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This report on the pilot of the Sexual Harm Response Coordinator project at UMSU covers its 
development over the last eighteen months and makes recommendations for the future of the 
role and the project’s priorities and key outcomes. 

Background and development of the project 
In August 2018 the Manager, Advocacy & Legal and CEO, UMSU prepared a Funding Proposal for 
a University Student Services and Amenity Fee Grant to support an Advisor, Responding to Sexual 
Violence project. The proposal was grounded on the perceived gaps in the sexual harm reporting 
process for students subsequent to the University’s 2015 Business Improvement Program (BIP) 
restructure. The Funding Proposal is attached to this report at Attachment 1. 

Since the disbanding of the University’s Sexual Harassment Adviser network in 2015, in a variety 
of fora and platforms students have consistently expressed a sense of frustration with university 
policies and services. Prior to the University shifting responsibility for sexual harm reporting to 
the Safer Communities Programme (SCP), there were numerous Sexual Harassment Advisers 
(SAHs), spread around campus, in various academic and professional divisions to whom students 
could go for advice and to report concerns. These advisers were coordinated by the University’s 
Equity and Diversity unit, indemnified, trained, and supervised in their advising work. This system 
was appropriately tuned to the typical patterns of disclosure and reporting of sexual and 
relationship harms, particularly within institutions and where significant power imbalances exist. 
On the contrary, the current model is perceived by many as prioritising administrative efficiency, 
and neither victim-centric, nor trauma-informed. The fact that student reporting rates remain far 
below the community standard, reflects their lack of faith in current systems.  

Feedback from students in our surveys and consultations,1 has consistently indicated that while 
staff at the SCP are themselves generally well regarded, the location of this service is not well 
liked. Anecdotally the service is viewed with some suspicion by many of the students who have 
participated in our consultations. Students regularly report a lack of clarity about the SCP role 
and remit, their independence or otherwise from the University, and how they may respond to 
disclosures and reports. The general misconduct system through which complaints may be 
processed is generally viewed even more poorly by students. 

The SHRC Role 
The SHRC role has responsibility for advising students about the available reporting processes, 
supporting them to report and advocating for their interests throughout the process. The role 
sits between the Advocacy and Legal Services at UMSU, and the position creates a nexus 
between Advocacy’s role assisting students with internal University processes, and the Legal 
Service’s advice and assistance with any extra-University actions that the student may wish to 
consider or where the University is not involved. The SHRC additionally provides expert advice 
and assistance to UMSU in developing and strengthening our own policies and procedures. 
Finally, there is also a requirement, stipulated in the position description, that the SHRC should 
maintain a regular (quarterly) connection with the University’s SCP, and liaison with other 
University supports for students such as Counselling and Psychological Services (CAPS). 
Ultimately the aim of the role is to place the student at the centre of support offerings at the 

 
1 See e.g. Attachments 3-5 below. 
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University, ensuring no students who have experienced sexual harm feel they have “fallen 
through the cracks”.  

Continued Evidence of Need for Project 
Since commencing in the SHRC role, it has been a constant source of surprise that an institution 
as prestigious and well-resourced as this University has been so slow in addressing one of the 
central issues of our times. Across my dealings with the University community, I have been met 
by a lack of understanding of the issues, misconceptions about how to respond, who to report 
to, what processes could be followed, and what services were available. This problem has been 
exacerbated by multiple reporting and complaint structures, and the lack of clarity around ‘duty 
of care’ issues. Students lack knowledge about positive relationships, how to recognise abuse, 
and where to go for help. Many students I have worked with have expressed mistrust of, and 
dissatisfaction with, the current university approaches, and the lack of action on Respect issues. 
Initiatives which have not been implemented successfully, such as the anonymous reporting 
system, and the inadequate reliance solely on general misconduct processes for redress for 
sexual harm complaints, have amplified these experiences for students.  

On the positive side, students do have clear and cogent views on how to improve policies, 
processes, and practices, and are keen to advocate for their desired improvements. Accordingly, 
facilitating more consistent advocacy with students generally and student representatives 
specifically has become the core role of the SHRC. 

Key work areas and Outcomes 
The first phase of the new role was taken up with interviewing students and in some cases staff 
from across University community about current services, complaint systems, reporting, justice 
pathways etc. Focus was given to consultations with student leaders from the student 
organisations, but discussions were also held with representatives from a broad cross section of 
faculties, colleges, and campuses. The findings from theses consultations were written up as the 
‘UMSU Report to the Respect Taskforce’ (Attachment 5), which subsequently became the basis 
for setting priorities in relation to students’ ideas about required change. 

During consultations it became clear that continuity of student advocacy and Respect messaging 
was a priority. The University rhetoric talks of placing student consultation “at the heart” of all it 
does, but also complains that student involvement is inconsistent and unpredictable. To improve 
the regularity of connection with Chancellery, and the clarity of student advocacy, UMSU 
Women’s officers and the SHRC have created a Sexual Assault and Sexual Harassment Working 
Party, to debate issues, develop policy, and advocate for change. The SA/SH Working Party 
began in mid-2020 and has developed into a reliable and consistent platform for student voices 
and issues. The achievements to date include: 

• Regular discussion and debate with a wide representation of student leaders since its 
inception. 

• Presentation of the UMSU 2020 Report to the Respect Taskforce, ratified by Student 
Council. 
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• The Our Turn sub-committee,2 currently liaising with other Australian Universities about a 
joint National campaign to grade institutional responses to sexual and relationship 
harms. 

• The Zero Tolerance for Zero Action campaign. 
• Development of students’ Top Ten Priorities (Attachment 2). 
• Coordination of debate with student leaders and written feedback to the consultants 

brought in to develop Stand-Alone policy on sexual harms (Attachments 3 & 4). 
• Improved collaboration with GSA and Inter-Collegiate Council, including representation 

on key committees and projects.  

An important part of the SHRC role is to provide direct assistance to individual students. These 
requests have been many and varied but have predominantly entailed providing support for 
students to access therapeutic systems within the community, or at SCP and/or CAPS, helping 
students to report to police, or access legal assistance from UMSU Legal Service or referral to 
other legal services. Importantly, most of the assistance has been provided to young women. 

Another aspect of the role is to assist in the delivery of community education and professional 
training to raise awareness of sexual harm against students, and its prevention. In this context, I 
have provided workshops across the University. Arising from these student workshops, staff who 
were present have also asked me to work with them at a range of colleges and faculties, to assist 
in both individual matters, and on developing improved responses. 

After a series of incidents and issues at the Victorian College of the Arts (VCA) prompted 
requests for assistance from students, I have begun work with senior staff to develop improved 
responses to issues raised by their students. The requested improvements include the 
establishment of a ‘safe space’, training of ‘safe people’, including ongoing training and 
supervision (using a ‘contact officer’ model,3 similar to the previous SHA network approach used 
across the university prior to 2015), education sessions for all year levels annually, a 
commitment to develop Restorative Justice practices, and better liaison with community 
agencies, particularly CASA and Police. The work with VCA has also included developing and 
enacting a restorative justice process for VCA Dance, running a workshop for senior staff on 
responding to sexual and relationship harms disclosures from their students and, alongside four 
student leaders, providing an education session for dance students on understanding 
relationship harms, disclosure, and reporting. 

Relationship between Students, UMSU, and University of Melbourne   
At the time of commencing in the SHRC role, the University’s messaging about students, and 
their relationship to developing improved policies and practices, was confusing. While some 
statements expressed the narrative that students are “at the heart of” all university initiatives, in 
practice, students’ views seem to be sought selectively, and with minimal time for consultation 
and considered responses. The latest University initiative developing a stand-alone policy for 
sexual and relationship harms is a typical example. After years of lobbying for the change (one of 
the central recommendations of the 2017 AHRC reports), students were given a week to respond 

 
2 Our Turn: A National, Student-Led Action Plan to End Campus Sexual Violence <https://ssmu.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2018/03/our_turn_action_plan_final_english_web2.pdf?x26516> 
3 See AHRC Harassment Officer Quick Guide https://humanrights.gov.au/quick-guide/12041. 

https://humanrights.gov.au/quick-guide/12041
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to consultant questionnaires and asked to attend a one-hour consultation. A second consultation 
was added after complaints from UMSU and GSA. Students were, after continued lobbying, 
engaged to participate in a further round of consultation on policy development (Attachments 3 
& 4). 

It would be fair to say that the SHRC role has not been equally welcomed by all areas of the 
University. For example, access to relevant University committees and forums has been limited, 
and where the SHRC has been involved, it has generally only been prompted by demands from 
student representatives.  To the extent that the role is required under established protocol to 
have regular contact with the SCP, this has been facilitated, however ongoing collaboration has 
been limited. In this context it would appear that the University continues to preference internal 
handling of matters and to develop its strategies with limited input from sources outside itself. 
Unfortunately, this approach by the University currently places UMSU in the role of a 
competitor, rather than a collaborator. Ultimately, UMSU is of the view that this is not to 
students’ benefit. 

Student representatives including the UMSU Women’s Officers, have expressed significant 
frustration at the broad lack of University action on Respect issues, persistent cancellation of 
meetings, an apparent lack of priorities and action planning, and generally poor consultation 
with students at large. In this context, the SHRC role is vital in assisting students to clarify their 
priorities and improve the clarity and consistency of student messages to the University. This 
includes a commitment to maintain a written record of student views, including advice provided 
to the University on key projects and issues. 

Moreover, the limited terms of student representative can put coherent student representation 
at a real disadvantage. A staff role with the appropriate experience and expertise is critical to 
provide continuity and support longer term student campaigns. 

Recommendations for future work focus 
The main requests of the SHRC role have fallen into four categories: 

1. Assisting and resourcing student leaders on policy development, advocacy, and managing 
the relationship with University senior staff. 

2. Supporting student leaders to develop improved education and information resources on 
sexual and relationship harm issues, for University of Melbourne students. 

3. Assisting individual students with disclosure, reporting, and accessing therapeutic, 
forensic, or legal services. 

4. Liaising with the University, private colleges, and other agencies to develop improved 
responses to students experiencing sexual and relationship harms. 

The level of need for all these areas of work remains high. The University’s improvement work in 
the Respect area has barely begun, and only one of the students’ top ten priorities is yet in 
place.4 Without a role within UMSU, facilitating clarity and consistency in student representation 
on these issues, students will struggle significantly to impact the university’s responses on 
Respect matters. Students have high academic workloads, rotate annually, and are relatively 
inexperienced at policy development and advocacy. The University also makes it hard for 

 
4 See Attachment 2. 
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students to actively engage in change processes; offering piecemeal initiatives, short and 
irregular forums, and often unreasonable timeframes. It is also important that the SHRC is non-
partisan, not part of any student politics or factionalism; and able to focus on reforms to Respect 
issues, and improved liaison with the student organisations at the University. 

In the next twelve months, the priorities of the SHRC should be: 

1. Assisting the student leaders to advocate for the remainder of the top ten priorities. 
2. Developing clear and consistent information for students on respectful relationship and 

relationship harm issues, to be done in podcast form. 
3. Developing a model for a community-wide strategy to prevent and respond to 

relationship harms in collaboration with faculties and residencies building on the work to 
date with VCA students. 

4. The development of a Restorative Justice Community of Practice, to encourage the use of 
alternative justice pathways across the university’s campuses, faculties, and residences. 

5. Continued support and advocacy for individual victim/survivors who present requesting 
assistance responding to sexual and relationship harms. 

Recommendations for future of the role and work priorities 
The main drawback of the role, as it currently exists, is that there is only funding for one person 
in a single role. Over the course of the pilot period, it has become clear that it is difficult for one 
person to fully meet all of the duties of the role all the time. There are two distinct but 
overlapping priorities in the project. There is a substantial developmental and campaign 
advocacy support responsibility, which will continue to consume a significant focus of the SHRC 
role until the majority of the top ten priorities are well underway. There is also a consistent 
direct service component, providing independent support to individual students dealing with 
sexual and relationship harms. 

In order to ensure continuity and an opportunity for handover and mentoring, the second 
position should be filled as soon as possible. 

Accordingly, it is recommended that: 

1. UMSU should fund two part-time roles, for 1.2FTE to work across the duties of the 
position. 

2. The positions should be initially subject to fixed term contracts to July 2022, with the 
time fractions to be reviewed at the end of the contract. 

Additionally, while the proposal for the position located the role between the Advocacy and 
Legal Services in the division, the pilot has demonstrated the strongest synergies lie within the 
Advocacy Service remit, not least due to the internal focus of the role, and the significant 
support and advice the role extends to student office bearers, especially the Women’s Officers. 
The role would continue to refer to and at times, collaborate with, the Legal Service as 
appropriate. 

In summary, UMSU’s initiative to create this role was well-founded. It has been shocking and 
disappointing to see how little has been done on Respect issues at the University since the AHRC 
laid out clear guidelines for action four years ago. Ironically, at one of Australia’s premier 
academic establishments, students lack information and education on vital relationship issues. 
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Policies, processes, and practices are confusing and ineffective. Student involvement has been 
sporadic, inconsistent, and subject to the whims of university leadership. In this context and for 
these reasons, this role remains necessary and vital. 
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Background & Rationale for Proposal 
In November 2000, the University’s Standing Resolution of the Council Statement of Policy and Procedures for 
dealing with Cases of Alleged Sexual Harassment established a network of Sexual Harassment Advisers (SHAs) 
across the University, overseen and resourced by the Equal Opportunity Unit. The network of 11 SHAs, 
including a Senior Adviser who dealt with complex cases, were drawn from staff across all aspects of the 
University, professional and academic, who were trained and indemnified by the University to provide support 
and advice to staff and students reporting experiences of sexual harassment or assault. 

