
1 
 

 

The Culture of Student-Led Groups at 

Imperial College Union 
Authors: 

Nathalie Podder, Deputy President (Welfare) 

Sophie van der Ham, Liberation & Campaigns Coordinator 

Christian Oldfield, ICSMSU President 

Dylan Hughes, Deputy President (Clubs & Societies) 

  



2 
 

Index 

 

• Abstract 

• Introduction 

o Context Imperial 

o Why now? 

• Sampling  

• Data collection  

o Focus groups  

o Survey 1 

o Survey 2 

o Temperature check discussion 

• Methodology/ theoretical framework  

o Grounded theory 

• Conclusion  

o Summary approach 

o Summary insights 

o Summary recommendations  

o Comparison original hypotheses to findings 

o Further questions 

• References 

• Appendices 

o Appendix A – Union EDI Data 

o Appendix B– Questions asked and facilitation plan 

 

  



3 
 

Abstract 

This study employs grounded theory to examine power structures and mechanisms of change within 

student-led groups at Imperial College Union. Transcripts from focus groups were analysed, 

categorising them into 20 groups. The study identifies power structures that favour privileged 

individuals, hindering engagement for those with fewer resources. These structures reinforce 

Imperial's version of hegemonic masculinity, rewarding traits such as sports participation, 

confidence and financial privilege. These norms are deeply ingrained in the Union's cultural beliefs. 

Individuals and groups lacking these characteristics face challenges in participating fully in student-

led activities. Factors like financial disadvantage, caring responsibilities, introversion, and limited 

experience or skills further impede their engagement. The study highlights two mechanisms of 

change: "welfare" and "hiatus." "Welfare" refers to advocating for needs, challenging the status quo, 

and questioning existing power structures. "Hiatus" represents forced breaks from student-led 

activities, creating space for the emergence of new beliefs and values. 

These findings underscore the importance of addressing biases and power imbalances within 

Imperial College Union's student-led groups. The study calls for interventions to foster a more 

inclusive and equitable environment. By challenging prevailing norms and providing opportunities 

for diverse participation, the Union can create a transformative and inclusive space for all students. 

Introduction 

At the time of writing, Imperial College London and Imperial College Union are on parallel 

transformational journeys. A new President arrived at Imperial at the beginning of the 2022-23 

academic year, resulting in changes to the management structure of the university, the development 

of three new strategies (an overall strategy, a mental health and wellbeing strategy and a 

sustainability strategy), and an upcoming review of the university’s brand. The Office for Students 

has started introducing new requirements for access and participation for higher education 

institutions in the UK which involves taking a risk-based approach that addresses the idiosyncrasies 

of each institution as well as a greater focus on participation. At the same time, the Union is 

undergoing its own consultation for the development of its new strategy on the back of Back to 

Basics (2021-23) and has dedicated a significant amount of resource towards development of a new 

equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) strategy. Both the College and the Union would benefit from 

understanding barriers to participation of marginalised students at Imperial. A key element of 

participation is participation in Union activity, including activity that is organised and led by students 

themselves. 

Imperial College London is a Russell Group university with a high percentage of overseas and 

postgraduate students, where overseas students comprised 47% and postgraduate students 

comprised 46.5% of the Imperial student population in 2021-22 [EDI Data June 2022].  It also has a 

lower percentage of minority ethnic and women students than what is represented in the local 

community. In the 2021 census, Black people comprised 13.5% of the London residents [Sephton, 

TSSG 04.2023], but only 5.9% of Imperial undergraduate entrants in the 2021-22 cohort [Strategic 

Planning, APSG 05.2023]. Similarly, only 42% of students at Imperial identify as women (compared to 

55% identifying as men) (eActivities, 2023). There is evidence to suggest that the underlying 

demographics of the Imperial student population are not reflected by the membership and 

leadership of student-led activities in the Union, otherwise known as Clubs, Societies and Projects 

(CSPs). This raises the question of what barriers prevent students from marginalised backgrounds 

from participating in Union activities. The focus of this study is on the culture of student-led groups 
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and its impact on engagement and participation within these activities. The aim of this study will be 

to feed into the development of the College’s 2024 Access and Participation Plan and the Union’s 

new strategy. 

Not all the conclusions and findings this report will be reflected in the reader’s own experience. 

Every member of the Union will be faced with a unique set of circumstances that will impact their 

sense of belonging and perception of student-led activities. The purpose of this study is not to 

summarise what these experiences look like for the “average” Imperial student, but rather to 

highlight cultural mechanisms that operate in the background. Whilst these mechanisms will have an 

impact on every student’s experience, the nature of this impact is not uniform. 

  



5 
 

Methodology for focus groups 

For this project, it was decided to use an interview-style, semi-structured discussion with questions 

asked in a mostly fixed order. This method allowed us to easily recruit participants and gain insight 

into pre-selected groups of students. We held ten focus groups, attended by 30 participants. This 

method of holding focus groups incorporated principles of Participatory Action research, as the 

facilitators of the focus groups were drawn from the groups with lived experiences and occasionally 

included their own perspectives. In addition, we completed two surveys, and the total number of 

respondents was 725. No incentives were provided for participants or survey respondents. 

• Carers (2) 

• Staff (3) 

• Constituent Unions (1) 

• Disabilities (1) 

• Gender Equality (1) 

• LGBTQ (5) 

• Medical students (5) 

• Recreation (3) 

• Tie Clubs (2) 

• Facilitators (7) 

Total participants = 30 

The research design was completed over two Microsoft Teams calls, where dates were decided for 

the groups, a list of questions was drawn up and the purpose was defined. Participants were 

recruited by setting up an open invitation for students interested in the topic to join a call, the 

organisation of specific workshops with marginalised students and CSPs, Constituent Unions, and 

Management Groups, and an invitation for students to discuss the themes during CSP drop-ins. It 

was decided to run separate workshops for students with similar backgrounds rather to mix students 

with different backgrounds. 

Data collection consisted of in-person, hybrid and online workshops. The workshops included the 

following elements:  

• Introduction;  

• Recording of workshop for transcription purposes;  

• Introduction and ground rules; 

• Icebreaker 

• Discussion; 

• Tracking questions for completion and follow up; 

• Conclusion 

Theoretical framework 

The researchers used a grounded theory framework to gather insights from the transcripts that had 

been cleaned up by assistant student staff. Theorising occurred interview-by-interview in an iterative 

process to build a theory from the very first interview that evolves with richer insights. The first step 

of coding is open coding where the transcript is interpreted line by line to find loose categories and 

themes. This generates memos – insights that accumulate over time that provide a starting point for 

theoretical concepts (also known as axial coding). These memos are then sorted into logical chunks 

through a process of selective coding, where the memos are consolidated and a narrative is chosen. 
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After writing up the analysis, insights from literature were used after the initial theorising was 

completed. 

These were the themes that we coded and consolidated: 

Open coding Axial coding Selective coding 

Drinking Drinking Funding and finance has a 
dialectal relationship with 
social hierarchy 
 

Hierarchy Welfare 

Socials and influence 

Covid impact (Social) hierarchy 

Going against people higher up 

Boys will be boys Privilege Uneven allocation of resources 
reinforces existing power 
structures 

Covid hiatus 

Masculinity Communication 

Pressure from older years 

Sexual stuff Secrecy 

Anxiety to fit in 

Sharking Masculinity The most dominant power 
structures are hierarchy and 
masculinity 

Not participating enough 

Cliques Hiatus 

Committee behaviour 

Money Social influence 

Freshers 

Time in academic year (seasons) Lack of influence 

Year of study 

Traditions Infrastructure Welfare and hiatus are 
mechanisms of change for the 
status quo 
 

Social secretaries 

Club captains Separation 

Elitism 

Policy Privilege 

Questionnaires 
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Positionality 

Sophie’s statement: 

As a former sabbatical officer and current staff member at Imperial College Union, and a former staff 

member at two other students’ unions, a former pre-sessional teacher and University staff member, 

I am thoroughly familiarised with the status quo at universities in the UK and the Netherlands. My 

experience at students’ unions has led me to understand the processes at work ‘behind the scenes’ 

for students, and in these are usually at the forefront of my mind, as well as how students 

experience students’ unions. My primary lens as a researcher is a feminist one, as a former activist 

and graduate of an MA course in Gender Studies. As a former first generation and international 

student, I understand first-hand the sense of confusion that these groups of students often 

experience when interacting with universities and unions. Grounded theory requires using one’s 

subjectivity to make meaning out of a text, and as a researcher I am likely to find salient experiences 

that match my own (as former international and first gen student) and can draw on my 

understanding of gender. This is part of the reason why this analysis focuses on masculinity, privilege 

and hierarchy. 

