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Introduction 
Student societies play a central role in the university experience. They serve as vital 
platforms for engagement, socialisation, development, intellectual and cultural 
exchange. For many, student societies are where most of their extracurricular activity 
and social life materialises. As exemplified by the Polish Economic Forum, the effects 
of student involvement and collaboration in societies can create considerable impact 
embodied by long-lasting relations, high-profile initiatives, and vital discussions. Given 
their salience, we investigate the underlying factors which influence students' 
motivations to join and engage in societies. We examine what this engagement looks 
like, as well as student societies’ institutional setup, organisational structures, levels of 
formality, equal opportunity access, funding, and faculty support. In the spirit of 
“Creating Impact,” we aim for our study to report actionable recommendations which 
can serve to improve the level and quality of our extracurricular engagement and thus 
the positive impact which such engagement generates. 
  
Moreover, to draw on our experience of studying in the UK, we compare what student 
societies look like at our universities in the UK, and in Poland, and find out the 
differences and similarities between both systems to determine which solutions can be 
successfully imported and which need addressing. 
  
We have approached the subject focusing on the qualitative aspect of the topic – the 
experiences of students, their perception of the community and institutional 
environment. To this end, we have run semi-structured participant interviews with 
students from various universities and backgrounds across the UK and Poland. To 
diversify and broaden our insight, we have also gathered information about 
extracurricular involvement in a quantitative way through a survey in both countries. 
Such an approach allowed us to find common narratives and perspectives and analyse 
the interview data with the background achieved from the survey.  

Research aims 
The aim of the research is to discover some of the factors which influence the 
extracurricular engagement of Polish students under two educational systems: in the 
UK and in Poland. Moreover, we want to identify factors which decrease or disable 
such activities. Focusing particularly on student societies seen as focal centres of 
extracurricular engagement, we aim to discover how institutional, organisational, 
economic, gender, social, and educational factors influence the way people engage 
within student societies, and what are the benefits they derive from it. This insight is 
aimed at guiding recommendations to university faculty, students, and educational 
decision-makers, on how to improve student’s extracurricular engagement 
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Executive Summary – Recommendations 
Below we provide an overview of our main findings from each part of the research.  
 
Perception of student societies: 
 
We found that student societies are a much more common phenomena in the UK than 
in Poland. In the UK, a big part of university experience for students is based around 
student societies, whereas in Poland a minority of students participated in initiatives 
that resembled student societies in the UK.   
 
Involvement in student societies: 
 
Students in the UK engage in student societies much more actively. Their engagement 
is more diversified in terms of profiles of the societies, roles which they take within 
them and projects which they pursue. In Poland, the rates of participation in student 
societies are significantly lower, as well the numbers of societies in which the majority 
of students are involved in. 
 
Motivations and benefits: 
 
Students decide to engage in student societies mainly to meet new people, form 
friendships and join new and existing communities. Other most commonly pronounced 
reasons by students as to why students are active in student societies were their 
personal development and career-related benefits. 
 
Who takes initiative: 
 
The research shows that in the UK it is mainly the students, who are the driving force 
behind student societies. In Poland, the organisation of initiatives is often top bottom: 
students depend on the institution to provide them with extracurricular initiatives like 
student societies. 
 
Institutionalisation: 
 
Majority of students in both the UK and in Poland thought that institutionalisation 
within student societies and at the level of university improved their engagement. The 
internal institutionalisation included hierarchy of managerial positions, structure of 
organisation and defined rules in regard to recruitment. Institutionalisation at the level 
of university included the support students received from the faculty and staff, and 
that the university gave structure, rules, facilities and funding to student societies. 
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Nevertheless, some students pointed out that an overly strong institutionalisation 
could also negatively impact student societies activities. In the UK the cause was an 
inefficiency of the Student Union – overly complicated and formal bureaucratic 
procedures made organising actions by student societies too complex and timely. 
Another aspect commented on was hierarchy and division of managerial roles within 
student societies. We found that elections had to be democratic for the 
institutionalisation to have a positive effect on engagement in student societies and 
that hierarchisation would have to be implemented purposefully because otherwise the 
official form and structure would actually reduce the student societies functioning. 
 
Accessibility 
 
Due to the greater institutionalisation of student societies in the UK are more 
accessible to students than those in Poland. The biggest issue with the accessibility of 
societies in Poland was a lack of information of what was available and information on 
how to join, in the UK this problem is often solved through having a centralised website 
where information of all societies is accessible and student societies fairs. The main 
issue with the accessibility of societies in the UK was the high cost of membership, 
especially in sports societies. 
 
Gender: 
 
Our research found that there often was a gender inequality in the managerial roles of 
many student societies. However, students often commented that these inequalities 
may not result from exogenous factors or mechanisms within the student societies but 
are a reflection and reinforcement of gender inequalities present in the society at large. 
Yet, it is important to note that students both in our survey and interviews did identify 
gender inequalities within their student societies, which should be considered when 
designing structures, roles, and representation within student societies in the future. 
 
Economic factors: 
 
In both Poland and the UK students believed that funding is one of the main factors 
influencing their engagement in student societies. Better funded societies are able to 
have bigger goals and organise more ambitious events, as well as have cheaper or free 
memberships, ultimately making them more attractive to students. 
 
Covid influence: 
 
The pandemic showed that the online form of engagement in student societies offers 
an opportunity for societies to increase their content and allow students to attend 
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more events than before, this however had its downfall as it did not allow students to 
form close-knit communities and socialise in real life. 
 
Educational Systems: 
 

Our research found that systems of higher education have a tremendous impact on 
students’ engagement. Our analysis shows that in Poland a large number of contact 
hours, too theoretical and strictly academic societies discourage people from joining 
student societies. 
 
Polish Societies in the UK: 
 
 Polish student societies in the UK play a significant role in Polish students’ 
engagement. Socially, they create communities for students, continue traditions and 
promote Polish culture abroad. They also provide an important connection for students 
to their home country in terms of creating a network, career connections, and securing 
a professional future in Poland. 

Definitions 
We have defined extracurricular engagement in terms of student societies for three 
main reasons: 

1) Student societies serve as a priori identifiable catalyst of student extracurricular 
engagement with their peers and wider community. Focus on student societies 
allows them to operate within an environment which is relatively measurable 
i.e., allows to generate relevant data in an accessible and representative way. 

2) Our preliminary analysis showed that student societies are indeed the primary 
platform for extracurricular engagement. 

3) The study of student societies allows us to generate actionable 
recommendations for such organisations. Therefore, closer inquiry into student 
societies can contribute to actions and reforms which increase the quality of 
engagement, as well as its “products” – initiatives, projects, networks, relations 
etc. 

  
Due to the many differences in the perception, organisation and functioning of 
“student societies” in the UK and Poland, we have used the following passage to define 
our understanding of student societies in the survey and interviews. 
  
How do we understand the definition of a society in this survey? 
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Our research aims to find the differences and similarities in the functioning of the ‘student 
societies’ at the British and Polish universities. Due to the institutional and societal 
differences, the notion of Polish student societies may differ from its British equivalents. For 
the purpose of this questionnaire, we define societies as any formal - institutionalised 
student groups registered at a university - or informal associations - clubs, societies bringing 
together university communities whilst not being a formal part of any higher education 
provider. In short, we understand student societies as any associations where extracurricular 
engagement of students takes place. 
  
This definition encompasses any kind of student society or association: academic, debate, 
sport, cultural, political, career or art-oriented with a purpose to involve students in 
extracurricular activities, events, trips, discussions of any kind. For example: an informal 
Book Club, Debating Society, PPE Society, Film Club, Drinking Club, etc, are all included in 
our understanding of a society. 
  
This broad definition has been designed to include all possible forms of university-
related engagement – also one which was not formalised or perceived as taking the 
form of a “student society”. We have encouraged the interviewees to talk about all 
their forms of extracurricular engagement, including their private activity which 
happens outside of university structures, but which involves students in a communal 
activity or endeavour. We have not restricted the definition to “orthodox” student 
societies understood as formal student bodies registered under the university, with 
defined rules, profiles, and structures, precisely to investigate whether the 
extracurricular activity takes such form. The broad definition is aimed to reduce any 
bias coming from pre-conceptions about the level of formality, institutionalisation or 
managerial model of students’ extracurricular engagement. 
  
Because of the popularity of the British model of student societies understood in the 
narrow sense, we wanted to ensure that Poland-based students did not refer to student 
societies conceived in this manner. Therefore, to encourage the participants to speak 
about their experience without restricting references, in both the survey and 
interviews, we have translated the term “student society” into “stowarzyszenie 
studenckie”. “Stowarzyszenie'' turned out to be useful as a defining term because 
students understood it as both formal, registered structures and associations, as well 
as informal, independent, or even private extracurricular endeavours, collectives and 
initiatives of students. 
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Methodology 
In order to increase the depth of the research analysis, we have adopted a mixed 
methodological approach – consisting of an online survey and semi-structured 
interviews. This allowed to supplement the shortcomings of each individual method 
and enhance our approach1 

  
 
Surveys 
For the survey, we have sourced responses of 129 Polish students from universities in 
the UK and in Poland. We have obtained 69 responses from Polish undergraduate 
students in the UK, and 61 from Polish undergraduate students based in Polish 
universities. The survey was open online from 14th to 26th February 2022 and was 
distributed through social media platforms of LSE Polish Business Society, Congress of 
Polish Students in the UK, as well as Poland-based student societies, student unions, 
online groups, and alumni networks. The UK survey was in English, and the Polish 
survey was in Polish to avoid misconceptions about what a “student society'' is. The 
responses from the two language versions were then merged and analysed as one 
survey. To increase representation and reduce bias, we have sourced information from 
universities spread across both countries. The survey consisted of 25 questions about 
the background information of responders, their motivations to engage with student 
societies, benefits which they derive from participation, information about their 
student societies’ budget, members, and institutionalisation as well as their feelings 
towards different aspects of student society’s engagement. The full survey structure 
can be found in Appendix I. 
  
In the survey, we have asked about people’s participation broadly, as in the numerical 
value of societies they are involved in. As well as in a more detailed fashion about their 
top 3 societies, in terms of engagement or to ones they felt most connected to. By 
asking the respondents about their involvement in society 1, society 2, and society 3 
we highlighted that the order matters, hence society 1 was to be understood as the 
one in which they are the most involved in, whereas society 3 the least. This in turn 
means that the most answers were given in regard to society 1 and consequentially the 
least to society 3. 

Survey Respondent Profile: 

In the survey conducted between 14th and 26th February 2022 via google forms, we 
received 69 and 61 answers, in the UK and Poland respectively. In the UK the median 
interviewee was 21 years of age, female, in their 2nd year of study, and participated in 
2 societies. In Poland on the other hand, the median interviewee was 21 years of age, 
male, in their 2nd year of study, and participated in 1 society. 
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Interviews 
Due to the open-ended, exploratory nature of our research, we have decided to 
conduct semi-structured interviews with students from both countries to address the 
issues concerning extracurricular engagement in more depth. The method of semi-
structured interviews allowed us to explore the experiences of participants of student 
societies according to predetermined themes ( 9 question categories) while leaving the 
opportunity to depart from the structure and address issues and themes which we 
might not have foreseen in the survey alone2. 
  
The interviewees were ‘convenience sampled’ through outreach to Polish students 
from universities from various British and Polish universities. The profile of 
interviewees was: 
  

- 52% women and 48% men, 
- 10% 1st year, 57% 2nd year, 29% 3rd year and 4% 4th year of undergraduate study 

  
and their universities were: 
  

- UK: Oxford University, Durham University, Imperial College London, University 
of Arts London, London School of Economics and Political Science, Bristol 
University, University College London, Exeter University, Manchester 
University, University of York. 
 

- PL: University of Warsaw, Jagiellonian University, Adam Mickiewicz University 
in Poznan, National Film School in Łódź, SWPS University of Social Studies and 
Humanities in Warsaw. 

  
Overall, we ran 21 recorded Zoom interviews which lasted approximately one hour 
each. These consisted of twelve interviews with UK-based students and nine 
interviews with Poland-based students. All interviews were conducted in English. The 
questions were asked to all respondents according to a common structure and 
predetermined questions. However, if unexpected or interesting themes emerged 
spontaneously throughout the discussions, the interviewers had the possibility to ask 
off-script follow-up questions or explore completely new themes. The interview data 
was then sourced, anonymised, transcribed, and coded according to similar 
themes, buzzwords, and topics.  We have adopted a thematic, deductive 
approach3 to the analysis of transcripts - the data has been organised and 
interpreted according to the pre-set categories which served as main themes in 
the interview question structure (presented in Appendix II). These categories 
were: 
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• Demographic questions; 
• Description of involvement in student societies; 
• Motivations; 
• Benefits; 
• Institutionalisation; 
• Accessibility; 
• Gender; 
• Economic Factors; 
• Recommendations. 

  
The analytic method allowed to examine how the data related to the themes, as 
well as find distinct, off-pattern categories: 

• COVID-19 influence 
• Educational Systems 
• Polish Societies in the UK 
• Perception of student societies 
• Initiative 

  
The results are presented according to the main themes which emerged 
throughout our research. We have aimed to integrate both our methodological 
approaches: the survey and semi-structured interviews throughout all the 
chapters, to validate (or question) the results of the individual methods. 
  

Limitations: 
  
The main limitations of our study lie in its external validity, potential bias, and 
representativeness. Some of these inherently result from the limitations of 
chosen methodology. 
  
Given the explorative nature of this report, as well as its focus on a very 
particular part of the population within a specific institutional setup, we lack 
sufficient theoretical insight, to derive any conclusions externalizable to 
different demographics or educational systems. 
  
This may be further enhanced by the potential bias arising from the heavy 
reliance on semi-structured interviews. Such bias may arise in the way questions 
and categories were designed, through interviewer effect or how the material 
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was analysed and classified. The subjective nature of the interviewees’ 
responses and experiences is another factor to consider. It is possible however 
that part of such bias is mitigated through the supplementary survey analysis 
which relies on a bigger sample and different sourcing method. 
  
Finally, both the surveys and interviews are subject to limited 
representativeness of the population of Polish students due to the snowballing 
convenience sampling of interview participants which affected the survey 
distribution. In the survey, representation might be affected by the sample size 
or the demographic background of the Poland-based respondents who were 
mostly from big metropolises. In interviews, a slight underrepresentation of 
Polish students should be considered. 
  
Nevertheless, many of these limitations are at least partially mitigated due to the 
mix of the two methodologies, and their complementary use in the analysis 
process.  

Student societies in the UK and in Poland 
The most popular societies in both the UK and in Poland are ones which are formally 
functioning within university structures. This imposes certain institutional 
requirements and therefore changes the functioning of the society. However, the 
impact of this institutional influence differs in the two educational systems considered 
in this study. 

