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Introduction
We are pleased to introduce the Students’ Union Annual Impact Report 2021. 
In the past year the Union has continued and accelerated its exciting programme 
of renewal and development, helping contribute to an improved experience for all 
of our students.

The pandemic has created an extraordinarily challenging year for our members as they 
have continued their studies amidst the difficulties of Covid. Many have experienced 
challenges with their mental health, others have suffered financial difficulties due to the lack 
of employment opportunities, huge numbers have experienced loneliness and isolation, 
whilst all have had to get to grips with remote study and research without the vibrant 
campus experience that is a vital part of a UCL education. This report highlights some of the 
incredible things our students have been able to do with our support this year. The resilience, 
determination, and community spirit our students have shown continues to inspire us, 
affirming our commitment to be the place Where More Happens.

We have focused our work this year on doing all we can to support our community of 
students and ensuring that the pandemic has not affected progress towards our long-term 
goal of once again becoming one of the best students’ unions in the UK and the world. 
Whilst the pandemic hugely affected our income and meant that our service provision was 
much reduced on a normal year, we have pulled together strongly as an organisation and the 
Union’s staff and officer team have done a tremendous job of delivering fantastic support 
to students. From supporting 40 new student societies, launching speed friending sessions 
and lockdown challenges to tackle loneliness and isolation, and running the biggest Students’ 
Union election this year in the UK, to the impact of our officers working with UCL to put 
students at the heart of the university’s response to the pandemic, it’s been a terrific team 
effort that has delivered incredible results. Our student satisfaction has continued to rise 
and was the most improved question in the National Student Survey for UCL this year. We 
have also laid the foundations for sustainable change at the Students’ Union through the 
ratification of our first Sustainability Strategy and Action Plan.

Of course, given the impact of the pandemic on our finances, we have had to make 
considerable savings and reduce activity from their usual levels, but with additional financial 
support from UCL to support our student activities programme, and extensive use of the 
furlough scheme, we have minimised our losses and come through the past year more 
strongly than we had originally feared. We now look forward to the future with confidence 
and optimism when we hope to transition towards a more normal operating environment and 
seek to eliminate our historic operating deficit and achieve a balanced budget.

As ever we are very grateful for UCL’s support of the Students’ Union. It has been fantastic 
to work with the senior leaders of the university who have demonstrated their commitment 
to our students so strongly during the past year. We look forward to working closely with all 
of UCL’s incredible staff in the year ahead, continue to put students first and work towards 
our shared aim of a world leading student experience. We also ask for UCL’s continuing 
help to address our space and facility issues which remain the Union’s largest challenge and 
undermine what is in many other ways an excellent student experience. We are delighted 
to be working with UCL Estates on a new Master Plan for Students’ Union space and 
sports facilities. We hope that this will address students’ biggest priority for the future, 
which is a quality students’ union building, comparable with other leading universities, 
with accompanying practice and rehearsal spaces for sport, music, performing arts and 
other societies, enabling our students to fulfil their extracurricular interests and build the 
friendships and social and cultural capital that are so important to an exemplary university 
education.

Thank you to everyone who has played a role in the success of the Union this year, our 
elected officers, our fantastic staff team, all of UCL’s staff who have done so much to support 
students during this extraordinary year, and finally to our amazing students who have 
continued to do incredible things supporting each other, contributing to the local community, 
and making UCL the very special place it is.

John Dubber
Chief Executive

Carol Paige
Democracy, Operations
and Community Officer
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Hey! Just wanted to say a huge thanks! I’m a final-year (fourth-year) student at UCL and my best experience 
of UCL has been this year, through the pandemic. In the previous 3 years I strongly felt that UCL was a very 
fragmented university with no sense of community that I could feel; when younger people asked me if 
I’d recommend applying to UCL, I’d tell them that some people thrive in how diverse London is, but some 
people feel very, very lonely. But this year, 100% due to the Students’ Union, I’ve felt a real sense of unified 
community and messaging and felt like I actually knew what was going on at UCL. I actually now feel proud 
to be a part of this university and the community there. So just wanted to say a huge, huge thanks to the 
Students’ Union this year, who’ve made huge changes to really make my experience at uni so much better.

Anonymous comment from a student via social media.
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2020-21 Headline Facts and Figures

• Increased student satisfaction as measured in the National 
Student Survey by 4.5%, the largest increase in any NSS 
question at UCL this year, and the 2nd highest increase of any 
Russell Group students’ union. 

• Supported 336 sports clubs and societies which attracted 13,270 
members. 

• Supported the creation of 40 new student societies, with the 
aim of building communities, creating social opportunities 
and supporting their members. 

• Enabled 47,841 memberships to clubs and societies, despite the 
barriers caused by remote delivery, with many students joining 
multiple groups and expanding their social circle. 