Chris’s statement: 

During my sabbatical year and previously, I have had a particular interest in Equality, Diversity and 

Inclusivity, particularly focussing on financial accessibility and barriers to inclusion. I have previously 

worked extensively on supporting students from a widening participation background to successfully 

apply to medical school. I am acutely aware of the role of privilege in allowing engagement in both 

CSPs and leadership positions; particularly in the position of being a straight, white male with 

privilege. I believe that awareness of privilege, or lack thereof, is a key driver in the maintenance of 

status quo and lack of desire for change, both within ICU and the wider world.  

As such, I view many decisions and actions by those in power to have been inherently shaped by 

privilege within leadership. I have also been directly involved in CSPs at Imperial as a member (six 

years), committee member (five years) and as a volunteer officer on a management group (two 

years), particularly ICSM sports & arts societies. Therefore, from personal experience I have been a 

very engaged, alcohol-drinking member of societies, whilst on a professional level I am very aware of 

the barriers faced by those without various forms of privilege 

Nathalie’s statement: 

I have been the Deputy President (Welfare) at Imperial College Union from 2021-2023. Before this, I 

completed a BSc in Physics at Imperial College London from 2015-2021. Both of my parents are from 

the medical field and are from different racial backgrounds. Having a background in physics and 

being raised around medical professionals lends me to having an analytical view of the world, where 

I continuously seek to “diagnose” problems and methodically work through them. I am an 

international student from an ethnically diverse publicly educated school system in the United States 

and I do not drink any alcohol – this led to a difficult in transitioning to higher education in the UK, as 

many of my peers at Imperial had a background of private education, I sounded and looked different 

from a lot of my peers, and I initially found it difficult to find social settings that did not involve 

alcohol. It took 6 years for me to complete my degree, as I needed to take 3 interruptions of study 

due to medical issues relating to multiple disabilities. This led to changing cohorts multiple times, 

thereby compounding the difficulty in establishing a sense of belonging. In Year 3, I joined a student-

led group and started to feel a sense of identity because of my extroversion and age, but this 

positive development came to a halt when the social norms of the group became more heavily 
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associated with drinking and the pursuit of sexual relationships amongst its members. As a result of 

these adverse experiences, I identify strongly with focus group and survey responses that express a 

feeling of discontent with the status quo and I feel compelled to call attention to them to address 

inequalities that are perpetuated by the current power structures in the Union. At the same time, I 

also identify with the feeling of intimacy that comes with belonging to the “in” crowd, having 

experienced it myself for a period – this has led me to feel tension between the needs of the “in” 

group and the “out” group. 

Dylan’s Statement: 

I am 22 years old and grew up in Belgium and Wales, with German Welsh heritage. I identify as a 

straight white man, and have the stereotypical associated interests, such as football. 

Prior to my role at ICU, I studied Aeronautical Engineering, choosing to do so at 17. In the 5 years 

since then, however, my interests and outlook have changed enormously, so I now wish to pursue a 

career in an area where I could make positive impacts on the environment and society (the 

aerospace industry is limited in this area). 

At Imperial College, I am a very active member of Imperial College Union Men's Football Club. I was 

heavily involved in the Club's governing committee, presiding over it for a year, and have been lucky 

to meet many fantastic people and encounter excellent opportunities, such as my current role as 

Deputy President (Clubs & Societies). 

As a result, many of the power structures and dynamics that are mentioned throughout this report 

are extremely familiar to me and my background is such that these have directly and indirectly 

benefitted me and my development. It is clear to me that the structures in place provided me with 

these advantages whilst excluding others. My involvement in this report and the associated work is 

an attempt to alter these structures, being useful where I can as an ally to those less privileged by 

the current structure. 

Background 

Imperial College Union is home to around 380 clubs, societies, and projects. Each club, society or 

project (CSP) has its own committee and president. There are also 6 management groups (MGs) that 

govern CSPs that share an area of interest (Arts and Entertainment, Sports, Recreation, Knowledge, 

Culture, and Community) and 5 additional MGs that form part of constituent union (CU) committees 

that govern student-led activity that is specific to an area of study within the College. Not just any 

member of a CSP can vote for candidates running for an ordinary MG committee position – 

successful candidates must be elected by the MG committee (which consists of MG executive 

representatives and a representative from each CSP in the MG). This is different from MGs within a 

CU, however, as these committees are elected by all members that belong to that constituent union. 

During our research, we conducted ten focus groups with members of CSPs, primarily consisting of 

committee members. The findings revealed that CSPs can be broadly classified into distinct 

categories. One category comprises CSPs that revolve around specific activities, such as Sports, 

Recreation, and Arts and Entertainments Management Groups (MGs). The other category consists of 

CSPs that attract members based on their personal identities, falling under Community, Culture, and 

Knowledge MGs. It is worth noting that there is some overlap between these categories. For 

instance, active participants in sports clubs may consider their club involvement as part of their 

personal identity. However, students who join organisations like the Imperial College LGBTQ+ (IQ) or 
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the Chinese Students and Scholars Association (CSSA) primarily do so because of their personal 

identification with the CSP. 

 

Further division of these CSPs can be made into the following subgroups: 

 

1. Large Activities CSPs: These are CSPs with a membership of over 75, displaying high 

engagement among their members. Participants in the focus groups considered these CSPs 

to be at the top of the social hierarchy. They expressed dissatisfaction with the Union's 

processes due to their size and high expectations. However, they exhibited strong social 

cohesion and extensive engagement with the Union. Their main concerns revolved around 

communication and infrastructure issues. 

2. Marginalised Identity CSPs: These CSPs tend to be smaller and perceived themselves as 

occupying a lower position in the social hierarchy. Less resource allocation (both financial 

and time) leads to dissatisfaction with Large Activities CSPs and criticism towards ICU. 

3. Low-cost, high-membership CSPs: These CSPs charge less than £5 for membership and have 

more than 100 members. Their engagement with ICU is relatively low, and they often feel 

disconnected from the Union. Year-to-year, they may lack social cohesion and perceive their 

influence within the Union's formal structures as limited. Within this category, there is a 

subgroup known as cultural CSPs, which charge around £5 for membership and primarily 

focus on organising large annual events. 

 

Projects and political CSPs, for the most part, exhibit a lack of consistent formal leadership from one 

year to the next. 

 

Existing power structures: financial accessibility, hierarchy and masculinity 

Spending a significant part of annual CSP funding on groups with expensive activities or on groups 

with a high membership reinforces existing power structures. We chose two kind of power 

structures to analyse further: hierarchy and masculinity. A common thread that exists across the 

transcripts with student-led groups is the role of power structures in shaping social norms and 

shaping a member’s sense of belonging. Power structures can be either explicit (formal structures 

that centre around elected roles) or implicit (characteristics relating to a gender, age, experience, 

extraversion) that affect their social standing within a group. The more a member aligns with the 

demands and expectations of these power structures, the greater their sense of belonging and 

inclusion within a group (Crisp, 2010). 

Power structures are self-perpetuating and self-fulfilling; conforming to social norms serves to 

elevate members within social hierarchy (Syrett 2009, p. 34). Examples of these characteristics 

include, but are not limited to: hegemonic masculinity (an idealised set of masculine traits and 

behaviours within an Imperial-specific context), being older or more experienced (either through 

learned or innate skills that are of benefit to the purpose of the group, or through being part of the 

group for a number of years), and being outgoing. Financial accessibility is an overarching factor 

affecting students’ access to CSPs and leadership positions.  

“Once I knew how expensive it would be to engage with the Club, I had to work late nights to earn 

enough to be able to take part. My sleep and my degree definitely suffered as a result.” -  2nd Year 

Imperial student, anonymous 

Paying high tuition fees engenders an expectation in students that they will be provided with high 

quality services. The funding for these services is mostly spent on clubs that have expensive activities 
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or societies with a high membership, reinforcing existing power structures. As well as this, Imperial 

College’s Centre for Higher Education Research [Luy] has shown that the pressure to perform on a 

degree, especially one that costs money, often draws certain individuals away from engaging in 

community.  

