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DURHAM UNIVERSITY’S  
SEXUAL VIOLENCE TASK FORCE 

A Higher Education Initiative to Address  
Sexual Violence and Misconduct on Campus

A guide for staff and student HE leaders in how the issue of sexual violence  
and misconduct may be addressed in the university environment



“As Chair of Universities UK’s Taskforce to examine 
violence against women, harassment and hate crime, 
it is clear to me that universities should be taking 
steps to prevent sexual violence. 

It is equally important that they should ensure they 
are equipped to respond to any incident with  
well-trained staff, effective and student-centred 
processes and excellent links with specialist external 
agencies. It is good to see Durham and other 
universities taking a prominent role in addressing 
such issues and I look forward to following Durham’s 
progress in this area.”
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REVIEWER COMMENTS

“The National Union of Students welcomes the 
recommendations set out by the Sexual Violence Task 
Force (SVTF) to address the issue of sexual 
harassment and misconduct on campus. At a time 
when sexual harassment is largely ignored by many 
institutions, the SVTF has stressed their civic 
responsibility and duty of care to all students and staff.

We would like to commend the SVTF for their 
emphasis on the following areas: developing a 
standalone strategy for sexual violence; creating a 
new and improved educational training programme 
for all students; enhancing the support systems 
available to survivors; and capturing the number  
of cases reported on an annual basis (for the sake  
of transparency). 

We are particularly impressed with the SVTF’s 
attention to survivor care – in ensuring that additional 
therapeutic support is made available (e.g. the Rape 
and Sexual Abuse Counselling Centre), in creating a 
new dedicated post entitled “Student Support and 
Training Officer”, and in providing Exam Boards with 
expert advice on the impact of sexual violence and 
trauma, and the capacity to engage in academic work. 

The recommendations of the SVTF are truly 
refreshing and forward-thinking. The report is 
extremely thorough and displays a unique 
understanding of sexual violence: what it is and 
 how we can combat it effectively within higher 
educational institutes.” 

“I applaud the committee in taking this very 
necessary first step to address sexual violence and 
sexual harassment on campus. I look forward to 
following the implementation of these 
recommendations and hope that the committee 
continues to ensure that their work is intersectional 
and continuously utilizes feedback both from 
students and key stakeholders.”

Nicola Dandridge 
Chief Executive Universities UK

Malia Bouattia (President)  
& Hareem Ghani (Women’s Officer) 
National Union of Students

Annie Clark 
Executive Director & Co-Founder,  
End Rape on Campus
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Malia Bouattia (President)  
& Hareem Ghani (Women’s Officer) 
National Union of Students

“The formation and growth of Durham University’s 
Sexual Violence Task Force marks a reassuring and 
progressive change in the way universities approach 
and combat sexual violence. As someone who has 
been involved in peer-to-peer student welfare at 
Durham for several years, I am very aware of the 
need for such changes in Durham, and indeed 
nation-wide. A focus on empowerment and respect 
for those affected by sexual violence and misconduct 
is imperative in all-inclusive institutions, and the 
dedication of the Task Force to recognising this is  
of great benefit to our students. 

It is our hope that Durham’s forward-thinking 
approach to these issues will spark changes in  
higher education which will improve the experiences 
of all students. 

I am proud to be involved in Durham University’s 
steps towards this, and implore other institutions to 
adopt similarly compassionate and supportive 
mechanisms by which we may together tackle sexual 
violence in all forms.”

Joanna Gower 
Community Officer, Durham Students’ Union 

 “In this report, Durham University’s Sexual Violence 
Task Force has grappled thoughtfully and thoroughly 
with what more universities can do to support 
survivors, embed respectful cultures and prevent 
sexual violence. It is an impressive and inspiring 
piece of work. Australian universities will find much 
in it to consider as we embark on the next stage of 
our own vital work on these issues. 

Our sector-wide ‘Respect. Now. Always.’ campaign 
continues to learn from outstanding work like this 
and from around the world. 

We commend the Taskforce and the survivors who 
helped shape their detailed blueprint.  
By working together, and learning from each other, 
we can work towards preventing these unacceptable 
behaviours from occurring in our communities.”

