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Agile Responses: Starting 
the Conversation 
A STARTER FOR TEN WITH FIFTY STUDENTS' 
UNIONS 
Coole Insight partnered up with SU Skills to run a facilitated 
network session with students' unions from across the UK to gain 
insight into the sector's initial response of going into lockdown, 
and the impact that this was having. 

While students' unions were experiencing similar challenges, 
there were a few nuggets of how going into lockdown enabled 
SU's to improve specific areas of their practice. Here are some of 
the themes from that emerged from the session, but also from my early 121 discussions with students' 
unions.  

In terms of the challenges, Dundee Students' Association, Lincoln SU, Durham SU and many others 
highlighted the impact of lockdown on commercial services and the knock-on effect that this was 
having on the overall finances of the SU. At Bishop Grosseteste SU this was their first-year operating a 
bar, the first year in operation that will no doubt live long in the memory!  

ADDING CONTEXT 
I have worked with many students' unions over the years that run large commercial programmes, and I 
would broad-brush categorise them as follows: 

• Good in all aspects 
• Good at Membership Services, failing commercially 
• Failing at Membership Services, good commercially 
• Failing in all aspects 

However, within each of these broad categories different funding models will exist. For example, you 
could be an excellent students' union which often means there is also a great relationship in place with 
the University, so what now for great SU's that are reliant on their commercial activity, as opposed to 
their block grant from the University? How can they maintain their excellent performance that relates 
directly to their charitable purpose and compliance with the 94 Education Act?  

 

 

 

Stephen Coole is the Founder and 
Director of Coole Insight Ltd 
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The same Education Act that carries legal implications for institutions as regulators of SU's, hence the 
block grant and the original purposes and rationale for why institutions fund students' unions in the 
first place? We may not have the answers to these questions now. Still, during 2020/21 this is an area 
to keep an eye on as it has the potential to rethink and set a new precedent for how SU's are funded by 
their institution's and perhaps in turn how institutions are funded for this portion of their grant by the 
Office the Students. 

AGILE RESPONSES 
Dundee Students' Association also highlighted how the Raise and Giving campaign turned the 
attention of its volunteering activity to support the local response to Covid-19 in Dundee both on 
campus and in the city. Student volunteers who stayed in Dundee during lockdown gave up their time 
to support local efforts to ensure they played their part in supporting the local community. Activity of 
this nature was also reflected in the feedback received from places such as Manchester Met Students' 
Union where the SU have worked with student groups to develop online communities and 
investigating what volunteering opportunities exist for students local to the Manchester area. 

Bishop Grosseteste SU said the main issue their student members have been facing was around rent 
and landlords not agreeing to early releases, as this can be said for students' unions across the UK, and 
indeed the world. The SU works with a "fantastic partner" called 'Crib Advisor' which is run by students 
in Lincoln and has excellent help articles on their webpages.  

In terms of digital solutions and improvements, Canterbury Christchurch SU feedback that their CEO 
has shares in Google which has made working from home straightforward, as the SU does all its work 
in the cloud anyway. Pre lockdown SU staff would work 2-3 days a week from home. Christchurch SU 
has also had success with moving some of their student engagement work online and will be retaining 
these things when they can return to a face to face environment. The Student Opportunities team at 
Sheffield Hallam SU have used technology to help the move to homeworking by introducing 'Click Up', 
which is a project management cloud-based service. Northumbria Students' Union also revealed that 
their online Student Council was "the best one we have ever had" when they ran it using Microsoft 
Teams, and they will be retaining this approach for the future. 

One of the biggest successes of the lockdown period was where Exeter Guild and Falmouth and Exeter 
Students' Union managed to secure a 'no detriment policy' with the University of Exeter to ensure that 
students were provided with 'a safety net' for any scheduled assessments, exams or coursework due 
for submission after 15th March.  
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HEI's Stand by Your SU 
BUSTING THE NORM 
Back in February, I was starting to talk to staff about how they 
"might want to think about moving some information onto folders 
they could still access from home" and was greeted with some 
fairly puzzled looks as to why that would be necessary. I'll be 
honest; I don't think anyone – even those who got to attend 
University planning meetings - imagined we'd be in lockdown into 
June or what post-lockdown planning would involve. There will 
definitely be some dead plants in my office to greet me when I 
can get back (and maybe a very sad fruit bowl…) along with some 
very real challenges for my SU to contend with. 

One of my favourite lines to spout when I'm faced with something which will lead to changes being 
necessary is "well, SUs are built on change" and I really believe it's true. We change our leadership 
every year, we change our membership by a vast percentage every year, and we change our logos 
probably a little too often. If there were ever an organisation who will be able to respond to these 
changing times, I'd back an SU. 

In saying that, it's essential for people like me to reflect on our role in the next few months and how we 
influence and define those changes – staff are often the necessary continuity to keep the rapidly 
moving ship steady. What we must all guard against is our tenancy to go into "protect the SU" mode for 
too long and end up losing sight on what the SU is and who it's for – time to read over those charitable 
objects again and really listen to members.  

REFRAMING OUR ACTIVITY 
All HEIs should be asking themselves what the whole student experience should look like on the other 
side of summer and not be tempted to focus all time and energy on what the online learning and 
teaching provision. Getting teaching and learning right is, of course, a massive part of getting the 
experience right, but it's not by any means all of what makes a student experience. I can't see how SUs 
will be anything other than central to defining and delivering a rounded student experience in 2020/21 
- flick open any university prospectus, and you'll be greeted with a good chapter or two of pages about 
the leafy campus, the vibrant community and the co-curricular before you get more than a passing 
reference to "world leading teaching". 