 

After the Business Improvement Program restructure in 2015, the SHA network was disbanded, and the 
program of support and advice it provided was discontinued. This removed an important resource for students 
and staff who wanted to have a conversation about their experiences of sexual harassment or assault.  In its 
place, the Safer Community Program (SCP) was modified to be responsible for receiving and acting on reports 
of sexual violence related to the University.  

Change the Course Report and barriers to reporting and seeking assistance 
 
The Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC) Change the Course: National Report on Sexual Assault and 
Sexual Harassment at Australian Universities (2017) found that only 3% of survivors from the University of 
Melbourne sought support, for reasons including a fear of the process, due to a lack of independent support.5  

“It is clear from the results of the survey that students face a range of barriers, both 
structural and attitudinal, to reporting or seeking support following sexual assault or sexual 
harassment. In addition, students who did report were often unsatisfied with the response 
of their university.”6 

 
Other key findings from the survey relating specifically to the University of Melbourne include: 
 

• 28.9% of students said that they knew nothing about how to seek support/assistance within the 
University regarding sexual assault 

•  33.4% of students knew nothing about how to make a complaint about sexual assault 
• 30.8% knew nothing about University policy in relation to sexual assault.7 

 
These findings are echoed in End Rape on Campus’ Connecting the Dots report (2017), and the National Union 
of Students’ Talk About It survey (2015). 
 
On Safe Ground: A Good Practice Guide for Australian Universities recommends the establishment of support 
services on university campuses that provide holistic support for victims of sexual assault and harassment, and 
adequate resourcing of support services for survivors.8 The barriers to reporting identified in these reports 
highlight the inherent problem with a service such as SCP which is both part of the University, and responsible 
for receiving and acting on reports of sexual violence.  
 
During the rally on 1st August, a banner was provided for students to add their own suggestions for improving 
the University’s response to the problem. The following comments highlight the above findings and 
recommendations, clearly speaking to a known, immediate and local need. 

 
5 AHRC Profile of University Respondents, p.6 
6 AHRC) Change the Course: National Report on Sexual Assault and Sexual Harassment at Australian Universities 
(2017), p. 12. 
7 AHRC Profile of University Respondents, p.12 
8 On Safe Ground: A Good Practice Guide for Australian Universities, p.95. 
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Comments which speak to barriers to reporting and/or the need for post reporting advocacy and support 
include: 
 

• “Peers cannot be the only people who survivors can talk to” 
• “I don’t trust that safer communities will do anything” 
• “I’m sick of the university being more concerned about defamation than the safety of its students” 
• “I shouldn’t have to go out of my way to avoid my rapist on campus” 

These comments, in tandem with the national survey results, offer ample evidence that survivors share 
significant concerns about the University’s handling of reports of sexual violence. The lack of pre- and post-
reporting support and advocacy is undoubtedly one of the critical disincentives to student reporting.   

The University’s current mechanism for students to report allegations is through SCP alone, and feedback 
suggests there is a crucial lack of trust and confidence in the process. For the reporting mechanism to be 
effective it must be seen as trustworthy by students. Currently the University does not have any mechanism 
for students to access support, advice and advocacy in relation to reporting independently of the SCP who is 
receiving and acting on the report. There is also no independent source of support for students regarding their 
experience of the reporting process.  

Case Study 1 

The next day after the assault, I contacted the Safer Community Program (SCP) to report what had 
happened to me. I was incredibly dissatisfied with the experience I had there. The attitude of the staff 
member I saw made me feel pressured to not report the assault to the university. They seemed so 
dismissive of whether I had any basis to report what happened, even though the perpetrators were all 
Melbourne Uni students. Additionally, having to wait in the communal Stop 1 waiting room next to 
students changing their timetables, made me feel as though I was not being taken seriously. The way 
the SCP went through the motions with me felt much more like a box-ticking exercise the university 
felt they had to go through rather than a reliable, informative and essential service for the wellbeing of 
the university community. The staff member at SCP recommended that I see a university psychologist, 
for which I had to wait two weeks, and then I was informed ten minutes into the session that he didn’t 
feel qualified to help me. After reporting to SCP, I then reported the assault to the police who took a 
statement from me, I underwent DNA tests, a rape kit, and photographs of the physical injuries I 
suffered were also documented. The police opened an investigation, which is currently ongoing at this 
time. As part of this investigation they have interviewed and charged the offenders and interviewed 
witnesses. Only recently however, I was advised by the police that my case was unlikely to go to 
Committal. After this I contacted UMSU Legal Service, and subsequently the Advocacy Service at UMSU 
who have provided me with assistance to look at my other options and supported me to take the steps 
I wish to take. I will be submitting a formal grievance to the University about the poor standard of its 
services. 

 
 

The case study above highlights a gap in the student’s experience of the SCP. For one reason or another, some 
students are distrustful of the University’s reporting process, describing it as “box ticking” and “risk or 
reputation management” rather than student centred. An independent source of support and advice would 
give greater confidence to students to ensure that their experience of the reporting process is positive and, 
as a result, increase the integrity of this process, and fill the gaps in the current system, where many students 
feel they have fallen outside of the available resources. 
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Currently the only independent source of assistance for student survivors is UMSU’s Advocacy and Legal 
services, which are already at capacity, and would benefit from a dedicated specialist position to provide 
greater access, and expert support to students involved in the reporting process. The Legal Service solicitors 
are prevented from acting for students who have been assaulted or harassed by other students due to conflict 
of interest rules which prevent the Service acting where both parties are enrolled students.  

The Advocacy & Legal Division 
The proposed Adviser, Responding to Sexual Violence position would sit within the Advocacy & Legal division 
of UMSU which already provides services to students reporting experiences of sexual violence. Currently the 
two services experience a level of demand which sees them running at capacity for most of the year. The 
proposed position would create the means to provide expert, targeted advice and support for students 
seeking independent assistance. 

The proposed role would sit between the two services, providing assistance to students whose experiences 
might fall outside the University’s purview; as well as providing authoritative advice to UMSU on meeting its 
obligations to students in respect of sexual violence prevention. 

The UMSU Legal Service 
The UMSU Legal Service (Service) is an accredited Community Legal Centre (CLC). The Service provides an 
innovative, holistic, independent CLC on campus, dedicated to comprehensively addressing the legal needs of 
students, and thereby enhancing and improving their student experience.  

The Student Union Advocacy Service  
The Advocacy Service provides casework services, and support to all students of the university. The service 
provides students with independent and accurate advice in relation to the application and operation of 
University statutes, regulations, policies and procedures; empowers the student to act in their own interests, 
and where appropriate, acts on the student’s behalf in pursuit of the student’s interests in accordance with 
the agreed intentions of the student. 

The Adviser, Responding to Sexual Violence Position 
The proposed position would have responsibility for advising students about the available reporting processes, 
supporting them to report and advocating for their interests throughout the process. Situated across both 
Advocacy and Legal Services, the position would create a vital nexus between Advocacy’s role assisting 
students with internal University processes, and the Legal Service’s advice and assistance with any extra-
University actions that the student may wish to consider or take or where the University is not involved. 
  

Scheduled to this proposal is a preliminary Position Description for the role.  
 

Internal Advisory Function to UMSU 
UMSU would also benefit from expert advice and assistance to develop our policies and procedures in relation 
to the prevention of sexual violence against students. 

Support and Advocacy Which Complements and Strengthens Existing Systems 
The role would also provide a significant point of potential collaboration with the University while providing 
an immediate substantive improvement in the experience of students who have experienced sexual violence.   

The importance of independent support for survivors involved in legal and complaint processes is well 
documented. By independent, we mean support which is separate from the reporting and investigation 
process the survivor is navigating. For example, Deb Parkinson notes in the Australian Centre for the Study of 
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Sexual Assault (ACSSA) Report Supporting victims through the legal process: The role of sexual assault service 
providers that one of the critical barriers to reporting sexual assaults is the revictimisation survivors often 
suffer through the process.9 Revictimisation or secondary victimisation refers to the way in which processes 
involved in reporting sexual violence may traumatise survivors, in some cases to the extent that they 
experience the process as a “second rape”.10  

The literature suggests that independent support during the various phases of responding to sexual violence 
maximises the choice, options and control of survivors, which is fundamental to trauma informed responses 
and recovery.11 Frequently the processes involved in reporting, and the subsequent investigation and/or 
criminal justice system is unfamiliar to survivors, and can appear hostile, even though that is not the intended 
experience. Independent support through these processes can enhance the experience of survivors by 
explaining processes and options, helping make sense of sometimes arcane or counter-intuitive systems, and 
assisting them to communicate clearly, and interact effectively with the relevant processes. 

Moreover, many survivors feel devastated when the reporting process does not lead to the outcome they 
were hoping for. This makes an independent source of support vital for survivors who cannot reach a 
successful outcome via reporting their experience, or for those whose experience falls outside the University’s 
ambit. 

Finally, the ACSSA observes that it is critical to the success of independent support roles that they foster 
positive relationships with the bodies accepting and progressing complaints, investigations and 
determinations. To this end, the proposed role provides students with access to assistance that they currently 
lack – support and advice which is independent of the reporting process itself – while working closely with the 
existing systems in place to progress the survivor’s matter. This is not an adversarial role, but rather one that 
provides greater integrity to the University’s process, improves students’ experience, and reduces some of 
the barriers to reporting noted in the recent reports. It also enhances support for students who have 
exhausted the university’s offerings in this area. 

Case Study 2 

I first heard of my friend being stalked at university during rehearsal. It had been going on since the start of 
semester. The stalker was in third year and she in first. When I heard, I asked if we could go immediately to our 
teachers and report the situation. She said she would like to know the processes before identifying herself, so 
she agreed for me to send an email on her behalf.  The teacher assured her she would be supported and the 
perpetrator would be stopped.  We were told to go Safer Community Program (SCP).  We attended a meeting 
at SCP and my friend was told to send a final text message to the perpetrator to outline that his behaviour had 
to stop.  SCP was aware, prior to this suggestion, that my friend had on 3 separate occasions told this person 
to stop ‘harassing and stalking’ her, in that exact language.  She was advised that, should the perpetrator still 
pursue her, only then would SCP talk about further options, those being a personal safety intervention order 
or contacting the police to investigate. Only on my questioning did the SCP staff member mention a formal 
University complaint against the perpetrator.  The staff member still pushed her to send the text message 

 
9 Deb Parkinson, Supporting victims through the legal process: The role of sexual assault service providers, Australian 
Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault (2010). 
10 Lee Madigan & Nancy Gamble The second rape: Society's continued betrayal of the victim (1991) New York;  
 Patricia Yancey Martin & Marlene Powell, ‘Accounting for the "second assault": Legal organizations' framing of rape 
victims’ (1994) 19 Law & Social Inquiry 853. 
11 See e.g. Attorney-General's Criminal Justice Sexual Offences Taskforce, Responding to sexual assault: The way 
forward (2006) Attorney-General's Department NSW; Linda Louise Beckett,  Care in collaboration: Preventing 
secondary victimisation through a holistic approach to pre-court sexual violence interventions (2007) Victoria 
University of Wellington. 
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rather than pursue the formal complaints process, saying that the nexus between the stalking and the 
University was too remote for them to intervene, as some of the stalking has happened off campus, even 
though they study in the same building and have unisex open change rooms next to each other.   

 

This approach was wholly unsatisfactory. SCP did not support my friend in any way. She just wanted to be rid 
of the whole situation, and for someone to take on the responsibility of punitive measures against the 
perpetrator. My friend was in a state of trauma and did not want to keep retelling and living in her experience, 
she wanted space to heal. SCP did not help her, or meet their duty of care towards her, rather they obfuscated 
the process to such an extent that she did not end up making a formal complaint.  The perpetrator has not 
been reprimanded or spoken to and appears to have no insight to recognise his behaviour was wrong or how 
to change. The whole job of support and advocacy for my friend has fallen to me, although I have been grateful 
for the assistance of UMSU in providing some guidance. 

 

Both Case Studies epitomise the student experience of situations where the University has limited capacity to 
act, and consequently where SCP cannot adequately progress the student’s concerns within the University’s 
regulatory framework. Both Case Studies refer to gaps or cracks in the current system. In Case Study 1, the 
student was referred to CAPS for emotional support, however the waiting time was inappropriate for a student 
in crisis. Self-advocacy is very difficult for those in crisis, and she would have benefited from some independent 
advocacy to help secure her an earlier appointment or referral. There were also several barriers facing this 
student to progress her matter through the University’s reporting process, and she needed independent 
support to overcome some of those evidentiary challenges.  

In such situations, there is an obvious limit to the SCP’s capacity to assist a complainant. Many survivors face 
critical barriers to reporting due to the challenges they face meeting the threshold of evidence the SCP 
requires to initiate an investigation. The SCP is restrained from assisting complainants to compile information 
for the purpose of an investigation, by the obvious risk to the integrity and procedural fairness of the 
investigation itself. That is, the University cannot provide direct assistance to complainants in collecting 
evidence and making a report, as well as conducting the investigation, and formulating outcomes, as a 
respondent could legitimately question the fairness and objectivity of the entire process. Independent support 
for the complainant overcomes this conflict and fills an identified gap in survivors’ experience of the process. 

