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Foreword

Universities are the building blocks of Australia’s future. Not only do 
they build the knowledge, creativity and technical capacity of our future 
generations, but they are uniquely placed to instil the values that are 
essential to the well-being and functioning of our society: equality, respect 
and inclusion.

The University of Canberra is ranked among the world’s top 100 universities 
under the age of 50 years. With an increasing global profile, the University 
is embarking upon a unique campus redevelopment to integrate into the 
surrounding community to create a living and learning community. With this 
expansion comes the opportunity to put safety, respect and inclusion at the 
heart of the University’s future.

In late 2017, the University of Canberra identified a need to examine and 
improve its response to sexual harassment and sexual assault with a desire 
to become a global leader in this area. There were many aspects of the 
University’s response that were working well, but there was more to be 
done. Consequently, it commissioned a review of its policies and culture to 
inform and guide its efforts.

It takes courage and commitment for any organisation to reflect on and 
examine culture, to identify not just those areas that are working well but to 
identify those requiring change. I strongly commend the University for taking 
this bold step.

There can be no doubt that sexual harassment and sexual assault have a 
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I am grateful to the people who shared their stories and insights with us. 
I want to particularly acknowledge the courageous survivors of sexual 
harassment and sexual assault who have shared their stories in the hope 
that, in doing so, meaningful change will occur.

This review comes at a time when there is unprecedented global attention 
to the issues of sexual harassment and sexual assault. The tireless efforts 
of women’s rights activists over many decades have created strong 
momentum for change. We now have an important opportunity to ensure 
that the deeply distressing, yet commonplace stories and experiences 
shared by women are matched with concrete action. I am optimistic that the 
University of Canberra will use this opportunity to build on its work to date to 
create meaningful and lasting change right across the campus.

Elizabeth Broderick AO
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Chapter 1 – Introduction

Putting safety and inclusion at the heart of the University of Canberra’s 
integrated learning and living community for the future

The University of Canberra (UC, or the University) is one of Australia’s leading universities. It is 
ranked among the world’s top 100 universities under the age of 50 years. While the main campus 
is located in Canberra, the University also has a national and global presence. Students can 
undertake their studies in Sydney, Melbourne, Queensland, Singapore, Hong Kong, China or 
Bhutan. Approximately 17,000 students attend UC, including some 4000 international students.

UC has a commitment to being a leader in equity, diversity and inclusion. Consistent with this 
commitment, UC identified a need to examine the University’s policies and culture as they relate 

http://www.canberra.edu.au/about-uc/strategic-plan/documents/uc_strategic_plan_web_2018.pdf
http://www.canberra.edu.au/about-uc/strategic-plan/documents/uc_strategic_plan_web_2018.pdf
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•	 Unwanted invitations to go out on dates
•	 Requests for sex
•	 Intrusive questions about a person’s private life.

The Australian Capital Territory’s definition of and range of sexual offences are contained in Part 3 of the Crimes Act (1900). 

Our approach

A number of data sources were used to inform the findings and the recommendations contained in this report. These 
included:

•	 Qualitative data obtained directly from focus groups, group consultations, one-to-one interviews and written 
submissions

•	 UC-specific prevalence data obtained from the Australian Human Rights Commission’s Change the Course: 
National Report on Sexual Assault and Sexual Harassment at Australian Universities

•	 International evidence regarding effective responses to sexual harassment and sexual assault, including on 
university campuses.

This report reflects the observations and experiences of staff and students as told to the Project Team. The Project Team 
did not investigate or make findings or determinations about any individual incident or allegation made by a student or staff 
member. Further, the scope of the project meant that the Project Team only examined these issues as they relate to the 
UC’s main campus at Bruce and did not extend to examining these issues on UC’s other campuses.

Focus groups and interviews

A total of 16 focus groups were held with students and staff.

7 focus groups were held with students including:

•	 Undergraduates
•	 Postgraduates
•	 Students living in the College residences
•	 International students
•	 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students
•	 Student Association representatives
•	 Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex and queer (LGBTIQ) students

9 focus groups were held with staff including:

•	 Deans and senior University leaders

•	•	•	

•	



https://www.humanrights.gov.au/sites/default/files/document/publication/ AHRC_2017_ChangeTheCourse_UniversityReport.pdf
https://www.humanrights.gov.au/sites/default/files/document/publication/ AHRC_2017_ChangeTheCourse_UniversityReport.pdf
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Chapter 2 – Why effectively 
responding to sexual harassment and 
sexual assault matters

Feminists and women’s rights advocates have worked tirelessly for decades to shine a light 
on the extent and harmful impact of all forms of violence against women and girls, including 
sexual harassment and sexual assault. These important contributions have held governments 
and institutions to account and led to the adoption and reform of laws, policies and programs. In 
recent times, the global #MeToo movement has gathered momentum with a call for the prevention 
of sexual assault and sexual harassment in a range of settings, including universities and colleges.

Universities across the globe and in Australia have steadily increased their focus on responding 
to sexual harassment and sexual assault in campus settings, or in settings connected with their 
institutions. The National Survey and Universities Australia’s Respect. Now. Always. campaign 
have cast a spotlight on the prevalence of sexual harassment and sexual assault at universities 
and on the need to develop appropriate prevention and response strategies. In addition, the 
release of a number of reviews and reports examining culture in universities and university 
residences and colleges have also helped to place sexual harassment and sexual assault in these 
settings on the national agenda.

As a leading Australian university that draws students from metropolitan, regional, rural and 
remote areas, as well as having a large international student intake, UC has an important role as 
a national and global leader in addressing sexual harassment and sexual assault.

Australian society is deeply enriched economically, culturally and socially through both the 
technical knowledge and skills that individuals gain while at university and the personal 
development opportunities that a university education provides. Likewise, employment within 
a university provides immense opportunities for individual staff to develop their expertise and 
contribute to Australian society through teaching and research.

Indeed, a respectful and safe environment for members of the university community is essential if 
students and staff are to fulfil their individual potential and fully contribute to the university, and the 
community, nationally and internationally.

As such, there are moral, legal and business imperatives for UC to eliminate sexual harassment 
and sexual assault, and to improve outcomes for survivors.

