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FOREWORD BY PROFESSOR DAME JANET BEER 

In 2016 the Universities UK (UUK) Harassment Taskforce published its report Changing the 

culture. This report set out a series of recommendations which were designed to serve as a 

catalyst for universities to think carefully about how they can make their institutions safer 

places to live, work and study so that no student or member of staff is subject to any form of 

sexual violence or misconduct in our universities. Such an abuse of power is categorically at 

odds with our values and the standards of behaviour expected in the sector. As a member of 

the Taskforce, I know that we were determined to make practical recommendations which 

would drive meaningful change across the higher education sector.  

 

Since then UUK has developed a programme of work to support universities in 

implementing the recommendations, including the development of Guidance for higher 

education institutions: how to handle alleged student misconduct. In late 2017, UUK 

initiated research to assess the sector’s progress in implementing the recommendations and 

determine where further support was required. This report provides the outcomes of this 

research which involved in-depth interviews with 20 universities across England, Wales and 

Northern Ireland.  

 

It is encouraging to see from the evidence in the report that a real step change has occurred 

and that significant progress has been made at many of the institutions in the sample. It is 

also noticeable that progress is more likely to occur with active senior leadership and where 

changes have become more fully embedded within existing governance, policies, structures, 

systems and processes.   

 

However, there is clearly more to be done and there needs to be a real focus on tackling staff-

to-student sexual misconduct, hate crime and hate-based harassment. A long-term 

commitment by senior leaders will also be vital to ensuring progress and sustainability. As a 

sector, this will inevitably lead to increased reporting. This should be seen as a positive 

development, as it is only through knowing about instances of harassment that universities 

can address the issue properly and provide appropriate support for victims/survivors. Credit 

must go to a number of universities who have tackled the issue head-on, and encouraged 

greater reporting. 

 

I believe that our universities have a significant role to play in driving cultural change to help 

combat the pernicious problem of harassment and violence in our society today. The 

recommendations in this report, based on good practice from the survey, provide 

suggestions on how we can continue to change the culture and show that harassment, hate 

crime and gender-based violence will not be tolerated in higher education. 
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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 OVERVIEW  

Following campaigns to eliminate gender-based violence and harassment in higher 

education by the National Union of Students (NUS)1 and others from 2010 onwards, 

combined with well-publicised reports of misconduct, concerns grew over the links between 

these issues and the existence of ‘lad culture’ on campuses. In 2015, Universities UK (UUK) 

established a programme of work aimed at ensuring that any harassment, sexual violence or 



6 
 

not within the scope of the study; rather, its focus was on the approaches in place to 

prevent and respond to such incidents. This report sets out this study’s findings, 

conclusions and recommendations.  

▪ Stage Two will build on the results of the Stage One study through a quantitative 

survey of all UK higher education providers which will be undertaken by UUK and 

GuildHE during spring 2018 (with the potential involvement of some of the UK higher 

education funding bodies). The results of this broader survey will also provide a 

mechanism for providers to assess their own progress in safeguarding students against 

the rest of the sector. 

   

 ASSESSMENT OF STRATEGIES  
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dissemination of this emerging good practice and additional briefing notes and guidance 

across the sector.  

▪ To date, the majority of higher education providers have focussed predominantly on 

tackling student sexual misconduct. Tackling hate crime and harassment tends to have a 

lower profile and priority status within most providers in the study, compared with 

efforts to address student-to-student sexual misconduct and violence against women in 

particular. Most cover other forms of harassment as part of general misconduct policies 

and processes, and via equality statements. Generally, hate crime and harassment has 

not been the primary focus of enhanced preventive strategies, such as awareness raising 

campaigns and training, or of improved reporting strategies. This is beginning to change, 

and some providers have begun tackling it relatively recently, often aided by second 

round Catalyst funding for projects to address hate incidents and crime. Nonetheless, the 

findings suggest that tackling these issues will require further support and time to 

achieve the same level of prominence and effort to drive change.  