In Case Study 2, the student was frustrated by the advice from SCP to undertake actions she felt she had 
already exhausted, and the SCP’s opinion that the nexus between the conduct of the respondent and the 
University was too remote. In fact, the University’s complaints process does have jurisdiction to deal with such 
matters, and the student would have benefited from independent advice and support in respect of this option 
and establishing factual arguments to SCP in favour of intervention.  
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The above diagram illustrates the tripartite model, with the student at its centre, ensuring no students who 
have experienced sexual violence feel they have “fallen through the cracks”. By collegial liaison with the 
University’s systems, students in crisis or suffering post-traumatic stress will have better access to and 
experience of the existing systems. 

In this model the SCP, CAPS and UMSU all have distinct but complementary roles in the response to students 
who have experienced sexual violence.  UMSU proposes that a partnership of this type ensures that such 
students are provided with psychological support, access to a reporting process, and concurrently supported 
by the independent advisory and advocacy function provided by UMSU. 

The proposed Adviser, Responding to Sexual Violence would additionally provide a point of referral for staff 
in the SCP and CAPS when a student requires support that is either outside the scope of the service provided 
or cannot be provided by the University to ensure the overall integrity of the reporting process.   

The proposed position would have an estimated projected cost in a range between approximately $225 000 
and $280 000 and over two years; program costs of $25 000 per annum and a salary cost to be determined 
based on the time-fraction of the position.12  

Recommendations 
That support for this proposal would form a valuable aspect of the University’s response to the 
recommendations arising from the AHRC Change the Course Report in overcoming barriers to student 
reporting, and the student experience of responding to sexual violence. 

Accordingly, that the University make an additional SSAF allocation to UMSU to engage this position at 0.8 or 
full time for the provision of the advice and support to student survivors of sexual harassment and assault. A 
two-year pilot would reveal possible changes or improvements based on an evaluation of the program. 

 
12 Figures subject to confirmation. 



Attachment 2 – UMSU Top Ten Priorities to improve responses to sexual and relationship 
harms at UoM 

 

UMSU Sexual Assault and Harassment Working Party 

September 2020 

 

Vision 

Develop a university-wide action plan that is victim centred and trauma informed. This must 
include improved policies, processes, and practices for reporting (including anonymous 
reporting), investigation and adjudication, therapeutic services, alternative justice and 
resolution pathways, and prevention. 

 

Priorities 

1. Create a stand-alone sexual assault and harassment policy (including stalking and 
relationship violence), that is mandated across all UoM departments and affiliates , 
including residential colleges. This policy should be developed in conjunction with 
those with lived experience and subject matter experts. It should focus on reporting 
as a process, rather than a singular decision. 

2. Move all reporting and therapeutic services, including anonymous reporting, away 
from university administrative premises into a stand-alone ‘Health and Wellbeing 
Centre’. All reporting and therapeutic services should reflect the diversity of the 
university community. 

3. Publish clear guidelines, in multiple languages, about reporting, complaint, 
investigation, and adjudication processes. 

4. Publish clear information about the breadth and diversity of sexual and relationship 
harms, in order to promote reporting from as many groups and communities within 
UoM as possible. 

5. Publish annual figures (appropriately anonymised) for reporting, complaint, and 
adjudication, to promote transparency in decision-making and development of a 
genuine ‘zero tolerance’ approach. 

6. Develop an independent investigative process, including appropriately trained staff, 
available to all departments and affiliates of UoM. 

7. Maintain one investigative process for all complaints, whether student or staff. This 
should include all graduate students and those on placement with external agencies. 

8. Develop alternative justice and resolution processes, with appropriately trained and 
supported staff, made available across UoM and affiliates. 

9. Develop appropriate educational resources, alongside students, to define UoM 
culture and expectations, and assist students in developing positive relationships. 

10. Develop a liaison committee, including representatives from key community 
agencies and services. 



Attachment 3 – Results of consultations with student leaders re. guiding policy principles on 
sexual and relationship harms at UoM 

UMSU response to consultants – 11/5/2021 

Guiding Principles for Stand-Alone Policy on Relationship Harms 

The following list outlines the key principles that students would like to see enacted, in 
relationship to the development and implementation of a stand-alone policy on sexual and 
relationship harms for all University of Melbourne (UoM) students. 

It should also be noted that, given the hurried timeframe of the consultation process, student 
voices and opinions will continue to be sought on these matters, which may result in further 
commentary from UMSU. Furthermore, students wish to be actively involved in the ongoing 
development, implementation, and evaluation of the policy. 

Guiding Principles: 

1. Any policy must sit within a wider frame of victim-centric, trauma-informed 
practice, and systemic cultural change. 

2. The policy should be connected to ongoing education and information sessions for 
students (for each year level, as well as post-graduate, in multi-media form). 
Content should cover positive relationships, identifying abusive acts and 
relationships, reporting, disclosure, alternative justice pathways, investigation and 
adjudication processes, and possible outcomes. 

3. There must be ONE policy, clearly outlining the Duty of Care UoM holds, wherever 
harms occur, including colleges and institutions where UoM students are on 
placement. 

4. Disclosure and reporting are a process, which require ongoing therapeutic 
communication from trained personnel. 

5. There must be clear guidelines on confidentiality and the ethics of reporting and 
risk. 

6. There should be ONE investigation process, where relationship harm investigations 
are conducted by independent investigators, whether reports are about staff or 
students. 

7. Staff receiving reports, adjudicating matters, or conducting alternative justice 
processes, should be appropriately trained and supervised. 

8. The policy should include access to alternative justice pathways. 
9. The policy should not preclude access to any community agencies or justice 

processes. 
10. There should be ongoing evaluation of the policy, particularly the experience of 

complainants, which should be, with appropriate anonymisation, be published. 

 

 

 



Attachment 4 – Results of consultations with student leaders re. consultant questions (stand-
alone policy guidelines) 

UMSU answers to Stand-alone SA/SH policy questionnaire 
 
1. What is your role as a student representative?  

This questionnaire has been compiled on behalf of UMSU. Consultations were held with 
student office bearers representing the breadth of the student population. 
 

2. Are you aware of the University’s current policies and processes for addressing sexual 
misconduct, including sexual assault and/or sexual harassment for staff and students?  
Most respondents expressed the view that they only became aware of Sexual 
Assault/Sexual Harassment (SA/SH) policies when they became student representatives. 
Students need to be aware of all policies and practices, particularly of eligibility, 
investigation, and adjudication, prior to trying to engage with them as services. It is vital 
that students are aware of this information before traumatic experiences so that there isn’t 
further burden placed on them post-trauma.  
Information is, typically, given out to students early in their first year, along with a 
substantial amount of other information. It was not accompanied by face-to-face 
information sessions, or online modules, nor was it followed up in later years. Students 
believe communication of information about these policies and processes should occur in 
multi-media form, including face-to-face, throughout students’ university careers. On a 
broader note, discussion of SA/SH, and other relationship harms, should be set in a broader 
context of education and information. Many students who report say that not only did they 
not know, at the time, what to do about the abuse, but also, whilst knowing the behaviour 
was wrong, were not sure if it met a threshold of seriousness required to report. They 
frequently say that it wasn’t until they attended an education session on SA/SH/talked to a 
friend etc. that they felt able to describe what happened to them as abuse. 
Students want all education and information to be connected to a wider context of 
developing positive relationships, establishing how students are expected to behave, as 
well as how the University will act should abuses occur. 
 
It is also important to note that University staff often have little knowledge of the 
university’s policies and practices on SA/SH matters. Whilst many may be able to direct 
students to the Safer Communities Program (SCP), they lack knowledge of other services, 
both within the University and the wider community. Furthermore, students do not have 
faith in the SCP program, disliking both its location and its image as an administrative arm 
of the university. 
 
Information is available to students, including collated resources for survivors, but are not 
well-known to students. There is little coordination between university services, the 
University of Melbourne Student Union (UMSU), and community services, meaning 
resources are seldom updated. 
 
Nobody, in any consultation, or who has reported to UMSU, has ever been aware of what 
would happen when they reported, who would investigate their matter and how. Nor has 
anyone been able to say who would adjudicate on their complaint, with which 
methodology, and having undergone what training.  
 
In short, students would like to see the new stand-alone policy embedded in a wider reform 
of education, on both positive relationships and understanding of relationship harms. 
Information should be consistent, across the University of Melbourne (UoM) and 
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community services. Messaging should be regular, multi-media, and for both staff and 
students. It should include information about what may be reported, where to report and 
to whom, and how matters will be investigated and adjudicated. 
 

3. From your point of view, have you had any engagement with the current policies and 
processes?  
Several students who took part in consultations had experienced abuse directly. Most had 
experience of a helping a fellow student with relationship harm issues or knowing someone 
in their friendship group who had experienced abuse. 
The following short narratives are a sample of those heard in consultation, or reported by 
participants from previous experience: 
 
One student reported to a senior staff member at their college that they were being 
harassed by a fellow student. They asked that staff speak to him about the behaviour, but 
were offered help writing a letter, or having a facilitated one-on-one conversation. They 
wanted neither. The matter ended there. 
 
Another student complained to a staff member in their faculty about harassment by 
someone in their tutorial. They were referred to SCP. They were unclear about how their 
matter was investigated and, during the lengthy process, managed the continued presence 
of the harasser by turning up late to tutorials, in an attempt to find a seat away from them. 
 
Several students had experienced making a complaint only to be given paperwork to read, 
to ascertain whether their complaint met the university’s criteria. 
 
In one faculty staff members, unaware of the university’s processes, or their timeliness, 
activated an HR process. Students asked for a facilitated conversation with the harasser, 
which was organised. 
 
There were many more stories, most concerning a lack of information, confusion about 
multiple reporting pathways, fear of processes, and meeting services that lacked victim-
centric approaches. 

 
4. Are the current processes for making a complaint and seeking support clear and easy to 

understand? Is it clear where a report can be made, the reporting options, the supports 
available, the investigation process and the outcomes?  
Firstly, it needs to be made clear that there is not, currently, ONE policy at UoM, but 
multiple policies, utilised by departments, colleges, and faculties. Responses to sexual and 
relationship harms tend to be ad-hoc and localised, rather than consistently applied across 
the University. This can be particularly problematic when students are on placements with 
external institutions, often falling in the gaps between the policies and practices of each 
organisation. 
 
Staff mostly advise students go to SCP but have little or no awareness of the complaint 
procedures. 
Students are confused by the different policies and practices, and past conversations with 
students and survivors show that student knowledge of current processes often does not 
go further than going to the Safer Communities Program as their first port-of-call for 
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reporting. Beyond that, students are often unable to articulate what support pathways they 
have available to them (including Centres Against Sexual Assault (CASA), 
mediation/alternative justice pathways, etc.) and are unaware of how the University’s 
investigation or data handling processes work once this happens. 

 
UoM currently insists that all policies must be in English only. UMSU believes this policy is 
not compatible with the multicultural student body and makes services harder to access. 
Furthermore, this policy is not trauma-informed, understanding the vulnerabilities of 
students, who have experienced abuse, being unable to navigate a system in their first 
language. 
 
There is also a stark contrast between how UMSU communicates information about 
support for survivors, as opposed to how the University does so. University phrasing tends 
to obscure realities of harms and divert student attention away from available services; 
racism policy is contained within “Diversity and Inclusion” guidelines, SA/SH issues are titled 
with the word “Respect”. Students would like the language describing relationship harms to 
be clear and unequivocal. 

 
5. Do the current processes result in any perverse or unintended consequences that could 

be avoided through a review of the current policy and creation of new guiding principles 
or a new policy?  
The absence of a standalone, university-wide policy means that there are inconsistent 
responses in how sexual and relationship harms are dealt with. There are gaps in protecting 
students on-placement, students who are in relationships with other students where the 
harm has taken place off-campus, college activities (such as for sports teams), international 
students and harms that take place online. The failure to acknowledge these unique 
experiences means that experiences of sexual and relationship harms are homogenised. 
 
The University’s current systems and processes are also not trauma-informed or victim-
centric. In other words, the University has tended to approach sexual and relationship 
harms from a bureaucratic point-of-view; for example, sexual assault and harassment is 
tacked onto the end of a list of behaviours that qualify as “misconduct”, therefore being 
equated with cheating on an exam. This has the risk of retraumatising survivors and causing 
further harm.  
 
University processes ultimately limit survivor autonomy; forcing them to choose between a 
limited range of choices when the survivor wanted to do something else in the first 
instance. In one survivor’s words, when reports of abuse are made the University either 
tends to ignore them or treat them with great seriousness. There are no other options. 
Students would like a greater breadth of possible responses, including restorative justice 
pathways, and for survivors to have agency in how they wish for their harm to be 
addressed.  
 

6. Are you aware of any barriers to students using the current processes for reporting sexual 
misconduct/seeking assistance?  
We’ve addressed this somewhat in previous questions. However, one of the largest barriers 
we have suggested, but not addressed directly, is a lack of trust in the University’s 
willingness to tackle relationship harms effectively. Students see the main UoM aim as 
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reputational protection, as several recent news stories can attest. The relationship has 
deteriorated over the years, driven by poor administrative responses, including ticketing 
systems for complaining, and housing therapeutic services in an administrative context.  
 

7. What student considerations are relevant in the development of new Guiding Principles 
and the development of a stand-alone policy to address sexual misconduct?  
 
Our guiding principles are that new policy must be trauma-informed and victim-centric. All 
policies and practices, including investigation and adjudication, must be clear, consistent, 
and transparent. 
UMSU would like UoM to implement the On Safe Ground principles (see attached link). 
Also, below (in answer to question 8) are the 10 priorities developed by UMSU student 
representatives, which show clear alignment between student wishes and AHRC 
recommendations. They also demonstrate the necessity of embedding stand-alone policy 
changes in a wider process of change, with improved investigation and adjudication 
practices, and development of alternative justice pathways. 
 