• Won a One UCL Award 2021 for Outstanding Team 
Contribution to UCL’s Mission Award in recognition of our 
work to support to students during the pandemic. 

• Ran our first ever Digital Welcome Fair which 14,000 students visited, 
with more than 18,000 students tuning into watch our live Welcome 
broadcast. 

• Introduced 7,800 students from 104 countries to UCL’s 
Support Services during Welcome Week. 

• Helped 1,233 students find friends fast during Welcome Week at 
innovative online Speed Friending sessions. 

• One of the only universities in London to hold a competitive 
sports programme despite the pandemic. UCL beat King’s 
College London to win the London Varsity Series for the fifth 
consecutive year, with thousands of students watching the 
events live from around the world. 

• Engaged 1,309 students in online Project Active exercise classes, with 
59% of attendees studying at Postgraduate level. 

• Connected and supported 1,000 students with virtual 
volunteering opportunities, supporting projects like Age 
UK’s Check In and Chat scheme, speaking to hundreds of 
vulnerable and isolated people in London. 

• Launched a new online shop in January 2021 to enable all students to 
access high quality UCL merchandise, helping them to feel part of the 
student community from wherever they were in the world. 
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• Provided comprehensive support to 123 Postgraduate Taught 
students through the Community Research Initiative for 
Students, enabling them to research their dissertations in 
partnership with local community organisations. 

• Hosted 3,307 student events throughout the year, up from 2,239 in 
the previous year, with the introduction of online events helping us to 
reach more students than ever before. 

• Delivered a digital International Festival across five themed 
days, featuring 23 different events, activities, and talks, 
helping to bring together and create intercultural experiences 
for UCL’s amazingly diverse student body. 

• Trained 9,874 students to be Active Bystanders, helping to prevent 
harassment and sexual misconduct, up from 2,323 the previous year. 

• Supported 791 students in need via our Advice Service, 
including helping students win £104,000 of financial 
compensation, compared to £62,000 the previous year. 

• Recruited and supported more than 1,900 Academic Representatives. 
 
 

• Ran the largest and most successful ever election at UCL with 
9,473 students voting in our Leadership Race – the largest 
student election in the UK this year and the largest ever 
across London. 

• Met the Minister of Universities, Michelle Donelan MP; the Permanent 
Secretary of the Department for Education; and Leader of the 
Opposition and our local MP Sir Keir Starmer asking for additional 
financial assistance for students and to consider tuition fee refunds. 

• Supported our clubs and societies to create a vibrant 
community at UCL and this year, hosting 1,006 guest speakers 
and running 994 society-led events. 

• Developed a new activity tracking platform and encouraged 655 
students to sign up and compete in challenges and leagues, helping 
them to remain active and healthy remotely. 

• Achieved Investors in People Silver accreditation, with 95% 
of staff feeling the organisation is a great place to work and 
97% of staff feeling the organisation has a positive impact on 
society. 
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Responding to the Impact of Covid-19 
Covid-19 shaped so much of our work this year, shifting our priorities and recalibrating 
our actions. The pandemic meant we needed to be innovative, agile and more 
determined than ever to support students. 

In March 2020, we closed the doors to the Union’s face to face services and offices, 
alongside the nationwide lockdown. Our staff and officer team began working from 
home immediately, translating our services to a remote, digital operation. This 
continued into the 2020-21 academic year, with most of our student-facing services 
remaining online. 

At the start of the pandemic, we revised our mission statement – giving our staff 
and officer team a clear set of priorities – and this mission statement provided the 
framework for our work this year. 

Our temporary mission statement committed us to; 

• Represent students and students needs as the coronavirus situation developed. 
Our Sabbatical Officers represent students across a range of existing committees 
as well as new response groups set up by UCL to deal with the situation. 

• Help students stay connected, bringing students together through activities to 
socialise, interact, support one another and keep each other company online. 

• Be bold and innovative and adapt our services to work for students online. 

• Help students feel a sense of belonging to the UCL community, be welcomed as 
new and valued members of the Union, and supported to connect with others.

We conducted research throughout the year in order to understand students’ 
priorities and concerns. In our Student Priorities for Education research,  

we found that almost 60% of students felt lonely every day or every week, 52% of 
students reported that their mental health was worse than before the pandemic and 
85% of students felt that Covid had a negative effect on their social experience at 
university.  

During the Welcome period we were determined to help students find and join 
communities, essential for creating a sense of belonging and reducing isolation. We 
developed a new digital platform to run our Welcome Fair and made joining clubs and 
societies free if joining remotely. Over 14,000 students visited our Digital Welcome 
Fair, with more than 18,000 students tuning into watch our live broadcast from 
the Student Centre, where we introduced students to societies and clubs through 
live performance and demonstrations. By the end of Welcome Week 4,515 students 
had joined one or more clubs or societies - a large increase on the same period in 
previous years.