This is a phenomenon which is also observed in academically competitive community colleges in 

Hong Kong, thereby demonstrating that this issue is not unique to Imperial, nor even the United 

Kingdom. 

“I didn’t join any college activities. . . Every day I got to community college around 8 am and got back 

home when the library closed at 10 pm. . . My daily routine was basically going to the college, 

studying in the library, and then coming back home; and this lasted for two years!. . . It’s worth it for 

I score very high marks and finally get transferred.” [Wong 2022] 

An individual’s access to financial resource adds further complexity to this phenomenon, as shown in 

the results of the 2021-22 Bursary Survey. As cost of living increased from 2020 to 2021, the reasons 

why bursary recipients undertook paid part time work changed. In 2020, 61% of bursary recipients 

undertaking part time work for the purpose of funding CSP activity and 24% did so to support their 

studies. In 2021, only 52% of bursary recipients undertook part time work to support CSP activity 

and 28% did so to support their studies. This indicates that as financial pressures increase on the 

financially disadvantaged Imperial student, they are likely to prioritise their studies and deprioritise 

participating in CSPs. 

These existing power structures, both within and outside Imperial, in turn reinforce the financial 

means people have available, creating a self-perpetuating cycle. Those able to take advantage of 

certain characteristics they possess are able to translate this advantage into greater financial means, 

consolidating their position within existing hierarchies. Prominent positions in power structures 

often translate to increased opportunities for the individual, promoting their presence in situations 

and interactions that are beneficial to their current means and their development, as well as giving 

influence over others. Individuals who rise to the top of a power structure hugely affect the culture 

that is connected to that structure, and the group through which said culture permeates. This can 

create long-term cycles where CSPs promote “similar” people through social hierarchies, even if the 

needs and desires of ICU members change. Society leadership may host events with a non-inclusive 

price point, or that are unwelcoming to those who are interested in the society’s core aims and 

objectives but have otherwise different personalities or interests to that society’s leaders. This 

creates a selection pressure within a society, as only those with certain financial means can engage, 

and later become leaders themselves, reinforcing the price range of events.  

Finances are, very often, the first barrier any prospective member will encounter, and immediately 

attracts people similar to those that are part of the leadership of the activity already. These people 

are likely to perpetuate similar cultures, beliefs and behaviours to those already in a CSP, which can 

lead to both positive and negative consequences. 

The promotion of individuals through these hierarchies often extends beyond the CSPs into more 

influential positions, with people from these backgrounds going on to taking senior positions at the 

Students’ Union, or the College. 

In this analysis, we have chosen to use the term ‘hegemonic masculinity’ as first theorised by R.W 

Connell, and reconceptualised in 2005, to signify a particular kind of idealised and dominant 

masculinity among many masculinities that is particular to Imperial in this time period. The original 

description of the term is paraphrased by R.W. Connell and Messerschmidt as such:  

https://www.imperial.ac.uk/education-research/our-work/sense-of-belonging/cultivating-belonging-in-a-competitive-environment-a-look-at-sense-of-belonging-across-multiple-sectors-/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/00915521211047680
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“Hegemonic masculinity was distinguished from other masculinities, especially subordinated 

masculinities. Hegemonic masculinity was not assumed to be normal in the statistical sense; only a 

minority of men might enact it. But it was certainly normative” (Connell and Messerschmidt, p.832, 

2005).  

We have found it difficult to discuss a counterpart to this pertaining to femininity, as we did not 

theorise it as a theme in the open coding phase and have little evidence to support our assumptions. 

Members who perform hegemonic masculinity are rewarded in the social system in CSPs. There is a 

sense in the focus group with the facilitators that masculinity at Imperial relates to sports. For 

example: 

I felt like [a certain sports club] in my first year, the committee of that society was quite masculine in 

their actions and quite, you know, non-progressive in their views. And I feel like when my year group 

was then the club captain and all of the high senior committee last year when they're in their fifth 

year, which is when it often is, that that attitude kind of came back. 

The way this participant articulates his idea of masculinity is by relating it to the club and his 

perception of the leaders of that club, and their behaviours. Another participant later elaborates on 

these ‘non-progressive’ views to mean sexist.  

In thinking about hierarchy, we found that sports clubs are seen as being at the top of the social 

hierarchy by other CSP committee members. This has historical roots, as sports clubs were the first 

clubs to be set up by the College and the Union in the 1920s. (Lovatt, forthcoming). It is possible to 

draw a neat line between the types of masculinity that men performed then to play these sports 

from the College’s early days and now, particularly given that women were only admitted to the 

College in small numbers later on (ibid). Women members were only formally admitted to Union 

membership in 1981, when the Imperial College Women’s Association was dissolved by a vote of its 

committee. Currently, 39% of all undergraduate students are women, rising to 46% for PG students. 

Men make up 53% of committee members, and women make up 46%. We lack gender identity data 

for around 3-4% of the student population (eActivities database, 2023). This is in contrast to higher 

education as a whole, as women domiciled in the UK are more likely to access higher education than 

men (Bolton and Lewis, 2023). 

From the focus group with the facilitators, this ratio has an effect on how comfortable women feel  

to contribute: 

“In biology, which I would say is female-dominated […] based on the cohort and my undergrads. It 

was like 60/40, which is I guess is flipped because usually it's the other way around. And it was 

interesting because when it came time for group presentations, a lot of the time a majority of the 

speakers would be male. Actually one of our lecturers said “ if I see more than 50% of the speakers 

are male, you're all going to fail”. [unintelligible]. I've experienced […] when the males in the group, 

will speak over the female members of the group, who are a little more quiet and they don't really 

say as much. I'm not sure if that's coming from sort of a lack of confidence in the female members of 

the group or they feel like they can't talk because they’re being interrupted.” 

There is a higher proportion of women in CSP committee positions than in the general Imperial 

population. However, this research has still highlighted the feeling that masculinity underlies 

students’ experiences of CSPs. This highlights that there is a power imbalance between the influence 

that women students and men students members have within CSPs.  
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Masculinity is also associated with drinking alcohol. Recreation participants saw Sports societies’ 

raison d’etre as drinking and observed that they had a reputation for this in CSPs more widely. 

Drinking is seen as a source of pressure that drives people out, but members are unwilling to identify 

the source of the pressure as coming from themselves. 

The same characteristics that reward an individual within ICU’s power structures can serve to 

disadvantage or exclude individuals with a background of less privilege. Factors that can negatively 

impact an individual’s sense of belonging or identity within a group include: a lack of time or 

resources which makes it difficult to engage in activities (particularly amongst commuting students, 

carers, and financially disadvantaged students), being introverted, being new to university, and 

being younger. It is likely that the last two of these characteristics affect the longevity of activity-

centred groups (as opposed to identity-centred groups), as they need to advertise more widely to 

attract members, whereas identity-centred groups draw in new members more easily.  

Many Imperial students value and rely on tradition and seek to uphold it when elected to positions 

of power. Tradition is inherently associated with remembering a previous time, in a world with 

systems which gave rise to masculine-centred structures. A consequence of this attitude 

(unintended or otherwise) is that upholding tradition ensures that the type of hegemonic 

masculinity that these systems were designed to benefit, is re-created.  

Participants in low-cost CSPs felt nostalgic about the way the Union operated previously. They felt 

the Union used to be more personable and easier to reach, because staff members used to have a 

drink at the bar after work, and this was a way to informally influence decisions.  

“There was actually opportunity to be colleagues with them. Those water cooler talks that you could 

have at the bar or things that were happening where they weren't directing people . . .  because 

they’re there to chat". 