8. Are there any specific measures that you would like to see introduced?  
 
Priorities 
1. Create a stand-alone sexual assault and harassment policy (including stalking and 

relationship violence), that is mandated across all UoM departments and affiliates , 
including residential colleges. This policy should be developed in conjunction with those 
with lived experience and subject matter experts. It should focus on reporting as a 
process, rather than a singular decision. 

2. Move all reporting and therapeutic services, including anonymous reporting, away from 
university administrative premises into a stand-alone ‘Health and Wellbeing Centre’. All 
reporting and therapeutic services should reflect the diversity of the university 
community. 

3. Publish clear guidelines, in multiple languages, about reporting, complaint, 
investigation, and adjudication processes. 

4. Publish clear information about the breadth and diversity of sexual and relationship 
harms, in order to promote reporting from as many groups and communities within 
UoM as possible. 

5. Publish annual figures (appropriately anonymised) for reporting, complaint, and 
adjudication, to promote transparency in decision-making and development of a 
genuine ‘zero tolerance’ approach. 

6. Develop an independent investigative process, including appropriately trained staff, 
available to all departments and affiliates of UoM. 

7. Maintain one investigative process for all complaints, whether student or staff. This 
should include all graduate students and those on placement with external agencies. 

8. Develop alternative justice and resolution processes, with appropriately trained and 
supported staff, made available across UoM and affiliates. 

9. Develop appropriate educational resources, alongside students, to define UoM culture 
and expectations, and assist students in developing positive relationships. 

10. Develop a liaison committee, including representatives from key community agencies 
and services. 
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9. Do you have any relevant reports or publications that you would like to share for the 
purposes of this Review?  
UMSU 10 Priorities. UMSU 2020 Report. AHRC and UNSW reports (see attached) 
 

10. Do you have any recommendations to improve the University’s response to sexual 
misconduct, other than those published in your reports? 
To reinforce a duty of care among University staff towards students, we recommend 
mandating the use of content warnings, post-tutorial debriefing sessions and the waiving of 
attendance hurdles when students leave a tutorial due to triggering material. 
 
Integrating survivor services into education: mandatory module, taking first step to 
introduce services during first tutorial and then extending it towards whole of 
subject/degree and enshrining it in policy so that tutors will have to follow these 
procedures, also having every assignment having a QR code redirecting to services, since 
students have to engage with assignments and exams anyway. 
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Background to the report 
This report has been compiled by the Sexual Harm Response Coordinator, within the Advocacy and Legal 

Division of the University of Melbourne Student Union (UMSU). It represents the culmination of 

exhaustive consultations with students, both graduate and undergraduate, local and international, 

particularly elected student Office Bearers. Consultations were also held with UMSU, chancellery, faculty, 

Stop 1, counselling and residential college staff.  Many other students also sought consultation. Those 

who did so were universally critical of the current situation, all having lived experience of both abuse and 

the current state of complaints and justice processes at the university. The report will be submitted to 

the UMSU Students’ Council, for its endorsement, before being presented to the Respect Taskforce. 

The purpose of this report is to articulate the views of students about how sexual and relationship harms 

are currently addressed within the University of Melbourne (UoM). It will review the policies, practices 

and initiatives students would like to see that would improve UoM’s current response and prevention 

measures. This report cannot possibly cover all the opinions across UoM, or the initiatives and 

advancements UoM has made in the last two years, nor does it seek to. It represents a significant cross-

section of opinion as to the work undertaken so far, the critical issues that remain to be addressed, and 

some suggestions for the best ways to accomplish them. It will begin by providing a brief background to 

the key issues faced by all universities, including UoM. The Executive Summary then provides an overview 

of student views, including recommendations for future initiatives. More comprehensive descriptions of 

student consultations then follow.  

The report is structured around the six foundation principles laid out in the landmark 2017 UNSW (AHRC 

Centre) report, “On Safe Ground”. These principles address the core elements of effective responses to 

relationship harms within Higher Education institutions. 

The six principles are:  

• Development of safe and inclusive frameworks for responding. 

• Comprehensive, consistent, and coordinated design and content, of all related materials, 

processes and programmes. 

• Accessible, transparent, and enforceable processes for investigation, and adjudication of 

allegations. 

• Resourced, inter-connected and responsive support services. 

• Collaborative links with external support services. 

• Institutional commitment to prevention framework. 
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Crucially, the principles do not draw distinctions between different aspects of institutions, such as the 

University’s own educational divisions, its affiliated colleges, or the independent student organisations, 

rather seeing universities as whole communities with common goals. This report is written in the same 

spirit. Each section will address the key issues described by students, about current responses and future 

work they wish to see undertaken. They have not drawn distinctions as to which part of the university 

community should undertake that work. The last section will outline a workplan that UMSU will seek to 

implement, better to provide structure and clarity to the students’ involvement in Respect issues, 

including changes that are required in student-led activities and events. 

The report, as requested by many, is as brief as possible, given the depth and breadth of opinion. Whilst 

the core purpose of this document is critique, it is important to note the positive intent of many within 

UoM, and the myriad practices and policy changes already underway.  

As terminology and meaning may differ, or be subject to interpretation, this report will utilise the 

following definitions to denote elements of sexual and relationship harms: where the term 'rape' is used, 

it refers to penetration of the anus, mouth, or vagina without consent. The term 'sexual assault' refers to 

the touching of genitals, buttocks, or breasts without consent. ‘Sexual harassment’ refers to unwelcome 

and inappropriate sexual remarks or physical advances in a workplace, or other professional, or social, 

situation. ‘Stalking’ refers to persistent and unwanted attention that leaves the subject feeling harassed 

and/or in fear of violence. ‘Relationship harm’ refers to a pattern of emotional, psychological, physical, 

sexual, or financial abuse, occurring within a relationship context (either current or past). All case studies 

are real events, as described to the writer, but names have been changed. 

Finally, please be warned that this report contains graphic information, and narratives, about sexual and 

relationship harms.  
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Executive Summary 

 
Higher education institutions are high-risk environments for sexual assault, harassment, and relationship 

violence. Young people, particularly young women, are the most targeted community group for sexual 

assault and harassment. Risks also emanate from the pressures of relationships in early adulthood, 

cultural norms around the prevalence of alcohol, and the power differential in relationships between staff 

and students. The development of a preventative community culture, victim-centric reporting processes, 

and effective justice processes, are therefore vital. 

Since the landmark 2017 AHRC and UNSW reports, UoM has made some progress. There were clear 

statements of support for victims from leadership and the development of a Respect Taskforce. 

Numerous initiatives were established, around the university, to improve students’ understanding of 

consent, to encourage increased reporting, and to improve community safety. It is clear to the student 

body, however, that since the initial phase of action, progress has slowed considerably. In 2018, in 

response to the AHRC and UNSW reports, students made a series of twelve recommendations to the 

Respect Taskforce. There has been little tangible progress on these recommendations, with the slow pace 

of change appearing most marked in the last twelve months, as projects have dwindled, and Taskforce 

momentum has diminished. It is also clear that UoM has fallen behind many comparable institutions in 

its responses, particularly those that have adopted community-wide approaches. The notable exception 

to this trend has been those colleges who, although both separate entities and high-risk environments, 

have developed cooperative practices and fostered shared goals, in attempts to improve safety and 

develop positive relationship cultures. Whilst there is much more to be done, students within certain 

colleges were optimistic about their environment, and positive about leadership from both staff and 

students. Other areas of UoM have also made significant changes, but initiatives are not yet integrated 

into a university-wide approach, diminishing the prospect of transformative change to the wider 

environment. 

Three issues most concern students in the current climate. Firstly, there is considerable opposition to the 

physical placement of reporting and therapeutic services within the administrative area of student 

services, Stop 1. Many have commented that, despite the best efforts of the staff at the Safer 

Communities Programme (SCP), the location represents a barrier to reporting. It is neither victim-centric 

nor trauma-informed to position services responding to those who have experienced sexual and 

relationship harms in an administrative and bureaucratic setting. Students stated that the location, and 

its public nature, reinforced a mistrust between students and the university. Students would like to see 

all relationship harm processes and practices within an appropriately located wellbeing centre, separate 
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from ordinary administration services. There was also suggestion that, should such a change take place, 

students themselves could play a more integral role in disclosure and support services.  

The second most pressing issue is the multiple systems of complaint and reporting, and the subsequent 

investigation and adjudication processes that lack transparency. In many cases, students who did 

complain, either to university or external agencies, had already told their story multiple times, to different 

people, before responses were put in place. Some had reported multiple times only to be told there was 

nothing UoM could do. These issues have fostered mistrust and confusion, leading to continued low 

reporting rates. In fact, the university complaints system came in for the most sustained criticism, with 

many suggesting policies are also neither victim-centric, nor trauma-informed, and are inappropriate and 

insufficient for dealing with interpersonal and relationship abuses. Those students who commented on a 

preferred process identified the need for a stand-alone system, connected to therapeutic and justice 

processes, that addresses the unique challenges of relationship harms. 

Thirdly, when reporting harassment or assault many will utter some variation of the phrase, “I want you 

to know what happened, but I don’t want you to do anything.” This phrase is the key to understanding 

the unique pressure of peer culture, fear of ostracism from their groups, and the universal concerns and 

anxieties common to relationship crime victims. Victims often then say, “I don’t want him to get into 

trouble. I just want him to stop doing it.” This highlights the lack of alternative justice processes 

throughout UoM, and the reliance on inadequate localised processes. Not only does UoM have no 

relationship with law enforcement, for potentially criminal matters at one end of the spectrum, but 

equally there are no early intervention measures, nor restorative justice processes, and no intervention 

processes for those with problem behaviours. 

Although these three issues were of most concern to students, there were several other criticisms of 

current culture and practice, along with suggestions for improvements: 

• Narratives about students as “fully-fledged” adults, and UoM not being “in loco parentis” need 

to be clarified. Students reported the need for relationship guidance, in both academic and 

residential settings, and assistance with the development and maintenance of safe cultures.  

• Narratives about UoM as a collection of separate entities – the University itself, private residential 

colleges, and student organisations — rather than one community are counter-productive.  

• Current responses are too focused on individual responsibility, at the expense of community and 

culture development. 

• Messaging around issues of consent and the development of transformative change initiatives 

should, wherever possible, be done by students, or in liaison with student representatives.  
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• The central narrative, of male sexual violence towards women, whilst clearly the dominant issue, 

was seen to overshadow the prevalence of sexual harms to other groups and genders. 

• The lack of messaging and materials in languages other than English does not reflect the needs of 

international students when faced with traumatic experiences.  

• Students perceive a lack of diversity across reporting and therapeutic services. 

 

Students have made suggestions for numerous improvements, these are incorporated into the 

recommended university initiatives and UMSU’s own activities which are described in the UMSU Action 

Plan, at the end of the document. Importantly, students want to take a lead role, both at local and 

university-wide level, in the development of initiatives and processes that create transformations in the 

culture of UoM. Many also acknowledged that students could have done more, in recent years, to create 

initiatives, drive change, and demand greater action from the university. It is hoped that, despite the 

strong criticisms in this report, the development of both a UoM ‘Community of Practice’ and an UMSU 

Working Party to address sexual and relationship harms, will lead to renewed progress in addressing these 

important issues. 
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ARC Principles 

Key points and recommendations 
Principle 1 - Development of safe and inclusive frameworks for responding. 

Key points: 

• There is no integrated, university-wide framework for addressing sexual and relationship harm. 

• Many parts of the university have improved processes and policies. 

• The issue of sexual assault and harassment has been made to fit into the current administrative 

and complaints systems, rather than being addressed separately. 

• University messaging about sexual and relationship harm is vague and inadequate. Students do 

not relate to the content or process. 

• Many groups do not feel current service provision, including reporting and support, reflect their 

need. 

Recommendations: 

The development of a working party, as a partnership between students and staff, to guide the 

development of university-wide initiates, to develop better integration of services and inclusivity. 

Development of services that represent the breadth of cultural, sexual and gender-diverse groups across 

UoM. 

Development of integrated, university-wide messaging, with greater focus on inclusivity. 

All Respect related materials to be presented in languages reflecting the breadth of the international 

student body. 

Clarification of ‘Duty of care’ issues, particularly for students on placement with outside organisations, or 

where abuses occur primarily outside the physical university environment. 
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Principle 2 - Comprehensive, consistent, and coordinated design and content, of 

all related materials, processes, and programs. 

Key points: 

• Multiple reporting and complaint systems are confusing. 

• Complaint and reporting policies processes are neither victim-centric nor trauma-informed. 

• Anonymous reporting systems are uncoordinated and have shown little benefit. 

• Many areas of the university have improved responses, but these are uncoordinated, and not 

part of a university-wide plan. 

Recommendations: 

Stand-alone, university-wide policies and practices for addressing relationship harms, holding 

perpetrators to account, and fostering a culture of prevention. 

Initiatives should include all policies related to sexual and relationship harms (rape, sexual assault, sexual 

harassment, stalking, and relationship violence), including reporting, anonymous reporting, investigation, 

and adjudication. Where possible, students should also have access to alternative justice responses, and 

intervention services for those found to have perpetrated abuses. 
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Principle 3 - Accessible, transparent, and enforceable processes for investigation, 

and adjudication of allegations. 

Key points 

• Students are confused about disclosure and reporting options, leading to reduced disclosures and 

multiple reporting before accessing services. 