The structure of student societies in the UK and Poland is drastically different. In the 
UK almost every society is registered in the Student Union. The student union belongs 
to the university but operates as a separate entity. It has clearly set out rules and 
regulations about the functioning of societies. It has full-time staff that are responsible 
for enabling students to run societies smoothly. They help manage the funding, 
sponsorships, and events etc. How people become members of societies, the cost of 
membership, the election of leadership roles must all be approved by the student union. 
This creates a very transparent process. The process of creating a society also follows 
very clear rules, most student unions don’t have very demanding requirements for the 
establishment of a society. This means that students can relatively easily create new 
student societies if they feel the need for one. For example, at LSE to establish a new 
society all that is necessary is “3 founders and 17 students who register their interest 
in this group being created” (LSE Student Union, 2021). 
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In Poland most societies are also formally associated with the university and often 
belong to individual departments. The rules for the daily functioning of student 
societies are less developed. Elections for new roles and how students become 
members is not the same in all societies. There seems to be more information and 
barriers needed to establish a new society in Poland. University of Warsaw has one of 
the clearest regulations amongst the Polish universities we researched, yet it is still far 
less transparent than most universities in the UK. There is also a greater discrepancy in 
Poland in how difficult it is to establish a society. In most universities to establish a 
society you need an academic supervisor “opiekun naukowy”. At University of Warsaw 
this must be “an academic teacher with an academic degree or title; not a PhD student” 

which makes the process more complex and dependent on faculty (Studencki ruch 
naukowy na Uniwersytecie Warszawskim, 2019). This speaks to the different forms of 
initiatives that student societies take in Poland and in the UK. Where in the UK there 
are far more bottom-up initiatives with the ideas beginning with students and in Poland 
it being more Top-bottom initiatives where the idea starts with a professor or at the 
very least is approved by one (see initiatives section). 

Further there are differences in the role that societies play in university life in Poland 
and in the UK. Student societies in the UK are central to university life. The range of 
societies on offer is far greater than in Poland. The types of societies include academic, 
debate, sport, cultural, political, career or art-oriented student societies which were set 
up to involve students in any kind of extracurricular activities, e.g. events, projects, trips 
and discussions. 

When it comes to societies in Poland, they are mainly described by students as “koła 
naukowe”. This social structure is often associated only with the academic kind of 
society. The main reason why this happens is that universities in Poland prefer to put 
special emphasis on gaining knowledge at university and they do not incentivise 
students to develop interests which are not related to academic subjects. Therefore, 
societies such as film clubs, beekeeping societies, which are popular in the UK, do not 
exist in Poland (see initiatives and perceptions section). 

The differences in how societies function and their role is linked to the different 
initiatives to creating societies, the perception students have and variation in what 
students expect to get out of societies (See Motivation and benefits section). As well 
as the different levels of institutionalisation and structuring of societies play a crucial 
role (See institutionalisation section). We develop and explore these differences further 
and the impact they have on the functioning of societies and student engagement 
throughout this report. 
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Involvement in Student Societies 
  
One of the most important aims of our study was to gain an understanding of the 
‘nature’ of extracurricular activity: which students are involved and to what extent, and 
what is the form of their involvement. We also briefly examine the student societies: 
what is their profile, structure, size and offer. In this section, we present the landscape 
derived from our findings – the general information about involvement in societies and 
important differences between the UK and Poland in this regard. This chapter presents 
introductory background information. Consequent chapters elaborate on these, and 
other findings in more depth. 
  
Overall, our survey showed that the majority of the respondents are involved in 
student societies in both countries and that those who are involved are satisfied with 
their engagement. Importantly, the involvement and satisfaction figures were 
considerably higher for the UK respondents. In Poland, 44.2% of respondents declaring 
participation in societies identified were women, 54.49% as men and 2.33% as others. 
The UK-based student societies members were 42.19% women and 57,81% men 
showing a slightly bigger discrepancy in gender participation. 
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The interview data, and median year of study of survey respondents (2nd)  showed that 
the first two years of university is when most student society engagement takes place. 
The reasons for this will be elaborated in further chapters. For now, it should be noted 
that concentration of engagement within the first two years is partly explained by 
university workload which increases in the final years of the courses, consequently not 
allowing enough time for extracurricular activities. Additionally, it can be explained by 
the gradual yearly attainment of one of the primary functions of student societies: 
integration into the university community. Interviewees often commented that 
societies help them gain new friends, integrate in new environments, and develop their 
networks and careers. Once these goals are attained, some of the incentives for further 
participation no longer hold, which is reflected in the low participation rates in final 
years. 
  
The time participants spent engaged in student societies, according to our survey, was 
similar in some aspects for Poland and the UK. The distribution both in Poland and in 
the UK ranged from more than 20 hours of involvement in student societies per month 
to less than 4 hours. The data also shows that students based in Poland and in the UK 
spent the most amount of time engaged in Society 1 (the society they were most active 
in) and their activity fainted in Society 2 and Society 3, (student societies in which they 
were less involved in). Nevertheless, here a clear difference emerged between the 
students in the UK and Poland. In the UK for the society that the people were least 
engaged in, half still dedicated their engagement a time between 20 hours to less than 
4 (the biggest group dedicated less than 4 hours). In Poland the absolute majority did 
not dedicate any time to the society they were least engaged in (the answer was not 
applicable) - showing that they were not involved in them at all. 
  
The involvement differs across many crucial dimensions between the UK and Poland. 
Participation is much stronger in the UK than in Poland. In the former country, students 
are involved in two societies on average vs only one society in the latter. Additionally, 
the number of students not involved in any society is considerably higher in Poland 
(29.5%) than in the UK (7.2%). Beyond confirming these trends, the interviews showed 
that the quality of the engagement behind these numbers varies in terms of intensity, 
formality, responsibilities taken and the scale of projects organised. 
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Majority of UK interviewees were members of 3+ societies, with one having even paid 
memberships to 15 student societies. Most of them had active, formal leadership or 
management roles in the societies and took part in activities like: organising 
conferences, going through army training, coordinating media coverage of societies’ 
projects or participating in international competitions. They spent a considerable 
amount of their time outside of the classroom involved in these societies and their 
engagement was constant. 

92.8%

7.2%

Figure 3: Are you involved in student societies? (UK)	

Yes	(92.8%) No	(7.2%)

70.5%

29.5%

Figure 4: Are you involved in student societies?
(PL)

Yes (70.5%) No (29.5)
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On the other hand, all but one interviewee from Poland participated in only one society. 
The engagement was often described using the word “casual” – it was not as active in 
terms of the scale or variety of activities organised, it was more irregular and for the 
majority it did not involve leadership or fixed responsibilities. The “offer” of the 
societies was often less defined and relied more on informal meetings and get-
togethers rather than formal events, projects or recurring conferences or panels.  
Importantly, many interviewees from Polish universities were involved in student 
societies which were loosely connected to their university, and were less 
institutionalised themselves which might explain the bigger “casualness” of their 
engagement. Lack of formal positions, roles, rules, and expectations was a result of lack 
of regulations or broader institutional framework which the societies in the UK were 
always involved in (See institutionalisation section). The above analysis is to an extent 
supported by the breakdown of roles which students assume in societies in both 
countries. In the UK the percentage of leadership or managerial roles within the 
societies was significantly higher than in Poland. Additionally, the ratio of leaders to 

17,19%

34,38%
31,25%

17,19%

Figure 5: Number of societies joined per respondent (UK)

1 (17.2%) 2 (34.4%) 3 (31.3%) >3 (17.2%)

37,21%

34,88%

16,28%

11,63%

Figure 6: Number of societies joined per respondent (PL)

1 (26.2%) 2 (24.6%) 3 (11.5%) >3 (8.2%)
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members was bigger in the UK than Poland, suggesting that higher institutionalisation 
of the societies (more formality and defined roles) is likely. 
  
  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

28,1%

25,0%10,9%

31,3%

1,6% 1,6% 1,6%

Figure 7: What is your role in the society? (Society 1) (UK)

Leader (28.1%) Member of the management team (25%)

Member of the project team (10.9%) Member (31.3%)

No specific role (1.6%) Volunteer (1.6%)

Non-member/guest (1.6%)

9,6%

17,3%

15,4%

53,8%

3,8% 0% 0%

Figure 8: What is your role in the society? (Society 2) (UK)

Leader (9.6%) Member of the management team (17.3%)

Member of the project team (15.4%) Member (53.8%)

No specific role (3.8%) Volunteer (0%)

Non-member/guest (0%)
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In both countries the most popular student societies were academic societies, with 
interest/hobby societies being the second most popular profile of student societies in 
which people were engaged. In the UK the profile of student societies was more varied 
than in Poland, with national/cultural societies accounting for 12.6% of the societies in 
which students engage, and career societies accounting for 11.1%. These played a 
smaller role in Poland and accounted for 1.2% and 10.5% of student societies 
respectively. Sport societies made up 9.7% of student societies in the UK vs 5.8% in 
Poland. Interviewees attributed the small popularity of sport societies in Poland due to 
obligatory PE classes. It is worth noting that volunteering societies, although marginally 
popular in either country, were almost twice as popular in Poland than the UK (4.7% vs 
2.4). 
  
The distribution of the profiles of societies was reflected in the testimonies of interview 
participants who in the UK stressed the variety of societies on offer, as well as the 
importance of career focused societies which play an important role in their 
professional development. Additionally, UK-based Poles without exception talked 

18,2%

18,2%

6,8%

50,0%

6,8% 0,0%0,0%

Figure 9: What is your role in the society? (Society 1) (PL)

Leader (18.2%) Member of the management team (18.2%)

Member of the project team (6.8%) Member (50%)

No specific role (6.8%) Volunteer (0%)

Non-member/guest (0%)

6,3%

18,8%

18,8%

34,4%

9,4%

9,4%
3,1%

Figure 10: What is your role in the society? (Society 2) (PL)

Leader (6.3%) Member of the management team (18.8%)

Member of the project team (18.8%) Member (34.4%)

No specific role (99.4%) Volunteer (9.4%)

Non-member/guest (3.1%)
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about Polish Societies at their universities. Even if they were not personally involved, 
they emphasised their central role in animating the extracurricular engagement of the 
Polish diaspora of students. The survey showed that this type of national society was 
the second most popular within the Society 1 category (student society in which people 
are most involved). UK interviewees all agreed that Polish Societies are probably the 
only National/Cultural societies in which Polish students engage. In Poland, 
interviewees confirmed that academic societies are one of the dominant profiles of 
societies in which one can take part in. According to interviewees from Polish 
universities, non-academic societies were not as supported by universities although 
they offered interesting opportunities and initiatives which they wished to expand. 
  
Student societies in both Poland and the UK are varied in terms of size understood as 
the number of members which they associate. Nevertheless, GRAPH XX shows that 
student societies in the UK are bigger and concentrate within the 51-100+ member 
range whereas the majority of societies in Poland lie within the 1–50 member range. 
In Poland, most people belonged to societies of either 11-25 or 26-50 members. In the 
UK, societies associating 35-50 members were the most common. Interestingly, both 
countries share the same proportion of respondents (22%) who participate in big 
societies of over 100 members. 
 

 
 
Our survey findings show that the median range of reported age of student societies 
(years of activity since their establishment) is the same in both countries and places 
within the 3-10 years period suggesting moderate durability, which allows students to 
benefit from continuity of society and its legacy. Against our initial intuition that 
student societies in the UK are much older and more established due to the UK's 
tradition and popularity of societies, the survey respondents from Poland said that their 
society was older than 10 years 8.5% more often than their UK-based counterparts. 
This is contrasting with the perceptions of interviewees from both countries who in 
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the UK often referred to the long traditions of their societies, and in Poland pointed 
out to short duration due to lack of interest, resources or institutional support 
necessary to sustain the activity of a student society over a long time period. 
  
In sum, we have found that students in both countries are involved in student societies, 
although the UK shows bigger participation of students in these societies in terms of 
people who are involved, and the amount of societies in which they participate. 
Another commonality is that involvement in student societies mostly takes place in the 
first and especially second year of university. Societies seem to be continuous 
endeavours which last for a moderately long time in both Poland and the UK. In both 
countries, engagement materialises in three dimensions: 

1) work within the society: organising projects, events, creation of content; 
2) participation in the activities provided by the society without being involved 

in their organisation; 
3) participation in the social life of the student society: get-togethers, parties, 

social events. 
The offer of UK student societies is more diverse, as is the scope of activities and 
initiatives organised within these societies. Additionally, UK’ societies attract more 
members. The roles which students take in student societies in the UK are more active, 
formal, and defined than in Poland implying differences in the institutional and 
organisational setup of student associations between both countries. Moreover, we 
have identified the crucial role which Polish societies play in the engagement of UK-
based students. In Poland, academic societies - “koła naukowe”-  are one of the main 
forms of student societies.  Students often commented on that fact by complaining 
that the offer of student societies at their universities was not sufficiently diversified. 
The above differences and similarities are an important background for further analysis 
of student societies and their impact on student extracurricular engagement. In the 
following sections, we will refer to these findings and elaborate on the connected 
themes and issues. 
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Perception of Student Societies 
  
An important aspect within our research study was comparing how students perceive 
student societies in the UK and in Poland. 
  
In the UK student societies are a common phenomenon in most universities across the 
UK. When we asked our interviewees about student societies at their university, they 
automatically knew what we were referring to. Most of the students in the UK 
commented that student societies take centre stage at their university: ‘they are a big 
part of university life’, ‘main core of social life at university', ‘most people create 
friendships through student societies’. Societies often served different purposes: 
creating friendships, participating in sports, engaging in interesting projects, creating 
important career prospects, etc., but they most often dominated student 
extracurricular engagement at universities. Our findings show that students often 
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24,0%

19,5%
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Figure 12: What is the profile of your society? (UK)

Poli tical (3.2%) Academic (24%) Activity and Interest (19.5%)

Volounteering (3.2%) Careers (14.9%) Sports (13%)

National and Cultural (16.9%) Creative (5.2%)
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Figure 13: What is the profile of your society? (PL)

Political (7%) Academic (45.4%) Activity and Interest (20.9%)

Volunteering (4.7%) Careers (10.5%) Sports (5.8%)

National and Cultural (1.2%) Creative (4.65%)
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dedicated an equal amount of their time at university to their academic studies and 
student societies engagement - proving the centrality of student societies to university 
life. 
  
In Poland our research identified a very different trend. When talking to students in 
Poland, a lot struggled to understand what student societies were, or to find an 
equivalent to student societies in Poland. Often our interviewees claimed that no such 
thing existed at Polish universities. Some heard of people that participated in societies, 
friends of friends, but often they were not part of any themselves. 
  
One of our interviewees commented that if a person was part of such an initiative, it 
was something so unusual, that it often became a topic for conversation. Although 
some of our interviewees studying in Poland were part of student societies, they 
considered themselves to be in the minority, they rarely heard of any initiatives similar 
to theirs. Others commented that student societies are ‘just not part of what is 
perceived to be a university experience’, ‘there is no tradition of student societies in 
Poland’. In many students’ opinions the only form of established student societies were 
strictly academic societies (‘koła naukowe’) which one student described as a 
prolongation of a subject one studies with their professor at university – to further 
one’s academic interest in their academic department. Other forms of student 
initiatives also existed, such as artistic collectives, foundations, newspapers, business 
associations, protest groups, etc., but they were not a common phenomenon. Our 
findings suggest that such initiatives were rather in the minority.  
  
The comparison shows that the perception of student societies greatly differs in the 
UK and in Poland. In the former it is a recurring trend, a centrality of university life that 
is universal to almost all universities in the UK. In Poland students do not perceive 
student societies as a part of their university experience, and often they are not even 
aware of such initiatives.  