 

 

 

Josh Clare is the CEO at the 
University of Gloucestershire 

Students’ Union 
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ZOOMING INTO THE FUTURE? 
The way online award ceremonies have been received across 
SUs so positively (including here at UoGSU!) just goes to show 
how students are still crying out for that link to something at 
University which isn't a pushed back hand-in or an online 
tutorial. We saw whole teams and societies watching our 
ceremony together with a Zoom call on one screen and the 
ceremony on the other. The entire world has tried to "keep in 
touch" with each other during this crisis, and it should be no 

surprise that some of the communities we helped to cultivate are still so important to people. If you, 
like me, have spent the best part of the last 3 months on your own you will recognise that being social 
isn't a "nice to have" but an essential for feeling well and being productive. As a sector we shouldn't 
underestimate or undersell the work we do here – SUs and the social opportunities we help to create 
are the bedrock on which a huge number of lifelong friendships are built which keep those in higher 
education happy and healthy. 

I believed in what SUs brought to table well before Covid-19 – the support we give to those who want 
to challenge institutions to do better for learners, the option we give to get help with your tenancy 
problems from someone on your side and the spaces we create for students to make new friendships 
and feel part of something. I can't see how the need for these things will not be even greater in the 
"new normal" so I'd urge anyone reading this to keep fighting that fight about funding for the year 
ahead to protect all those student facing services – you really will be on the right side of the debate of 
what's important come October time. 
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Keeping Student 
Opportunities Going 
WHAT WE DID 
We hosted the National Societies & Volunteering Awards as a live 
stream event. We had judges' speeches, winners' speeches and 
live social media interactions. We had 200 people join the live 
stream, and it has now had nearly 4,000 views! 

Organised Fun has provided some free resources to support 
students' unions to Keep Student Opportunities Going.  

We've also teamed up with SU Skills and 25 Dots to create a brand 
new 'Welcome 2020' programme to support students' unions with 
their Freshers/Welcome 2020 planning.  

SOMETIMES BETTER 
It has been heartening to see how well students' unions have 
responded - they were typically quite reliant on face to face 
interactions, particularly with myself as a consultant. I have been 
happy to work with students' unions online and have found that it 
has been *nearly as good* as face to face, and sometimes better!  

I have been inspired by how SUs have created vibrant online 
communities and how students have been self-organising activities. 
What worried me at the start, and is still a concern, is how 
universities are seemingly relying heavily on SUs to be 'social 
secretaries' for the University. There have been lots of students' 
unions feeling the pressure to provide amazing, exciting online social 
activities. They have been doing this (of course!), but the pressure 
from the institution has been problematic.  

  

 

Rosie Hunnam is the Founder of 
Oranised Fun and Chair of Trustees 
for Falmouth and Exeter Students’ 

Union 
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POINTING TO THE FUTURE 
We are heading into hazy waters, where SUs are having to scenario plan and make difficult decisions 
about how they support members, work with their institution while also following government advice. 
We do this already, but with COVID, there is so much more uncertainty. Through the Welcome 2020 
programme, Jo Walters shared some interesting thinking about the difference between what SUs are 
allowed, willing and able to do. We may be legally allowed to have a freshers' fair but are we able to 
and are we ready to. Are students willing and able to attend? I am concerned that there will be 
pressures from the institution and from members for SUs to act on things and want SUs to maintain 
their values of inclusivity during this difficult time.  

For student opportunities more specifically, there is unlikely to be student sport as we know it, much of 
student fundraising will be different, and any student events and activities are going to be socially 
distant or online. There are lots of adapting and 'pivoting' that is going to happen, and I know that this 
will not work for all students. I would be surprised if students' unions can maintain their pre-COVID 
engagement levels, and I do not think that is what our targets should be. Instead, I believe this is an 
excellent opportunity to try different types of activity, less formal communities with different types of 
activities. The silver lining for this will hopefully see improved engagement from students who would 
not turn up to an in-person society social but prefer this new way of engaging. 
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Celebrating in lockdown! 
As many of our peers will understand, COVID-19 and lockdown left 
many of us in Students' Unions looking at our annual awards with 
sad eyes and a deep longing for our so far possibly unappreciated 
ability to celebrate the success of our students and University 
colleagues with some cracking events where students and staff could 
celebrate together. Whether usually with a glass of fizz, some fancy 
canapés, some showcasing of student talent, a bit of dressing up and 
a possible after party annual celebrations in all varieties are a 
highlight and sadly things were going to be different this year for all 
of us. As with many of you, our collective Staff and Officers team let 
out a united sigh and realised just how much these opportunities 
had meant to us and just how much we would miss them. So, we 
decided to get our heads together to see what we could do to still celebrate in our new remote landscape. 
We ran three separate events in an AberSU Celebrates week commencing 27th April (Sports Awards, 
Societies Awards and Staff & Students Awards) and as we're really happy with how they went I wanted to 
share our story and why we will keep elements of these in the future regardless of COVID requirements. 
Rather than just outlining what we did I thought it might be helpful to start with the why and then the 
what/how as this is how we looked at each element and decided on our final plans. 

WANTING TO INVOLVE AS MANY PEOPLE AS POSSIBLE  
Usually we have a range of familiar faces and characters relevant to the awards to really share the fun and 
the students and staff involved and we wanted to keep this going virtually. We discussed how we could run 
a live zoom event that switched between presenters, but it felt like there might be some increased risk of 
technical glitches and a lot of pressure on the night. Key staff and students were asked to record short 
videos, sometimes with a short script to use as a starter for ten, with clear instructions on filming including a 
sample of the distance from screen, being in landscape and recording 5 seconds before speaking and 
leaving the recording 5 seconds afterwards before stopping. We then embedded these videos in a 
PowerPoint presentation which would allow clear shortlisting info and branding while keeping things 
interesting and having a feel of the awards we all know and love. These presentations were then saved as a 
video for each event. 

