
 

‘Doing 

Democracy’ 
 

An NUS Scotland Report on the 

Progress of Democratic 

Engagement in College Students’ 

Associations  
March 2017 



1 

 

 

‘Doing Democracy’

Contents 

Introduction 2 

Democracy is Dead, Long Live Democracy! 2 

‘Doing Democracy’ 4 

Accountable Representation 4 

Transparency 6 

Tackling Underrepresentation 8 

Running an Event for Apprentices 9 

Data & Digital Democracy 10 

Digital Democracy – NESTA’s 6 Top Tips! 10 

Online Engagement 11 

Targeted Communications 12 



2 

 

 

‘Doing Democracy’

Introduction 

Democracy is the defining feature of a 

Students’ Association. It is how we ensure that 

our student members truly lead their own 

Association, decide on their interests and 

represent themselves in order to influence 

decisions that matter to them. Aside from the 

reputational damage of losing legitimacy and 

the respect of its members, an association that 

is not democratic will struggle to differentiate 

itself from its partner college. Given that 

institutions are bound by the 1994 Education 

Act to ensure that their Students’ Association 

operates in a fair and democratic way, failing to 

‘enact democracy’ poses severe legal risks.  

 

So what is it that makes a Students’ Association 

democratic? How exactly do we do democracy? 

In the Framework for the Development of 

Strong and Effective College Students 

Associations, democracy is described as 

ensuring that:  

• The students’ association has 

organisational autonomy and takes 

autonomous positions 

• The students’ association has 

appropriate lines of accountability 

in place  

• All student members have the 

opportunity to influence the 

priorities, decisions, and actions of 

the association and to hold their 

elected officers to account 

• The college and students’ 

association ensure that all major 

officer roles are elected through 

free and fair elections 

A Students’ Association 
that is not democratic 
will struggle to 
differentiate itself from 
its partner college. 
 

In fact, there are many ways in which Students’ 

Associations can behave democratically because 

democracy is about how we distribute decision-

making power fairly among our membership. 

From deciding on the elected leaders of the 

Students’ Association, to what priorities the SA 

should focus on, the more representative the 

set of students making these decisions, the 

more democratic the decision. 

 

We know from our 2015 NUS Scotland College 

Students' Association Impact Research that 

students have a significant appetite for getting 

more involved in the decisions made by elected 

officers. However, we also know that AGMs, 

councils, motions and other types of 'traditional' 

democracy don't always work as well as hoped 

in engaging large numbers of membership 

meaningfully.  

 

Democracy is Dead, Long Live 

Democracy! 

In addition, the 2015 NUS report Democracy Is 

Dead, Long Live Democracies found, perhaps 

unsurprisingly, that students don’t want elected 

representatives to make decisions on their 

behalf without consulting them first. The report 

shows that students are in favour of more 

direct and deliberative forms of 

democracy, where they are given direct 

decision-making power and the opportunity to 

listen to and debate options. This is What 

Democracies Look Like, the follow up report 

from NUS, gives some practical advice on how 

these forms of democracy can be implemented. 

 

Of course, being democratic is not just about 

the number of people involved. Many students 

face barriers to participating in SA democracy 

and getting a diverse group of students to 

contribute can be challenging. People may be 

hindered by physical barriers like health, caring 

responsibilities or access to a building, whereas 

others might face hidden barriers such as a lack 

of confidence or fear of harassment and 

discrimination.  

 

It is important to be aware of who is involved 

in your democratic activities - as well as how 
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many - in order to make sure people are able 

to participate in your processes and avoid 

underrepresentation of particular groups 

(mainly Women, Black, LGBT and Disabled 

students). 

 

Democracy is Dead, Long Live Democracy also 

highlighted that people who experience 

discrimination find it easier to build 

relationships with people who share their 

experiences of disadvantage. For instance, the 

data shows that women, black, LGBT and 

disabled students believed they were more 

likely to share the same opinion with people of 

the same identity, which demonstrates the 

need for liberation groups and structures that 

support these students to organise themselves 

autonomously. 

 

We have a challenge on our hands. How do we 

engage students in our decision-making? How 

do we give power back to our members when 

engagement in our current structures is low? 

 

Part 1 of this guide aims to provide practical 

advice on ways in which students’ associations 

can do democracy. Focusing on accountability, 

this section includes case studies from Fife 

College SA and City of Glasgow College SA. 