• The placement of therapeutic and reporting services in Stop One is a significant barrier to 

reporting. Mixing administrative services and therapeutic services in the same space is neither 

victim-centric, nor trauma-informed. 

• Duty of care issues, both within UoM and between UoM and other institutions are confusing, 

regularly leading to inaction.  

• Despite a plethora of information, students continue to avoid, and lack faith in, the university’s 

complaints and reporting processes. Reporting rates are less than half what they are in the 

general population. 

• Queer students, students of colour, and international students, were the least likely to find the 

services accessible or wish to report. 

• Responses to sexual harm focus on individual responsibility rather than community values and 

relationship management principles. 

• Students have most faith in systems that include relationship management processes and 

principles. 

 

Recommendations: 

Development of stand-alone policies for sexual and relationship harm complaints. 

Initiatives to encourage reporting for all student groups, genders, and identities. 

Development of appropriately trained investigators and adjudicators to deal with serious misconduct, 

sexual and relationship harms. 

Greater focus on alternative justice practices. 
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Principle 4 - Resourced, inter-connected and responsive support services. 

Key points: 

• Current services are not appropriately located. 

• Responses are not coordinated or inter-connected. 

• Services are under-resourced, and do not reflect the breadth of the university community. 

• There is no 24-hour telephone service, for responding to sexual and relationship harm 

within the university. (N.B. There is now a mental health helpline at UoM, but it is not 

specific to sexual and relationship harm issues) 

 

Recommendations: 

The creation of a Health and Wellbeing Centre, separate from the Stop One administration building, 

incorporating reporting and therapeutic services, and a 24-hour telephone support service. 

Principle 5 - Collaborative links with external support services. 

Key points: 

• Collaborative links appear non-existent. 

• All areas of the university are accessing resources about similar issues and needs, but 

efforts are not coordinated. 

• There are no formal links with police of other forensic services. 

• There is no plan to develop formal links with sexual assault services, relationship violence 

services, or those with expertise in addressing stalking. 

• There are no services, or links with external services, providing interventions for 

perpetrators of abusive behaviour. 

 

Recommendations: 

The development of a liaison committee, including student representation, with relevant external service 

providers, including, but not limited to: Victoria Police SOCIT, CASA, Safe Steps, No to Violence, and 

eHeadspace. 
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Principle 6 - Institutional commitment to prevention framework. 

Key points: 

• There is no institutional prevention framework. 

• UoM documents on student life and student-centric practices do not include Respect 

issues in priority initiatives. 

• Prevention strategies are mostly localized, and university-wide initiatives are not 

compulsory. 

 

Recommendations: 

The development of a university-wide prevention strategy, incorporating faculties, colleges (and other 

student residences), including clubs, societies, camps and events. Attention should be given to 

relationships with other institutions, particularly those where UoM students are on placement. 

 

Feedback from consultations 

This section provides a background to the key issues of sexual and relationship harms within higher 

education institutions, and a fuller picture of the consultations undertaken in the development of this 

report. The writer sought consultation with as broad a cross-section of the student body as possible, 

particularly those elected as student representatives. Workshops and seminars were conducted with 

some student groups, but many students opted to talk one-on-one, particularly those who had lived 

experience of abuses, or of the university’s systems and processes. Consultations were also sought with 

a cross-section of UoM staff, including UMSU, faculties, services, and colleges. These are their views, once 

again presented through the six principles outlined by the AHRC.  
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Brief background to the issues 

Prevalence and reporting 

Sexual offending and harassment are prevalent in our communities, with young people most at risk. 

Higher education institutions around the world have acknowledged, particularly in the last decade, that 

issues of sexual and relationship harms are widespread within their communities, that it is under-

reported, and that much still needs to be done in the prevention of, and response to, sexual and 

relationship harms.  

In an Australian context, several reports have highlighted the prevalence of sexual crime in higher 

education institutions: 

The Talk About It (2011) report found that 86% of students had experienced sexual harassment, 67% had 

unwanted sexual encounters, and 17% experienced sexual assault. 

The AHRC (2017) report, “Change the Course”, found that, every year: 

• 26% of students are sexually harassed in a university setting. 

• 6.9% report sexual assault on at least one occasion 

• 1.6% report sexual assault in a university setting 

 

These numbers suggest that, every year, at the University of Melbourne: 

• 17,420 students experience sexual harassment 

• 4,623 experience sexual assault 

• 419 experience sexual assault in a university setting 

 

These figures are slightly higher than for the general population, where 2.5% of women and 0.5% of men 

report sexual assault or rape each year, but when the high-risk age bracket of students is factored in, the 

figure is unlikely to be significantly different from the wider community. Sexual harassment figures 

suggest high rates of victimisation within the broader community. Whilst the rate found by the AHRC 

(2017) report may not seem as high, the figure is for the duration of respondents’ student experience, 

whereas community figures are taken over a lifetime prevalence. In that context, sexual harassment rates 

for students are high.  The 2018 AHRC report, “Everyone’s Business: 2018 Sexual Harassment Survey”, 

found that young people were at greatest risk of sexual harassment. 
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There is an even greater difference between community figures, and those of higher education 

institutions, when it comes to reporting. Whilst general reporting of sexual assault is low, and sexual 

harassment even lower (ABS 2016; AHRC 2018), student reporting is significantly lower still. The 2015 Talk 

About It report found that 73% of students had experienced sexual harassment and 27% experienced 

sexual assault. It also stated that 51% of perpetrators were students and that fewer than 6% of students 

reported the incident to the university. Of those who did, a very significant majority, of 72%, were 

dissatisfied with the outcome. 

Increased risk in higher education settings 

Young adults, between 18 and 25 years-old are the group most targeted by perpetrators of sexual harm 

in our communities (NSPCC 2011, Tarczon and Quadara 2012). The increased risk to young people is 

particularly prevalent in public space (ANROWS 2015, Cox 2015), but is also the case online (Wolak, 

Finkelhor and Mitchell 2008). The AHRC (2017) report found that female students are more than twice as 

likely to experience sexual harassment than male students, and more than three times more likely to 

experience sexual assault. Sexual offenders target vulnerability, so the high-risk groups described in the 

AHRC (2017) report are also reflected in the wider community. The vulnerabilities created by distance 

from dominant cultural and relationship norms within the community mean that LGBTQA+ young people 

are more likely to experience rape and sexual assault (Walters and Breiding 2010, Rothman, Exner & 

Baughman 2011). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people are at greater risk (Tarczon and 

Quadara 2012). Students from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds are more at risk (ONS (UK) 

2012, AIHW 2018) than those from white backgrounds. People with a disability are more likely to be 

targeted than those without (Martin et al 2006, Murray and Powell 2008, Plummer and Findlay 2012). It 

is important to recognize that increased offending against these groups does not reflect on the groups 

themselves, but rather the vulnerability of distance from dominant norms. Offenders often come from 

outside the groups, recognizing the vulnerabilities and the reduced risk of their abuses being reported. 

It is also important to recognize that alcohol, so prevalent in higher education contexts, is a significant 

factor in the increased risk of sexual assault and rape (Neame 2003, Hurley, Parker & Wells 2006, Hall and 

Moore 2008).  

There is extensive evidence to suggest that higher education institutions are an environment likely to 

attract perpetrators, for a variety of reasons. Firstly, young people themselves commit at least 20% of all 

sexual crimes (US DoJ, 2009). Late adolescence and early adult are also a significant period of offending 

onset, with peers the likely target. Middle age is another period where offending may begin, with 

universities offering a unique vulnerability, where staff may hold considerable power over students’ 

future work prospects (Finkelhor 1984, Hanson 2002, Smallbone and Cale, 2015). 
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Relationship between sexual offending and IPV/Stalking 

Whilst the focus of this report is sexual harm, there are considerable connections between sexual crime, 

sexual harassment, interpersonal violence (IPV), and stalking. Any changes to policies and practices 

concerning sexual harm, whether preventative or responsive, must understand and include IPV and 

stalking. 

One in six women, and one in fifteen men, have experienced an episode of stalking since the age of 

eighteen (ABS, PSS 2016). Research suggests that stalking is most prevalent against 18-24-year-olds (Baum 

2009), and that campuses are a place of significant risk (Sheridan, Deakin Respect, 2020). Here too, 

LGBTQ+ people are at greater risk of being targeted, with homophobia a significant driver of the 

behaviour (Sheridan et al, 2016). It is important to note that many perpetrators of sexual assaults against 

the queer community identify as heterosexual (Hodge & Canter 1998; Turchik & Edwards 2012). 

Research into IPV regularly shows that a significant proportion of young people are both victims and 

perpetrators of IPV. Whilst young men are most likely to be perpetrators, particularly of sexual harm, 

young women also commit acts of IPV (Spencer et al 2015, Capaldi et al 2018). There are strong arguments 

that the causes of IPV are different for young women (Swan and Snow, 2006), but some agreement that 

the outcomes for both intervention and prevention efforts are improved when considering both young 

men and young women (O’Leary and Slep, 2012). 

Effective strategies for addressing sexual and relationship harms 

The dynamics of sexual offending have now been the subject of significant scientific inquiry for over forty 

years. Although much of the evidence refutes commonly held views, many myths and misconceptions 

persist.  Each misconception affects the of both victims, perpetrators, and the wider community, stopping 

victims from reporting, and impacting decision-makers and fact finders. This provides the architecture of 

current failures to provide justice, including within the higher education sector. Misconceptions 

surrounding delayed reporting, continued relationship with alleged perpetrators, lack of cohesion in 

complainant narratives, and fragmented memories of events, can have significant impact on fact finders’ 

beliefs in the veracity of complaints. A lack of specialist training, in understanding offender behaviour and 

victim reaction, allows poor practice in both investigation and adjudication, and risks continued low 

reporting rates and unjust processes. 

Systems that focus on adversarial processes have low satisfaction rates for all parties, particularly 

complainants. Even where the standard is only ‘the balance of probability’, few cases are upheld. Most 

higher education institutions in Australia and New Zealand do not have alternative resolution pathways. 

Fewer still run an all-encompassing relationship management and restorative practice model, despite 

clear evidence that such processes are ideal for higher education settings. Research shows restorative 
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processes are felt to be procedurally fair for all parties, reduce both fear and anger towards perpetrators, 

and can provide appropriate consequences. Most importantly, with the focus on both individuals and 

community, they can foster a sense of safety and community cohesion (AIC 2017, Daly 2001 & 2002, RJ 

Council 2016, Tyler et al 1997). 

Key points: 

• University offending rates are comparable to the general population, but reporting rates are 

significantly lower. 

• University settings present unique risks and vulnerabilities. Young people between 18-25 are the 

most likely to be targeted.  

• 20% of all sexual offending is committed by young people. 

• Groups outside the dominant norms, particularly queer students, Indigenous students, and 

people of colour, are disproportionately targeted. 

• The significant power differential between staff and students, during a pivotal period in students’ 

career development, constitutes an ongoing risk factor for abuse. 

• There are strong connections between sexual harm, sexual harassment, relationship violence and 

stalking.  

• Myths and misconceptions of sexual offending are widespread. Investigation and adjudication 

must be carried out by appropriately trained personnel. 

• Effective, accessible systems are identified by trauma-informed and victim-centric practices, 

including a focus on both community and individual outcomes. 

 

 

 

AHRC Principles 

Principle 1: An integrated and inclusive framework 

In almost all consultations, there was confusion as to the University’s overall approach to developing a 

culture of inclusivity and integration. Many students felt that the messaging emanating from UoM’s 

“Respect. Now. Always.” campaign was vague and inadequate, and that groups and issues were separated 

into different themes or ‘weeks’, rather than being part of a collective process of developing justice and 

equity, where all groups felt included and connected to the university’s culture and processes.  
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Vulnerable Groups 
Whilst sexual assault is a markedly gendered issue, as are sexual harassment and stalking, there are, as 

previously discussed, several groups who are disproportionately targeted by offenders, across all genders 

and sexualities.  As in the wider community, these groups are less likely to report abuses or access support 

services and students felt little had been done to address this. Although the university has made some 

progress on broader inclusivity issues, there were many comments about the need to focus more on 

accessibility and inclusivity where relationship harm and trauma have occurred. During such times of 

heightened vulnerability, it was pointed out, the need to feel understood, and to be helped in an 

environment without anxiety, was paramount. “I would want to tell someone who looks and sounds like 

me”, articulated one international student. Queer students also felt more could be done than having 

‘queer-friendly’ supports. Most students who expressed a view on the matter, suggested that the 

university’s messaging around relationships, consent, and relationship harms, did not reflect the breadth 

of cultural, sexual and gender identities at UoM. This lack of diversity, they felt, was a strong inhibitor of 

reporting problems and abuse. 

 

Case study 1: 

Alan was sexually assaulted by his partner, who was also a student of UoM, but in another faculty. He 

decided not to make a formal complaint, nor to go to Stop 1 to access the SCP’s assistance. He was not 

aware of any university service for queer students and had a previous, negative, experience of contact 

with Stop 1 (for an administrative issue, not the SCP). He was anxious about further involvement, and 

feared disclosing there would ‘out’ him, which he did not want to happen. He did not want to go to the 

police either, so he has remained silent.  