Motivations and Benefits 
It is impossible to ask the question about the way students engage without analysing 
the motivations behind engagement and the benefits which it generates. In this section, 
we present our findings about the underlying motivations and benefits behind 
extracurricular engagement in student societies. Analysing these factors might shed 
some light on student’s expectations, interests and goals, as well as potential solutions 
which can incentivise them to engage more in student societies. 
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As the survey showed, there are three top reasons why students in both Poland and 
the UK decide to join student societies: 

1) Meeting new people 
2) Personal development 
3) Career development 

  
Meeting new people has been particularly important for survey respondents from both 
countries with 86.8% from the UK and 73.8% from Poland picking this as their primary 
motivation. Almost all our interviewees also mentioned this factor as the primary 
reason for joining societies. Words like “community”, “socialisation”, “friends”, were 
commonly evoked when referring to student societies implying the important function 
which these associations played in the process of socialisation of students at university. 
One UK interviewee from London explicitly mentioned that one of his motivations for 
engaging in societies was looking for “a sense of belonging”. Other interview 
participants also referred to student societies as their main ‘anchor’ to university. For 
many, being in a (university) student society associated them with their university or 
its spaces much more closely. It gave them reason to participate in and animate the 
wider community of students and faculty regardless of whether they were members of 
society or not. Moreover, interviewees, especially from Poland, wanted the new 
friendships and communities to focus on shared interests, and exchange of knowledge 
and passions but also be an occasion to meet people from outside their courses and 
departments which was not facilitated in any way throughout their studies. 
  
UK interviewees in particular have highlighted the importance of student societies’ role 
in their social life at university. Students’ participation in societies provided them 
further opportunities to take part in society-led social events, such as pub visits, sports 
nights, balls, and dinners. These opportunities were particularly important for first-year 
cohorts who have entered university without a pre-established group of friends, unlike 
their counterparts in Poland. Overall, we have noticed a more pronounced importance 
of the social aspect in the UK in comparison to Poland. 
  
The social aspect is, perhaps unsurprisingly, the main driver behind the willingness to 
join a student society. Because of this, societies of all types e.g., academic, sport or 
debating, should provide opportunities for students to socialise, talk and bond in 
informal ways to create and strengthen the interpersonal links between students 
  
The second main reason behind the decision to engage in student societies is personal 
development. 70.6% of respondents from the UK mentioned it as their reason 
compared with 67.2% of respondents from Poland. Interviewee’s perceptions of 
student societies shed light on what kind of development is sought for. Student 
societies are seen as catalysts for action – “taking action” was a recurring phrase for 
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motivating one’s student society participation in Poland and the UK. Students saw 
participation in these associations as an opportunity to build their initiatives, create 
new networks, organise projects or simply participate in spaces and groups where 
interesting discussion take place and where one can, paraphrasing the words of one 
student from University of Warsaw, engage meaningfully in something other than 
theoretical study. The activities which are collectively organised within the student 
societies can potentially provide an excellent platform for personal development. This 
could include gaining knowledge, soft-skills or organisational and managerial 
experience which can be useful in other areas of life. However, as the interviewees' 
testimonials stress, such development must materialise through a highly interactive 
environment which gives students the feeling of agency – enabling them to actively 
engage with one another in pre-existing initiatives or create new ones. When the 
interviewees were talking about personal development in the context of motivations 
for participation, they often conceptualised it as supplementary learning which 
provides them with skills which are not being developed or trained in the curricular, 
class or lecture environment which is more theory focused. This was particularly vivid 
in some interviews with students at Polish universities (See section: Educational 
Systems) 
  
In the UK, the size and budgets of student societies allow students to engage in projects 
on a bigger scale, which often involve non-members as guests, visitors or participants. 
These often take the form of conferences or events which require students to work 
continuously throughout the year. Through activities like: team-management, budget 
planning, inviting speakers, creating agendas and finding sponsors students develop 
strong interpersonal and soft skills as well as practical knowledge and understanding 
of many private and public sectors. As many students pointed out, being involved in 
such large-scale projects has allowed them to develop in ways which would not be 
possible in formal education. 
  
On the other hand, events organised by Polish societies operate in a more casual way, 
usually on a smaller-scale and they are mostly attended by members of the society. 
Although conferences and big-scales events definitely exist, they are not as popular 
and frequent as in the UK. Many events organised by the student societies throughout 
the year are often more exclusive and not open to the general public or students of the 
university, as we were told by students from University of Warsaw. The small scale of 
these events results in less opportunities to develop organisational and soft skills of 
students in Poland in the same ways as their UK peers. 
  
The salience of personal growth as a motivation for participation in societies shows 
that students want their extracurricular engagement to create platforms for learning 
and action which differs from what the educational system normally provides. High 
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position of personal growth amongst the top motivations for engagement also suggests 
that extracurricular engagement is treated as a venue not only for socialisation and 
entertainment, but also for holistic development and self-actualisation. 
  
Finally, the third most important motivation for both countries was career and network 
development. Our interviewees explained that their expectations for joining a society 
was that it can help them build necessary skills, gain knowledge and connections which 
will make them more attractive on the job market. Many were aware that having a 
proof of engagement is useful per se in increasing the “value of a CV to employers'' – 
a phrase common primarily amongst UK interviewees but phrased similarly by students 
from Polish universities. However, career development was a bigger motivational 
factor for UK-based students than their counterparts in Poland (64.7% vs 41%). An 
interesting caveat which seems to be partially connected to this difference is that in 
the UK, 45.6% of the respondents mentioned that their reason for getting involved in 
a society is “realisation of a project”. Only 16.4% of respondents from Polish 
universities saw this as their motivation. Throughout the interviews, we have 
confirmed that student societies in the UK often focus a lot of their attention and 
resources on organising big, yearly flagship events attended by many people from 
different fields, countries, universities, and sectors. Our UK interviewees mentioned, 
among others, the Polish Economic Forum, The Congress of Polish Students in the UK 
and UCL Leaders. We have not been told about initiatives on similar scale by the Polish 
interviewees, which of course does not mean that such conferences are not organised, 
but neither the survey nor interviews have clarified their impact. Students involved in 
these initiatives highlighted their importance for career development: realisation of 
these projects is perceived as having big impact on career development for multiple 
reasons which we elaborate on in the next chapter 
  
One factor which has stood out in the UK, was how students value the opportunities 
to meet and network with professionals. As they reported, it prodived them with the 
chance to gain insight into different career sectors, learn about the recruitment 
processes, and secure connections which often lead to landing internships and job 
offers. One student in the UK mentioned that the ability to explore different law-
related societies enabled him to decide which branch of law he would like to pursue 
and ultimately specialise in the future. In contrast, due to the more theoretical and 
academic nature of societies in Poland, the opportunities to network like UK students 
is more limited. However, this does not mean that their involvement in societies does 
not benefit their careers, as many of them still mentioned that their engagement 
resulted in a ‘better CV’. 
  
Overall, both cohorts believe participating societies play a big role in their preparation 
for their career paths. However, the biggest difference in how students are able to 
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develop their career prospects lies in the number of opportunities being available to 
them. UK students are offered with bigger, higher career-profile events which lead to 
higher chances of networking. On the other hand, Polish students face events that are 
less career-focused, therefore they lose on the excellent occasions to really network 
and understand possible career prospects. 
  
The importance of career and networking amongst motivating factors for participation 
in student societies demonstrates that they serve as a platform for developing skills 
and experience directly connected to the job-market in early stages of a student's 
career. 

Who Takes Initiative 
Who takes the initiative in forming and running student societies? 
  
During our interviews a strong difference emerged between student societies in Poland 
and in the UK in regard to who is the main drive behind the initiatives of student 
engagement. 
  
All of our interviewees from the UK commented that student societies were mainly 
organised by students and that their members consisted mostly of students, and not 
faculty, staff or professionals. It was the students who took on the responsibility of 
organising projects within their initiatives and cooperating for a set goal. When 
students came up with new ideas for creating a society, they would gather a group, set 
up a structure and goals according to which their society would function. The Student 
Union would be helpful in providing structure, centralization of information, rules and 
platforms for student societies, but they did not get involved in the majority of the 
student societies’ actions. The university would also provide help to student societies 
after they were established by students, in the form of professors assisting students, 
participating in their events, or providing facilities and funding. Our research shows 
that the structure of initiative in the UK is bottom-up – students come up with ideas 
and then seek institutional help from the university. Rarely does the university or the 
Student Union form societies themselves that students are then invited to join.  
  
In comparison, the students in Poland that we interviewed had two main and 
contrasting approaches in regard to who takes initiative in forming and leading student 
society. 
  
Half of our interviewees commented that the university faculty and teachers were the 
ones mainly organising extracurricular initiatives that students could join and 
participate in. Examples of such were strictly academic societies (kółka naukowe) or 
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workshops organised from specific subjects that were often the prolongation of the 
topics that the students were learning at university. This suggests a strong top-down 
structure of initiative. Students joined societies created by university faculty, in which 
teachers were often the main organisers of any activity. One student even commented 
that he believes that “this is what the university law requires – every student society 
must have permission and oversight from professors”, suggesting that student societies 
inherently cannot function independently from university faculty. Moreover, students 
who reported that almost no student societies existed at their university blamed the 
university leadership and faculty for lack of extracurricular activities or groups that 
students could join. Such an expectation that university would create student societies 
and then promote them among students was widely expressed by our interviewees, 
who study in Poland. 
  
In contrast, another narrative also very prevalent among students from Poland showed 
a fundamentally different approach to university’s involvement in student societies. 
They suggested that some types of student societies can function only by being fully 
independent from the university, and therefore they are led solely by students. The 
interviewees who expressed such views were often part of student societies which had 
in some ways political purposes or statements. They described that the leadership of 
their universities had political affiliations and views. This meant that the director would 
negatively influence any student initiative that in his interpretation was not in 
accordance with the politics of the current government. The students would therefore 
have to act independently and could not count on the university’s support. Such 
student societies named by our interviewees involved actions and protests for climate 
change, women’s rights, especially in regard to abortion, and lgbtq rights. 
  
To conclude, these findings show that in the UK it is mainly the students, who are the 
driving force behind student societies. In Poland, the findings are two-fold, on one hand 
the university is the main body organising extracurricular activities for students, and 
students depend on the institution to provide them with student societies. On the 
other hand, some public universities due to their political affiliations impede the 
functioning of student societies, especially the ones that aim at protesting against the 
policies of the current government. Such societies are only driven by students and 
receive no institutional help from their university. 
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Institutionalisation  
Institutionalisation was an important aspect in assessing the functioning of student 
societies in both the UK and Poland and how it impacted student’s engagement. We 
analysed (i) institutionalisation within student societies, which included hierarchy of 
managerial positions, structure of organisation, defined rules in regard to recruitment; 
and (ii) institutionalisation of student societies at the level of university, which looked 
at inter alia the support students received from the faculty and staff, whether 
universities gave structure, rules, facilities and funding to student societies. 
  
A common observation that can be derived from our findings in the UK and in Poland 
is that the majority of students found institutionalisation to be a positive attribute that 
encouraged their participation in student societies. This will be evaluated in the below 
paragraphs in regard to both countries. Nevertheless, our survey and interviews 
suggest that there is an important difference in the extent to which societies are 
institutionalised in the UK and Poland. 

The level of institutionalisation of student societies in the UK  
Most participants studying in the UK identified that there was a high level of 
institutionalisation in student societies. Often people referred to their society as having 
a structure as in ‘corporations’, to the organisation as being ‘formal’ and ‘clearly 
defined’. They have commented on multiple aspects of institutionalisation within their 
student societies. 
  
One of them was a strong hierarchy, understood as division of roles among members 
and assigning of specific tasks to each position. This hierarchy was also supported by 
formal elections to each position, sometimes a recruitment process and a clear 
promotions system within the student society. The recruitment process or the 
elections to the society’s management team was usually open to all members of the 
student society, took place at the beginning of the year and was widely advertised on 
social media or through newsletters. In most student societies the hierarchy meant that 
there was a president of the student society, who directed the managerial team and 
members. Both our interviews and the survey supported the view that hierarchy was a 
common phenomenon in most student societies in the UK. 
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This image of student societies in the UK as being highly institutionalised with a formal 
hierarchy can be further supported by the answers from the survey in regard to the 
role that students took in their student societies. The student society that the person 
engaged in most, showed a high proportion of positions at the top in the hierarchy in 
comparison to members. The students answering, more often had a managerial role 
(leader + management team) than they were members. The recorded proportion is 
showed below in the graph: 
 

 
  
  
Institutionalisation of student societies at the university level was also often 
commented on by our interviewees studying in the UK. The majority referred to the 
Student Union, which is an organisation that often has its own building on campus and 
its actions mainly involve supporting the managerial team, providing student societies 
with rules and structures, but also with facilities and funding upon request. In some of 
our interviewees’ universities the Student Union was created of students, but most 
often it was referred to as an independent body, where professional faculty was 
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Figure 14: Is there a formal hierarchy in your society? (UK)

Yes (92.2%) No (7.8%)
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Figure 7: What is your role in the society? (Society 1) (UK)

Leader (28.1%) Member of the management team (25%)

Member of the project team (10.9%) Member (31.3%)

No specific role (1.6%) Volunteer (1.6%)

Non-member/guest (1.6%)
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employed. The functioning of the Student Union allowed for the centralisation of 
registration of student societies – one body coordinated paperwork, permits and 
organisation of events like the student societies fair at the beginning of the year. They 
also often provided an online platform where students could see which student 
societies were available to join, and through the platform could register to participate 
in them. Most of the students when asked about their student societies being formally 
registered under their university, usually understood it to mean as registered in the 
Student Union body. The survey shows that such institutionalised structure was very 
common in the majority of student societies in the UK. 
 

 
  
Moreover, students in the UK when asked whether their university supports them in 
any way (institutionally, financially, etc.) answered in the majority (88.4%) in the 
affirmative. 
 

89.7%

10.3%

Figure 15: Is your society formally registered under your 
university or is it independent? (All societies) (UK)

It is registered (89.7%) It is independent (10.3%)
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This suggests a strong institutional structure of the student societies at the university 
level. 

How does the level of institutionalisation of student societies in 
the UK impact student engagement? 
  
The majority of our interviewees saw institutionalisation within student societies 
themselves and at the university level as something that positively impacted their 
engagement. There were different perspectives among our interviewees as to why this 
was the case: one student commented on the hierarchy and their clearly defined tasks: 
“it gave people motivation to fulfil their responsibilities, allowing the set goals to be 
completed.” Another one commented that the hierarchy gave people the drive to 
engage more, because they were able to see the rewards of hard work – being 
promoted within the student society and achieving higher positions. A student involved 
in organising a UK-wide event (Congress of Polish Students in the UK) where more 
than 400 people attended commented that the institutionalisation was the reason why 
the project was such a big success. She particularly stressed how important was the 
structure of the managerial team and the recruitment for positions. “The fact that we all 
had to apply to be part of the decision-making team of the student society and that we were 
recruited on a merit basis made us feel more special and therefore we were more responsible 
and motivated to work. Also, because each one of us had a specific role and that there was 
a strict hierarchy made everyone work on their tasks and report on them to the person above 
them. Without the strong organisation and coordination, I don’t think we would be able to 
complete such a great project among only 20 members.” Not only did our interviewees 
comment on the efficiency of their work, and motivation thanks to institutionalisation, 
but some also pointed out the community building aspects of it. Because the student 

88.4%

11.6%

Figure 16: Does your university support student societies 
in any way? (UK)

Yes (88.4%) No (11.6%)
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societies are advertised on one platform, they are promoted through social media and 
on the student societies fair, and the information about them is centralised (through 
the student union), which makes joining a student initiative more accessible and 
reachable for anyone willing to take part. 
  
