Big Conversation 2023 analysis
Introduction
Throughout the enrolment weeks this year, Union staff were present to meet with students individually to give a personal welcome to the Students’ Union and to capture some basic information. This included the separate International Welcome Week, which was the first time this was handled separately to enrolment for all students.  
Data captured throughout the discussions included awareness of the Students’ Union and Big Deal, prior to their arrival, and to gain insights into what students were most looking forward to. In contrast, we also gathered data on student concerns and to understand where some of the key challenges might lie for students. 
Throughout the week, staff managed to hold a total of 560 conversations (+7% increase on 2022) with new students. As part of these discussions, staff collected student ID numbers and this data has been fed into our recording systems as a record of their initial engagement with the Students’ Union (a demographic overview is included within Appendix 1). 
Analysis of initial questions
At the start of the discussions, we asked students two simple questions with the below results (the numbers in brackets denote the percentage differences to 2022). It is worth noting that the percentage difference on the membership question was marginal with a 0.95% increase. However, the question around the Big Deal, and whether students had heard of it beforehand, noted a good increase of 7.46%. 
Q2. Did you know that you are a member of the Students’ Union? 
	Yes
	67.68% (+0.95%)

	No
	32.32% 


Base (all respondents): 560
2022
	Yes
	66.73%

	No
	33.27%


Base (all respondents): 523
Q3. Have you heard about the Big Deal? 
	Yes
	51.25% (+7.46%)

	No
	48.75% 


Base (all respondents): 560
2022
	Yes
	43.79%

	No
	56.21%


Base (all respondents): 523



Analysis of open comments
Q4. captured insights into what students were most looking forward to at university. Responses to this question were gathered through open comments and staff were asked to add brief text to contextualise student feedback. The open comments were then grouped together to identify broader themes and then coded in a way to create sub-themes. 
From the analysis, a limited number of students answered this question with an ‘unsure’ response, or gave no response, leaving a total of 513 cleaned responses. 
By conducting a thematic analysis of the data, the following four themes emerged: 
· The University and academic experience
· Socialising and cocurricular activities through the Students’ Union 
· Making new friends and enhancement of personal qualities
·  ‘Other’
The strongest theme, with 191 (40%) responses, covered various aspects of the academic and broader university experience, arguably, as expected. Adding to this, this theme encompasses all aspects of the academic experience, including: academia (e.g., learning, getting into the course, starting lectures, studying, becoming qualified/accredited, space to learn); the University (e.g., facilities, learning from teachers of industry); and the future (e.g., getting a good qualification, graduating, future career, networking).  
The second strongest theme, with 181 (37%) responses, encompasses the social dimension of university life and the cocurricular activities that we provide through the Students’ Union. This theme strongly focused around the want for students to join our sports teams, clubs and societies. A large proportion also mentioned the social dimension of university and the nightlife and socialising with others. Other responses acknowledged the desire to just generally get involved with the Students’ Union and get involved with events, such as the freshers’ fair. A small number of students also referenced the Big Deal and free activities that are offered through the Students’ Union. 
A total of 114 responses (24%) were captured in relation to the enhancement of students’ personal qualities. In comparison to last year, this was separated out into its own theme as it was mentioned so many times and warranted such treatment. The majority of responses noted meeting new people and making new friends as being an aspect that they are most looking forward to. On top of this, several students indicated the wish to create, build or improve certain personal characteristics. This included aspects such becoming independent, a change in life, personal development, fulfilment and discovering yourself. Others referenced the want to get into a routine, getting creative, the excitement around going to university and developing their confidence. 
The final ‘other’ theme, with 90 (19%) responses, contains all other data that did not logically fit into any of the above categories. Several responses mentioned the excitement around the overall and entire university experience. On top of this, students mentioned the fact that they were looking forward to moving to somewhere new or the creation of a new experience. Other responses acknowledged different cultures, the fact that they are proud in being the first to go to university, getting involved and the lifestyle that comes with going to university. 