Belinda Robinson 
Chief Executive Officer, Universities Australia 

Empower



There is growing recognition of the challenges  
we face as a society regarding sexual violence.   
We know that reports of sexual violence are on  
the increase across society and that gender and 
age are two key markers of the level of risk of being  
a survivor of such offences. National statistics 
demonstrate that students are overrepresented  
in the figures.

At Durham University, as at other universities,  
the safety and wellbeing of our students and staff 
is vital to us. No students or staff should be 
subject to any form of sexual violence or 
misconduct. Such an abuse of power - through 
sexual violence or misconduct, or otherwise  
- is categorically at odds with our fundamental 
values as a university community.

The setting up of the Sexual Violence Task Force  
in 2015 at Durham indicates how seriously the 
University takes these issues. Since establishing 
the Task Force, we at Durham have been able to 
make some marked improvements in the way we 
tackle sexual violence and we hope this document 
will now be of use to others in the sector. 

The University is committed to transparency and 
acknowledges the fundamental need to share best 
policies and practices and to learn from others. 

I hope that the report of the Durham University 
Sexual Violence Task Force will be a significant 
contribution to helping all of us in the higher 
education community more effectively address 
challenges in this area.
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FOREWORD

Professor Stuart Corbridge  
Vice-Chancellor, Durham University
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The Sexual Violence Task Force (SVTF) 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, with rates arguably higher for students 
than the general population. 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. 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, often as a result 
of reputational, and therefore financial concerns. 

Such concerns were clearly outlined in the film, 
‘The Hunting Ground’, based on the pioneering 
activist work of Annie Clark and Andrea Pino in 
North American universities. The film has been  
a catalyst for substantial change across the sector; 
for example, Members of the Association of 
American Universities have since 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. There also appear to have been some 
marked improvements in policies and practices in 
many US universities. 

Learning from such experience, the SVTF sought 
to actively tackle this challenging area, anticipating 
that this may trigger increased reporting levels,  
as a reflection of increased levels of trust in the 
university administration. We believe that it is 
important to recognise that there may very well be 
relatively high levels of sexual violence experienced 
by university students across the sector. As a 
community, we have a civic responsibility to 
address sexual violence in terms of prevention 

work, including educationally based interventions 
and improved responses to reported cases of 
sexual violence. Our civic responsibility is based 
upon a commitment to our students to thrive 
educationally and psychologically. 

Information relating to the key recommendations 
for change at Durham is set out in the subsequent 
pages. It is hoped that this publication will be of 
use to staff and student leaders across the higher 
education sector, and will provide guidance to 
others seeking to address these challenging issues. 

SETTING THE CONTEXT:  SEXUAL 
VIOLENCE IN HIGHER EDUCATION
Professor Graham Towl 
Chair of the Sexual Violence Task Force,  
Durham University



Terms of Reference:

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

• To research and review:

Existing policy and practice around receiving, 
investigating and resolving complaints of 
sexual violence;

Current forms of support for both those who 
have experienced sexual violence and those 
against whom allegations have been made;

Current programmes and activities aimed at 
generating cultural change in the area of 
sexual behaviour and sexual violence;

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

• To make recommendations in relation to:

Policy and practices for reporting an incident;

Appropriate support mechanisms;

Interventions and activities aimed at the 
prevention of sexual violence;

Management and governance structures to 
ensure the implementation and monitoring of 
activities and recommendations beyond the 
life of the Task Force.

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

The establishment of the SVTF therefore reflects 
our commitment, as a University, to upholding our 
duty of care, both for victims/survivors 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.
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AN INTRODUCTION TO THE  
SEXUAL VIOLENCE TASK FORCE
The SVTF was established by the University’s governing body, Council, 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. 

Scope:

The primary focus of the Task Force was 
sexual violence, whilst recognising that sexual 
violence has many overlaps with other forms of 
violence, abuse and harassment.The scope of 
the Task Force was, therefore, necessarily 
iterative, ensuring consideration of forms of 
behaviour that overlap with, and impact on, 
sexual violence, broadly defined. The Task 
Force considered sexual violence in the 
context of the whole University community.