  

 

Trish McGrath, CEO of Aberystwyth 
Students’ Union 
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WE ALL ENJOY A BIT OF SUSPENSE 
As much as we all want to know who the winners are, we all also enjoy a bit of suspense. Publishing a list of 
winners or releasing the videos in clips online would no doubt result in our resourceful students forwarding 
ahead and finding out if they or their friends have won. Where is the suspense in that? Publishing the videos 
using the Facebook and YouTube Premiere features (with YouTube embedded on our Website). These 
display a countdown in the run up to release and only play the videos in real time at their published time. 
This meant no-one could skip ahead and instead we all watched together with great engagement during and 
after on social media. 

WE WANT TO SPEND TIME TOGETHER 
We were most sad to imagine an awards event where we could not be together watching our students find 
out they had won an award. We realised that for us it would not work to publish a list of winners or tiles of 
winners on social media or a website as we also wanted to have some face to face celebrating action. To 
resolve this, we set up Zoom events to run simultaneously with the video releases and the videos were 
screenshared a couple of seconds ahead. Top tips: if you haven't done this before make sure you have the 
waiting room enabled; that you disable participant ability to screen share or alter your presentation in any 
way; that you explain the process including that you will mute all participants during the video and 
encourage use of the chat to communicate in group 1 minute before the video; that you share the video and 
not your screen; that you turn your video off and mute your meeting audio.  

Our SU staff joined in on different nights and were joined by good numbers of University staff and students 
- some dressed up (I enjoyed glamming up for it) and a really lovely bonus was the addition of family 
members on sofas watching to see who the winners would be.  

WE WOULD USUALLY SHARE A PICTURE OF THE WINNERS 
We helped share student success using a clear branding theme with online communications. Tiles were 
prepared for each winner with the award, the winner and the Celebrates branding. These tiles were 
scheduled onto social media with a suitable delay from the video release but then published live during the 
event. The scheduling meant that there was no delay in posting and that it was less stressful for the staff 
member posting on the night. Winners then used these images either sharing and tagging or copying and 
reposting to share their success. 

ENJOYING WORKING AS A TEAM 
Different elements from writing scripts, running orders, slides creation, shortlisting, video editing, 
communications, hosting the videos, presenting awards, and uploading videos and information were all split 
between a variety of staff and officers. Pulling off the overall virtual Celebrates at Aberystwyth really was still 
a team effort and we very much got to feel the joy and happiness we usually feel in celebrating the brilliant 
work of our students and staff. 
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SU Survival & Student 
Leadership: Existence vs 
Purpose 
INVESTING TO SUCCEED 
To play our part during the pandemic, Coole Insight provided 
students' unions with over 134 hours of free coaching, strategic 
advice, and organisational support during the lockdown. In 
financial terms, this equates to an investment of £6,600 from 
Coole Insight into students' unions as they navigated the early 
stages and responded to the pandemic. Over the three-month 
period Coole Insight worked directly and intensely with 32 
different student officers.  

MAINTAINING CONSISTENCY  
During this incredibly challenging time it was important for SU's to ensure that their student officers 
were receiving consistent support in being able to respond to the wave of student and societal issues 
that lockdown caused, whilst also managing and navigating the financial and operational impact. At a 
time when students needed representation, I was shocked to hear stories of where SU's were 
considering furloughing entire sabbatical teams. Of course, if the money is not there then it is not 
there however as a student led membership organisation it would seem unpalatable to continue 
'running' the organisation without any student leadership present. This is arguably where Coole Insight 
was able to add most value by supporting the officers that were leaving to wrap up their year, 
handover and prepare for what is going to be a brand-new and volatile jobs market. We also helped 
continuing officers to prepare for their second year whilst also helping with their responses to student 
issues and navigating an increased demand on their time from their respective Universities- time that 
was already in high demand! 

"I have been receiving coaching sessions from Steve for a few weeks now, despite only 
having actually spoken for a few hours in total I can honestly say I feel so ready and 
excited for my future. 

Through our constructive and productive conversations, Steve has enabled me to 
unlock a style of thinking that has allowed me to access resources within myself and 
put them to use. Steve is highly knowledgeable about a range of subjects which 
enables him to tailor the sessions to fit my needs and my interests. His enthusiasm 

 

Stephen Coole is the Founder and 
Director of Coole Insight Ltd 
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and support are highly motivating, and I can see my journey and how much I have 
grown in the past few weeks.  

What has really left an imprint is that not only did I have a new coach, but I now have 
a new friend. I have never had coaching before, so I was unsure of what to expect, the 
last thing I expected was for my confidence to grow in myself, my skills and the things 
that I love to do the most.  

The genuine interest that Steve takes is so engaging and encouraging, I will be forever 
grateful for these sessions as they have had such a positive impact on my style of 
thinking and my growth as a person." 

JESSICA HOARAU 

FULL TIME OFFICER, LONDON MET SU 

 

We would like to thank the students' unions that we worked with and the officer teams who also made 
lockdown far more enjoyable and productive for Steve! We are delighted that these students' unions, 
along with others, will be continuing their working relationship with Coole Insight into 2020/2021. 

Aberystwyth SU 

Reading SU 

Exeter Guild 

London Met SU 

Gloucester SU 

Westminster SU 

Newman SU 

Wrexham Glyndwr SU 

Students' Union at Bournemouth University 

Lincoln SU 

 

"Steve has recently come on board to support Newman SU during the pandemic. 
Although he has so far met with one of our Officers, they came back from the meeting 
motivated and ready to start thinking about their second term of office, after 
previously feeling a little 'deflated'. 

Steve has also been a professional support for me personally away from this recent 
agreement where I have been able to have some great conversations as a young and 
still fairly new senior manager. Highly recommended."  

RYAN BEASLEY 

GENERAL MANAGER, NEWMAN STUDENTS' UNION 
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Going Digital: Our 
Experiences of a Virtual 
Student Council 
With a student council chair in America, uncertainties over the 
best software to use and an important motion over the future of 
our Student Bar, there were times when I was unclear just how 
our first ever virtual student council and student members 
meeting would go, and whether it would happen at all. Here are 
some musings on a) how we got there, b) how it turned out 
(spoiler alert: pretty well) and c) the lessons learnt from the 
process.  

