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Foreword from the Independent Chair of 
the Commission, Fiona Ellis

No-one in Durham needs to be reminded that they are  
part of a great internationally renowned University which 
also happens to be based in one of the most beautiful cities 
in Europe.

Those factors add up to a fantastic student and staff experience for the 
majority of the people here. The goal of this Commission is to ensure that 
the quality of the experience is the same for everyone. That means that 
everyone with the good fortune to be here must behave respectfully to 
everyone else giving them room to thrive in an atmosphere of mutual 
support and consideration. Indeed we would go so far as to say that without 
such a cultural change the University cannot become the internationally 
acknowledged and admired institution we all want it to be. That is not 
rhetoric; our research shows a clear correlation between feeling respected 
and performing well. 

Behaving respectfully to other people should be a minimum standard 
for everyone. But human beings, even the best of them, slip sometimes 
and behave badly towards each other. For most of us this is followed by 
regret and, if we are lucky, an apology given and accepted. There are some 
people, however, who consistently treat others with derision, prioritising 
their own needs and ignoring the damage they do to attain their desires. 
Every organisation has such people; every university offers regrettable 
opportunities for them to exercise their authoritarian tendencies and to 
misuse their power. We have them here in Durham too. Our research unveils 
their behaviour and the effects they have on others. They damage the 
integrity of the University and impede its progress towards excellence.

In our report we have taken account of the common factors that 
organisations and universities share in allowing disrespectful behaviour 
to go unchallenged. We have found that a number of our fellow UK and 
international universities have been quietly looking at their own behaviour 
and finding themselves wanting, as Durham is now doing. We have also 
identified some particular Durham issues to be resolved. We want to be 
clear that just because an issue is common across universities in general, 
this does not mean we can shrug our shoulders and dismiss it; if Durham is 
truly to live up to its aspiration to be a world leading university then it must 
address all the matters that have been raised to us. They make at times 
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depressing reading but only if the story stops here. We have produced 
recommendations in tandem with the people we consulted. They are 
designed to lead us into the next chapter. There are some issues for which 
we have no recommendations but we believe the University must be aware 
of them and apply its best minds to resolving them. 

Faced with criticisms like those in this report, even the most open-to-
change institution may be tempted to respond with a half defensive ‘Yes 
but …’. We set about our task with the confidence that the University has 
the will to change and that it shares our desire for Durham to meet its own 
high expectations of its staff and students, not merely academically, but in 
terms of relationships. We hope and trust we will be met with much more 
than a ‘Yes but…’.

We could not have written this report without the invitation from the Vice 
Chancellor who has been supportive throughout; the dedicated work of our 
Commission and its Researchers; and especially the generous contributions 
of the people who responded to our survey by sending us their 
experiences or who took part in our focus groups. To all those anonymous 
correspondents we give special thanks for their bravery and honesty in 
telling us what Durham is like. Many said good things but for others their 
stories of bad, rude, unacceptable and disrespectful treatment have spurred 
us to make sure that this report will pull no punches. They deserve that 
respectful treatment of their histories. 

Finally, we thank Sophie Daniels who joined us at a late stage in our work to 
become the writer of our report. Sophie has skilfully assembled the results 
of our research and rationalised it into a readable and persuasive document. 
She has patiently redrafted to take account of the views and priorities of the 
Commissioners. She and we have endeavoured to ensure that anyone who 
gave us their experience will find some reflection of themselves here. Any 
errors in the report are ours alone.

In the new Teaching and Learning Centre there is a poster designed to 
remind students of a basic idea. It reads: ‘It is our choices that show what 
we truly are, far more than our abilities1’. Abilities are a given at Durham 
throughout the entire gamut of staff and students; we urge everyone 
connected with the University to display good choices in their dealings with 
each other. 

1 J K Rowling
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Foreword from the Vice Chancellor and 
Warden, Stuart Corbridge

At root, and at our best, Durham University is a culture of 
affection. It is an institution that is committed to continuous 
and reflexive learning on the part of all of its members – 
students, staff, alumni and supporters.

We need constantly to reflect on what we do well and how we can do 
better. And we need to think about how we can be better ourselves. The 
Report of the Durham Commission on Respect, Values and Behaviour is 
offered to the community in this spirit. It is for all of us to learn from and 
to discuss in our various forums. I am grateful to the Commissioners for 
producing the Report and I am pleased to commend it to the University for 
reflection, dialogue and action. It has my full support.

The Report begins by acknowledging the journey that Durham is engaged 
upon to secure the respectful behaviours we all expect to see in a values-
driven organisation. Durham has helped lead the way in the UK with its work 
on sexual misconduct and violence and with our commitments to a student 
consultation framework and a student pledge. Student leaders are now on 
the University’s Operations Board and Provost’s Board as full members. The 
University has also embraced initiatives from out with the executive that 
have brought real improvements in the organisation, including those around 
academic probation, promotion, recruitment and review (all led by Senate 
Working Groups) and major green and community-relations initiatives led 
by members of our Professional Services. We are all benefitting from this 
work and from listening to what our staff and students tell us in periodic 
survey reports.

At the same time, the Commission has surfaced some worrying concerns 
about behaviours within parts of our community. It rightly insists that 
we can and must do better. We need to build on the commitments 
we have made recently to a Leadership Attributes Framework and in 
our Respect at Work and Respect at Study policies. The Commission’s 
Report suggests that we need to make sustained and rapid progress in 
challenging behaviours which signal a lack of respect across the academic 
and professional staff ‘divide’, around protected characteristics, around 
class and cultural markers, around bullying and harassment and around 
unnecessarily top-down decision making. We also have more work to do to 
increase BAME representation in key leadership roles and committees and 
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to improve some of our reporting, disclosure and grievance procedures.  
This work will build greater trust across the university.

Very helpfully, Fiona Ellis, the Independent Chair of the Commission, and 
her fellow Commissioners are presenting the University community with 
twenty thoughtful recommendations to enhance our interactions with each 
other and the wider communities within which we sit. It is my hope that, 
following a period of reflection and discussion, all of the Commission’s 
recommendations will find favour with the community and will be acted 
upon and properly resourced.
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1.0 Executive Summary
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Established in October 2018, the Durham Commission on 
Respect, Values and Behaviour (referred to as ‘the Respect 
Commission’) sought to respond to concerns that the 
standards of behaviour expected from and towards all staff 
and students at the University are not always met. 

This report sets out the culmination of a year’s worth of research and 
investigation, led by a group of Commissioners headed by an independent 
Chair. The Commission has suggested a series of recommendations which 
we have designed to be actionable and impactful, delivering a blend of 
operational, strategic, and cultural changes which will seek to ensure that 
respect is at the heart of the University’s values and environment. 

The Commission collected data using focus groups, interviews, and surveys, 
and additionally analysed existing data from the University. From these 
data, we identified a number of key themes and findings that present a 
consistent picture of behaviours and experiences across the University. 
Some of these themes reflect organisational cultures in general, driven 

1.0 Executive Summary
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mostly by individual behaviours prevalent across societies as a whole. Some 
themes, however, reflect Durham University more specifically, and relate to 
diversity, class divides, and the operating culture. The recommendations 
respond to both Durham-specific as well as organisation-wide issues and 
require a commitment from all members of the University community. The 
changes necessary can only occur if all members from across Durham 
University take personal responsibility for co-creating an environment in 
which respect is an intrinsic component of the culture. 

The Commission has separated the recommendations to reflect the various 
stages of engagement in a staff member or student’s interaction with the 
University – from prospective applicant/employee and new starters, to full 
members, leavers or alumni. We propose an ongoing Respect Commission 
Working Group to facilitate the implementation of the recommendations 
of the Commission. The recommendations are set out in full in Section Five 
below but are summarised here.

For prospective/new employees and/or (where relevant) new members of 
the student body, we recommend that:

1. Recruitment activities should be reviewed and revised to include criteria 
in job templates for evidencing interpersonal skills and behaviours 
linked to the University Values (applicable to both new starters and 
internal promotions).

2. The Vice-Chancellor’s Welcome Event should be reviewed to incorporate 
additional content linked to the recommendations of the Commission and 
focusing on values, expected behaviours, and support mechanisms.

3. Academic and professional staff new-starter buddying partnerships 
should be developed and maintained through collaborative action 
learning sets – small groups of peers in both academic and professional 
units working collectively to address complicated issues.

4. Student leader induction should include detailed explanation of 
functions and roles within key university committees.

5. Student induction should include additional content on behavioural 
expectations, including reference to the Student Pledge, and the 
overarching University Statement on Respect (see recommendation 10).

6. All staff and student new starters should undertake required University 
Values, Attributes, and Behaviours training, which should also to be 
rolled out to existing staff and students, as part of a University approach 
to learning, development, and owned responsibility.