The moral imperative

At its heart, UC is a community of students and staff brought together by a passion for learning. 
Every member of that community has a right and expectation that UC will provide an environment 
for work, study and living that is safe and respectful and that will enable everyone to achieve their 
full potential. They have the right to expect their fellow students, teachers and colleagues will treat 
them with respect. Being part of the UC community means that students, staff and visitors take 
responsibility for their actions and behaviour and contribute to a safe, inclusive and respectful 
environment for the entire University community. At a broader level, universities play a vital role in 
shaping our workforces and communities of the future by instilling values of equality, respect and 
inclusion.



https://www.childabuseroyalcommission.gov.au/improving-institutional-responding-and-reporting
http://www.legislation.act.gov.au/a/2004-5/current/pdf/2004-5.pdf
https://www.humanrights.gov.au/our-work/sex-discrimination/about-sex-discrimination
https://www.humanrights.gov.au/our-work/sex-discrimination/about-sex-discrimination
http://hrc.act.gov.au/discrimination/discrimination-act/sex-discrimination/
http://hrc.act.gov.au/discrimination/discrimination-act/sex-discrimination/
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The business imperative

There are also significant organisational benefits to creating a safe and respectful learning environment. Universities that 
can provide a safe learning environment for students and a safe working environment for staff are likely to have higher 
satisfaction and higher engagement, and thus benefit from improved productivity, and greater engagement in achieving 
corporate goals.

As UC transforms its physical surroundings to create an integrated, innovative learning community over the next decade 
(with the construction of University of Canberra Public Hospital, an aged care facility, a cancer care centre and an 
innovation park already underway), the imperative to ensure a safe and respectful environment to live, work and study is 
both heightened and more complex. 

Furthermore, like many leading Australian universities, a significant and growing proportion of UC’s student population 
are international students. With increasing visibility of sexual harassment and assault on university campuses in Australia, 
visible and strong leadership in preventing and responding to these issues on the part of UC is critical to ensure the 
continued confidence of prospective international students and their families in the University as a safe environment to live 
and study.

The cost of sexual harassment and sexual assault

The costs of sexual harassment and sexual assault are high – for the individuals affected and for the organisation in which 
sexual harassment or sexual assault occurs.

https://wol.iza.org/articles/sexual-harassment-in-workplace/%20long
https://wol.iza.org/articles/sexual-harassment-in-workplace/%20long
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Chapter 3 – What we heard

Staff and students as well as some external stakeholders provided information to the Project 
Team through discussion groups, individual interviews, written submissions and briefings that 
helped to underpin the findings and recommendations of this report. These individuals shared their 
experiences and views on the prevalence and nature of sexual harassment and sexual assault at 
UC. They also reported on the effectiveness of the University’s responses to these issues. The 
level of awareness among the UC community – staff and students – of sexual harassment and 
sexual assault and about the complaints and support systems were also explored.

A number of common themes emerged from the Project Team’s engagement with participants. 
Overwhelmingly, staff and students alike were committed to ensuring that UC has a safe, inclusive 
and respectful culture. They believed that a positive culture should be reflected in all aspects 
of student and staff life at the University – on the main campus, on its ‘satellite campuses’, in 
the residences, at University and faculty events, at sporting and games events, field trips and 
placements.

The Project Team found many aspects of UC culture in relation to sexual harassment and sexual 
assault to be positive. It heard from a number of staff and students alike who are working towards 
ensuring that the University has in place strong prevention and response measures to address 
sexual harassment and sexual assault.

However, the Project Team also heard of areas that require strengthening. It heard that there is 
a need for greater efforts in ensuring the respect, inclusion and safety of some sub-population 
groups, particularly international, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, and LGBTIQ students.

Further, individuals told the Project Team that the reporting and complaints system, for both 
students and staff, requires some reform.

The following section discusses the themes that emerged from the Project Team’s sessions and 
identifies areas at UC that are working well and those that require reform.

There has been a shift to a zero-tolerance culture, but it is not uniform 
throughout the organisation

The Project Team sought to examine issues of sexual harassment and sexual assault within the 
broader context of the culture at the University of Canberra. Culture in relation to organisations 
can be defined as:

A system of shared assumptions, values, and beliefs, which governs how 
people behave in organisations. These shared values have a strong influence 
on the people in the organisation and dictate how they dress, act, and 
perform their jobs.13 

A number of students and staff commented that in recent times, the University of Canberra has 
broadly, strengthened its approach to shifting to a zero-tolerance culture, including preventing and 
better responding to sexual harassment and sexual assault: 

The culture of … this organisation has changed … Two, three years back 
there was probably that culture of ‘if it doesn’t get reported, it never 
happened.’ I think that’s certainly changed now. (Staff)

Within my time … being at Uni, I do know there has been a big push with 
trying to improve the culture and to prevent sexual harassment and anything 
along those lines and ways to prevent it. (Undergraduate student)

13	 McLaughlin, J n.d., What is organizational Culture? – Definition and characteristics, study lesson transcript. 
Available at http://study.com/academy/lesson/what-is-organizational-culture-definition-characteristics.html.

http://study.com/academy/lesson/what-is-organizational-culture-definition-characteristics.html
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Personally, I think that there has been an improvement [in understanding of the meaning of consent] 
but, at the end of the day, a lot of people live with the mentality of, ‘yeah, but that won’t happen to 
me.’ And that is the hard thing to shake. It’s like … everyone can be like ‘consent matters, always 
have consent’, but no one genuinely thinks like, ‘oh, that could happen to me’, until it does. And once 
you’ve had a friend go through it then you think about it a little differently. (Student)

I think the knowledge of sexual harassment is limited among students. (Student)

Women tend to make allowances for men’s behaviour, so sexist behaviour becomes normalised and 
then the lines between what is good and bad behaviour are blurred. (Student)

[In the residences], there is more and more discussion of consent, but there is still mixed 
understanding of what it is [but] understanding is improving. (Residence staff)

Knowledge and awareness of the number of incidents and the prevalence of sexual harassment and sexual assault was 
limited by a lack of coordinated and uniform data. Staff and students alike provided their perceptions of the prevalence but 
were not aware of the findings from the National Survey. 

