union communicate effectively 

with its members and other stakeholders?  

 How aware are its members of the objectives 

and activities of the union, and their 

outcomes? 

 How does the union measure the 

effectiveness of its communications? 

 How does the union ensure that it 

communicates with all of its members?  

 How does the union ensure that its members 

and other stakeholders can easily 

communicate with it? 

 

Typical evidence: 

 Overall communications strategy 

 Examples of membership communications 

(e.g. recent emails, social network 

communications etc.) 

 Examples of brand propositions/plans 

 

Services 

This section of the audit covers everything from 

a students’ union’s athletic union to its shop 

and night bus – essentially everything that the 

union provides for its members. This audit 

strand looks at how the union has decided what 

to offer and the quality of its services. 

 

When evaluating a union’s services the 

auditor will consider its self-assessment 

statement and may ask the questions such 

as these in interviews: 

 How does the union ensure that its services 

are effective and of a high quality, with 

improvement plans in place? 

 How does the union ensure that its services 

match the needs of its members in terms of 

the services on offer and how they are 

delivered? 

 Do members feel the union provides them 

with the right services in the right way? 

 How does the union work with others to 

provide services? 

 

Typical evidence: 

 Strategic and/or operating plan (already 

collected) 

 Example departmental/service plan 

 Recent research data/feedback on one union 

service 

 

Participation 

This section of the audit examines the level of 

member participation in a variety of activities 

organised by the union. It includes clubs, 

societies, sports, volunteering and media 

activities (where applicable). Student leadership 

and diverse participation is an important 

feature of an effective students’ union. 

 

When evaluating a union’s participation 

the auditor will consider its self-

assessment statement and may ask the 

questions such as these in interviews: 

 Do the union’s members feel able to 

participate in activities organised by the 

union, and how easy is this for them? 

 How does the union measure and increase 

participation in its activities? 
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 How does the union update and evolve 

activities on offer, and how does it learn from 

other organisations? 

 How does the union measure member 

satisfaction and improve the opportunities it 

offers? 

 

Typical evidence: 

 Data on participation in activities (e.g. club 

and society membership numbers) 

 Demographic data comparing the profile of 

the student body and union activity 

participants 

 Data on student satisfaction with the union 

Evidence of union members’ engagement in 

national campaigns/events 

 

Representation and 

campaigning 

At the heart of great students’ unions are 

functions to represent students and create 

change with – and for – them. Students’ unions 

should use a range of channels to represent its 

members to the institution, the local 

community and nationally. 

 

When evaluating a union’s representation 

and campaigning, the auditor will consider 

its self-assessment statement and may ask 

the questions such as these in interviews: 

 How does the union effectively represent the 

views of its members and what are some of 

the mechanisms used to achieve this? 

 What changes have been made in the 

institution as a result of the union’s work? 

 How does the union ensure that the 

institution views it as the primary source of 

student opinion? 

 How does the union ensure that the views of 

its harder-to-reach members are heard 

effectively? 

 How does the union support its members to 

campaign, and what successes has it 

achieved as a result? 

 

Typical evidence: 

 Course/school rep training materials 

 Evidence of institution meetings where the 

union has made changes to institutional 

policy 

 Campaign materials developed by the union 

 Evidence of participation in NUS 

events/programmes 

 

Review and evaluation 

Constant review and evaluation is critical for 

any organisation. This is particularly important 

in students’ unions, which have ever-changing 

leadership teams. This section of the audit 

considers a union’s review process and 

practicalities, and how these fit into its overall 

planning process. 

 

When evaluating a union’s review and 

planning the auditor will consider its self-

assessment statement and may ask the 

questions such as these in interviews: 

 How does the union evaluate and review 

what it does on a regular basis?  

 How does the union use this evaluation to 

drive constant improvement?  

 How does the union ensure consistency in its 

evaluation methods across the organisation? 

 Do members understand how effective the 

union is in providing services and bringing 

about change for them? 

 

Typical evidence: 

 Example completed self-evaluation document 

on a service or the whole organisation 

 Example report to the trustee board from the 

senior staff member updating the board on 

progress against agreed key performance 

indicators (KPIs) 

  

Context 

In a diverse education sector, a deep 

understanding of the operating environment 

and institutional context is important. This 

section looks at how much the union 

understands this external environment and how 

that influences its planning and services. 

 

When evaluating a union’s understanding 

of its context, the auditor will consider its 

self-assessment statement and may ask 

the questions such as these in interviews: 

 How does the union understand the 

environment in which it operates? 

 How does the union predict what this 

environment will be like in the future? 

 How does the union ensure that it meets its 

members’ needs, both now and in the future? 
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 How does the union ensure that it operates in 

association with its parent institution and vice 

versa? 

 Are there any explicit linkages with the 

parent institution’s vision and strategic plan, 

and has this been incorporated into the 

union’s own planning? 

 

Typical evidence: 

 Institution strategic plan 

 Written evidence of thinking about the future 

direction of the union 

 Data on the institution, such as key statistics 

report from NUS and how this information is 

being used 

 

Impact 

Impacts can be positive or negative changes as 

a result of the actions of a union. These may be 

planned or unplanned, and will often be the 

culmination of a number of outputs. Positive 

planned impacts will often link to a union’s 

vision, values and strategic objectives.  

 

When evaluating a union’s impact the 

auditor will consider its self-assessment 

statement and may ask the questions such 

as these in interviews: 

 How does the union impact positively on its 

members? 

 Do the activities of the union result in a 

positive impact, and how is this 

demonstrated? 

 Do the union’s members feel that the union 

has a positive impact upon them? 

 Is the union seen by the institution as an 

organisation that delivers positive impacts for 

students? 

 

Typical evidence: 

 National Student Survey question 23 data 

and action plan 

 Accreditations to Green Impact/Best Bar 

none/Investing in Volunteers (as appropriate) 

 Use of the NUS/New Economics Foundation 

Impact toolkit 
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Appendix 6 – The descriptors  
Strategic planning 

Excellent 

The union has a published strategic plan that 

has the needs of its members, both current and 

future, at its core. Knowledge of the plan 

among 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 plan 

embodies these beliefs/values, which are 

clearly translated into practice. As a result, the 

union can demonstrate how its vision and 

values are an integral part of its day-to-day 

activities. 

 

The union’s overall strategic documents define 

how its mission and the vision will be delivered. 

Typically, these strategic documents will include 

a number of separate documents that build 

layers of detail in how the union’s vision will be 

worked towards. 

 

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 the actual current context in which the union 

operates.  

 

The union’s overall strategic plan is fully 

understood by its elected officers, staff, 

members and stakeholders. These stakeholder 

groups feel they have been closely consulted in 

the development of the plan and can describe 

how they were involved in developing the 

strategy. As a result, members and other 

stakeholders have an understanding of how the 

plan was developed. Additionally, as a result of 

this partnership approach, the union’s strategic 

plan has high levels of credibility. 

 

The union can demonstrate that its plan sets 

out priorities for the union and helps to 

determine how resources are allocated. The 

plan is holistic and encompasses all activities of 

the union in a way that promotes synergy and 

sustainability. 

 

Very good 

The union has a published strategic plan that is 

aligned to the needs of its members and is 

linked to the current context in which the union 

operates. The union’s members are aware of 

the plan. 