1.0 Executive Summary
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For current University members, we recommend that:

7. Bystander intervention training should be developed and rolled out to 
all staff and students.

8. The Report and Support Online tool should be the focus of a campaign 
to raise its visibility and promote use.

9. Existing Respect at Work, Respect at Study, and Grievance policies 
should be updated to reflect the recommendations of this Commission 
as part of their 2020 refresh, and particular attention should be given 
to increasing the level of resources needed to respond to reports of 
behaviours which contravene these policies.

10. A statement setting out what a respectful University looks like should 
be established as a prefix to relevant policies and shared at staff and 
student inductions as a standalone statement.

11. The University values statement should be updated to include Respect, 
and these values should be considered as a standard to which all 
members are held to account.

12. A detailed communications plan overseeing a comprehensive campaign 
for enhancing the visibility of respect-related initiatives and policies 
should be developed by the Respect Commission Working Group. 

13. The EDI team should be strengthened through additional funding (and 
increasingly diverse) posts to drive forward the recommendations 
of this Commission as they relate to EDI. EDI initiatives should be 
championed and led at UEC via a senior individual with executive 
responsibility for EDI. This may be achieved through the creation of a 
Vice-Provost post with specific responsibilities for equality and diversity. 

14. Training options for staff with people management responsibilities 
should be considered by the Respect Commission Working Group, to 
ensure staff are equipped with the necessary skills to both address 
disrespectful behaviours in a timely manner and develop wellbeing and 
professional support. 

15. Greater clarity on the appropriate routes for reporting complaints and 
grievances for student leaders should be identified and communicated. 
Formal and informal meetings with senior leadership should be made 
available for student leaders to highlight concerns in a genuinely 
consultative arena.

1.0 Executive Summary
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For non-active members of the University, we recommend that:

16. All staff leavers should be offered an exit interview to flag any 
disrespectful behaviours, enabling such behaviours to be addressed 
before they can occur again.

17. A visitors’ code of conduct should be established to set out behavioural 
expectations of all those visiting University premises.

For specific members of the University community, we recommend that:

18. A formal process for post-incident care should be set out for staff in 
colleges who may witness distressing incidents in the course of their 
duties.

19. Provision should be made to support BAME staff and students to access 
specialist Counselling services.

20. BAME representation at key committees and in key leadership roles 
should be increased.

1.0 Executive Summary
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2.0  About the Respect 
Commission
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The Commission was established in October 2018 
specifically in response to concerns from student leaders2 
relating to disrespectful behaviours experienced in the 
course of their responsibilities. 

A Respect, Values and Behaviour Working Group was set up in 2018 with a 
brief to establish the Commission. It was led by the then Associate Provost, 
Emma Flynn, who approached Fiona Ellis to Chair the Commission. As a 
former member of Council, Fiona provided both independence but also an 
understanding of the University. Upon the departure of Professor Flynn, 
Professor Simon Hackett, the new Deputy Provost, assumed responsibility 
for the Commission from January 2019.

The initial Working Group members were selected by the Associate Provost. 
They agreed that they were not sufficiently reflective of the make-up of the 
University to form the Commission itself. After a process of discussion, the 
membership was reconfigured to better reflect the University in its layers and 
complexities. The goal was not for Commissioners to represent departments, 
staff grades, student bodies or protected characteristics but rather for the 
group to have access to skills and experience that could afford a picture of 
the whole University. In some cases, the Commission invited individuals to 
join and in other cases, faculty and department heads were asked to suggest 
interested and qualified members. The exception was the Student Union 

2  The Commission understands student leaders to be all those elected to a representative position (paid or 
unpaid) and who sit on University committees or groups in their representative capacity.

2.0 About the Respect Commission
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which had two Commissioners who were ex-officio members. The President 
and Welfare and Liberation Officer served until summer 2019 after which the 
succeeding Welfare and Liberation Officer served. 

The Commission first officially met on February 11th 2019, tasked with 
understanding where we are today, and what we need to do to be the 
employer and place of education we want to be in the future. We began 
from the starting point that the University community – by which we mean 
both the narrow legal institution, as well as the broader community that 
includes recognised colleges, common rooms and student organisations, 
the Student Union, alumni associations etc. – recognises the value of 
respect. Both staff and students recognise that central to their own success 
is happiness and wellbeing, with respect central to this. Indeed, the Health 
and Wellbeing Staff and Student Survey (2019) indicated that for staff, the 
strongest predictors of job satisfaction were respect and identity; the more 
people feel respected and a sense of belonging, the more satisfied they are 
with their job. Similarly, for student respondents, experiences of respect 
significantly predicted their level of satisfaction with the University. 

Despite this appreciation of and desire for respect, the Commission is 
aware of disrespectful behaviours, and recognises that there is room for 
improvement, learning from examples of best practice and reflection on 
instances of poor behaviours. The establishment of the Commission signals 
a commitment from the University to urgently address concerns and we 
have sought to understand the experiences of those working and studying 
at the University to determine the nature and impact of poor behaviours 
and cultural practices.

Guiding our work, we have used a formal definition of respect which has 
underpinned our approach and the scope of our work over the last 12 
months. We understand respect to be “the perceived worth accorded to 
one person by one or more other persons”, and understand there to be two 
types of respect (Grover, 2013; Decker & Van Quaquebeke, 2015; Rogers & 
Ashforth, 2017; Spears et al., 2006):

• Generalised Respect that should be unconditionally guaranteed to every 
human being and involves a personal attitude of treating people with 
dignity. People should be treated as inherently valuable regardless of 
status, position, seniority, or rank; and

• Particularised Respect that involves genuinely honouring individuals’ 
specific merits, expertise, and achievements. 

The personal conduct and behaviour expected at Durham University, 
as highlighted by the Responsible University Statement, is defined as 
that which promotes a respectful, constructive, and collegiate University 

2.0 About the Respect Commission
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environment for all, inclusive of all the University’s spaces for work, learning, 
and living. These understandings of respect have underpinned the work of 
this Commission. 

Conversely, we understand disrespect to include, but not be limited to:

• condescending and demeaning 
comments;

• overruling decisions without 
communicating reasons;

• disrupting work;

• giving public reprimand;

• talking about someone behind 
their back;

• giving someone “the silent 
treatment”/ignoring them;

• not giving credit where credit 
is due;

• harassment;

• bullying;

• undermining someone’s 
credibility unfairly;

• infantilising individuals;

• yelling; and

• insulting or threatening others.

Such behaviours (Johnson & Indvik, in Estes & Wang., 2008; Pearson et 
al., 2000) can have significant effects on workplace culture, employee 
motivation, and performance, with employees often identifying respect as 
one of the most valued dimensions of their employment above income, 
CPD, and work/life balance (van Quaquebeke, Zenker, & Eckloff, 2009). 
Whilst of intrinsic value to workplaces – both for the employee and 
employer – respect often “seems to be somewhat of a blind spot within 
organisational priorities” (van Quaquebeke et al., 2009). 

“When incivility thrives, targets suffer and organisations lose 
… To ignore civility invites norms that erode cooperation 
through unbridled individual self-interest and organisational 
deterioration.” 

(Pearson and Porath, 2005)

It is the organisation’s overarching culture which usually sets the tone, 
allowing for disrespectful behaviours to thrive and go unchecked. This 
Commission therefore seeks to understand our organisational culture, 
determining whether disrespectful behaviours are attributes specific to 
Durham University, and therefore, by implication, products of a pervasive 
workplace culture, or whether they are systemic to organisational 
cultures more generally. The Commission does not condone or tolerate 
any behaviours that are disrespectful and has identified a number of 
recommendations to address both possibilities.

2.0 About the Respect Commission
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3.0 Methodology
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The Commission undertook a mixed methodological 
approach to explore behaviours across the University. 
Underpinning our approach to the collection of evidence 
were three key research aims:

1. To understand people’s experiences of respect and disrespect at Durham 
University, and in particular, to discover recurring themes;

2. To understand whether and how these experiences intersect with social 
demographics as well as employment groupings; and

3. To understand what Durham University can do to create positive change.

Our approach included a combination of reviewing existing data and 
commissioning new research to identify local understandings of the 
University’s working and other environments, with a particular focus on 
respect at work for staff (at all levels of the institution) and students, and 
any poor behaviours which undermine the collective desire for a respectful 
and constructive working environment. This included:

• A review of existing evidence in the University including internal policies 
and practices, interventions and structures promoting a tolerant and 
respectful environment, and secondary quantitative data analysis of the 
staff and student Health and Wellbeing Survey, completed by 1200 staff 
and 1496 students;

• Interviews with student and staff leaders, including representatives of UEC; 

• A qualitative open-ended survey on respect completed by 183 staff and 
65 students;

• Focus groups with professional staff, EDI representatives, Union 
representatives, AEA members, the BAME network, housekeeping staff, 
and student leaders; 

• Interviews with a small number of people who have left Durham 
University over the past eight years; and

• A review of best practice from both comparator institutions and 
other organisations, including both academic and policy literature on 
workplace culture.

