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The Sexual Violence Task Force: Next Steps 

July 2016 

 
This Report of the Sexual Violence Task Force (SVFT) presents the next steps in the programme to tackle 
the issue of sexual violence, based on the final recommendations from the Task Force produced following 
a period of extensive consultation with a wide variety of key internal and external stakeholders, and 
approved by Council on 12th July 2016.  
 

 

Setting the Context: Sexual Violence in Higher Education 
 

The Sexual Violence Task Force was set up in 2015 in view of increasing national (and international) 
concerns around sexual violence against women at universities. This was within a broader context of 
increasing concerns in the UK around  rates of violence against women and girls (Home Office, 2010). 
In the UK, groups such as the National Union of Students (NUS) and It Happens Here (IHH) have been 
campaigning for change in recent years (e.g. NUS, 2010). Concerns have been expressed in North 
American, Australian and UK universities about the variable and often poor responses of university 
administrations in addressing this challenging area and particularly so in the case of sexual violence. 
The Sexual Violence Task Force was launched at Durham University in July, 2015 in recognition of this 
need to actively address these issues, at an event attended by key internal and external partners 
including the Students’ Union, student groups including “It Happens Here”, the local Police, and the 
Darlington and County Durham Rape and Sexual Abuse Counselling Centre.  
 
Subsequently, ministers have requested some focused work in this area from the sector through 
Universities UK who have set up a broader ranging task force. Durham has engaged with the work of 
this UUK Task Force, and is considered an example of best practice in UK HEIs for its proactive 
approach to the issue. So far, UUK representatives have visited Durham to observe one of our 
consultation sessions with staff and students, and I, as Chair of the SVTF, presented work undertaken 
to date at Durham at a UUK conference in London on 19th April, 2016. The talk was positively received 
by the sector and has since been reported as ‘innovative’ within the psychological professional 
community (The Psychologist, 2016). 
 
The US Context 
 
The film ‘The Hunting Ground’, based on the pioneering activist work of Annie Clark and Andrea Pino 
in North America, has triggered substantial change across the Higher Education sector. This is the case 
in English speaking countries globally. The film portrays the experiences of especially, but not 
exclusively, young women who are victims/survivors of sexual violence. One key concern raised is 
that university administrations may be unduly concerned about the reputational damage perceived to 
be associated with high rates or reporting of sexual violence. The perceived reputational damage is 
also linked to resultant potential financial damage. Clark and Pino focused upon the Title IX US 
legislation regarding equality of access to educational opportunities as a catalyst for change in the US.   
 
Members of the Association of American Universities have also worked to improve university 
administration responses to this challenging area, including undertaking a survey to, amongst other 
research questions, assess the levels of non-consensual sexual contact in US universities (AAU, 2015). 
There appear to have been some marked improvements in policies in particular and practices too in 
many US universities. For some of the interventions developed in the US please see our Rapid 
Evidence Assessment.   
 
 
 

http://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/volume-29/june/tackling-sexual-violence-university
https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/svtf/DUSVTFRAEfinalpdfversion.pdf
https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/svtf/DUSVTFRAEfinalpdfversion.pdf
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The UK Context 

 In this report of the SVTF, we argue that universities actively tackling this challenging area should 
anticipate increased reporting levels, and that this reflects increased levels of trust in university 
administrations. It would be more damaging, we would argue, to do nothing and thus engage with the 
pretence that there are not relatively high levels of sexual violence experienced by university students 
across the sector. We are not aware of any convincing arguments as to why we would anticipate that 
levels of sexual violence would be lower for university students than that reflected in the national 
data. On the contrary, from the evidence, rates are arguably higher than for the general population 
(MoJ, HO, ONS, 2013). We argue that as a university community we have a civic responsibility to 
address sexual violence in terms of prevention work, including educationally based interventions and 
improved responses to students reporting cases of sexual violence. Our civic responsibility is based 
upon a commitment to our students to thrive educationally and socially.  

The final recommendations, as captured in the next steps of the SVTF, recognises and upholds these 
commitments.  

 
Professor Graham Towl 

Chair of the Sexual Violence Task Force 
 

 

1. The Sexual Violence Task Force - an overview 
 

The SVTF was established by the University’s Council in 2015 with the aim of promoting and 
embedding a culture in which any incidents of sexual violence and misconduct are not tolerated, and a 
safe work and study environment is preserved. Since initiating the Task Force, there has been an 
increase in the number of cases of sexual violence and misconduct reported to the University.  