A story that came up repeatedly that was emblematic for this change was how students used to buy 

a can of beans for £5 which raised funds for RAG. This can of beans would then be poured over 

someone’s head. This is similar to how fraternities in the US were established as a space where 

members could have fun and escape the moral scrutiny of the university (Syrett 2009, p. 32). In 

more recent years, this has not been allowed, and participants of one focus group cited allergy 

concerns as the reason why. This illustrated to participants that administration and bureaucracy was 

too heavy-handed and got in the way of having fun. This story is a stand-in for a host of changes that 

occurred in recent years and how this felt to students and losing the can of beans symbolises losing 

an older, more informal culture. This change also mirrors a shift in perception from seeing the Union 

as a space where students are free to escape the demands and expectations of the university to 

taking on a more paternal role with its own set of expectations. Participants now feel that they do 

not have the ability to influence how to Union operates and felt nostalgic for when they did.  
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Mechanisms of Change 

We conducted our research about a year after COVID lockdowns in the UK were finally lifted, and to 

an extent, ‘normal’ student life resumed. Participants refer to this period in the focus groups and as 

researchers we coded that theme as ‘hiatus’.  

Participants discussed that traditions and hierarchy get disrupted from periods of hiatus. There are 

conflicting views on what impact this disruption had. On the one hand, it can increase pressure to 

take part in previous activity, but on the other hand it can relieve pressure from taking part in 

traditions that are no longer able to be passed down by people in positions of leadership (as they left 

during the hiatus), or by pausing periods of behaviour. Feelings of sadness and missing out are 

prevalent amongst student leaders, rather than excitement of starting something new. This indicates 

a level of satisfaction with the status quo. 

Another mechanism that changes the status quo is the idea of student ‘welfare’. Welfare is used by 

participants as a catch-all term that refers to openly discussing problems with club leadership, 

interpersonal problems and mental health. Problems tend to be acknowledged in the past tense, 

through anecdotes or at a remove from oneself. This means that committee members who are the 

centre of issues and problems don’t acknowledge this. Discussions amongst leaders around the act 

of having conversations regarding welfare seem to centre around less engaged or vocal members, 

which could be one way of distancing oneself from the source of the issue. When considering novel 

opportunities for communicating welfare concerns, there is some trepidation around getting 

overwhelmed with negative responses. 

It appears to be difficult for members to be direct about their negative feelings around being 

excluded; rather, they express these negative feelings as concern for Imperial’s reputation or 

concern for younger students. There is also a difficulty in engaging in discourse around the topic of 

exclusion unless it is overt or targeted. When it comes to having specific needs, the burden of 

communicating these needs is often on the person(s) with the needs, and this can be a difficult and 

vulnerable thing to navigate, especially when these needs are complex or stigmatised (as may be the 

case for some disabilities). To counteract this, members look up to committee members and rely on 

them to take positive steps to make their spaces feel inclusive and welcoming. 

Counter narratives 

It is worth reiterating, as stated in the introduction, that some students might not see their 

experiences in CSPs reflected in the main argument of this report. We imagine that, on the whole, 

students have positive experiences of connection and belonging in CSPs. The questions that were 

asked in the focus groups focused on formulating problems, rather than asking students to reflect on 

positive experiences.  

For example, one participant found the longstanding tradition and cohesive community a very 

positive aspect of their experience: 

“And I think part of that is because we have such a good - well, I think a good culture – of staying in 

contact with alumni who will still show up to the big events like on the Isle of Wight that gives like a 

really nice continuity and you thought to see like a larger family of [activity] that's more than just 

more than just the people that are working with [activity] now.” 

For these students, being able to participate in an elitist culture fosters community and creates 

connections for them beyond Imperial. However, this is not accessible to most students. Those who 

are privy to knowledge that isn’t widely known are more likely to be of higher status – for example, 
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being on high level committees or being older both predispose someone to having this type of 

“secret” knowledge. It is used as a blocker against social mobility (new members cannot join groups 

that they are unaware exists) as well as social change (members cannot call out behaviours that are 

not visible or that they are not aware of). Furthermore, committee members have a large amount of 

power to decide the direction that a CSP takes. Committee members influence choice of activities, 

cost of events and the environment created by the society, which may decrease accessibility and 

inclusivity. We want to acknowledge that these structures may positively as well as negatively 

impact members wellbeing depending on their ability to access and participate in these groups.  
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Conclusion 

The culture of student-led groups at Imperial College Union was studied using grounded theory to 

analyse transcripts of focus groups that were broken down into twenty categories of groups and 

student characteristics within the Union. Some of these groups were identified by the Union’s 

democratic structures. The rest of these groups represented characteristics of students that are 

currently underrepresented within the Union’s structures, as indicated by previous research 

conducted by the Union’s representation team. Grounded theory involves an iterative approach with 

three phases: open coding, axial coding and selective coding. The open coding phase identified 

common themes that were present throughout each transcript. The axial coding phase identified 

connections between these themes. The selective coding phase involved condensing these themes 

down into as few themes as possible to produce the following thesis statement: 

Existing power structures at Imperial College Union benefit those with privilege and make it more 

difficult for groups and individuals with fewer resources to engage. Mechanisms of change seek to 

alter these power structures to create a more inclusive Union. 

The power structures in the Union are self-perpetuating. They reward behaviours and characteristics 

that align with Imperial’s own version of hegemonic masculinity by elevating individuals who portray 

its characteristics to the top of the social hierarchy. Hegemonic masculinity at Imperial is 

characterised by participation in sports, confidence, competitiveness, financial privilege and being 

skilled. These forms of masculinity echo traditions that were present through the Union’s history and 

are embodied in today’s cultural beliefs and values.  

Whilst individuals who embody this representation of hegemonic masculinity are rewarded, 

individuals and groups who lack these characteristics may have a harder time engaging with student-

led activities. These characteristics include financial disadvantage, having caring responsibilities, 

being introverted and having less experience or skills. Welfare and hiatus are coded as two 

mechanisms which seek to change the power structures that reward these characteristics to create a 

more inclusive Union. ‘Welfare’ is a term used by students and student leaders that refers to 

communicating about one’s needs and advocating for them; through this advocacy, the status quo 

can often be questioned and challenged. A ‘hiatus’ is a forced, prolonged break from student-led 

activity which prevents the usual passing on of traditions, values and beliefs from older to newer 

members, thereby creating the space for new norms to develop. The most recent example of this is 

the decrease in wet sales across student unions (including ICU) after the post-lockdown return to in 

person activity.  

At the outset of this study, the researchers approached the Union’s senior management and 

consulted them on what they believed the key issues prevent students from disadvantaged or 

marginalised backgrounds in engaging in clubs, societies and projects. Testing these perceptions 

formed the basis of this research. Hence, the following statements constituted the hypotheses of 

this study: 

1. Some groups are mostly based around drinking culture which can create an atmosphere that 

excludes students who are not comfortable in those spaces.  

Whilst this issue was explored in focus groups, it appears to be a symptom of an underlying cause. 

The main driver in excluding students is the normalisation of drinking by students that are higher up 

in the social hierarchy, and this behaviour is consistent with the tradition of masculinity within ICU, 

as women were not allowed to be served in The Union Bar until 1974 and were not allowed to  be 

full members of the Union until 1981 [Lovatt, forthcoming]. Additionally, men see FiveSixEight with 
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higher importance than women or nonbinary students, but the same dichotomy is not true for 

Reynolds Bar, which is primarily frequented by medics and students based at non-South Kensington 

campuses [Wright 2023]. Drinking as a social norm is not a universal experience across all student 

groups, but some groups may still characterise drinking as a component of hegemonic masculinity 

within the context of that setting. The decrease in wet sales after lockdown provides further 

evidence that that a forced break in activity has shifted the modern definition of Imperial’s 

hegemonic masculinity within the wider student context away from being heavily drinking-oriented. 

2. CSPs are not viewed by many as beneficial overall experiences to their lives. Many assume 

that CSP activity will reduce their academic performance, without linking the benefit of CSP 

involvement to their personal development and employment/career prospects. 

This topic did not come up directly in our analysis, but data from the Union’s strategy consultation 

showed that postgraduate students viewed CSP support with less importance than undergraduates. 

Additionally, undergraduates are likely to view CSP membership as being an important factor in their 

identity whereas postgraduates tend to rank it as being less important. Finally, UK domiciled 

students are likely to see CSP membership as being an important part of their identity whereas non-

EU international students see it as less important. [Wright 2023] A hypothesis could be that the 

value of extracurricular activity varies according to different cultural backgrounds and differences in 

age. 

3. Students lack the know-how and cultural tradition to organise events that are accessible and 

inclusive. 

There are two types of student-led groups: groups that have a high level of cohesion but have little 

emphasis on identity, and groups that coalesce around marginalised identities but struggle to pass 

on knowledge in running and maintaining these groups. The latter group may benefit from upskilling 

and training in running large events and social spaces. 