▪ Handling reports of alleged incidents of staff-to-student sexual misconduct tend to be 

within the remit of human resources (HR) departments, rather than student support or 

similar functions within higher education providers, which in most cases handle student-

to-student misconduct. There is far less evidence among the participating providers of 

new prevention and responsive strategies being developed to address staff-to-student 

sexual misconduct in the same way as those addressing student misconduct. Moreover, 

the results of the study suggest that students are less clear about how and where to report 

incidents of staff-to-student misconduct and seek support, than they are in the case of 

student-to-student misconduct. The ongoing efforts of various lobbying and campaign 

groups along with further work by UUK in this area are likely to continue to raise 

awareness of this issue.    

▪ Crucially the scale of HEFCE’s Catalyst safeguarding fundin7Q
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change projects or groups within existing governance structures, seem to be critical 

success factors in how far advanced the higher education providers are in meeting the 

Taskforce’s recommendations. Effective leadership and governance of change helps 
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the same period, and societal concern and pressure for change. This point was recognised 

by the majority of student and staff participants in this research. 
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Figure 1: Schedule of recommendations  

Theme  Ref For whom Recommendations  

Senior leadership 

role affording 

priority status and 

adequate 

resourcing  

1 Senior leaders 

of higher 

education 

providers 

Effective practice from the study suggests that where higher 

education providers do not already do so, they should consider 

moving sponsorship, ownership and accountability for student 

safeguarding initiatives to tackle sexual misconduct and hate 

incidents and crime to the senior leadership team.  

2 Senior leaders 

of higher 

education 

providers 

To ensure sustainability of initiatives which tackle sexual 

misconduct, harassment and hate crime, higher education 

providers should consider committing longer-term resources 

to fund student safeguarding projects and roles.   

A holistic 

institution-wide 
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Theme  Ref For whom Recommendations  

• case management software and integration with existing 

systems  

• good practice to better protect students online 

Research and 

guidance  

11 UUK/other 

sector bodies  

Further research, guidance and practical support for the sector 

may also be helpful from UUK as follows:  

• to support some standardisation of the categorisation of 

misconduct offences and appropriate sanctions being 

used across the sector, and to investigate the legal status 

of sanctions and the extent to which these can be 

enforced  

• to identify effective and inclusive practice where 

providers have drawn on the experiences of 

victims/survivors, and in what they (victims/survivors) 

find helpful or less helpful in their providers’ responses to 

incidents and the provision of support 

• to develop impact measures to enable a common and 

comparable approach and enable providers to assess and 

benchmark their own progress against that of peers 

• to collate and monitor information anonymously from 

providers on experiences, judgements and outcomes of 

different types of cases considered by disciplinary panels 

for students to establish how well new disciplinary 

processes are working and highlight where further areas 

of support are needed 

Communications 12 UUK/other 

sector bodies  

UUK should continue to work with other sector organisations 

to consider how best to communicate at a national level the 

benefits of positive preventative and responsive safeguarding 

activities by higher education providers, with a view to 

alleviating any concerns that this may have a negative impact 

on recruitment and reputation.   
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2. INTRODUCTION  

 BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT  

2.1.1 Duty of care to students  

Higher education providers should ensure that their students have a safe environment in 

which they can live, work and study, and this applies whether they are physically on campus, 

in student accommodation, undertaking placements or overseas study, participating in 

sports or social activities away from campus, or studying online. This is because their 

students 
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groups when they formulate policies and practices in areas such as: sexual harassment, 

governance of student societies and sports teams, campus security, housing, bars and social 

spaces. The duty applies to decisions on individual cases, as well as to policy decisions.’12 In 

addition, providers need to be aware of their statutory obligations in the context of the 

Human Rights Act 1998.13  

 

2.1.2 ‘Changing the culture’   

Following campaigns to eliminate gender-based violence and harassment in higher 

education by the National Union of Students (NUS)14 and others from 2010 onwards, 

combined with well
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report made 18 specific recommendations for higher education providers and for UUK 
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2.1.4 Approaches across the home nations    

UUK’s work has been an important driver of policy change and has set the context for much 

of the work in this area taking place within higher education providers across the UK. 