Our Sabbatical Officers continued to support UCL’s Covid-19 planning and response 
through committees and working groups. We’ve played a crucial role in ensuring 
UCL’s response always considered the best interests of students and have been active 
partners in the success of this year. Sabbatical Officers have also influenced decisions 
successfully in the best interests of students, including the reinstatement of the Rent 
Guarantor Scheme; refunding rent to students unable to remain, or move in to, UCL 
halls; encouraging UCL to underwrite final year research student stipends for up to 
three months and extending ‘Completing Research’ status for research students hit 
by the pandemic, enabling them to access funding and support.

When it became clear that term two would remain online, despite best efforts to 
ensure some face-to-face education could return, our Sabbatical Officers worked in 
partnership with students’ unions across the UK to lobby the Government to refund 
tuition fees. Our report on the case for tuition fee refunds was shared with 
the Minister for Universities and we’ve worked collaboratively with other students’ 
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unions to commission a report into options for tuition fee compensation. We’re 
continuing the conversation on tuition fee reductions and refunds and this work will 
be taken forward by our incoming Sabbatical Officer team.

Despite the enormous challenges faced this year, students have shown resilience 
and determination to make the most of their time at UCL. Societies like Artificial 
Intelligence developed new communications platforms, new teaching and training 
platforms, new social platforms and managed to deliver an excellent programme of 
activity – in an entirely digital way.

With almost all of the socials this year being online, we tried to make 
them as fun as possible, because everyone was sick of Zoom. We held 
scavenger hunts, a mixology social, a live murder mystery, crafts 
socials and more - all to build a sense of community around our Club. 
Over lockdown we were also able to support our local communities, by 
writing letters to the elderly in care homes over Christmas and later 
volunteering weekly at a food bank and soup kitchen.
 
 Joseph Lee, President of UCL Ultimate Frisbee

We’re looking ahead to the new academic year with renewed focus on our purpose, 
and a deeper appreciation of the benefit we’re able to have on our members lives.

Strategic Priorities 
In 2018 we celebrated the 125th anniversary of the Union’s formation and launched 
‘125 and Beyond’, an ambitious three-year strategic plan. 125 and Beyond aimed to 
make us the best part of the UCL student experience.  We updated this plan in 2019-
20 to raise our ambitions to, once again, make our Union one of the best Students’ 
Unions in the country and the world – providing high-quality services and facilities 
that support UCL’s aim to provide an outstanding student experience.

Our Impact Reports during the lifecycle of 125 and Beyond aim to give our 
members, and other stakeholders, updates on the progress and outcomes of 
our annual priorities in six areas of focus. The following pages detail our headline 
achievements on how we’ve been engaging, supporting and helping to develop 
students at UCL this year.

UCL Ultimate Frisbee Team at one of their first in-person training sessions
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Priority One: Student Wellbeing & Belonging
We aim to lead the way on improving student wellbeing and belonging at 
UCL. We believe that the Union plays an important role in every part of 
our students’ wellbeing and their sense of belonging at UCL. Engagement 
with our different activities and services helps our students build support 
networks, skills and experiences outside of their studies. Active lifestyles 
are inextricably linked to better mental wellbeing, and we are truly 
passionate about making all aspects of UCL campuses active, engaging and 
welcoming for our members.

We have conducted extensive research throughout the year on students’ physical, 
social and mental wellbeing. From our findings we’ve made 11 recommendations 
for change and detailed these in our Student Priorities for Education Report. 
We found that almost 60% of students felt lonely every day or every week, 52% of 
students reported that their mental health was worse than before the pandemic and 
85% of students felt that Covid had a negative effect on their social experience at 
university. 22% of students had seriously considered dropping out of university, with 
this figure above 25% for undergraduate students. 47% of students were doing less 
exercise than pre-Covid, compared to just 26% who were doing more.

As an introvert in a different continent, I know the lockdown and 
restrictions make it tougher for me to socialise. The loneliness sets in 
when it’s been five weeks and I haven’t any friends, making me question 
the whole ‘college experience’.
 Wellbeing Survey response

Despite the enormous challenges this year, 47% of those surveyed felt that the Union 
was ‘playing a meaningful role in delivering a positive student experience despite the 
current circumstances Covid-19 restrictions’, with only 12% disagreeing.

