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University
Rank by 

attribute
Overall 

rank

University of Sheffield 1= 3=
Newcastle University 1= 14=
Cardiff University 3= 14=
University of Leeds 3= 7
University of East Anglia 5= 1
Loughborough University 5= 5
University of Birmingham 5= 11=

University
Rank by 

attribute
Overall  

rank

University of Sheffield 1 3=
University of Leeds 2 7
Loughborough University 3 5
Cardiff University 4 14=
University of Dundee 5 8

GOOD SOCIAL LIFE

GOOD STUDENTS’ UNION

targets, such as raising £1.4 million for rag 
and volunteering 20,000 hours of student time 
to the local community”. This engagement 
with the community is also important to 
Dundee’s students’ union, which encourages 
communal harmony by running a “get to 
know your neighbour” campaign, where stu-
dents are encouraged to meet and get together 
over a cuppa with their city neighbours. 

At the union itself, Loughborough has an 
open-door policy encouraging students to 
socialise, meet and get involved in decision-
making “from helping paint a new colour 
scheme to deciding on strategic direction” 
in order to “nurture a feeling of belonging 
and community”. 

Dundee and Sheffield report their pride in 
diversity, regularly hosting events where stu-
dents can get a glimpse of other cultures. 
Leeds union affairs officer Antony Haddley 
emphasises the different expectations of under-
graduates and postgraduates, from those 
“fixed on having an amazing fresher’s week 
filled with nights out and others [who] want a 
quieter evening or ... support with childcare 
and accommodation”. The union has to cater 
for all of them.

However, lest it appear that students’ 
unions are becoming overly concerned with 
the serious side of life, Suleiman reports that 
Sheffield’s 270 societies include everything 
from Dobby’s Soc for Harry Potter fans to 
card-playing societies and that, among politi-
cal and campaign organisations there is still 
time for numerous sport clubs, with varsity 
matches against Sheffield Hallam University a 
regular feature of the calendar. At Leeds, 
Haddley reports that the summer ball enter-
tains 5,000 students. 

The fact that Oxbridge does less well in the 
students’ union ratings than in other areas 
deserves, perhaps, a few words of explanation. 
The fact is that the collegiate structure of 
Oxford and Cambridge universities means that 
the students’ union finds itself in competition 
with college JCRs and MCRs, where the alle-
giance of most students lies and around which 
their social life usually revolves.
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Elsewhere, top-ranked students’ unions 
play a central role in student life and help to 
make it as varied, life-enhancing, forward-
looking and problem-free as possible. Some 
began over a century ago as debating socie-
ties, some as social societies and some were 
simply committees that met every couple of 
weeks with the aim of representing students 
more fully in the governance of their particu-
lar universities. 

Today, these organisations are increasingly 
professional, with paid officers and a wealth of 

expertise that can cope with health and safety 
regulations for new sports clubs or organising 
Disclosure and Barring Service (formerly 
Criminal Records Bureau) checks for volun-
teering activities as well as running commer-
cially successful entertainment venues and 
organising events catering to thousands. 

It is true to say that the best students’ 
unions are successfully meeting the challenges 
of the 21st century and significantly underpin 
today’s “student experience” in myriad  
previously unimagined ways. 
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