However, there are a range of approaches and drivers across the UK which are summarised 

below.18  

▪ In England, HEFCE has provided support to the sector to help implement the 

Taskforce’s recommendations through three Catalyst safeguarding funding calls. The 

first round provided matched funding of up to £50,000 to 63 institutions addressing 

gender-based harassment and violence. A second round provided match funding for 45 

institutions, specifically for tackling hate crime and online harassment on campus. Both 

cohorts are due to conclude by December 2018. In addition, in February 2018 HEFCE 

provided a third round 
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The scope of the study covered:  

▪ Higher education providers in England, Wales and Northern Ireland (the Scottish 

Funding Council are taking this agenda forward through Equally Safe in higher 

education as outlined above).    

▪ Higher education institutions and alternative providers of higher education in England 

(excluding further education college providers of higher education) and higher 

education institutions in Wales and Northern Ireland.  

▪ The primary focus was on how higher education providers are taking forward the 

Taskforce’s recommendations for safeguarding in relation to student-to-student sexual 

misconduct. However, it also considered how higher education providers address other 

forms of harassment and hate crime and issues of staff-to-student sexual misconduct, 

though in less detail.  

▪ Consideration of current issues or numbers of incidents at participating providers was 

not within the scope of the study; rather its focus was on the approaches in place to 

prevent and respond to such incidents.  

 

 APPROACH 

This qualitative study took place between November 2017 and January 2018. It involved 

extensive in-depth discussions held on an anonymised basis with a sample of 20 higher 

education providers. The sample was designed based on characteristics of geographic 

location, size and provider type as follows:  

▪ Home nation: providers from England (17), Wales (2) and Northern Ireland (1).  

▪ English region: East of England (1), East Midlands (3), Greater London (5), North-East 

of England (1), North-West of England (1), South-East (1), South-West (2), West-

Midlands (1) and Yorkshire and Humber region (2).  

▪ Size by number of full-time equivalent (FTE) students: fewer than 1,000 (2); 5,000-

10,000 (3); 10,000-15,000 (2); 15,000-20,000 (4); 20,000-25,000 (6); and 25,000 or 

more (3).   

▪ Type: alternative provider (1); small and specialist, including one conservatoire (2); pre-

1992 institutions (6); and post-1992 institutions (11).22   

 

Consultation took place with circa 100 individuals across the 20 providers through in-depth, 

semi-structured interviews (by telephone or face-to-face) and focus group discussions. In 

most cases, participants provided a holistic view from strategic leaders to students, 

including:   

▪ senior leadership team sponsors  

                                           
22 Small institutions and alternative providers are under-represented as only a small number agreed to take part.  
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3. 



22 
 

‘I thought the recommendation to take an institution
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discusses progress being made across the sector or any barriers in implementing the 

Taskforce’s recommendations. Good practice examples where available are included, along 

with suggestions for additional changes which may need to be made by higher education 

providers, or where further information, action or support may be required from sector 

bodies.   

 

 SENIOR LEADERSHIP ROLE  

The Taskforce’s report concluded that a ‘long-term and visible commitment from senior 

leadership is needed to ensure that violence against women, harassment and hate crime are 

effectively addressed.’ The recommendation for senior leaders was that:   

i. all university leaders should afford tackling violence against women, harassment 

and hate crime priority status and dedicate appropriate resources to tackling it 

The study found that there is a clear variation within participating providers in terms of 

visible senior leadership sponsorship, involvement and direction setting for tackling sexual 

misconduct and hate incidents and crime. Active senior leadership, alongside embedding of 

changes within existing governance structures, seem to be critical factors in how far ahead 

providers are in meeting the Taskforce’s recommendations due to the priority status this 

brings. Both help ensure these issues are addressed in a cross-cutting way, since all relevant 

strategic groups and committees are sighted on this alongside other significant inter-related 

student safeguarding and supporting initiatives.  