HOW WE GOT THERE 
We agreed we'd do whatever we could to ensure our members still had access to their democratic 
body, so assessed the various options and came up with a top three: 

OUR INITIAL GUT: MICROSOFT TEAMS  
Like many Unions, as a staff team we have been using teams for the past six months or so on a regular 
basis, so were most comfortable with its features. Our institution had agreed to roll it out to all 
students, so accessibility was there. We had planned to use the referendum, feature on Union Cloud to 
send out all votes at the end of the meeting and give attendees 24 hours to cast their votes. If any 
amendments were proposed, we had planned quick 5-minute referendums to see the outcomes of 
these. We had debated the use of Kahoot or Mentimeor but couldn't find a way to feel confident that 
all votes cast would be by voting members. However, some late night googling by our Head of Student 
Voice and Engagement came across a concern…after 20 people on the call, all video and audio features 
don't work on Teams, so it was back to the drawing board.  

THE BACKUP PLAN: ZOOM 
Having seen the flurry on conversations on social media, we investigated zoom to use in a very similar 
way as we would have for Microsoft Teams. Sadly, the free version only gives you 40 minutes per call, 
which with two meetings to host, we knew we'd go over this time, and wasn't sure if we'd get everyone 
back on the call if we called them directly back. The first paid option was something we were genuinely 
considering paying for, but looking long term, did not work for other online engagement plans for the 
summer. The next price on top of this was more what we wanted, but sadly outside of our budget. 
However, we decided to keep the £11.99 a month zoom as a backup.  

 

 

 

Hannah Winslade, Voice & 
Democracy Coordinator, 
University of Westminster 

Students' Union 
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THE WILD CARD: BLACKBOARD COLLABORATE  
Rumours floated about the team about a feature on Blackboard none of us had used before, but 
university committees were looking to use. If it works for them, why not us? This had basically 
everything we needed from our perspective: inbuilt polling features, the ability to centrally mute all 
participants, ability to share the screen and an easy 'raise hand' feature to allow the chair to view which 
members wished to speech. Once we'd found this, we did tests with: Voice and Rep team, Mock 
Student Council with entire staff team, run through with Council Chair, Run through with SMM Chair 
and Deputy Chair of Student Council. In these tests, we uncovered that everyone with a guest link 
could access the meeting, so we made the event ticketed on our website (free of course!), only shared 
the link with those with tickets and cross referenced the names of those accessing the meeting with 
ticket holder names.  

HOW IT TURNED OUT  
An extensive 'invitation' campaign via social media and email meant we doubled the number of 
members in attendance. With 74 buying tickets and 59 max on the call at any one point, with an 
average of 50 overall and 46 staying with us till right to the very end of the 2.5 hours…we were amazed! 

We had one technical difficulty when attempting to use the room break out feature without testing it, 
but other than that, all of the systems and processes worked well. We attempted to use this feature to 
separate our voting and non-voting members of Council (as we had 4 student observers on the call). As 
this didn't work, our Chair had to warn non-voting members to not attempt to vote, and we checked 
that both the numbers of voters did not exceed voting numbers, and check the specific students we 
knew were not voting members on the attendees to see if they had voted or not. Whilst not perfect, 
this system maintained enough validity for the sake of the meeting. 

We had five staff on the call doing the roles of: Chatbox moderator, Chairs Aide, Minutes and Polls, 
PowerPoint and checking student status/tickets. Our members gave us good feedback, with 100% 
knowing when the meeting was taking place; 87% feeling confident accessing the meeting and all 
related paperwork; 74% able to contribute to the meeting if they wanted to and 87% fully agreeing the 
meeting was well run.  
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LESSONS LEARNT 
I hope you will forgive me for sharing these in bullet point format, as they are a lot easier that way: 

• Our conversation style of debate does not 100% translate over to virtual meetings -whilst we 
managed with it this time, we need to look at putting some structure to our debate for future 
online meetings 

• Take some time to increase the confidence of your chair in taking control of meetings when it 
goes a little out of hand 

• Online Student Council's could be a good way to increase democratic engagement…and can be 
more inclusive (if all your members have access to the right equipment)  

• Practice, practice, practice! We could not have done this without our staff team letting us use 
them as fake students to test out our platform (bonus: they enjoyed seeing how this mystical 
thing called Student Council actually works!) 

• Ensure you have a good number of staff on your team, and clearly assign them roles, and keep 
one line of communication open between you (we used a WhatsApp chat) 

• Try to keep it is similar as your ordinary meeting as possible. We asked members not to use the 
chat box function as far as possible, to stop it turning into a massive group chat and too far 
removed from how our ordinary meetings work 

• Ask members not to share their videos, it means everyone can see your PowerPoint and will 
improve connectivity for those with weaker connections  

• We need a more effective way to ensure only voting members of council do vote, as this was 
too ad-hoc  

• Members still want to engage even when they are not on campus (in fact, even more so!) 

 

Thank you for sticking with me, and I am more than happy to discuss any elements further. 
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How do you bring the 
team back from furlough? 

DIFFERENT CHALLENGES 
The discussions were incredibly useful and many of those 
attending came up with the same concerns and issues about 
the impacts of the COVID situation: 

• The integration of new teams of staff, new elected 
officers and bringing back members of the team who 
have been furloughed for the period 

• For some this would be happening in the context of 
reducing overall size and shape of the staff team. 

• Regular communication and keep in touch sessions have been held but this has not helped with 
building the team and the trust going forward 

• Some members of the team have been furloughed and others have been working throughout so 
there is potentially a sense of inequality about what will happen going forward 

• There have been some lessons learned – our teams can work at home effectively and are very 
productive 

• Plans are having to be made without all the team in place – this means staff are coming back in to 
plans in place with no consultation for them 

There were a few other areas that were like these and it was not all bad news. Staff and teams have proved 
to be incredibly resilient and adaptable and the speed with which everything happened, meant that quick 
decisions had to be made which in the main everyone dealt with very well. 