Nevertheless, some students (in the minority) commented that an overly strong level 
of institutionalisation would interfere with student engagement. The first reason why 
students thought that institutionalisation negatively influenced student’s engagement 
was caused by the hierarchy and clearly defined advancement of positions. One 
student commented that because she was not active at student societies in her first 
year due to covid, in the second year she felt excluded, because she had little chances 
of securing higher positions in societies, due to her lack of previous involvement. This 
shows that although hierarchy could be a great motivating aspect of student societies, 
it can sometimes also lead to exclusion of students from participation. 
  
Moreover, one student raised another important note in regard to hierarchy. He 
commented that the hierarchy and advancement procedure rules had to be strictly 
followed to positively impact student’s activity in them. If the constitution of the 
society was interfered with and examples of nepotism took place – people were chosen 
for positions not in a democratic way according to established rules of the student 
societies, but through their connections within the society – this would greatly reduce 
the respect people had for the leadership of the society and would therefore negatively 
impact student’s engagement. Their motivations and dedication to their society would 
be diminished as they would not believe their work (with accordance to the rules) 
would be compensated for in their promotion within the hierarchy. 
  
Some students also commented that an overly strong institutionalisation at the level of 
university could negatively impact student engagement. The cause was the inefficiency 
of the Student Union – overly complicated and formal bureaucratic procedures made 
organising actions by student societies too complex and timely. The Student Union was 
not able to process their request in time and ‘sometimes demanded student societies 
to follow absurd procedures’. These comments showed a downside to the 
institutionalisation of student societies at university level and its support to students. 
  
To conclude, our findings from the interviews and the survey show that the student 
societies in the UK are highly institutionalised both internally and at the university level. 
Most students believe that this has a positive influence over their engagement. 
Nevertheless, some have also highlighted possible down sides of such 
institutionalisation. 
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The level of institutionalisation of student societies in Poland 
  
The level of institutionalisation of student societies greatly differed in Poland. Most of 
our interviewees observed that the level of institutionalisation both within the student 
societies and at the university level was very low. 
  
Here it is important to highlight that our findings identified two main types of student 
societies in Poland: one that were often completely independent from the university. 
These student societies consisted mainly of friends who were forming small and 
exclusive student groups for a particular purpose. They did not advertise membership 
of their student society at a wider scale at university. Our interviewees, who were part 
of such student societies, commented that this type of student initiative was very rare. 
The second type of student societies, probably more common, were strictly academic 
student societies (koła naukowe) that were usually organised within a university’s 
academic department and were mainly led by university faculty. 
  
In our interviews, all the students that were engaged in student societies in Poland 
stated that the level of institutionalisation in their society was small. Some of them had 
presidents, but their role was not formally defined, nor was there a clear promotion 
process in the society. The president was often the person who created the student 
society and has not changed since. In strictly academic student societies (koła 
naukowe) – student societies formally tied to the university, the professors or faculty 
were usually leading the groups, but aside from that there was no guiding structure or 
strict format. Most of the people we interviewed were part of student societies that 
were smaller in size and functioning in a decentralised manner, each member taking as 
much responsibility as he wished and could in a given moment in time. The same story 
was repeated in students participating in their university’s academic student societies; 
they participated in the activities when they wished to but did not have particularly 
assigned roles and responsibilities. Some students, when referring to the structure of 
their student society, called it ‘less formal’ and ‘rather friendly’. 
  
A similar conclusion can be drawn from one question of the survey – asking about the 
roles in the student societies. There is a much higher presence of members than of 
management roles. 
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Nevertheless, our second question on the survey trying to identify institutionalisation 
within student societies did not support the same conclusions that were derived from 
the interviews. The question asked about a formal hierarchy in the student society. 
 

 
  
The answers showed that the level of formal hierarchy within the student societies was 
smaller in Poland in comparison to the UK, but they suggested that it was not as low 
as our interviewees identified it to be. A potential way to interpret this statistic is that 
a large number of students answering this survey studying in Poland were part of 
academic student societies (45%), which were most often dependent on the hierarchy 
imposed by the university. Even though our interviewees when describing the 
structure of academic student societies (koła naukowe) in more detail still referred to 

18,2%

18,2%

6,8%

50,0%

6,8% 0,0%0,0%

Figure 9: What is your role in the society? (Society 1) (PL)

Leader (18.2%) Member of the management team (18.2%)

Member of the project team (6.8%) Member (50%)

No specific role (6.8%) Volunteer (0%)

Non-member/guest (0%)

83.9%

16.1%

Figure 17: Is there a formal hierarchy in your society? (PL)

Yes (83.9%) No (16.1%)
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them as informal, the question posed in a straight-forward manner in the survey could 
have produced a different response. Nevertheless, more research is needed in the area 
to confirm the reason for discrepancy in our results. 
  
A similar inconsistency between our interviewees main conclusion and the survey were 
in the assessment of the level of institutionalisation of student societies at the 
university level. Our interviewees mostly commented that there was little support or 
structure for the student societies provided by the university. Our interviewees’ 
student societies were often independent from the university and some even claimed 
that structurally at their university there was not a possibility to register their initiatives. 
Most commented that there was no well-functioning structure like the Student Union 
in the UK. Some have heard of a student body but claimed it did not have any important 
standing at their university. 
Nevertheless, here some of our interviewees differed. The ones that were in privately 
funded universities (where students had to pay for their education) more often said 
that the student societies were receiving help from the university and that there was a 
centralised independent body with employed faculty only created for that purpose – 
centre of student support (centrum spraw studenta). Such voices in our interviews 
were nevertheless in the minority. 
  
The answers from the survey suggest a different conclusion. There most of the 
participants answered that their student society was formally registered under their 
university. 
 

 
  

59.8%

40.2%

Figure 18: Is your society formally registered under your 
university or is it independent? (All societies) (PL)

It is registerd (59.8%) It is independent (40.2%)



 

 

 38 

A potential explanation to this is that 45% of our survey participants were members of 
academic student societies, which due to their nature are bodies functioning under the 
university and dependent on it – most often faculty are the ones organising and running 
them. In contrast, most of our interviewees participated in independent or less formally 
defined societies that had much more freedom in choosing their structure. 
  
Another question in the survey that aimed at assessing the level of institutionalisation 
of student societies at university level showed that universities in Poland played an 
active role in most of the student societies – ‘by providing funding, institutionalisation, 
etc.’. 
 

 
 
This finding is again contrary to the most common narrative derived from the 
interviews. More research is needed in this area to understand the reasons behind the 
discrepancy. 

How does the level of institutionalisation of student societies in 
Poland impact student engagement? 
  
Most of the interviewees agreed that higher institutionalisation within the student 
societies (understood as a more organised hierarchy, division of roles, assigned tasks 
among members plus more organisation and regulatory of meetings) is a factor that 
would positively influence their society engagement. Some said that it would improve 
the societies’ efficiency, would allow for more continuity and regularity of events. Some 
of the interviews also commented that clearer rules in regard to joining the society and 

78,7%

21,3% 

Figure 19: Does your university support student societies 
in any way? (PL)

Yes (78.7%) No (21.3%)
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a defined recruitment process would improve accessibility to societies and reduce their 
exclusivity. More people that were not initially in the founding friends' group could join 
the student societies. This was a common theme in both the narratives of students 
based in Poland and the UK. 
  
Many of our interviewees commented that lack of institutionalisation of societies at 
the university level – understood as lack of support from faculty, lack of any formal 
structure, or no dedicated funds from university to student societies – meant that 
people engaged much less in student initiatives. One of our participants commented 
that “if the university provided more help in these aspects, more societies would be 
created and that societies would overall become more accessible to students at her 
university.” Another student commented that his society would really benefit if the 
university was more supportive and involved in their initiatives. These comments show 
a strong theme among our interviewees that institutionalisation both at the level of 
student societies and at the university level is perceived by most students to be a 
positive factor that engages them more in creating and participating in student 
societies. 
  
Nevertheless, there was a concern raised by some students to hierarchisation and 
division of rules as to the impact it would have on student engagement. One 
interviewee described that if a society was arranged in an overly strict and formal 
manner, in which each member was assigned a role, but without clear guidelines to 
what they were supposed to do – it actually reduced the efficiency of the society 
because people would engage less. If the members would be unsure what their tasks 
were, and overly relied on the presidents or members higher in the hierarchy to act, 
they would not as often take up the initiative and would become inactive in their 
student societies. One interviewee commented that hierarchisation would have to be 
implemented purposefully because otherwise the official form and structure would 
reduce the student societies functioning and would definitely negatively impact the 
community building aspect of it. 
  
Another problem was raised by some of our students that institutionalisation at the 
level of university would in some cases reduce the engagement in student societies or 
would even disallow their functioning. This was the case in student societies that had 
a political purpose or that were actively involved in protesting against the policies of 
the current government, which was not supported by the dean of the university, who 
had his own political agenda - political affiliations with the government. Such student 
societies named by our interviewees involved actions and protests for climate change, 
women’s rights, especially in regard to abortion, LGBTQ rights and left-leaning student 
newspapers. Students engaged in these societies openly criticised any 
institutionalisation at the level of the university. 
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To conclude, our findings from our interviews suggest that the level of 
institutionalisation of student societies in Poland is low. Yet, this data is not fully 
supported by our survey. Possible reasons as to why this is the case have been 
described above, but more research is needed to support them. Nevertheless, both the 
interviews and the survey confirm that the institutionalisation in student societies in 
Poland is much lower than in the UK. Moreover, the majority of students concluded 
that institutionalisation both at the student society level and at the university level 
positively impacts student societies, but that there also exist negative aspects of it. 

Accessibility 
Accessibility refers to how easy joining student societies is and how inclusive students 
feel these societies are. This encompasses the process of joining a society, how 
available information about societies is, and whether there exist other barriers that may 
prevent students from joining. 
  
We found that there were major differences and few similarities regarding the 
accessibility levels of societies in Poland and the UK. This is most likely linked to the 
different structures that societies have in the two counties. The higher degree of 
institutionalisation in the UK, with all societies belonging to the student union, means 
that the process of recruitment and joining societies is more transparent, which was 
confirmed by many interviewees. Information about what types of societies are 
available, the recruitment process, and becoming a member of societies is all 
centralised through student union websites. This means that students know exactly 
what steps they have to take to join them. Additionally, students are introduced to 
societies straight after they join university, events such as the freshers fair, which are 
hosted by the student union, allow students to interact with those in charge of all 
associations on offer. As one interviewee from the Imperial university said “the freshers 
fair played a massive role in encouraging me to join societies as I got to speak with 
those already involved and find out what they are about”.  Students from the get-go 
can see all the societies available to them as well as interact with the members to see 
if this is something that could potentially interest them. 
  
In contrast, in Poland, there seemed to be a lack of information available about the 
societies on offer. Many of those interviewed were not aware of all the societies that 
existed at the university. This is linked to the structure of societies and the lack of 
institutionalisation. Usually in Poland, unlike in the UK, no platform centralises all 
information about the societies available, reducing their accessibility. As an interviewee 
based in Warsaw said “I struggled to find what societies I could join as a lot of the 
information about societies travels through the word of mouth among friends” 
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In both countries, social media seems to be the main way of promoting what is 
happening in societies, informing both members and non-members of what is going on, 
and making events more accessible. This was brought up by most interviewees. 
Societies in the UK also seem to be a lot more active on social media and promote the 
events of their society better, which further increases students’ awareness of societies. 
This again may be linked to the formal structures in societies with clearly set out roles 
for specific people (e.g a designated person will be in charge of social media). The lower 
promotion of societies in social media in Poland may also be linked to the fact that 
many societies are established within pre-established friend groups. As one 
interviewee explained, her society was established by a group of friends from Warsaw 
and no one new has joined the society since it was created 3 years ago. This explains 
the lower social media engagements as informing others that are not involved in the 
society of what is going on is futile if the society is not actively looking for more 
members. 
  
In addition, as a consequence of societies in the UK belonging to student unions, 
societies have to abide by the inclusion and accessibility rules established by the SUs. 
This may make students more aware of the fact they must be inclusive. While many 
societies belong to specific departments in Poland the rules on inclusion and admission 
to societies are less clear and are not directly taught to students in leadership roles like 
in the UK. 

  
In our interviews, we found that students in Poland expressed greater feelings of 
exclusivity of societies than students in the UK. Buzzwords such as “exclusivity” and 
“inaccessibility” were often repeated throughout interviews with students from Poland. 
This may be a consequence of students in Poland already knowing many people at the 
university before beginning their studies and thus not expecting for societies to be a 
way to meet people, many interviewees explained that they already had many friends 
coming from school. This is different to the UK as most new students don’t know many 
people at the university when they begin and thus look to societies, to find a 
community of people that they share a common interest with, which was evidenced by 
the responses of our interviewees. The survey showed that a large proportion of 
students in both countries join societies to meet new people with 86.6% of people in 
the UK and 73.8% in Poland stating this as one of the reasons. 
 
This may be why the recruitment process to societies varies between the two different 
countries as well. In particular leadership roles in societies in the UK often require a 
formal recruitment process however this process is very transparent, whereas in 
Poland this is often not quite as clear as friendships may play a role and discourage 
people from joining. 
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On the other hand, the cost of societies in Poland seemed to play no barrier as most 
societies had no cost of joining at all. In the UK while most societies have no or low 
fees, sports societies tended to have very high fees, and this discouraged a lot of people 
from joining as is evidenced by the survey where 32.8% reported that the reason for 
not joining the society was the high cost in comparison to only 6% in Poland. Further 
three interviewees from smaller towns in the UK said that the cost of societies was a 
big issue for them, this sentiment was less prevalent among students in London. 
  
Overall, it seems due to the greater institutionalisation of societies that societies in the 
UK seem more accessible than ones in Poland. The biggest issue with the accessibility 
of societies in Poland was a lack of information of what was available and information 
on how to join, in the UK this problem is solved through having a centralised website 
where information of all societies is accessible. The main issue with the accessibility of 
societies in the UK was the high cost, especially in sports societies. 

Gender 
Given the importance of student societies in the university experience, the connected 
career prospects, and the social life of students, we analysed how gender influenced 
their engagement and involvement. We have asked in our interviews and our survey, 
whether participation in student societies is in any way discriminative on a gender 
background, is there inequality in representation in the managerial positions, and if so 
what does it suggest and why does it exist. 
  
Our main findings from interviews show that students often named an existing 
inequality in their societies between men and women representation, especially in the 
managerial positions, but did not connect it with the presence of any sort of 
discrimination in their societies. The numbers suggested an imbalance between male 
and female students engaged in societies, but our interviewees clearly highlighted that 
they believed no discriminative action took place that would discourage any gender 
from participating. The students rather pointed out a different cause of the imbalance: 
the societies with high inequalities were related to areas or interests, whereas in 
society in general there was an existing lack of representation of women or men. Such 
student societies involved consulting or finances – where the majority of participants 
were male – or art and psychology, in which mainly women were involved. This was a 
recurring theme identified by our interviewees studying both in Poland and the UK. 
Some of the people we interviewed also commented that even if they wanted to 
address such inequalities in their societies and invite the underrepresented gender to 
their events as speakers in their panels, they found it very hard to do due to the lack of 
their representation in those areas in real life. One student described a situation in 
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which he wanted to invite for a media event a woman deputy editor in chief from 
Poland, but he really struggled to find any women who were holding such high 
positions at newspapers in Poland. Our findings would suggest that in the majority of 
cases, inequalities in student societies reflect the already-present lack of 
representation of specific gender within given areas or sectors, which is then reinforced 
in student societies, but not that the societies are discriminative themselves. 
  