 

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 statement that 

outlines its fundamental beliefs, normally as a 

set of values. 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 overall strategic plan is understood by the 

union’s elected officers, staff, members and 

stakeholders and has been developed in 

partnership with all of these groups. These 

groups feel that they have been consulted in 
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developing the plan and can describe how they 

are/were involved in developing the strategy.  

 

The union can demonstrate that its plan sets 

out the union’s priorities. The plan is generally 

holistic, covering all 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 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 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 its 

plan and the broad needs of its members. This 

link may be based on broad 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 relevance of these statements may 

be difficult to demonstrate.  

 

Understanding of the union’s overall strategic 

plan may be limited to the author(s) or senior 

members of staff and elected officers. 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. 

 

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 
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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 have considered how it can manage and 

improve these perceptions, but the impact of 

this has yet to be felt. 

 

The union can demonstrate that it has 

beneficial relationships or partnerships with a 

number of stakeholders and NUS. As a result, 

there are examples of union services or 

activities that have been delivered or 

undertaken in partnership with others. The 

union has also dedicated time and resources to 

effective networking beyond its immediate 

stakeholders. Internal relationships are 

managed to promote the delivery of union 

activities and the achievement of planned 

outcomes. 

 

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 broaden these relationships beyond engaged 

members. 

 

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 demonstrate a working 

relationship with its parent institution and other 

key stakeholders. There is little evidence that 

internal relationships are actively managed. 

 

 

 

Governance 

Excellent 

The NUS Good Governance Guide is ‘fully 

achieved’. 

Or 

The union can demonstrate that is has a clear 

governance system to generate, review and 

update its policies, processes and structures. 

Additionally, it has governance systems in place 

to ensure that policies, processes and 

procedures are rigorously followed. Knowledge 

of this within the union is very strong and the 

union can evidence numerous areas where this 

is communicated effectively to the entire 

membership and key stakeholders. 

 

The union can demonstrate how it has selected 

external trustees to bring high levels of 

profession and/or specialist knowledge to its 

governance structure, to support a high level of 

scrutiny. The union may also be able to 

demonstrate how these trustees have been able 

to develop challenges for senior staff. 

 

The union has very strong financial controls 

embedded in a set of dedicated financial 

procedures. These procedures include, but are 

not limited to: expenses policies; accounting 

processes; purchasing policies; stock control; a 

capital planning schedule; and cash flow 

forecasting where appropriate. The union has 

robust scrutiny and audit processes via these 

governance structures. 

 

All of the union’s accounts are externally 

audited or independently examined in line with 

the union’s legal structure at least once a year. 

The union has a risk register that is updated 

appropriately. The union has an effective health 

and safety management system in place. The 

union can demonstrate that it has processes 

and procedures in place to ensure full 

compliance with relevant legislation. 

 

The union has structures in place, including a 

strong board, trustee body and/or 

representative bodies with clearly defined 

responsibilities and accountabilities, which 

actively enhance its ability to deliver strong, 

wide-ranging outcomes. The elected or 

appointed officials are specifically and 
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effectively trained, continually developed and 

feel very able to undertake their role(s). 

 

The union can show clear statements about 

how its governance, democracy and operations 

inter-relate and clear knowledge about which 

decisions must be made by the board and those 

that members can make. 

 

The union is able to demonstrate that its 

constitution and by-laws are current, relevant 

and reflect reality. The union widely 

communicates its strategic plan annually in a 

way that is accessible and understood by its 

stakeholders. The union’s members have strong 

awareness of its plans and are able to link the 

plan to their own needs. 

 

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 has achieved measures outlined in 

the NUS Good Governance Guide to an 

‘Acceptable standard’ 

Or 

The majority of the union’s policies, processes 

and structures are current and generally 

adhered to by all. The union can evidence how 

it has appointed trustees with previous 

knowledge of higher education and/or 

governance. 

 

The union has robust financial controls and 

financial procedures that are closely adhered 

to, but these policies may not be fully 

documented. At a very minimum the union has 

established protocols for records on income and 

expenditure, financial and accounting, VAT and 

employment. There is scrutiny through the 

governance structures. All of the union’s 

accounts are externally audited or 

independently examined in line with the union’s 

legal structure at least once a year. 

 

The union has risk assessments in place 

(including a fire risk assessment) for all of its 

activities, which will have identified risk 

removal/reduction/control measures. The union 

has a specific health and safety policy and has 

identified responsible people. The union is able 

to demonstrate that it has processes and 

procedures in place to ensure full compliance 

with relevant legislation. 

 

The union has structures in place that help it to 

deliver strong, wide-ranging outcomes including 

a board, trustee body and/or representative 

bodies with clearly defined responsibilities and 

accountabilities, including the scrutiny of 

officers’ performance. The elected or appointed 

officials are trained and they feel well able to 

undertake their role(s) effectively. 

 

The union can demonstrate that it has 

considered how its governance, democracy and 

operations inter-relate but may not have 

written statements to support this. The union is 

able to demonstrate that its constitution and 

bye-laws are current, relevant and reflect 

reality. 

 

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  

While the union has policies, processes and 

procedures, 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 is able to demonstrate that is has 

external trustees who aid scrutiny within its 

governance structure. The union has control 

over its finances and complies with accounting 

requirements that are appropriate to the 

union’s legal structure. All of the union’s 
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accounts are externally audited or 

independently examined in line with the union’s 

legal structure at least once a year. The union 

can demonstrate that it has processes and 

procedures in place to ensure full compliance 

with relevant legislation. 

 

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 has not yet been 

considered. 

 

The union is able to demonstrate that it has a 

constitution and by-laws. While the union may 

distribute its strategic plan 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 

The union can demonstrate that it is 

established as a democratic organisation that 

fundamentally exists to represent the opinions, 

and serve the needs of its members. As a 

result, members are at the heart of the union 

and the democratic principles of inclusiveness, 

student control, considered judgement and 

transparency are fundamental to everything the 

union does. 

 

Fair and open cross-campus ballots are 

undertaken for all major office positions in line 

with the requirements of the 1994 Education 

Act. The union has put in place a number of 

effective initiatives to ensure that members 

from under-represented groups become 

engaged in union elections and decision-

making. As a result, the candidates and 

electorate at the most recent election reflect 

the diversity of the union’s membership – as 

does the makeup of the union’s central 

decision-making body and those who 

participate in it.  

 

Through the democratic system students are 

able to set the political, financial and strategic 

direction of the union. In each of these three 

areas, members are enabled to participate in 

identifying problems, analysing options, 

selecting solutions and implementing their 

decision. Furthermore, the union can evidence 

that the decisions made by members are acted 

on and realised in a timely way.  

 

The Information given by the union to its 

members is a fundamental component of 

ensuring that the union operates as a 

democracy. This information is accessible, 

relevant and timely to ensure that members 

can contribute to the union’s decision-making 

processes in an informed way. Members are 

therefore able to make considered judgements 

when voting in elections and making decisions. 

The union is able to demonstrate that it enables 

members to consider the views of other 

members before making a decision.  

 

The union’s members feels that they fully 

understand how to participate in union 

democracy, including but not limited to, voting, 

standing for election and submitting a proposal 

to be considered by the membership. Those 

who choose to participate are trained and 

supported through the process to understand 

both the terms and consequences of their 

participation. Members are able to scrutinise 

the actions of the union and its elected officers 

through clear communications and a process for 

members to raise their objections if they don’t 

feel represented.  

 

The democratic system is sustainable in terms 

of its demands on union resources, but also 

appropriate in terms of its demands on the time 

and participation of its members. 