This made me think about what needs to happen when the world does come back to some sort of normality 
with the Universities hopefully reopening next academic year and the one thing I can say is that whilst we 
may have to relook at how we work and where we work, the rudiments of leading the team are the same. 

DIFFICULT CONVERSATIONS 
There will be difficult conversations with some individuals who were not part of the planning or perhaps 
some resentment from those that were or were not furloughed. BUT everyone does need to come back 
together as one team. 

At StudyFlex we use the work of Patrick Lencioni and run workshops in school leadership teams, colleges, 
universities, and commercial businesses alike because the message is the same. 'Trust is knowing that when 
a team member does push you, they are doing it because they care about the team' and teamwork begins 
by building trust. 

 

Rachel Lambert is the Managing 
Director of Studyflex and Associate 

of SU Professionals. 
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When you are bringing your team back after this unprecedented time, as the leader and team member, you 
will need to rebuild the trust again. If we all just come back and assume everything is as it once was, we will 
miss this chance to get it right. 

We can build trust by thinking about different ways of working. For instance, we now know that home 
working has its place and that the productivity of our teams did not fall. We now know that regular 
communication through different mediums, has ensured everyone has been communicated with well. We 
also know that we do not need to make sure we have a full day in the diary with everyone in the same place 
to run a great meeting. There is so many things we can and must learn but first we build the trust back up 
again. 

 

 
A team workshop to get everyone started helps you set the ground rules on how everyone is going to work 
together in this new normal, allow everyone to have their say and for you and the team to understand all 
the challenges. 

There is no doubt that you will also need to have some challenging conversations with individuals and here 
are a few tips to help you. 

• What is the issue and what is happening to make you feel that you need a conversation? 
• Why is it bothering you - What is your 'trigger'? 
• What are your assumptions? – remove these before you start so you can listen to hear 
• What emotions are attached to the situation? 
• What are you telling yourself? 

These questions are to help you recognise your stories. Our stories (those repetitive messages in our brains) 
come from our personal thoughts and filters… they are quick… they are usually unconscious and so they 
feel automatic. 
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Something happens, we run that through our filters and create a story, and that story influences our 
response. So, we need to check the stories we are telling ourselves. One technique to do this is to separate 
impact and intent before getting locked into a story. 

Having ensured that your motivation for the conversation is sound, next up is the prep. This comes down to 
anticipating their reaction, so you are not taken by surprise by a reaction and get triggered. 

And make sure you know your back-up plan if you do not get the co-operation you aimed for, or if the 
conversation goes sour. A simple ABC plan will help you make your difficult conversation that bit easier. 

Accurate 

• Stick to the facts and use "I" statements – own your perspective. Share the impact of their actions 
without assuming their intentions and be careful with your phrasing, avoiding provocative and 
judgmental language 

Brief 

• Decide what is most important and leave it at that, do not be led into dredging up ancient history. 
Avoid lengthy explanations that may dilute your message or distract from your purpose - Less is 
more 

Clear 

• Get straight to the heart of the matter, and that means no hints or innuendo – give diplomacy a rest. 
Avoid blaming others and avoid the feedback "sandwich" 

Finally, a hot tip on communication! It would be easy to return to the days of weekly or monthly meetings 
with your team. During the lockdown, ask yourself 'how often did we communicate?'. 

What worked well and what did not. Daily communication for a short period of time is often more effective 
than a great big long monthly meeting. Daily dispatches ensure that everyone is involved, Daily dispatches 
ensure that everyone is involved in the mission and goals are clear, and you are all emotionally invested for 
the achievement of the goals. 

RECOMMENDED READING 
• Difficult conversations: how to discuss what matters most, Douglas Stone, Bruce Patton, and Sheila Heen - 

London: Portfolio Penguin, 2011  
• The Five Dysfunctions of a Team - A Leadership Fable – By: Patrick Lencioni 
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Coronavirus pandemic - our 
reflections on recent 
project work 
Six months ago, Coronavirus, pandemic, COVID-19, lockdown, 
furloughing, and economic recession did not feature particularly 
in media and comment. The world is clearly in a very different 
place currently, and at the time of the writing the UK has been in 
stages of lockdown for over three months. The Prime Minister 
has just made an announcement on the next phase involving 
the re-opening of cafés, bars, pubs, and hotels, though much 
uncertainty will remain for the foreseeable future. 

IMMEDIATE IMPACTS 
Through the lockdown the Greenhouse team has discussed and deliberated on the impacts of the 
Coronavirus pandemic and learned from wide-ranging opinion pieces within the media and other 
sources. While there are clearly many speculations, a few considerations which resonated with us 
include: 

• Downturns are often triggered by an event, but recoveries rarely are, so they tend to be slower. 
In this case, while the development of an effective vaccine may constitute an event, that may be 
some time off and the implementation phase would take time to roll out. 

• Some consumers may have adapted to the lockdown and become connected to their homes 
and the slower pace; many will be more cautious of time spent in the wider world 

• People's attitudes are likely to become more ingrained on some issues; if they have a strong 
desire to spend they may assume everyone else does, while those who value saving may be 
highly reluctant to spend and believe that is a widely held view 

• Cam Media's MD Katie Moses has outlined some trends that may define the post coronavirus 
consumer, which include hyper-connectivity, virtual experience economy, ambient wellness, 
delivery, more interest in corporate social responsibility, and connection and collaboration.  

• Hyper-connectivity points to growth in ecommerce, online learning, digital marketing, and tech-
enhanced experiences. There will be an increase in consumers of all ages becoming 
comfortable with ecommerce, as well as the increased importance of brand development via 
digital marketing. Digital marketing will become even more important and be rewarded with 
loyalty if conducted appropriately. 

• Under lockdowns, consumers have sought more virtual experiences, be it playing quizzes, 
taking part in exercise classes, or virtual escape rooms, all from their own accommodation. 