An interesting point that was made by two students studying in Poland, was how 
important were feminist principles for their societies: they formed the founding ideas 
of their initiatives. For one student the feminist principles meant that in their initiatives, 
they really stressed that gender in their society should be equally represented, and for 
another one, it meant that only women were admitted to be part of the society. In the 
latter, the idea of society was to create a safe and compassionate space for women to 
participate in creative projects together. In her opinion, society excluded men from 
participating in order to connect together the widely discriminated gender, 
empowering women, who would be doubtful of their own talents as an individual but 
found power in the group. Nevertheless, this was rather a specific case, and the rest of 
the interviews did not have a similar narrative. Most students from Poland commented 
that gender did not play a role in the student’s participation in societies. This was also 
supported in our survey, where most answers from students in Poland suggested that 
there was no inequality of genders in their societies: 
  

 
 
  
In contrast, in the UK, the students answering our survey, more often marked that there 
was an inequality of gender that was reflected in the managerial or decision-making 

6.8%

93.2%

Figure 20: Would you say there is gender inequality 
in your society? (PL)

Yes (6.8%) No (93.2%)
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positions in their societies. Nevertheless, our research study has not identified a 
particular cause of why student societies in the UK would more often identify a gender 
inequality, in comparison to those in Poland. 
  

 
  
The graph above suggests that there is a problem with gender inequality in student 
societies in the UK – more than one-fourth of students answered yes to the posed 
question. However, this data does not suggest that inequality is caused by 
discrimination in student societies. 
  
Our conclusions from the interviews suggest that the lack of representation of genders 
in student societies was caused rather by discrimination in the outer world. Inequalities 
in societies may not result from exogenous factors or mechanisms within the student 
societies but can be a reflection and reinforcement of gender inequalities present in 
the society at large. Nevertheless, it is important to note that students both in our 
survey and interviews did identify gender inequalities within their student societies, 
which should be considered when designing structures, roles, and representation 
within student societies in the future. 

 

 

26.9%

73.1%

Figure 21: Would you say there is gender inequality 
in your society? (UK)

Yes (26.9%) No (73.1%)



 

 

 45 

Economic factors 
Economic factors play a key role in student societies. They are fundamental to decision-
making, as they impact how student societies function both in how students can 
participate in them - whether they can financially afford it, whether student societies 
are economically exclusive - and in terms of student societies’ budgets and funding, 
how this impacts their functioning. 
  
Student perspective 
  
We found that in Poland, society memberships are either free or very cheap, hence 
students don’t think money is a barrier in joining them.  Our research shows that this 
is the same with most societies in the UK. However, that is not the case with sports 
societies in the UK. Most of them are very expensive and may cost up to a few hundred 
pounds. This was more pronounced especially in smaller towns and it could be related 
to the fact that societies in London are better funded than others. One student from 
York University mentioned that she had to quit the rowing society, as it was too 
expensive for her. This is supported by data from the survey, where only 6.7% of Polish 
students stated expensive membership fees as a reason not to join societies, while 
32.8% of their counterparts in the UK have chosen not to participate for this reason. 
Furthermore, students in both countries pointed out that further engagement such as 
going to social events and conferences can be expensive and many students said they 
don’t want to risk spending a lot of money, ‘if they are not sure whether they will have 
a good time’. Such economic barriers should be addressed, as they can increase 
inequalities amongst students and restrict their engagement with the community, as 
well as equal access to opportunities. 
  
Society perspective 
  
In both countries, students mentioned the importance of higher budgets, as they allow 
students to take on more ambitious projects and initiatives. It increases the number 
and scale of projects. These funds can be used to organise free activities for members 
or events involving non-members as well. The majority of interviewees agreed that the 
overall engagement of people (members or non-members) is higher when the budget 
of student societies is larger because of the opportunities which such funding creates. 
  
  
The following graphs illustrate the responses of students when asked if they think that 
the level of funding that their societies receive influences their engagement: 
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Whereas 62.3% of students in the UK responded that the level of funding influences 
their engagement, only 45.9% of Polish respondents indicated the same answer. These 
figures suggest that students based in the UK find the level of funding for their societies 
to be more impactful. This difference can be caused by the fact that, as mentioned in 
the interviews, many students in the UK organise large-scale events with high budgets, 
hence they are more dependent on funding. In the case of Polish students in the UK, 
these events usually take the form of a conference that attracts a lot of participants, 
where the majority of them are non-members from different universities. These events 

62.3%

37.7%

Figure 22: Do you think that the level of funding 
your society receives influences your engagement?

(UK)

Yes (62.3%) No (37.7%)

45.9%

54.1%

Figure 23: Do you think that the level of funding 
your society receives influences your engagement? 

(PL)

Yes (45.9%) No (54.1%)
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include workshops, discussion panels, and talks as well as a formal social event, hence 
a high budget is required. Interviewees from these universities also mentioned their 
societies would not be able to organise these conferences at all without funding, while 
interviewees from Poland only stated that more funding would help, however, they are 
not fully dependent on it and are still able to function without it, because their events 
are less financially demanding. 

In Poland, the two main sources of funding were grants from the university and private-
sector donations, while in the UK, there are three main sources, most importantly 
membership fees are a huge part of the sources of funding: 
 

 

Membership fees are not an important source of funding in Poland, because most of 
the memberships are either free or very cheap. Interviewees in the UK point out,\ that 
mainly sports societies (but not only), have expensive memberships, therefore the 
revenues from membership fees can be used to fund the society. 
 
In conclusion, our findings show that funding is one of the main factors influencing 
engagement in student societies. Better funded societies are able to have bigger goals 
and organise more ambitious events, as well as having cheaper or free memberships, 
ultimately making them more attractive to students, hence engaging more of them. 
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Impact of COVID-19 on engagement 
Covid- 19 has an undeniable impact on the engagement of students in societies. It is 
clear from our research that in both countries for the majority of students Covid-19 
negatively impacted their experience in societies and made participating more 
challenging. A significant proportion of those that did not take part didn’t due to the 
pandemic, we found that 16.1% didn’t engage due to covid in Poland and 20.3% in the 
UK. Covid-19’s effects on societies are far from over and using our interviews and 
R.unit’s previous work we try to determine the impact this will have on societies and 
what we can learn from the pandemic about societies as a whole. 
  
Student engagement fell due to the lower provision of events by student societies. PBS 
R.Units last year’s report showed that students felt that societies provided fewer 
events on average as can be seen in table 8. Except among first years the majority of 
students in all years felt that the provision of events was lower than the year previous 
(First years would have not experienced how societies function pre - covid so they 
would have struggled to answer the question). In our interviews, we found that this 
was a result of difficulties with providing in-person events due to lockdowns and 
restrictions. This posed a significant challenge for sports societies and social societies 
with many societies not having any events at all as one interviewee said, “my sport 
society was not allowed to put on any events due to the covid regulations”, such 
statements were repeated repeatedly throughout the interviews. 
 

 

(https://polisheconomicforum.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Research_Unit_Report.pdf) 
 
As a result of sports societies and social societies not being able to put up events, a lot 
of students felt very alienated and alone in their first year as they struggled to make 
new friends at university. Words like “alienation” and “loneliness'' were buzzwords 
among our interviewees. From this, we can learn that societies are an important 
platform to get to know new people in their first year. Students in both countries 
complained of loneliness suggesting that societies play an important social role in both 
countries. However, this feeling seemed stronger among those interviewed based in 
Poland. This may be explained by the higher degree of exclusivity of societies in Poland 
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(See Accessibility section). The lack of centralisation of information and lower pre-
pandemic activities of the societies meant that the impact in Poland was overall higher. 
  
On the other hand, online events gained popularity and some societies were able to 
increase the number of events and content they produced. This occurred mostly among 
academics and career societies. The online format allowed students to participate in 
more events than they normally would, especially when no other events were going on 
as one interviewee said “I found myself with more time in my hands to participate in 
varied societies because I didn't have to for example commute to uni last year. I found 
myself attending virtually every event I could find”. This occurred a lot more in the UK 
as societies remained more active throughout and it was easier to find events available 
online. The online format has been incorporated into post-pandemic society activities 
and offers the opportunity to increase engagement for example when students cannot 
attend in person or are able to invite high profile international speakers to their event.  
  
Further, we found that many students missed out on their first year of university as 
they were at home and did not get to experience in-person society events, freshers’ 
fairs. They also never joined societies and felt they were unable to join them later 
during their university experience. We deduce that the first year is crucial when it 
comes to entering university communities and many students missed out on this due 
to the pandemic. Students felt that it was too late to join in their second year if they 
had not been a part before. As one interviewee highlighted “As I didn’t join any societies 
in the first year I felt like I have missed the moment to join so didn’t join any later on” 
  
In particular, this was the case in Poland where the entrance to societies is less 
structured so without meeting people that are part of a society in the first year it is 
hard to join, later on, this was supported by many of our interviewees. On the other 
hand, many students from the UK who where unable to travel to the UK felt very 
disconnected from the university as this interviewee suggested “I felt like I wasn’t really 
at university as I was unable to meet anyone in person and properly interact with 
people in societies” 
  
Thus, we can draw conclusions about societies’ overall looking at how they were 
impacted by the pandemic. Firstly, the pandemic also showed that the online form also 
offers an opportunity for societies to increase their content and allow students to 
attend more events than before, this however has its downfall as it does not allow for 
socialising. Further, Covid-19 showed that the first year of university is crucial in 
ensuring students enter societies. This is evidenced by the common feeling among 
those interviewed that it was too late to join societies if they did not join in their first 
year. The feeling seemed stronger in both Poland but occurred in both countries. 
COVID disruption proved that societies play a crucial role in building friendships, 
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evidenced by many students reporting feeling alienated as they were unable to join 
societies and make friends. 

Educational Systems 
Polish and British universities have different educational systems, cultures, and 
traditions which impact students’ engagement in student societies. Our findings from 
both interviews and surveys show that the difference is mainly in the number of 
contact hours and professors’ approach to independent studying. Our research has 
shown that these aspects of the educational system negatively impact students’ active 
involvement in student societies in Poland. The causes will be evaluated below. 
  
First of all, our interviewees have commented that students in Poland spend a majority 
of their time at university in classes or lectures. Professors give lectures to students 
and discuss case studies with them during seminars, but it all takes place on campus. In 
contrast, academics at British universities are keen on encouraging people to deepen 
their knowledge outside their class, by critically engaging with outside literature, 
articles, or sources at inter alia libraries or on the Internet. Therefore, students can learn 
at their own pace and spend free time participating in societies of their choosing, 
whereas students in Poland have a strict schedule. These schedules often are not 
flexible and include very long hours at university. Students get their plans from the 
department without the possibility of amending them. 
  
Secondly, people who study in Poland spend much more time studying physically at 
university than students in the UK. The report entitled “Comparing the higher 
education systems in Poland and the UK” conducted by the R.Unit in the Polish 
Business Society in 2019 confirms that fact by pointing out that Polish students who 
study mathematics, management, and economics on an undergraduate level have much 
more contact hours than their peers from the UK (R.Unit, 2019). 
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Figure 25 - Comparison of degree structure BSc Management - SGH and LSE 
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This table explicitly shows that Polish students spend much more time at universities. 
The degree structure of the BSc Management degree at The Warsaw School of 
Economics has over three times more contact hours than the British equivalent at The 
London School of Economics. 

As a consequence, students decide not to participate or engage only in one or two 
societies. Nearly 66% of our respondents from Polish universities said that the lack of 
time is the main reason why they do not engage in a student society. During interviews, 
students from Polish universities explained that they have too many classes at 
university to engage in student societies. They spend 35-45 hours weekly at the 
university, but attending lectures and seminars are only part of the learning process. 
They also need to deepen their knowledge and revise their material at home. Because 
of that, their remaining time for social life and creativity is limited. One of the 
interviewees from Warsaw said: “Wednesday I have 10 hours of classes, Monday 6 
hours - when classes end I am just tired from listening to 4-hour lectures with only 15-
minute breaks. It makes me feel drained”. Furthermore, there are no incentives to 
engage in extracurricular activities in Poland. It is thought that a good student is a 
student who masters material from all academic courses. Students who study in Poland 
notice that “good students will maximise understanding of the topic, not extracurricular 
engagement.” 

The system of higher education in Poland is more traditional than the British one. It can 
be seen in the approach to student society as an extracurricular activity. Polish 
universities rarely promote any society and if they do, they support mainly academic 
societies. The majority of our respondents in the survey decided to join this kind of 
society. Students in Polish universities engage in strictly academic student societies 
which by many of their peers are seen as too theoretical and not interesting. This issue 
was often raised by our interviewees who said that they would like to join a society 
that is not related strictly to academics, e.g., career or art-oriented. This point of view 
is not surprising, bearing in mind the many hours spent studying at university. On the 
contrary, students in the UK are strongly encouraged to attend any extracurricular 
activities by universities. Universities in the UK even implement special timetable 
policies to allow for such student extracurricular activities. For example, the policy at 
the London School of Economics states that “teaching for undergraduate students will 
not be scheduled after noon on Wednesdays to allow for sports, volunteering and other 
extracurricular events” (LSE Timetable Policy, 2017). Furthermore, universities 
promote various societies, including ones that are not related to university courses, in 
social media and during welcome fairs. 

To conclude, systems of higher education have a tremendous impact on students’ 
engagement. Our analysis shows that a large number of contact hours and too 
theoretical and strictly academic societies discourage people from joining student 
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societies. Universities’ policies also have an effect on students’ approach and may 
promote or impede the development of extracurricular activities as spaces to share and 
develop passions. 

Polish societies in the UK 
Our research has shown that the involvement of Polish students in the UK into Polish 
student societies is an incredibly important aspect of their engagement. Our interviews 
suggest that every University in the UK, where Poles study, has a Polish student 
society. Some of them are more active depending on the number of Poles studying at 
university, but their presence is overall a common established trend throughout all 
universities in the UK. Moreover, the Polish student societies throughout the UK are 
very interconnected, and their cooperation is centralised in the ‘Federation of Polish 
Student Societies in the UK’. The main aim of the Federation is to “foster cooperation 
[…] by providing guidance to local and nationwide initiatives and representing the interests 
of Polish students in the UK on the national and international level.” 
  
From our research two main conclusions can be made as to why people engage in 
Polish student societies. The first was social and the second one was more career 
focused. 
  
Polish students in our interviews often related to Polish student societies as playing a 
crucial role in community building. Most of the people coming to university were firstly 
joining their national student society. A student from London commented that this is 
because as a Polish student who has not travelled a lot before, first arriving in the UK, 
and especially in London, you can feel lost or lonely, and the Polish student society 
‘does a good job of taking care of their own’. Other interviews said that they joined the 
group, because the possibility to speak Polish and to connect with their culture gave 
them a sense of ease and comfort. It was also important for them to make friendships 
with other Poles, and some commented that connecting with one’s culture was much 
easier and came more naturally. 
  
