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Members of the Wider Student Experience Committee are asked to:  
 

 consider the consultation that has been undertaken to date; 

 note the key themes that have emerged from the consultation and proposed timescales for 
completion of the Framework Review. 
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1. Executive Summary 

1.1 Durham Student Organisations (DSOs) were established in 2011 to provide a set of high level 
operating principles which set out the governance framework for Durham University Student 
Organisations which are not student unions.  

1.2 The Framework was designed to be sufficiently flexible for student organisations to develop 
their own operational arrangements at a local level.   

1.3 DSOs are expected to operate within the principles set out in this Framework including its 
Annexes. They do not have their own separate Constitution. Their aims and objectives and 
operational arrangements are set out in their Standing Orders which naturally vary between 
different student organisations and between different Common Rooms. 

1.4 There are currently 129 DSOs broken down into the following sub categories: 
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 16 College MCRs / JCRs (equivalents) 

 58 Sports Clubs  

 30 Theatre Companies  

 22 Music Ensembles  

 2 Enterprise Societies 

 1 overarching Student Volunteering organisation: Durham University Student 
Volunteering (formerly Student Community Action) 
 

1.5 The DSO Framework sets out expectations for review, the anticipated timeframe is every five 
years. 

1.6 Whilst this timeline for review was not met, it should be recognised that adaptions to the day 
to day working practices associated with the Annexes did evolve from time to time with 
Professional Support Service staff and elected student officers working collaboratively to adapt 
approaches to reflect lessons learnt and a desire to use best practice where possible.  

1.7 In early 2019 a Wider Student Experience Governance Review Group was established to 
consider a range of areas and this did include a formal review of the DSO Framework. The 
Terms of Reference for the Group provided a remit to: 

“review WSE Recognised Bodies in order to understand what currently exists, investigate and 
review the agreements and then make recommendations about the governance of these 
relationships for the future”. 

1.8 There were four identified lines of enquiry: 

1. DSOs and the Framework (what is now the Durham Student Organisation 
Framework Review) 

2. Arm’s Length Bodies 
3. Existing MoUs  
4. Other Recognised Bodies 

 
1.9 This progress report focuses on item (1) of the lines of enquiry only – DSOs and the 

Framework. Once completed the Durham Student Organisation Framework Review will: 

 make recommendations for appropriate amendments to the Framework; 

 make recommendations for appropriate amendments to the Annexes to the 
Framework which inform day to day working practices; 

 provide a clear outline of the support provided to Durham Student Organisations 
and an equally clear outline of the support that will be provided and the 
arrangements that will be in place with the University for independent bodies. 
 

1.10 Whilst there have a been a number of contributors thus far the core DSO Framework Review 
Group has consisted of Kate Deeming (Director of Governance and Executive Support), Jon 
Warren (Vice Principal, St Cuthberts Society) and Quentin Sloper (Director of Experience 
Durham). In his previous capacity as Chair of Colleges Tom Allen, Master of Grey College, 
also assisted the Framework Review for an initial period. At a meeting of JCR/equivalent 
Presidents on December 9th student representative officers will also be invited to join the 
Framework Review Group as consultation moves onto the next stage. 

1.11 It should also be recognised that Durham Students’ Union is working on developing an 
alternative option for College JCRs, MCRs / equivalents to consider. Whilst this extends 
beyond the scope of the DSO Framework Review, it is felt that there is a clear rationale for 
understanding the model and including factual information in the final report to assist in 
evaluating the options available to student organisations and the University as a whole in the 
years to come.   
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1.12 Section (3) below outlines the consultation that has been undertaken to date, areas of clear 
focus for the next phase of consultation and an outline timeline to enable completion of the 
Framework Review. 

2. Strategic Context  

2.1 The Durham University Strategy outlines an ambitious objective to deliver a Wider Student 
Experience that is ‘as good as anything in the world’. The successful and smooth running of 
student organisations is pivotal to achieving this objective and empowering elected student 
officers to be effective is integral to this success. It is important that the structures in place 
enable this to be achieved whilst also providing an appropriate level of protection for students 
and the University as a whole. 

2.2 Further to this, the proper governance of the University is of fundamental importance to the 
achievement of its overall strategy and the delivery of its mission. In support of this, the primary 
responsibilities of Council, as approved on the 9th of May 20181, include the following:  

2.1.1 “8. To establish processes to monitor and evaluate the performance and effectiveness 
of … the University’s system of governance.”  

This Framework Review forms part of that broader and ongoing process and contributes to 
Council’s ability to fulfil these responsibilities. 

