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Abstract. 

The last few decades have seen an increased diversification of the student body in 
higher education. Simultaneously, the collective representation of students through 
student representative bodies has become a central component of the higher education 
culture in Ireland, the UK and Europe. This paper aims to explore the challenges that 
student representatives, often known as student officers, face in effectively 
communicating the views of the entire diversity of students they represent. In exploring 
this issue, the paper outlines some of the key demographics typically referred to as 
‘hard to reach’ (Shaw, Humphrey, Atvars & Sims, 2017) or ‘non-traditional’ (Smith, 
2008) who tend to engage less visibly in student representative activities. In identifying 
some of the key student demographics that this issue tends to affect, the paper outlines 
some of the practical and cultural barriers that prevent them from fully engaging with 
student representation, and how this impacts the extent to which student representative 
bodies can effectively advocate on their behalf. In concluding, the paper identifies some 
existing practices that may warrant further exploration by student representatives and 
higher education institutions in order to ensure the diversity of the student body is 
effectively heard through representative structures. 
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1. Introduction. 

The role of student representation in Higher Education has evolved over the decades. From its' 

origins as part of a wave of democratisation across Western Europe and North America in the 

1970s (Luescher-Mamashala, 2012), the collective representation of students is now an 

expected norm across Western Higher Education (Bols, 2020). Bols (2020, p. 66) describes 

student representation as "the wider roles and activities of representing the views of 
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students…often undertaken by institutional, national or international student representatives". 

Students' Unions (SUs) traditionally undertake this function through a pyramid structure, 

consisting of a small number of paid full-time student representatives at the top, supported by a 

range of other academic representatives who are generally organised at Faculty, School and 

Course level (Brooks, Byford & Sela, 2014). Some regard representation as the primary role of 

Students' Unions (Bols, 2020), and if executed effectively, it can potentially have a 

transformative impact on the student experience. 

 

That being said, against a backdrop of increased participation, described as the "massification" 

(Hazelkorn et al., 2015, p. 237) of Higher Education in the UK and Ireland, the role of Students' 

Union representatives in representing the collective views of an increasingly diverse student 

body is greatly challenged (Flint & O'Hara, 2013; Brooks, Byford & Sel., 2015a). This paper will 

explore the changing nature of student representation, focusing on the role of elected students' 

union officers, sometimes referred to as 'sabbatical officers', in representing the views of a wider 

diversity of students. This paper will discuss some of the barriers that these students face in 

engaging with their Students' Union and the extent to which Students' Union Officers can be 

truly representative of these groups. Finally, in concluding, we will explore recommendations on 

how Students' Unions can more effectively represent the views of a constantly changing student 

demographic. 

2. A vision of diversity. 

Participation in Higher Education has increased and diversified in both the UK (McVitty & Morris, 

2012; Saubert, 2014) and Ireland (Hazelkorn et al., 2015) over the last few decades, mainly due 

to an increased emphasis at the government level on widening access and participation 

(Butcher, 2015; Hazelkorn et al., 2015; Bols, 2017). Despite the increased diversity in student 

demographics, many of these groups typically struggle to adapt to Higher Education 

surroundings, with labels such as 'hard to reach' (Shaw et al., 2017) and 'non-traditional' (Smith, 

2008) being coined to explore the challenges that they face. However, terms like this fail to 

capture the full story of the students they aim to represent and have been criticised by some 

(Marie, MacKenzie, Rowett & Wright, 2017; Goddard, 2017) for placing them in direct 

comparison to other students – the 'traditional', engaged students. We can learn from this the 

importance of placing equal value on and paying equal attention to each learner's experience. 

These terms typically denote groups such as mature students (Frith & Wilson, 2014), Black and 
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Ethnic Minority students (Royal Irish Academy & British Council, 2020), working-class students 

(Glazzard, 2017) and students with disabilities (Rath, 2020; Brown & Broido, 2020). It is 

important to note that these groups do not exist in complete silos, and many students occupy 

many of these identities (McVitty & Morris, 2012, Museus, Griffin & Quaye, 2020). Non-

demographic characteristics often come into play here; for example, mature students often 

study part-time (McVitty & Morris, 2012; Frith & Wilson, 2014), and commuter students often 

occupy multiple other minoritised identities (Thomas & Jones, 2017). Each demographic brings 

its unique challenges. Kouzoukas (2020) states that it is essential to recognise and 

acknowledge students' multiple identities and how they intersect and influence their experience. 

Therefore, there is a need to examine both the unique challenges faced by certain groups and 

those that are shared across many groups. This will form the basis of the next section. 