 

Very good 

The union can demonstrate that its membership 

is at the core of the majority of its activities and 

that the democratic principles of inclusiveness, 

student control, considered judgement and 

transparency are important to everything the 

union does. 

 

Fair and open cross-campus ballots are 

undertaken for all major office positions, in line 

with the requirements of the 1994 Education 

Act. The union is able to show where it has 

attempted to ensure that members from under-
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represented groups become engaged in union 

elections and decision-making.  

 

Through the democratic system students are 

able to influence the political and strategic 

direction of their students’ union. In these two 

areas, members are enabled to participate in 

identifying problems and selecting solutions as 

part of the decision-making process. 

Furthermore, the union can demonstrate that 

decisions made by members are acted on in a 

timely way.  

 

The information given by the union to its 

members is a fundamental component of 

ensuring that the union operates as a 

democracy. This information is accessible, 

relevant and timely to ensure that members 

can contribute to the decision-making 

processes of the union in an informed way. 

Members are therefore able to make considered 

judgements when voting in elections and 

making decisions.  

 

Most of the members feel that they fully 

understand how to participate in union 

democracy, including but not limited to, voting, 

standing for election and submitting a proposal 

to be discussed and decided upon by the 

membership. Those who choose to participate 

are trained and supported through the process 

to understand both the terms and 

consequences of their participation. Members 

are able to scrutinise the actions of the union 

and its elected officers through clear 

communications.  

 

The democratic system is sustainable in terms 

of its demands on union resources, but also 

appropriate in terms of its demands on the time 

and participation of the membership. 

 

Good 

The democratic principles of inclusiveness, 

student control, considered judgement and 

transparency are important to everything the 

union does. 

 

Fair and open cross-campus ballots are 

undertaken for all major office positions, in line 

with the requirements of the 1994 Education 

Act. Through the democratic system students 

are able to influence the political direction of 

their union. As part of this decision-making 

process, members are enabled to participate in 

identifying problems and selecting solutions.  

 

The information published by the union about 

its democratic decision-making processes may 

be limited to key dates and logistics. Knowledge 

of how to participate in union democracy is 

limited to standing for high-profile roles such as 

sabbatical positions and voting in cross-campus 

ballots. Those who choose to participate are 

supported through the process by being given 

key logistical information.  

 

People 

Excellent 

The union has current Investors In People 

status at ‘Gold’ standard. 

Or 

All staff have an opportunity to review their 

progress and to direct their training at least 

twice a year so that they develop in their role. 

This is valued by staff and may be seen as a 

wider organisational ethos that embraces 

coaching and mentoring. 

 

The development and allocation of people 

resources is a fundamental component of the 

union’s planning. The union has a culture that 

welcomes continuous learning and development 

of all staff equally. There are development 

opportunities for staff at all levels and all staff 

are actively encouraged to develop their skills 

and knowledge.  

Succession planning has been considered and 

may be outlined in a formal written document. 

As a result, succession plan training and 

development has been delivered to individual 

members of staff across the entire range of 

staff positions. 

 

Active processes are in place to manage the 

performance of all staff. Staff have good 

awareness and access to these processes and 

may contribute to their development. A network 

of support is available to all staff who are not 

achieving their capabilities, and a clear process 

exists to protect the union if this support fails. 

 

Staff are deeply engaged in many aspects of 

the union beyond their job role. They feel that 
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they have a role in the union’s development, 

are consulted and their opinions are responded 

to. As a result, staff feel they are an important 

stakeholder in the union. 

 

Staff feel that internal communication systems 

work well and as a result they are 

knowledgeable about what is happening in the 

union and how to contribute. There may have 

been some monitoring of internal 

communications that demonstrate their 

effectiveness. 

 

Recruitment processes embrace equality of 

opportunity and detailed scrutiny so that the 

workforce is talented and diverse, with shared 

values that can be demonstrated. 

Knowledge about career progression and 

internal promotion is strong across all staff. The 

union has responded to the need to ensure 

work/life balance for its workforce. The union is 

likely to actively promote from within, which 

will have resulted in a measurable response 

from staff. 

 

The union has a culture that recognises and 

rewards attainment and high performance by 

staff. Performance measurement will generally 

be in line with the union’s development (e.g. 

attainment of KPIs). The recognition and 

reward process is written and widely 

understood by all. Rewards are often innovative 

and always cost-effective. Staff feel that praise 

is a regular feature within the union and that 

recognition of staff performance is a motivating 

factor.  

 

The union can demonstrate that voluntary staff 

are a very important aspect of the organisation 

and are highly valued. Appropriate systems that 

are in place for career staff are also used for 

volunteers. The union is able to demonstrate 

how it trains and develops volunteer staff and 

in some cases how it reviews their 

performance. Voluntary staff feel valued and 

engaged in union beyond their job role. 

 

The expenditure on staffing in its entirety is 

reported through the governance structures. 

Improvements brought about by investments in 

staff training and development are routinely 

explained and linked to the achievement of 

strategic objectives. Expenditure on staffing 

may also be explained to other external 

stakeholders. 

 

Very Good 

 

The union has current Investors In People 

status at ‘Silver’ standard. 

Or 

All staff have an annual opportunity to review 

their progress and discuss their training needs 

so they are developing in their role. There is a 

culture that welcomes continuous learning and 

the development of all staff equally. 

 

The union’s strategic plan includes the 

development of staff in appropriate ways to 

achieve its strategic aims. The union’s 

leadership can identify how they have created a 

culture for continuous improvement. Processes 

are in place to manage the performance of all 

staff. Staff have access of these processes 

normally in the form of a staff handbook. There 

has clearly been an attempt at, or thought 

given to, succession planning. 

 

Staff are engaged in the organisation. They feel 

they have a role in the development of the 

union and that they are consulted. The union’s 

leadership feel that internal communication 

systems work well. As a result, they feel that 

staff are knowledgeable and able to contribute. 

 

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.  

 

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, 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. 
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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 volunteers; 

however this may not be available to all. 

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 limited 

number of examples 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. 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. 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. Staff 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 have 

plans in place to formally consider or implement 

flexible working arrangements.  

 

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 is 

monitored but is not widely reported or linked 

to planning. 

 

Communication 

Excellent 

There is a communications strategy as part of 

the union’s strategic plan, which has the overall 

aim of promoting member engagement, 

participation and transparency or other 

priorities in the union’s strategy. Key messages 

are conveyed using a range of communication 

methods over extended periods of time. As a 

result, members feel that the union’s 

communication methods give them the 

appropriate knowledge to enable them to 

actively participate in the union. 

 

The membership as a whole has a detailed 

understanding and widespread knowledge of 

the union’s activities, operation and key 

messages. As a result, members are able to 

identify a number of the main roles of their 

union and feel the union acts in a way that is 

open and transparent. Knowledge of, and 

access to, one or more feedback mechanisms is 

strong across the entire membership. There is a 

clear link between members’ input/feedback 

and action. As a result, members feel they can 

effectively contribute to their union. 

 

The effectiveness of the union’s communication 

is clear and measured. The union has also set 

targets for communication, and performance 

against these targets is scrutinised by the 

governance structure. The union may have 

considered benchmarking its performance 

against others both inside and outside of the 

movement. As a result, the union has a strong 

understanding about which communication 

methods work and which do not. This 

knowledge may also help the union to make 

informed decisions about investment in 

communications. 
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The union’s communications are dynamic, 

proactive, innovative, responsive and specific to 

the needs of its membership. Typically, the 

union uses tailored communication methods 

based on contexts and messages specifically 

designed to reach different groups of students, 

including methods to target hard-to-reach 

members such as placement students and 

distance learners. These mechanisms include 

face-to-face communication.  