3.0 Methodology
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4.0 Findings
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We present the findings below by theme, reflecting 
common issues arising during consultation – through our 
interviews and focus groups, through our commissioned 
online survey, and through previous surveys and information 
gathered from across the University. 

Whilst the commissioned survey does not provide a representative sample 
of staff and students, it provides useful insights into positive and negative 
behaviours, and highlights recurring themes. Alongside the commissioned 
survey, the secondary data from the Health and Wellbeing Survey were also 
analysed, providing a more representative sample of the staff and student 
body. Due to the highly personalised nature of qualitative results, and 
the comparatively small sample size, there are inevitably inconsistencies 
between the findings of the quantitative and qualitative surveys. 

It is important to highlight that many of the findings set out below, drawn 
from the qualitative survey, reflect instances of respect and disrespect 
based on the lived experiences of both staff and students, as well as 
reports of indirect experiences and perceptions rooted in current and 

4.0 Findings
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historic beliefs. As such, the findings cannot be considered universal 
or representative of the behaviours of all University members. Some 
behaviours may be uncommon, but nonetheless critical in undermining 
people’s confidence in an organisation and shaping its reputation. 
Pockets of bad behaviour can influence perceptions and beliefs which are 
themselves powerful in perpetuating and directing the prevailing culture. 
A lack of effective communications relating to support mechanisms 
and positive, respect-enabling structures can exacerbate the impact of 
disrespectful behaviours and practices. Therefore, each individual voice has 
value and should be heard, and when multiple voices begin to say similar 
things, trends can emerge which indicate patterns of behaviour which 
urgently require addressing. We set out these trends thematically below. 

4.1 Positive Behaviours

Not all of our findings indicate negative behaviours and disrespect. 
Examples of good practice, positive behaviours, and respect were found 
across all parts of the institution, with staff respondents to the quantitative 
survey indicating that, on average, they felt that their work environment is 
friendly and supportive – conditions crucial for facilitating respect. Similarly, 
student respondents to the survey indicate that, in general, they feel 
respected. The examples collected are heartening and demonstrate best 
practice which can be replicated elsewhere. It is this Commission’s hope 
that reporting these here will encourage others to adopt such practices 
within their own environments and in their own behaviours.

In general, there is a sense of loyalty to the University from its staff and 
students, and a collective wish for it to succeed and improve in all ways. 
This includes a general desire to improve behaviours, acknowledging that, 
whilst disrespect does exist, it is by no means universal. Some responses 
highlighted a general appreciation that the University is trying to improve in 
this area, reflecting a cultural shift towards embracing respect more fully:

“I have witnessed a radical change in the last three or four years 
in recognising and dealing with unprofessional behaviours. The 
advances in Equality and Diversity are especially welcome.”

Indeed, data collected shows that members, on the whole, find the 
University to be a friendly and supportive community. Staff commented on 
colleague relationships built on mutual respect, and students commented 
on both academic and non-academic staff welcoming and respecting the 
student body, from professors to porters and housekeeping staff.

4.0 Findings
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“I’m part of a college community that I know values me, and I 
have such positive relationships with every staff member there. 
It’s a really strong community and its structure is extremely 
important for developing strong, respectful relationships with 
staff and students.”

Respectful behaviours captured throughout the Commission’s work reflect 
feelings of appreciation, with contributions recognised and welcomed, 
being trusted to have autonomy and take decisions in the course of work, 
and respect at a team level, recognising everyone’s skills and contribution. 

“Overall my experience of working here is a positive one in 
terms of respect from my immediate colleagues and peers. I 
feel that the team I work with and the team I manage respect 
me and appreciate me.”

A number of departments and colleges were regularly identified as 
respectful, for example the Department of Archaeology, where social 
interactions between academics and professional staff were viewed as 
promoting a cohesive environment. The Department of Geography was also 
identified as a model of positive behaviour. Here, team meetings, sharing 
of information, and sharing of tasks within the Department was important 
to staff members in promoting effective, respectful communications, 
supported by a leadership culture in which the academic and professional 
heads work collaboratively. This positive culture may have arisen, in part, 
from a commitment by the leadership to address concerns through a self-
examination review exercise of “cultural features – looking for our niggles 
and itches” within the Department. This review featured cultural inquiry 
workshops with all departmental staff, providing them with space to voice 
concerns and to be heard in an open and consultative forum. This review is 
indicative of a culture of appreciation of staff, and continuous improvement 
to sustain and grow a respectful environment. 

The University also has a number of initiatives, policies, and processes that 
demonstrate an institutional commitment to cultivating respect within the 
community, including:

• Behavioural Framework for UEC and Senior Leaders at the University 
setting out key objectives and positive and negative behaviours 
indicators, linked to ongoing work regarding development of the Durham 
University Leadership Attributes.

4.0 Findings
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• Leadership Attributes Framework setting out the expected behaviours 
of senior leaders, aligning these to core University values.

• Responsible University Statement setting out expected standards of 
individual behaviour and personal accountability by all members of the 
University community.

• Realising Your Potential HR Approach used to inform recruitment, 
progression, and appraisals for professional staff, to capture behaviours 
including, but not exclusively related to respect at work.

• Academic Recruitment processes incorporating a compulsory EDI 
question demonstrating commitment to supporting this. 

• Student Pledge developed in consultation with students and the 
Students’ Union, laying out a set of values for students to follow, 
including treating other students, staff and members of the wider 
community with respect and tolerance.

• Report and Support Online Tool launched as part of the OfS-funded 
Hate Crime Project and following on from the Religious and Race Hate 
Crime Survey, providing an anonymous and non-anonymous platform 
for reporting instances of bullying and harassment, hate incidents, sexual 
misconduct and violence, and domestic abuse. Where non-anonymous 
reports are made, options for taking forward a complaint are provided.

Statement of Intent from the Institute of Medical Humanities 

This statement of intent, shared 
with visitors to events in the 
Institute for Medical Humanities, 
is a strong example of setting 
respectful cultural expectations: 

The Institute for Medical 
Humanities (IMH) is strongly 
committed to diversity, 
accessibility and inclusion. 
Underpinning that commitment is 
a firm belief in the value of freely 
exploring competing ideas and 
concepts – with a fundamental 
respect for the rights, dignity and 
value of all persons.

We ask you to join us in ensuring 
that across all our activities and 
events IMH creates a dynamic, 
friendly, intellectually enriching 
and harassment-free environment 
for everyone, regardless of 
gender, sexual orientation, gender 
identity, disability, physical 
appearance, ethnicity, religion or 
other group identity. 

All communication should be 
appropriate for an interdisciplinary 
academic audience including 
people of many different 
backgrounds. Please be kind to 
others.

4.0 Findings
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• Respect at Work and Study policies and Sexual Misconduct and 
Violence Policy setting out expected behaviours for staff and students 
and procedures for making complaints.

• EDI training packages including the equality, diversity and inclusion 
e-learning modules, consent and bystander education, unconscious bias 
and respecting others: challenging negative behaviours training.

Whilst such interventions and positive behaviours exist, the Commission also 
identified some significant obstacles to an overall culture of respect, including 
individual behaviours, collective behaviours, and policies and practices. 

Through analysis of relevant policy and comparator literature and 
experiences, it is evident that some themes are particular to the Durham 
environment, while others are also witnessed very widely in other 
institutional and organisational contexts. The core themes are therefore split 
according to behaviours exhibited across organisations and those which, 
whilst not necessarily unique to Durham, arise specifically as a result of 
Durham’s own cultural and organisational environment. 

Be an Active Bystander - UCL

UCL have developed a significant 
amount of guidance for both staff 
and students in relation to active 
bystander training, recognising 
its efficacy in addressing 
disrespectful behaviours. For 
students, the University has set 
out a clear set of guidance for 
how to be an active bystander, 
based on the “4 D’s”:

• Direct action

• Distraction

• Delegation

• Delay

Students at UCL can participate in 
the Active Bystander programme, 
delivered by the UCL Students’ 
Union to be fully equipped to act 
in this capacity.

UCL have also worked in 
collaboration with the University 
of Cambridge, University of 
Manchester and University of 
Oxford to create “Where do you 
draw the line?” – a harassment 
prevention approach. 