We set out to build communities, and during an entirely online Welcome and 
induction period, delivered more than 300 events and activities for students to 

engage with. We developed a new digital platform to run our Welcome Fair, and 
14,213 students attended over two days, visiting thousands of virtual club and society 
stalls. Our aim was to encourage as many students as possible to find a community to 
join and begin to feel part of UCL. By the end of Welcome Week, on 4 October, 14,871 
club and society memberships had been taken up by 4,515 students - a 95% increase 
on the same period last year.

During the Welcome period 1,233 students attended a Speed Friending session, 
an innovative online session that helped students connect with each other. We 
continued to run these sessions throughout the year, and for the time ever, during 
the winter break where students, isolated in their halls, took part in a speed friending 
session on New Year’s Eve. Throughout the year we hosted 3,307 events, up from 
2,239 in the previous year. The introduction of online events helped us to reach more 
students than ever before.

Our Advice Service is on the front line of student support, providing guidance on 
academic issues, housing, finance and employment. Running an entirely remote 
service, our advice team supported 791 different cases. This was an increase in case 
numbers on the previous year.

Advisors helped students win £104,000 of financial support or compensation, 
compared to £62,000 the previous year. We helped students with their needs as the 
Coronavirus situation developed, staying up to date with sector changes to provide 
the best possible service to our members.

Our Language & Writing Support programme, designed to help non-native English 
speaking students with their writing and speaking skills, have continued to take 
place online and 283 students took part in our Language & Writing Coffee and 
Conversation events. These have helped students to stay connected, whilst also 
getting support from their peers with their studies. The sessions were adapted to be 
delivered online, by two peer tutors working in different time zones around the world. 
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UCL students are passionate about volunteering and supporting their communities. 
In a normal year, more than 2,000 students give 64,000 hours to help others, across 
hundreds of third-sector organisations in London. However, this year everything 
changed. Face-to-face volunteering opportunities were put on hold as the sector 
lost income streams, reduced operating costs and dealt with new Covid restrictions. 
The number of opportunities for our students to volunteer reduced significantly 
overnight. That didn’t deter our students however, and from a standing start our 
Volunteering Service sourced a range of engaging virtual volunteering opportunities 
and recruited 998 students into positions. Students were supporting projects like 
Age UK’s Check-In and Chat scheme, speaking to hundreds of vulnerable and isolated 
people in London. Virtual volunteering will now become a regular offer through our 
Volunteering Service.

The best thing about volunteering has to be the sense of purpose/
fulfilment that it gives my time. I feel good about the contribution 
that I’m making to something wider.
 Maya Kirby, SELCS student, volunteering with literacy charity Bookmark.

Project Active is our no commitment, no experience necessary, no judgement 
programme of professionally run exercise classes. It’s aimed at getting people who 
typically don’t participate in physical activity moving, and through this low impact 
exercise, improving their mental and physical health. Normally classes take place in 
exercise studios, however lockdown meant we had to find another model. We moved 
classes online but kept the total capacity small so that the class leaders could still 
engage with participants.

The teachers (Davy and Aisha) have been great and so accommodating. 
I started the few sessions with my video switched off but over time and 
because of the approach both Davy and Aisha, I became comfortable in 
turning my video on.
 Shivangi Medhi, student Project Active participant.

This year we made classes free to attend, removing a barrier to participation. In total 
1,309 students participated, with many becoming regular attendees. 59% of attendees 
are postgraduates and 74% are women.

Project Active’s online classes have been essential for my physical and 
mental health during lockdown. I booked my first class after a couple of 
weeks of working from home, as I realised that even though I didn’t do 
much exercise before lockdown, I was now missing my daily walk to the 
tube station and back and that I was getting ‘antsy’ and restless. They 
have also helped to add a sense of routine to my life in lockdown…I was 
apprehensive at first, I usually avoid exercise classes as I had an idea 
that they were full of very fit people, which I am not, who knew what they 
were doing. The classes I have done through Project Active are, of course, 
nothing like that and I really enjoy them and feel great afterwards. 
Please keep them up, they literally have been life-changing in lockdown!
 Project Active participant.

A generous grant mid-year from UCL enabled us to expand our student activities 
programme to help support students during the pandemic. We increased capacity 
to support new and existing societies, and significantly enhanced our departmental 
societies programme. One of our 40 new societies this year was UCL Autism society. 
They have been essential in supporting the welfare of their members during the 
pandemic. The society organised online socials twice weekly, weekly wellbeing check-
ups, and themed quizzes once a month. They decided to meet daily during the winter 
holidays and second lockdown as several members were alone in London, away from 
their families. Many students on the autistic spectrum have found a genuine support 
network and a non-judgmental space where they felt safe. Friendships developed 
through the society between students who had never ever met before the pandemic.
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Priority Two: Student Partnership and Change 
We want students to be true partners in the development of UCL 
and influential voices in the wider community and nationally.