4. Mainstream CSP traditions at Imperial have historically focussed on relatively expensive, 

formal events. Some more expensive groups subsidise these events by corporate sponsors 

that are not circumscribed by an ethical framework. 

This seems to be consistent with what is recorded in the Union’s history – a key example of this is 

the hosting of monthly formal dinners in the Union Dining Hall by constituent unions, which all 

sabbatical officers were invited to on a regular basis. Contemporary examples are still seen in the 

form of black-tie events and annual dinners. This study did not examine the use of sponsors. 

5. CSP activity primarily takes place in the middle of the week at South Kensington campus; this 

can make it difficult to access for students with part-time work or caring responsibilities or 

are based outside of South Kensington.  

This was confirmed by students with caring responsibilities. Researchers were unable to incorporate 

the data from this focus group into the grounded theory analysis because of issues with the Wi-Fi 

connection in the building – however, a participant emailed their recollection of a summary of the 

conversation to the researchers, which did allow for a limited level of analysis. Their main barrier to 

participating in Union activity is time. Nonetheless, they expressed a keenness for having a network 

in which they could raise representation issues, meet other carers, and host events where Imperial 

academics could give talks on their latest childhood development research. A need for a route into 

representation in the Union is also highlighted by the fact that carers were identified by Union 

Advice Service and representation data as being a vulnerable group in the cost-of-living crisis 
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[Podder, Basu 2022]. Participants also reported having limited success with integrating into the 

existing carers network for Imperial staff.  

6. Students with disabilities may have access requirements that are not currently being met. 

These may include physical spaces in the buildings and/or the duration of certain activities. 

Rather than specific requirements around space or timing, the main concern cited by students with 

disabilities was the level of knowledge and understanding on issues surrounding disability and 

neurodiversity amongst student leaders. Students with disabilities often feel that the onus is on 

them to express and explain their needs, and this can make them feel vulnerable. They often rely on 

student leaders to organise events and social activities that feel welcoming and inclusive. 

7. Imperial students face high academic pressures and workloads; this can discourage them 

from taking part in extracurricular Union activities. 

There is a difference in the way that students perceive extracurricular activities. Students whose 

characteristics mirror that of hegemonic masculinity may see participation in extracurricular 

activities as an essential component of their education and personal development, and therefore 

may be more willing to try to balance their academic life with their extracurricular life. Union 

Strategy survey data indicates that cultural and level of study may also contribute to differences in 

perception; to confirm this, focus groups would need to be run with international students and 

postgraduate students. 

8. Non-traditional CSPs suffer from low membership and engagement. 

On the contrary, cultural societies are not traditional in the sense that they have not been around 

for as long as sports societies; despite this, they do have a very high membership. 

9. Postgraduate engagement in many CSPs is lower than proportionally expected  

There are some indications that postgraduate engagement is lower than what is to be proportionally 

expected. Fewer postgraduates vote in CSP elections than what is to be proportionally expected. In 

the year 2021-22, postgraduate students accounted for 50% of the Imperial College London student 

population but only accounted for 21.39% of students with CSP memberships and 22.0% of voters in 

the 2022 Leadership Elections. When these statistics were presented during a Community & Welfare 

Forum, a postgraduate taught student rep from the Faculty of Medicine gave the following response: 

“I think the reason is because of study work burden and postgraduate life is much more intense, 

some studennts[sic] also need time to adapt themeselves[sic] in UK”  

 

Further questions 

A catch-22 in exploring issues relating to equality, diversity and inclusion is that the groups that are 

the most important to reach are the same ones that are also the least engaged. To alter the self-

perpetuating cycle of power imbalance and privilege, the Union needs to put in the time, resource 

and effort to proactively continue to reach out to the groups that are underrepresented. Over time, 

as the Union becomes more inclusive to these groups, it will hopefully become easier to reach them 

– as such, the insights that are gained from this research need to be revisited and revised with 

further insights after the recommended changes have been implemented. 

The first group that needs to be investigated further is students that are part of the Black and 

Minority Ethnic (BME) network. The current context of Imperial’s Access and Participation Plan 
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suggests that the percentage of BME students at Imperial do not reflect the demographics of the 

local community, and BME students who do study here struggle with a sense of belonging [Mitchell 

2020]. No participants attended the focus group for BME students; different methods of data 

collection could be explored, as well as collaboration with CSPs containing a high number of BME 

students. 

The second group that needs further exploration is postgraduate students. There are many ways in 

which the priorities amongst undergraduates and postgraduates differ in the Union [Wright 2022]. 

Despite this, fewer postgraduates have CSP memberships than expected and the voter turnout is 

much lower than expected. 

The third group that needs further exploration is international students. Imperial has a very high 

percentage of overseas students [EDI Data June 2022]; as such, the cultural perception of 

masculinity may differ for students from different backgrounds. This would help explain the 

variances that we see in the way that hegemonic masculinity is defined. 

 

Recommendations 

 Quick Wins Long term goals 

Training and support • Provide awareness 
training of privilege 
and power to 
committee members 
with the involvement 
of the liberation & 
community networks. 

• Continue with 
accreditation and 
incentives to 
encourage inclusive 
behaviour for Clubs. 

• Direct a more 
facilitated handover 
for groups with low 
membership 

• Create specific 
guidance/templates 
for non-drinking 
events 

• Create a fund to 
ensure that all 
students can 
participate in high-cost 
activities 

• Provide management 
group chairs with 
dedicated staff 
support 

• Reach out to and cater 
to the needs of groups 
that are more 
disengaged 
(postgraduates, carers, 
international students, 
women and nonbinary 
students) 

Facilitating social cohesion • Explore the twinning 
of high- and low-
membership CSPs to 
facilitate peer learning 
and share best 
practice around 
management and 
communication 

• Expand the availability 
of non-drinking social 
spaces in Sherfield 
Building and White 
City.  

Encouraging innovation • Identify annual SMART 
goals to tackling 
barriers found in this 

• Create rewards for 
CSPs to encourage 

https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/staff/education-development-unit/public/Do-I-belong_MEd-presentation_Wayne-Mitchell.pdf
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/staff/education-development-unit/public/Do-I-belong_MEd-presentation_Wayne-Mitchell.pdf
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report as set out by 
student leaders with 
the support of the 
Union at MG and CSP 
level. 

• Share feedback 
comments from 
membership surveys 
with committee 
leaders during 
induction and training 
and the development 
of CSP-specific action 
plans 

fulfilment of their 
action plans.  

• Consider integrating 
the approval of action 
plans with the funding 
allocation process for 
CSPs. 

Representation and 
Democracy 

• Create a new 
liberation & 
community network 
for Parents & Carers 

• Pilot the removal of 
personal photos from 
online voting booth 
and manifesto pages. 

• Conduct research on 
the groups that are 
outline in the Further 
Questions section of 
this report 

• Revise the election 
rules for management 
group structures to 
allow for a wider pool 
of candidates. 

• Review the Union’s 
democratic structures 
and examine the 
siloing and duplication 
of activity that occurs 
between Activities and 
Representation (eg., 
Projects and 
campaigns). 

Governance • Collect and report data 
on the demographics 
of committee 
members during 
induction on an annual 
basis 

• Work with the College 
to create a dashboard 
that compares the 
funding and 
demographics of CSPs. 
Publish this annually 
as an aggregate. 

• Incorporate the use of 
demographic data into 
the oversight of 
funding of student led 
activities.  

 

Next steps (internal): 

• Dissemination Plan (NP, CT, DH) 

• Develop high level KPIs on the back of these recommendations (NP, CT, TN) 

  



20 
 

References 

 

Bolton, P., & Lewis, J. (2023, January 31). Equality of access and outcomes in higher education in England. The 
Commons Library. https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9195/  

 

Connell, R. W., & Messerschmidt, J. W. (2005). Hegemonic Masculinity: Rethinking the Concept. Gender and 
Society, 19(6), 829–859. http://www.jstor.org/stable/27640853 
 
Crisp, Beth (2010). Belonging, connectedness and social exclusion. Deakin University. Journal contribution. 

https://hdl.handle.net/10536/DRO/DU:30032354 

(N.d.). eActivities. Database. Retrieved June 9, 2023, from https://eactivities.union.ic.ac.uk.  