This training package was 
developed in response to 
the increasing prevalence of 
harassment in higher education, 
and offers an initial 2.5 hour 
session part-facilitated by a 
Head of Department to promote 
relevance and specificity to 
the training environment. Both 
collective analysis of factors 
which contribute to a culture of 
disrespect and collaborative work 
to identify ways of challenging 
and addressing this are explored. 
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4.2 Negative institutional behaviours

Bullying and harassment 

Unfortunately, bullying and harassment are behaviours observed across 
societies in general. The very existence of extensive policies and procedures 
within the majority of institutions suggests that bullying and harassment 
are fairly common organisational challenges. Research shows that while 
individual personality traits do predict bullying and harassment, these 
do not occur in a social vacuum and are also heavily influenced by the 
workplace context. Workplace predictors of bullying and harassment 
include leadership styles, high job demands, low resources, and group 
norms (cf. Hershcovis, Reich & Niven 2015). Bullying or harassment 
instigated by individual poor behaviour often stems from inappropriate 
management styles and discriminatory behaviours rooted in prejudice. 
Whilst specific issues relating to management styles and equality and 
diversity are discussed below, a number of findings relating to bullying and 
harassment in general have been set out here. 

18% of staff respondents and 30% of student respondents to the (2019) 
Health and Wellbeing Survey said that they had experienced some form 
of bullying or harassment whilst at the University. One issue frequently 
reported to the Commission is the failure to tackle instances of bullying 
and harassment at different levels within the University. Not only are such 
behaviours often poorly addressed, evidence collected indicates that such 
behaviours are sometimes even tolerated and accepted. Examples provided 
by victims of bullying and/or harassment in the Commission’s survey and 
interviews were generally accompanied by a suggested explanation for 
this perceived tolerance. Most people reflected that bullying behaviours 
were unchallenged due to a combination of fear (that by reporting they 
may jeopardise their position or ability to progress), a lack of belief in 
the efficacy of reporting processes, a failure to take reports seriously, 
and a drive to protect reputation – particularly if those in more senior 
management positions were implicated in reports. Due to such factors, 
sometimes those at the receiving end of experiences of bullying and 
harassment tend to go off sick or even leave the University, rather than 
engaging in a lengthy and formal grievance process which itself often 
encourages the issues to simply “go away”. Alternatively, there was a 
concern expressed to the Commission about the perceived practice of 
paying off the responsible party to leave the University, with a perception 
that this occurs particularly at a senior level, rather than acknowledging that 
the behaviour is unacceptable and deserving of performance management 
up to and including dismissal without compensation. 
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“There is, in my working experience, a culture within the 
University which seeks to protect senior staff from scrutiny. 
There is a strong emphasis on protecting the reputation of the 
University at the cost of individuals who are victims of bullying 
and harassment.”

Individual leadership behaviours are also integral to setting the tolerance 
levels for bullying and harassment; workplace culture within departments 
in particular is often too dependent on the Head of Department and their 
personality, their level of commitment to promoting respect, and their 
relationships with others. 

One of the most frequently mentioned issues in our survey when it comes to 
bullying and harassment was that of “repeat offenders” whose disrespectful 
behaviours are seen to be routinely ignored or accommodated. The belief 
that there are “untouchables” whose behaviour is widely recognised as 
disrespectful emerged strongly; many examples were provided of regularly 
unchecked behaviours, including yelling and threatening colleagues.

Policies, procedures, and systems

Despite the existence of multiple processes, policies and systems for 
preventing and responding to disrespectful behaviours, a lack of visibility, 
inconsistency in application, and lack of confidence in policies and 
processes and their ability to genuinely tackle disrespectful behaviours 
was highlighted to the Commission. A considerable problem noted by 
staff is a lack of awareness of the policies relating to behaviour, with staff 
only becoming aware of the policy after a breach. As a result, policies are 
ineffective as preventative measures, and serve only to facilitate a reaction 
to an issue once a problem has occurred, thereby limiting their power to 
direct and champion a culture of respect. 

Not only are our policies and procedures often unknown to staff, incident 
reporting and grievance handling were also regularly criticised for being 
ineffective, slow, and unfair. The speed of implementing processes in 
particular was seen to be particularly problematic, with the result that 
individuals often continue to be exposed to the instigators of inappropriate 
behaviours and remain in deeply unpleasant working environments. 

Also communicated to the Commission was a lack of faith in reporting 
mechanisms available to challenge disrespectful behaviour – both their 
integrity and their ability to address complaints effectively. The formality 
associated with such reporting mechanisms is often seen to be too heavy 
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handed, daunting, and combative with the result that lower graded staff 
often feel uncomfortable about activating the formal process, particularly 
against more senior staff, exacerbating power imbalances between 
staff members. In addition, such processes are seen to be too formal 
for reporting issues of low-level disrespect, but an absence of other 
mechanisms for reporting micro-aggressions results in a failure to report 
these at all, perpetuating low-level disrespectful behaviours and promoting 
tolerance of disrespect.

“The entire experience was highly stressful: it has seriously 
shaken my faith in the integrity of University procedures 
for making complaints, and my confidence that I will be 
adequately supported… it has taken a serious toll on my 
mental health.”

Status and Power

In any organisation, leaders and managers at all levels have the ability to 
direct the organisational culture. Leadership by example will drive the 
behaviours exemplified by people in management positions. At Durham, 
feedback collected by the Commission highlighted that there are a number 
of management behaviours which contribute to a culture of disrespect. 
Three key themes routinely emerged during our work: a command and 
control management style, line management behaviours, and “grade-ism”. 
Each is considered in turn below.

Command and Control

A frequently occurring view communicated to us is that of a command 
and control management structure in which top down decision-making is 
enforced on staff and students with little reference to the experiences of 
those working at the “coal-face” or for those impacted by such decisions. 
Even amongst senior staff, there were views expressed that those in 
leadership positions have used a command and control approach known to 
lead to stress, demanding behaviours, and feelings of disrespect amongst 
those on the receiving end. There was also a perception of a worsening 
tendency towards a one-directional, top-down and hierarchical approach, in 
which dissent is treated as insubordination. It is important to note, however, 
that this is not reflective of the management style as a whole at the 
University, rather it is illustrative of the approach of a few. 

As indicated in the Health and Wellbeing Survey, staff responded with high 
levels of agreement to statements relating to management and particularly 
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freedom and trust to undertake roles, such as “We can decide on the order 
in which we do things” and “We can have 1:1 meetings with our manager”. 
However, the same survey did indicate that staff felt that “management”, 
which we understand as those in senior positions, do not necessarily trust 
their staff, with resultant low levels of agreement (on average) to the 
following statements: “The management show that they have confidence 
in the people who work for them” (which interestingly attains lower levels 
of agreement amongst higher graded staff), “We feel listened to” and 
“Communication is good”. This is particularly true for academic staff, male 
staff, and staff from ethnic minorities. All of the above statements may be 
seen to contribute to a culture in which a command and control approach 
may develop. 

“The recent shift in powers and responsibilities from 
deliberative and governance structures to individuals and 
management bodies has coincided with (what feels like) 
a significant reduction in individual autonomy, trust, and 
transparency.”

A perceived lack of consultation (especially with non-managers or those 
responsible for implementation of decisions) was regularly criticised, 
particularly what some respondents saw as disingenuous and tokenistic 
consultation which fails to engage staff transparently in meaningful 
conversations during which opinions will be actively listened and responded 
to. Participants at focus groups indicated that they would rather not 
be consulted if no one is actually going to listen to their input – such 
disingenuous consultation drives feelings of impotence and disrespect by 
having contributions dismissed out of hand. 

“Decisions are made by senior managers with scant regard for 
the impact on staff and very little consultation, and when there 
is an opportunity to speak up we get “we hear you”, but then 
nothing is acted upon, and it seems that as long as we have 
had an opportunity to speak a box is ticked.”

There was a perception that centralisation may be a contributory factor 
perpetuating a command and control environment, in which the growing 
distance between decision-makers and those experiencing the impact of 
decisions weakens working relationships. This reported concentration of 
power with one-way decision making has exacerbated feelings of being 
undervalued and feelings of disrespect. 
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Line Management Behaviours

Although these issues are often framed as a problem with centralised 
management systems, it is clear that it is not just people in senior 
leadership positions who can influence a culture of disrespect. Those in 
middle management positions across all areas of the University also have 
a powerful impact on the overall culture of the University. A particular 
issue highlighted during data collection was that of poorly trained or 
inexperienced individuals in people management positions. This was 
particularly mentioned by some respondents in relation to academic Heads 
of Department (HoDs). Whilst the Commission recognises that the HoD role 
is often onerous and challenging and therefore can be seen as undesirable, 
we are of the view that HoDs should invest in leadership and management 
training to ensure that they set the cultural tone of the department. 
According to the evidence provided to the Commission, too often HoDs are 
not trained to effectively deal with grievances or offer mediation activities. 
They may also be reluctant to tackle bad behaviour because the cyclical 
nature of the role means that the person reprimanded may well become 
their peer in the short term, or even their next departmental head. 

“Grade-ism”

Throughout the feedback received, it was suggested that Durham is 
extremely status conscious in terms of grades, degree holding, and from 
where degrees are issued, more than similar institutions in the eyes of those 
who noted it. 