3. Engaging diverse students in Students' Unions. 

Research points to varying engagement in Students' Union activity across different 

demographics (Sims et al., 2017), with mature students, ethnic minority students and students 

with disabilities amongst those least likely to engage (Stuart et al., 2009). The reasons vary 

across and even within demographic groups, but many of the core barriers to engagement are 

common across many demographics (Stuart et al., 2009). Practical barriers that so-called non-

traditional students face compared to their young, white, non-disabled peers include lack of time 

to devote to extra-curricular activities (Stuart et al., 2009; Bols, 2017). For example, mature 

learners are more likely to have additional caring responsibilities (Stuart et al., 2009) and are 

more likely to work outside of University to support their families (Chapman, Parmar & Trotter, 

2007). Therefore, these additional responsibilities lessen the time available for some students 

to engage with their Students' Union. 

 

Working-class and ethnic minority students are also more likely to rely on employment during 

their studies, limiting the time available for them to engage with extra-curricular activities (Stuart 

et al., 2009). Brooks et al. (2015b) suggest that this is an example of a socio-economic divide 

where those typically engaged in Students' Union activity such as clubs & societies or student 

representation are generally those who can afford not to spend that time in paid employment. 

This socioeconomic divide is also evident in the significant increase in off-campus commuter 

students (Humphrey & Lowe, 2017), many of whom share other minoritised identities (Thomas 

& Jones, 2017). Living off-campus poses another barrier to participation, meaning they are less 
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likely to be aware of the Students' Union (Lowe, 2019) or run for any representative positions 

(Brooks et al., 2015b). Where they do take up representative roles, they are likely to face further 

barriers accessing training and meetings, which are usually held on campus during the day 

(Thomas & Jones, 2017) when many of these students may not be in attendance. These are 

just some of the hidden barriers that inhibit the participation of specific cohorts in SU activities. 

Practical barriers to participation can quickly become social and emotional barriers leading to a 

sense of exclusion or a diminished feeling of community amongst cohorts who have less access 

to physical SU spaces (Brooks et al., 2015b). Exploring the concept of 'sense of belonging', 

Humphrey & Lowe (2017) find that those who live off-campus are less likely to believe that SU 

activities positively contribute to their sense of belonging, due primarily to less exposure than 

their oncampus counterparts. Butcher (2015) explores this through the lens of part-time students 

who are more likely to feel marginalised due to the emphasis placed on campus engagement. 

Less than half of those interviewed were aware of their SU. Mature students often feel this sense 

of exclusion, according to Frith & Wilson (2014). Therefore, it is clear that an overemphasis on 

on-campus engagement creates not just a practical barrier for specific cohorts but a social 

barrier too. Given the previously mentioned barriers to engagement, it is perhaps unsurprising 

that research suggests that many of these groups are poorly represented in student leadership 

positions, particularly mature students and ethnic minority students (Brooks et al., 2015a). 

Institutional data from Middlesex University also suggests that Black, African, Caribbean and 

Black British students are slightly underrepresented, and white students are slightly 

overrepresented in academic representative roles (Lewis & Struetzel, 2019). It is not just that 

many demographics are not represented in student leadership roles, but that they are not putting 

themselves forward for these roles. It appears that this is due to a combination of the practical 

barriers we have previously explored and a sense of distance from the Students' Union – a 

feeling that the SU is inaccessible to students like them. 

 

Even where these students go for election, research suggests that the playing field is not always 

totally level. For example, their external commitments often prohibit them from developing the 

same social networks that other students build through living in halls and engaging in extra-

curricular activities (Stuart et al., 2009; Thomas & Jones, 2017). These on-campus 

engagements often prove crucial in building networks and developing a reputation that benefits 

them in an election (Brooks et al., 2015a). This demonstrates the inequality between these 

students and the so-called 'traditional' student – typically younger, white, middle-class students 
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who live on or close to campus and are directly involved in all aspects of student life. With a 

clear advantage in building social networks, it is hardly surprising that these cohorts are 

represented on Students' Union teams far more frequently than mature students, black and 

ethnic minority students, and working-class students. 

 

For some, it may seem immaterial what demographic Students' Union leaders are drawn from 

as long as they represent the views of all students. However, Brooks et al. (2015a) note that 

students are far less likely to run for election if they have no visible role models with whom they 

can identify. Similarly, Rath (2020) notes that students with disabilities take great pride and 

encouragement from seeing other students with disabilities in leadership roles. Campbell & 

Wolbrecht explored this same point in the broader context of female representation in politics, 

finding that visible representation of women is key to encouraging other women into politics. 

Furthermore, where most or all Students' Union leaders come from narrow demographics, this 

can create the perception that they only represent a specific cohort of students, further 

disincentivising participation amongst those from other groups (Stuart et al., 2009). This creates 

a self-fulfilling prophecy where students perceive their SU to be unrepresentative of their 

interests and thus do not engage, making it more difficult for the SU to fulfil its' role as the 

legitimate representative voice of all students. 

