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Democracy Redesign  

Previously the system at Leeds had power 

centralised and held in the hands of a few. 

There was a traditional elected council, with low 

turnout in elections, and low participation in 

meetings that demanded motions to be 

proposed and seconded. They had assemblies 

for various constituencies, such as for 

international and for part-time students, but 

engagement in these was low too. 

 

The union asked people what they disliked 

about the old system, with the jargon of 

‘motions’ and the ‘union council’ one clear 

example. But they also asked people what they 

liked. When students said they liked the 

discussion in the union council, even though the 

council itself was scrapped, they made sure 

plenty of discussion was included in the new 

arrangements. 

 

The redesign also involved thinking about the 

functions of democracy, about what would not 

happen if it were taken away. Three functions 

emerged: 

 

 A forum for decision-making 

 Holding elected representatives to 

account 

 Co-ordinating and communicating 

student views 

 

They then thought about how best to deliver 

these functions.  

 

The third contributor to the redesign, apart 

from consulting people and thinking about the  

Students build affinities 
around what they 
study, where they live 
and their lifestyle 
choices and interests  
functions of democracy, was observation. They 

noticed that how students affiliate with each 

other was not the way that was assumed by the 

constituency assemblies. Rather than 

demographics, these ways are revealed by the 

questions that new students asked each other: 

“Where are you living?” and “What are you 

studying?” They began to build new assemblies 

based on the understanding that students build 

affinities around what they study, where they 

live and their lifestyle choices and interests.  

 

They now have three forums, based on what 

the students’ union aims to achieve: a Better 

Union, a Better University and a Better Leeds. 

Instead of ‘motions’, all members of LUU are 

invited to submit ideas online for how to make 

the Union, University or city of Leeds better, 

outlining what they think should happen and 

why.  

 

Ideas can be submitted all year round, but two 

weeks before each forum the ideas are 

gathered up and emailed to all students. The 

email outlines where and when each idea will 

be discussed and the contact details of their 

representative who will present their views if 

they are unable or unwilling to attend the 
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forum themselves. Every school in the 

university has a school representative who 

consults students in their school before the 

Better University forum and relays the different 

points of view held within their school about the 

ideas.  

 

Similarly community reps (based on postcodes 

in Leeds) and reps from each hall of residence 

consult students where they live and represent 

these views at the Better Leeds forum. At the 

Better Union forum, a representative attends 

from each category of club and society (e.g. the 

dance societies or sports clubs) who hold 

meetings with their clubs and societies before 

the forum to gather their views on the ideas. 

The role of the representatives at the forums is 

not to be a decision maker but an enactive 

spokesperson, relaying the different points of 

view to inform the debate of each idea.  

 

A student is recruited to be the forum facilitator 

who invites representatives and other 

participants to ask points of clarification, then 

ask questions and offer points of view on each 

idea. Rather than elected representatives 

making the decisions, each forum has a 

demographically representative decision-

making panel of 16 students, chosen by 

random selection1. After the debate, if 75% of 

the panel vote in favour of an idea, it goes 

through. If it gets less than 25%, it fails. If it 

gets in between those figures, it goes to a 

referendum. This last provision is because 

students said they wanted referendums for the 

contentious decisions. It is therefore only once 

an idea becomes divisive that a more 

adversarial decision-making process is used. 

Until then, the emphasis is on more unitary 

decision-making. The students who submitted 

the idea can be asked by other students to 

make changes to their idea to their idea to 

make it more mutually agreeable. Sometimes 

the idea holders make changes to their ideas 

themselves or occasionally withdraw their idea 

having changed their mind during the course of 

the debate.  

                                                
1 There are 15 forums per year (5 Better Union, 5 Better 

University and 5 Better Leeds), so over one academic year 

 

In case people feel that 16 is too small a 

number to decide on something, a referendum 

on an idea that has either been passed or failed 

can be triggered by a petition of 600 people. 

This provision has not yet been used in practice 

but exists.  

 

In the first year of using this system (2010/11), 

91 ideas were submitted. 31 were rejected, 54 

passed by the panel, and 6 were passed by 

referendum.  The number of ideas has tripled 

since the days of union council, and the ideas 

are much more relevant to students. Under 

‘Better University’, for example, one idea that 

passed was a survey of postgraduate students 

who teach. It found that a high proportion were 

not paid to prepare for their teaching. The 

university has now introduced a code of 

practice to ensure that they are paid properly 

and given worker status.  

 

Students said they 
wanted referendums for 
more contentious 
decisions. It is 
therefore only once an 
idea becomes divisive 
that a more adversarial 
decision-making 
process is used. Until 
then, the emphasis is 
on more unitary 
decision making.  
The ‘Better Leeds’ forum identified the fact that 

there was one part of the city where there were 

lots of students, all with Virgin Broadband. 

Virgin only supplied a fixed bandwidth to the 

area, so it got used up very quickly. Virgin 

subsequently both increased the bandwidth and 

sent out letters of apology to students. 

as many as 240 students take part in making decisions as 
part of the student panel.   
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This assembly also campaigned for cheaper 

transport. This led to the introduction of a £1 

fare between halls of residence and the 

campus, benefiting everyone who used the 

route. 

 

Once ideas are passed they become the 

responsibility of the elected sabbatical officers 

to enact as union policy. These officers are split 

equally across the three forums, two at each, to 

answer questions and inform the debate. At the 

end of each forum the officers are held to 

account by the representatives for policy 

passed at previous forums. If students at Leeds 

are dissatisfied with one of the officers they can 

force a cross campus ballot on their position 

using an online petition.  

 

The ‘leadership race’ used to elect these 

Officers is now attracting 10,000 students to 

vote, three times as many as before these 

reforms. Representatives are now clear that 

their job is to re-present the views of students 

and that winning an election is the beginning 

not the end of becoming a representative. In 

this new role, they have made or inspired over 

800 changes in the university. Psychology 

students, for instance, have organised their 

own lectures, inviting to give them the lecturers 

they want to hear from. 

 

Many other students’ unions have adopted 

parts of the decision making process at LUU. 

However, without going through the process of 

critically examining decision making at their 

own students’ union and the views of their 

students, the LUU system has transferred with 

varied success. Research conducted by ten 

students’ unions revealed more dissatisfaction 

with traditional electoral or parliamentary 

democracy and a desire to make decisions 

using forms of deliberative and direct 

democracy such as the system formalised at 

Leeds. However, these students’ unions are 

also considering other innovations such as 

preferendum, quorum in ballots for 

underrepresented groups such as women and 

those with a lower socio-economic status, 

larger deliberative citizen’s assemblies of 100 

students and participatory budgeting.  

 