“Durham University has a very status-oriented culture that 
shapes the degree to which staff at different levels have their 
contributions valued and respected. Whilst some staff and 
leaders try to take a lead on establishing a respectful culture, 
behaviours frequently reflect this underlying culture.”

Respect is at times accorded on the basis of grade, as opposed to inherent 
worth, and expertise trusted on the basis of seniority as opposed to length 
of service. When only staff at higher grades are consulted, lower graded 
staff feel disrespected and undervalued, and the University loses valuable 
insights from knowledgeable and experienced members of staff. 
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“I have worked in many different departments around the 
University and find that there is an underlying culture of 
‘grade-ism’ where lack of respect occurs rather frequently due 
to making lower graded staff feel inadequate or dis-involved.”

Interestingly, the Health and Wellbeing Survey identified a trend, driven 
by professional as opposed to academic staff, whereby respect seems to 
reduce as paygrade increases among women, as opposed to men, where 
respect seems to increase with increasing grade.

Academic vs Professional Staff 

The academic versus professional staff divide is not something unique 
to Durham University. In many of the responses provided, and in the 
wider research undertaken, it is clear that this divide is prevalent in many 
academic institutions and contributes to the promotion of a culture in which 
professional staff can feel like “second-class citizens” of lesser value to their 
academic colleagues. Some individuals felt that this was in part attributable 
to a lack of awareness of roles and the expertise and knowledge required, 
and the perception that professional staff are replaceable in a way that 
academics are not as bringers of income and prestige. 

“As a member of Professional Services staff, we are often 
made to feel like second-class citizens rather than being 
respected for the professional contribution that we make to 
the University.”

Behaviours exhibited by academics in relation to professional staff include 
disrespect for compliance and the need for regulatory and procedural 
conformance, exposing professional staff and the University to potentially 
significant risks. This approach is an indicative example of a failure to 
appreciate both the purpose and complexity of professional roles, and their 
integral part within the University community. Dismissed by some academics 
as “just administrators”, which itself demonstrates a lack of respect for 
this vital function, professional staff regularly receive unwanted tasks from 
academics without reference to their roles, responsibilities or workloads.

Respondents did, however, recognise that there are many academics 
who treat all colleagues with respect. However, those who disrespect 
professional staff are also more likely to treat junior academic staff (in 
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particular teaching fellows on short-term contracts) and students with 
contempt or disregard. A number of respondents indicated that this 
disregard for students was particularly problematic when relating to the 
PhD supervisor/supervisee relationship, as students in these situations may 
be fearful of reporting or addressing such behaviours due to the power 
dynamic and possible influence the supervisor may have on future career 
development and progression. 

Unfortunately, these individuals can set examples through their poor 
conduct, facilitating the development of learnt behaviours. Not only do learnt 
behaviours impact upon approaches by other staff; as one respondent told us 
about their department, “[seeing] academic members of staff abusing their 
position with non-academics … has become so bad that the students feel it is 
equally valid to now be abusive towards support staff”. 

4.3 Negative behaviours arising directly from the specific 
culture at Durham 

Discrimination and Exclusion

A lack of diversity at Durham University, particularly in relation to gender 
inequality, social class and BAME representation was seen to frequently 
be at the root of a number of discriminatory and exclusionary behaviours 
exhibited by both staff and students.

“Durham University is clearly a place where disrespect for 
women, minorities, and people who don’t fit into the ‘Durham 
mould’ is deeply engrained in the every-day culture.”

In relation to gender inequality, the perception of a lack of gender balance 
within senior leadership and decision-making positions was identified 
as contributing to a culture of sexism and gender-based discrimination. 
Comments about gender inequality and women’s experiences of sexism 
were made repeatedly to the Commission. Traditional role divides, for 
example, continue to be promoted within the working practices of some 
areas of the University, such as the expectation that female staff will always 
prepare refreshments and tidy up, or take minutes in the absence of a formal 
minute-taker. Derogatory gendered language was also highlighted, with 
female staff and student leaders referred to in some instances as “bossy” 
or “bitchy” or “emotional”. A further issue regularly highlighted was that of 
a lack of perceived value in comparison to male colleagues, by both female 
and male colleagues and students, with male colleagues presenting their 
female colleagues’ work or ideas as their own, without sufficient credit or 
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thanks. Some male students were also criticised for sexist behaviours, often 
fuelled by sporting groups or drunken behaviours including initiations that, 
whilst banned by the University, have not been eradicated. Supporting these 
findings, female respondents to the Health and Wellbeing Survey scored 
significantly lower than male students regarding their experiences of respect. 

Views were also expressed that the University suffers from low numbers 
of BAME staff and students. Whilst improvements are being made, with 
BAME staff accounting for 33% of all academic appointments during the 
recent academic recruitment campaign, a lack of representation in senior 
level posts and on senior committees is seen to be evidence of a culture in 
which BAME contributions are not valued. At a student level, representation 
is also improving, particularly at the postgraduate level (BAME students 
account for 34% full-time PGRs and 74% full-time PGTs in 2018/19), but the 
Commission recognises that there is still work to be done. 

“If you don’t have BAME staff in senior management, then you 
don’t respect the quality and value of BAME individuals.”

Not only do some BAME staff and students feel unrepresented and isolated; 
micro-aggressions by non-BAME peers are also seen to contribute to, in 
places, a culture of fear. Often seen by non-BAME members as “banter”, 
offensive behaviours identified in the data collection include mocking 
international accents and names, presuming BAME staff are assistants, and 
making underhanded comments. The number of reports of such behaviours 
indicates that they may have been normalised in some places within the 
work environment, highlighting a lack of intercultural training and a failure to 
address these behaviours effectively. This has driven a culture in which some 
BAME staff and students are afraid of speaking out, intensified by a lack of 
representation and diversity with the result that some BAME staff and students 
feel that the only safe spaces to speak out are in BAME-only environments. 

The need to address this urgently was emphasised particularly in relation 
to the safety and security of international students at the University, and 
the evidence from the Health and Wellbeing Survey that overseas students 
(8.3%) are significantly more likely to experience hate crime than Home/
EU students (2.5%). The likelihood of greater rates of hate crime is high – 
the NUS Hate Crime Report found that only 13% of people who experience 
it report it, and usually only report it to academic staff (NUS, 2012). The 
strategic drive to increase international student and staff recruitment gives 
further urgency to the need to address this, to ensure the safety of both 
existing and future members of the University both within the University 
environment and in the wider community. 
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Whilst it must be acknowledged that the sample of BAME staff and 
students who engaged in the Commission’s data collection was very small 
and cannot be seen to be representative, the findings of the quantitative 
survey present a similar picture. In this survey, racial minorities agreed 
significantly less with respect and respect-related statements compared to 
white respondents (e.g. I am treated with fairness and respect at work), with 
31% of respondents from minority racial groups personally experiencing 
bullying or harassment at work (although again these figures should be 
interpreted with caution due to the small sample size). Of all the groups 
surveyed, female racial minority employees reported the lowest levels of 
respect at Durham University. 

Other instances of disrespect on the basis of protected characteristics 
include a perceived lack of effective flexible working arrangements 
impacting those with childcare or other caring responsibilities, including 
the calling of meetings at difficult times. In addition, a lack of consideration 
for disabled students’ access requirements to accommodation in colleges 
was given as an example of a failure to make reasonable adjustments, 
demonstrating disrespect. 

Too much attention on raising visibility of EDI issues was criticised, such as 
the gender balance of senior staff on stage at congregation, and diversity 
in publicity photographs, as opposed to addressing fundamental and 
underlying problems, although progress on improving diversity was broadly 
recognised and welcomed. The fact that Durham University has one of the 
smallest EDI teams of any Russell Group University was also mentioned, 
suggesting to some a lack of commitment centrally to addressing issues 
of inequality, discrimination, and exclusion, due to a lack of investment in 
this area. Respondents raised the need to expand the team and to further 
increase its diversity.

Culture of Fear

A further contributor to a lack of respect is fear, driven by a blame culture, 
in which making mistakes is heavily criticised. 

“It’s not OK to make mistakes. When something goes wrong, 
there is always the hunt for the guilty.”

This results in a fear of failure and anxiety for some, perpetuated further by 
underlying unease relating to job security and opportunities for promotion. 
The fact that the University is a major employer in the city and neighbouring 
region, with relatively favourable employment terms, exacerbates this fear. 
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Recent approaches to restructuring, which were seen by many to be lacking 
in genuine consultation, have heightened concerns about job security, 
particularly when staff feel like “interchangeable sources of cost to be 
minimised where possible”. 

This culture in which people are afraid to speak out against disrespectful 
behaviours in case of negative repercussions facilitates the creation of an 
environment in which disrespect may go unchecked. 