Another very important social aspect for our interviewees of engaging in the Polish 
student societies was the continuation of Polish traditions and promotion of their 
culture abroad. One of our interviewees from Oxford told us that he felt as an 
‘ambassador of Polish culture abroad’. A student from London claimed that an example 
of continuing Polish tradition was an initiative that brought together multiple Polish 
student societies from London to eat ‘pierogi’ together (a traditional Polish dish). 
Another interviewee joked about promoting a Polish soup (żurek) to Indian doctorates 
at a conference about how to use fermentation of bacteria in the kitchen. Bigger scale 
events that show how important for Polish students is the promotion of Polish culture 



 

 

 54 

abroad may be conferences that are organised throughout the UK. Such conferences 
unite Polish Student Societies and organise workshops, panel debates, social events, 
etc. – often attracting crucial political and academic authorities from Poland. These 
conferences will be further described in below paragraphs. A sense of pride is also a 
feeling that one student from Oxford described when talking about promoting Polish 
culture abroad though Polish student societies. He commented that “We [the Polish 
students] are the greatest example of the [positive] path that the Polish nation 
undertook in the last 30 years”. 
  
The second reason for which students engaged in Polish student societies was 
connected to their futures. Many of our interviewees were planning their career to an 
extent in Poland, and the student societies were creating a link between the 
professional market in Poland with Polish students in the UK. One interviewee from 
Manchester commented that involvement in Polish student societies gave her the 
chance to talk to people with high authority in their areas, that she would never 
otherwise never have a chance to meet. For this aspect of the Polish student societies 
the Conferences play a crucial role. Examples of some named by our interviewees were 
the Congress of Polish students in the UK, Polish Economic Forum at LSE or UCL 
Leaders. These events attracted many investors, professionals, policy makers and 
politicians from Poland (but not exclusively) who saw it as an opportunity to meet 
Polish students studying at recognized universities with promising talents. The usual 
number of participants in the conferences were usually around 400 people and the 
workshops and panels held around 20. One of our interviewees, who played an active 
role in organising one of the conferences commented that "I’m the head of media in the 
Polish student society, this allows me to get insider knowledge from journalists I interact with, 
managers standing behind biggest (not only) polish newspapers, also learning editorial process, 
mechanism behind editorial process, also network comes into place here, building a network in 
the world of polish media".  The networks that the conferences create are then utilised by 
Polish students when looking for jobs and ways of engagement back in their home country. 
  
To conclude, Polish student societies play a significant role in Polish students’ engagement 
in the UK. Socially, they create communities for students, continue Polish traditions and 
promote Polish culture abroad. They also provide an important connection for students to 
their home country in terms of creating a network, career connections, and securing a 
professional future in Poland. 

 

 



 

 

 55 

Factors positively impacting engagement 

Reasons behind engagement 
In examining the reasons why students do not get involved in associations, it was 
natural to also explore the reasons for actively participating in them. In this segment, 
we focused on the question: Why do students get involved in associations? What 
potential benefits are they looking for in them, and are these expectations met. 

Similarities 
Social aspect of societies 
Both students in Great Britain (87% of respondents) and in Poland (74% of 
respondents) indicate the main reason for their involvement as the desire to meet new 
people. Due to their diverse nature, the associations are a phenomenal opportunity to 
meet people with similar interests, also beyond the academic sphere. 
  
Students in Great Britain point out that societies are often the centre of the entire 
social life of a university, which is especially pronounced in smaller towns. Additionally, 
they are a great opportunity for first-year students who often come to the UK for the 
first time and may feel lost. Poles studying in the United Kingdom asked about their 
commitment often mentioned the need to create a "sense of community" (hence their 
great involvement in Polish associations. See: Polish Society in the UK section). 
  
Students in Poland mentioned the limitations in getting to know people outside their 
exercise group. Despite the large size of their universities, they noticed that they spent 
most of their university time in a very small group of people. Student societies are 
therefore an opportunity to get out of this "bubble". 
  
Personal development 
In both cases, the students mentioned the opportunity for personal development and 
gaining additional knowledge as the second most important reason for their 
involvement. 
  
Students in the UK often equated it with a chance to deepen their interests. They 
mentioned that thanks to the student societies, students can try different branches of 
the studied subject and discover those that are of particular interest to them. This can 
be useful, especially when choosing a master's degree, but also when choosing the 
subjects and directions that students wanted to follow during their course. One of the 
interviewees presented a particularly interesting example of the function of the 
student societies at his university. There are many law-related associations at his 
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university, some based around national law, others around international or comparative 
law. By checking various students’ societies, students can see which branch of law is 
the one they want to develop in, and thus choose the appropriate specialisation, 
reducing the risk of choosing an unsatisfactory field of study. 
  
Students in Poland perceived personal development and learning achieved by 
participating in student societies through the prism of gaining additional knowledge, 
which could, among others, make the university workload easier. Therefore, activities 
in research groups they are part of focused on deepening and systematising their 
knowledge. Additionally, they often mentioned the highly theoretical nature of their 
studies in Poland. Associations with an academic profile, by their activities, like 
conducting research, allow students to implement the acquired knowledge and use it 
in practice, which is often missing in the regular course of education. 

United Kingdom 
Career oriented societies, project realisation 
Polish students in Great Britain mentioned obtaining insight into the desired career 
path or "boosting your CV" as the third key reason. Student societies allow meeting 
people from the desired industry, understand the career path, and get to know other 
students interested in pursuing a similar career (networking opportunities). In addition, 
initiatives undertaken by student societies such as charity campaigns, internships, 
consulting can be a significant enrichment of the CV. 
  
Additionally, Poles studying in Great Britain more often than their Poland-based peers 
associated their involvement in the student association with the willingness to 
implement a long-term project, conference, event, or panel. For 46% of respondents in 
Great Britain, this was the reason why they joined and actively participated in student 
society (in Poland it was a motivation for only 16% of respondents). Student societies 
in Great Britain are very actively involved in organising events, which is also particularly 
visible in the case of Polish diaspora associations (organising Polish conferences See: 
Polish Societies). This is also very beneficial for strengthening CV and gives a big 
motivation to participate in student societies. 
  
Exploring interests 
Exploring interests turned out to be very important to students in the UK. In the 
interviews, students often referred to the strict hobbies-oriented societies in which 
they could deepen the interests they alread had prior to starting their studies. The 
variety of associations allowed interviewees to continue playing tennis, deepen their 
knowledge of the automotive industry or continue their bartending passion. Exploring 
interests was indicated as the reason for strong commitment by 65% of students in 
Great Britain, and only 38% of students in Poland. 
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Poland 
Curiosity 
As many as 39% of People surveyed in Poland decided to join the association out of 
curiosity (UK - 20%). The students mentioned that in addition to meeting new people, 
they wanted to try something new, learn something about a given organisation or see 
how the student societies operate. This clearly shows that Polish universities have 
enormous potential and students want to participate in student societies, are curious 
about their activities or goals, and want to be part of a larger community. 
  
Summary 
To summarise, both students in Poland and the UK interviewed in the report indicated 
the role of the socialising aspect of student societies as the main drive behind their 
engagement. Students in the UK often perceived it as a chance to establish a sense of 
community in the new environment, and students in Poland were happy to leave their 
“bubble” created by the academic schedule. It was also very important to students to 
seek chances for personal development, which students in the UK saw as a chance to 
explore their interests and pick a branch in their course of study that particularly 
interests them. Students in Poland understood personal development as a chance to 
acquire additional knowledge, especially useful for their studies. The difference 
appeared in the perception of societies as “CV/career boosts”, and a chance to take 
part in a project, which was an important aspect for students in the UK, and that was 
not always the case for students in Poland. They were, however, more focused on 
joining a student society out of curiosity.  

Factors negatively impacting engagement 
 One of the main questions we wanted to address with our research was: Where does 
the lack of student involvement in student associations come from? Finding answers 
to this question and the main problems that stand behind the lack of willingness to 
participate in extracurricular activities is the key to defining the main challenges and 
problems in the way universities and students in the UK and Poland approach student 
societies, as well as limitations related to the education system. Examination of the lack 
of engagement in societies can also be a base to seek recommendations and 
suggestions on what changes might help students improve their student experience 
and increase their chances in the labour market. It is worth mentioning that, in this 
section, we examine not only why students choose not to engage but what determines 
that already involved students decide not to join more societies. 
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Similarities 
 
Time 
Lack of time was the reason for lack of engagement highlighted most often by 
interviewees. This is confirmed by the results of the survey, in which the lack of time 
was indicated to be the biggest problem both among Polish students in Great Britain 
(72%) and those studying in Poland (66%). 
  
However, the reasons behind the lack of time differed among those studying in the UK 
and in Poland. Students in the UK indicated that they did not have time to participate 
in more societies, as they already belong to (and actively engaged) in too many of them. 
One interviewee from London even mentioned that "the week is too short" to be able 
to participate in all the activities that could potentially interest them. This was reflected 
in the survey results, which show that students in the UK participate more often in 3 
or more student associations (44%, compared to 22% in Poland), have more roles of 
leadership in societies (See: Involvement in Societies Section), and spend more hours 
taking part (See: Introduction). Students in the UK also often indicated that if during 
their studies they managed to get a job or internship in their desired field of interest, 
they were forced to resign from active participation in 1-2 societies (while remaining 
in others). 
  
Students in Poland indicated that the main time limitation preventing them from 
actively participating in student associations was the education system. They 
mentioned the number of contact hours, the burden of examinations, and preparation 
for classes as the main problem. 
 
Covid-19 
The SARs-Cov2 virus paralyzed virtually all spheres of life and did not bypass 
universities. The transition to online learning, the lack of in-person contact hours, and 
the breakdown of students into small groups significantly limited the possibilities of 
student integration. Restrictions that were in force since 2019, prevented first year and 
second year students from getting to know their colleagues, the campus, and often not 
being able to travel to the country where they studied. Lockdown and contact 
restrictions made it impossible for student associations to operate. Many of them failed 
to adapt to the pandemic reality and suspended their activities. Some of them managed 
to transfer their activities to the online sphere, but as both students in Great Britain 
and Poland indicate, it was deadly for their activity. After hours spent in front of a 
computer students were not motivated to engage in additional activities, which meant 
additional time spent in front of the screen. It was not possible to organise informal 
and integration meetings where members could get to know each other better. 
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In addition, the interviews and the survey showed that the most frequently involved in 
the activities of the associations are first and second-year students (which may, inter 
alia, be explained by the fact that the third year in the UK is focused on the 
dissertation). Both students in the UK and Poland indicated Covid-19 as the reason for 
the lack of involvement in the association similarly often (this option was indicated by 
15% of students in Poland and 19% of respondents studying in Great Britain - See: 
Impact of Covid on engagement section). This shows that the impact of Covid-19 on 
the study experience was not only significant during the lockdown period. The echo of 
the pandemic has disrupted the activities of student associations, and even though 
pandemic restrictions have now been largely lifted, the lack of student societies 
experience in the first (and sometimes second) year of study disrupted the study 
experience and communication between students. Many of them, losing the 
opportunity to get involved in the first or second year, did not try in the following years, 
even though the pandemic situation has changed. 
  

United Kingdom 
  
Fees 
The second biggest challenge, after the lack of time, indicated by students in the UK 
was the membership fee of student society, which was mentioned by 33% of 
respondents (See: Economic Factors section). The interviews show that the problem 
concerns mainly (but not only) sports associations. The problem is multi-layered and is 
also heavily dependent on the particular university. It is worth mentioning that, unlike 
in Poland, a significant part of the leading universities in Great Britain are in small 
towns, where access to some facilities may be very limited. According to the 
Perspektywy 2020 ranking, among the top 10 universities in Poland, none are in towns 
with less than 600,000 inhabitants, while according to Times Higher Education, as 
many as 6 out of the top 10 United Kingdom universities are in towns with less than 
600,000 inhabitants. Additionally, in three of them, the population does not exceed 
170,000. Often, the societies are also focused on activity that is expensive to pursue, 
and due to the high entry threshold, some students may be excluded in this way (See: 
Accessibility section). 
  

Poland 
  
Lack of interesting societies 
The majority of students based in Poland indicated that there were no associations that 
were interesting to them. Additionally, students often explained that they were only 
involved in one society because of no further interesting student societies they could 
join. The survey results seem to confirm these conclusions, as the lack of interesting 
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associations is the reason indicated by 36% of respondents and it is the second reason 
for not engaging after the lack of free time. At the root of this problem is a different 
perception of student associations both by students and faculty of Polish universities. 
The first association of a student society that appeared in conversations with students 
was usually a strictly academic society (“Koło naukowe”). Student societies were 
perceived by students in Poland as a form of additional classes conducted by the 
professor (See: Perception of Student Societies Section). The participation in student 
societies in Poland is dominated by academic associations, while in the case of students 
in the UK, there is much greater diversity - students operate both in academic student 
societies, but also ones focused on careers, interests, hobbies, or sports. The lack of 
interesting societies going beyond the academic field only limits the activity of 
students, which leads to the lack of involvement or participation in only one association 
(56% of respondents in Poland do not engage at all or engagement was limited to one 
association, and in the UK, this applied to only 22% of the survey participants). In order 
to increase participation in Poland, universities must be more open to the idea of non-
academic initiatives. 
  
Summary 
The main limitation that led to the lack of engagement of students both in Poland and 
the UK was definitely a lack of time. Students in the UK mentioned that the lack of 
time comes from being active in many societies already, and Polish students focused 
on high academic workload. Both environments pointed out limitations regarding the 
Covid-19 pandemic. Students in the UK drew our attention to high membership fees 
especially among sports societies. Interviewees in Poland mentioned domination of 
academic societies and therefore lack of motivation to engage in more than one 
society. 

Conclusions 
This section summarises the conclusions of our comparative research study. Some of 
these conclusions take the form of recommendations. The recommendations are 
directed at educational policy-makers, university faculties, student societies’ leaders, 
and students themselves. The first part of the summary applies universally to both the 
UK and Poland, and in the following sections we focus on the specific conclusions and 
recommendations for each country individually. 

General Findings 
• The main reason why students are strongly involved in the activities of student 

societies both in Poland and Great Britain is the opportunity to meet new 
people, join existing student communities and create new ones. 
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• An important aspect of participation in student societies, both in Poland and the 
UK, is the chance to develop personally, gain new skills and knowledge. 

• Apart from purposeful activities, student societies benefit from organising 
informal events, where members can freely socialise, getting to know one 
another outside of formal and structured meetings. 

• Student societies benefit from clear and transparent hierarchies. The division of 
roles motivates action and development opportunities, and allows students to 
pursue their interests in the area ofthe activity that engages them the most. It is 
important that the management board of the society has a democratic mandate 
and is transparently elected. 

• A well-funded student society increases students' motivation to act and its 
accessibility, allowing students to become involved in more ambitious and 
demanding projects as well as for the societies to have cheaper or free 
membership. Our interviews indicate that funding is an important aspect, 
positively contributing to student’s engagement. Yet, it is important that the 
members of the society know how to use the funds allocated efficiently and in 
a transparent way. 

• Active presence of societies on social media and university websites is essential 
to maintaining and strengthening involvement in student societies, by making 
them accessible and inclusive. 

• Students pointed out a lack of equal representation within managerial roles in 
the student societies. However, the majority of students did not believe that it 
did not arise from an internal discrimination present in their student societies, 
but rather thought that the lack of representation was a reflection of inequality 
within given areas in the wider society. 

• The life of many universities in Great Britain seems to revolve around student 
societies, and for Polish students, they are an opportunity to build a sense of 
community in a new environment. An important aspect of that is participating 
in Polish student societies. 

• For both students in Poland and the UK, COVID-19 pandemic and its current 
aftermath severely limited the activities of study societies. The problem 
particularly affected first and second-year students, as they are the ones most 
often involved in associations and were exposed to Covid restrictions since the 
beginning of their studies. Even though the restrictions related to COVID-19 are 
mostly gone by now, the disruption of the first part of university education of 
students has determined their engagement in further years of study. 

