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In 2021, the British Society of Criminology (BSC) invited members to take part in a survey 

exploring issues related to sexual misconduct in higher education environments. The 

questions explored whether participants had experience of student disclosures, whether they 

felt equipped to deal with these incidents, the extent to which they felt supported by their 

institutions on these matters, and whether they had personally experienced sexual misconduct 

in the workplace. This scoping survey formed part of wider, ongoing efforts to better recognise, 

respond to, and reduce sexual misconduct at higher education settings. Despite only a small 

proportion of the total BSC member base taking part (n=50), and some respondents choosing 

not to answer certain questions, the insights obtained contribute to a growing body of 

information and awareness about sexual misconduct in UK HEIs. The full report is available 

via the BSC website; therefore this short article provides an overview of the study’s aims, key 

findings, and implications.  

 

Background Context  

Over the past decade, there has been a marked growth in inquiry and insight around sexual 

misconduct in UK educational settings. This has formed part of a wider national commitment 

to tackling gender-based victimisation, as outlined in the coalition government’s call to end 

violence against women and girls (VAWG) (Home Office, 2010). In 2010, the National Union 

of Students (NUS) produced its seminal report, Hidden Marks, which detailed concerning 

levels of sexual misconduct among students across a range of higher education institutions 

(HEIs) (NUS, 2010). The Office of the Independent Adjudicator (OIA), an independent body 

established to review student complaints in higher education in England and Wales, also 

began acknowledging sexual harassment and ‘lad culture’ as an emerging issue of concern 

(OIA, 2014: 20). They subsequently reported having received a ‘small but steady’ number of 

complaints about the handling of sexual harassment cases by universities (OIA, 2015: 21), 

while recognising that some providers were ‘developing information and guidance for staff and 

students’ addressing the issue (OIA, 2017: 36). Recently, the Office for National Statistics 

(ONS) demonstrated that, between 2018 and 2020, students in England and Wales were over 

three times more likely than average to have experienced sexual assault (ONS, 2021).  

In 2015, Universities UK established a taskforce (at the behest of the government) to 

investigate and report on domestic abuse, sexual violence, and hate crimes in HEIs nationally 

(Universities UK, 2016). HEFCE (now the Office for Students) released £2.45m in Catalyst 

safeguarding funding to support change across the sector, with 63 institutions receiving 

matched funding of up to £50,000 to address gender-based harassment and violence. The 

resulting consolidation reports detailed case studies of the approaches, initiatives and 

interventions taken by award recipients to tackle misconduct, demonstrating the considerable 

variability in approach across the sector (Universities UK, 2018; 2019). However, concerns 

https://www.britsoccrim.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/BSC-Challenging-Behaviour-Report-2022_Final.pdf


have been raised about the sustainability of these initiatives in the absence of any ongoing 

statutory regulation or obligation to comply with the minimum standards outlined in the Office 

for Students’ Statement of Expectations on student sexual misconduct.   

The Survey  

The survey was drafted and piloted by several BSC volunteers before being released to the 

wider membership base in May 2021. It remained open for four months (to September 2021) 

and was open to all members to take part (approximately 900 individual and 440 student 

affiliate members). The survey questions were grouped into five themed sections: 1. University 

policies on sexual violence, harassment and misconduct; 2. External relationships; 3. 

Reporting sexual violence, harassment and misconduct; 4. At conferences; 5. Supporting 

students. Participants were free to skip questions so the number of respondents for each 

individual question varied. Of the fifty respondents to this survey, forty-nine legitimate 

responses were obtained. The survey results were analysed by the authors using 

SPSS. Fuller details of the methodology, participant demographics, ethics, and limitations can 

be found in the survey report.  

          

Key Findings 

The findings demonstrated that between 2016-2020, twenty respondents received disclosures 

and provided specialist guidance and support to students affected by sexual misconduct. Two-

thirds of participants had anticipated that they would be faced with student disclosures of 

sexual misconduct and, while they were willing to assist such students, most reported feeling 

underqualified to do so. They noted the considerable variability of specialist training for dealing 

with students’ disclosures, even for those with roles dedicated to this task.  

Participants’ insights showed that many universities are yet to create, implement, and/or 

publicise dedicated policies and practices relating to sexual misconduct in HEIs. Some 

participants demonstrated frustration at a lack of necessary information and guidance 

documents being available, or these not being clearly signposted to staff and students. 

Relatedly, very few universities appear to be sourcing external expertise when developing 

these materials or undertaking relevant procedures following a report. 

Where institutional guidance was lacking, participants cited resorting to using their own 

professional expertise, previously acquired training, or external resources. In addition to this 

constituting extra work, several respondents highlighted how dealing with students affected 

by sexual misconduct had adverse impacts on their own wellbeing. However, none of the 

participants in this study had accessed university wellbeing support for themselves. The lack 

of institutional commitment to building an informative and supportive infrastructure for both 

staff and students was considered by some to be an indication that their institutions were not 

taking the issue seriously enough.  

Approximately a quarter of all the respondents had personal experience of one or more types 

of inappropriate behaviour from colleagues (n=15) and / or students (n=11) in the workplace, 

with some indicating that this behaviour was ongoing. The most frequently cited type was 

unwanted physical contact; unwanted or derogatory comments; and unwelcome sexual 

advances / propositions and / or demands for sexual favours. Two respondents had been 

sexually harassed by a student, and one by a colleague. Several participants also indicated 

being aware of others (staff and students) with experiences of staff-perpetrated sexual 



misconduct in the workplace. Most were either unsure of institutional protocols around such 

behaviour or held little faith in their university to take any action following a report of staff-on-

staff sexual misconduct.   

While none of the respondents said they had missed work as a result of these experiences, 

several agreed that their work had suffered as a result. Two-thirds of participants indicated 

that they felt they would be able to report incidents to their institution and feel supported while 

doing so, but some used the free-text box to share their experiences of having unsuccessfully 

tried to access support previously.   

Thinking more broadly about the HEI sector, some participants indicated having witnessed 

inappropriate behaviour from delegates at academic conferences. Several demonstrated a 

willingness to report such behaviours, suggesting that there was a need for conference 

organisers to show greater leadership in setting out guidance and responding to any concerns 

about delegate conduct raised by attendees.    

Summary 

This survey forms part of a broader body of knowledge being produced around sexual 

misconduct in the UK HEI sector. It is evident that Universities are not immune from being 

sites where rape, sexual assault, and harassment occur. One BBC investigation found that 

1,436 allegations of sexual harassment or sexual violence against students were recorded in 

2018 alone, yet many HEIs fell short of providing robust systems to prevent or respond to 

sexual violence (Lee and West, 2019). A recent OIA report also acknowledged a gradual rise 

in student complaints regarding sexual harassment or misconduct since 2016 (OIA, 2019) 

while research into staff-on-student sexual misconduct has also shed important light on this 

issue (NUS and the 1752 Group, 2018).  

However, it is not just students who are affected by sexual misconduct in the HEI workplace. 

This issue was the focus of a recent UCU investigation, whose report detailed that one in ten 

university and college staff had experience of workplace sexual violence in the past five years 

and over half (52%) did not disclose or report this to their employer (UCU, 2021). The UCU 

study also discovered that 70% of those who directly experienced sexual violence described 

it as an ongoing pattern of behaviour rather than a one-off incident.  

Looking ahead, there is clearly a role to play for learned societies such as the BSC in 

supporting members affected by, or working to address, these issues. While we have begun 

work to effect this, we encourage members to access opportunities for funding, hosting events, 

and/or engaging on a local or specialist level through resources such as the BSC Innovation 

Fund, Regional Groups, and Networks.   
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