There was a perception among some former students who had recently returned to study at the University that sexual 
harassment and sexual assault was not as prevalent, or overt as it was previously, particularly in the residences:

I’ve noticed a big change in the Uni since I was last here. There used to be a bar on the campus 
where women would be harassed all the time. That bar is now gone, so I haven’t seen the more overt 
stuff around. (Student)

I think the ressies have really changed particularly in the last few years. When I was there it was 
much more ‘anything goes’… But my friends who live there now, say it’s pretty tame and … more 
accountable, I guess. (Student)

As part of the Respect. Now. Always. campaign, posters and LCD screens on preventing sexual violence are located in 
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Staff in discussion groups, interviews and through the confidential submission process spoke of certain intimidating 
behaviours within their workplace that impacted disproportionately on women and were gendered in nature. As these 
staff indicated, these behaviours are corrosive and serve to undermine the worth of women more broadly, in the faculties, 
schools and broader University. As workplace experts, William Petrocelli and Barbara Kate Repa, found in their researchj
ET
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http://hrlibrary.umn.edu/svaw/harassment/explore/3causes.htm
http://hrlibrary.umn.edu/svaw/harassment/explore/3causes.htm
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Staff at the Ngunnawal Centre highlighted the recent strategies undertaken to respond to sexual misconduct, including 
increased security measures and compulsory ‘Consent Matters’ training for students accessing the centre after hours. Staff 
also drew attention to the need for greater awareness and education about sexual misconduct and better communication 
on the behaviours that were expected of all students, regardless of their background:

The biggest thing is educating students around, not just their rights, but their responsibilities and that 
you just can’t be a bystander who does nothing, you have to speak up. (Staff)

International students

A particularly concerning finding of the National Survey was that in relation to sexual assault, 2.4% of international students 
at UC were sexual assaulted at or travelling to/from university in 2015 or 2016, compared to 0.8% of domestic students, 
suggesting that international students are more vulnerable to sexual assault. With respect to sexual harassment, the survey 
found that 19% of international students at UC reported experiencing sexual harassment in 2016 compared to 28% of 
domestic students.

A recent Al Jazeera investigation documented the trauma international students in Australian universities experience, 
from sexual assault and their alienation from reporting systems. Interviews and focus groups confirmed the particular 
vulnerability of female international students to sexual misconduct and their reluctance to report incidents. The unfamiliarity 
with what is or is not acceptable in Australia and their social isolation, together with a reluctance to report incidents, can 
make international students targets for predators.

The Project Team heard from international students who were unsure of behaviours that were inappropriate and of 
struggles with domestic violence and sexual assault and to share experiences with their families:

In my case, I was talking with someone, and [my supervisor] was just like winking at me. I didn’t know 
what to do, I just sort of ignored these things. But I don’t know if it’s normal here, or if it’s not normal 
here. (International student)

I experienced domestic violence and sexual harassment from a student I met
EMCtcs ompared to 28% of 
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I would say that I would feel somewhat more hesitant being an openly transgender person at UC than 
I would feel at other universities that I’ve been at previously where I would have felt more comfortable 
about being open. (Student) 

LGBTIQ students felt particularly excluded from social events in residences which often assumed that everyone was 
heterosexual when it came to games, competitions and other social activities. One student shared that there was little effort 
to make LGBTIQ students feel welcome in campus residences:

There was not really an explicit welcome sign placed for queer people…so I think unless there’s 
someone saying ‘this is a queer-friendly space’ you sort of have to keep your guard up a little bit 
because you just don’t know. (Student)

LGBTIQ students proposed training and awareness-raising for university staff and students on being responsive to diversity 
based on sexual orientation and gender identity to create a more safe and inclusive campus.

Postgraduate students

Female postgraduate students are a particularly vulnerable group due the vast power differences between postgraduate 
student and supervisors, particularly in the context of higher degrees by research. The power imbalance is exacerbated for 
PhD students by the dependence of the student on their supervisor for their future success. One staff member stated: 

Imbalance of power that you see constantly is a huge issue. If you are a vulnerable student it is very 
difficult … Students are in a terrible, unequal situation and nobody is prepared to stand up. (Staff)

The Project Team also heard of some instances of inappropriate behaviour from PhD supervisors and a number of 
participants in interviews and focus groups commented on the lack of accountability:

I was in a bad situation myself [as a postgraduate student]. You always have to look over the shoulder. 
(Postgraduate student) 

It is disheartening when you keep seeing this unethical behaviour from PhD supervisors happening 
again and again. (Staff)

There is a view that you ‘can’t touch the PhD supervisors’ yet in some circumstances they are ‘out of 
control’. (Staff)

I’ve seen patronising behaviour by male supervisors to female students. (Postgraduate student)

The Project Team heard from both staff and students that policies and processes relating to the relationship between PhD 
supervisors and students needed to be clarified, particularly around the expectations of ethical and respectful behaviour of 
supervisors.

Students on placements

Students on placement can be exposed to particular risks with respect to their safety and there is often ambiguity as to 
which policy frameworks apply to keep students safe. One student told the Project Team:

The risk of sexual harassment is more likely to happen on a placement as it’s something ‘out of the 
ordinary’ from normal academic life. Students are vulnerable because it’s like they will do anything to 
secure a placement and so may tolerate it more than say at Uni. (Student)

The Project Team was made aware of instances of students on placements experiencing sexual harassment and bullying 
at their place of work. These students were taken out of the placement when they reported the incidents to their UC 
coordinator. Neither student wanted to make a formal complaint for fear of the potential negative impact on their future 
careers.
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There is a lack of awareness around procedures and protocols for student safety and well-being on placements. One staff 
member told the Project Team:

We need proper guidelines around placements. There is no clarity around my role as an academic in 
regard to these sorts of matters. (Staff)

The culture of residences has improved, but the safety of students remains a concern

Despite efforts to improve binge drinking and safety within residences and lodges, students in residences reported 
behaviours that created an unsafe environment for women:

I have a couple of female friends in one of the residences, and one of them at least two times a 
week gets yelled at by guys who live in that residence … Sometimes it’s quite explicit … like [being] 
catcalled [at] three in the morning. (Student in residence)

My friend...gets yelled at twice a week walking to her car, to her building and … she’s just like … 
‘It happens all the time.’ She shouldn’t have to get used to that. (Student in residence)

I get yelled at twice a week by these guys outside. (Student in residence) 

Students noted efforts to reduce the harm associated with binge drinking and the impacts of closing one of the bars. 
Despite these strategies, excessive drinking persists as a challenge in residences and off-campus. Given the location of the 
residences and the University safe transport to and from venues where students socialise off-campus is also important.