In January, we completed the final part of a long-term project to improve the way 
students are represented at UCL. In 2019 we launched a democracy review which 
led to the introduction of new forums to discuss and debate ideas and policies, 
helping students make change happen. In 2020 our focus turned to the roles and 
responsibilities of our Sabbatical Officers and wider network of part-time Union 
officers through a major consultation with students on these roles. As a result, this 
year a new structure and set of responsibilities for the officer team was approved by 
the Union’s Executive.

The changes mean that we’ve restructured the Sabbatical Officer team to ensure 
clear alignment with the Union and UCL’s structures and to provide more expert 
support for equality and diversity.  The new changes took effect in our March 
elections and the new officer team take up their roles from 1 July. A new role to the 
Sabbatical Officer team - an elected, full-time Equity Officer has been created. We 
have also developed a new Equalities Unit, made up of trained and specialised staff 
drawn from across the Union, to provide more support for campaigns, casework, and 
student-led projects to tackle racism, discrimination and harassment, and provide 
additional support to our student officers who represent marginalised communities. 
The roles of the Sabbatical Officers have been streamlined, and the team will go from 
seven to six full-time posts, with all Sabbatical Officers becoming full trustees of the 
students’ union.

We held our Leadership Race, our annual election for students to elect next year’s 
team of officers in March 2021. 9,473 students voted in the Leadership Race - the 
most ever at UCL. 19.58% of all UCL students voted. A third of all undergraduates 

voted and 18.5% of all postgraduates voted. Turnout in the Medical School was a 
huge 44.3%. Our turnout percentage was higher than most universities and our total 
turnout was the largest in the UK this year and the largest student election ever held.
Throughout the year, we’ve played an active role in building the strongest possible 
partnership with UCL, ensuring we work with the university to make sure students’ 
interests are kept foremost in decision making. Key policy decisions such as the No 
Detriment policy and the changes to examinations were driven by our Sabbatical 
Officer team working in partnership with senior UCL staff.

Our Sabbatical Officers have also been working to influence national policy, lobbying 
the Government to compensate students with tuition fee refunds for the current 
academic year. Sabbatical Officers have met with Michelle Donelan, Universities 
Minister, Sir Keir Starmer, Leader of the Opposition and MP for Holborn and St 
Pancras, and the Permanent Secretary from the Department for Education. Our 
report on the case for tuition fee refunds was shared with the Government and 
we’ve been working collaboratively with other students’ unions across the Russell 
Group and via NUS to influence national decisions, including commissioning a 
report into tuition fee compensation.

Throughout this exceptionally challenging year, many UCL academic staff have gone 
above and beyond in redesigning courses, delivering online education and ensuring 
that academic standards are maintained. Our annual Student Choice Awards scheme 
aims to recognise exceptional members of staff and give students an opportunity 
to thank them. We received a record 1,482 nominations for 740 members of staff 
this year, showing just how greatly appreciated our academic community is. The 
nominations are analysed and used to make recommendations to improve 
education across UCL. 
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We delivered the largest and most 
successful ever election at UCL with 9,473 
students voting in our Leadership Race – the 
largest student election in the UK this year 
and the largest ever across London.

We trained 9,874 students to be Active 
Bystanders, helping to prevent harassment 
and sexual misconduct.
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Priority Three: Postgraduate Students 
We want to deliver the best postgraduate experience in the UK 
for our students.

We continue to improve engagement amongst postgraduate students at UCL, and 
in recent years participation in the Leadership Race election amongst postgraduate 
students has increased from 14.9% in 2019 18.2% in 2021.  We have also seen 
continuing high levels of postgraduate memberships of our clubs and societies, which 
have risen significantly in recent years.

The Community Research Initiative (CRIS), part of our Volunteering Service, is now 
in its third year. The programme helps Postgraduate Taught students do something 
exciting with their master’s dissertation. We connect master’s students with 
London’s voluntary sector to share knowledge and ideas. This collaboration helps 
shape students’ research projects and is directly informed by current community 
need in our capital. This year, 123 Postgraduate Taught students participated in the 
Community Research Initiative for Students, with 40 moving on to the Knowledge 
Exchange level of our programme, volunteering their research expertise to support 
impactful projects with a community partner.

As a part-time postgraduate student undertaking my MSc during the 
COVID-19 pandemic I have found myself somewhat isolated on occasion. 
CRIS provides me a means to engaged with UCL’s extensive network of 
collaborators and facilities discussion and networking session with other 
students of similar mind.
 Sajad Yzdani 2021 CRIS participant

The Community Research Initiative also creates a way for postgraduate students to 
connect with each other in what can be an isolated learning environment.