3. Background and Analysis  

3.1 Elected student officer consultation focusing on the current Framework and associated 
Annexes commenced in May 2019.  The following consultation was undertaken: 

 an anonymous feedback questionnaire was sent to all outgoing elected student 
officers in May/June 2019 – 50 responses were received and the responses to 
that questionnaire can be seen in Appendix A; 

 workshops and discussion sessions were facilitated for outgoing elected student 
officers during the same time period. These were primarily accessed by 
Experience Durham DSOs who had found it difficult to answer the survey due to 
the fact that they work with the Framework in a very different way to those DSOs 
based within Colleges. 34 elected student officers attended and contributed to 
these sessions. 
 

3.2 During the summer period individual consultation sessions were held with senior officers from 
each Professional Support Service to understand the day to day working processes 
associated with the Annexes, the support that is currently provided to independent student 
organisations and the recommendations for change to assist efficiency and compliance. 
Senior staff within the following PSS Departments were consulted: 

 Finance  

 Health and Safety  

 Human Resources 

 Procurement  

 Data Protection  

 Legal  

 Insurance 

3.3 Whilst the elected student officer feedback was wide ranging, a series of recurring themes 
have emerged which require further understanding. Recurring themes include: 
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 concerns over ‘scope creep’ amongst the JCRs/MCRs/ equivalents and a sense that, 
at times, the DSO Framework (or the implementation of the Framework) is becoming 
overbearing; 

 concerns over financial management and processes and a fear of a lack of autonomy 
to make financial decisions related to their student organisation; 

 confusion from independent JCRs/MCRs/ equivalents as to what support can (and 
cannot) be accessed; 

 a sense that training is patchy and that, in general, there is insufficient support for 
elected student officers to work effectively within the Framework;  

 a significant lack of knowledge (in general) concerning the DSO structure amongst 
Experience Durham DSOs; 

 a concern that the University’s re-branding process will impact upon the individual 
sense of identity that many student organisations value highly.  

3.4 Whilst feedback from the PSS staff was broadly positive and re-assuring there were a series 
of key points raised that will undoubtedly require further work. These include:  

 HR: the employment terms of (elected) sabbatical officers can be problematic; 

 Finance: a clear desire to streamline the process to assist with compliance and 
specifically changes to VAT procedures needs to be considered in advance of the 
2020/21 academic year; 

 Governance: there is some confusion around the broader governance and reporting 
structure for DSOs including the reporting lines for employed sabbatical officers; 

 General: the ‘exit clauses’ are not necessarily well understood by current DSO 
Colleges considering leaving the Framework. 
 

3.5 Given that current elected student officers have now been in post for a number of months 
(and are consequently now familiar with the Framework) further consultation is now required 
to be undertaken before draft recommendations can be developed. The details of the 
proposed consultation are outlined in section (6) below. 

4. Financial and Resource Implications 

4.1 Funding 

N/A 

4.2 Financial Delegation 

N/A 

4.3 Business Plan 

N/A  

5. Risk, Equality, Environmental, and Social Responsibility Impact Analyses 

5.1 Risk Analysis 

N/A 

5.2 Equality Analysis  

N/A 

5.3 Environmental Analysis  
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N/A 

5.4 Social Responsibility  

5.5 N/A 

6. Consultation 

6.1 On-going consultation and completion of the Framework Review is anticipated to follow the 
timeline outlined below. The consultation process will focus around individual meetings and 
group workshops with both elected student officers and PSS staff. The Framework Review 
will continue to be led by Kate Deeming, Jon Warren and Quentin Sloper. To further assist in 
the broad consultation process, elected student officers from JCRs/equivalents will be invited 
to join the Framework Review Group – this is likely to be on a thematic basis where there is 
particular experience and knowledge although this approach will be discussed directly with 
JCR/equivalents on December 9th. 

Proposed Timeline 

 Consult on current findings with current elected student officers. This will take the 
form of individual meetings and group workshops: Commencing in December 2019 
and completion by January 31st 2020 

 Complete an initial draft report for each PSS Department making recommendations 
for changes to the Annexes based on consultation with both elected student officers 
and PSS senior staff: Feedback to be received from PSS Departments by January 
17th 2020 

 Undertake elected student officer consultation on proposed draft changes to the 
Framework and associated Annexes: Completed by February 29th 2019 

 Produce a final set of proposed amendments to the Framework and associated 
Annexes for consideration by both elected student officers and PSS Departments: 
Consultation completed by March 20th 2020 

 Report to UEC: Submitted by March 31st 2020 

7. Next Steps 

7.1 Proposed next steps are identified in section (6) directly above. 

8. Further Information 

8.1 Further information is available from Quentin Sloper (q.r.sloper@dur.ac.uk) or Kate 
Deeming (c.r.deeming@dur.ac.uk) 
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