 
Discussions with peer institutions led to the conclusion that those universities who initiate discussion 
amongst their student body about these issues and who offer bystander/consent awareness training 
(as we have done) can expect an increase in the number of cases brought forward. The establishment 
of the SVTF itself also contributes to a climate in which students can be increasingly confident that any 
concerns they report will be handled sensitively and they will be directed to appropriate sources of 
support and guidance.  

 
As such, the establishment of the SVTF is particularly vital, and reflects our commitment, as a 
University, to upholding our duty of care, both for victims of sexual violence and misconduct and the 
wider University community, as evidenced too in its vision and mission statement: 
 

 Vision: A University community where survivors are supported while we strive to eliminate 
sexual violence. 

 Mission: We will work together with members of the University community and key external 
stakeholders to make policy and practice recommendations on all forms of sexual violence, 
including the cultures that enable it. 

 
The SVTF worked to achieve this in line with its term of reference, as set out below: 
 

1. To develop a Durham University and Durham Students’ Union vision and mission statement 
relating to sexual violence and related behaviours. 
 

2. To research and review: 
a. Existing policy and practice around receiving, investigating and resolving complaints 

of sexual violence 
b. Current forms of support for both those who have experienced sexual violence and 

those against whom allegations have been made 
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c. Current programmes and activities aimed at generating cultural change in the area of 
sexual behaviour and sexual violence 

d. Best practice from across the sector in relation to points a to c. 
 

3. To make recommendations in relation to: 
a. Policy and practices for reporting an incident 
b. Appropriate support mechanisms 
c. Interventions and activities aimed at the prevention of sexual violence 
d. Management and governance structures to ensure the implementation and monitoring 

of activities and recommendations beyond the life of the Task Force. 
 

4. To produce a final report for the UEC, Senate and Council within one year of its establishment, 
addressing the terms of reference as outlined above. 
 

In order to meet its key objectives, the SVTF consulted extensively with a wide variety of internal and 
external groups and sought feedback from the University community as a whole. Alongside a general 
invitation to all staff and students to participate in consultation, the SVTF also directly consulted with 
the following specific, relevant groups: Oversight of Student Support Advisory Group (COSSAG), 
Education Committee, Student Experience Sub-Committee, Heads of Colleges, Ethics Advisory 
Committee, Diversity and Equality Advisory Group, JCR and MCR Presidents Committees, and the 
student societies It Happens Here, Feminist Society, and Nightline. In addition, feedback was sought 
from our key external partners at the Domestic Abuse and Sexual Violence Implementation Group 
(DASVIG); a multiagency group comprised of representatives from the Police, County Council, Sexual 
Assault Referral Centres (SARCs), and Rape Crisis.  
 
This report sets out the recommendations as next steps, as delivered to and approved by UEC, Senate, 
and Council in the final report of the SVTF following this period of consultation. It represents the 
culmination of the work achieved by the SVTF in accordance with its remit.  
 

2. Principles  
 

A set of Principles have been established to reflect our commitment to establishing a culture of 
support and respect. These Principles underpin all the operations of the Task Force and the wider 
University community in relation to sexual violence and misconduct, and all our members have a 
responsibility for upholding the Principles. The Principles are as follows: 
 

 We will treat all members of our community with dignity and respect at all times, and it is 
expected that all members of our community will share in this responsibility for creating and 
sustaining an environment which upholds the dignity of all. 

 We recognise the significant impact of all experiences of sexual violence and misconduct, and 
acknowledge the potential detriment to studies and employment, regardless of when the 
experience occurred. 

 We strive to maintain equality and diversity within our community, and will work to sustain 
an equal and safe environment in which a culture of prevention will be promoted through 
appropriate and consistently applied education and training. 

 We will actively respond to all reports of sexual violence and misconduct and, whilst 
recognising that some experiences may constitute a criminal offence, we will ensure that, in all 
cases, reports are carefully and thoughtfully addressed by relevant staff members through a 
process that is transparent and clearly communicated to all individuals involved. We will 
respect the right of the individual reporting an experience to choose how to take forward a 
disclosure.  

 All University staff will have been informed of the Policy and will be trained as appropriate to 
their roles. All staff involved in the process will act with impartiality and discretion at all times. 
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 We believe that no person should suffer the effects of sexual violence or misconduct alone, and 
will ensure that there is dedicated specialist support, including free and accessible counselling 
for all individuals involved. 

