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Project description:  

Student societies have traditionally played key roles in higher education: bringing 
students together to help each other, to relax, follow interests, and learn skills in 
the process, as well as empowering students through representation in university 
committees and beyond (Loader et al. 2015). However, the marketisation and 
massification of higher education have changed the societies’ context (Day & 
Dickinson 2018). Universities are increasingly taking on tradition student union 
roles, for example around providing social spaces and wellbeing support. 
Meanwhile, an increasingly diverse student body includes many students who 
would struggle to find time for activities outside the core necessities of university 
study, for example due to needing to commit more hours to paid work, living further 
from campus, and having caring responsibilities (Blake et al. 2002). The Covid-19 
pandemic further disrupted the higher education community (Jones & Bell 2024), 



but also increased familiarity with remote participation and online meetings (Fabian 
et al. 2024). 
This study investigates the current engagement choices of student societies. For 
organisation and activities that do not necessarily take place in physical spaces 
(such as sport), how are student societies engaging with them members, recruiting 
new members, and interacting with associations, unions, and the university? 
Different universities have very different contexts, especially in terms of location, 
student body, and community, as well as different structures for student societies 
and representation. So it is envisaged that the study would collect data from several 
number of universities, for example using case-studies and /or social network 
analysis (Taylor-Smith & Smith 2019; Karimi & Matous 2018). A sociotechnical 
approach would be appropriate to support the exploration of online and offline 
engagement and the choices around technologies and spaces for community. 
Applicants are welcome from a wide range of social science backgrounds, 
including informatics and HCI, with at least some experience of sociotechnical 
topics or approaches, plus an interest in communities/ democracy. Previous 
experience of a student society or union would be helpful. 
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Candidate characteristics 
 
Education:  

A first-class honours degree, or a distinction at master level, or equivalent 
achievements in Information science or an allied subject, alternatively, a 
background in studying comunity representation (e.g., through politics or 
sociology) 

 
Subject knowledge: 

• Computer-mediated communication and/or online communities 
• Higher education  

 
Essential attributes: 

• Competent in basic qualitative research techniques 
• Good written and oral communication skills 
• Strong motivation, with evidence of independent research skills relevant to the 

project 
• Good time management  

 
Desirable attributes: 

• Experience of student societies/ unions 
• Experience of participatory research 
• Competent in basic quantitative research techniques  
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