The union is effective in its communications 

with all its other stakeholders and is able to 

demonstrate effective two-way communication 

and demonstrate that its key messages are 

widely known and understood. 

 

The union can demonstrate that it understands 

the value of its brand. It is able to show that its 

brand has been considered in its strategic 

plan/communications plan. The union has very 

high levels of consistency in the messages that 

it communicates, which continuously reinforce 

its brand. This is seen throughout the union. 

 

Very good 

The union demonstrates that it gives 

information to, and seeks the views of, its 

members and stakeholders in a considered 

way. The union may not have a written 

communications strategy but has a section 

within its strategic plan that specifically 

addresses communication. As a result, 

communication is planned and conveys key 

messages. Members feel that that know what is 

happening in their union.  

 

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 is often far 

stronger in some area than others, typically 

around events. 

 

There is widespread knowledge among the 

union’s members of its feedback mechanisms. 

As a result, members feel that the union acts in 

a way that is mostly open and transparent and 

that their views are listened to and generally 

acted upon. 

 

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 known.  

 

The union typically uses tailored communication 

methods based on contexts and messages 

designed to reach different groups of students. 

There are examples of the union planning or 

trialling new methods to improve its 

communication with 'hard-to-reach' and/or 

under-represented groups. 

 

The union is able to demonstrate effective and 

constructive two-way communications with its 

key stakeholders. There are definite 

consistencies or patterns within the union’s 

communications, indicating that thought has 

been given to the union’s brand. 

 

Good 

The union can demonstrate that it 

communicates with its members and is 

receptive to communication from them. 

Outgoing messages 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 members 

are aware of a mechanism for giving feedback 

to the union but the majority of them have not 

used it.  

 

The union actively communicates with its 

members 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 able to 

demonstrate that it has two-way 

communications with its parent institution. 

 

The union brand has not yet been developed. 
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Services 

Excellent 

The services offered by the union, either 

directly or through a partner, are intrinsically 

linked to the current needs of its members and 

the union context. This link has been planned 

for through the union’s strategic planning 

process. Where the union has space, economic 

or other restrictions to key services identified 

by members are delivered in alternative ways. 

In some situations this may be in the planning 

stage and not yet in place but a board-level 

commitment has been made. 

 

As a result the of the union’s approach all the 

services it provides are well used and highly 

valued by its members. The union can 

demonstrate that it delivers effective, high-

quality services. Staff in each service area are 

aware of feedback and KPIs have been set. The 

union is able to demonstrate that in all areas it 

is focused on providing the very best service it 

can to members (and other consumers). This 

high level of customer service is very apparent. 

As a result, members are very satisfied with 

each service.  

 

There are mechanisms in place to consider the 

best delivery mechanism for services, to ensure 

that the highest level of quality is achieved. As 

a result, there are often examples of the union 

opting to work in partnership within other 

organisations or companies to further develop 

the quality of its services.  

 

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 demonstrate 

remedial actions. In some cases the union will 

benchmark its performance against other 

comparable organisations. 

 

Where the union has sought to deliver services 

to its members through a third party within the 

union building there are formal control 

mechanisms in place to ensure the service is 

delivered to the highest possible standard. 

Additionally, where these services are provided 

outside of the building the union can 

demonstrate clear attempts to influence the 

quality of the service where appropriate. 

 

The union operates its services in a 

complementary way that prevents internal 

competition or conflict while promoting a strong 

brand. Services that are provided in conjunction 

with, or solely by, a partner also comply with 

this complementary ethos. As a whole there is 

a sense that each individual service, however it 

is delivered, is cohesive with all other services 

to bring about an overall synergy. 

 

Very good 

The union offers, either directly or through a 

partner, a number of services to its members. 

Most of the services offered by the union have 

developed over time and are consistent with 

services offered by other students’ unions. 

 

While not all services have been aligned and 

systematically realigned to meet members’ 

needs, there are examples of services that have 

been created, adjusted or developed in 

response to member feedback. As a result, a 

minority of services are consciously operated in 

direct response to member needs. 

 

Where there is a space, economic or other 

restriction within the union it has considered 

alternative ways of offering services. As a result 

of this alignment, the services that the union 

offers are well used by its members. 

 

The union demonstrates the quality of its 

services by using user or income data that is 

routinely recorded and reported. There may 

also be some user feedback on the overall 

quality of a service or elements of a service but 

there is only limited evidence of substantive 

actions in response to this feedback. User 
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feedback data is not typically used as KPIs for 

services. 

 

There are examples where the union has opted 

to work in partnership within other 

organisations or companies to develop the 

quality of its services. As a result, the union is 

able to demonstrate that its members receive a 

better service. 

 

The union monitors the performance of most of 

its services but this is often limited to 

measuring hard indicators such as income or 

participation numbers. The union has set out 

some expectations for the performance of its 

services based around these hard indicators. As 

a result, there is scrutiny of performance 

through the union’s governance structures, 

which has ensured appropriate remedial actions 

where services were failing to meet 

expectations. 

 

The union is able to demonstrate some level of 

input over the quality of services that it has 

passed over to a third party within the union 

building.  

 

There is a degree of connection between the 

majority of services and activities that the 

union operates directly and facilitates indirectly. 

It is however difficult to demonstrate how these 

services complement each other to create an 

overall package of services. 

 

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 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. 

 

There is some recording of data, primarily from 

the union’s income-generating services. There 

may be an expectation for performance but this 

may be largely limited to year-on-year 

comparisons. The union is aware of the 

performance of its income-generating services 

and is able to demonstrate appropriate 

remedial actions where these services were 

failing to meet expectation. 

 

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 

to these service providers. 

 

Services are generally operated in isolation. 

There may be links within commercial services 

and 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. 

 

The union can demonstrate that it has a highly 

innovative range of opportunities for its 

members to contribute to union decision-

making. The union is able to demonstrate 

decisions that have resulted from these 

opportunities. Union members fully understand 

how to contribute to union decision-making 

processes. 

 

The union actively encourages its members to 

volunteer and supports them in doing so by 

providing training and support. The union also 

understands the two-way process of 

volunteering and the benefits it brings. Where 
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there are volunteering opportunities, the union 

has achieved the Investors in Volunteers award 

or complies with its criteria. 

 

The union has clear strategies to improve the 

scale of participation in union activities and 

develops its members to enable them to 

participate as effectively as possible. The union 

can show that it proactively supports its 

members to participate in national campaigns, 

encouraging and facilitating individuals and 

groups of members to take part. Members feel 

very strongly that the union is ‘their’ union and 

know how they can participate in all aspects of 

the union. 

 

Very good 

The union can demonstrate that it provides a 

wide range of participation opportunities to its 

members and actively promotes them. As a 

result, members have a good awareness of 

participation opportunities.  

 

The union can show a range of opportunities by 

which groups or individual members can 

contribute to its decision-making processes. 

Most of the union’s members have some 

understanding of how to contribute to these 

decision-making processes.  

 

The union assists members to volunteer and 

supports them in doing so by providing training 

and support. While the union may not have 

achieved the Investors in Volunteers standard, 

there is evidence of its achievements in some of 

the indicator areas. 