 We will work with local partners and key groups to forge positive relationships to support all 
our work in this area, from prevention to enquiry and post-incident care. 

 We are mindful of our civic responsibilities to the wider community. 
 In addressing experiences and working with both internal and external experts, we will seek 

to learn from experience, enabling the University to both shape and respond to national and 
international policy and practice, and to provide regular assurance to Council, Senate, the 
University Executive Committee and the wider University community, that specific incidents 
and broader cultural issues are appropriately captured and addressed.  

 

3. Recommended Next Steps 
 

The recommendations approved by Council in July 2016 have been set out below as the agreed next 
steps in our commitment to tackle the issue at Durham. They reflect the views of those consulted, and 
reflect a commitment from the SVTF, and the University community as a whole, to enact positive 
change. 

 

However, we do recognise that these next steps incur associated specific resource requirements vital 
for their successful implementation. Both staff time and financial investment will be central to the 
implementation phase of the work, alongside a strong governance structure with associated clear 
management responsibilities.  
 
As such, the following resources have been approved: 
 

1) A member of UEC will be identified as the Lead Sexual Violence and Misconduct Officer 
(LSVMO) responsible for reporting to the Executive, and providing assurance to Council 
through the Vice-Chancellor.  

2) The LSVMO will be supported by the establishment of a Sexual Violence and Misconduct 
Operations Group (SVMOG), which will operate as a formal subgroup of the University 
Executive Committee (UEC). This Group will effectively replace the existing SVTF which, upon 
the initiation of the implementation phase, will disband in its current format. The SVMOG will 
be responsible for implementing the recommended next steps set out below. The SVMOG will 
provide regular updates to UEC on progress against the action plan through the LSVMO.   

3) A Student Support and Training Officer, the first role of its kind in the country, has been 
appointed and will support the work of the SVMOG, focusing particularly on the 
implementation and delivery of training in the first instance.  

4) Due to the range of training activities to be developed and delivered, an additional part time 
training officer will be appointed early in the 2016/17 academic year to support these 
activities.  

 
3.1 Policy and Procedure 

The production of a separate Sexual Violence and Misconduct Policy and Procedure document is 
innovative in the UK HE environment, with only a handful of other universities beginning to produce 
similar policies and procedures. Our commitment to recognising sexual violence as a distinct issue in 
its own right, requiring specialist guidance and support to appropriately and effectively address 
reports, is reflected in our decision to produce a separate Policy and Procedure.   

The SVMOG therefore will: 

1. Implement a distinct Sexual Violence and Misconduct Policy which draws on and codifies our 
current practice whilst being innovative and forward-thinking. Three key elements of the 
Procedure are worth highlighting here: 

a. As a University, we will still undertake an assessment as to whether investigations 
should proceed internally on the basis of our duty of care responsibilities following the 
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conclusion of any criminal justice processes. We will do this, even if the criminal justice 
process has concluded with a not guilty verdict or decision for no further action. This 
internal assessment will therefore always take place to assess if an investigation into 
whether the University policy has been breached should be undertaken. The 
University will not, however, initiate an internal investigation whilst a police 
investigation is ongoing, and will suspend any active internal investigations initiated 
before police involvement for the duration of a criminal investigation.  

b. During a criminal investigation, we will continue to offer support to all parties, and will 
implement any interim measures required to safeguard the individuals concerned and 
our wider University community. 

c. We will undertake internal investigations in circumstances where the reporting party 
does not make a report to the police, in order to establish whether there has been a 
breach of the University’s policy.   

2. Review existing policies, in recognition that the implementation of this Policy and Procedure 
may impact them, such as the Respect at Work and Study policies and the General 
Regulations/Misconduct Regulations.  

3. Formally build the Sexual Violence and Misconduct Policy and Procedures into student 
contracts from 2017/18 in light of our responsibility to comply with CMA requirements. We 
will ensure that support mechanisms and safeguarding measures are available for all 
members of our University community from the beginning of the 2016/17. 