Generating cultural change  
in sexual behaviour  

and violence



Professor Tom Allen is a Professor in the Durham 
Law School and Master of Grey College, where he 
has responsibility for all aspects of student welfare 
in College.

Courtney Caton (until July 2016) was the JCR 
President at Grey College and Chair of the JCR 
Presidents’ Committee.

Sam Dale is the Deputy Academic Registrar,  
with a remit for all areas of student support.

Sophie Daniels (from January 2016) is a Policy 
Support Officer in the Executive Office, responsible 
for reporting on behalf of the SVTF.

Caroline Dower (from April 2016) is Head of the 
Counselling Service and is widely experienced 
in counselling and psychotherapy.

Hannah Francis (until December 2015) is a Policy 
Support Officer (Equality & Diversity) and was 
secretary to the Sexual Violence Task Force.

Esther Green (until July 2016) was the Community 
Officer for Durham Students’ Union. She promoted 
student health and wellbeing and worked to 
improve non-academic facilities within the 
University for students.

Professor Clare McGlynn is a Professor of Law with 
particular expertise in the legal regulation of 
pornography, rape law and gender equality in the 
legal profession.

Professor Graham Towl (Chair) was, until August 
2016, Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Student Experience), 
and a member of Durham University Executive 
Committee. Graham is a Professor of Forensic 
Psychology and was formerly Chief Psychologist  
at the Ministry of Justice.

Professor Nicole Westmarland (until April 2016) is  
a Professor in the School of Applied Social Sciences 
and Director of the Centre for Research into Violence 
and Abuse (CRiVA). She has expertise in research 
relating to rape, domestic violence and prostitution.
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MEMBERS OF THE TASK FORCE
The Task Force was comprised of a diverse range of individuals with relevant expertise, representing colleges, 
departments, the professional services, and the student body, and was chaired by a member of the University’s 
Executive Committee. 

Generating cultural change  
in sexual behaviour  

and violence



• 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.

• 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. 
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KEY PRINCIPLES
Underpinning the operations of the Task Force and the wider University community in relation to sexual 
violence and misconduct are a set of core Principles which set out the culture of support and respect which all 
members of our University community have a responsibility to uphold.

Respecting the rights  
of  the individual



09

Respecting the rights  
of  the individual

OBJECTIVES & RECOMMENDATIONS

The seven key areas are:

• Policy Development

• Procedures for the Investigation of Incidents

• Support

• Generating Culture Change

• Reporting

• Disclosure Training

• Publicity of Services

The SVTF identified seven key areas, reflecting its Terms of Reference, which formed the focus of its work. 
These areas were each researched and reviewed, and, following this, recommendations were identified in 
consultation with key parties. This was an iterative process, and the recommendations set out in this report 
represent the final recommendations, agreed by the University’s Council, following an extensive period  
of consultation.

SUMMARY OF THE FINAL
RECOMMENDATIONS
The primary themes from the final recommendations are set out below.

The University will:

• Have specialist policies and procedures in place 
for investigating incidents of sexual violence.

• Ensure that every policy and practice is tested 
against the organising principle of empowering 
those who make such reports.

• Undertake a case management based approach in 
individually assessing and managing each report.

• Ensure that there are links with the safeguarding 
policies, procedures and practices of the 
University and cases of sexual violence.

• Ensure that there is a combination of external and 
internal specialist counselling support for all 
parties, responsive to their individual needs.

• Encourage greater reporting through 
communications to students and staff.

• Enact culture change through bystander 
intervention and consent workshops for  
all students. 
 

• Undertake student leader and staff training on 
working with those who disclose sexual violence.

• Embed training messages across a number  
of sessions for students and staff.

• Launch a campaign to ensure the visibility of 
institutional policies and practices in supporting 
those who report.

• Ensure senior leadership engagement with 
operational oversight from a member of the 
University’s Executive Committee.

• Ensure that reporting of sexual violence cases and 
action taken is included in the annual assurance 
report to the University’s governing body, Council.
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POLICY AND  
PROCEDURES FOR  
THE INVESTIGATION  
OF INCIDENTS
Objectives

• To develop a new Sexual Violence and  
Misconduct Policy.