 

The union can show that it has considered 

improving the quality of member participation 

but isn’t yet able to demonstrate an impact. 

The union can demonstrate that it supports 

members who wish to participate in national 

campaigns. Members feel that they have a 

strong input into aspects of the running of the 

union. 

 

Good 

The union is able to demonstrate that it 

provides a range of opportunities for members 

to participate in its activities. 

 

The union can demonstrate opportunities by 

which groups or individual members can 

contribute to its decision-making processes. 

However, members’ knowledge of these 

opportunities may be low. 

 

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. 
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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 of its activities. As a result, the 

union has a strong understanding of its own 

performance and how it impacts upon its 

members. 

 

The union uses sophisticated evaluation tools 

that provide detailed information on 

performance and areas for improvement. These 

tools are accessible and aid detailed scrutiny 

and opportunities to challenge actions through 

the governance body. 

 

The union can demonstrate the process it has 

used to identify the most important and 

informative KPIs for external communication. 

To assist transparency, the union will have 

typically identified what is key, and selected 

KPIs accordingly. The union uses these KPIs in 

conjunction with narrative reporting to provide 

a clear assessment of its performance. 

Additionally, the union selects KPIs that allow 

the assessment of progress against objectives 

stated in its strategic plan. 

 

Internally, the union makes highly effective use 

of well-presented KPIs supported by a narrative 

reporting to enable effective governance. While 

there is some consistency in the KPIs it uses, 

the union is able to demonstrate its flexibility to 

modify KPIs to reflect changes in strategic 

priorities. The union uses both qualitative KPIs 

(such as satisfaction), together with external 

benchmarking, in at least some areas to enable 

the review and evaluation of soft impacts. 

 

The union’s members have a detailed 

understanding of how their union is performing, 

how this performance relates to them and the 

areas in which it could improve. 
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Very good 

Review and evaluation is an aspect of the 

governance, leadership and management of the 

union. As a result, the union has an 

understanding of its performance in key, 

strategically important areas such as finance. 

 

The union can demonstrate that it has 

mechanisms to collect data and create 

comparisons over set time periods to enable 

effect governance. 

 

The union uses KPIs or other comparable 

measurement tools in conjunction with 

narrative reporting to provide an assessment of 

its performance, both internally and externally. 

The union have given consideration to 

developing mechanisms to identify, review and 

evaluate its soft impacts. 

 

The union’s members feel that they understand 

how their union is performing overall.  

 

Good 

Review and evaluation is an aspect of the 

governance, leadership and management of the 

union and the union demonstrates that it has 

mechanisms to collect data in a way that can 

be scrutinised. 

 

The union can demonstrate that it promotes 

effective governance through the consistent use 

of some form of measurement or indicators. 

 

The union’s members have some knowledge of 

the areas in which the union is performing well. 

 

Context 

Excellent 

The union has a range of mechanisms in place 

to continually examine the wants, needs and 

perceptions of its members. It has developed 

ways to canvass the opinions of its members 

and has specific strategies to target 

traditionally hard-to-reach groups. The union 

specifically examines how it has impacted on its 

members in the past. As a result, the union 

feels confident that it understands its entire 

membership as far as practically possible. 

 

The union has also considered other outside 

factors that will affect its current and future 

members. These may include the availability of 

housing, employment and finances. 

 

The union is able to show that it has a clear 

understanding of its current capacity. It has 

also given consideration to how it can develop 

its capacity in the future to continuously meet 

the needs of its members. Typically, the union 

has made assessments of the space it has 

available, its finances and the skills of its staff. 

 

The union can demonstrate that it has 

dedicated time and resources to forecast the 

needs of future students. It may also have 

evidence of the results of this foresight being 

incorporated into its strategic plan. The union is 

able to clearly show that it is able to react and 

adapt to changes in its members’ views and 

needs. The union’s structures, procedures and 

processes have inbuilt flexibilities that allow the 

union to continuously evolve to meet the future 

needs of its members. 

 

The parent institution’s strategic plan has been 

taken into consideration when the union 

considered its context. The parent institution’s 

operating environment/context is embedded 

within the union’s plan and a number of 

synergies can be clearly seen between them. 

 

Very good 

The union has mechanisms in place to routinely 

analyse its members’ wants, needs and 

perceptions. These mechanisms typically range 

from large-scale opinion polling to the informal 

gathering of individuals’ views. As a result, the 

union has a detailed understanding of the 

majority of its members, rooted in evidence. 

 

The union is able to demonstrate an 

understanding of its current capacity and how 

this may need to be developed to meet the 

needs of future members. The union can show 

that it has also considered the needs of future 

members. 

 

The union can demonstrate a number of 

occasions when it introduced new or 

significantly adapted existing services in direct 

response to a shift in members’ views or needs.  
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The union is able to demonstrate that the 

parent institution’s plans have been taken into 

consideration during the union’s own planning 

process. 

 

Good 

The union has mechanisms in place to help 

understand its members’ wants, needs and 

perceptions. As a result, the union understands 

the broad needs of its members and this is 

rooted in evidence.  

 

The union is able to demonstrate an 

understanding of its capacity and the limitations 

that this may impose on its members. 

 

The union can demonstrate one or more 

occasions when it has made a change to a 

service it provides in response to members’ 

needs. 

 

Impact 

 

Excellent 

The union has a strong focus on delivering 

impacts for its members. Everyone in the union 

is mindful of, and focused on, the impact(s) 

they are trying to achieve. The union fully 

understands its impact and is able to draw clear 

links between its impact and its strategic plan, 

therefore demonstrating how its vision is being 

delivered. 

 

The union has an understanding of how the 

culmination of activities creates impact at a 

higher level and is able to demonstrate detailed 

examples. The union may be able to quantify 

the degree to which individual activities 

contributes to its overall impact. 

 

The union is aware of its soft impacts and often 

reports on them. While the union may not 

quantify these soft impacts, there is evidence of 

plans to do this in the near future.  

The union makes use of simple measurement 

tools to determine the scale of each impact. As 

a result, the union has detailed knowledge of 

where its activities have been most effective 

and created the greatest impact. 

 

The union assesses how well its activities meet 

planned impacts during delivery as well as 

afterwards. Where the planned impact is 

income generation, the union has very robust 

measurement tools and multiple indicators in 

place. As a result, the union has very detailed, 

accurate data on the performance of its 

income-generating activities. Everyone involved 

in these activities will have knowledge of their 

activity’s performance. There is significant 

evidence of where this knowledge has 

influenced on-going management and planning. 

 

The union’s members are able to identify a 

number of ways in which the union has 

positively impacted upon them individually. As 

a result, members understand how the union 

makes a positive contribution to them 

personally as well as to others. This means that 

the union is able to demonstrate that its 

activities and actions add value to individual 

members and groups of members in a 

significant number of ways. 

 

The union makes widespread use of impact 

targets where there is need and their use 

supports effective impact reporting. The union 

can demonstrate impacts that have enriched its 

parent institution, its local community and the 

national movement. This enrichment is of a 

very high quality and adds real tangible value. 

 

There is clear evidence that impact data is used 

as a primary tool in the union’s planning 

process. The union can demonstrate detailed 

and considered understanding of the unplanned 

or negative impacts its activities may have on 

the local community and the wider 

environment, and can demonstrate that it 

proactively manages them. This may be 

demonstrated by one of more written impact 

management systems.  