While there has been a significant effort to eliminate hazing practices which exclude and demean particular groups of 
students, some students recounted experiences that created an enabling environment for sexual harassment and sexual 
misconduct:

I did find with the hazing and the drinking and things like that, it was very common for the straight girls 
to be pressured by the men into kissing other women when they were drunk. (Student in residence) 

The Project Team also heard that stalking and domestic violence were issues affecting students in the residences, 
signalling the need for increased education and awareness around respectful relationships.

A comprehensive approach is needed to engage and educate students about sexual 
misconduct to create change in norms and behaviour

UC is among a number of Australian universities that have introduced various programs and initiatives aimed at raising 
awareness and preventing and responding to sexual harassment and sexual assault. These include the provision of 
education and training to staff and students and the Consent Matters online training module.

Some training is provided on an ad hoc basis to staff by the Canberra Rape Crisis Centre (CRCC). It is understood that first 
responder training was recently provided to staff involved in student welfare. Sexual assault awareness education has also 
been provided by the CCRC to students in some of the residences. Education on healthy relationships is also on offer to 
students in the residences by staff of the Medical and Counselling Centre.

In relation to Consent Matters, UC states that the purpose is to:

educate students on the culture of respectful relationships, the understanding of sexual consent and 
when consent is or is not given.19 

Consent Matters is available to all students and staff. It is not mandatory. Some cohorts of students are required to 
complete the module, including students in the residences, students who request after-hours access to the Ngunnawal 
Centre, and those representing the university at major sporting events.

19	 University of Canberra n.d., ‘Safe and Respectful Community’. Available at https://www.canberra.edu.au/current-students/canberra-
students/student-support/safe-and-respectful-community.

/current-students/canberra-students/student-support/safe-and-respectful-c
/current-students/canberra-students/student-support/safe-and-respectful-c
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https://static1. squarespace.com/static/5762fc04f5e231826f09afae/t/58b3d08ddb29d6e7a2b8271d/14881793
https://static1. squarespace.com/static/5762fc04f5e231826f09afae/t/58b3d08ddb29d6e7a2b8271d/14881793
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•	 Some policies encourage survivors to attempt to resolve the issue informally with the perpetrator, which is 
unsafe, not trauma-informed, and is likely to deter reporting.

•	 Complaint portals are frequently not survivor-friendly or trauma-informed.

•	 Some policies mandate police involvement, which is inappropriate given that many survivors do not want 
police involved.

•	 Some policies mandate that security be contacted regarding reports of sexual assault, despite the fact that 
not all campus security staff are trained to respond to sexual assault.

•	 Policies at residential facilities are often not harmonised with university policies.

•	 Some staff members are untrained or do not understand university policies. This can result in survivors not 
being informed of their rights under university policy when they report sexual assault, being given incorrect 
information, or investigations being dealt with improperly.

•	 Communication with survivors during investigation processes is often inadequate and investigations can take 
excessively long periods of time, often leaving survivors in prolonged states of stress and leaving key safety 
issues unresolved for significant periods.

•	 There is frequently a lack of protection offered to survivors who make reports to their university, leading 
to survivors feeling unsafe on campus because they fear seeing the perpetrator on campus, in class or at 
university residences. It is common for universities to fail to provide safeguards for survivors, to ensure they 
do not face harassment from friends of a perpetrator or indeed from the perpetrator themselves.21

While the Project Team identified some aspects of the UC’s complaints policies and systems to be sound, it also noted 
some deficiencies, which are consistent with a number of the elements raised by EROC (see Chapter 4 analysing sexual 
harassment and sexual assault policies).

UC has three reporting systems – one for staff, one for students and an additional reporting process for students in 



23University of Canberra: Creating a Safe and Inclusive Community for Living and Learning • 2018

The Project Team believes that once connected with the Director of Student Life (formerly the Dean of Students), students’ 
complaints and support needs are responded to expeditiously and sensitively. The Project Team is aware of a number 
of matters where the Director of Student Life acted swiftly to support students and assist them navigate the complaints 
process. In these instances, students spoke positively of the support they received from him. However, the Project Team 
was concerned that all students may not easily access the Director of Student Life and that the positive responses owe 
more to the current office holder’s deep dedication and commitment, rather than a system that is responsive to the 
experiences of students.

Many students commented that they were confused about the complaints process and were also unclear about the 
policies that identify the University’s position on sexual harassment and sexual assault:

I wouldn’t know where to go or how to go about lodging a complaint of this nature. (Student)

I don’t know where I would go to complain about something like sexual harassment. (Student)

I don’t know who I would talk to at the University, to report sexual assault or harassment. Maybe the 
security? (Student)

As a PhD student, I wouldn’t know how to go about – if [sexual misconduct from a supervisor] 
happened to me. I would have no idea what to do about it. It would have to be some kind of 
anonymous whistleblower system, but at the same time, if you did that and you lost your supervisor 
you wouldn’t have another supervisor here that could do that. So there’s massive implications to the 
student themselves. (Postgraduate student)

Staff also observed the lack of awareness among students of the reporting and complaints process:

Students don’t know where to go and they don’t have a contact with the faculty. Supports at the 
faculty level are no longer there (Staff) 

A former student and current staff member observed that there is a deficiency in the complaints model. She stated:

We push the student to navigate the complaints system … UC has many points to report on its 
website but students don’t always know which to go to… We need a kind of Uni Ombudsman who 
can triage complaints and put the student on the right path depending what their complaint is. (Staff)

An external stakeholder also believed that there was a lack of coordination in the University’s response to sexual assault 
and sexual harassment which impacts on students’ ability or desire to make complaints. She also believed that the power 
differentials between the University of Canberra on the one hand and a student on the other, who is reliant on the University 
for their degree, can prevent students from coming forward.