Describing the work at Highlands and Islands 

Students’ Association, Part 2 looks at how we 

can extend our democratic engagement to 

under-represented groups such as apprentices. 

Part 3 explores ways in which we can use data 

and digital opportunities to increase 

participation, and showcases the work of 

Dundee and Angus College SA and Edinburgh 

College SA. 

Students favour more 
direct and deliberative 
forms of democracy, 
where they are given 
direct decision-making 
power and the 
opportunity to listen to 
and debate options. 
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Accountable Representation 

In order to safeguard the democratic legitimacy 

of your Students’ Association in the eyes of 

your members, it is important that 

representatives are seen to consult with 

students about the issues they should be 

working on.  

 

Online petitions are becoming increasingly 

common in students’ unions across the UK, and 

are a good way of allowing students to identify 

what is relevant. Not only do they enable any 

student to submit an idea for change, they 

allow other students to show their support, 

giving the SA a good indication of what is most 

important to the membership. This helps give 

members a degree of more direct control over 

the agenda of the association, as opposed to 

merely responding to an agenda set by officers. 

 

However, in the absence of the technology 

needed to get online petitions off the ground, 

students’ associations can take steps to get to 

know their membership and the needs of their 

memberships much more effectively. Although 

this is by no means a substitute for either 

formal democratic processes or student 

consultation where students give their opinion, 

it is a good way to ensure that you are relevant 

and responding directly to the issues that 

students face.  

Recording your 
interactions can help 
you to support your 
officers with evidence 
that the issues they are 
raising are important. 
 

One of the ways in which associations can do 

this is by recording the issues which are raised 

by students who interact with the association, 

and keeping track of which issues are most 

prominent. This will help the association to 

ensure that it is working on issues which are 

both widely and deeply felt by their members. 

 

In order to fulfil their representative capacity as 

influential critical friends, student officers must 

be well informed. Recording your interactions 

can help you to support your officers with 

evidence that the issues they are raising are 

important. 

 

Of course, this evidence will also come in handy 

for the Students’ Association in reporting on 

your work to the membership as part of the 

organisation’s accountability procedures. At Fife 

College Student’s Association, the SA 

Development Manager set up an online 

engagement tracker to do exactly this. 

 

Case Study: Engagement 

Tracker, Fife College Students’ 

Association 
When I joined the FCSA, we were inputting 

student issues into an Excel spreadsheet, which 

due to network privileges could only be 

accessed by the two FCSA staff members. This 

led to poor communication of issues, and 

actions being updated inconsistently. It was 

also difficult to produce meaningful stats or 

trend analysis. 

 

Creating an online solution would allow the 

FCSA staff and Sabbatical Officers to directly 

input and update any issues they received. The 

main benefit is that a student does not have to 

wait to speak to the person who initially 

received the update. We also allocate access to 

key stakeholders from the College, our Vice 

Principals and Quality Department, who have 

the ability to view and run reports whenever 

necessary. 

 

I produce regular reports on the feedback we 

are receiving, which highlight by Campus and 

by Area of Issue. This helps us to identify 

trends and recurrent issues across all our 
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campuses. Previously we would be reliant on 

the person receiving the issue discussing this 

with the rest of the Officers and Staff. 

 

Q. How did you set it up? 

A. I created this using the inbuilt Database tool. 

It’s not the most user-friendly application, 

although, my cursory knowledge of 

programming helped. We continue to make 

amendments and improvements to make the 

system more efficient. 

 

Q. What support did you receive from the 

college? 

A. I discussed hosting the tracker on the 

college’s iLearn site. One of the learning 

technicians discussed the best way to take 

establish this. 

 

Q. What advice would you give to another 

college SA interested in setting up 

something similar? 

A. The time taken to set the database up was 

probably between 15-20 hours from concept to 

product however we are already seeing big 

benefits in identifying trends and resolving 

issues.  

 

We use the database to capture all student 

feedback, split into three Categories: Concerns, 

Commendations and Suggestions. We strive to 

pass on all feedback rather than focussing 

solely on student concerns. 