 

For a minority of the providers participating in this study, sponsorship is at the highest 

executive level and vice-chancellors, their deputies or pro-vice-chancellors or chief operating 

officers are leading initiatives directly and visibly. This includes personal contribution to 

student-facing campaigns, presentation of decisions relating to work in this area to the 
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different parts of the organisation, such as the HR directorate. Therefore, addressing these 

issues is not always joined-up at the highest level of the organisation. Consequently, the 

approaches to preventing and responding to these other types of safeguarding incidents, and 

the experience of students when they arise, can be inconsistent.  

 

In terms of the provision of resources, many of the providers reported an increase over the 

past year, and in most cases this was to address student-to-student sexual misconduct. This 

included support from Catalyst funding. Resources were used to fund new (mostly 

temporary but some permanent) posts to provide support for students, for investigation of 

reports of misconduct, to support awareness raising campaigns, and for training of both staff 

and students. Some providers were unsure of how best to resource changes and services, 

recognising that resources could be focused on providing more support at a strategic level, or 

at an operational level such as funding a caseworker or investigative officer – or initiate a 

new project. 

 

15 of the 20 providers that participated in this study are in receipt of HEFCE Catalyst 

safeguarding matched funding of up to £50,000, and three have funding from the first two 

rounds. However, only a minority of providers have so far allocated the matched funding 

sum in future years’ budgets. Therefore, it is not certain whether the funding is temporary 

and there is concern within some providers that the momentum created by the Catalyst 

funding may be short-to-medium term, and there is a risk that once this comes to an end 

both the momentum and provider funding may also end. Resourcing seems more likely to be 

sustained in those providers where leadership of change is at the most senior levels, visible 

and vocal, and where changes have become more fully embedded within existing governance, 

policies, structures, systems and processes.  

 

‘There have been two FTEs in relation to bystander training – one funded by 

HEFCE [through Catalyst funding], and one FTE is planned in relation to 

supporting students, and one in relation to investigation.’ – Project Officer: large, 

research-intensive institution 

‘The successful Catalyst bids will provide project funding to really get started.’  – 

Senior Student Support Manager: Large post-92 institution 

‘It would be helpful to see different resourcing models eg proportion of strategic 

posts to project posts.’ - Senior Sponsor: Large research-intensive institution 
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Recommendations – senior leadership role    

1: Effective practice from the study suggests that if they do not already do so, higher education 

providers should consider moving sponsorship, ownership and accountability for student 

safeguarding initiatives to tackle sexual misconduct and hate incidents and crime to the senior 

leadership team.  

2: To ensure sustainability of initiatives which tackle sexual misconduct, harassment and hate 

crime, providers should consider committing longer-term resources to fund student safeguarding 

projects and roles.   

 

 A HOLISTIC INSTITUTION-WIDE APPROACH  

The Taskforce highlighted the importance of taking a cross-institutional approach23 to all 

aspects of preventing and responding to sexual misconduct and hate crime affecting 

students. The report contained several specific recommendations that providers should:  
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3.3.2 Governance  

The embedding of changes within existing governance structures seems to be a critical factor 

in conjunction with senior leadership involvement, in how far advanced providers are in 

meeting the Taskforce’s recommendations. Good practice is where senior sponsors report to 

their governing bodies (or a senior sub-committee) through an appropriate strategic 

reporting mechanism. This provides an opportunity to include reporting on safeguarding 

information and data, and to align strategic approaches and monitor progress. This 

information is used proactively to make policy and process recommendations and 

modifications. Clearly this approach needs to be underpinned by the use of robust, centrally 

held data.  