Q5. captured student feedback into some of the challenges and concerns that students might have about starting university. This question was reworded slightly from 2022 and asked: ‘Is there anything that you are worried about starting at University or that we can help with?’ 
Responses to this question were also gathered through open comments and were grouped together around common themes and sub-themes. 
From the analysis, a large proportion of the students suggested that they have no concerns, to leave a total of 220 cleaned responses. 
By conducting a thematic analysis on the data, the following four themes emerged: 
· Academic performance and the University environment
· Personal barriers and general anxieties
· Money and financial challenges 
· ‘Other’ 
From the analysis, it is evident that the biggest concern facing students is around personal barriers, with 84 responses (38%). The biggest concern that students have is around fitting in and, more specifically, meeting and interacting with (new) people. A large proportion of students were not able to articulate this directly but were able to indicate a sense of general nervousness and feelings of being overwhelmed with the experience of starting university. Others noted social anxieties, feeling homesick and loneliness. A small proportion of students mentioned their disability and anxieties around other aspects such as extra time during exams or for assignments. In contrast, others referenced more basic aspects, such as time management, attention span and thoughts on employment, either working alongside their studies or future career. 
The second strongest theme focuses on academic performance and the University environment, with a total of 66 students (30%) citing this as a concern. A large proportion of students simply referenced navigating campus and knowing where to go as being their biggest concern. Several students noted core academic skills, such as assignments or exam results, dissertation, academic writing, workload, volume of classes and understanding the course content, as being central to their concerns. A smaller proportion of students referenced access to their timetable as being a challenge with a few saying that they still had not received theirs and were understandably anxious. Additionally, a small number of students mentioned accommodation as being a concern with some anxieties around moving in with new people and adjusting to unfamiliar surroundings. 
The third theme is driven largely by money and finances of coming to university with a total of 34 students (15%) referencing this. A large proportion of students simply mentioned finance or money as their concern with little extra context. Similarly, other students provided more context and mentioned hold ups with student finance and not having this in place quick enough before coming to university. A small number of students mentioned other money factors, such as council tax, transport and affording rent. One student mentioned their ability to afford to pay for IT kit and a few mentioned general money pressures from the cost of living and their ability to buy food. Although we would have expected more students to mention financial concerns, it could be argued that these may not be fully realised yet with students being in a better financial position at the start of the academic year. If we were to survey members again, at another point in the academic year, it would be interesting to see if there would be any substantial shifts in response to this question.  
Finally, within the ‘other’ theme, a total of 37 (17%) were received. These responses did not necessarily fit logically within another theme. In comparison to last year, some of these responses varied quite substantially and it has made it hard to group some of these together into sub-themes. However, a big proportion of students mentioned the distance they have to commute and knowing where to park. Others mentioned the new location, new life and getting to know the area as being a concern with others mentioned time to visit family, fitness classes and facilities. 


Appendix 1: Demographic overview of respondents
Ethnicity
	White
	47.48%

	BAME
	46.56%

	Information refused/unknown/(data not current)
	5.96%



Age
	16-17
	0.92%

	18-21
	66.86%

	22-25
	12.84%

	26-30
	5.85%

	Over 30
	13.53%



Gender
	Male
	44.61%

	Female
	53.90%

	Other
	1.49%



Fee status
	Home
	76.15%

	EU
	5.28%

	Overseas
	14.11%

	Not known/(data not current)
	4.47%



School
	Art, Design and Performance
	20.87%

	Human and Social Sciences
	18.23%

	Creative and Digital Industries
	17.09%

	Health and Social Care Professions
	12.27%

	Business and Law
	11.81%

	Aviation and Security
	11.24%

	Nursing and Midwifery
	5.62%

	Engineering and the Built Environment
	2.18%

	Missenden Abbey International Hotel School
	0.46%

	Collaborative Provision (UK)
	0.23%