 

Q. What impact have you achieved?  

We have resolved numerous individual issues 

which were having profound effects on the 

learners’ experiences and have been able to 

use our evidence base to introduce cross 

campus changes, such as reviewing the layout 

of the Student Portal, changing the funding 

application process, improving induction 

activities, adjusting timetabling so every class 

doesn’t finish at 12, and increasing the amount 

of social and exercise activities which the FCSA 

offer.  

 

To then end of Jan 2016 the 15-16 FCSA team 

had recorded 35 individual items of Student 

Feedback. 

 

To the end of Jan 2017 the 16-17 FCSA team 

recorded 174 individual items of Student 

Feedback. 

 

Q. How has this impacted on your 

democracy?  

A. I submit reports every month to the FCSA 

Executive Committee which highlight the stats 

and overall status of our complaints. This report 

helps the Executive when considering the focus 

and direction of our work. 

 

The Class Reps are made aware of the tracker 

system and how we use it to address concerns 

and celebrate successes.  

 

Every two weeks I produce a report which 

highlights any issues which have not been 

marked resolved after 15 college days. If any 

issue reaches 20 college days without being 

resolved, and where the FCSA have exhausted 

their possible input, this is passed onto the Vice 

Principal with ownership of the area concerned. 

 

Q. Are students involved in suggesting 

possible solutions to the problems you 

identify? 

A. We strive to engage students in resolving 

any widespread issues.  One recurrent concern 

that was highlighted was student’s finding the 

College’s funding forms difficult to complete 

and the process taking too long. This led to 

students delaying in completing and submitting 

the forms, which led to a further delay in 

payments being processed. We contacted 

students who had raised these issues with us 

and they are now part of a College and SA 

Working Group that is reviewing the forms, 

process and guidance documents that will be 

issued for the next academic year. 

 

Q. What are your aspirations for the 

tracker? Next steps? 

A. We are still reliant on the Sabbatical Officers 

in using and recording all Student Issues they 

received, embedding this into part of the Role 

Description would help us to ensure every 

student is being helped when they approach us. 

 

It would be good if we can develop the system 

further so students can view the status of their 

feedback for themselves. From there we would 

like to introduce an online mechanism where 
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students can log their feedback directly into the 

tracker. 

 

Transparency 

Accountability is also about the transparency of 

your decision-making and the processes 

through which the SA and the elected officers 

report on their work and seek scrutiny from the 

membership. 

 

According to the Framework, an accountable 

students’ association will: 

• Regularly and formally justify what 

it says and does on behalf of its 

student members 

• Inform their student members of 

their right and responsibility to hold 

their association to account 

 

Having accountability procedures is essential 

but what can you do when there are not many 

students scrutinising the work of the 

organisation? This could mean that you are 

doing exactly what your members think you 

should be doing, but it usually means that 

students aren’t aware of the decisions the 

elected leadership are making. Student officers 

sometimes find themselves in the difficult 

position of trying to convince students to hold 

the officers themselves to account. 

 

Criticism of the SA’s 
decision-making is a 
really important part of 
making the most 
representative 
decisions. 
 

Although it can be stressful to deal with, 

criticism of the SA’s decision-making is a really 

important part of making the most 

representative decisions. Contention and 

debate are usually driving forces in increasing 

participation from members. Ironically, the 

more of your members that are aware and 

active, the more likely you are to receive 

criticism and scrutiny – this is a good thing! 

 

As demonstrated by the NUS Scotland Impact 

Research, students would like to be more 

involved in decision-making, which means it’s 

important to ensure they know about their 

rights and responsibilities as members and 

what decisions they are able to influence. 

 

In national politics, journalism is the primary 

means through which politicians and public 

bodies are held to account. This is because it is 

the most popular way in which citizens engage 

with current affairs.   

 

Perhaps people do not trust the government or 

politicians to give an unbiased account, or 

perhaps the formal government publications 

seem daunting or difficult. Either way, many 

seek their information from an alternative news 

source that is seen to be more independent. 

 

At City of Glasgow College Students’ 

Association, the SA worked in partnership with 

the college to provide work experience 

placements for students studying Journalism. 

Where resource is tight and students have little 

time, this can be a great way to provide 

accessible opportunities for students to kick-

start a greater awareness of students’ 

association decision-making.  

 

Case Study: Student Journalism, 

City of Glasgow College 

Students’ Association 
Six HND Practical Journalism students 

undertook five days’ work experience with the 

Students’ Association, throughout which they 

were asked to take responsibility for the 

creation of all media for ‘Your City’ e-magazine. 