 

Diverse cohorts 
Lack of clarity about inclusion and cultural standards is associated with lack of reporting and a fear of the 

consequences of disclosure. International students reported a wide variety of cultural backgrounds in 

which they received their sex and relationship education. They described the difficulties of transition into 

Australian culture and university life, including values and laws around sex and sexuality. Of all groups 

consulted, international students had the least knowledge about where and how to report at UoM, and 

the highest fear of reporting to any authority, including police. They reported the lack of information, in 

languages other than English, about ‘Respect’ related matters such as handling disclosures, reporting and 

complaints processes, was a significant barrier to seeking help and/or reporting abuses. 
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Case study 2: 

Bai was driving to the beach with several friends, all from Asian backgrounds, when they were pulled 

over by police. The policeman spoke to them in a loud and patronizing voice, questioning what they were 

doing and where they were going. Although he let them go without consequence, as they had 

committed no offence, the student found the experience frightening. Bai also spoke of the fear of 

authority in his home country, the lack of sex education and the stigma of reporting abuse. He said he 

was highly unlikely to report to any authority figure, in policing or UoM. This was partly because, he said, 

that he could not see himself represented in current services.   

Cultural Background and Perceptions of Authority 
International students also raised concerns about whether any students would report at all, as many were 

concerned that it would not only affect their ability to stay at the university, but also that reporting may 

impact on their visa status. These fears, coupled with varying experiences of police within their home 

countries, make it less likely that international students will report. Policies that insist all UoM materials 

are only in English exacerbate these issues. Whilst it may be appropriate from an academic point of view, 

to concentrate on English as the core language of the institution, accessibility to therapeutic and reporting 

services would be greatly improved by having materials, and staff, with whom international students were 

able better to relate.   

Some expressed the view that the focus on male violence towards women, whilst representing most 

abuses, disconnected some groups from community messages of support, advice about reporting, and a 

sense that their story would be understood and addressed. There was also criticism that too strong a 

focus on ‘toxic masculinity’ left male students feeling excluded from the development of cultural change. 

Lack of a Coherent University Community Approach 
One of the drivers of the current disjointed approach is the assertion, made in several areas of UoM, that 

the university is not one community, but rather several, all laws unto themselves. There was regular 

commentary that this was unhelpful and confusing, particularly for those harmed, trying to navigate the 

different systems of reporting and accessing services. Furthermore, some felt that the reality of different 

‘businesses’ within UoM is being used to avoid a university-wide approach to culture, values and 

standards. Whilst there is an obvious complexity to these issues, students could not understand why so 

many systems existed, nor why they cannot be coordinated or centralised. This criticism was voiced by 

those seeking to create better processes, as well as those harmed. Where changes had been made, the 

critique was that these were often compliance-driven, rather than responses to a transgression of the 

university community’s values. Whilst students often identify with their faculty or college, they also see 

themselves as a part of UoM. Students believe there must be a unified system, active across all areas, if 
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students are to understand the processes available. Such a unified system of investigation and 

adjudication, across the whole university community, must be transparent and accountable. 

There is a variety of approaches to reporting and complaint, leading to widespread confusion and a block 

to action. Although most colleges have coordinated their reporting and complaints processes, the same 

cannot be said across the rest of UoM. The piecemeal approach is at odds with the AHRC recommendation 

of a “whole-of-university commitment to addressing gender inequality, inclusivity and diversity, 

discrimination and gender-based violence” (p.53)  

In a theme that was raised frequently during discussions, it was felt that more work should be placed in 

the development of both navigating individual relationships and developing positive group cultures. 

Several commentators raised the over emphasis on individual responsibility, pointing to its use to avoid 

reflection on wider group cultures. This issue was also raised by both staff and students negotiating 

abusive behaviours, where cultural norms and values had not been clearly outlined, allowing perpetrators 

to either continue with relative impunity or, on rare occasions, be subject to abrupt and punitive 

measures without reasonable warning.  

Failure to see the bigger picture, and to create university-wide disciplinary and cultural change 

processes, has left students feeling disconnected from the university’s narratives, cynical about the 

effectiveness of reporting, and sceptical of the university’s commitment to the principles outlined in the 

AHRC report. Students outside the dominant norms are reluctant to report to a system in which they 

cannot see themselves. Most commentators suggested that UoM is still some way from an accessible 

and inclusive framework for addressing sexual and relationship harm and that a transformation of 

culture, policies, and practices has barely begun. 
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Principle 2: Comprehensive, consistent, and coordinated design and content 

Whilst the previous principle looks at the ability of an organization to develop culture and practices of 

equity and inclusivity, where all student groups and identities feel represented, this principle 

concentrates on the processes and policies designed to maintain such a culture and address abuses. 

“Fragmented, contradictory and ad hoc policies and practices can be confusing for students and may 

exacerbate the reporting experience and resolution of complaints of sexual assault and harassment.” 

(AHRC, p.53) 

Unfortunately, this is exactly the circumstance many students describe at UoM. The situation appears 

particularly problematic in student accommodation, when students are on placement, or when engaged 

in clubs and society activities, but it was mentioned in every context. Despite the university’s efforts to 

date, students are unclear what policies pertain to sexual harm, what will happen when they report, and 

what options are available to them once they have done so. Most alarming of all, many students could 

not identify UoM’s main initiative, the Safer Community Programme (SCP), as the place to report, nor 

what would happen once they did.  

Communication Strategies 
Although the university has produced a range of communications about relationship abuses, reporting, 

and services, they do not appear successfully to have engaged a broad cross-section of students’ 

attention. Some students interviewed were keenly aware of the issues, whilst others showed little 

understanding. Whilst this mirrors the wider community, there is far greater opportunity within higher 

education settings to develop broader knowledge and values around relationships and relationship 

harms. The MySafety website, having engaged with students in its construction, is an example of the types 

of initiatives that might have more impact. Students were overwhelmingly keen to develop their own 

media, about developing and maintaining positive relationships, consent, sexuality, and understanding 

relationship harms. Consistent design and content must extend to all elements of university life, whether 

academic or social. For example, clubs, societies, camps, and events came in for a wide variety of 

criticisms. It is apparent that some are still labouring under archaic rules and traditions, that cultures are 

sometimes defined by cliques of student leaders, where commentary or complaint is difficult. Where 

activities are undertaken, behavioural expectations were often unclear, the presence of alcohol 

ubiquitous, and some leaders were untrained and unprepared for dealing with problems. Importantly, 

those clubs who sought out training, which appears to be a minority, usually spoke well of it, and felt it 

made a difference to their practice. 
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Trauma informed and victim centred approaches 
The disjointed nature of responses to relationship harms is apparent across all aspects of the university, 

encompassing avenues of reporting (including anonymous reporting), complaints processes, and 

educational and prevention initiatives. Most problematic, from a trauma-informed perspective, is the 

mixing of relationship abuses with other administrative grievance procedures. The view of many students, 

and some staff who contributed to this report, is that the issue of sexual assault and harassment was 

initially “tacked on” to the grievance procedure, as if it were an extension of the administrative issues 

traditionally addressed by the process. Some students commented that current processes smacked of 

bureaucratic expediency over the needs of complainants. It was also suggested that it was expedient to 

see alleged abuses only as individual behavioural problems, further removing the need for a whole-of-

university approach. Many felt that greater inclusion and integration will come from stand-alone policies 

for serious misconduct, particularly sexual and relationship harm. 

Ineffective reporting is Retraumatising  
The multiple processes also highlight that students are still telling their story to multiple people, in some 

cases as many as five, before they engage with a therapeutic or complaints process (or both). Once they 

have reported, many find the system hard to navigate, and decidedly untherapeutic. This is not to say 

that students who get to SCP get a poor response, as several reported good experiences and positive 

support. However, it is the journey to that point many have found most troubling.  

 

Case study 3: 

Cassie had experienced sexual harassment from a male student at her college (typically sexualized 

comments and ‘jokes’ at her expense, both in public and privately). When he appeared in her room 

unexpectedly (she had left her door open when she went to borrow something from a friend, and he was 

in her room when she returned), she decided to act. She first disclosed to a friend, who suggested she tell 

a student leader, which she did. After that conversation she was persuaded to talk to a staff member, who 

asked if she wished to make a complaint. Afraid of the consequences of reporting, she declined. Had she 

chosen any complaint option, the total of disclosure and reporting conversations would have been four, 

at minimum. She also expressed disappointment that she was required to make an official complaint 

before his behaviour could addressed. All she wanted, she said, was for him to stop doing it. 

There are multiple processes of complaint, investigation and adjudication across the different areas and 

entities of the university. Students were bewildered by the processes, did not understand what would 

happen should they report, and most were pessimistic about the effectiveness of doing so. Concerns were 

also raised about fairness. The variety of complaints can be summed up by these comments:  
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 “I had a good experience, but it was because of the people, not the process.” (complaint to college) 

“The policy wasn’t terrible, but it wasn’t being done.” (complaint to college) 

“There’s no process in any of it.” (complaint to UoM) 

N.B The term “process” here was intended to refer to victim-centric practice. 

The unique pressures on students, particularly peer group inclusion, power differentials between 

students and staff, and the high stakes of preparing for post-university working life, mean that reporting 

can be a huge ordeal. The confusion over policies and processes is a major impediment to improvements 

in this area.  

The development of anonymous reporting processes, which is an initiative long argued for by advocates 

in this field, has also been heavily criticised by students. There are now several versions across the 

university, in residential and non-residential environments, none of which is connected to another. 

Students were most sceptical of the university’s own version, with several commenting that it served only 

to collect data for UoM and would have little impact on reducing abuse.  “If the university doesn’t release 

the data on reporting, then what’s the point. It’s tokenism”, was a comment echoed by many interviewed. 

Development of Positive Cultures across the University Community 
Several areas of the university community have instigated initiatives to develop positive cultures or 

improve responses, but good practice is not being shared or replicated across the rest of the university 

community. Several students also noted that progress was reliant on the good work of individuals, rather 

than systemic changes. 

Where there are university-wide initiatives, such as online consent training, some students were 

concerned that participation was only voluntary. This has been a matter of contention previously, and 

further debate is required to resolve the most effective pathways for consent and relationship education. 

Students were mixed in their views on both the specific consent module offered by UoM, and the broad 

“Respect” campaign messaging, portraying messages of support and understanding for victims. Most of 

those interviewed agreed that it was a good beginning, but that not much had changed in the last two 

years. The original posters about Respect issues, featuring university identities, were universally mocked 

by those who participated in this research. Some indicated that they found later messaging an 

improvement, but the words “meaningless” and “irrelevant” were conspicuous in the feedback. Despite 

claims that messaging was derived from students’ own words, many felt they had been altered beyond 

recognition. Students believe that messaging should derive, primarily, from those with lived experience, 

and from the voices of students themselves.  
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Finally, students welcomed the new peer mentoring programme being introduced across UoM. Many 

expressed a lack of understanding about the implementation of the programme and the training 

undertaken by peer leaders. Some voiced concerns that it appeared that an opportunity was being 

missed, to coordinate peer messaging with the Respect campaign.  
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Principle 3: Accessible, transparent, and enforceable processes 

The single source of greatest concern and disappointment for many students was the lack of accessibility 

of therapeutic services, a need for an understanding of therapeutic, complaint, and forensic processes, 

and a need to believe in the potential for just consequences and positive outcomes. 

Evidence suggests UoM is failing to deliver change on this principle more than any other. In short, many 

students lack faith in the university’s response, frequently complaining that the university’s interests are 

placed first, and that complainants are made to “jump through hoops”, while alleged perpetrators are 

seldom held to account. 

There are reasons for this, both within and without the university’s control, but the fundamental flaw is 

that it appears that UoM has tried to adapt its processes and services to fit the issues, or even to protect 

its reputation and interests, rather than develop systems, facilities, people, and processes that are 

specifically designed to address sexual and relationship harms. Key among these concerns is the process 

for addressing relationship harm matters via a complaint and grievance system that is ill-equipped to deal 

with it. Investigation and adjudication processes were variously described as “arbitrary”, “unfair”, “ad 

hoc”, and “amateurish”. While the greatest concern was expressed for the impact on victims, responses 

for alleged perpetrators were also often seen to lack procedural fairness. As one student, who had 

reported abuse, expressed it, “I don’t think they’re bad people, they just have no idea what they’re doing.” 

Whilst this commentary may be inflammatory, it is important to note that it was expressed, out of deep 

frustration, by those with lived experience of both the abuse itself and poor institutional responses. 

Several were told, for example, that their cases could not be investigated because there was “no 

evidence”, without any statements being taken, nor any attempt made to find witnesses. Students were 

also told that there was ‘insufficient evidence’, despite there being multiple complainants accusing the 

same person. Others were told that nothing could be done because of “confidentiality”. Those that 

complained were sometimes given a copy of university regulations so they could check (without support 

or assistance) whether their complaint met the university’s criteria. Those that attempted to resolve 

matters less formally have been told that alleged perpetrators would undergo “grog bans or would write 

“sorry” letters. Not only do these measures amount to little, in terms of a therapeutic response or a 

deterrent to future harms, but they demonstrate a lack of rigour and structure in alternative justice 

practices. More importantly, they were not asked for by complainants themselves. These issues, and 

many more that students described, do point to a lack of professionalism in responding to sexual harms 

in some areas of UoM and, despite the harshness of the language used to describe this, it is critical that 

these lacks are addressed. 
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Improving Accessibility 
Many students expressed the view that the university was more concerned with its reputation than in the 

cultural and practice changes required adequately to address sexual and relationship harm. Whilst this 

view might not be accurate, it was expressed frequently and widely and is evidently what many students 

perceive. Low reporting rates add evidence to the extent of this opinion amongst the student body.  