• Our research found that there often was a gender inequality in the managerial 
roles of many student societies. However, students often commented that these 
inequalities may not result from exogenous factors or mechanisms within the 
student societies but are a reflection and reinforcement of gender inequalities 
present in the society at large. Yet, it is important to note that students both in 
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our survey and interviews did identify gender inequalities within their student 
societies, which should be considered when designing structures, roles, and 
representation within student societies in the future. 

United Kingdom 
• Students in the UK are more likely to be actively involved in student societies, 

take more responsibility within them, and devote more time to them. 
•   Polish students in the UK particularly benefit from the wide range of student 

societies existing at their campuses, which allow and incentivise them to 
develop a holistic student  profile, and take on new interests and hobbies. 

• Career development and networking is a significant motivation for student 
society engagement in the UK. Through career-oriented societies Polish 
students gain insight into the career paths that interest them. A crucial aspect 
of Polish students’ participation in these societies is the ability to participate in 
large projects, events, organise panels or conferences. For many, these provide 
the first opportunity to gain first career-relevant work experience, skills or 
receive direct job or internship offers. 

• In the UK, students largely benefit from the institutionalisation of student 
societies at the university level, understood as support through the Student 
Union, funding from university, provision of facilities and engagement of faculty 
in their projects. However, we have also found that an overly strong 
institutionalisation may lead to inefficiencies. 

• In the UK, the number of student societies sometimes exceeds the capacity of 
the governing body - the Student Union. Students indicate that there is a need 
for a review of this body, simplification of the procedures that student societies 
must meet to receive funding, permission to use university infrastructure, or 
organise an event. 

• Students pointed to the high cost of membership in some associations. The 
problem is mainly related to sport societies and is more pronounced in 
universities located outside London. To increase participation and inclusive 
access, universities should ensure the lowest possible cost of functioning of 
student associations by, among others, making their classrooms, sports spaces, 
or equipment available. 

• Polish student societies in the UK play a significant role in Polish students’ 
engagement. Socially, they create communities for students, continue traditions 
and promote Polish culture abroad. They also provide an important connection 
for students to their home country in terms of creating a network, career 
connections, and securing a professional future in Poland. 
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Poland 
• Students in Poland see societies as an opportunity to deepen their knowledge 

on studied courses and allow them to implement the theoretical knowledge 
gained during the classes in practice (which is often not possible by the course 
of studies itself). 

• For students in Poland, the involvement in student societies is an opportunity 
to leave their ‘departmental or friendship bubbles’, as often they spend most of 
their studies in a narrow, closed social-circle with limited opportunities to meet 
people from other groups and faculties. 

• Students in Poland often decide to join student society out of curiosity, to learn 
about its activities, and see how it works. This shows that students want 
additional participation and want to engage in extracurricular activities but may 
not have a sufficient choice of student societies or are not aware of their 
activities. 

• The most frequently indicated problem in the extracurricular involvement 
indicated by students in Poland was the lack of sufficient promotion of student 
societies by the university. The university should promote them in a centralised 
and widely accessible digital platform, and on the university premises by 
organising student society fairs or similar promotion events. 

• The second biggest problem regarding student’s engagement in Poland is a lack 
of initiatives which students find interesting, resulting from a limited offer of 
available options. This is related to, inter alia, a strict academic focus of the “koła 
naukowe” which constitute the majority of student societies available. 
Additionally we have identified an insufficient number of initiatives of a less 
formal nature focused on developing passions, interests, or hobbies outside a 
strictly academic setting. 

• Interviewees also addressed the need to change the education system in Poland, 
which relies on too many energy-consuming contact-hours, leaving little time 
and energy for involvement in student societies. It was also pointed out that the 
curriculum places too much focus on theoretical content, without attention to 
the development of soft-skills, and practical knowledge. 

• The interviewed students often mentioned the exclusivity of the societies, 
which mostly arose from lack of institutionalisation of student societies at 
university level. 

• Student societies in Poland either lack sufficient hierarchy/formality which 
would allow it to function effectively or have a hierarchy where university 
faculty and professors have too much influence in the decision-making process 
reducing the independence and agency of students. Additionally, interviewees 
mentioned political affiliations of university decision makers, which negatively 
impacted activity of student societies and the representation of student’s 
interests. 
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General Recommendations from students 
 
Investigating the involvement (and the lack of it), the authors also asked the students 
with whom the interviews were conducted, what could increase students' interest in 
student societies, improve societies operation and make them more attractive. They 
also asked what should change in the approach of universities, student government, 
and students themselves. These are recommendations that can be treated universally 
and are worth considering both in Poland and the UK, while the division criterion 
presented below refers to the recommendation most frequently mentioned by 
students in both countries (general recommendations) and independently Poland, and 
the UK. 
  
Hierarchy, institutionalisation, organisation 
Students both in Poland and Great Britain point out how important it is to establish a 
clear and transparent hierarchy, division of roles, budget, and goals of the student 
society. They attach particular importance to the hierarchy and division of roles, where 
a clear and transparent possibility of development and promotion is an additional 
motivation for the members. In addition, the division of roles allows students to focus 
on the aspect that particularly interests them and allows them to acquire skills, for 
example, work on research, logistics, social media coordination. Transparency is also 
crucial, students claim that they are more motivated in associations in which the leaders 
have a democratic mandate. As the interviewees point out, it is very important not to 
confuse the existence of a hierarchy with the exclusivity and closure of a student 
association. The role of hierarchy is to keep the society in order and allow everyone to 
progress in its structures. 
  
Students in the UK also mentioned that the establishment of a hierarchy and division 
of roles was a condition imposed on them by the student union, and interviewees seem 
satisfied with it (only 8% of respondents indicated that the associations in which they 
operate do not have a hierarchy). They pointed out that the key is to introduce the 
least conflicting and simple structure possible. 
  
Students in Poland strongly emphasised the importance of hierarchy in the association 
as a motivating force for further involvement in the association. Survey showed that 
associations are not always clearly hierarchical (17% of respondents indicated the lack 
of hierarchy), and professors often have a leading role in the student associations being 
able to choose what and how a given association will do. 
  
Funding 
Most interviewees indicated funding as one of the main factors positively influencing 
involvement in the student associations. Well-funded associations give students the 
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opportunity to pursue more advanced, costly goals that require the involvement of a 
larger group of students. Good financing is a platform for creating, it allows students 
to implement more ideas from various members, without limiting them to choosing the 
cheapest / safest option. Additionally, it is important that the university support 
student societies in the dimension of clear accounting. Members of the association 
must receive support from the university (or student union) in terms of settlements, 
invoices, to be clear that everything is done in a transparent and legal manner. 
  
Gender inequality 
Interviewees asked about gender inequality in their societies often pointed to unequal 
representation of male and female in their student societies. However, this observation 
wasn’t connected with experiencing any discriminative mechanisms in their student 
societies. Students observed that unequal representation in student societies might be 
a reflection of an already existing lack of representation in the specific sectors or areas 
in the society at large. This means that there needs to be particular attention given to 
construction of student societies, roles and representation (See: Gender Section). 
  
Accessibility and social media activity 
Both students in Great Britain and Poland indicated that the key factor for the 
engagement in student societies is their active presence in social media. Students see 
this as the key to increasing and maintaining students’ involvement and student 
associations' further promotion to attract new members. 
  
Students from the UK pointed to well-conducted promotion on the part of universities 
and student unions. They indicated that the societies are usually organised on the 
university websites, including information about their activities, social media, and 
contact with societies’ leaders. They clearly made a link between accessibility of 
student societies and social media. Once student societies could be found through 
Facebook, Instagram, etc. and especially on the centralised platform of Student Unions, 
they were much more reachable to students, finding and joining them became much 
easier - positively impacting student’s engagement in them. 
  
Polish students indicated not only the need for greater promotion by associations in 
social media but also the lack of sufficient support in this matter on the part of the 
student union or university. Many universities do not have a publicly available list of 
student associations describing their basic activities and contact with their 
representatives. Students also feel that the university is not doing enough to ensure 
that associations are displayed on the Internet and thus limits their reach. Some 
students interviewed by the authors of the report were not aware of the existence of 
student societies at their universities or their knowledge was limited only to the basic 
ones, such as student unions.  
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Socials 
Students both in Poland and Great Britain paid attention to the great role of informal 
meetings ("socials") in the integration of student societies and the activation of their 
members. In addition to the main activities of student associations, students believe 
that they should also organise informal meetings, aimed at getting to know members 
better, in a space conducive to contacts and conversation such as bars, restaurants, or 
cafes. Students also pointed out that student associations, apart from the budget for 
fulfilling their goals, should also have a separate budget dedicated to the integration of 
its members. As the interviewees pointed out, this helps to avoid breaking the 
association into smaller groups and improves teamwork when it comes to projects. 
  

United Kingdom 
  
Student Union 
Poles in Great Britain are often involved in a large number of student associations (78% 
of respondents actively participate in two or more associations), and also perform 
important functions in them (67% of respondents indicated that they perform a 
function other than regular membership - leaders, board members, project group). They 
indicate the necessity of change in the student union - the body responsible for the 
supervision of student societies, which is, in a way, a link between the university and 
the associations. It is the student union that supports the promotion of student 
associations, grants them funding, and allows them to organise events. Therefore, the 
efficient operation of this organ is crucial. As one of the interviewees pointed out: "At 
my university, there are more than 300 student societies, but only two society advisors 
in the student union. Because of that we sometimes need to wait for weeks to receive 
funding or permission to organise an event”. Students point out that the university 
must pay attention to the smooth operation of the student union, as its slow action 
discourages students from further involvement. 
  
Membership fees 
In interviews, students often highlighted the costly membership fees of associations. 
Student societies mustn’t exclude students for economic reasons. Therefore, the 
university needs to support students by, for example, subsidising the costs of 
membership. Students also pointed out that the university should be actively involved 
in reducing the operating costs of student associations, for example, by providing them 
with meeting space, sports infrastructure, or audio-visual equipment. 
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Poland 
  
Promotion 
The lack of promotion of societies by universities was a common complaint that 
students in Poland had. Many interviewees reported that they did not know what 
student societies were available and the information was sometimes difficult to obtain. 
Students pointed to the lack of space at the university for associations to promote 
themselves. This applies not only to the digital space but also to the lack of society fairs 
where associations could easily reach large numbers of new students and increase 
awareness of their activities. Students pointed out that student associations are also 
often not active enough, and their management does not seem motivated to act. One 
of the participants recalled a situation where he came to the organisational meeting of 
the student society; however, no one appeared at the meeting. The student couldn’t 
find any information about the activities of the student society following this. 
Associations need clear procedures by which they can reach out to new people and 
interest them in their activities. 
  
Exclusivity 
In interviews, many students highlighted the exclusivity of some associations. They 
indicated closure, reluctance to accept new members, as well as a "complicated 
recruitment process" (despite communication problems resulting from the shortage of 
members). A very frequent remark was the high exclusivity of the student government, 
which directly creates a sense of distance between members of the student 
government and regular students. One of the respondents mentioned separate events 
organised only for the student union or separate tables arranged for them during the 
events. Students are definitely negative about exclusivity, they would like members to 
feel equal in the student association. They strongly oppose a sense of power distance 
between management and regular members. 
  
University and education system approach 
When the students spoke about the recommendations regarding the university's 
approach towards student associations, they did not only refer to help in promoting 
them. Another problem seems to be the closure of universities to grassroots initiatives 
of students, lack of support in establishing and organising associations. This also 
includes financial support not going beyond targeted grants for research, patronage 
over specific events (this form of financial support was very often mentioned by Polish 
respondents), and lack of funding for informal meetings to support the integration of 
members. The problem with the lack of activity of associations and lack of involvement 
of students goes beyond the borders of a university itself, it is also related to the work 
organisation and education system in Poland. Students' initiative is very limited, and 
the studies are too time-consuming for them to engage in additional activities. Students 
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expect a change, in their opinion, of the outdated education system, the rejuvenation 
of the academic staff, and the provision of space for independent activity. It also seems 
that the promotion of clubs and extracurricular activities should be established at the 
earlier stages of education. 
  
Drawing initiative away from university towards students 
While the student associations in the UK have a bottom-up structure in which students 
are the main force behind the initiative, in Poland as many as half of the interviewees 
have pointed out that it is professors and the university faculty who are at the head of 
the student associations. These student societies were usually academic societies, and 
it was the professors who made decisions about the shape of their functioning. 
Students pay attention to the necessity of opening universities to students' initiative, 
giving them tools and responsibility, which will additionally motivate them to action 
(See: Initiative Section). What is also worrying, students pointed out that some societies 
are not able to operate under university structure because of political affiliations and 
views of university leadership that efficiently blocked organising certain societies. 
  
Summary  
To summarise, students in both the UK and Poland see wide promotion as a crucial 
thing behind motivating students to participate in student societies. There is a need for 
promotion from both social media and university channels, organising student fairs, and 
creating university platforms where student societies can promote their work. 
Engagement can be increased by organising non-formal meetings of student societies 
apart from the official ones that can allow members to get to know each other. As the 
research concludes, there is a need for good hierarchisation and institutionalisation of 
societies that need to have clear procedures and roles, as the perspective of 
development in the society is a big drive for its members. Student associations must be 
well funded to be able to participate in more ambitious projects and engage more 
members. They should also work towards limiting the risk of gender inequality. A body 
connecting student societies and universities (often taking the form of student unions) 
must work efficiently, not to block student initiatives with long paperwork. The big role 
of making student societies attractive for students is making them inclusive and giving 
the initiative to students. Students need to feel that they have the power to change 
and work on the projects that they want to, rather than being tied to university and 
professors' initiatives alone. This requires a fundamental change in the perception of 
student societies from both students and academic faculty. 
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Survey Analysis 
Demographics 
In the survey conducted between 14th and 26th February 2022 via Google forms, a 
total of 130 answers were registered, with 69 in the UK, and 61 in Poland. In the UK 
the median respondent was 21, female, in their 2nd year of study, and participated in 
2 societies. In comparison in Poland, the median respondent was 21 years of age, male, 
in their 2nd year of study, and participated in 1 society. 
  
In the UK, we have surveyed 42 women - out of which 88% participate in societies - 
and 27 males - out of which 100% participate in societies. In Poland we have surveyed 
29 women, out of which 65.5% participate in societies, 30 males of whom 100% 
participate in societies, and 2 people who did not identify as either female or male, with 
1 participating in one society. As visible in Figure 1 and Figure 2: 
 

 

 
Survey Methodology 
In the survey we asked our respondents to talk about their 3 societies in which they 
are most involved. As most of the students partook in 2 or less societies, we cannot 
effectively compare data gathered from all 3 societies as we presume there is a 
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difference in interest and devotion in every additional society. However, we can use 
the combined data to show the proportion of the total of institutionalised societies, 
profile of societies of our cohort, and satisfaction. 
  
It is important to take into consideration the unequal distribution of the percentage of 
profiles of societies. For the survey conducted in the UK we had the following number 
of responses to each society: 

●  Society 1: 65 
●  Society 2: 53 
●  Society 3: 36 

Meanwhile for the survey conducted in Poland we had the following number of 
responses to each society: 

●  Society 1: 41 
●  Society 2: 30 
●  Society 3: 15 

Accordingly, the weight of each answer in society 2 is greater than in society 1, likewise 
answers for society 3 carry more weight than answers for society 2 or 1. 
  