 

Jan Sowa is the founder of 
Greenhouse 
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Consumers are unlikely to stop wanting such experiences; in fact, technology has experiences 
that will become even more important to consumers. 

• The so called "ambient wellness" trend could see consumers take an even greater interest in 
food and food safety, as well as caring more about their health. The fact more consumers are 
cooking so many meals at home is only likely to increase interest in the links between diet and 
health. 

• In terms of delivery, the opportunity exists for experimenting with purchasing a wider variety of 
products during lockdown, and consumers are not going to delete apps and forget about 
delivery options when the lockdowns end. 

• Along with connection and collaboration, there are organisations that are doing "the right 
thing" during the crisis, making announcements about how they plan to support not just 
employees but the wider communities in which they operate. This should resonate strongly in 
the students' union sector. 

• Operators of licenced and leisure retail premises will need to respond on re-opening with well-
executed and communicated social distancing and health & safety measures, though this may 
also mean with considerably reduced capacity, which could define whether they remain 
financially viable or not. 

WHAT ARE PEOPLE SAYING? 
Feedback from clients in the restaurant sector indicate that they are planning on re-opening with 50-
80% capacity even with the 1 metre+ rule from 4th July. Most are envisaging operating to a breakeven 
until social distancing can be relaxed, and there is widespread view that a considerable number of food 
outlets will be unable to re-open profitably. 

From the specific local feedback we have received, and wider industry responses to Langton Capital, 
there are concerns that supply chains will struggle with sectors re-opening on one date, and some are 
choosing to wait a little longer. Only Wetherspoon has announced a full re-opening (in England) from 
4th July, while other national chains are staggering the roll-out.  Early feedback is that bookings have 
been strong, although with reduced capacities, this can be a little misleading. 

Financial planning is challenging at this stage because many consumers will take some persuading that 
there are sufficient safety measures in place to eat and dine out after months of lockdown and relative 
isolation, and daily reported cases of Covid-19 not yet close to New Zealand levels. 

Younger demographics may be more willing to take risks, and they are at less risk in relation to Covid-
19; hence it is understandable that younger people appear keen to go out sooner than older 
consumers. Yet "intentionally crowded" venues such as nightclubs are likely to be the last sector to re-
open, and can that be done in a financially sustainable way?  
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We do not use the somewhat glib phrase "new normal", since trends and innovations continually 
progress at greater and lower rates, and this erratic evolution will continue. It would be foolhardy to 
attempt to address forecasts and solutions to trading when so much in unknown, and many 
predictions are likely to be wide of the mark. Universities suspended classroom teaching and exams in 
mid-March, many buildings and social spaces have remained closed; most staff are working remotely, 
and the majority of students have stayed at home for Term 3. 

At the time of writing it is not yet known what student numbers will be in 2020-21, the proportion of 
international students prepared or able to travel to the UK, the number of postgraduates, whether 
certain courses will remain online and remote, or the number of new students prepared to commence 
their studies at University. 

What will prospective students think of virtual lectures, and how important will the social experience of 
University be to them? Will they want to start their studies in autumn on the promise of a "blended" 
experience? Our snapshot survey in May at a large secondary school in North Yorkshire where typically 
80% of final year students go to University indicated that 30% were either undecided or intended to 
defer, though these numbers will have changed with time. 

56% of the undecided considered face to face lectures as being very important to them, while 48% of 
the undecided thought "normal socialising" being available at University as being highly important. 
Although not representative of the UK as a whole, it indicates how challenging it will be for universities 
to plan with certainty for the new year. 

LOOKING TO 2020/21 
Given the level of uncertainties, it is more 
prudent to plan for the next academic year 
by posing several potentially very difficult 
scenarios, and devising plans to deal with 
those scenarios, to be in a better state of 
preparedness. This can be achieved 
effectively through workshops of key 
stakeholders across an organisation. 

So, for a students' union the purpose might 
involve an "Financial Resilience Working 
Group" to consider approaches to potential 
scenarios impacting the future income and expenditure of the organisation, and for it to agree a 
number of draft priority goals and responses. 
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Desired outcomes might include: 

• Identification of possible approaches to potential scenarios that have significant impact on 
2020-21 income for the students' union 

• Greater clarity and agreement among the working group of the key risks and opportunities for 
the organisation in relation to income generation and costs control 

• Agreement among the working group on a number of priority income generation goals and 
actions to mitigate risks 

 

Although there are of course many possible scenarios, a more drastic ones can be more helpful to 
consider assisting preparation for a crisis, and could include: 

• Core funding to the students' union cut by the University by 40% 
• 60% of university courses run remotely 
• Union retail or licenced trade outlet operating through 2020-21 at 60% reduced capacity 
• External partners withdrawing from media and marketing collaborations. 

Greenhouse has facilitated a variety of workshops of this nature with innovative approaches to 
breakout groups to improve outputs and facilitate greater engagement on potential impacts and 
responses to highly challenging scenarios. 
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10 ways students' unions 
will change forever 
Lots of students' unions, like many other organisations, have had 
a traumatic, challenging, and relentless 3-months.  Many of the 
Unions that we work with at Atkinson HR Consulting have spent 
the last quarter in endless conversations about furlough, remote 
working and cost saving. They have also been working hard to 
adapt their services for students, support staff wellbeing and 
communicate effectively. It has been a leadership challenge like 
none before. 

However, as lockdown eases, the attention of the sector will 
inevitably turn to 'what next?' There have undoubtedly been 
some major learning opportunities and I have found myself several times thinking 'why have we never 
done it like this before?' Based on that, here are ten ideas for things that I think may change forever in 
students' unions. 

THE REMOTE WORKING AWAKENING 
Whilst physical contact is missed by many, lots of organisations and people have adapted well to 
remote working. It is difficult to envisage a situation where many organisations expect staff to be in the 
office 5-days per week any time soon. There seems to be an overwhelming business case around 
sustainability and productivity and lots of organisations (including students' unions) may take a much 
more flexible approach to when and where work can be undertaken in the future. 