Three years on from the AHRC “On Safe Ground” report many students, particularly international 

students, cannot name the SCP or Safer Communities Programme as the UoM’s point of contact should 

they experience harassment or relationship harm. Whilst the service receives positive commentary from 

some who have used the service, there have been many criticisms of its location, and its role within Stop 

1. As one student put it, the location made students feel like it’s, “A bureaucratic arm of the university”. 

Another said that anyone who had experienced an abuse of their power would not want to place 

themselves in a building where they felt under the power of the institution. “It’s not at all victim-centric”, 

she said. The current structures, it was suggested, made complainant stories seem like administrative 

issues, rather than complaints of trauma and distress. 

Several students articulated the problems for LGBTQ+ students, who may feel “outed” by having to report 

to an arm of the university, making them even less likely to report. Should reporting be centred on a 

separate centre, particularly one with a broad health and wellbeing focus, this issue may be alleviated. 

Whilst the AHRC report clearly states that therapeutic support services should linked to other academic 

or broader student services (p.59), the priority should be a system that is responsive, primarily, to 

therapeutic need. 

Location, location, location 
Ultimately, the message from those interviewed is that the physical location of therapeutic services, both 

SCP and, to a lesser extent Counselling and Psychological Services (CAPS), within Stop 1, is fundamentally 

flawed.  

As subject matter experts on the Respect taskforce will be aware, the research literature on trauma-

informed approaches recognises that victims often report sideways, to peers, or to a trusted adult in their 

immediate sphere. This is highly likely at an institution such as UoM, where students primarily identify 

with their peers, and their college or faculty (and their systems and processes), rather than the 

mechanisms of the larger institution. This was recognised in the previous model of student support for 

sexual harm issues, where ‘Sexual Harassment Advisers’ were located throughout the university, rather 

than in one place. The change to the current model has therefore exacerbated the problem of multiple 

reporting, where victims disclose to several people, in varying pastoral and professional roles, before 

arriving at the central university service the SCP. Some students reported that they had spoken to five or 
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more people before the conclusion of their matter. Several students angrily suggested that the difficulties 

identifying and accessing services, the bureaucratic responses of the complaints processes and the 

demand for multiple reporting created a culture that appeared victim-blaming, or at least demanded 

considerably more of victims than it did of alleged perpetrators. 

Holding Perpetrators to Account 
Those who found their way to SCP reported mostly positive experiences, particularly with assistance 

around personal security on campus, navigating university processes, and being informed of external 

services.  

Commentary on the complaints processes themselves were overwhelmingly poor. Several voiced the view 

that complaint processes lack a focus on justice outcomes, and that perpetrators are seldom challenged 

or held to account. The most positive commentary was that, “Student welfare here is pretty poor, but 

better than it used to be.” Most complaints concerned students on first contact with the system being 

sent lengthy paperwork about university regulations, to determine whether they wished to pursue their 

complaint. Many were also informed that only allegations that took place directly within UoM’s premises 

or service systems would be considered. It was less the regulation itself that most upset complainants, 

although the delineation of ‘duty of care’ issues between areas of the university is a concern, but the 

bureaucratic nature of the response to sensitive and traumatising issues. 

There is no rigour or transparency in investigative processes undertaken by most areas of UoM. 

‘Investigation’ has become a term lacking meaning, where roles and responsibilities in adjudication and 

decision-making are confused and flawed. The writer did not talk to a single student who expressed a 

positive view about the rigour, integrity, or transparency of investigative and adjudication processes. 

There is a strong need to develop centralised investigative and adjudication processes, with suitably 

trained personnel, as has been accomplished in other higher education settings. 

Broadening the Meaning of ‘Responsibility’ 
Many of those interviewed, both staff and students, raised ‘Duty of Care’ issues, identifying three issues 

of most concern. Firstly, the narrative that problems arising within certain parts of the university 

community which are separate entities from UoM, such as a private college, are not within the remit of 

the University. Whilst in some respects this may be a legal reality, many believed it to be a mechanism 

for the avoidance of responsibility, and fundamentally at odds with the ‘Respect’ messaging and its 

espoused values of cultural change. It also conflates the notion of absolute legal liability with a broad duty 

of care to its students. Where harm is done to a student at the University, the institution arguably owes 

that student support and assistance regardless of the site of that wrong. The University’s narrative, that 

issues within the private colleges are only a matter for those colleges themselves for example, not only 
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leads to a mistrust of UoM, but leads to the second issue of concern, as students felt it betrayed the 

University’s misunderstanding of sexual and relationship harm. Most harms occur within relationships, 

and do not suddenly cease to exist outside the confines of one physical space.  

 

Case study 4 

 Drishti was told that the university could not investigate her complaint because all the acts of harassment 

she alleged, and which she could prove, had not occurred at the university, nor on its electronic server. The 

alleged harasser shared courses, classes, and teaching spaces with her, so to suggest that the relationship 

abuses did not exist within the university seemed absurd to her. Although help was given to navigate 

coursework and finish her studies without further harassment, it was done so without formal complaint 

investigation, nor any consequences for the alleged perpetrator. Whether this was ultimately the case or 

not, the student was left feeling that the only reason the university assisted her at all was because she had 

successfully sought sanction from the legal system, with which they were forced to comply.  

Placements 
The third issue frequently raised was that of student placements with outside organisations and graduates 

doing PhDs. In such situations, there are significant power differentials, long-standing institutional 

relationships, and supervisors are likely to be senior figures in their field and often lucrative grant winners. 

Due to these factors, many students were unsure of whether the university would support them should 

they make a complaint. Those who had experienced problems on placement or in PhD laboratory settings 

spoke of mixed messages, where responsibility was deflected and shifted between institutions, or 

unsatisfactory compromises were found, to avoid formal complaints procedures. In almost all the cases, 

it was the complainant who was forced to withdraw, compromise (read sacrifice), or find any alternative 

options. Consultations with Victoria Police also showed that the most common outcome for students who 

reported abusive behaviour from a staff member, whether at UoM or a placement organisation, was to 

withdraw their complaint due to fears of reprisals, or career-ending consequences. 

 

Case study 5 

Ellie was on placement with a prestigious institution, external to, but affiliated with UoM. She experienced 

persistent sexual harassment from a senior member of the outside institution (being asked on dates, 

pestered for sex, and having derogatory comments made when she declined). She sought counsel from 

her faculty, who advised her that, without proof, a complaint would be difficult to pursue. She was 

removed from the placement, which meant she had to repeat that aspect of her course. 
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The overall conclusion of many interviews was that UoM remains a long way from truly accessible 

responses and practices. Whilst the information to guide students has improved, there is little 

understanding of how to access services and what rules, from which part of UoM, will be enacted should 

they do so. 

Transparent 
UoM has made some movement towards addressing the first element of the AHRC’s recommendations 

on increased transparency, with the establishment of ‘big picture’ messaging in support of victims, 

Consent week, the establishment of the UniSafe app, and other initiatives. The establishment of two 

University commissioned reviews in 2020, and the undertaking to consider this report in the Respect 

Taskforce also show commitment to improvement. There is a disconnect however, between the 

University’s straightforward, headline rhetoric, and the mechanisms by which UoM intends to achieve 

those goals. This is present around cultural change issues, prevention initiatives, and issues of reporting 

and complaint. Students remain largely unaware of what the University is doing, leading to a mistrust of 

complaint and reporting processes. This has been exacerbated by a lack of reporting on what has been 

achieved so far, and the lack of transparency around any data collected by SCP. It is in this context that 

the anonymous reporting option, long argued for by students, has now also become mired in suspicion, 

with many students saying that it is no more than an internal data gathering exercise. The lack of 

communication about what data the University will report, to whom, and in what time frame, has turned 

a potential tool for positive student engagement into the opposite. Many students expressed the view 

that the University was yet commit to openness and accountability around the extent of problematic 

behaviour at UoM. The perceived lack of “truth-telling”, as several described it, continues to breed 

cynicism in the University’s overall response to relationship abuse and sexual harm.  

In consultations, students not only expressed a lack of confidence in the University’s reporting processes 

and complaints system, but also demonstrated a lack of understanding of police reporting processes. They 

had little knowledge of the specialist police units designated to investigate relationship-based crime, or 

of what would happen should they make a report. Most stated a strong preference not to go through 

police and court processes. This reluctance is exacerbated by strong pockets of student hostility towards 

police, and misconceived narratives about whether police had authority over university premises and 

processes.   

Enforceable 
The area of enforceability creates a variety of dilemmas. One the one hand, many students expressed 

disappointment and anger that most perpetrators of abuses appear to “get away with it.” On the other, 

most talked of consequences rather than punishment, with a surprisingly generous view of how abusive 

behaviour should be addressed. For example, one student said, “Before this, he was my friend. It’s a 
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complex relationship. I still wanted him to do well, but I also wanted him to learn this lesson now”. “We 

just wanted him to learn not to do it again”, said another, describing the behaviour of a serial perpetrator.  

Most commonly, wherever reported, victims asked that their report not be acted upon, usually saying 

something like, “I want you to know this, but I don’t want you to do anything.” This leaves the person 

disclosed or reported to, whether staff or student, on the horns of a tough dilemma. Some institutions 

have a rule that whatever victims say should be what happens. Others hold the view that risk 

management principles, for the wider community, make such a finite rule inappropriate. Those with 

greater experience, both staff and student, talked of understanding disclosure and reporting as a process 

rather than an event, which when well-handled, allowed victims’ needs and wishes to change over time. 

Any change, it must be noted, is also dependent on an understanding of the context in which the report 

is made, and the range of options and processes available to the complainant. 

Barriers to Reporting 
The most abiding fears expressed by students are of not being believed, and of ostracism from their peer 

group. Elements of UoM have come some way in addressing the first fear, and stories of being dissuaded 

from reporting, warned of potential consequences, or accused of fabrication, are seen to be receding. 

This is a very positive shift. Risks of dissuasion or inaction remain, however, particularly where the 

perpetrator is a staff member, or UoM privileges its relationship with another institution over students’ 

welfare. 

To the second fear, of peer ostracism, the lack of sophistication and depth in current approaches leave 

many feeling that disclosure is pointless, and that reporting will have greater consequences for them than 

the perpetrator, leaving relationships between them and their peers broken beyond repair. This fear was 

repeated over and over, with comments such as, “You’d have to be so sure of yourself to know it was 

assault”, from a young woman quizzed by her friends about what had occurred. She felt the clear, implicit, 

message was that they would be more comfortable if she told them she may have misread his actions, 

rather than her certainty of experiencing abuse. Another said, “The college knew what happened, but 

said they couldn’t do anything because of confidentiality.” Whilst the student recognised that 

confidentiality was a factor in any decision-making they felt strongly, as did others, that it is also used as 

an excuse for inaction.  

Lack of Consequences 
Inaction and lack of consequences for perpetrators came up time and again as a frustration. “The hardest 

thing… was hearing multiple stories about the same perpetrator”, said one student. This comment raises 

alarm about a small, but significant, number of young men who appear to be serial offenders, often the 

subject of multiple complaints, who appear to have faced little or no consequences for their actions. 
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Another young woman, describing the culture of her college, said, “I think girls become women very 

quickly because they have to. The boys don’t need to because they get looked after.” These two 

comments highlight the twin needs of cultural change development and perpetrator consequences. 

Unsurprisingly, those areas of the university that have been most transparent about culture and 

consequence, are those in which students appear to have most confidence. 

Cultural change development and relationship-management principles are widely lacking at UoM. Several 

students also expressed scepticism of restorative processes, describing past failures, and episodes where 

perpetrators were “warned” about their behaviour, or forced to write a letter of apology. However, the 

examples of past processes described did not match the rigours and disciplines of effective restorative 

practice. Across UoM, issues of relationship abuses are, for the most part, seen as an individual issue, best 

dealt with by complaint or reporting to police. Restorative management principles appear to hold little 

favour, despite evidence that restorative processes reduce fear, foster survivor empowerment, can create 

effective consequences for perpetrators, and are considered procedurally fair by all parties (AIC 2017, 

Daly 2001 & 2002, RJ Council 2016, Tyler et al 1997).  

Restorative practice 
Restorative practice would appear particularly well suited to university environments, where group 

culture plays such a prominent role, and all parties are likely to remain in each other’s orbit after 

allegations are made. Flexible responses and consequences are also needed where perpetrators are 

young, and in need of both clear consequences and, for the most part, second chances. Without 

restorative practices, or other alternatives, students are left with only the option of silence, using the 

university complaints systems, or reporting to police.  

 

Case study 6 

Fatima was the subject of persistent, unwanted attention, from a fellow student. She was reluctant to call 

it stalking. Despite a brief sexual relationship, she had made clear that she no longer wished any romantic 

involvement. He continued to attempt online contact and to tell mutual friends that they were still in a 

relationship. She wished to join a society but was reluctant when she found out he had also joined, and 

that contact would be unavoidable. Unwilling to make a formal complaint, nor able to seek assistance 

outside those mechanisms, she was left with no alternative but to give up her interest. His behaviour 

continued. 

Whilst many parts of the University community have improved their responses to relationship and sexual 

harms, only those that have addressed culture setting and relationship management from a broad 

perspective, aiming to balance victim needs with community safety, appear to have the confidence of 
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students. Crucially, any changes initiated have been preceded by “truth-telling”. Although there is some 

way to go, those attempting greater transparency, about reporting processes and consequences, are also 

garnering respect from students.  
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Principle 4: Resourced, inter-connected and responsive support services 

As discussed above, the location of UoM’s preferred avenue of reporting is at odds with the AHRC report, 

which recommended that the traumatic impact of sexual harm, on both victims and the wider university 

community required “… the provision of victim-centred support services that are delivered at an 

appropriately located site in a sensitive manner by experts who are responsive to the distinct needs of 

different student cohorts, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, CALD and international 

students, students with disability, and students who are LGBTIQ.”(p.58) 

There are relatively few people working in the field of sexual harm response prevention at UoM. Fewer 

still have specialist training in understanding sexual harm and the dynamics of sexual crime, even within 

the counselling and support services set up to help victims. Those investigating and adjudicating on such 

matters, on behalf of the colleges or the university, do so on a largely amateur basis. This is surprising, 

given the widespread experiences of sexual harassment and assault within university settings, and the 

high numbers of people who could be accessing services. It is hard to assess whether the volume of 

reporting has increased since the AHRC report, as the University does not publish figures, either within 

UoM or publicly. Should the University effect change to the chronic under-reporting of such matters, 

support services will need a substantial boost of appropriately trained staff. As one student put it, “There 

is a lack of support everywhere. At least, it’s not tangible.” 