 

Being part of existing institutional governance helps ensure these issues are addressed in a 

cross-cutting way, since all the relevant strategic groups and committees will be sighted on 

this and other inter-related student safeguarding and supporting initiatives (such as student 

mental health and wellbeing and initiatives to tackle alcohol misuse). Connection with the 

institutional governance process also ensures priority status and adequate oversight of 

progress being made.  

 

However, only a small minority of providers in the sample report directly to the governing 

body on these aspects of student safeguarding. Project work in this area is often governed at 

a project specific level, rather than embedded in the existing governance structure of the 

institution, and in some instances, the working group or project team has been configured in 

an ad hoc way and is not part of formal governance structures. Often, the level of funding for 

additional resources is not high enough to require approval by the governing body. More 

commonly, the senior sponsor of the initiative or the chair of the working group will simply 

report on progress to a sub-committee of the governing body or of the academic board.  

 

‘I know there is a lot of work going on to tackle student sexual misconduct at the 

university, but I have not so far heard it raised at governing body meetings.’ – 

Student President: large post-92 institution 

 

3.3.3 Impact assessment of approaches   

The use of impact assessments is not yet in place across the providers in the sample. 

Evaluation of approaches remains at an early stage, and so far, has been largely based on 

attitude surveys among students and staff to explore their perceptions of the new 

approaches. There is also widespread monitoring of output measures, such as the volumes of 

reports being made and numbers of students and staff on training, to understand the scale of 

the issue. However, understanding of appropriate measures to assess the impact of 

interventions is not well developed. Although, many of the providers with Catalyst funding 

are beginning to look at ways of evaluating the impact of their funded initiative or 

intervention. 
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been better since.’ – Senior Students’ Union Officer: large research-intensive 

institution 

There is often close working between providers’ project leads and individual students’ union 

women’s or welfare officers, who are able to feed in experiences of victims/survivors of 

misconduct in an indirect way. Some instances were highlighted where personal interest, 

considerable effort and enthusiasm of individual sabbatical officers was such that it helped 

drive momentum, but there is a risk that in the following year the next officer may be 

campaigning on quite separate issues and that momentum is lost and the changes become 

unsustainable. Moreover, it can be a huge amount of (not always institutionally supported) 

work for individual representatives particularly in organising and delivering training and 
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Moreover, further work is needed to support providers in developing institution-wide 

approaches to safeguarding students against student sexual misconduct, but also hate crime 

and other forms of harassment, and staff-to-student misconduct. There was no evidence of a 

single-entry point into the system within the higher education providers consulted for 

students to report incidents of staff-to-student misconduct in the same way as that by 

students, although several have their policy under review given the current attention to the 

issue. One provider has circulated recent new guidance to staff and students and is 

refreshing contracts a
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and centrally collected data will underpin the management information reported to senior 

leadership teams and governing bodies, thereby enabling more effective decision-making on 

how and where to best target resources and prevent further incidents.   

 

Additionally, there is a limited number of online reporting tools used by the providers in the 

sample. At least two institutions are concerned about putting information online on how to 

respond to and report issues of sexual misconduct, due to concern over their ability to deal 

with an increased volume of disclosures. There is varying use of online reporting forms for 

students, some of which allow for anonymous reporting. There are different views among 

consultees as to the benefits of anonymous reporting, with some concern about how to 

ensure students are supported, while others point to the higher numbers of anonymous 

reports being made. 

 

Another issue, as mentioned elsewhere, is that although many of the students and their 

representatives understood how to report an incident of student sexual misconduct, many 

were less clear how they would go about reporting hate incidents and crime and incidents of 

staff-to-student misconduct.   

 

‘Disclosures have gone up a lot which suggests there is more keenness to report. 