Reasons that influence participation in a society 
In both countries respondents noted that personal development/learning (18.9% UK; 
22.9% PL) and meeting new people (23.1% UK; 25.1% PL) were the most important 
factors that influenced their decision to get involved in societies. However, in the UK 
exploring interests (17.3% UK; 12.3% PL) was as important of an influence as 
career/networking (17.3% UK; 14% PL). Meanwhile in Poland the former was slightly 
less of an influence than out of curiosity (5.5% UK; 12.9% PL) in the society/activity, 
with the total difference between the two factors being 0.6%. That factor was the least 
significant influence in the UK. The greatest difference between the responses from 
the two countries was the influence of participating in a project. In the UK 12.2% of 
participants said it was an influence whereas in Poland only 5.3%. 
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Reasons that influence lack of participation in a society 
In both countries the greatest reasons why people were not getting involved in 
societies were: lack of free time, lack of interesting societies and Covid-19. However, 
in the UK 21.1% of respondents noted that expensive memberships were a limiting 
factor whereas in Poland only 6.6% members found this to be a significant issue. Covid-
19 was an equal hindrance in joining a society for the students who enrolled at 
universities during and before the pandemic. 

18,90%

23,14%

17,32%

17,32%

5,51%

5,51%

12,20%

Figure 26: What are the reasons influencing your decision to 
get involved in a society? (UK)

Personal development/learning (18.9%) Meeting new people (23.1%)

Career/networking (17.3%)) Exploring interests (17.3%)

Out of curiosity (5.5%) Willingness to help others (5.5%)

Participating in a project (12.2%)
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Satisfaction 
On top of the hitherto mentioned benefits, satisfaction is another implicit benefit - an 
extracurricular benefit that brings us joy. There is an overwhelming satisfaction in 
participation in societies as seen through answers - very satisfied and satisfied - to the 
question: How satisfied are you with your involvement in the society. The answers were 
analysed in a following fashion: 
  
Analysis of satisfaction per society 1,2,3 in which we had a thesis: satisfaction is going 
to correlate to people’s involvement in the society, consequentially the satisfaction in 
participating in society 1 is going to be greater than that of participating in society 2 or 
society 3. 

45,87%

16,51%

4,59%

21,10%

11,93%

Figure 28: What are the reasons influencing your decision 
NOT to get involved in a society? (UK)

Lack of free time (45.9%) Lack of interesting societies (16.5%)

No interest in extra-curricular activities (4.6%) Expensive memberships (21.1%)

Covid-19 (11.9%)
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As it can be observed in figure 30 in the UK there is insignificant decrease in satisfaction 
rate with any additional society. Additionally, all the student societies have similar 
levels of satisfaction rates across the societies 1,2,3. In comparison, in Poland there is 
a much more significant drop in satisfaction - answers neither satisfied nor dissatisfied 
and worse - with societies 2 and 3. In the UK the total rate of dissatisfied answers 
(somewhat dissatisfied and very dissatisfied) stands at 10.1% with similar rates of 
dissatisfaction in all of the societies. Whereas in Poland the total rate of dissatisfaction 
stands at 2.2%. No respondents in Poland stated they feel very dissatisfied in their 
involvement in societies 1 or 2. However, due to limited sample, as stated in survey 
limitations above, it is difficult to make a substantiated claim about the external validity 

45,4%
43,2%

11,4%

0,0% 0,0%

16,7%

43,3%

36,7%

3,3%
0,0%

33,3%

20,0%

40,0%

0,0%

6,7%

33,7%

39,4%

24,7%

1,1% 1,1%
0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

50%

Very satisfied Somewhat satisfied Neither satisfied nor
dissatisfied

Somewhat dissatisfied Very dissatisfied

Figure 29: How satisfied are you with your involvement in the society? 
(Society 1,2,3) (PL)

Society 1 Society 2 Society 3 All societies

45,4%

34,9%

9,1%
7,6%

3,0%

40,0%

34,5%

16,4%

7,3%

1,8%

44,7%

31,6%

13,2%

7,9%

2,6%

43,4%

34,0%

12,6%

7,6%

2,5%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

50%

Very satisfied Somewhat satisfied Neither satisfied nor
dissatisfied

Somewhat dissatisfied Very dissatisfied

Figure 30: How satisfied are you with your involvement in the society? 
(Society 1,2,3) (UK)

Society 1 Society 2 Society 3 All societies
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of these outcomes. Notwithstanding, our hypothesis is proved by the findings in Polish 
scenario only. 
  
Therefore, the key findings in the satisfaction rate relate to: 

●  An overall greater satisfaction in societies 1 in Poland over the rest of 
societies; 

●  A greater uniformity in the UK based responses over the ones in Poland; 
●  Respondents are generally satisfied with their involvement in societies 
●  Majority of respondents states they are either very satisfied or somewhat 

satisfied with their involvement in societies. 
○  UK: very satisfied (43.4%), somewhat satisfied (34%) = total (77.4%) 
○  Poland: very satisfied (33.7%), somewhat satisfied (39.4%) = total 

(73.1%) 
 
Institutionalisation 
In this segment, the discussion will be related to methodology and the differences 
between the institutionalisation of society 1 in comparison to all societies. This is an 
important aspect to take into consideration as then we get a picture of whether people 
tend to be involved more in institutionalised (university-based) societies as opposed to 
independent societies. 
  
As presented in figures 13 and 28, a greater proportion of societies 1 are formally 
registered in universities in comparison to all societies. However, with the difference 
of 2.63% in favour of societies 1. In Poland (figures 16 and 29), the difference between 
the rate of formally registered societies, at society 1 and all societies, is 6.1% in favour 
of society 1. The difference is greater in Poland than it is in the UK. The difference 
between the rate of registered societies at university is not as important in a 
comparison within a country, however, it helps to visualise the scale of the discrepancy 
between the societies our respondents engage in. 
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92.31%

7.69%

Figure 31: Is your society formally registered under your 
university or is it independent? (Society 1) (UK)

It is registered (92.3%) It is independent (7.7%)

89.7%

10.3%

Figure 15: Is your society formally registered under your 
university or is it independent? (All societies) (UK)

It is registered (89.7%) It is independent (10.3%)
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Profiles of societies 
With the degree of institutionalisation in universities in either of the countries 
established, now let’s observe the potential trends of the profiles of the societies. 
  
In both countries, academic oriented societies compose the greatest number of 
societies our respondents participate in. However, in Poland the aforementioned 
profile of a society composes 45.35% of all societies, whilst in the UK it composes only 
17.87%. Hence, in the UK the types of societies people participate in are much more 

65.9%

34.1%

Figure 32: Is your society formally registered under your 
university or is it independent? (Society 1) (PL) 

It is registerd (65.9%) It is independent (34.1%)

59.8%

40.2%

Figure 18: Is your society formally registered under your 
university or is it independent? (All societies) (PL)

It is registerd (59.8%) It is independent (40.2%)
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diverse societies, as better exemplified in the graphs comparing 3 societies in each of 
the countries. In Poland, academic societies comprise the majority of most and third 
most involved societies, whereas in the UK people’s interest in academic societies 
decrease with each less involved society. With activity and interest societies being a 
more popular choice for their third society. 
  
Notwithstanding, it is still worthwhile to compare the choices people make for their 
non-primary societies, especially in an international comparison. Furthermore, for the 
purpose of weighing the answers a bar corresponding to All societies (yellow) is present. 
  
The greatest differences between the answers from the UK and Poland are: 

●  Greater distribution between the types of profiles of activities in the UK than 
in Poland, with at most one profile receiving 24% (Academic) of all responses. 
In Poland, there was a clear dominance of respondents participating in 
Academic societies, with Academic societies receiving 45.4% of responses. 

●  The greatest differences between participation in societies are in following 
profiles: 

○  Sports by 7.2% more popular in the UK 
i. 13% in the UK, 5.8% in Poland 

○  National and cultural by 15.7% more popular in the UK1 

i. 16.9% in the UK, 1,2% in Poland 
  

 
1 We acknowledge that this particular difference may result from the sample bias that 
was mainly conducted through snowballing and convenience sampling, as a result 
many of the responders in the UK were gathered from the Polish Business Society 
and its equivalents in other British universities. Furthermore, that the particular 
subject group, id est Polish students in the UK, may be keener to choose a society 
with similar people which would assist in a smoother acclimatisation to a new 
environment. Lastly, we acknowledge that the responders in Poland, who are 
predominantly Polish, may not feel the need to join an equivalent society for the 
same purposes as mentioned in the previous sentence. 
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Other findings: 
Our survey asked a wide range of questions, more and less relevant to the general aim 
of the study: 

The aim of the research is to discover some of the factors which influence the 
extracurricular engagement of Polish students under two educational systems: 
in the UK and in Poland. Moreover, we want to identify factors which decrease 
or disable such activities. Focusing particularly on student societies seen as focal 
centres of extracurricular engagement, we aim to discover how institutional, 
organisational, economic, gender, social, and educational factors influence the 
way people engage within student societies, and what are the benefits they 
derive from it. 
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Figure 33: What is the profile of your society? (Societies 1,2,3) (UK)

Society 1 Society 2 Society 3 All societies

0,0%

10,0%

20,0%

30,0%

40,0%

50,0%

60,0%

Poli tical Academic Activity and
Interest

Volunteering Careers Sports National and
Cultural

Creative

Figure 34: What is the profile of your society?  (Societies 
1,2,3) (PL)

Society 1 Society 2 Society 3 All societies
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However, the questions were still an important as a mean of validating people’s 
knowledge about the societies they were engaging in. All of the aspects we were asking 
in the survey can be viewed in Appendix 1 and Appendix 3. 
  
Some of those aspects were: 

●  Age of the society 
○  In the UK the greatest proportion of societies were established 

between 3 and 10 years ago (41.7%), which is also the median 
frequency of society’s age 

○  In Poland the greatest proportion of societies were established more 
than 10 years ago (43.9%), whereas the median frequency is 3-10 
years ago (30.5%) 
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●  Average monthly engagement in hours 
○  In both countries the greatest proportion of engagement up to 4 

hours was the greatest (UK: 40.3%; PL 35.6%) 
○  However, in the UK 15.6% responders states their monthly 

engagement is more than 20 hours, whereas in Poland only 8.9% 
  

10.2%
12.6%

41.7%

35.4%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

Less than a year ago
(10.2%)

1-3 years ago (12.6%) 3-10 years ago (41.7%) >10 years ago (35.4%)

Figure 35: When were your societies established? (All 
societies) (UK)
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43.90%
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Figure 36: When were your societies established? (All 
societies) (PL)
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The analysis presented above is a summary of the main trends and findings from the 
survey. However, it is not to be treated on a stand-alone basis for the purposes of this 
report. We have analysed the interview findings in parallel with survey data to increase 
the depth of analysis and enhance the overall quality and validity of our conclusions. 
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Figure 37: What's your average monthly engagement 
within the society, in hours? (All societies) (PL)
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Appendix 1: Survey Questions 
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Appendix 2: Interview Questions 
  
Interview questions 
  
 1.     Entry – background information 

Let’s start with some general things about you: can you please tell me about 
where you come from, which university are you going to, what are you 
studying? 

a.    Which city do you come from 
b.    Which university are you attending 
c.  Which year of study 
d.    What is your course name 
e.    Do you work alongside your studies 

  
2.    Now let’s talk about your experience with student societies, are you 

involved in any? How does your engagement look like? 
a.    In how many societies are you involved 
b.    What is the profile of these societies? Sports? Career? Academic…? 
c.  What is your role in these societies? Are you a member or do you 

have a more active role? 
d.    How many hours per month do you spend involved in the 

activities/work of the society? Is this the time spent “consuming” 
or “producing” for the society? 

e.    How do these societies function? Events, meetups, panels, 
discussion groups, trips? 

f.   Is your involvement stable/regular? What does it depend on? 
g.    What is the main type of activity that you are part of as a member 

of these societies? 
h. Did Codi-19 impact your participation in student societies? 

  
IF NO ENGAGEMENT: 

  
a.    Are there any particular reasons of why you are not engaged? 

Time, no societies, no interest, exclusivity? 
b.    Have you been previously engaged in any societies? If so what 

made you leave? 
c.  How do you pursue your hobbies/interests/social life outside of 

societies, do you think doing that within a student society could 
be beneficial to you? Or maybe you prefer to pursue these aspects 
of social life outside of any formal groups? If so, why? 
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d.    What could make you become a part of a society? 
e.    Does your university support student societies? How are societies 

organised at your university? 
f.   Which factors do you think most disengage students from 

participating? 
  

  
3.    Motivations – tell me about what motivated you to join the societies and 

your expectations 
a.    What made you become part of your societies? 
b.    What were you looking for when joining these societies? Friends, new 

skills, knowledge? 
c.  What were you expecting these societies to be like or what role you 

wanted them to play in your university experience? 
d.    How did you hear about these societies? 

  
  

4.    Benefits – moving on to the benefits which you think your engagement 
creates: what do you think are the benefits of participating in your 
societies? 

a.    What did you gain from participation? E.g., career insight, friendships, 
skills? 

b.    Do you think your participation is important in terms of career prospects 
and the ‘value’ of your CV? 

c.  Are there maybe some “costs” (e.g., time, money) of being involved? How 
do these compare to the benefits? 

  
5.    Institutionalisation – Let’s talk now about the institutionalisation of 

societies you are part of (OR NOT A PART OF). In other words, how 
formal are the structures you are part of? 

a.    Are your societies formally registered/supported by your university? 
b.    How independent are they from university faculty? 
c.  What is the level of formality of your societies? (Rules, elections, 

budgets, goals, roles) 
d.    Is there a formal hierarchy in your society? Is it respected? Are there 

situations where it is abused? 
e.    If there is hierarchy, are there clear succession/election rules? 
f.   Does your society depend on any funds/grants/sponsors? 
g.    What do you think about this level of institutionalisation? Does it make 

you engage more? Does it help the societies? 
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6.    Accessibility – moving on to access to your society and its inclusiveness 
a.    Is it easy to get into your society? How does that make you feel, is that 

desirable? 
b.    Can everyone join/be part of? Are there some roles which are not 

accessible? 
c.  What factors do you think might discourage people from engaging with 

the society? 
d.    Are there structures in your university which inform about the available 

societies? Are some more exclusive? 
  

7.    Gender 
a.    Do you think gender plays a role in the way people engage in your 

society? If so, what is it? 
b.    Did you observe sexist behaviour in your society? 
c.  Would you say there is gender equality in your society? Is it reflected in 

the managerial or decision-making positions? 
  

8.    Economic factors 
How much does it cost to be a member of your society? 
a.    Does economic factor play a role in the engagement with your society? 

Might some people find its activities inaccessible? What do you think 
about that? 

b.    How dependent is your society on funding? Does it have sources of 
funding? If so, from where? Which sector? 

c.  What could help with securing more funding? 
d.    Does the level of funding your society gets influence your engagement? 

  
  

9.    Recommendations – Finally, tell me about your recommendations for 
more and better engagement with student societies 

a.    What would make you engage more? 
b.    What would improve your experience? 
c.  What is the biggest drive in your participation? 
d.    What would you expect from: 1. Society’ decision makers 2. University 

faculty 3. Peers to do to improve the quality of engagement 
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Appendix 3 – Database 
https://onedrive.live.com/view.aspx?resid=1BB4EE9DF503C5A2!105&ithint=file%2
cxlsx&authkey=!ADXcrFesfhjRAiY 
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