Another staff member stated:

We use the term ‘student grievance’ on the website when students want to make a complaint 
about something. It may not be the most appropriate term for soror her0i(buperAno/3SnivhyLL/Span <</Lan
9  )]TJ
2(Sr8s.  a laincid woulput the stID 935 >>BDC 
BT
9 0 0 9 56.6929 289.0389at their complaint is. (Staff)
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Reporting process – students in residences

Students in residence have an option of reporting an incident of sexual harassment or sexual assault to the residence 
staff or a Resident Assistant (RA), separate to the University’s process. Resident Assistants can often be the first point of 
contact and are provided with first responder training. RAs told the Project Team:

I have addressed [a sexual assault disclosure]. I’ve dealt with situations in the moment. (Resident 
Assistant)

[As an RA], I’ve had people come up and tell me things, but they won’t necessarily say, ‘Oh, I got 
sexually assaulted’ or, ‘Oh, I was in a domestic violence-related thing’. It’s more like they’ll kind of fox 
step around the issue. Like, they don’t want to say the actual name of it because they don’t want to 
give it a label. And they don’t want to be seen as that. (Resident Assistant)

In some residences, guides are provided on how to respond when a disclosure is made. UniLodge provides a useful 
information pack for RAs and other resident staff on what to do when a sexual assault disclosure is made. The pack 
contains a guide on when to escalate the matter, and how to do this in discussion with the survivor, as well as a list of 
campus-based and external support services.

While all RAs in residences receive first responder training, they do not receive cultural-awareness training which may 
impact on their response to international students or indeed, the willingness of international students to disclose an 
incident.

There is no protocol requiring any of the residences to notify the University about a sexual assault of or by one of its 
residents. According to a female resident, reports are not made because:

People just accept it as uni culture. (Student in residence)

Reporting process – staff

The Project Team was told that reports of incidents by staff are generally made to Human Resources or through their 
Faculty. The Respect at Work (Bullying) Policy identifies the University’s position of bullying. This policy supports the 
University’s Charter of Conduct and Values. There is no staff policy on sexual harassment or sexual assault.

The Project Team understands that in recent times responses to staff complaints have been strengthened and matters 
are handled more expeditiously than in the past. Nevertheless, some staff who contacted the Project Team felt that the 
process was still unclear, including one person who said that “nothing happened” when she made a complaint. Others felt 
that matters, particularly if they were reported at the Faculty level, were not always handled effectively:

I had noticed … that people didn’t take the sexual harassment claims seriously but that it had been 
stalled for quite some time … [with] people not realising that this was a potential issue that could get 
out of control, which it did. It escalated and continued to escalate and it wasn’t until we intervened 
and pushed that further things should happen that [something happened] … I was a bit surprised at 
how many people at a senior level above me did not feel that that sort of conduct was inappropriate. 
(Staff)

A lot of people have been frightened to put through an incident report on something that might be 
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The Project Team heard from staff who are also students of UC. The Respect at Work (Bullying) Policy provides that in 
instances where the employee is also a student of the University, consideration must be given by the complainant and/ 
or Human Resources as to whether the complaint is best handled under this policy or the Student Grievance Resolution 
Policy. Where doubt remains, the Chief Executive, People and Diversity will confer with the Director of Student Life. In 
some circumstances, it may be appropriate to deal with the complaint under both the student and the staff processes 
concurrently.22

Nevertheless, a number of individuals told the Project Team that they believed that the process was ambiguous:

I don’t think it is clear… I’ve just been dealing with one before I came here. Do you go to HR or do 
you just immediately trigger the student grievance process? (Staff)

If it’s staff … we have to ascertain whether that complaint comes from their role as a student or 
from their role as a staffer, and we have had some examples of that too: students complaining about 
their supervisors, PT students, at the same time they were hired to work on research projects, and 
depending on what the complaint was we [decide whether to take the matter to] HR as if they were a 
staff member, or with the student conduct rules from the student aspect of the engagement … I think 
that for most people it will be fairly confusing. (Staff)

International students experience significant barriers to reporting

Research suggests that there are very low levels of reporting of sexual assault and sexual harassment by international 
students at Australian universities. Indeed, the National Survey found that 62.5% of UC international students know nothing 
or very little about the University’s policy on sexual assault, compared to 45.5% of domestic students. The complexity 
and lack of clarity of the complaints system, as well as a lack of cultural awareness within that system and by those taking 
complaints, contribute to this.

In addition, international students indicated to the Project Team the fear that a complaint would negatively impact on their 
place at the University, fear that a complaint would affect their visa status, and the shame they would feel if their families 
were aware of the incident. All of these contribute to their reluctance to report an incident.

This is consistent with the findings of the National Survey which found indications that international students experienced 
different and a greater number of barriers that prevent them from reporting incidents. These barriers included ‘a lack of 
understanding of what constitutes sexual assault or sexual harassment, isolation from traditional networks and concerns 
that reporting an incident may affect a student’s visa.’23 In addition, shame and not wanting others to know were also twice 
as likely to prevent an international student from reporting a sexual assault than a domestic student.24 They were more 
likely than domestic students to say that they did not know where to make a report or that they felt too embarrassed to 
report the incident. 

International students shared their experiences of isolation and difficulties in navigating the reporting process. Further, staff 
who support international students shared that overseas students experience high levels of stress and mental health issues 
and are often reluctant to seek support. Comments from international students included:

I wouldn’t report. You just come and survive however you can. (Student)

[My friend] doesn’t like to complain … because she doesn’t want problems with the University … 
Some people are scared about talking. (Student)

22	

/Policies/policyprocedure/Index/24
/Policies/policyprocedure/Index/24
https://www.humanrights.gov.au/sites/default/files/document/publication/ AHRC_2017_ChangeTheCourse_U
https://www.humanrights.gov.au/sites/default/files/document/publication/ AHRC_2017_ChangeTheCourse_U
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UC’s International Student Support Service (ISSS) is a key contact at the University for international students who require 
assistance in a range of areas including ‘life outside of study.’ The Project Team understands not all ISSS staff have 
attended first responder training. In addition, ISSS officers told the Project Team:

[Due to] certain changes around the University … our overall figures [show we] used to be seeing 
20 students face to face on a daily basis, whereas now our roles are a bit more back-end. So, the 
[general University] student support staff have taken over all of the enquiries [from international 
students]. So, we don’t get first-hand information … It’s often information that’s been passed on by 
other areas … which means we are not directly in touch with international students who need support. 
(Staff)

It is understood that the general University student support staff do not receive sexual assault disclosure or cultural 
awareness training and so may lack the knowledge and capacity to assist international students in relation to these 
complex and sensitive issues. In its publication, Complaint handling at universities: Australasian best practice guidelines, 
the NSW Ombudsman has identified that:

Cultural barriers that can impede use of complaint options should … be highlighted in cross-cultural 
training of complaint staff.25

The UC website provides information to international students on the ISSS page about how to keep safe at night. It does 
not provide any information on what sort of behaviours are unacceptable or criminal and can impact on their personal 
safety. In relation to reporting instances, international students are directed to the general page on ‘Safety on Campus’, 
which provides the contact number for campus security. I 9 11ian impede use j
ET
EMC 
/Spopageo pact on their personal 

https://www.women.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/389134/rapid-review-sexual-assault.pdf
https://www.justice.gov/archives/ovw/blog/importance-understanding-trauma-informed-care-and-self-car
https://www.justice.gov/archives/ovw/blog/importance-understanding-trauma-informed-care-and-self-car
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An RNA Committee member with whom the Project Team met separately also commented: 

Staff: I’d be surprised if [students and staff on campus] even know about the [RNA] campaign.

Project Team: Do you think the students see … the Respect. Now. Always. Committee as a priority? 
Do most students know about it?

Staff: No.

The Project Team believes that the concept of the RNA Committee is a positive initiative and with proper resourcing, 
mandate and membership, and having the ability to report to the Vice-Chancellor and the Council, it has the potential to be 
a strong forum for strategically guiding campus-wide policy responses to preventing sexual harassment and sexual assault.

The physical environment has improved, but there are still areas that are unsafe

Some staff and students commented that the physical environment of the UC campus was safer than it had been in 
previous years as a result of improved lighting, cameras and the option of having a member of campus security walk 
students and staff to their cars. The Project Team heard:

I’ve noticed significant improvement in the car parks and lighting on the path. I leave in the dark a lot. 
(Staff)

I think there has been improvement on the campus regarding lighting and so forth, so it’s not as 
creepy. (Student)

I think it’s getting better because we’ve got more cameras around … [and] there’s definitely a lot more 
walkway lights where they come up to the bus stops. (Student)

However, the National Survey found that women experience sexual harassment in the UC grounds and public spaces 
at a higher level that the national average. The survey found that of the most recent experience of sexual harassment at 
university, they occurred:

•	 19% on university grounds, e.g. car park, walkways, gardens (compared to 14% national average)

•	 18% at a university social space, e.g. bar, refectory, shops (compared to 8% national average)

•	 18% at the library (compared to 4% national average)

Students and staff told the Project Team that several areas on the University campus remain unsafe:

The students going out to their car at one of the new ‘raised ground’ car parks, they could be at risk 
of being assaulted. (Student)

I feel frightened walking to my car after the closing shift at night. (Staff)

Our campus is so spread out and there’s that one bus stop that is quite a trek and I’ve kind of 
stopped using it. That’s the reason I … got my licence because I knew that [with my degree], I have 
to stay back late at the workshop and stuff and if I have the safety of my car, I won’t have to trek all 
the way up there to the top and it’s by the road and it just looks a bit scary … My mum didn’t feel 
comfortable with me waiting there. There’s a lot of bush around. (Student)

The option of being able to call on security to escort students and staff to their cars at night was acknowledged as positive:

I think … a lot of my female friends when they do have to stay late they know that they can call 
security, they can actually get escorted to their car and that’s a good incentive. (Student)

However, others believed that security is under-resourced and can often be delayed in following up on an escort request 
because of competing obligations:

We need more security staff. Often they are tied up walking around the ressies. (Student)
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Chapter 4 – Comparative policy 
analysis

Accessible, comprehensive and effective policies to prevent and respond to sexual harassment 
and sexual assault are the foundation for cultural change to create safe and respectful university 
environments. Policies that are clear and unambiguous around the behaviours that are acceptable 
and unacceptable in the university environment can support efforts to eliminate sexual harassment 
and sexual assault.

Benchmarking – the process of comparing systems, policies, practices and outcomes – is an 
established tool for improving performance in the private and public sector. The process enables 
organisations to identify strengths and weaknesses, learn from each other and improve their 
approaches. Benchmarking has been used at the global level, for example by the OECD, to look at 
the quality of secondary education and the performance of higher educational institutions.

The intention of benchmarking in this report is not to rank universities, but to draw attention to 
the areas where UC can strengthen its policies and where it can learn from others through a 
comparative analysis of UC’s sexual harassment and sexual assault policies with those of other 
universities. The comparison focuses on formal policy provisions and supporting mechanisms 
and does not seek to assess the implementation of policies or organisational culture (addressed 
earlier in this report). The best designed policies will not properly address sexual harassment and 
sexual assault if they are not implemented and enforced. The exercise does not seek to assess the 
level of input and consultation with key stakeholders, particularly women staff and students, in the 
development of policies, which should be a key consideration in any policy review or development 
process.

The comparator universities have been selected on the basis of their similarity to UC in size, share 
of international students, age or geographical location.

Benchmarking UC’s sexual harassment policies and responses

The following table assesses UC sexual harassment policies in comparison to other university 
policies according to 10 policy dimensions that build upon the essential elements outlined in the 
Australian Human Rights Commission publication, ‘Effectively preventing and responding to sexual 
harassment: A Code of Practice for Employers’.28 The Code of Practice sets out best practice 
standards for designing and implementing sexual harassment policies to meet legal obligations 
under Australia’s Sex Discrimination Act (1984).