CRIS is a lifeboat for me. I’ve finally made some friends on my course and 
the overwhelming chat is about being really behind with dissertations. 
But I’m not and it’s because of CRIS.
 Lucy Lawrenson 2021 CRIS participant

This year, Jim Onyemenam, Postgraduate Students’ Officer, worked collaboratively 
with the UCL Doctoral school to develop the Master’s Alumni Bursary (MAB). The 
bursary is designed to support UK Master’s students beginning their studies in 
academic year 2021/22. These one-year bursaries will provide one hundred UK UCL 
alumni students with £10,000 of funding applied to tuition fees in the first instance 
with any remaining balance available towards maintenance costs.

The MAB will support our students, diversify our cohorts, and encourage students 
from underrepresented backgrounds to continue developing their knowledge, skills, 
and talent in UCL. We anticipate the bursary will make UCL a more diverse, inclusive, 
and positive place for all to study. 
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We engaged 1,309 students in online 
Project Active exercise classes, with 59% of 
attendees studying at Postgraduate level.

We provided comprehensive support to 
123 Postgraduate Taught students through 
the Community Research Initiative for 
Students, enabling them to research their 
dissertations in partnership with local 
community organisations.
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We aim to ensure that the environment at UCL is one where all students 
can fulfil their potential.

Our network of more than 1,900 Academic Reps have dedicated themselves to 
improving education at UCL and supporting their fellow students wherever they 
are studying this year. Academic Reps work in partnership with staff across their 
department and faculty to improve the experience of students. Javier Bautista, PGR 
Faculty Rep of the year winner in the Faculty of Brain Sciences was described as 
an “invaluable resource” by those nominating and Javier has immensely improved 
the life of PGR students and faculty staff alike. As an “exemplar of staff-student 
collaboration” Javier makes sure that student voices are heard and represented. He 
created, organised and executed the first ever PGR Student Conference in the Faculty 
of Brain Sciences. He also chairs and organises the Faculty’s Rep Forum, which allows 
for productive discussions and feedback across departments and reps in the faculty. 
Javier has also had a “positive impact in ensuring diversity” at the faculty and across 
UCL, co-founding and chairing the LGBTQ+ STEM @UCL Network.

We have significantly improved our work supporting reps like Javier this year, and 
our work improving students’ academic representation was reflected in the 2020 
National Student Survey results. More than half (51.4%) of undergraduate finalists 
believe we effectively represent their academic interests. We have improved our 
score for this key measure by 7% in the past two years, moving from lower quartile 
in 2019 to the middle of the Russell Group this year.  This is an especially significant 
achievement given that with all Unions scoring above us have large, modern, students’ 
union buildings and facilities which we lack, which we know affects the way in which 
students respond to this question.

Our year-on-year increase of 4.5% is the 2nd highest of the Russell Group institutions, 
with only LSE recording a bigger jump (14%).  LSE’s improvement is partly explained 
by the fact that 2020 was the first year when LSE re-established an independent 
students’ union after a period when their union had been run jointly with the 
University of the Arts.

Priority Four: Student Education 
Year on Year Comparison
Q26 The Students’  Union effectively represents student’ academic interests
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We continue to improve our work representing students’ interests and providing 
enhanced services for our members, working in partnership with UCL.

This year’s ‘Student Priorities for Education’ report analysed trends in student 
feedback from 190 different sets of Student Staff Consultative Committee (SSCC) 
minutes, almost all of which took place in 2020-21. This year’s report provides a 
comprehensive analysis of student feedback on education throughout this turbulent 
academic year. The report and recommendations have been discussed at UCL’s 
Student Experience Committee and UCL’s Education Committee, where actions for 
improvement have been assigned based on student feedback. In a highly disruptive 
year, listening to what students are saying and acting on this insight is crucial to UCL 
and through our network of academic representatives, we’ve been able to work 
closely with our UCL colleagues to achieve the best possible outcomes for students.

We increased student satisfaction as 
measured in the National Student Survey 
by 4.5%, the largest increase in any NSS 
question at UCL this year, and the 2nd 
highest increase of any Russell Group 
students’ union.

We recruited and supported more than 
1,900 Academic Representatives.
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Priority Five: Student Activities and Development
We aim to provide a fantastic student activities programme that enables 
our members to meet new friends, learn skills, develop their confidence and 
make more of their time at UCL.

This year, we transformed the UK’s largest student activities programme into an 
online, remote delivery model. Our clubs and societies offer an essential route for 
students to meet each other and form networks of support. These networks help to 
create an invaluable sense of belonging amongst students studying around the world. 