Students have been making reports, and staff too. There have been twice as many 

anonymous reports as non-anonymous, it’s [the option for anonymous reporting] 

going well in that sense.’ – Senior Students’ Union Officer: large research-intensive 

institution 

‘We looked at developing an anonymous online reporting app. There are issues with 

anonymous reporting – what happens to this information? How do we ensure the 

student is supported? What is the university going to do with the data?’ – Student 

Support Manager: medium-sized institution  

‘It is hard to know what the issues are – we really don’t know if there is 

Islamophobia or anti-Semitism on campus. We would like to know this.’  – Students’ 

Union Officer: large post-92 institution 

 

3.5.3 Training for staff  
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peer and in some cases therapeutic) tends to be in place for staff directly involved in 

handling disclosures and providing support to students.  

 

Providers are implementing different approaches to the numbers of staff who can take 

disclosures. In most cases this is limited to a relatively small number of individuals working 

in the central student support team and many of the providers mentioned resource for an 

extra FTE member of staff within student welfare/advice/support centres for case handling. 

However, there are several reports that training for staff across the provider has been rolled 

out so that certain staff within all academic areas are fully trained in how to deal with 

disclosures, or how to signpost students to staff who have been trained. Smaller providers 

commented that training for staff provided by national training providers can be 

prohibitively expensive for them, and that other routes for receiving this training must often 

be adopted, such as requesting it from local partners.  

 

More general staff training and awareness raising through HR processes is far more variable 

across the providers in the sample. Many of the providers issued information to all staff 

(particularly heads of academic units and personal tutors) regarding which specialist staff 

members a student should be referred to once a disclosure is made. There are several 

examples of online process diagrams/print materials made available to all staff. 

 

3.5.4 Partnership approaches  

Most of the providers in the sample highlighted the clear links and partnerships in place with 

external agencies for referral and to provide additional expert support for students when 

incidents take place. These are mainly with agencies such as Rape Crisis Centres, Sexual 

Assault Referral Centres (SARC), and the police. In some larger providers, local partners 
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9: Higher education providers, which do not do so already, should consider adopting a 

centralised approach to collecting, recording and storing data on all types of incidents of sexual 

misconduct, hate crime and harassment. This would enable management information reports to 

be collated to provide intelligence to inform decision-making about how and where to target 

preventative measures such as campaigns, or training for particular cohorts. It could also support 

reporting to senior leadership and governing bodies. 

 

 HANDLING STUDENT DISCIPLINARY OFFENCES 

Alongside the Taskforce’s report, UUK published guidance for higher education providers on 

How to handle alleged student misconduct which may also constitute a criminal offence 

(prepared by Pinsent Masons LLP), which replaced the 1994 ‘Zellick Report’. The specific 
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be developed and then go through the approval process through institutional decision-

making structures, which takes time.  

 

Nonetheless, most have begun reviewing disciplinary processes, and revisions have been 

made or are planned for many of the providers’ student codes of conduct, outlining types of 

unacceptable behaviour and corresponding sanctions. Only one provider in the study 

reported similar changes having been made to the staff code of conduct. Procedures to 

provide both reporting students and responding students with support, advice and 

assistance seem to be in place and are on a case-by-case basis. Additionally, precautionary 

actions, support, advice and assistance in relation to the responding student are in place.   

 

Record-keeping, centralised recording systems and processes, case management systems 

and approaches to note-taking are all highly variable across the providers in the sample (and 

from what is known at present this is the case across the sector). Many providers are making 

improvements to these areas where required and are aware of the need to comply with the 

new data protection requirements in terms of how long information should be retained for.24 

However, in many instances more needs to be done.  

 

‘There is development of an online form at the moment – this is mainly intended for 

staff to use. This will be useful when students want to stay anonymous.’ – Senior 

Student Support Manag





43 
 

Masons guidance and addressing faith-based harassment. UUK has also provided thought 

leadership to the sector through contributing to other sector conferences focusing on these 

issues, notably AMOSSHE, as well as promoting the sector’s activities at conferences outside 

higher education. 
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