Lovatt, Sam (forthcoming). Imperial College Union. 

 

McDonald, Brent, and Kate Sylvester. "Learning to get drunk: The importance of drinking in Japanese university 
sports clubs." International review for the sociology of sport 49.3-4 (2014): 331-345.  

 

Phipps, Alison (2020) Reckoning up: sexual harassment and violence in the neoliberal university, Gender and 
Education, 32:2, 227-243, DOI: 10.1080/09540253.2018.1482413  

 

Syrett, The Company He Keeps: A History of White College Fraternities. The University of North Carolina, USA 

Press. Men and Masculinities, 12(5), 624–626. https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184X09351139 

Wong, Yi-Lee. "Student alienation in higher education under neoliberalism and global capitalism: A case of 

community college students’ instrumentalism in Hong Kong." Community College Review 50.1 (2022): 96-116.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9195/ 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/27640853
https://hdl.handle.net/10536/DRO/DU:30032354
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2018.1482413
https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184X09351139


21 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix A – ICU EDI Data 2021-22 

 



22 
 

 

Appendix B – Questions asked in focus groups and facilitation plan 

 
Focus Group Questions: 
Name a cultural problem that exists within clubs and societies 

 What evidence do we need to measure the scale of this problem? 
What are you observing? 
When and where does it happen? 
 
What additional information do we need? 
 What is the impact? 
Who does this affect? 
How does this affect them? 
 

What is the solution? 
What actions should the Union take (if any)? 
What actions should the College take (if any)? 
What actions should CSP leaders take (if any)? 

 

Facilitation Plan: 

BEFORE you run the focus group 

Minimum of 1 week before: 

1. Reach out to 5 individuals directly to invite them to the focus group. 

2. Log on to the College’s Mentimeter platform (use SSO). Nathalie will then give you back-end 

access to the unique Mentimeter link that is specific to your group. 

https://www.imperial.ac.uk/admin-services/ict/self-service/digital-education-services/digital-education-platforms/mentimeter/
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3. Tell Nathalie the date and time that you wish to run the group (via Teams message or email 

at dpwelfare@imperial.ac.uk). Nathalie will take care of the room booking and send you the 

details. 

4. Gather the following materials: flipchart paper, pens, sticky notes. You can collect these 

from the Union Level 2 Office on the day of the focus group. 

During the meeting: 

5. Log on to Microsoft Teams on a laptop/mobile phone. 

6. Open the PowerPoint (you will have received one by email). 

7. Pass out the consent form (provided at the end of this paper pack OR online at this link). 

8. After all participants have signed the consent form, select “Record & Transcribe.” 

9. Read the following text out loud to participants: 

Thank you for taking part in today's focus group. Today, we will be discussing aspects of student 

culture that affect our sense of belonging in clubs and societies. Please remember that there are no 

wrong answers and it's important to remain respectful and open to other peoples' views as they 

share their experiences. Let us know if you need to step out or take a break at any point. 

10. Do an icebreaker with the group. You can choose from the following list of options, or come 

up with your own: 

a. Start by asking everyone to turn on their cameras. Then, ask participants to list 

everything blue that they can see on their screen in their peers' surroundings. 

b. Ask each person to state their name and their favourite thing that starts with the 

first letter of their name. 

c. Play a game of "never have I ever", where everyone starts by putting up their hand. 

List off a series of statements/activities (e.g., never have I ever been on a plane), and 

ask people to put their hand down if it relates to them. The last person with their 

hand up wins. 

DURING the focus group 

11. Log on to Mentimeter and present the slide that I have shared with you on a 

laptop/projector/monitor. (If this doesn’t work, get a packet of sticky notes and put a pile in 

front of each participant. Then, wrote the following question on a piece of flipchart paper 

and ask participants to writ as many answers as they can come up with and stick them onto 

the paper:) 

Name a cultural problem that exists within clubs and societies. 

12. If you used physical materials, take a picture of the flipchart paper and send it to Nathalie. 

Otherwise, skip to the next step. 

13. Ask participants to choose the written problem that is most important to them (Question 2). 

Then proceed with the rest of the questions (Questions 3-5) as normal. 

AFTER the focus group 

14. Read the following statement: 

Thank you for taking part in today's discussion. Your views and experiences will be invaluable in 

helping to shape the future of the Union. Keep an eye out in your email for a transcript of today's 

mailto:dpwelfare@imperial.ac.uk
https://forms.microsoft.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=B3WJK4zudUWDC0-CZ8PTB4teWEKyR6xNsozW45tEQ7ZUOEpOSzAxVElSTjRYTEJTWlI3WE5SRkNSUi4u
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session and let us know of any corrections that you would like to make within 5 working days of 

receiving it. 

If any part of today's discussion made you feel unwell or had a negative impact on your wellbeing, 

please don't hesitate to reach out for support. You can do this by referring yourself to the College's 

Mental Health Intervention Team or speaking to a Wellbeing Advisor. 

15. If you need to do further signposting, refer to the list of resources on the next page. If you 

have any remaining concerns, please notify the Rep Team and/or the Activities Team. 

16. Download the transcript from Microsoft Teams and email it to dpwelfare@imperial.ac.uk 

(along with a picture of the flipchart paper, if you used it). 

 

ICU Advice Centre – Free, confidential and impartial advice on complaints/discipline, 

academic appeals/mitigation, life in halls, or means testing for foodbank vouchers: 

advice@imperial.ac.uk  

Wardening team - Provides pastoral support for people living in halls 

https://www.imperial.ac.uk/student-support-zone/support/in-your-halls/  

Counselling and mental health team -  Provides free, professional mental health support 

https://www.imperial.ac.uk/counselling/  

Disability advisory service Supports disabled students or students with a specific learning 

difficulty https://www.imperial.ac.uk/disability-advisory-service/  

Student support fund For students who might need financial assistance 

https://www.imperial.ac.uk/students/fees-and-funding/financial-assistance/student-

support-fund/  

Personal tutoring Provides academic support to students 

https://www.imperial.ac.uk/student-support-zone/support/in-your-department/  

Report and Support A tool that can be used to disclose incidents of bullying, harrasment and 

sexual violence anonymously https://report-and-support.imperial.ac.uk/ 

SVLOs - Support for students who have experienced sexual violence 

https://www.imperial.ac.uk/student-support-zone/student-services/sexual-violence-

support/meet-the-sexual-violence-liaison-officer-team/ 

Mental Health Intervention Team - If you are concerned about yourself or another student 

and you’re not quite sure where to go, the Mental Health Intervention Officers are here to 

help support and signpost you to the appropriate services. You can ask students to self-

refer, or refer them anonymously. https://www.imperial.ac.uk/counselling/student-mental-

health-intervention-officers/ 

  

  

  

mailto:dpwelfare@imperial.ac.uk
mailto:advice@imperial.ac.uk
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/student-support-zone/support/in-your-halls/
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/counselling/
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/disability-advisory-service/
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/students/fees-and-funding/financial-assistance/student-support-fund/
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/students/fees-and-funding/financial-assistance/student-support-fund/
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/student-support-zone/support/in-your-department/
https://report-and-support.imperial.ac.uk/
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/student-support-zone/student-services/sexual-violence-support/meet-the-sexual-violence-liaison-officer-team/
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/student-support-zone/student-services/sexual-violence-support/meet-the-sexual-violence-liaison-officer-team/
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/counselling/student-mental-health-intervention-officers/
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/counselling/student-mental-health-intervention-officers/
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Group Student Lead CSPs 

Black & Minority Ethnic 
Students 
  

MH African Caribbean, 
East African, Asian 
Medical Students 
Association, Latin-
American, 
International 
Tamil, Punjabi, 
Somali Society, 
South Asian 
Society, Arabic, 
Nigerian, 
Moroccan 

Interfaith Students & 
Political Groups 
  

PR Christian Medical 
Fellowship, Ahlul 
Bayt, Ahmadiyya 
Muslim Students 
Association, 
Believer’s 
Loveworld, 
Buddhist, 
Catholic, Christian 
Union, Every 
Nation Christian, 
First Love, Hindu 
Society, Islamic, 
Jain, Jewish, 
Krishna 
Consciousness, 
Overseas Christian 
Fellowship, Sikh, 
Conservative, 
Labour, Left 
Forum, Muslim 
Medics 