 

The union has an environmental management 

system that includes an environmental impact 

assessment and a mechanism to control 

identified impacts. The union can demonstrate 

continuous improvements in this regard. In the 

preceding year, the union has won, or is 

operating a level where it could win, 

accreditation to the Green Impact Gold Award 

and the Best Bar None Award. 
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Very good 

The union has an awareness of its impacts 

although this isn’t a main driver of its work. 

Officers and senior staff may be focused on 

achieving impacts. In the majority of cases the 

union’s impacts are not related back to its 

strategic plan or 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 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. 

 

Where the planned impact is income 

generation, the union has measurement tools 

and indicators in place and produces data for 

scrutiny. This data has sufficient detail to allow 

an understanding of the union’s performance. 

 

The union’s members are aware of a number of 

its impacts and as a result they feel that their 

union does have a positive impact on its 

membership. The union is able to demonstrate 

that a number of its activities generate an 

impact for individual members and groups of 

members. 

 

The union either makes limited use of impact 

targets and/or 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. 

 

The union can demonstrate an understanding of 

the unplanned or negative impacts its activities 

may have on the local community and the 

wider environment. It has in place appropriate 

management systems. In many cases the union 

has won, or is operating a level where it could 

win, accreditation to the Green Impact Gold 

Award and the Best Bar None Award. 

 

Good 

The union’s focus is primarily on activities and 

outputs. As a result, the union does not 

currently consider its impact in most of its 

activities.  

 

The union does not routinely measure the 

majority of its impacts. Where the union’s 

impacts are considered, they can only be 

described with unqualified statements. 

 

Where the planned impact is income 

generation, the union has systems in place to 

record income and expenditure. This data is 

available for scrutiny. 

 

The union’s members are aware of its activities 

and outputs but are generally not able to 

identify any impacts. 

 

The union does not make use of impact targets. 

It 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. 

 

The union has an understanding of the impacts 

its activities may have on its local community 

and the wider environment. The union can 

demonstrate the steps it has taken to control 

and positively influence these impacts. 

Typically, the union has achieved a Green 

Impact award, and has an effective 

environmental management plan or other 

impact management system. 
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Appendix 7 – Example  
self-evaluation form  
 

Core area: governance, leadership and management 

Component: relationships and partnerships 

 

The students’ union undertook a comprehensive stakeholder consultation exercise in 

2011/12. This included a widespread survey among key stakeholder groups including 

students, students’ union staff, alumni and institution staff. This involved focus groups, open 

forums and talking to individual students, including targeting typically unengaged groups 

such as mature students and part-time students. Key decision makers from the institution 

were also interviewed as part of this process.  

The elected officers of the students’ union were central to this process of consultation and 

information gathering. Furthermore, the elected officers, trustees and senior management 

team undertook a process of drafting the strategy for the students’ union. Drafts were 

regularly checked by the members and key stakeholders, including at various democratic 

and student voice forums such as the Student Council, Sports and Societies Council and 

Open/Staff Forums. 

The consequence of this was a clear strategic direction and a set of themes based on the 

needs of the membership and led by the elected officers. As a result, the subsequent 

operational plans, aims and objectives were based on this member-led strategic direction. 

Now, in the first year of the Strategic Plan, many of the initial objectives have been 

achieved – resulting in greatly improved membership engagement. 

Outcomes specifically as a result of the Strategic Plan include: 

 Restructured the Representation and Democracy Team to a Student Voice Team, 

increasing investment from £121,780 to £278,251 and the employment of faculty-specific 

student voice assistants, ensuring no gaps in student voice as a result of location. 

 Democracy review being undertaken and pilots being tested during 2012/13 that has 

shown an improvement in the number of students involved in decision-making by 6%. 

 Restructure of the sabbatical officer positions and remits to align with the strategic plan, 

ensuring that each officer drives each of the key strategic themes and provides a 

connection with the membership.  

 Election turnout nearly doubled from 1,485 in 2012 to 2,733 in 2013, with a target of 

5,000 in 2015. 

 

The Chief Executive’s job description has three key purposes including the following: 

“To develop and maintain positive relationships with the institution and other partners in the 

city and nationally.” 

As a result, the organisation has a range of positive partnerships and relationships outside 

of the student movement that are of significant benefit to the students’ union members. 

Many of these relationships are maintained by team managers and this requirement is 

evident in subsequent job descriptions. Example partnerships include: 

 Sporto Leisure providers of sports facilities 

 late night leisure providers across the town 

 a host of external regional not-for-profit organisations providing volunteering 

opportunities 

 being active on regional committees on issues around students with the emergency 

services 

An OUTPUT 

statement that 

clearly links an 

output to an 

activity  

An IMPACT 

statement and 

evidence-based 

‘How do we know’ 

qualifying 

statement 

This impact 

statement would 

benefit from a 

qualifying ‘How do 

we know 

statement’ – if 

this information is 

not available and 

the impact is a 

strategic priority it 

could be 

considered for 

inclusion in the 

‘priorities for 

improvement’ 

section 

A concise narrative 

to set the scene 

and provide 

background and 

describes the 

ACTIVITY.  
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Furthermore, the students’ union trustee board includes three external trustees who were 

appointed following a skills audit of the board. These external trustees bring skills and 

experience in audit and accounting for not-for-profit organisations, change and leadership 

consultancy and a professional knowledge of higher education at a senior level. During the 

academic year 2012/13, the students’ union undertook a review of the trustee board sub-

committees with a view to maximise the impact of the individuals on the organisation. Each 

external trustee now sits on a separate sub-committee relevant to their individual skills, 

namely Audit and Risk, HR and Remuneration, and Marketing and Strategic Development.  

 

The outcome of the external trustees’ involvement at specialist sub-committees has been 

transformational, providing a new dynamic, questioning of the senior management team, 

experience and external support to the student officers. 

 

The students’ union has identified ‘partnerships’ as an enabler for achieving its Strategic 

Vision. This has manifested itself in numerous ways, including the secondment of 50% of 

the Head of Engagement’s time to the institution’s Centre for Learning and Teaching. This 

secondment is formalised in a written agreement that outlines the remit of work to be 

undertaken, to the mutual benefit of both organisations and the membership. 

 

A continuing outcome of the secondment is the development of Learning Partners. A joint 

collaboration between the students’ union and the institution not only exemplifies the 

relationship at a senior level but the project also builds on relationships between staff and 

students at course level. 

  

Our ‘Students as Partners’ approach has been identified by the Higher Education Academy 

as the theme for a national initiative in which our union will act as consultants. 

 

The institution has a disparate estate spread across the city. Historically, due to physical 

space limitations, the students’ union has been criticised for focusing on the larger 

campuses. This was exemplified following feedback from the membership through numerous 

mechanisms including market research. As a result the students’ union invested in a new 

sabbatical position of Campus Engagement Officer, with the remit to drive the students’ 

union’s service provision and engagement across all campuses. 

 

Specifically, work has been undertaken by the Campus Engagement Officer and supported 

by the staff team in engaging previously unengaged students at Out-of-town campus and 

Little campus. Initiatives and projects that have delivered positive outcomes include: 

 Campus Community Fund established, with Little campus students being awarded funds 

to support their own graduation event (circa 400 students) 

 our letting agency organised an Out-of-town campus housing week for all new students as 

a result of their specific needs (circa 100 students) 

 creation of an Out-of-town Society, initiated and supported by Campus Engagement 

Officer (circa 1,000 students) 

 actively mapping service provision across campuses and staff attendance by location to 

increase parity of service, leading to the development of two new offices and improved 

front-of-house service, increasing footfall at the Arts Centre and the Healthcare Centre 

 the students’ union has also identified nursing students, armed forces students and 

student parents as hard-to-reach groups and made it the responsibility of the Head of 

Engagement to create an engagement plan for these groups 

Furthermore, this increase in involving typically unengaged students has not come at the 

expense of engaged students. It has been achieved with an increased investment in staff 

and officer provision. 