(https://issuu.com/cogcsa) 

 

There were also two Photography students who 

volunteered to cover the events throughout the 

term. They used this as an opportunity to 

develop their experience in the field and 

develop their portfolios. 

 

Q. What support did you receive from the 

college? 

A. The college took care of all the 

administration. The schedule is arranged by the 

SA/SE team to allow students the opportunity 
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to attend several events hosted throughout the 

College, and externally if appropriate. The 

lecturer permitted the students to be excused 

from class. Lee Carlton (Student Engagement 

Officer) would mentor the work experience 

students and brief them on the expectations of 

each session.  

 

Q. What impact have you achieved?  

A. This opportunity further developed the 

students’ skills relevant to their course and 

their soft skills as part of a workforce. The work 

experience provided an opportunity for the 

Students’ Association to support the students to 

take responsibility for successful learning - 

enabling them to shape their own learning and 

the outcomes they want to achieve for the 

magazine. 

 

It also encouraged cross-college collaboration 

with multiple areas working together on a 

creative project. The students enjoyed having 

the chance to see what happens ‘behind the 

scenes’, with many commenting that they didn’t 

realise how much influence students have 

within the college system.  

 

Q. How has this impacted on your 

democracy?  

A. We know, anecdotally, that the magazine 

has had a positive effect on student attendance 

at our democracy events such as the 

presidential Q & A. We have had a number of 

students get involved in bits and pieces of our 

work after having read the magazine. 

 

 

Q. Next steps? 

A. We have begun to feature more information 

about executive members and their priorities 

and hope that in future we can incorporate this 

into our accountability - perhaps by enabling 

students to ask questions via a digital platform. 
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Tackling Underrepresentation 

We often find that we are better at engaging 

with particular kinds of students. It is a good 

idea to monitor the demographics of students 

involved in your democracy to find out if there 

are any barriers to participation which could be 

addressed.  

 

For example, a significant proportion of 

students in colleges are apprentices and yet 

apprentices don’t tend to be very well 

represented, if at all, in their students’ 

associations. Recently, the National Society of 

Apprentices (NSoA), coordinated by NUS, have 

begun building a membership base to find out 

what is important to apprentices and represent 

their interests nationally.  

 

NSoA are happy to help Students’ Associations 

facilitate events for apprentices if SAs have 

apprentice groups to work with. Below you can 

find advice on how to engage apprentices and 

how to run an event for apprentices. 

It is important to know 
who is involved in your 
decision-making, as 
well as how many. 
 

Case Study: Getting Apprentices 

Along to an Event 
Organising events for students and apprentices 

is very difficult, but becomes even more 

challenging when done across several locations. 

Running the series of NSoA workshops at UHI 

meant that we worked with the staff of three 

local colleges to ensure attendance and to 

make the events a success. Through the 

process we found that several methods of 

working really helped to pull the week together.  

 

We developed a brief “elevator-pitch”, which 

was really useful as it meant that in all 

meetings we knew what factors of the event to 

highlight. Basic benefits such as influences on 

retention or opportunities for personal 

development helped us develop a buy in from 

staff. In addition, we found that having the 

support of managers and senior management 

was really helpful in encouraging lecturers to 

donate the class time of their apprentices. It 

also ensured that if attendance confirmation 

was lacking that we were able to rectify this 

quickly through support and intervention from 

senior management and we could communicate 

with one staff member per location rather than 

three or four.  

 

While at UHI we rely heavily on technology to 

do work across the region, e-mail is still one of 

the least effective ways to communicate with 

staff. Before a written event request was sent 

to staff, we called them to discuss the 

opportunity. From thereon, if an e-mail had not 

been responded to after a couple of days this 

would be followed by a phone call, or a visit 

from our local staff contact to say hello. 

 

In my notebook and Microsoft Excel I kept 

some small charts which listed everything that 

needed to be arranged and which locations 

were being visited along with a quick Y/N 

response field and an area for some notes. This 

meant that at any point I was working on the 

events, I could quickly and efficiently establish 

which areas needed to be worked on for 

attendance.  

 

We found it really beneficial to have more than 

one meeting with key staff. Initially we met 

with each staff member involved individually 

(i.e. programme leaders, events managers and 

local staff contacts) and followed this up with a 

group meeting with everyone together to 

review the plan as a whole.  