Cultural Arrogance

For some, there is a perception of cultural arrogance at the University which 
is driven by both staff and student led behaviours. In relation to staff, a 
culture of impunity, and the tendency for bad behaviours to go unchecked, 
promotes a sense of untouchability that filters through departments 
affecting the wider cultural ethos. 

“There are a small proportion of academic staff who routinely 
exhibit disrespectful behaviours towards other staff. Despite 
being widely recognised as unacceptable behaviours, nothing 
is ever done to tackle them.”

Respondents expressed a view that a lack of diversity amongst the student 
body and a higher than average intake of independent school students has 
resulted in a significant class divide within the University community, and 
between the University and its neighbouring community. At Durham, the 
majority of students (an average of 52-55% over the last 5 years) come from 
the highest participation in HE neighbourhoods, in comparison to the 5-7% 
from low participation neighbourhoods. 

Students and staff responding to our survey and contributing to our focus 
groups expressed a view that a number of students come to Durham 
with a sense of entitlement that can lead to patronising or disrespectful 
behaviour, and an elitism which drives social class divisions. In particular, 
there were numerous reports of working-class students being disrespected 
by their peers and examples of demeaning language being used to refer to 
students from working class backgrounds, indicating a culture of disregard 
and disdain for them. This seems to be heightened where a student is also 
local – reflecting a broader issue of disrespect toward members of the 
local community, which itself was noted as a prevalent negative behaviour. 
This is not helped by the low levels of local recruitment – over the past five 
years, on average, only 7.8% of graduates come from the region, which is 
significantly lower than other universities in the region including Newcastle 
which recruited 23% of its 2017/18 intake from the North East.
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“There is a pervasive culture of sexism, classism, and racism 
which seems to be particularly associated with entitled 
behaviour of highly privileged students.”

This overarching sense of privileged entitlement demonstrated by some 
students was seen to contribute to disrespectful behaviour to staff as well 
as to other students, underpinned at times by an unhelpful consumerist 
attitude that can devalue interactions with staff as ‘people’. Examples 
included unrealistic expectations of academic staff, defaming staff on social 
media, (such as on the Facebook group Durfess), and publicly hostile or 
rude behaviour, such as the student who told his tutor during a tutorial that 
he was paying the tutor’s salary. Although by no means indicative of the 
vast majority of students, such behaviours highlight that disrespect is not 
just one-directional; disrespect can be generated at any level in perceived 
power hierarchies, demonstrating the importance of personal accountability. 

Colleges

A culture of elitism was seen to be a particular issue within some colleges. 
This was most likely in colleges where additional hidden costs such as gowns, 
expensive balls and formal dinners, and old-fashioned traditions contributed 
to a sense of segregation for some less privileged students who were unable 
to afford such add-ons or who were uncomfortable participating in unfamiliar 
activities. Some of those interviewed also commented that the University’s 
emphasis on particular elite sports, of which a number are associated with 
privilege, can also contribute to class divides.

“The college system is disrespectful to anyone who doesn’t fall 
into a healthy, middle-class binary. I know of so many people 
who felt so isolated by the college system.”

Colleges were frequently mentioned in the evidence presented to the 
Commission, and often as a contributory factor to a number of the issues 
highlighted above. In particular, for some students, colleges can be seen  
to exacerbate elitist behaviours and contribute to feelings of isolation  
and exclusion. 

Issues specific to colleges which were raised regularly include the treatment 
of college staff, particularly housekeeping staff, by both staff and students. 
Whilst there were examples given of respectful and appreciative behaviour 
from students towards college staff, it was noted that housekeeping staff 
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can be treated as invisible, and only spoken to in criticism. Not only is this 
rudeness sometimes directed at staff by other staff and students, there 
were also examples given to us when college staff had experienced this 
from visiting parents. Differentiation of housekeeping staff from other 
staff contributes to feeling a lack of value. For example, in some colleges, 
housekeeping staff are not included on staff boards in reception areas. 
One significant shortcoming in colleges is that of a lack of post-incident 
support and care for housekeeping staff who may be first responders to 
student incidents, including suicide and other distressing events. This lack 
of support and care indicates a lack of respect and awareness for these 
integral members of the University community. 

These behaviours might contribute to the seemingly lower scores for 
professional staff in colleges (as opposed to professional staff in other 
units) relating to respect in the recent Health and Wellbeing Survey. The 
survey also identified that, of all divisions (the separate faculties, colleges, 
and professional services), staff working in colleges are the group with the 
highest experience levels of bullying and harassment at 25% (32.8% female, 
23.3% male). 

Respect, Always! Charter

Developed as a collaboration 
between Liverpool John Moores 
University and its Students’ Union, 
the Respect, Always! Charter 
was produced to demonstrate 
a University-wide commitment 
to embedding respect as a core 
value within all its activities. 

The Charter was developed as 
part of a bigger project seeking to 
raise awareness of, and address, 
disrespectful behaviours. 

Extract: 

“This charter is a statement of 
our passionate commitment 
to ensuring that LJMU is a 
place where everyone can be 
themselves and is respected for 

being who they are; a place where 
we are all equal but never the 
same; a place where the things 
that make each of us different 
make our university stronger. 

We value the warm, friendly 
and supportive atmosphere of 
this university and our strong 
sense of community and pride 
in our home city, but we do not 
take that for granted. We are 
determined that in everything 
that we do, no matter how small 
- in our formal roles within the 
university and the students’ union 
and as individuals who make up 
the LJMU community - to treat 
each other and our environment 
with consideration, kindness, 
thoughtfulness and care.”
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There were also some critical reports from some students that people in 
college management positions can infantilise students, particularly student 
leaders who raise concerns relating to college matters, leading to feelings 
that concerns are not taken seriously or genuinely listened to.

Student Leaders

This Commission was initially set up following concerns from student 
leaders that they were not being treated with respect by senior colleagues 
across the University. Whilst the Commission explored wider issues of 
disrespect, specific engagement with student leaders was undertaken to 
understand behaviours of concern. 

Many of the student leaders approached did mention positive, respectful 
behaviours, but instances of disrespect were also flagged. In particular, 
student leaders were critical of behaviours demonstrated towards them on 
account of protected characteristics; from being told to be less emotional 
(to a female leader), to homophobic behaviours, and questioning of ability 
on the basis of personal relationships and disabilities. 

Disrespect for student leaders was often characterised by a lack of 
consultation, and space to be genuinely heard, demonstrating a lack 
of value placed on the expertise and knowledge which student leaders 
bring. This was evidenced specifically through a failure to document the 
contributions made by student leaders in official minutes of committees, 
and a lack of space for student leaders to contribute to discussions. A 
number of student leaders felt that their presence on committees was only 
tolerated as a token, and that attempts to raise issues or disagree were met 
with hostility, shutting down engagement from students. Student leaders 
attributed this to a belief that some staff leaders consider student leaders 
to be representing their own concerns, rather than the concerns of all 
students. The length of office for student leaders was also seen to be an 
obstacle to creating effective relationships. As a result of this, staff leaders 
may fail to respond to concerns, requests or suggestions, or to take the 
time to develop meaningful relationships built on mutual respect and trust, 
recognising the value these post-holders add to University life. 

“Even though people do listen, they don’t take it very seriously 
because they know we are here only for a year.”

4.0 Findings



   38Report of the Durham Commission on Respect, Values, and Behaviour: November 2019

4.4 Conditions for respect

A respectful environment can be characterised as one where there is an 
absence of the negative behaviours set out above and where all members 
of the community show respect to one another. A number of key conditions 
necessary to foster respect have emerged strongly through the work of 
the Commission that are integral to creating an environment in which all 
members of the University can flourish and feel empowered to contribute 
to the University without fear of being subjected to inappropriate and 
unwanted behaviours. These conditions are:

• That individuals are appreciated: This is achieved through considering 
needs, providing an active voice through genuine consultation, and 
welcoming and listening to suggestions and ideas. In addition, central to 
this is the need to value the inherent worth of all individuals (generalised 
respect), as opposed to attributing value according to status, grade, or 
position within the hierarchy. This includes celebrating, acknowledging 
and talking about our differences openly and in a positive and 
meaningful way. Asking experts for their advice, trusting judgement, 
and offering thanks are all key to enabling this condition to thrive 
(particularised respect). 

• That inappropriate or unprofessional behaviours are not accepted: For 
respect to be the norm, all members of the community must be held to 
account for their behaviours, and believe that inappropriate behaviours 
will be challenged and responded to accordingly. Where behaviours go 
unchecked, people are unlikely to change behaviours and will encourage 
others to replicate such behaviours, feeding a culture of fear and 
disrespect. 

• That making mistakes is OK: Crucial to avoiding a blame culture is 
an environment in which making mistakes is recognised, unpunished, 
and acknowledged as providing learning opportunities. This enables 
individuals to take accountability for mistakes, driving mutual respect 
and raising trust by promoting integrity and providing transparency. 