Overlapping with 

another 

component helps 

to build an 

overall 

assessment – 

here there is an 

overlap with 

‘Governance’. 

When writing 

your complete 

self-assessment, 

explicitly cross-

reference 

sections where 

you find this 

overlap  

Hyperlinks are a 

good way to 

signpost 

evidence 

 

 

http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/
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During the stakeholder consultation exercise questions were asked on the perception the 

students’ union and these were considered when formulating the Strategic Plan. It was 

evident that perceptions varied significantly within groups of members and between 

stakeholders. Fundamentally, an under-resourced Communications Team could only focus 

on short-term communications to members around events and services, with some targeted 

communications to the parent institution hierarchy – rather than communicating core 

values, mission and vision to members and targeted core communications to other 

stakeholders, specifically institution staff. 

To rectify this position, the Strategic Plan includes a strategic goal to “develop a 

Communication Strategy to raise awareness and build involvement” and two new additional 

staff positions have been created alongside the existing team, with the recruitment of a new 

Marketing and Communications Manager. 

The students’ union has made progress with the initial consultation with key stakeholders 

via a planned staff survey for 2013 as part of the Human Resources Strategy and the union 

runs two staff conferences a year to gain feedback. 

Furthermore, the students’ union is working with the institution on a new initiative, Success 

Partners, which aims to improve the retention, employability and progression of members. A 

key area of work will be to raise awareness among institution staff at course level of the 

opportunities for involvement with the students’ union, to help reach institution-wide 

targets. 

 

There are numerous and broad positive impacts for members resulting from the students’ 

union’s connections.  

 

Connections with NUS 

 The students’ union has staff members involved in various aspects of NUS work from the 

Critical Friends Groups, Pilots for Quality marks, NUS Charity Services Advisory Group, 

WIDAR committee and RAWS committee. This contribution on a national level not only 

ensures that staff are constantly sharing best practice with peers, but also means they 

are often at the forefront of new initiatives that can be brought back to benefit members. 

 Elected officers are active with NUS at various levels. This year, this includes having an 

officer on the Zone Committee, running for the NUS National Executive Council (NEC) and 

being active at NUS events and conferences. 

 

Connections with Higher Education Academy  

 As well as the Students’ Academic Partners being cited as best practice, the HEA used the 

project as a theme for a national initiative.  

 The students’ union participated in the Change Academy, resulting in a series of pilot 

projects across the institution to the benefit of member. 

 

Connections with institution 

 Learning Partners has created an institution-wide culture change. This is something we 

would not have been able to achieve without working in partnership with the institution, 

and in particular the Centre for Learning and Teaching. 

 We have developed in partnership with the institution 

 The students’ union has also developed students’ union homes in partnership with the 

institution. 

Priorities for improvement 

 develop a communication strategy to raise awareness and build involvement 

 develop measurement indices to quantify the benefits to members of Learning Partners 

 

Drilling down into 

the descriptors 

this statement 

clearly maps 

across against the 

‘Very good’ 

descriptor.  

… The union 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, there are 

plans in place to allocate 

time and resource to 

improving relationships… 

Once there is an 

measured Impact 

of this activity 

that can be 

evidenced this 

would move up to 

‘Excellent’ 

Overall, this union 

would probably 

self-assess its 

performance in 

this area of 

Relationships and 

partnerships as 

‘Very good’. The 

union would also 

conclude that 

while it has some 

model practices, 

not all of its 

activities can be 

linked to an 

impact that is 

supported by 

evidence. 
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Appendix 8 – Glossary of terms  
1994 Education Act 

An Act of Parliament which is legally binding. 

Section 22 specifically addresses the 

relationship between students' unions and 

education institutions 

 

Accountability 

To be accountable is to be answerable to 

others. To be able to justify the decisions that 

are made if asked to do so 

 

Activity  

the task/the action 

 

Ancillary benefits 

A by-product of something which is of greater 

value to the students' union 

 

Anti-discriminatory Practice 

Behaviour that proactively seeks to prevent 

discrimination occurring on the grounds of race, 

gender, sexuality, age or disability or any other 

protected characteristic 

 

Assets 

Items of value owned by the students union 

 

Audit 

The independent process of checking to ensure 

that correct process have been followed by 

others 

 

Board of Trustees 

The ‘Board' is the collective term for the 

Trustees of a students' union. Trustees acting 

together as a ‘Board’ are the people who are 

ultimately legally responsible for the 

governance of the students' union. 

 

Board renewal 

New Trustees joining the Board that are able to 

bring a fresh perspective and new ideas 

 

 

 

Chair of the Board 

The Trustee who take the lead in ensuring that 

Board functions effectively and efficiently 

 

Chair's Action 

A decision made by the Chair, on behalf of the 

Board, outside of the usual delegated authority 

 

Charitable Objects 

‘Charitable Objects' is the term that the 'Charity 

Commission' uses to describe and identify the 

purpose for which the charity has been set up. 

A charity’s objects must be exclusively for the 

furtherance of the organisations 'charitable 

purpose'. They are usually set out in a single 

clause or paragraph of the students' union’s 

governing document. 

 

Charitable Purpose 

There are a number of Charitable Purposes 

prescribed by the Charity Commission. The one 

which is most relevant to students' unions is 

'the advancement of education'. All activities 

that a charity undertakes must be for the 

furtherance of its ‘Charitable Purpose’. 

 

Code of Conduct 

Rules which set out how a group of people are 

expected to behave 

 

Commercial 

Activities that involve trading. Buying and 

selling goods and/or services to generate 

income 

 

Company Director 

Under Company Law, those people responsible 

for the Students' Union. This only applies to 

students' unions that are incorporated. 

Invariably the Company Directors will also be 

the Trustees. 

 

Conflicts of interest 

Something that might influence a person and 

prevent them from acting impartially or making 
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decisions purely for the benefit of the students' 

union 

 

Cross-Campus Ballots 

A term used in the 1994 Education Act which 

requires HE and FE Institutions to ensure that 

students, based on every university and/or 

college campus, have the opportunity to vote in 

the students' union elections 

 

Delegation of Authority 

Formally allowing other people to make 

specified decisions on behalf of the Board within 

an agreed framework 

 

Democracy 

Decision making power is vested in the 

students' union membership and exercised 

directly by them or by their elected 

representatives under a free electoral system 

and policy making process. 

 

Eligibility criteria 

Conditions that have to be met in order to 

qualify 

 

Employment status 

Employment status refers to whether or not a 

person has a paid job and the associated terms 

and conditions 

 

Equality and Diversity 

Treating people fairly and acknowledging that 

the differences between people should be 

recognised and valued, treating people as 

individuals, and placing positive value on 

diversity in the community and in the 

workforce. 

 

Financial Performance 

Measure of how well the students' union is 

managing its money. 

 

Governance 

"the systems and processes concerned with 

ensuring the overall direction, effectiveness, 

supervision and accountability of an 

organisation" (Governance of Public and Non-

profit Organisation: what boards do? Cornforth, 

CJ (ed) - Routledge 2003) 

 

Governing documents 

The written guidance that acts as a kind of rule 

book that the students' union must adhere to. 