 

Finally, as staff are busy and this was HISA’s 

event, all of the workshop planning and 

arrangements were done by ourselves. This 

meant that all the lecturers had to do was have 

a talk with us about their personal priorities for 
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the day, and provide a couple of classes to 

come down as a group. The only other thing to 

be done by the institution was book an 

adequate room which we also did all of the 

paperwork and communication for. It became 

much easier for staff to engage when they 

knew that they would not need to spend a large 

amount of time on a piece of work which was 

not their own.  

 

Running an Event for 

Apprentices 

When putting on an event for your apprentices, 

you will want to consider the following: 

 

1. Who are they? 

Can you get access to data that tells you more 

about who your apprentices are? What and 

where do they learn? These questions will help 

you to pitch your event in the right way. 

 

2. Do what you’re good at 

If you’re working with a new group of learners, 

organise an activity you’re confident with. If 

you’re good at sports clubs do sports clubs, if 

your rep events are amazing adapt them. 

 

3. Make the activity accessible 

Make sure you hold your event(s) in a good 

time and place for apprentices and think about 

the language you use. Don’t just use words like 

‘representation’ – explain them and give 

examples! 

 

4. Talk about money, careers and 

training 

Apprentices care about money, careers and 

training, so make sure you talk about them! 

 

  

For more support and information, or to invite 

the NSoA to attend and run your engagement, 

get in touch with Ben, Apprentices Project 

Officer on ben.kinross@nus.org.uk or NSoA on 

apprentice@nus.org.uk 
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Data & Digital Democracy 
 

Many college students have little time outside 

of their personal lives to engage in Students’ 

Association democracy, especially where 

procedures require people to turn up to events 

in person. Students’ Associations often hold 

events with hopes of high attendance, only to 

find that few people are able to make it.  

If you ask the right 
students, the right 
questions in the right 
places, you are likely to 
get a high response 
rate.  

 
Moving your engagement online can help 

dramatically in making your activities 

accessible. The chances are, if you ask the right 

students the right questions in the right places, 

you’ll get a large number of responses.  

 

Digital Democracy – NESTA’s 6 

Top Tips! 

NESTA is a national innovation charity that has 

carried out extensive research into the rise of 

digital democracy globally. Their 2017 report 

Digital Democracy: The tools transforming 

political engagement learns from the mistakes 

that some organisations have made in trying to 

open up political engagement through digital 

platforms. The following tips have been 

developed to help practitioners design 

successful initiatives: 

 

1. Think twice: don’t engage for 

engagement’s sake - Offering 

tangible outcomes (such as with 

participatory budgeting; see Democracy 

is Dead, Long Live Democracy) and 

binding votes can make engagement 

more meaningful, but equally important 

is demonstrating to citizens how their 

contributions have been considered, 

even if the final outcome is not what 

the individual sought. By engaging 

people as early as possible (for 

example, when conceptualising new 

legislation, rather than just reviewing 

close-to-final text) people’s sense of 

satisfaction in making a difference is 

likely to be higher. 

 

2. Be honest: what’s involved and 

what are you going to do with 

the input? - This is important for all 

stakeholders. Before starting any digital 

democracy initiative it is essential to 

consider who needs to be engaged (for 

example, is the objective broad, mass 

participation, or to tap into more niche, 

distributed expertise?) and how that 

community can best be reached. 

Furthermore, clarity of what the 

process will entail helps manage 

expectations and create a more 

effective exercise for everyone 

involved. The best processes have 

effective facilitation and moderation to 

encourage positive and constructive 

discussions, avoiding the pitfalls of 

more traditional forums and social 

media conversation. Providing feedback 

on outcomes is also essential. Failure to 

do so risks disillusionment with the 

process and potentially even greater 

disconnect from democratic processes.  

 

3. Digital isn’t the only answer: 

traditional outreach and 

engagement still matter - 

Carefully targeted PR, advertising and 

outreach underpin almost every 

successful digital citizen engagement 

Digital Democracy: The tools 

transforming political engagement 6 

initiative. Many, particularly those 

which enable citizens to make decisions 

or play a very active role in the 

development or scrutiny of proposals, 

also blend offline and online activity. 
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This might take the form of promotion 

via outdoor advertising and local 

journalism, or through proactive 

outreach to civil society grassroots 

organisations, as in Paris and Madrid. 