28	 Australian Human Rights Commission 2008, Effectively preventing and responding to sexual harassment: 
A Code of Practice for Employers. Available at http://www.humanrights.gov.au/sites/default/files/content/
sexualharassment/employers_code/COP2008.pdf.

http://www.humanrights.gov.au/sites/default/files/content/sexualharassment/employers_code/COP2008.pd
http://www.humanrights.gov.au/sites/default/files/content/sexualharassment/employers_code/COP2008.pd
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The policy dimensions for comparing sexual harassment policies are:

1.	 Is there a stand-alone sexual harassment policy that is easily accessible to students and staff in a logical 
place?

2.	 Does the policy contain a strong statement communicating zero tolerance of sexual harassment and a 
stated commitment to eliminate sexual harassment in the university environment?

3.	 Does the policy outline the university’s objectives to prevent and respond to sexual harassment?

4.	 Does the university define sexual harassment clearly and in line with the Sex Discrimination Act and state 
that sexual harassment is against the law?

5.	 Does the policy provide relevant examples of what sexual harassment is, the circumstances where it may 
occur in the university context, and what it is not?

6.	 Does the policy outline the consequences if the policy is breached?

7.	 Does the policy make clear the responsibilities of management, staff and students in relation to 
preventing and responding to sexual harassment?

8.	 Is there clear information on where individuals who experience sexual harassment can get help, support, 
and advice and make a complaint?

9.	 Does the policy clearly explain the options for dealing with sexual harassment? Does it set expectations 
regarding the timeliness of responses to complaints?

10.	 Does the policy mandate compulsory training on sexual harassment for all staff?

Key to analysis

Yes The university policy meets this benchmark

•	The policy dimension is clear

Partly The university policy partly meets this benchmark

•	The policy dimension exists but is not easily accessible in a 
logical place

•	The policy dimension exists but needs to be strengthened

No The university policy does not meet this benchmark 

•	The policy dimension does not exist
•	The policy dimension exists but is inadequately formulated 
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Comparison of university sexual harassment policies

University of Canberra
Charles Darwin 
University Flinders University Griffith University La Trobe University Murdoch University University of Newcastle
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University of Canberra
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Benchmarking UC’s sexual assault policies and responses

The following table assesses the UC’s sexual assault policies in comparison to other university policies. Despite being 
a long-standing concern of women students and staff, the development of policy responses to sexual assault in the 
university context in Australia is at very early and experimental stages. There are very few examples of universities that 
have introduced specific, comprehensive and robust policies to specifically prevent and respond to sexual assault.

Against this background, the 10 policy dimensions for the following analysis build upon international standards including a 
comprehensive investigation into university responses to violence against women29 in the United Kingdom and the report 
of a White House Task Force (USA) on addressing sexual assault and sexual misconduct at colleges and universities.30 
The policy dimensions also draw on the Australian Human Rights Commission’s National Report on Sexual Assault and 

http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Documents/2016/guidance-for-higher-educa
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Documents/2016/guidance-for-higher-educa
https://www.justice.gov/ovw/page/file/910271/download
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Key to analysis

Yes The university policy meets this benchmark

•	The policy dimension is clear

Partly The university policy partly meets this benchmark

•	The policy dimension exists but is not easily accessible in a 
logical place

•	The policy dimension exists but needs to be strengthened

No The university policy does not meet this benchmark 

•	The policy dimension does not exist
•	The policy dimension exists but is inadequately formulated 
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Comparison of university sexual assault policies
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University of Canberra
Charles Darwin 
University Flinders University Griffith University La Trobe University Murdoch University University of Newcastle

07 Is there an option to 
make an anonymous or 
confidential report of 
sexual assault?

No No No Yes Yes No Yes

08 Does the policy outline 
a clear process and 
pathway for responding 
to formal reports and 
complaints and a clear 
explanation of what will 
happen after a report, 
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Opportunities for strengthening policy responses to sexual harassment and sexual assault

The comparative analysis of sexual harassment and sexual assault policies shows that each institution has a range of areas 
where they can improve their policy response. Across all the universities, sexual harassment policies are better developed 
than sexual assault policies, which have been introduced more recently in the context of the National Survey. It is 
instructive to look at international examples of universities that have developed specific policies to address sexual assault 
(see below Manchester University and University of London (SOAS) policies on sexual assault).

Manchester University and University of London (SOAS) policies on sexual assault

Manchester University in the United Kingdom has developed a specific policy addressing sexual misconduct.33 
Features of the policy include:

•	 Definitions of the range of behaviours and actions that fall under the category of sexual misconduct 
in the university context.

•	 Name and contact details for the person who is responsible for the policy.

•	 Two clear reporting options: an online option for anonymous reporting and a formal reporting 
option.

•	 A commitment that all reporting incidents will be investigated and a clear pathway for the reporting 
and investigation process.

•	 A commitment to keep students safe and provide support in the interim while reports are being 
investigated.

•	 Referrals to a range of support agencies.

•	 A question and answer section with relevant scenarios.

The School of Oriental Studies (University of London) in the United Kingdom has developed a specific policy on 
preventing and responding to gender-based violence.34 Features of the policy include:

•	 Definitions of what constitutes gender-based violence.

•	 Commitments on actions to prevent violence, including awareness-raising, training, working with 
student bodies and monitoring.

•	 A commitment to fast-track support for students who have experienced sexual assault and deal 
with reports in a way that does undermine the credibility of the victim.

•	 Clear options for seeking advice and support for those who have experienced sexual violence, 
including on and off campus.

•	 A guide on supporting victims of gender-based violence, with specific guidance on supporting 
international students.

•	 An empowering message that it is up to the victim to decide what action they take.

33	 Manchester University 2015, Manchester University Policy and Procedures for Sexual Misconduct Complaints. Available at https://www.
manchester.edu/docs/default-source/default-document-library/manchestertitleixpolicy3-24-15.pdf?sfvrsn=2.

34	 University of London 2015, Guidance to prevent and respond to gender based violence on campus. Available at https://www.soas.ac.uk/
equalitydiversity/gender-based-violence/.

https://www.manchester.edu/docs/default-source/default-document-library/manchestertitleixpolicy3-24-15.pdf?sfvrsn=2
https://www.manchester.edu/docs/default-source/default-document-library/manchestertitleixpolicy3-24-15.pdf?sfvrsn=2
https://www.soas.ac.uk/equalitydiversity/gender-based-violence/
https://www.soas.ac.uk/equalitydiversity/gender-based-violence/
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For UC, the comparative analysis highlights several areas where policies can be strengthened. First, policies should 
be unequivocal and clear in establishing that both sexual harassment and sexual assault are not acceptable under any 
circumstances. The University policy should be clear in its commitment and responsibility to provide a safe and respectful 
educational environment for all students, free from discrimination, sexual harassment and sexual violence. Defining key 
terms and concepts with relevant examples can help staff and students strengthen their understanding of what sexual 
harassment, sexual assault and consent is and is not.