BLENDED LEARNING 
 Lots of our clients are doing really interesting work around officer, staff and student leader induction.  
Some of these developments are genuinely exciting.  They are being innovative and have designed 
programmes that are blended, more balanced and often adopting a modular approach.  They are 
using reading, videos, online workshops, self-directed research, and it is likely to make the learning 
'stick' much more easily.  There will always be a place for face to face learning, but I think a more 
blended approach is here to stay. 

 

 

 

 

Graham Atkinson is the founder, 
managing director and lead 
consultant of Atkinson HR 

Consulting  

https://www.atkinsonhrconsulting.co.uk/
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WELLBEING INITIATIVES 
I have been impressed by the tremendous creativity and fun that organisations have injected into their 
wellbeing activities. I've seen this first hand at Imperial College Union where the team have organised 
coffee roulette, daily wellbeing challenges and weekly socials. They have helped to ensure colleagues 
stay connected and engaged and there is no good reason why they need to stop after lockdown. 

RECRUITMENT 
We are currently supporting Exeter Students' Guild in their recruitment of a new Chief Executive, and 
there have been a number of other SUs that have successfully recruited senior staff during lockdown.  
Would there be sufficient rationale to justify the additional expense of returning to face to face 
recruitment? I'd expect that long list interviews, as a minimum, will be carried out remotely in the 
future.  These can be used to narrow the field down to 3 or 4 strong candidates before any final in-
person interview. 

REMOTE ADVICE 
Some students' unions have been offering a remote (or blended) advice service for some time, but it is 
brand new for others.  For many of our clients, their experience is that remote advice sessions are 
more efficient and often more accessible.  Presumably, many students' unions will want to maintain 
this accessibility by delivering a % of advice appointments via Zoom / Teams in the future. 

VIRTUAL CLUBS AND SOCIETIES 
Student opportunities teams in SUs have been working hard up and down the country to give their 
club and society leaders the tools and guidance to engage students virtually.  If clubs and societies can 
run their activities effectively digitally, why would they battle with the Union room booking system for 
their weekly slot?  Or why would they wait until Freshers to engage new students when they can offer 
virtual taster sessions, or indeed just run their activities, through the summer?  I suspect we will see 
much greater flexibility and fluidity in the way student activities work, and students' unions will need to 
adapt their support models accordingly. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/
https://www.exeterguild.org/careers/vacancies/ceo/
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REMOTE GOVERNANCE / BOARD MEETINGS 
Technology has proved more than capable of meeting our needs and people have adapted quickly.  
Indeed, some students' unions have reported much higher levels of involvement in democratic 
meetings.  Holding Trustee meetings remotely has saved money and avoided external trustees having 
to travel long distances.  Part of the thing that makes remote meetings work reasonably well is the fact 
that everyone is joining remotely and everyone (well nearly everyone) knows the rules.  I think the 
most likely scenario will see Unions having a calendar of meetings that is mixed with some in person 
and some virtual.  

VIRTUAL FRESHERS 
Some students' unions have worked hard over recent years to make their Welcome / Freshers more 
accessible.  However, the reality is that, for some SUs, their Freshers still only appeals to a % of their 
members.  Distance learners are excluded, as are franchise students and others who simply do not 
want to engage in programmes that are too focused on the expectations of 18-year-old school leavers.  
Some of the Unions that I work with are embracing the opportunity to innovate and ensure a genuinely 
accessible experience.  They are hoping to provide some in-person activities but using a Virtual 
Freshers platform to be creative and facilitate opportunities for new students to engage in a creative 
range of online events and activities.  If it works, I think we'll see Virtual Freshers here to stay, all be it 
alongside, rather than instead of, an in-person programme. 

VIRTUAL AWARDS 
I've been massively impressed by the great range of online students' union award ceremonies over the 
last couple of months.  Lots of SUs have done fantastic work around this including Aber SU, Leeds 
University Union's Celebrate Week and Westminster SU amongst others.  The events I have seen have 
been professional, fun, and engaging.  Imperial College Union ran their Student Choice Awards in June 
and a number of officers and staff are already thinking that this is the way it should be run every year.  
It cost less and more importantly, it was viewed by many more people than would, or could, have 
attended a physical event. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.abersu.co.uk/aboutaber/celebrate/
https://www.luu.org.uk/news/2020/06/26/the-show-must-go-on-all-the-winners-from-luus-first-ever-digital-celebrate-week/
https://www.luu.org.uk/news/2020/06/26/the-show-must-go-on-all-the-winners-from-luus-first-ever-digital-celebrate-week/
https://www.facebook.com/WestminsterSU/videos/247771466361264/
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/your-union/student-choice-awards-2020
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A 52 WEEK YEAR 
It is a myth that students' unions operate on a term-time only year.  Lots of planning, officer 
development and other activity happens outside of term-time.  However, it probably is reasonable to 
say that in terms of student facing activity, the focus in most SUs remains on term-time delivery.  But, if 
our induction and training offer will be more blended; if more of our meetings take place online; and if 
clubs and societies are operating all year round, does the SU annual cycle and operating model need to 
change?  It seems logical that if students' unions are able to deliver more training and services all-year 
round it will provide a more balanced experience for students and will ease pressure on the already 
crammed term-time schedule. 

If some of these predictions are right and stay for the long-term, I think the big winners will be those 
that have typically struggled to engage in SU activity – distance learners, franchise students, commuter 
students – our so called 'hard-to-reach' students.  Perhaps all it took was a global pandemic to help 
realise that actually they were relatively easy-to-reach? 