The most major of these is known as the 

Constitution, other governing documents such 

as the students' union 'Bylaws' supplement the 

Constitution and provide a greater level of 

detail. 

 

Grant Conditions 

Terms that must be upheld in order to receive 

funding. For example a grant condition might 

stipulate that funding should be spent on a 

particular piece of project work or that it should 

be used within a set time period. 

 

Higher Education Institution 

A university or college that delivers bachelors 

degree and post-graduate level qualifications 

 

Higher-level impact 

A cumulative impact that is the result of a 

number of outputs 

 

Human Resources 

The people who work for the students' unions 

are collectively the students’ unions 'human 

resources' 

 

Impact 

Change that has been brought about as a result 

of the work that the students' union has 

undertaken. The social, environmental and/or 

economic value created as a result of the 

outcomes achieved 

 

Induction 

Process of providing support and training to 

enable somebody to acclimatise to their new 

working environment. To help them to 

understand what their role entails, how the 

students’ union operates and the policies and 

procedures that they need to follow. 
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Inside track 

A quicker or easier route that would result in an 

unfair advantage 

 

Job Description 

A document that outlines what a person's job 

entails including details of their key 

responsibilities. 

 

Key Stakeholders  

The closest or most important stakeholders 

 

Lay Trustee 

A person who is recruited to serve as a Trustee 

on the Board because of their specialist 

knowledge, experience or expertise. Sometimes 

known as an 'External Trustee' 

 

Legal Compliance 

Working within the Law of the land 

 

Legal Requirement 

Something that the Law states you must do. 

You cannot choose not to do this without 

breaking the law. 

 

Majority 

50% or more 

 

Membership 

The membership will be defined in the students' 

union’s governing document. The membership 

is invariably the students' that are enrolled at 

the University or College that is attached to the 

students' union. Students are automatically 

members of their students’ unions unless they 

decide to opt out. 

 

Minority 

Less than 50% 

 

Mission 

Written declaration of a students' unions core 

purpose and focus. The mission outlines what 

the students’ unions will do in order to work 

towards achieving their vision 

 

 

Nolan Principles 

“The Seven Principles of Public Life” devised by 

Lord Nolan, which include Selflessness, 

Integrity, Objectivity, Accountability, Openness, 

Honesty, Leadership 

 

Nominations Committee 

Nominations Committees are set up to focus on 

work that relates to the election processes 

within a students' union 

 

Operational plan 

A document that sets out the work that the 

students' union intends to undertake within a 

particular period of time, it should demonstrate 

how the day-to-day work of the students union, 

will help the organisation to achieve its longer 

term Strategic Plan. 

 

Operations 

Day-to-day work undertaken by the students' 

union 

 

Organisational Performance 

How well the students' union is achieving 

against its operational and strategic plan 

 

Output 

The direct and tangible products from an 

activity 

 

Outcome  

The result or change caused by an output 

 

Oversight 

Maintaining a high level view of what's 

happening within the students' union 

 

Performance Management 

The process of setting out clear expectations as 

to what a person needs to achieve and 

monitoring their progress against agreed 

targets. 

 

Person Specification 

A document that outlines the experience, skills, 

attributes and attitudes that are required in 

order to undertake a particular role. 



 

 

A guide to Quality Students’ Unions 
 
 
 

41 

Policy 

Written guidelines which sets out the official 

position that a students' union has taken on a 

particular issue. Once a policy has been set, 

then the students' union must work in line with 

its direction, until it expires or is formally 

changed. 

 

Private Benefits 

Personal gain of financial value as a result of 

their involvement with the students’ union 

 

Procedures 

Step by step process of how something should 

be done. A procedure will often accompany a 

policy and will set out how the policy should be 

applied in practice 

 

Professional Development 

Improving a person’s ability to undertake their 

current job and supporting them to gain skills 

that will help their future career prospects. 

 

Quality Standards 

A set of specific, concise statements that act as 

markers of agreed good practice. Quality 

standards are often accompanied with a kite 

mark that is awarded to signify achievement in 

accordance with the standards. 

 

Quorum 

The specified number of Trustees that are 

required to be present in order for decision 

making to take place 

 

Removal of a Trustee 

Discontinuing a person's role as a member of 

the Board. Taking away a person’s 

responsibility for the governance of the 

students’ union and their right to partake in 

Board decision making. 

 

Remuneration 

Payment given to employees in return for their 

work 

 

 

 

 

Return on investment 

The benefits that are recouped as a result of 

providing the students' union with resources 

such as time or money 

 

Returning Officer 

The person who is responsible for overseeing 

the election process and ensuring that it is fair 

 

Risk Management 

The process of actively identifying risks and 

taking steps to try to mitigate them 

 

Risk Register 

Log of identified risks and taking steps to 

mitigate them 

 

Sabbatical Officers 

Students' that are elected annually by their 

student membership to lead the students' union 

 

Selection Process 

An agreed way of finding the right candidate for 

a particular job, it might include an application 

form, short-listing and an interview. Candidates 

must be given equal opportunity to apply and 

the process must be fair. 

 

Senior Staff Member 

A generic term for Chief Executive Officer, 

General Manager or whomsoever is the person 

employed to lead the staff employed by the 

students’ union. 

 

Servicing the Board 

Support provided to the Board to help it to 

function effectively and efficiently. 

 

Soft impacts  

Impacts that cannot be measured empirically or 

that are less tangible 

 

Staff  

Career staff, elected officers, student staff, 

volunteer staff 
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Stakeholders 

People who have a vested interest in the work 

of the students' union, for example the student 

members, employed staff and the university or 

college attached to the students’ union. 

 

Strategic 

Taking a long term view and considering the big 

picture. 

 

Strategic Direction 

A course of action that leads to the 

achievement of the students' union strategy 

 

Succession Management 

The provision for the development, replacement 

and strategic application of key people in the 

students' union. Taking a proactive approach to 

ensuring continuing leadership by cultivating 

talent from within the organization through 

planned development activities. 

 

Succession Planning 

Thinking ahead and ensuring the organisation is 

prepared for the departure of senior people 

within the organisation including Trustees and 

senior managers. 

 

Supervision 

To oversee the work of another and to provide 

support and guidance where required. 

 

Third Sector 

A term used to describe organisations which are 

not part of the state or privately owned. It 

includes charities, voluntary sector 

organisations and community groups. Students' 

unions are part of the Third Sector. 

 

Trustee 

A person who is a member of the 'Board' and is 

responsible for working together with the other 

Board members to collectively govern the 

students' union. 

 

Undue risk 

Something that it likely to cause significant 

harm, judged to outweigh the potential 

benefits. 

Values 

Shared principles that have overarching 

importance to the students' union and their 

members. They should inform decision making 

throughout the organisation and should be 

embedded in the students’ union’s strategic 

plan. 

 

Vice Chair 

The Trustee that takes responsibility for 

providing support to the Chair of the Board and 

deputises for the Chair in their absence. 

 

Vision 

A short statement which is aspirational and 

describes what the students' union is ultimately 

striving to achieve. 
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Endnotes 
1 
http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/pageassets/abo
ut/strategicplans/SurfingTheWaveReport.pdf 

http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/pageassets/about/strategicplans/SurfingTheWaveReport.pdf
http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/pageassets/about/strategicplans/SurfingTheWaveReport.pdf
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