Or it might involve targeting digitally 

active groups via social media, such as 

in Reykjavik. This is important for 

bridging the digital divide and 

increasing the legitimacy of decision-

making by broadening the pool of 

participants.  

 

4. Don’t waste time: get buy-in 

from decision-makers before 

you invest too much - Buy-in, 

ideally broad and cross-party, is 

important for a number of reasons. 

First, adoption by decision-makers and 

the integration of new ways of working 

into existing structures and institutions 

significantly increases the likelihood 

that proposals or decisions will be 

adopted and implemented. It also helps 

to embed new processes into current 

institutions, or to change ways of 

working. That said, it is important to be 

open to quicker and lighter forms of 

experimentation as well, in order to 

reduce the barriers to acceptance and 

help representatives realise its 

potential. Furthermore, initiatives which 

have sought to actively connect 

representatives and citizens, for 

example through shared discussions, 

have also seen citizen interest and 

levels of participation rise, as the 

perceived impact of their contributions 

is seen as greater. On the flip-side, 

however, some initiatives (particularly 

those led by Europe’s newer political 

parties) have run into criticism. They 

have promised more direct 

accountability of decision-makers to 

citizens but in the eyes of some, are not 

living up to the promises made, again 

reflecting the risks inherent of trialling 

radically new models.  

 

5. Don’t cut corners: digital 

democracy is not a quick or 

cheap fix - There is often a hope that 

‘digital’ will mean a more efficient and 

cheaper way of doing something. In 

none of the examples we have looked 

at is this the case. To do digital 

democracy well often requires extensive 

traditional outreach alongside the use 

of new communications technology. 

Digital democracy initiatives require 

teams to deliver and support them, 

investment in IT and software, and 

investment in staff and/or volunteers to 

ensure they have the necessary skills. 

In some instances it is important to 

have capacity to evaluate a large 

volume of contributions, with a digital 

back-end that supports analysis and 

processing of the data obtained.  

 

6. It’s not about you: choose tools 

designed for the users you 

want, and try to design out 

destructive participation - The 

tool used must not only lower the 

barriers to participation by making it 

easy to contribute, but it should be 

actively designed to improve the quality 

of the discussion, debate and output. 

The best platforms make it easy for 

participants to see the contributions of 

others, with some visualising the 

content to aid understanding. They also 

introduce features designed to limit the 

trolling or abusive behaviour associated 

with many online forums, and to 

prevent specific groups ‘capturing’ or 

‘gaming’ the outcome. Open-source 

tools are optimal for transparency, 

enabling anyone to verify the code 

behind voting and other mechanisms. 

 

Online Engagement 

Dundee and Angus College Students’ 

Association moved some of its engagement 

online in order to target a specific group of 

students who struggled to come to meetings in 

person. As you can see from the case study, 

this involved next to no specialist technical 

knowledge, and was simply a case of reaching 

out to student parents in a way which was more 

accessible for them. Associations across 

Scotland could use this as an example, and 

consider more effective ways to reach out to 

different segments of their membership. 
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Case Study: Online 

Engagement, Dundee & Angus 

College Students’ Association 
At Dundee and Angus College Students’ 

Association (DASA), one Vice-President with a 

keen interest in engaging student parents 

struggled to get many students along to their 

events. After some time, the Students’ 

Association decided to put out a three-question 

survey about funding and support for student 

parents via the student services team.  

 

The results were phenomenal, with over 100 

students submitting responses. Of these, 52 

said that they were struggling to balance their 

studies and caring responsibilities and 27 said 

that they would be interested in meeting up on 

campus.  

 

What this case study proves, is that students 

will engage when we use the right means of 

contacting them. It tells us that we must think 

carefully about what channels we have 

available to us and what issues might be 

relevant to students who share a particular set 

of circumstances.  

  

Q. What was your motivation for 

engaging with student parents? 

A. We wanted to provide student parents with 

the support they need and find out what their 

issues are. 

 

Q. What did you do? What challenges 

did you encounter? How did you make 

it a success? 

A. Initially, we found it difficult getting student 

parents to come along to our events in person. 

We now know that this is because of their 

difficulties balancing their studies and caring 

responsibilities.  