4. The SU as a 'representative' voice of all. 

Students' Union critics often point towards their average engagement figures of around 16% 

(Lowe & Dunne, 2017) and limited engagement by minority cohorts (Kandiko & Mawer, 2013) 

as evidence that they are unrepresentative of the entire student body. Indeed, recent years have 

seen increased public criticism of Students Unions, with some Government figures accusing 

them of being run by an exclusive clique pushing an overly political agenda that threatens free 

speech (Hazell, 2021). These arguments echo UK Conservative Ministers' labelling of SUs as 

a "closed shop" back in the 90s (Day & Dickinson, 2018, p.40). The background to many of 

these debates derives from Students' Unions refusing to platform speakers they deem to pose 

a risk to minority groups. Therefore, it could be argued that these actions actually denote an 

enhanced commitment to equality and diversity amongst Students' Unions. This focus on 

equality and diversity is reflected in the relatively strong representation of LGBT+ students in 

sabbatical officer roles (Brooks et al., 2015a). 
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Whilst increased visibility of minority student cohorts in SU leadership roles can be a positive 

sign of inclusion, it does not however guarantee that issues faced by these cohorts will be 

prioritised. If we take the example of LGBT+ students, Phipps (2020) found significant gaps in 

SU awareness and action surrounding LGBT+ inclusion in campus sport despite the perceived 

increase in LGBT+ SU officers. Phipps' research found that the identity of the officers can often 

drive the issues prioritised by Students' Unions. Where policy is implemented by one team, it 

can often be deprioritised by subsequent officers and thus be no more than a token nod to 

equality & diversity. This is where representative structures are vital to ensuring the meaningful 

inclusion of all voices to ensure Students' Union representatives are not just advocating for their 

own views but those of the entire college (Bols, 2020). This would also help to ensure that 

minority voices are not silenced by the louder, more dominant voices (Rudduck & Fielding, 2006) 

within the student body. We can therefore learn from this that representativeness is not just 

about the identity of student representatives but how effectively these individuals represent the 

voices of other students. 

 

Problematising this scenario, Flint & O'Hara (2013, p. 14) point towards the importance of 

ensuring that Students' Unions can access the voice of the "silent majority", noting the relatively 

small proportion of students who typically engage in SU representation structures. Bryson 

(2014) argues that this can be achieved through collective representation, where all members 

of the community are empowered to engage in these structures. However, this is caveated by 

highlighting the distance between sabbatical officers and the thousands of students they 

represent, particularly in large institutions. This distance is further heightened where SU officer 

teams are not as diverse as the student body they represent. For example, whilst working-class 

students can feel empowered when they hear SUs advocating for their interests, they can also 

feel disenfranchised if the only voices they hear speaking on these issues are middle-class 

students (Glazzard, 2017). Closing the gaps between SU officers and the students they 

represent means ensuring that representative structures are inclusive and that students from all 

demographics are empowered and able to engage within these structures. 

 

Where they do not believe that their interests are being effectively represented, some cohorts 

may organise externally to the SU. Some contemporary examples of this include the response 

to UK tuition fee increases in the early 2010s. Fuelled by anger at their treatment by 

Government, students organised on campus occupations and protests. Salter & Boyce-Kay 
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(2011) recall the tension between many of these groups and their Students' Union officers, 

whom they believed were providing ineffective opposition on this issue, hence organising action 

outside of formal SU structures. Over the last decade, the decolonise movement has grown 

across UK universities, led mainly by black and ethnic minority students (Gebrial, 2018). 

Although many Students' Unions, including the national union, NUS UK, campaign actively on 

this issue (Bhambra, Gebrial & Nişancıoğlu, 2019), one might wonder whether the distrust 

expressed by many activists during the anti-fees movement is echoed by those involved in the 

decolonise movement. Developing trust and credibility amongst their membership is pivotal to 

ensuring that Students' Unions continue to be viewed as the legitimate structure through which 

activism is organised. 

 

Whilst there is limited scholarly research on the role of Students' Unions in supporting activism 

by black and ethnic minority students, Stevenson et al. (2019) note that these cohorts often feel 

unsupported in addressing the discrimination they face. Furthermore, many of these students 

can be unfairly labelled as troublemakers when they engage in activism or self-advocacy – 

echoing the experience of black and ethnic minority students in US colleges mobilising against 

the on-campus discrimination they face (Linder et al., 2019). Addressing this challenge requires 

Students' Unions to build trust with black and ethnic minority students so they can remove the 

burden that self-advocacy places on these students. In the context of both the Decolonise and 

Black Lives Matter movements (Lobo, 2020), there is scope for SUs to harness the anger of 

their students. This will entail critically reviewing how their structures may previously have failed 

black and ethnic minority students and addressing these shortcomings. 

