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1. Public first polling
2. 2001 students weighted for 

provider, PG/UG, age etc
3. Focus groups
4. Understanding of their rights
5. Promises made to them
6. Extent to which those promises 

met

Polling on rights (as consumers)



Ideology, language, 
standards

They should put up 
and shut up









Half of students can’t describe their rights

Only 50 per cent of students said they understood and could describe their 
rights and entitlements as a student, while 40 per cent said they could not



Students are most clueless about their right to compensation

More than half of students – 52 per cent – said they felt “not that well informed” or “not at all informed” 
about their right to receive compensation if they are let down or the university in breach of its contract



Students struggle to distinguish between expectations and promises

The research found that students did not consistently draw clear distinctions between their wider 
expectations of higher education and the specific promises their institutions made to them



Three-quarters of students say promises 
weren’t fully met

Over three-quarters of students – 76 per cent – said the promises 
they believed their university had made had not been fully met. 

Only 24 per cent believed promises had been fully met. 
Among those whose promises weren’t met, 59 per cent said they were 

mostly met, 14 per cent partially met, and 1 per cent not met at all.



The gap between promise and reality
Though 79 per cent of students identified “well-equipped campus, facilities and accommodation” as a 
promise and 78 per cent identified “high quality teaching and resources,” fewer than half said these were 
clear and consistent parts of their actual university experience.



Disruption is now the norm, not the exception
When presented with a list of possible disruptions and asked whether any had occurred, 70 per cent of 
students identified at least one type of disruption to their university experience.
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Disruption is now the norm, not the exception
When presented with a list of possible disruptions and asked whether any had occurred, 70 per cent of 
students identified at least one type of disruption to their university experience.

About a quarter experienced lower 

quality teaching than expected



Most have never complained, a quarter wouldn’t know how to complain
When asked about the biggest barrier to making a complaint, most cited doubt that it would make a difference at 36 per cent 
and lack of time or energy to go through the process at 35 per cent. This isn’t about students being lazy or apathetic – it’s 
rational actors making cost-benefit calculations about power imbalances and concluding that the effort required exceeds the 
likelihood of success.



The most likely source of information for students on the 
topic of their rights was their university website.

More than half (53 per cent) said that they would look there 
or simply search online (51 per cent) for the answers. 

Just 42 per cent said that they would look to their students’ 
union or student representative body for this information.



1. Experience of democratic 
participation

2. Reconciliation of competing
interests in public

3. Issues facing students are aired
and exposed

4. Students gain skills in running
campaigns and debating

5. Universities take the SU more
seriously

• High turnout (+diversity)
• High no candidates (+diversity)
= Impact of the work

The most wonderful time of the year



1. Chasing the KPI may distort
2. Potential harms
3. Opportunity costs
• Experience of democratic 

participation
• Reconciliation of competing

interests in public
• Issues facing students are aired and

exposed
• Students gain skills in running

campaigns and debating
• Universities take the SU more

seriously via credible turnout

BUT



















Problems

• Efficacy of insider tactics
• Difficulty of deploying outsider tactics (related to position during 

good times)
• Size of student body
• Complexity of student body – issues and programmes
• Complexity of student body – cohesion and confidence





















Problems

• Assumption was that all provision is at or above the baseline
• When it dips nobody is keen to admit it (fear of OfS)
• Students don’t know it, reps don’t know it
• Few encouraged to audit against it
• SU doesn’t know





Most have never complained, a quarter wouldn’t know how to complain
When asked about the biggest barrier to making a complaint, most cited doubt that it would make a difference at 36 per cent 
and lack of time or energy to go through the process at 35 per cent. This isn’t about students being lazy or apathetic – it’s 
rational actors making cost-benefit calculations about power imbalances and concluding that the effort required exceeds the 
likelihood of success.

















































Evidence 
of rights 

not being 
met

Evidence of 
students 

complaining

Evidence of 
students 
winning
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