Reporting Rates, Data and Transparency 
In the absence of data, reporting rates (including anonymous reporting) at UoM appear to have remained 

low. Although anonymous systems can be victim-centric, offering a safe reporting mechanism for 

reluctant victims, there is a significant inter-connectivity problem. The better systems allow for encrypted 

dialogue between reporter and reporting system. Without this two-way process, advice cannot be 

offered, particularly about what further forensic or therapeutic options may be available. Such a system, 

of course, relies on regular monitoring, from appropriately qualified staff, to converse with reporters. The 

systems set up within the university community cannot or do not provide such processes. This diminishes 

any therapeutic benefit that may be achieved by the system, rendering it no more than a (potentially 

inaccurate) data gathering tool. There are concerns also that the plethora of systems being utilised across 

the university community creates a wasted opportunity for collective data about the incidence of sexual 

harassment and offences and the experience of victims. There are also concerns about the rigour of data 

protection measures in the systems currently in use, as well as the qualifications of those monitoring the 

systems. Students have also complained that they have not received feedback about what anonymous 

reporting has shown, and that the systems have not been set up in such a way as to provide measures of 

change in both what is reported, and by whom.  
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Diversity, Inclusion and Adequate Resourcing 
As previously discussed, students felt more could be done to make services more inclusive. The current 

support system does not have therapeutic staff who specialise around relationship harm, particularly for 

those from minority groups and communities. The lack of appropriate resourcing of both SCP and CAPS is 

one of the reasons. Under-reporting also plays a role, leaving the service dealing only sporadically with 

reports, rather than being able to access clear data about the breadth of the problem and the ongoing 

need. On this subject, UoM has yet to complete one of the core recommendations of the AHRC report, 

that, “At minimum, a well-publicised 24-hour university telephone service should be available with 

appropriately trained personnel who can refer victims to nearby police, forensic, medical or counselling 

services.”  

There is a growing awareness amongst higher education institutions that there is a need for a wider 

variety of processes and practices for prevention, relationship management, accountabilities and 

consequences for alleged perpetrators, and therapeutic programs for both victims and perpetrators. 

Many students expressed dissatisfaction with the paucity of approaches currently available, describing 

only a choice between the university’s complaints process and reporting to police, neither of which found 

favour. Whilst there was both scepticism and ignorance about alternative approaches, many felt that 

these needed to be explored. 
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Principle 5: Collaborative links with external support services 

This is an area of significant weakness at UoM. There appear to be relatively few links with external 

agencies in the fields of sexual harm and relationship violence. There are a variety of connections that 

exist within services or faculties, but they are not coordinated. Connections are made with agencies on a 

case by case basis, rather than developing a network of communication at both clinician, case manager 

and managerial level. 

The lack of links with external agencies is also apparent when colleges or academic divisions, for example, 

wish to address individual behaviour problems, or cultural issues, within their area. Most are attempting 

to find their own resources, ‘reinventing the wheel’, and contacting external agencies separately. This has 

led to a variety of practitioners being brought in to address training needs, student wellbeing issues, and 

legal matters.  

The university community needs a liaison process with key external agencies, and to develop a preferred 

provider list for key issues. This should include, but is not limited to, sexual assault services (CASA), 

Victoria Police sexual offence and child abuse units (SOCITs), relationship violence services (e.g. 1800 

Respect/Safe Steps), legal centres, and eHeadspace. 

Awareness of processes, Support and Communications to Students 
Communications need to be reviewed. Some messaging to students is factually wrong, or out of date, and 

frequently fails to engage the target audience. Not only could a significant number of students not 

correctly identify SCP as the site of reporting and support, but even fewer knew where they could go 

within the criminal justice system for advice, or to report an incident. There was significant confusion 

about the University’s internal reporting and disclosure mechanisms, but students were also unaware, 

almost without exception, about what would happen, and what options may be available to them, if they 

reported to police or to CASA.  

 

Case study 7 

Greta was sexually assaulted by a fellow student during an event on campus. They had been friends, and 

she was aware that he became aggressive after drinking alcohol, but not that he became sexually abusive. 

After disclosing to a friend, she became aware that other young women had also experienced this form of 

abuse, from the same young man. Several had contemplated a report to police but didn’t feel they could 

do it alone. None had been informed, by any of those they disclosed or reported to, that they could have 

provided information to police without making formal statements, so they were denied the opportunity to 

give contemporaneous evidence, which may have proved crucial in an investigation. 
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This case study highlights the lack of a relationship between specialised community services, including 

police, and the related areas of UoM. The lack of an easily identifiable central resource for information 

about services and systems, whether therapeutic or forensic, has meant students receive a wide variety 

of advice, and therefore a mixed response, depending on who they disclose or report to. Students who 

wish to report to police, for example, have variously been sent to North Melbourne police station, to the 

Melbourne SOCIT, or a divisional detective unit. Although students have expressed a variety of concerns 

about the relationship between UoM and police, they have nonetheless felt that students should be fully 

informed about how best to access the criminal justice system, and what they can expect should they 

make a report to police. 

Where therapeutic services are concerned, most students could identify CASA as the main service to 

access, although several were unsure if their experience were one that CASA would deal with. Most areas 

of UoM that have run information sessions on sexual harm, including advice for first responders, have 

utilised CASA resources. As each area is asking different people, however, the reviews of sessions have 

been mixed. Although there should always be room for individual needs when developing educational 

sessions, a coordination of messaging would be appropriate. This has been noticeable across the different 

parts of the university community responsible for resourcing a range of student facing activities, including 

clubs, societies, camps and events, where there is little or no coordination, and some responsible areas 

run no sessions at all. 

Since there are many connections between all forms of relationship harm, it is of concern that there are 

few links with external agencies, and that there is no formal connection with the service sector across all 

areas of relationship harm. This point was highlighted by many students, who were unsure of the 

University’s view of external agencies, their right to utilise external community resources, or their 

understanding of how the service sector worked.   

There also appears to be little or no connection between the University and services set up to assist young 

men or women with behavioural issues. In some contexts, CAPS may address these issues, and some 

colleges also offer psychological support, but students could not readily identify what resources might be 

available in this area. For example, ‘No to Violence’ and the Men’s Referral Service are community 

resources that address issues for young people with problem behaviours, but nobody could identify these 

services. 

In conclusion, except for advice offered by SCP or CAPS, should a student use those resources, UoM has 

no coordinated links with the community service sector, whether therapeutic or forensic. The Respect 
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Taskforce reinforces this position, dominated as it is by UoM staff, with relatively little ongoing advice 

from subject-matter experts, and no involvement from, or collaboration with, outside agencies. 

 

Principle 6: Institutional commitment to prevention framework 

Students arrive at the University with diverse experiences of the concept of consent and consent training. 

One student described the consent teaching she received at primary school, where students were 

informed that, each morning, they were to greet their teacher, but could do so in the manner they chose. 

As they arrived at the classroom door, they could point to one of three pictures, depicting a wave, 

handshake, or hug. Similarly, numerous students described positive secondary school experiences of sex 

education, including consent and relationship communication modules, how to navigate pornography etc. 

Others described a much more perfunctory process, but one which continued throughout their time at 

school. Once students arrive at university, there seem to be mixed views about what continuing 

relationship and sex education is required or warranted. As described by the Federal Department of Social 

Services, “The supports and programs that are available for students in secondary school are not 

continued into tertiary education. The absence is even more problematic for international students. Any 

increase in demand cannot be met.” (Sexual Violence Consultation Summary Fourth Action Plan of the 

National Plan to Reduce Violence against Women and their Children 2010-2022).  Education is the 

business of the institution but, voluntary online consent modules aside, it appears to believe that this is 

a largely academic function, despite education being a central pillar of primary prevention. 

Alcohol and Sexual Harm 
Many commented on the association between alcohol and sexual harm, noting the varied ways in which 

it is being addressed within the university community. Alcohol bans, whether for individuals or groups, 

were seen to be ineffective, or even excusing of abusive behaviour. Responsible service of alcohol has a 

key role to play in the prevention of sexual harm, but the over reliance on alcohol in a range of settings is 

entrenched in the cultures of many colleges, clubs and societies, and is still frequently seen as an 

inevitable and essential rite of passage. Students asked for clear, but nuanced approaches, to tackle 

alcohol consumption on both a cultural and practical level. 

Need for a Unified Prevention Approach 
There appears to be no overall prevention plan across the university community. There are many 

initiatives that contain a preventative element, amongst various faculties and colleges, but students could 

not identify a university-wide strategy or framework. The AHRC report recommends, “The existence of an 

embedded institutional program directed at prevention (their emphasis) of sexual assault and 
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harassment is essential to the validity of any good practice policy framework” (p.60) It further 

recommends that these include remedial, environmental and intervention programs, emphasising that 

the program should be coordinated, in both design and content, throughout the institution. This is not 

yet the case at UoM. The SCP program, the logical place for the development and coordination of such a 

program, is not equipped with enough human or material resources to carry out such a project. 

It is also unclear whether UoM has the intention to carry out a comprehensive prevention strategy. Both 

the University’s narrative about segmented institutional responsibilities within the university community, 

and its position that students are adults, meaning UoM does not act in loco parentis, suggest a reluctance 

to undertake such a process. Several students pointed out that there were also mixed messages in the 

University’s materials. The Student Life White Paper, for example, whilst aiming to “Become more 

student-centric” and “…track key drivers of the student experience”, does not mention a single Respect 

issue, nor does it list any in its signature initiatives.  

Without a clearly stated commitment to prevention strategies, it remains unclear to students what role, 

if any, UoM intends to play in the prevention of sexual and relationship harms within the university 

community. The repeated view among those consulted for this report was that, after initial messages by 

the University about care for victims and zero-tolerance approaches, there has been little practical 

progress.  

Student Led Initiatives 
Students voiced their desire to be more engaged with consent and sexual harm reduction initiatives. 

Colleges have had much more success both involving students in the process of change and transferring 

responsibility for leadership wherever possible. Students have also led numerous initiatives, typically 

around creating group standards and safe, inclusive cultures. However, without UoM support, these 

initiatives are always in danger of changing or disappearing, as the university population shifts. 

Case study 8 

Harriet described sexually harassing behaviour from a fellow student in her college. She reported the 

behaviour. Despite describing the existing processes as poor, she went on to catalogue a string of 

productive conversations between staff and students, and amongst the students themselves, that led to a 

much-improved culture. A collective will developed to bring such behaviour to an end, or at least to 

account. She believed that the people who took it seriously, and allowed students to lead the culture of 

change, created a much safer community. 
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Draft UMSU Action Plan 

2020–2022 

1. Development of safe and inclusive frameworks for responding  
• Regular First Responder disclosure training for all Union staff and Office Bearers. 

• Review of other higher education models in utilising student leaders as first response in 

university “Wellbeing” centres, as a part of campaign for the separation of administrative 

and wellbeing services. 

• Campaign for a 24-hour telephone crisis service, or ongoing collaborative links with 

CASA and 1800 Respect services, to identify relevant student services.  

 

 

2. Comprehensive, consistent, and coordinated design and 
content of all related materials, processes, and programmes.  

• Advocacy, on relevant working parties and committees for unified complaint, 

investigation and adjudication processes across the university. 

• Coordination of student-led development of materials for university-wide education and 

promotional materials on relationship and sexual harm issues. 

 

 

3. Accessible, transparent, and enforceable processes for 
investigation, and adjudication of allegations  

• Campaign for the separation of relationship and sexual harm responses from Stop 1 

administrative services. 

• Campaign for the development of a Wellbeing Centre, incorporating the CAPS and SCP 

programme.  

• Campaign for student leaders to be trained, and appropriately supported, in first 

responding (possibly as a key resource for any new centre). 

• Campaign for a stand-alone complaints process designed to address allegations of 

sexual and relationship harm, including rape, sexual assault, sexual harassment, 

stalking, and relationship violence. 
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4. Resourced, inter-connected and responsive support services  
• Campaign for university-wide stand-alone policies on sexual and relationship harm 

issues 

• Campaign for a university Health and Wellbeing centre 

 

5. Collaborative links with external support services  
• Assist in the coordination of improved links with the local Victoria Police SOCIT and 

Family Violence investigation units/CASA Forum/eHeadspace/NTV etc. 

 

6. Institutional commitment to prevention framework  
• Campaign for a coordinated, university-wide prevention and response plan.  

• Review of events, camps, clubs and societies – rules and regulations/behavioural 

standards/training of student leaders/complaint and dispute resolution processes. 

• Establishment of a student working party on seeding key Respect elements – utilising 

online resources/events and seminars/workshops on innovative practice, including: 

Restorative practice 

Consent and relationship ed training 

Development of webpage around relationship issues 

Establishment of regular events on relationship issues 

Development of student-led resources: consent, relationship ed  
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