• To develop a set of procedures to accompany the 
Policy, outlining the University’s approach to 
investigating incidents.

Recommendations

1. Implement a standalone Sexual Violence and 
Misconduct Policy and Procedure which sets out 
how the University will:

- Always undertake an assessment as to 
whether investigations should proceed internally 
on the basis of our duty of care responsibilities 
following the conclusion of any criminal justice 
processes, even if those processes conclude 
with a not guilty verdict/no further action.

- Provide support to all parties, and implement 
interim safeguarding measures, during the 
course of any criminal investigation.

- Undertake internal investigations to determine 
breach of University Policy, in cases where no 
report has been made to the Police. Require all 
new starters (undergraduate and postgraduate) 
to undertake sexual violence prevention training 
as part of induction activities. For any students 
who are unable to attend training (for religious, 
cultural, or trauma-related reasons), online 
training would be provided.

2. Review existing policies to make sure they 
complement the new Policy.

3. Build the new Policy formally into contracts with 
students in light of the CMA requirements. 
Ensure monitoring and review of the programme.

SUPPORT & PUBLICITY 
OF SERVICES
Objectives

• To improve the mechanisms by which incidents 
are reported and data is collected and analysed.

Recommendations

1. Increase the current therapeutic support available 
from specialist providers, particularly during  
term time.

2. Ensure that each college has, as a minimum,  
one Specialist Advisor with specialist training to 
respond to disclosures, and advise and support 
any staff in how to handle a disclosure. 

3. Implement specialist training for internal counsellors.

4. Identify and implement additional support for third 
party individuals supporting those directly involved 
in any incidents.

5. Provide Exam Boards with advice on the impact of 
sexual violence and trauma, and the capacity to 
engage in academic work.

6. Issue additional communications highlighting the 
existence of support networks and the limits to and 
extent of support provided by each. 
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GENERATING CULTURE 
CHANGE & DISCLOSURE 
TRAINING

Objectives

• To identify education and training programmes 
which may promote culture change within the 
University community.

• To note any key issues in the management and 
resourcing of programmes.

• To develop appropriate training for staff and 
students in relation to addressing disclosures.

Recommendations

1. Develop a training programme, to be consistently 
applied, which the University retains overall 
responsibility for, drawing on external expertise to 
inform design and delivery.

2. Require all new starters (undergraduate and 
postgraduate) to undertake sexual violence 
prevention training as part of induction activities. 
For any students who are unable to attend training 
(for religious, cultural, or trauma-related reasons), 
online training would be provided.

3. Require all students who have leadership positions 
to complete bystander training, alongside any 
students wishing to become peer trainers. 

4. Incorporate peer delivery into training for at least 
some parts of the programme, in order to enhance 
student engagement.

5. Ensure monitoring and review of the programme.

6. Implement disclosure training in a face to face 
workshop environment for all college staff as  
a minimum, and an online course and written 
guidance for other staff less likely to be a  
first respondent.

7. Incorporate disclosure training into student training.

REPORTING
Objective

• To improve the mechanisms by which incidents 
are reported and data is collected and analysed.

Recommendations

1. Create an online/electronic reporting tool which 
captures the number and nature of reports.  
The tool will allow for formal reporting, anonymous 
reporting, third-party reporting, and the reporting 
of events/media which perpetuate or promote a 
“rape culture”.

2. Provide an annual assurance report to the 
University’s governing bodies capturing the 
number of cases reported centrally via the 
reporting tool. 

3. Publish the annual report on the website  
in the instances of transparency, whilst  
retaining anonymity.

4. Add signposting of support options as a function  
of the reporting tool, setting out where reports can 
be made, and the limitations of each, so that 
reporting options are clearly communicated along 
with the associated support services available.  
This will empower individuals to make an informed 
decision on how to progress their report. 

5. Ensure that disclosures centrally reported via the 
system are actively addressed to ensure they are 
appropriately referred on. 