We launched the year with a new remote membership offer, allowing students to join 
clubs and societies for free remotely, and then upgrade to a paid membership once 
on campus. Approximately 15,000 students join clubs and societies in a non-Covid 
year, and this year 13,270 individual students joined, many of whom joining multiple 
groups. 47,841 memberships were taken up by students this year, 26,683 remote 
memberships and 21,163 in-person memberships. We were able to increase the 
number of clubs and societies to 336, and now have a total of 75 sports clubs and 261 
societies . Our clubs and societies continue to create a vibrant community at UCL and 
this year, 1,006 guest speakers were hosted by societies remotely, and 994 society-led 
events  took place.

To continue to engage students with sport and physical activity remotely, we 
developed a new smartphone application for students to log and track their activity, 
and then compete in leagues with other students. 655 students are currently active 
on our new platform, with more than 250 participants, including the Provost, 
competing in the UCL Move Challenge launched on University Mental Health Day.

In a time of lockdowns, social distancing, and grey weather, the UCL 
Move Challenge was one of the most precious gifts this year. It motivated 
me and my friends to stay active every single day. Overall, it was the 
perfect treat for our mental and physical health. A big thank you to the 
Student’s Union for organising this challenge, for the awesome prizes, 
and for making this week a little bit brighter every day.
 Christina Zimmerman, School of Slavonic and East European Studies.

In Term three, with national competitions still on hold, and as Covid restrictions 
allowed, we launched new UCL leagues for Dodgeball, Netball, Men’s 11-aside football, 
Women’s 11-aside football and T20 Cricket. Over 100 fixtures have taken place so 
far, with nearly 40 participating clubs, societies, and Halls of Residences teams. This 
has enabled students to get back to safe physical activity and has created a vibrant 
community which we will continue to grow next year.

Each year our TeamUCL athletes compete against arch-rivals Kings College in a 
series of sports in a competition dating back nearly two centuries. As restrictions 
were relaxed, we were able to run this year’s Varsity Series in June. TeamUCL were 
victorious once more and won their fifth consecutive title.

During this year, our student-led societies continued to develop and improve. Surgical 
Society, who won our society of the year award, started a new podcast “A Day in the 
Life” - aimed at encouraging students from disadvantaged and BAME backgrounds to 
pursue surgery. Due to the pandemic, there’s been a reduction in practical teaching 
available but Surgical Society initiated 56 teaching programmes, where students 
from as far as Israel and Malaysia attended virtually. They organised over 150 events 
throughout the year and started three mentoring schemes: Women in surgery, 
Surgical Science & Peer2peer. The Women in Surgery mentorship scheme is the 
largest in the UK, benefiting 150 students at UCL. 

16



22 virtual Student-Led Volunteering Projects took place this year including Project 
Impactive. Aemelia Baker, Chemical Engineering student, a leader with Project 
Impactive said “In my first year, I didn’t get involved in extra-curricular activities at 
UCL and felt really disconnected from the whole community. With Project Impactive, 
I had something new and different to work on but as I really enjoy it, it doesn’t feel 
like work!” 

We continued to find innovative ways to engage students in volunteering. Each term 
we delivered a series of Social Hackathons, where UCL students work collaboratively 
to tackle an issue faced by a London charity during one intense day of volunteering. 
Social Hackathons continued virtually, with students collaborating via Zoom and 
other digital tools to find solutions to problems.

I particularly enjoyed collaborating with students from other academic 
backgrounds. Seeing how they approached the tasks we were working 
on from a different perspective was very refreshing and showed me 
different ways of thinking.
 Hanna Ruhsert, Health Psychology student, 
 volunteer with online Social Hackathon.

We continued our work improving the inclusivity of our sports programme. We 
launched our first Disability and Physical Activity Plan, aimed at improving the 
sporting experience for disabled students at UCL. We trained 70 club welfare officers 
in our interactive Students Minds: Mental Health in Sport training, and trained 30 in 
our new Disability, Inclusion and Etiquette Training.

We continued to live up to our name as London’s Global University with our first ever 
remote International Festival, supported by UCL’s Global Engagement Office. The 
festival took place across five days in term two, enabling us to create a diverse set 
of events and activities. Across the week we held 23 different events and activities, 
including cooking classes, quizzes and talks.

Students take part in a virtual
Social Hackathon via Zoom
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Priority Six: Accountability, Partnerships and Governance 
We aim to be one of the best students’ unions in the UK and internationally, 
so that we can provide the very best services and facilities for UCL students.

Communicating with our members about complex issues has been extremely 
challenging during the pandemic. Our members wanted to know about, and 
understand, the decisions and policies being quickly created to deal with the impact of 
Covid. They needed to know what had been agreed by their representatives and why.

We decided to start a weekly TV chat show, broadcast through our social media 
channels, with our elected student representatives acting as rotating hosts. We called 
the show the Group Chat. We recruited student volunteers from our Film and TV 
society, upskilled them with additional training on live-broadcast tools, and began 
broadcasting.