Due to the terms of reference of this project, the policy dimensions address sexual assault; however, policy responses 
should also be responsive to the broad spectrum of sexual violence and abuse that students and staff may experience, 
such as stalking, sexual threats online, filming of sex without consent, sexting and revenge porn. Some universities also 
have a specific policy addressing staff and student relationships, outlining key concepts of power and coercion and 
setting out key steps and processes for disclosing such relationships and consequences if the policy is breached. As 
the Project Team heard, the expectations of staff and students when entering into relationships should be explained and 
communicated to all staff, particularly those in supervisory positions.

Policies should be clear on the consequences of actions that are unacceptable, and they should be complemented with 
clear disciplinary processes to demonstrate that the university takes sexual harassment and sexual assault very seriously. 
Having clearly articulated responsibilities for managers, staff and students in the policies with specific requirements is 
critical for signalling that everyone has a role to play in creating a safe and respectful university environment.

Given the broad range of barriers that students and staff face in reporting sexual harassment and sexual assault, it is vital 
that policies clearly signpost options for reporting and making confidential disclosures and seeking information and support 
within the university and through external services. Providing different options to make reports, including anonymously, 
can help survivors navigate the process to best suit their personal circumstances. It is important that universities place 
priority on the safety and well-being of survivors and, as such, it is not appropriate to suggest that complaints of sexual 
harassment and sexual assault should be resolved by informally approaching the perpetrator.

Survivors of sexual violence often feel powerless after their experiences. Providing easy-to-access information in a central 
place with specific contact details of a person who can help students and staff navigate the process can help empower 
survivors. Survivors also need confidence in the reporting process and to know that action will be taken. Therefore, 
providing clear information on how reports are received, timeframes for responses, and processes for investigations is 
important. Some universities, such as the University of Newcastle, explicitly state in their policy that their response to 
sexual assault is survivor-led.

Finally, particularly in relation to sexual assault, first responders are most likely to be staff or students. Policies should 
clearly signpost how to support someone who has experienced sexual assault and how they can seek support themselves. 
The best examples not only provide information on where survivors should be referred to, but also provide guidance on 
how fellow students and staff should respond to a disclosure so as to not further re-traumatise or minimise the experience 
of the survivor.

The key to effectively preventing and responding to sexual harassment and sexual assault is to make it clear to all staff 
and students that those actions and behaviours are unacceptable in the university environment. Having clear policies 
is the first step; however, they need to be effectively communicated to all staff and students so everyone understands 
their roles and responsibilities. A policy on its own is never enough – it needs to be implemented and enforced through 
communication, education, training and decisive action that draws the line on what behaviour is not acceptable in the 
university environment.
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Principle 1: Ensuring safety, respect and inclusion are at the heart of UC’s future living/
learning community will attract students from Australia and around the globe

Articulate a vision and embedding an institution-wide approach

Immediate priorities (3 to 6 months):

•	 Publish a clear and strong written statement of commitment signed by the Chancellor and Vice-
Chancellor in which they: express their commitment to a zero-tolerance approach to sexual harassment 
and sexual assault, commit to implementing the recommendations of this report, and outline the 
institution-wide actions that will be taken to eliminate sexual harassment and sexual assault, tied to the 
vision of positioning UC as a safe and inclusive living/learning community.

•	 Establish a centralised reporting, advice and referral service for students and staff to provide one point 
of contact to triage reports and complaints of students and staff in relation to sexual harassment, sexual 
misconduct and sexual assault. The service should be in regular communication with faculties (Deans) 
and report quarterly to the Vice-Chancellor and the University Executive to provide information on 
sexual misconduct in the University.

•	 Review the terms of reference of the Respect. Now. Always Committee (RNA Committee) and position it 
under the leadership of the Vice-Chancellor, reflecting a whole-of-institution approach:

»» The membership of the Committee should be gender-balanced and include focal points from 
faculties, student representation (including, international, LGBTIQ and Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students), senior library staff, and managers from the residences

»» The Committee should also engage external experts as required to provide perspectives on 
specific issues

»» The terms of reference should include roles and responsibilities, the expected meeting 
schedule, expected outputs and outcomes and reporting channels.

Medium-term priorities (6 to 12 months):

•	 Develop and Implement a Plan of Action for the RNA Committee including activities, timeframes and 
accountabilities for the implementation of the recommendations of this report.

•	 Allocate adequate and sustainable funding for the RNA Committee to fulfil its mandate and to implement 
the Plan of Action.





47



48 University of Canberra: Creating a Safe and Inclusive Community for Living and Learning • 2018

Medium-term priorities (6 to 12 months):

•	 Develop a stand-alone policy on staff-student relationships that aligns with the forthcoming Universities 
Australia Principles for Postgraduate Student-Staff Relationships.

•	 Revise all relevant UC policies (including but not limited to Human Resources policies) to align with and give 
effect to the UC Policy on Sexual Harassment and Sexual Assault.

•	 Require all staff working at UC – including contractors – to complete a working with children check as a 
condition of employment, in recognition of the fact that some students at UC are under 18 years of age.

Establish a survivor-centred system of support

Immediate priorities (3 to 6 months):

•	 Establish a survivor-centred centralised reporting, advice and referral service including:

»» One point of contact, a trained first responder, to act as a facilitator to all services and support 
that the student needs

»» The provision of easy-to-access information on internal and external reporting and complaints 
processes and guidance through the process

»» An option for anonymous reporting, but capacity to take action in prescribed circumstances.

•	 •
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Medium-term priorities (6 to 12 months):

•	 Provide information to international students prior to arrival and on arrival, specifically in relation to sexual 
assault, consent, sexual harassment, 
0 0 0 1 k
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