PROGRESS AT DURHAM UNIVERSITY
Alongside the progress made in identifying recommendations for sustained positive change, as a result of the 
work of the SVTF, the University has already made some significant progress. 

The key areas of progress so far are:
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• Awareness Raising: Since initiating the Task Force, 
there has been an increase in the number of cases 
of sexual violence and misconduct reported to the 
University, reflecting the trend that institutions who 
initiate discussion amongst their student body 
about these issues can expect an increase in the 
number of cases brought forward. By establishing 
the SVTF, the University has begun to foster a 
climate of trust in which students are empowered 
to make reports, are confident that these reports 
will be met with sensitivity and proactivity, and are 
confident that they will receive appropriate support 
and guidance. The establishment of the SVTF  
is therefore particularly vital, as it has enhanced 
awareness of our commitment, as a University,  
to upholding our duty of care, both for victims  
of sexual violence and misconduct and the wider 
University community. The Principles outlined 
reflect this ongoing commitment to create  
this environment.

• Creation of a distinct Policy and Procedure:  
The production of a standalone 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.  

• Enhanced therapeutic support: 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. Further 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.

• Creation of educational training programme:  
A training programme has been developed 
which 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. This has 
been communicated to all new starters  
(UG and PG) since the beginning of the  
2016/17 academic year.

• Creation of a strong management and 
accountability framework: This has been 
established within the University’s senior 
management and governance bodies.  
A Lead Sexual Violence and Misconduct Officer 
(LSVMO) – a member of the University Executive 
Committee – has been identified, who reports to 
the Executive on progress, and provides 
assurance to Council through the  
Vice-Chancellor. The LSVMO is supported  
by a Deputy, who has responsibility for 
implementation, supported by the Sexual 
Violence and Misconduct Operations Group 
(SVMOG) – the successor to the SVTF. 

• Creation of a new dedicated post: A Student 
Support and Training Officer (Sexual Violence 
and Misconduct), a unique role in the UK HE 
sector, has been appointed and will support the 
work of the SVMOG, focusing particularly on the 
implementation and delivery of training in the 
first instance. 
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NEXT STEPS
Whilst we have made some significant progress, we recognise that there is still much to be done in 
addressing these challenging issues. As such, 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. In order to implement the recommendations, the SVMOG will deliver against a high-level 
implementation plan, through identifying clear leads for each workstream. The SVMOG will also provide 
regular updates to the University’s Executive Committee on progress against the action plan through the 
LSVMO. In addition, the SVMOG will provide an annual assurance report on the number of cases reported 
and will publish this online in the interests of transparency, whilst retaining anonymity. 

KEY CONTACTS

Professor Graham Towl 
Chair of the Sexual Violence Task Force, Durham University
graham.towl@durham.ac.uk

Durham Sexual Violence Task Force
durham.svmog@durham.ac.uk

Embedding this new culture  
for the benefit of  our  

whole community
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“We are impressed with the work undertaken to date 
by Durham University’s Sexual Violence Task Force. 
It appears to be making real progress in bringing 
about a culture change around this issue, ensuring 
that both students and staff are better supported, 
empowered and equipped in the future. In taking  
a strategic approach to its responsibilities around 
sexual violence, Durham University sets an example 
of good practice for other educational 
establishments.”

Cullagh Warnock 
Regional Co-ordinator,  North East End Violence 
Against Women and Girls Network 

“This report makes me truly proud to be a Durham 
University graduate. It Happens Here has 
campaigned for years on issues surrounding sexual 
violence and this report demonstrates that the 
University has finally understood what we stand for. 
The measures it contains are bold, powerful and 
pioneering. I hope its proposals will create an 
environment where survivors feel supported,  
believed and empowered, and, longer term, 
will foster a university-wide culture of zero tolerance 
towards sexual violence. Sexual violence affects  
a significant proportion of students at universities 
around the country and I hope that this report sets 
an example for other institutions. I am grateful to 
have had the chance to work with the Sexual 
Violence Task Force over the last year: their  
co-operation, transparency and commitment to this 
issue make me confident that as much care will go 
into this report’s implementation as its creation.”

Emily Whiteside 
President, It Happens Here, Durham University



15

NOTES
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