The last few months have been difficult and challenging for many.  There is lots of talk about the 'new 
normal' and it will be fascinating to watch how students' unions adapt, develop and learn from this 
crisis.  I think there is a very real opportunity for students' unions to take a significant leap in relevance, 
innovation, and breadth of appeal.  And, if there is one thing the Student Movement excels at, it is 
pulling together in a crisis and innovating in the most challenging of circumstances. 
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SU Trustee Boards in the 
time of Covid-19 
WE'RE OFF TO SEE THE WIZARD 
One of the images I often use when explaining what Governance 
can feel like is from the Wizard of Oz (I'd offer a spoiler alert, but 
the film was released in 1939). In one scene the protagonists 
have returned from their perilous quest to once more meet "The 
Great and Terrible Oz" – a huge head surrounded by steam and 
thunder. This intimidating experience is made easier by the 
drawing back of a curtain where an unassuming man is operating 
machinery to make the projection happen. The heroes are told to 
"pay no attention" to the man operating the machine (a rule they 
ignore – having been established as the sort of people who drop 
houses on the heads of pensioners).  

In SUs there are plenty of times when we are asked to pay no attention to the man behind the curtain – 
the behind the scenes activity that allows things to happen. Often this is for good reason. Officers who 
spend too much time worrying about the detail of how the Union's advice team have been allocated on 
the rota are not focusing on big wins in the institution. It also allows governance functions like the 
Trustee Board to have a strategic view of complex Unions. Boards employ expert CEOs and staff to 
operate the machinery and they can concentrate on the "longer term". 

PAYING ATTENTION 
We often talk about the separation of operational and strategic as if it is clearly defined and based on 
some universal truth. Some things clearly do fit into one category or another but there are inevitably 
times when they butt up against each other or overlap. I encourage clients to be mindful of when they 
are getting too involved in the details if they are Trustees, or when staff are accidentally removing 
agency from Trustees on the big decisions, whilst accepting that this will sometimes happen. As a lay 
trustee interested in student activities, I would have reacted negatively to being told to simply "pay no 
attention" to them out of hand, just as a manager invested in the organisation would probably bristle 
at being told that the Strategy just belonged to the Board. 

 

 

 

Nick Smith is a consultant 
specialising in governance and 

democracy. He is company 
secretary to five SU Boards. He 

tweets @nickajsmith82 and you can 
email 

nick@nicksmithconsulting.org.uk 
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FOLLOW THE YELLOW BRICK ROAD 
In the last few months, we've seen a shift in many board discussions to start paying attention to the 
detail in a way that would have previously been avoided. In relation to furlough, Boards have asked 
about how many staff need to be on shift to allow a decent service. The layout of the shop and the 
orders of protective equipment have been discussed as much as the cashflow forecast, the options for 
a September return and the impact of the stock market on pensions.  

It has not been about the "longer term" as much 
as the immediate and the important, because 
conversations about the "longer term" are so 
much harder to do right now. Trustees have 
been paying attention to the dials behind the 
curtain. All of this may well be reasonable, but 
the question we need to start thinking about as 
we move, very slowly, out of the crisis period of 
Covid-19 is what is next. 

"That's all right," said the Scarecrow. "You are 
quite welcome to take my head off, as long as it 
will be a better one when you put it on again."  

It would be foolish at this stage to outline what 
post Covid-19 looks like in any areas of life with 
any certainty. However, as Boards emerge into 

the next stages I would encourage them to think about the following: 

1. What are their structures like for dealing with quick, intense changes? How are Trustees 
informed and able to feed into things which are perhaps short term but with high importance? 

2. What is the organisation's capacity for looking ahead at trends – especially the policy and 
political landscapes? I have minutes of people asking about Covid-19 from boards in January. 
Some clients could move much quicker than others because of their forethought.  

3. Is the delegation of authority framework present, clear and useful?  
4. Does the culture of the Board and staff relationship allow for discussion about what is 

operational / strategic and how they can interact? Is it more mature than simply being told to 
look away?  

5. Have you booked in time to reflect on how the Board and senior managers worked together 
during the initial Covid-19 outbreak? What can you do better in the future?  
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As we enter the next phase of managing the impact of Covid-19 on higher education, it is 
important to understand and remember the impact that lockdown and other associated 

restrictions will have had on our mental health as a society. 

So we need to be mindful and conscious of this as we continue to navigate these uncertain times, 
and begin to shape our 'next normal' in this space, and for that matter, every space. 

As a proud partner of Student Minds, Coole Insight is pleased to share their latest piece of work 
with our network. This resource from Student Minds considers the importance of mental health 

and how focusing on this can help to create a sustainable future where everyone in higher 
education can thrive: https://lnkd.in/dSWCs5S 

  

Student Minds are delighted to announce their new 
Student Minds SUs is open for recruitment! 

• Student Minds SUs is a community designed to empower Students’ Union’s to become leaders in 
mental health.  

• Now a low-cost, community-centred programme designed to be flexible around SUs needs in the 
wake of the Covid19 pandemic. 

• Co-produced by 11 partner SUs during 2019/20 and reimagined based on listening to the needs of 
SUs during Covid19 

• Facilitates peer-to-peer learning and sharing good practice through our digital platform and series 
of network events, connects SUs with experts and our latest insights on student mental health 
and provides a range of discounted training and in-house support options. 

Deadline to sign up: Wednesday 26th August! 
Sign up here: www.studentminds.org.uk/studentsunions.html 

https://lnkd.in/dSWCs5S
https://www.studentminds.org.uk/studentsunions.html
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Thank-you 
 
Coole Insight Ltd and the Association of SU Professionals would like to 
thank the contributors and their organisations: 

• Graham Atkinson, Atkinson HR Consultancy 
• Josh Clare, University of Gloucestershire Students’ Union 
• Rosie Hunnam, Organised Fun 
• Rachel Lambert, StudyFlex & SU Professionals 
• Trish McGrath, Aber SU 
• Nick Smith, Nick Smith Consulting  
• Jan Sowa, Greenhouse Consultancy 
• Hannah Winslade, Westminster Students’ Union 
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