 
 

3.2 Support & Publicity of Services 
 
As a direct result of the work of the SVTF, additional therapeutic support has been introduced with the 
Rape and Sexual Abuse Counselling Centre (RSACC), and from 1st May 2016, the contribution to RSACC 
increased to fund a specialist counsellor for two days and one evening per week on site in the 
Counselling Service. This has been a positive step forward marking a substantial increase in specialist 
support, and additional support is planned, both centrally through the provision of therapeutic 
support, and, fundamentally, in colleges where welfare staff are often the first point of contact. It is 
recognised that an increase in training, enhanced transparency in reporting, and increased awareness 
of our commitment as a University community to addressing sexual violence and misconduct in 
general, is highly likely to increase the number of reports made and the demand for support; as 
evidenced in the trends identified during the 2015/16 academic year. As such, we will continue to 
build on the current support mechanisms currently provided. 

In addition to providing sufficient and appropriate support, enhanced publicity of services is being 
introduced. The SVTF have already improved signposting to support facilities on the Counselling 
Services website, but there will be further clarity on the range and type of support available, alongside 
greater visibility availability; not only for those seeking support, but also for those supporting 
individuals. The Students’ Union will also be running a campaign to raise awareness amongst our 
student community. 
 
We therefore will: 
 

1) Increase the current contribution to RSACC from 1st September to increase support, 
particularly during term time. There will be a specialist RSACC service in Durham City and 
Queen’s Campus, Stockton for students and staff.  

2) Ensure that, as a minimum, there will be a member of staff with specialist training in each 
college to respond to disclosures, given that it is these staff who are generally the first 
responders. They will act as Specialist Advisors, not only to students at the point of disclosure, 
but also to any colleagues across the University who may receive a disclosure. They will be 
contactable by any member of staff seeking support in how to handle a disclosure 
appropriately.  

3) Implement further specialist training for all counsellors within the Counselling Service to 
ensure that internal specialist therapeutic support is available. 
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4) Identify and implement additional support for third party individuals supporting those 
directly involved in any incidents, in recognition of the impact such cases have on peers and 
staff supporters as well as the individuals themselves. Clear guidelines for peer support will 
also be drawn up, based on the expertise of the Police, Criminal Prosecution Service, and 
RSACC.  

5) Ensure that the Counselling Service and RSACC offer appropriate support to the Student 
Support and Training Officer (Sexual Violence and Misconduct) to ensure that all University 
training & support is congruent with research on the impact of sexual violence. 

6) Exam Boards are provided with advice on the impact of sexual violence and trauma upon 
mental health, and the capacity to engage in academic work. In addition, a summary document 
for college staff to assist in the preparation of SAC forms will be provided by the Counselling 
Service. 

7) Issue additional communications highlighting the existence of support networks and the limits 
to and extent of support provided by each. This will be achieved through additional 
signposting during training and through the creation of an electronic reporting tool (see 3.4, 
recommendation 3).  
 

3.3 Generating Culture Change and Disclosure Training 
 
As a University community, we all need to contribute to a culture change to facilitate the creation of an 
equal and safe University environment, as outlined in the Principles. In addition to the considerable 
contribution to education and training already made by student groups including the Students’ Union 
and It Happens Here, additional training building on the progress already made will be established. A 
culture change is required across the University, through the implementation of training targeted at a 
maximum number of individuals.  
 
We therefore will: 
 

1) Develop an educational training programme which, as a University, we retain overall 
responsibility for, both in terms of the design and delivery of the programme. We will continue 
to draw upon external expertise to inform design and delivery, (in particular from the Police 
via the University’s Police Liaison Officer), and external specialists will still be welcomed to 
provide additional training or workshops, although these will not be used as a substitute for 
the University programme. 

2) Train all students using a consistent training programme delivered across the University, 
which in turn will help to define the core values of our student community. 

3) Embed training across an individual’s University career, through the provision of additional 
refresher sessions. A range of methods for the delivery of refresher training will be explored.  

4) Require all new starters (both freshers and postgraduates) to undertake sexual violence 
prevention training as part of induction activities. It will cover topics such as: incidence and 
the nature of sexual violence in UK universities; the law of consent and rape myths; dealing 
with disclosures from friends; sources of support within the University; and our procedures 
on dealing with reports of sexual violence. For those students who would be unable to attend 
such training, (for religious, cultural, or trauma-related reasons), online information and 
training would be provided.  

5) Require all students who undertake leadership positions to complete bystander training, 
alongside those students who are interested in becoming peer trainers. It will cover topics 
such as: the theory of bystander intervention; further knowledge on sexual violence; 
leadership skills for creating inclusive communities and preventing problematic and abusive 
behaviours; and training others and qualifying as a Durham peer trainer.   