5. Considerations for the future. 

In enhancing their engagement with minority groups, an essential first step is for SUs to track 

and monitor engagement (Bols, 2017). In doing so, they should aim to identify the student 

cohorts they are failing to engage, the reasons for this and actions they can take to address it. 

Flint and O'Hara (2013) caution against adopting representative structures uncritically and 

expecting all student groups to fit into these – instead, Students' Unions should aim to engage 

directly with these students to design mechanisms that work for them. One such example of this 

is the work carried out at the University of Winchester to develop representation networks for 

underrepresented groups and working with these students to co-create actions that will improve 

their engagement with the college and the SU (Islam, Burnett & Collins, 2021). Engaging 
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proactively with underrepresented cohorts sends a clear message that the SU is there for all 

students and that their voice matters. 

 

Building upon this idea, Museus et al. (2020) argue that the development of peer networks 

creates a safe space where students feel more comfortable discussing the challenges they face, 

knowing that they are surrounded by people who understand what they are going through. This 

model is already in place in many Students’ Unions and has been central to NUS UK's liberation 

work over the last decade (Day & Dickinson, 2018). Thomas and Jones (2007) and Islam et al. 

(2021) recommend that Students' Unions work in partnership with their institutions to engage 

underrepresented cohorts, recognising their shared interest in ensuring all student voices are 

heard within the institution. In Ireland and the UK, increased attention is being paid to equality, 

diversity and inclusion issues in higher education through initiatives such as Advance HE’s 

Athena Swan, and Race and Equality Charters – though much work is still to be done in further 

embedding a culture of inclusion for staff and student from a range of identities and fully 

addressing racism and exclusion that takes place on campus (Royal Irish Academy & British 

Council, 2020). 

 

Of course, the practical barriers that many minority students face in engaging with their 

Students' Union must be addressed if this is to be effective. This might take the form of increased 

use of online events and training (Stuart et al., 2009; Bols, 2020). COVID-19 has required SUs 

to pivot most of their services, including representation online – continuing this practice may 

enable access to SU structures for students previously unable to do so. Finally, SUs must offer 

support to all representatives – including sabbatical officers in effectively representing the voices 

of all students, particularly minority groups (Bols 2017; Lewis & Struetzel, 2019; Museus et al., 

2020). Doing so allows representatives to understand both the unique challenges and 

commonalities across numerous minority student groups. One such example is the 

'Representing Diversity' programme piloted by the National Student Engagement Programme 

[NStEP] (NStEP, 2021) which has been rolled out to all Irish HEIs participating in NStEP from 

Autumn 2021. Given the limited number of sabbatical officer roles in every Students' Union 

(Bryson, 2014), inclusive representation structures play a pivotal role in ensuring that the issues 

facing students on the ground are heard and acted upon by their elected representatives. While 

this paper largely draws on evidence from the UK higher education sector, the points explored 

are equally relevant to Irish higher education given the many similarities between both sectors, 
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particularly in the organisation of Students' Unions. The evidence gathered highlights the need 

for further research within the context of Irish Higher Education - one such potential lens could 

be exploration of the representation of student cohorts named in the National Access Plan and 

how this impacts upon access and participation activity within institutions.  

6. Final conclusions. 

As the student population continues to diversify, Students' Unions must recognise the unique 

challenges that many of their students face and how this might influence their engagement or 

otherwise with the SU. As Saubert (2014, p. 131) reminds us, "there is not a single mould in 

which all students can be placed". Recognising this diversity means ensuring that mechanisms 

are in place to capture the experiences of all members of the student community and avoiding 

tokenism or one size fits all approaches that often favour the voices of more dominant student 

groups. In doing so, Students' Unions must honestly evaluate their structures and consider how 

they can create structures better suited to the needs of underrepresented cohorts. Increased 

diversity amongst SU officers is not sole evidence of a more inclusive and representative 

Students' Union, but it can help to empower students from these groups. There is limited up-to-

date research on the identity of SU officers, but anecdotal evidence suggests that equality and 

diversity is a priority area for many SUs (Day and Dickinson, 2018; Royal Irish Academy & British 

Council, 2020) and that this is beginning to be reflected in the identity of SU leaders. Though 

they may be perceived as 'hard to reach', minority student cohorts generally express favourable 

views of Students' Unions (Rath, 2020) and do wish to engage with them, but face numerous 

barriers in doing so. Overcoming this challenge will require rethinking the way SUs reach out to 

students, moving away from a dependency on on-campus interaction and working with these 

cohorts to co-create inclusive approaches to engagement. However, with a recognised track 

record of leading the way on many equality and diversity issues, Students' Unions are not 

starting from a blank slate. 
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