International Students 
  

LL Indian National 
Student 
Association, 
ABACUS, Afghan 
Society, 
Australian, 
Bangladeshi, 
Benelux Society, 
Bulgarian, 
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Canadian Society, 
Chinese, Chinese 
Students & 
Scholars 
Association, 
Cypriot, Czech & 
Slovak, Egyptian 
Society, Erasmus, 
Estonian, Filipino 
Society, French, 
Friends of 
Palestine, 
German, Hellenic, 
Hungarian, Indian, 
Indonesian, Iraqi, 
Irish, Israeli, 
Italian, Japanese, 
Korean, Lebanese, 
Malaysian, 
Mauritian, Nepali 
Society, Pakistan, 
Polish, Portuguese 
Speaking, Qazaq, 
Romanian, 
Russian Speaking, 
Saudi, 
Scandinavian, 
Singapore, 
Spanish, Sri 
Lankan, Swiss, 
Taiwan, Thai, 
Turkish, Ukrainian, 
Vietnamese 

Working Class Students, 
Widening Participation 
Groups 

JE 

  

93% Club 
Imperial, ICSMSU 
Vision,  

Students with 
Disabilities 
  

JC Sign Language 

Mental Health Network 
  

AML Mentality 

Women, Nonbinary and 
Transgender Students 
  

YY Women in SET, 
The Breast 
Project, FemTech, 
Women in 
Business, Women 
in Healthcare 

https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/93-club-imperial
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/93-club-imperial
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/vision
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/vision
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/mentality
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/csp/1330
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/csp/1330
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/femtech
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Leadership, 
Feminist, Football 
– Womens, 
Football – 
Womens (RSM), 
Hockey Womens 
(ICSM), Rugby – 
Womens, IQ 
(Imperial College 
LGBTQ+) 

LGBTQ+ Students 
  

DP IQ (Imperial 
College LGBTQ+) 

Environment & Ethics 
Network 
  

RZ Engineers Without 
Borders UK, 
Alternative 
Protein, Climate 
Entrepreneurs, 
Environmental, 
VegSoc 

Sports Societies 
  

CC Jiu Jitsu (Aiuchi), 
Judo, Ju-Jitsu, 
Karate, Kendo, 
Krav Society, Kung 
Fu, Muay Thai, 
Shaolin Kung-Fu, 
Shorinji Kempo, 
Taekwondo, Wing 
Chun, Wushu, 
Wakeboarding, 
Skydiving, 
Mountaineering, 
Skate Society, 
Outdoor, 
American 
Football., Arhcery, 
Badminton, 
Badminton (RSM), 
Barbell, Baseball 
and Softball, 
Basketball, Boat, 
Calisthenics, 
Cheerleading, 
Cricket, Cross 
Country & 
Athletics, Crossfit, 
Cycling, 
Dodgeball, 

https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/engineers-without-borders-uk
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/engineers-without-borders-uk
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/alternative-protein
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/alternative-protein


28 
 

Fencing, Football 
– Mens, Football – 
Mens (RSM), 
Formula 1, Golf, 
Handball, Hockey, 
Hockey (RSM), Ice 
Hockey, Kabaddi, 
Lacrosse, Netball, 
Netball (RSM), 
Radel, Parkour, 
Free Running and 
Gymnastics, Pole 
& Aerial, Riding & 
Polo, Rifle & 
Pistol, Roundnet, 
Rugby – Mens, 
Rugby – Mens 
(RSM), Sailing, 
Snooker & Pool, 
Snowsports, 
Sports (Silwood), 
Squash, Swim and 
Waterpolo, 
Synchronized 
Swimming, Table 
Tennis, Tenis, 
Tennis (RSM), 
Triathlon, 
Ultimate Frisbee, 
Underwater 
Hockey, 
Volleyball, 
Weights & Fitness, 
Windsurfing, 
Yacht, Surf, 
Canoe, Caving, 
Racing, 

Arts & Entertainment 
Societies 
  

CD A Cappella, 
Althernative 
Music, Argentine 
Tango, Art Club, 
Artsoc, Big Band, 
Chamber Choir, 
Chamber Music, 
Choir, Cinema, 
Comedy Society, 
Dance – 



29 
 

Funkology, Dance 
Club, Dance 
Company, DJ & 
Production, 
DramSoc, Fashio 
& Design, Filmsoc, 
Gospel Choir, Hip 
Hop Society, Jazz 
Soul and Funk, K 
Pop Society, Live 
Music, Musical 
Theatre, 
Orchestra – 
Sinfonietta, 
Orchestra – 
Symphony, 
Origami, Poetry, 
Rock and Metal, 
Sea Shanty, String 
Ensemble, Wind 
Band 

Recreation Societies 
  

SY Brewing 
(Silwood), Bridge, 
Chess, Game 
Development, 
Gaming and 
Esports, KnitSock, 
Mahjong, Poker, 
Robotics, Table 
Football, Tabletop 
Gaming, Yoga, 
Felix, Gazette, 
Photosoc, Radio, 
SwiftSoc, 
Beekeeping 
(Silwood), 
Chickens 
(Silwood), 
Gardening 
(Silwood), Gliding, 
Fellwanderers 
(Imperial Hiking 
Society), Motor 
(C&G), Motor 
(RSM), Pilots, Rail 
and Transport, 
RCS Motor Club, 



30 
 

SCUBA 
(Underwater) 
Club, Team Bo’, 
AnimeSoc, Baking, 
Book, Botanical, 
DogSoc, Harry 
Potter Society, 
Kinky Klub, 
Mindfulness, 
Pokemon, Quiz, 
Real Ale, Bike 
Users Group, 
Science Fiction 
and Fantasy, Tea, 
Writers’ Society 

Knowledge/Career 
Societies 

DH TEDx, Blockchain, 
DroneSoc, 
Effective Altruism, 
Geology for Global 
Development, 
Society of 
Research and 
Academia, Space 
Society, Graduate 
Biotechnology 
Hub, Imperial 
Virtual and 
Augmented 
Reality, Oil and 
Gas Forum, Pint of 
Science, Society of 
Fire Protection 
Engineers, 
Venture Capital & 
Private Equity, 
Algorithmic 
Trading, AIESEC in 
Imperial, 
Astronomy, 
Beyond, 
Consultancy, 
Debating, Energy, 
Entrepreneurs, 
Finance, FinTech, 
History, 
Investment, Law, 
Management, 

https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/bike-users-group
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/bike-users-group
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/tedx
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/aiesec-imperial
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/aiesec-imperial
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Model United 
Nations, Retail 
Hospitality FMCG, 
Speakers, Data 
Science, Junior 
Solutions, 

Medical Societies 
  

CO Bioscience 
Review, 
Cardiovascular, 
Clinical Genetics 
Computational 
Biology, 
Dermatology, 
Coding (ICSM), 
Doctropreneurs, 
Endocrinology, 
Gastroenterology 
& Hepatology, 
General Practice 
(ICSM), Surgical, 
Synthetic Biology, 
Geriatrics and 
Elderly Medicine, 
Haematology 
Society, 
Immunology, 
Infectious 
Diseases Society, 
Lifestyle Medicine 
and Prevention, 
Medical 
Humanities, 
MedTech, 
Neuroscience, 
Neurosurgical, 
Nutritank, 
Obstetrics & 
Gynaecology, 
Oncology, 
Ophthalmology, 
Otoscope, 
Paediatrics, 
Pathology, 
Personalised 
Medicine, 
Pharmacology, 
Physiology, Pre-
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Hospital 
Emergency 
Medicine, 
Prosthetics, 
Psychedelic 
Studies, 
Psychiatry, 
Quantum 
Technology, 
Radiology Society, 
Renal and Urology 
Society, 
Respiratory 
Medicine, Sports 
& Exercise 
Medicine, Street 
Doctors, RAG 
(ICSM), GradMed 
(ICSM), Medical 
Education, Yoga 
(ICSM), Acute 
Care Specialties, 
Dance (ICSM), 
Drama (ICSM), 
Light Opera 
(ICSM), Music 
(ICSM), 
Badminton 
(ICSM), Boat 
(ICSM), Cricket 
(ICSM), Cycle Club 
(ICSM), Football – 
Mens (ICSM), Golf 
(ICSM), Hockey 
Mens (ICSM), 
Netball (ICSM), 
Rugby – Mens 
(Imperial 
Medicals), Squash 
– ISM) , Tennis 
(ICSM), Water 
Polo (ICSM), 
Weights & Fitness 
(ICSM), Anglo 
French Medical, 