6) Incorporate peer delivery into training for at least some parts of the programme, in order to 
enhance student engagement. Peer trainers themselves will receive additional training to 
maintain the quality of training.  

7) Consider gender segregation for groups, but only on an optional basis and in response to 
student demand. 
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8) Investigate a variety of methods for the delivery of training, to ensure that it is most effectively 
applied.  

9) Ensure that the education programme will undergo rigorous, periodic evaluation and revision 
at regular intervals to ensure it remains fit for purpose.  

10) Appoint an additional, part time Training Officer to manage the workload in light of the 
extensive body of work required in developing, delivering, and monitoring this broad 
programme of cultural change.  

In addition to enhanced training activities for students, specific disclosure training for relevant staff  
will also be delivered. Since the establishment of the SVTF, 77 members of staff have been trained in 
the handling of disclosures through targeted workshops, and feedback from these training sessions 
indicated a positive response to training. The SVTF recognise that disclosure training is vital, not only 
for ensuring that staff feel confident when receiving a disclosure, but, fundamentally, for ensuring that 
reporting individuals feel confident that their disclosures will be appropriately received and 
addressed.  
 
We therefore will: 
 

1) Implement specialist disclosure training in a face to face workshop environment for all college 
welfare staff as a minimum, in recognition that they are most likely to be the recipient of a 
disclosure. This workshop may be built upon the content of the current training provided, 
along with training on the application of the procedures once they are formalised. Additional 
members of staff will be welcomed and encouraged to undertake this specialist training, 
particularly staff in departments who may receive disclosures e.g. academic advisors. 

2) Provide written information or an online course for other employees, including cleaners, 
porters etc. who may be the first point of contact in some cases, to gain more widespread 
awareness of what to do/what not to do immediately before referring a disclosure on to the 
staff member who has been specially trained.  

3) Create additional, clear information setting out a summary of how to, and how not to respond 
to a disclosure for all individuals, along with clear flowcharts for both the discloser and 
recipient of the disclosure. This will be available in both print and electronic format, and 
should be made widely available.  

4) Incorporate disclosure training into the consent and bystander awareness training for 
students in recognition of the likelihood of disclosures to peers.  

 
 

3.4 Reporting 

The SVTF recognise the need for transparency in reporting numbers annually and publicly, reflecting 
a general move away from a reluctance to publish numbers to a culture of data sharing. This reflects 
an increasing acceptance within the HE sector that a continued failure to recognise the extent of the 
issue, both internally and externally, is a failure to recognise incidents, and therefore an injustice to 
those who have been significantly impacted by incidents of sexual violence and misconduct. As such, a 
specialist system will be required to facilitate reporting and data capture and which will also act as an 
accounting system for capturing data for the monitoring of trends and the reporting of numbers. In 
addition to this, this system will also act as a mechanism for facilitating disclosures in terms of 
signposting appropriate support and structuring expectations relating to the limitations and benefits 
of different service providers. 
 
Therefore, we will: 
 

1) Create an online/electronic reporting tool which captures the number and nature of reports. 
This tool will facilitate a broad range of reporting types, including formal reporting, 
anonymous reporting, third-party reporting, and the reporting of events/media which 
perpetuate or promote a culture of toleration of sexual violence and misconduct (a “rape 
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culture”). This tool will also be used by first responders to facilitate the logging of all 
disclosures. 

2) Provide an annual report capturing the number of cases reported centrally each year using 
information from the reporting tool. This report will be produced by the SVMOG and 
submitted to UEC, Senate, and Council, and published on our website in the interests of 
transparency. For the purposes of assurance reporting, all reports will be suitably 
anonymised. This annual report will also provide high-level statistics on the extent of training 
implemented across the University.  

3) Ensure that a reporting tool will also clearly signpost support options, setting out where 
reports can be made, and the limitations of each reporting option e.g. anonymised reports 
cannot be fully investigated in the same way that named disclosures can. As a result, both the 
options for reporting and associated support services available will be clearly highlighted, and 
expectations managed in relation to what will happen next as a result of such a report. This is 
vital to empowering the individual involved in making an informed decision on how to 
progress their report.  

4) Ensure that disclosures centrally reported via the system are actively addressed by the 
Student Support and Training Officer who will have responsibility for referring reports 
appropriately, and managing data collection and publication in accordance with the Data 
Protection Act. 

 
The SVMOG, which holds responsibility for the implementation of these recommended next steps will 
now work to embed this new culture for the benefit of our whole community. 
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