The Group Chat became the fastest for way for UCL students to find out about 
decisions that affected them – from rent refunds to policies on assessment grading. 
We found that students were regularly tuning in live to hear about meetings their 
representatives had been in. We were able to use the platform to give a behind 
the scenes look into policy development at UCL, whilst keeping it fun, informal 
and accessible. The Group Chat was watched by around 4,500 students per week, 
more than any other video content we share. We’ve raised the bar on transparency 
compared to previous years, helped build trust in the work of our elected 
representatives and raise the profile of our organisation.

Our Investors in People audit showed that:

• 95% of people feel the organisation is a great place to work 

• 97% of people feel the organisation has a positive 
impact on society 

• 97% of people feel the organisation has a plan for the future 

• 100% of people feel the organisation has clear values and 98% 
of people share the values 

• 97% of people trust the leaders of your organisation 

• 97% of people feel management communicate 
the ambition of the organisation

We increased the volume of our email communication whilst maintaining a consistent 
average open rate of 53.7% (53.4% in 2020). We launched a new weekly events 
newsletter and a newsletter for international students, alongside our newsletters for 
postgraduates and all students. Our email newsletters were read 1.5 million times, up 
from 712,000 in the previous year.

Last year, we conducted a review of our governance arrangements and established 
an action plan which responds to six areas of improvement. We’ve now completed 
52% of the actions identified on the Governance Review Action Plan. We continue 
to develop the quality of our governance in line with the good governance codes for 
students’ unions and the charity sector.
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This year we developed a new commercial strategy which aims to significantly 
improve our commercial operation and provide high quality, inclusive and diverse 
services that meet our members’ needs and aspirations. The strategy provides a 
framework to help us increase our income year on year and the contribution back 
into the Union budget to enable us to deliver more services for students, helping to 
meet rapidly rising levels of engagement. Over the next three years our priority is to 
create welcoming, safe and vibrant community spaces, offer high quality products, 
events and services, continue to provide the best value for money on campus, 
deliver a high-quality service and professional operation, ensure every student knows 
about our commercial offer through excellent marketing, develop the most engaged 
student staff team in London and be the most sustainable Students’ Union in the UK.

In February 2021 we achieved an Investors in People Silver Award, an improvement 
on the Bronze award achieved during our previous audit in 2018. Investors in People 
have accredited more than 50,000 organisations and their awards are recognised 
in 66 countries around the world, making it the global benchmark when it comes to 
people management. Silver is a significant achievement and something only 20% of 
the organisations assessed achieve.

The Investors in People auditor said that “Students Union UCL has been on a 
programme of change and professionalism since the last assessment. This has led 
to improvements in the performance of the Union as a whole, including improved 
student engagement. There is passion and pride from the vast majority of people 
about working for the Union and this is backed up by the survey with 95% of people 
agreeing to some extent it is a great place to work.”

Episodes of the Group Chat have been broadcast 
weekly since the start of term two
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Our Priorities for the Future
Over the next twelve months our key priorities will include the re-opening of our 
in-person services to provide the best possible support to students as they begin 
the 2021-22 academic year. We hope to hold the best Welcome period yet, with a 
strong programme of face-to-face events for students to meet new friends and be 
welcomed back to our campus. We hope to run our strongest ever student activities 
programme, with more engagement that ever in our clubs and societies. We hope 
that next year we will be able to re-open all of our bars and cafes, following a year 
when they have been heavily disrupted by Covid.

We are also excited to be opening our new Students’ Union convenience store in the 
newly refurbished UCL shop space in the Wilkins Building. This will open early in the 
new academic year providing a wide range of convenience foods, drink, stationary and 
other products for students.  This will help to further extend the Union’s brand on 
campus, helping us to become a stronger aspect of the lives of all of our students.

We are excited to be working with the UCL Estates team to review the Union’s future 
building and facility needs and developing a Master Plan for Students’ Union spaces. A 
new fit for purpose home for the Union remains the organisation’s biggest priority and 
will be essential in enabling us to achieve our vision of being one of the best students’ 
unions in the UK – a Union that helps UCL to genuinely provide the outstanding 
student experience that we all want to see. This is becoming increasingly urgent and 
important with the closure of the University of London’s Student Central which will 
leave our students with even more limited access to social and sporting facilities.

In the year ahead we will also be developing a new Strategic Plan for the Union. We 
will be developing this alongside the development of UCL’s next strategy. It will set out 
our ambitions for the next three years as we move through the Union’s 130th birthday 
in 2023 and look towards UCL’s bicentenary in 2026.  We will be consulting closely with 
students and with our colleagues across UCL in the development of the new strategy. 
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