Charity/community 
Societies 

DH UNICEF, Student 
Action for 

https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/unicef
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/student-action-for-refugees
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/student-action-for-refugees
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  Refugees, Soup 
Run, Sexpression, 
Robotics 
Academy, Right to 
Play, RED Project 
Borneo, 
Raincatcher 
Imperial, RAG, 
Project Nepal, 
Liberty in North 
Korea, Imperial 
College Aid to the 
Balkans, Global 
Brigades, Friends 
of Médecins Sans 
Frontières, First 
Aid, Engineering 
Change, Enactus, 
E.quinox, 
Cameroon 
Catalyst, Connect, 
Students for 
Global Health, 
Teddy Bear 
Hospital, Vehicle 
Design, Wiki 
Project, PASS, 
Sensible Drug 
Policy 

Departmental Societies 
  

AML Aeronautics, Bio 
Engineering, 
Biochemistry, 
Biology, 
BioMedical, 
Chemical 
Engineering, 
Chemistry, Civil 
Engineering, 
Computing, 
Design 
Engineering, 
Electrical 
Engineering, 
Geology, 
Geophysics, 
Materials, 
Mathematics, 

https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/student-action-for-refugees
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/student-action-for-refugees
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/student-action-for-refugees
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/sexpression
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/robotics-academy
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/robotics-academy
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/right-play
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/right-play
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/red-project-borneo
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/red-project-borneo
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/raincatcher-imperial
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/raincatcher-imperial
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/rag-icsm
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/project-nepal
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/liberty-north-korea
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/liberty-north-korea
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/imperial-college-aid-balkans
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/imperial-college-aid-balkans
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/imperial-college-aid-balkans
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/global-brigades
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/global-brigades
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/friends-medecins-sans-frontieres
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/friends-medecins-sans-frontieres
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/friends-medecins-sans-frontieres
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/first-aid
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/first-aid
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/engineering-change
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/engineering-change
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/enactus
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/equinox
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/cameroon-catalyst
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/cameroon-catalyst
https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/connect
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Mechanical 
Engineering, 
Medical 
Education, Physics 

Constituent Unions & 
Campuses 
  

NP RAG (ICSM), 
ICSMSU Exec 
Committee, RSMU 
Exec Committee, 
RCSU Exec 
Committee, , 
Silwood Exec 
Committee, 
Hammersmith 
Students’ 
Community 

PhD Students 
  

NP NP to invite reps 

UK-domiciled students 
  

NP Welsh Society, 
Northern Society, 

Students with caring 
responsibilities 

NP PG Newsletter, 
Grad School 
comms 

  

  

  

Consent Form 

  

  

The culture of ICU student groups 

Connar Walford 

Imperial College Union 

  

Information for participants 

Thank you for considering participating in this study which will take place between November 

2022 and February 2023 This information sheet outlines the purpose of the study and 

provides a description of your involvement and rights as a participant, if you agree to take 

part.  

1. What is the research about? 

https://www.imperialcollegeunion.org/activities/a-to-z/rag-icsm
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This research will aim to develop an understanding of the culture of student groups at Imperial College 

Union and seek to make recommendations to improve culture. 

2. Do I have to take part? 

It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. You do not have to take part if you do 

not want to. If you do decide to take part we will ask you to sign a consent form which you 

can sign and return in advance of survey completion or sign at the drop-in session (if 

applicable). 

3. What will my involvement be? 

 You will be asked to take part in a survey about your experience/knowledge of Imperial College Union 

student groups. It should take approximately 5-10 minutes. 

4. How do I withdraw from the study? 

You can withdraw from the study at any point until  15 January 2023 without having to give a reason. 

If any questions during the survey make you feel uncomfortable, you do not have to answer them. 

Withdrawing from the study will have no effect on you. If you withdraw from the study we will not 

retain the information you have given thus far, unless you are happy for me to do so.   

5. What will my information be used for?  

We will use the collected information for a paper into the culture of student groups at ICU. 

6. Will my taking part and my data be kept confidential? Will it be anonymised? 

The records from this study will be kept as confidential as possible. Only Connar Walford, Dylan 

Hughes, Sophie van der Ham and Nathalie Podder will have access to the files and any audio tapes. 

Your data will be anonymised – your name will not be used in any reports or publications resulting 

from the study. All digital files, transcripts and summaries will be given codes and stored separately 

from any names or other direct identification of participants. Any hard copies of research information 

will be kept in locked files at all times.  

 Limits to confidentiality: confidentiality will be maintained as far as it is possible, unless you tell us 

something which implies that you or someone you mention might be in significant danger of harm 

and unable to act for themselves; in this case, we may have to inform the relevant agencies of this, 

but we would discuss this with you first. 

7. Data Protection Privacy Notice 

The Imperial Research Privacy Policy can be found at:  

https://www.imperial.ac.uk/research-and-innovation/research-office/research-policies/imperial-

research-codes-of-

practice/#:~:text=Imperial%20is%20committed%20to%20undertaking%20research%20of%20the%2

0highest%20international,will%20conduct%20research%20with%20integrity. 

  

The legal basis used to process your personal data will be Public Task.  The legal basis used 

to process special category personal data (e.g. data that reveals racial or ethnic origin, 

political opinions, religious or philosophical beliefs, trade union membership, health, sex life 

https://www.imperial.ac.uk/research-and-innovation/research-office/research-policies/imperial-research-codes-of-practice/#:~:text=Imperial%20is%20committed%20to%20undertaking%20research%20of%20the%20highest%20international,will%20conduct%20research%20with%20integrity
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/research-and-innovation/research-office/research-policies/imperial-research-codes-of-practice/#:~:text=Imperial%20is%20committed%20to%20undertaking%20research%20of%20the%20highest%20international,will%20conduct%20research%20with%20integrity
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/research-and-innovation/research-office/research-policies/imperial-research-codes-of-practice/#:~:text=Imperial%20is%20committed%20to%20undertaking%20research%20of%20the%20highest%20international,will%20conduct%20research%20with%20integrity
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/research-and-innovation/research-office/research-policies/imperial-research-codes-of-practice/#:~:text=Imperial%20is%20committed%20to%20undertaking%20research%20of%20the%20highest%20international,will%20conduct%20research%20with%20integrity
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or sexual orientation, genetic or biometric data) will be for scientific and historical research 

or statistical purposes. 

To request a copy of the data held about you please contact: subjectaccess@imperial.ac.uk 

9. What if I have a question or complaint? 

If you have any questions regarding this study please contact the researcher, Connar Walford, on 

c.walford@imperial.ac.uk  

  

If you are happy to take part in this study, please sign the consent sheet attached/below. 

  

 

 

  

mailto:subjectaccess@imperial.ac.uk
mailto:c.walford@imperial.ac.uk
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CONSENT FORM       

ICU CSP Culture  

Connar Walford / Dylan Hughes  

PARTICIPATION IN THIS RESEARCH STUDY IS VOLUNTARY 

  

I have read and understood the study information dated November 2022 – 
February 2023, or it has been read to me. I have been able to ask questions 
about the study and my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. 

YES / NO 

I consent voluntarily to be a participant in this study and understand that I can 
refuse to answer questions and that I can withdraw from the study at any time 
up until XXX, without having to give a reason. 

YES / NO 

I agree to the survey being recorded YES / NO 

I understand that the information I provide will be used for ICU and that the 
information will be anonymised. 

YES / NO 

 I agree that my (anonymised) information can be quoted in research outputs. YES / NO 

I understand that any personal information that can identify me – such as my 
name, address, will be kept confidential and not shared with anyone other 
than the CSP Culture Review Working Group. 

YES / NO 

  

  

Please retain a copy of this consent form. 

Participant name: 

  

Signature:  ________________________________          Date  ________________ 

  

  

Interviewer name: 

    

Signature:________________________________          Date  ________________ 

                
    

For information please contact:     Connar Walford, c.walford@imperial.ac.uk 

mailto:c.walford@imperial.ac.uk
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