• Friendly and supportive: An underpinning culture of openness, 
transparency, support, and friendliness will contribute to an environment 
which values and respects all individuals. Team working and offering to 
support colleagues and peers in a collegial fashion, recognising expertise 
and working to collective institutional goals drives respect. 
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5.0 Recommendations
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The Commission has developed a series of 
recommendations on the basis of its findings. Some 
of these recommendations are specific and actionable 
immediately; others require further consideration, framing 
and design to deliver practical and specific changes. 

We recognise that the recommendations set out below will take a 
considerable amount of time and resource to implement and will require 
a concerted and committed effort to facilitate real change. As such, we 
propose that a Respect Commission Working Group (RCWG) should be 
set up to take forward the recommendations of the Commission and to 
address the issues for which we have no specific resolutions, maintaining 
momentum in our drive to deliver fundamental cultural change. We 
anticipate that this Group will have responsibility for a comprehensive three 
year programme for implementation and delivery of the recommendations. 
Not only will this Group be responsible for implementation of the specific 
recommendations set out below; they will also be responsible for taking 
forward some of the broader recommendations for further investigations 
and action planning. 

The RCWG should consist of representatives from all key staff and 
student groups and should include a sample of representatives from 
the Commission to ensure consistency and transition from the evidence 
gathering to implementation phases of this work. 

The Group should bring an update report to UEC and Council in 12 months’ 
time, identifying progress on the implementation of the recommendations, 
publishing its report to demonstrate accountability to the University 
community as a whole, and a commitment to making real change.

The recommendations detailed below correspond to our findings. They 
address a number of key themes emerging from the findings, and seek to 
promote respect at all stages in engagement with the University – from 
prospective staff/students, current members of the University community, 
to leavers or visitors to the University. They have therefore been grouped 
according to the relevant stage of engagement. There are recommendations 
that will be applicable to all members, and some that will be applicable 
only to certain internal stakeholder groups. Responsibility for implementing 
the recommendations is identified, but we want to stress that all University 
members have an absolutely unarguable duty to contribute to a more 
fundamental cultural shift. 

5.0 Recommendations
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The Commission has not created specific recommendations to respond to 
all themes; this, however, does not mean that they are lower priorities to 
address, and it is the intention that the RCWG will explore all themes and 
further possible recommendations in response to the findings as a whole. 

A number of findings indicated that removing problematic behaviour 
before it enters the institution is a powerful mechanism for limiting the 
prevalence of such behaviours (Estes & Wang, 2008). Proactive steps to 
facilitate a zero-tolerance climate should be implemented, achieved through 
a combination of leadership by example, recognising that management 
behaviours set the cultural tone for the whole University (CIPD, 2019), and 
enhanced HR approaches to recruitment and induction. We have therefore 
developed a number of recommendations to promote positive behaviours 
for those at the start of their journey with the University: 

1 Staff The recruitment processes for all staff should be reviewed 
and updated to include criteria in all job templates that 
require candidates to evidence interpersonal skills and 
behaviours clearly linked to the University values, Durham 
University Leadership Attributes and/or Realising Your 
Potential Approach, and EDI objectives. The prioritisation 
of these skills and behaviours alongside qualifications, 
knowledge, and experience with equal weighting is 
essential. 

Similarly, the internal promotion and progression processes 
for all staff at the University should be reviewed to 
ensure inclusion of citizenship, interpersonal skills and 
respectful behaviours in staff appraisals. Appointments 
and promotions should not be made without this evidence 
and should be refused on the basis of poor behaviours and 
disrespectful conduct.

2 Staff The Vice-Chancellor’s welcome event should be reviewed 
to ensure that additional content includes a focus on the 
University’s values, expected behaviours, and support 
mechanisms and networks such as Women@DU, MAMS, 
BAME and LGBT+ Networks. Promoting the ethos of the 
University, and the recommendations of this Commission, 
to both professional and academic staff at the point of 
arrival will encourage a collective sense of responsibility 
and accountability for creating a culture of respect. 

5.0 Recommendations
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3 Staff Staff induction should also promote long-term engagement 
between different staff groups; this should be achieved 
through partnering new academic starters with new 
professional starters at a comparable level of expertise, 
promoting mutual support from the point of joining the 
University. These partnerships should be separate to the 
existing mentoring systems in operation, and should be 
supported through grouping partnerships into joint academic 
and professional action learning sets, based on the model 
implemented effectively by the Advance HE Aurora Network3. 

4 Student 
leaders

Student Leader induction should be strengthened to include 
full inductions to the University committees they will be 
sitting on, including full introductions to key staff. All staff 
who will be working with student leaders should also receive 
clarification of the roles and responsibilities for the relevant 
student leaders to promote enhanced understanding of 
these roles. 

5 Students Student induction should include additional discussion of 
the behaviours expected from all students at the University, 
in relation to the behaviours expected for student-to-
student, and student-to-staff treatment, and should include 
both reference to the Student Pledge, and the overarching 
University Respect Statement (see recommendation 10). 

6 All 
members

All members of the University community should undertake 
required University Values, Attributes and Behaviours 
training. This training would reinforce the messages provided 
at the Vice-Chancellor’s Welcome Event for staff and the 
Student Induction sessions for new staff and students. A 
programme of roll-out to existing staff and students would 
also be required. The Respect Commission Working Group 
should explore training methods and options including 
online delivery to achieve scale and reach and should also 
consider the time implications for staff to complete the suite 
of e-learning packages that are now expected of them. The 
Group should also consider staff who don’t have easy access 
to online materials. 

Any training developed must complement the existing suite 
of Equality, Diversity and Inclusion training and the Working 
Group may wish to consider recommendations for a refresh 
of that suite of training materials. 

3 https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/programmes-events/aurora/how-does-aurora-work 

5.0 Recommendations

https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/programmes-events/aurora/how-does-aurora-work
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Durham University Student Pledge (extract):

My pledge to myself - I undertake to:

• Hold myself to the highest possible standards

• Conduct myself with integrity and dignity in all matters

• Demonstrate high standards of personal conduct in my 
interactions with the University and the wider Durham community

My pledge to others - I undertake to:

• Respect diversity and the promotion of equal opportunity for all 

• Treat other students, staff and members of the wider community 
with respect and tolerance, irrespective of their race, colour, 
religion, sex, age, sexual orientation, gender identity or 
expression, nationality or disability

• Promote a culture in which incidents of sexual violence and 
misconduct are not tolerated

• Be a good and considerate neighbour while living in College or 
within the wider Durham community

5.0 Recommendations

Alongside encouraging respectful behaviours from the point of entry to the 
University, the Commission recognises that enhanced training for existing 
members, to signify a commitment to removing disrespectful behaviours, 
underpinned by appropriate resourcing and a portfolio of strong, robustly 
applied, and widely visible policies, processes, and standards is key to 
cultural change. In addition, leading by example and strengthening the 
management environment is essential in order to curb disrespectful 
behaviours in a proactive manner, by eradicating a climate which facilitates 
or encourages toleration of such behaviours. As such, recommendations 
have been set out which look to strengthen policies, training packages, and 
support mechanisms for existing members of the University. 
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Therefore, it is recommended that with regard to training, policy  
development and resourcing:

7 All 
members

Bystander intervention training should be developed and rolled 
out to all staff and students focusing on how to challenge 
disrespectful behaviours at the point they arise, with an 
emphasis not only on how to intervene but on how to receive 
an intervention, should one’s own behaviour be challenged. 
Bystander intervention training should include recognising 
and challenging all types of disrespectful behaviours, with a 
particular emphasis on harassment relating to all protected 
characteristics. The establishment of bystander intervention 
training should also promote a culture which enables behaviours 
to be challenged and difficult conversations to be had without 
fear of repercussions.

8 All 
members

The recently developed Report and Support tool should be 
promoted widely through a targeted communications campaign. 
This online resource currently brings together a central hub 
for reporting routes, relevant policies, training packages, and 
guidance, and should be promoted to enhance understanding of 
the University’s approach to maintaining respectful behaviours. 
In addition, it is recommended that the anonymous reporting 
pathway should be revised to include a free text box to give 
greater freedom to the reporting individual. 

9 All 
members

The existing Respect at Work, Respect at Study, and Grievance 
policies are scheduled for a refresh in early 2020. The refresh 
should ensure that the recommendations of this Commission 
are reflected in redrafted, accessible and approachable policies. 
They should be updated to include principles and values 
underpinning the processes, a clear code of conduct based on 
these principles, and clear processes for managing infringement 
detailing the consequences of such behaviour which respect the 
rights of both the complainant and the accused.

Procedures for responding to reports of behaviour that 
contravene these policies are currently too slow. In particular, 
processes addressing grievances are under-resourced and can 
be very protracted and appear to be waiting for the problem 
to resolve itself. As such, it is recommended that a dedicated 
group of senior staff should be allocated to deal with grievance 
procedures, and given appropriate time and training to address 
these in a prompt manner. The imminent refresh of the Mediation 
Service should also include consideration of support, to ensure it is 
appropriately resourced to facilitate an effective and rapid service. 