 

We asked for the support of the student 

services department in helping us to get a 

questionnaire out to student parents asking if 

they wanted a group. We created a very short 

questionnaire and asked for students email 

addresses to get in further contact. 

 

We got 100 survey responses, 27 of which left 

their details for future contact. We plan to set 

up an online support group, administered by 

the SA, to provide online peer support to 

student parents. We plan to use this platform 

for consulting with student parents in future. 

 

Q. What support did you receive from the 

college? 

A. The student services team were very helpful 

as they were able to send out the questionnaire 

to students who receive childcare funding. 

 

Q. What advice would you give to another 

college SA interested in engaging with 

student parents? 

A. Try to find out the barriers that students are 

facing to your engagement activities. Ensure 

your communications are short and simple (like 

the short questionnaire we sent out) and work 

with student services to get targeted messages 

out. 

 

Q. What impact have you achieved?  

A. 100 responses from student parents, an 

online support group and a definitive evidence 

that student parents are struggling. 

 

Q. Next Steps? 

A. Using the online support group to engage 

with student parents on SA issues. 

 

Targeted Communications 

Edinburgh College Students’ Association (ECSA) 

have also found that using digital platforms has 

improved participation rates among 

underrepresented groups, as well as increasing 

participation rates more generally. 

 

Whilst ECSA uses its own in-house Client 

Relationship Management system (CRM) to 

access the data necessary for this activity, it is 

likely that even in the absence of such a 

system, your college’s marketing or IT 

department will be able to access or replicate 

the same functionality. Starting a conversation 

about this early on may help to increase 

participation in your democratic processes. 

 

Case Study: Targeted 

Communications, Edinburgh 

College Students’ Association 
The process of running our full-time elections 

starts back in October/November when we elect 
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‘Doing Democracy’

our part-time officers. Those students have put 

themselves forward because they want to make 

a difference, so we’re keen to get them thinking 

about running to be a full-time officer at that 

point. 

 

Our engagement with Class Reps starts as 

students come back from the Christmas 

holidays, dedicating time in each of the class 

rep meetings from then onwards towards 

identifying, supporting and encouraging those 

Class Reps who’d be interested in standing. 

 

We record those interventions in our CRM, and 

we use that data together with our email 

analytics (i.e. student clicked on ‘more info’ link 

in an elections email) to target those students 

most likely to stand for election for extra 

attention. To ensure they don’t forget to submit 

their nomination in time, we track users who’ve 

clicked on the nomination form (but not 

submitted) and chase them up by email and 

SMS. 

 

Q. What support did you receive from the 

college? 

A. We don’t ask much of the college for staffing 

or other support– most of the support they give 

is in terms of communications media, i.e. all-

student texts, access to their FB pages, and 

putting content on the student portal. Our 

website, voting system, and CRM was built in-

house, so we have full control over those 

systems so that we’re not beholden to the 

college’s priorities and workload. 

 

Q. What advice would you give to another 

college SA to set up a similar scheme? 

A. Moving towards an integrated digital 

platform requires a lot of planning and technical 

knowledge. A helpful college IT department can 

go a long way towards this! ECSA are happy to 

meet with any other college SA’s to discuss 

what we’ve put in place, and how others can 

use those tools. 

 

Q. What impact have you achieved?  

A. During this year’s elections, our lecturers 

took strike action which had an obvious impact 

upon our turnout. We were able to mitigate that 

and help students to have their say by sending 

all-student SMS’ encouraging students to vote, 

meaning that over 10% of our votes were cast 

from mobiles. 

 

We were also able to minimise ‘spamming’ 

students by ensuring that students who’d 

already voted were removed from mass ‘get the 

vote out’ emails, helping keep our ‘read rates’ 

high. 

 

Q. How has this impacted on your 

democracy?  

A. We’ve found that the number of candidates 

has been lower when we have incumbent 

sabbaticals running again for a second year. 

Targeted support for particular students has 

allowed us to keep each position multiply 

contested and increased the chances of 

students from traditionally low-engagement 

groups (i.e. outreach, PT, distance courses) in 

standing. 

 

Q. What are your aspirations? Next steps?  

A. This year, we don’t have all the data from 

the college that we’d like – that means that we 

currently don’t hold gender, sexuality, or 

postcode information. In future we plan to 

target women, students from other liberation 

groups, and students from SIMD10 areas.
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