5.0 Recommendations
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10 All 
members

A clear statement, or pledge, such as that produced by Liverpool 
John Moores or Edinburgh Universities4, setting out what the 
University understands a respectful community to look like, 
based on the conditions for respect set out in this Commission 
report, and the expectations on all members, should be 
developed. This should be prefixed to relevant policies, and also 
shared at induction for both students and staff as a standalone 
statement. This statement should clarify expectations, enabling 
individual behaviours to be assessed against this standard.

11 All 
members

The University values statement should be updated to include 
Respect as a core value, signifying a fundamental commitment 
to promoting an environment which recognises the central 
importance of respect. Values are either aspirational or a 
standard to which members are held to account, and at present 
it is not clear which is true at Durham. It is recommended 
that the values statement is promoted as a standard to which 
all University members will be held to account. This will be 
monitored through the addition to the recruitment activities 
suggested in recommendation 1, and, for existing members of 
the University, through formal inclusion in staff appraisals and 
the student code of conduct and pledge. 

12 All 
members

Improved communications of the policies, processes, training 
packages, and other tools currently available to all members of 
the University community is vital to effective implementation 
of these policy recommendations. As such, a detailed 
communications plan should be worked up by the Respect 
Commission Working Group in conjunction with communications 
staff, to raise visibility of respect related initiatives including 
those already used by the University and to show progress 
against implementation of these recommendations. The plan 
must consider a mixed media approach to information-sharing so 
that all members, including those who don’t regularly use email, 
receive this vital information.

4 https://www.ed.ac.uk/equality-diversity/respect/guidance/respectful-culture 

5.0 Recommendations

https://www.ed.ac.uk/equality-diversity/respect/guidance/respectful-culture
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13 EDI unit A strong, well-resourced and diverse EDI team, providing 
guidance, training, and policy development, will be essential 
for the effective delivery of the intended respectful university 
culture. The University should invest in additional staff resource 
in this area, developing a diverse team which itself would reflect 
a commitment to implementing the recommendations of this 
Commission and addressing the EDI issues raised during its work. 

Alongside additional staff resource, a sizeable sub-fund 
should be established within the EDI unit specifically for the 
purpose of supporting collaborative work between staff and 
students to promote equality, diversity, and inclusion across the 
University. This fund should be issued upon formal application, 
with applicants demonstrating purpose, intended impact and 
outcomes to promote initiatives driving inclusivity between all 
members of the University.

Enhanced EDI representation on major committees should also 
be progressed, with a senior EDI representative to sit on all 
new policy-making groups, ensuring that good practice is built 
into the fabric of the policy and fully integrated into agreed 
processes and practices. Similarly, EDI representation on UEC 
would ensure that EDI is integral to all strategic decision-making 
so a senior member of staff with responsibility for EDI should 
sit on UEC, and it is suggested that a Vice-Provost with specific 
responsibilities for equality and diversity should be introduced. 

5.0 Recommendations
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In relation to leadership, it is recommended that:

14 Managers The Respect Commission Working Group should 
explore training options in consultation with DCAD 
and Organisational Development for staff with people 
management responsibilities (from Heads of Section 
to PIs and Directors of Research, etc.), particularly in 
relation to: performance management, dispute resolution/
conflict management, professional development support 
(particularly for more junior colleagues), wellbeing, 
understanding of the policies and procedures for 
addressing behavioural misconduct and the mechanisms 
for their implementation. Consideration should be given 
to the scaling and embedding of such training across the 
University, and its impact on professional development 
routes. Qualitative KPIs for managers to measure their 
performance against implementation of training in 
practice, and their ability to manage behavioural issues 
effectively, should also be considered in the development 
of management training by the Working Group. 

15 Student 
Leaders

Student leaders should have space to raise their concerns 
and escalate issues, for both their own concerns and for 
the concerns of those they represent. In relation to the 
former, it is recognised that routes for student leaders to 
raise their own concerns are unclear and would benefit 
from improved visibility and communication. As such, it is 
recommended that clarification of reporting routes should 
be established and communicated to all student leaders. 

Termly formal and informal meetings with senior 
leadership (PVC Colleges and Student Experience) should 
also be re-instated to facilitate genuine discussion of 
student issues with an agreed system for responding to 
concerns, including indicative timelines. 

In addition to reducing the introduction of negative behaviours from the 
point of entry to the University, opportunities to identify such behaviours at 
the point of exit should also be taken, to ensure that any such behaviours 
can be identified and addressed, ensuring that remaining members of the 
community are not exposed to this risk (Estes and Wang, 2008). 

5.0 Recommendations
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Therefore, it is recommended that:

16 Staff The Respect Commission Working Group should review 
the introduction of an Exit Interview process for all staff, 
to incorporate the capture of respect-related contributory 
factors for resignation. Pathways for undertaking such 
interviews should be explored to ensure that there are 
options beyond HR-led interviews which some staff may 
not be comfortable undertaking. Disclosures during 
these interviews relating to disrespectful behaviours 
should be logged and addressed to mitigate the risk of 
future incidents. Best practice identification regarding 
the methods and options for the exit interview process 
should be undertaken as part of this review. This would be 
complementary to, as opposed to a replacement of, the 
well-used online system currently in place collecting exit 
information. 

It is recognised that there are those who will engage with the University 
infrequently, but who do have the power to direct the cultural environment 
– particularly long-term visitors, such as visiting academics and alumni. For 
these, it is recommended that:

17 Visitors A new policy or code of conduct should be introduced for 
visitors to the University, setting out expected behaviours 
for engaging with our staff, student, and local community, 
signifying a commitment to a zero-tolerance stance 
to disrespect within the University community. This 
should be aligned to the conduct agreement for visiting 
academics currently being piloted. 

5.0 Recommendations
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Finally, three further recommendations have been set out below to address 
concerns relating to specific members of the University community:

18 Colleges 
staff

A formal process should be established for providing 
post-incident care to staff in colleges, particularly 
housekeeping and portering staff, ensuring that all 
staff impacted by incidents such as suicide or other 
significant events that have the potential to be 
emotionally distressing can receive appropriate levels  
of support.

19 BAME 
staff and 
students

Provision should be made to support BAME staff and 
students to access Counselling services with specialist 
knowledge of issues relating to ethnicity including, but 
not limited to, racial harassment. 

20 BAME 
staff and 
students

The University should undertake a recruitment drive to 
enhance representation of BAME staff and students on 
key committees and in key leadership roles. If there are 
individuals making key decisions who can identify with 
the BAME community, staff may start to feel that they 
can report behaviour and that the University is a safe 
space for them. Data which shows BAME representation 
across the University should be ascertained to inform 
recruitment to committees, ensuring that improvements 
can be targeted in the areas of most need. 

5.0 Recommendations
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6.0 Next Steps
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6.0 Next Steps

The Respect Commission in its current formation will 
entrust the findings of this report and the recommendations 
to the Respect Commission Working Group, which, as 
proposed, will take forward implementation. In addition 
to the recommendations in this report, the Group will also 
consider a number of the wider issues identified and ways 
of addressing these in a proactive and effective way. 

Central to many of the recommendations is the importance of effective 
communication; as such, the Group will work on producing a comprehensive 
communications plan surrounding the work it will take forward, ensuring 
that all members of the University are aware of a sustained commitment to 
enhancing the prevailing culture.

However, the Working Group alone cannot drive cultural change. It is this 
Commission’s hope that changes will drive a fundamental shift in attitudes 
and behaviours, with all members of the University recognising their 
role and their responsibility for creating a culture of respect. Whilst the 
behaviours indicated in this report are by no means universal, and instigated 
by those in the minority, every member of the University has the power to 
put an end to disrespect – by challenging poor behaviours and by treating 
everyone in our community with respect. 

It is our hope that this Commission will challenge all members of the 
community to reflect on their power to make change, and to take personal 
responsibility for their intrinsic role in sustaining a culture built on respect. 
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Examples of good practice

Durham University Learning and Teaching Network published an inclusive practice special 
interest group report. Please contact DCAD for access (dur.ac.uk/dcad). 

—
Durham University student pledge: dur.ac.uk/experience/colleges/pledge

—
Institute for Medical Humanities Durham: dur.ac.uk/imh

—
Liverpool John Moores University (LJMU): ljmu.ac.uk/campaigns/respect-always

—
Edinburgh University: ed.ac.uk/equality-diversity/respect/guidance/respectful-culture

—
Dundee University: dundee.ac.uk/staff/values

—
UCL: ucl.ac.uk/equality-diversity-inclusion

—
Essex: Report and Support tool reportandsupport.essex.ac.uk
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