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Universities are vibrant and inclusive 
communities, committed to providing safe and 
supportive working and learning environments 
for people of all genders and sexualities. Some of 
the people most likely to experience violence in 
the general community also attend universities in 
large numbers. For example, we know that young 
women are more likely to experience sexual and 
intimate partner violence than other cohorts 
of the population.1 Evidence also indicates that 
some groups within LGBTIQ+ communities are at 
increased risk of sexual assault and harassment 
in comparison to people who do not identify as 
LGBTIQ+.2

In February 2016, Universities Australia launched 
the Respect. Now. Always. initiative. This world-
first initiative – where the entire higher education 
sector united to prevent sexual violence in 
university communities and improve support 
for those affected – has resulted in significant 
changes in universities. But there is still more to 
do. 

EDUCATING FOR 
EQUALITY:  
HOW TO PREVENT 
GENDER-BASED 
VIOLENCE

Over the past two years, Universities Australia, 
Our Watch and the Victorian Government have 
partnered to develop a whole-of-university 
model to prevent gender-based violence in – and 
through – universities. This model has been 
developed in collaboration with four universities 
across Australia to make sure it is fit for purpose 
for the university sector and able to be adapted 
to the context that each university is operating 
within. As part of this partnership we have 
developed this set of best practice principles 
to guide universities in their prevention work. 
Drawing on international evidence including 
Change the story – Australia’s national 
framework for the primary prevention of violence 
against women – these principles outline how 
universities can maximise the impact and reach 
of prevention initiatives.3



CORE ELEMENTS TO PREVENT GENDER-BASED 
VIOLENCE AT UNIVERSITIES

ADDRESS THE GENDERED DRIVERS OF VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND  
LGBTIQ+ PEOPLE

To prevent gender-based violence, we need to 
address the factors that drive it. International 
and Australian research shows that the key 
drivers of violence against women, including 
sexual assault and sexual harassment, are:

• condoning violence against women 
• men’s control of decision making and 

limits to women’s independence in public 
life and relationships

• rigid gender roles and stereotyped 
constructions of masculinity and 
femininity

• male peer relations that emphasise 
aggression and disrespect towards 
women.4

Emerging evidence about the drivers of 
violence against LGBTIQ+ people shows there is 
significant overlap with the drivers of violence 
against women.5 These overlapping drivers 
include rigid conceptions of masculinity and 
traditional approaches to sex, gender, and 
sexuality.6

Clearly and explicitly addressing the underlying 
gendered drivers of gender-based violence 
will improve the efficacy of any prevention 
initiatives.7

TAKE A WHOLE-OF-UNIVERSITY APPROACH

Public health evidence tells us that the most 
effective violence prevention efforts are those 
that use multiple strategies to generate change 
at multiple levels – individual, relationship, 
institutional, and societal. Whole-of-university 
approaches are a critical part of a public 
health approach to the prevention of gendered 
violence. A whole-of-university approach 
works in a coordinated way across all levels 
and aspects of an institution to bring about 
systemic, sustainable changes in the attitudes 
and behaviours of those in the institution are 
reinforced by supportive response mechanisms, 
policy frameworks, and the organisation’s 
formal and informal culture.8

Taking a strategic, coordinated approach 
to violence prevention that works across 
the university will have more impact than 
implementing initiatives in isolation from each 
other or in only one domain.9

In the university context, this means:
• addressing the context and culture in 

which students and staff study, work, live 
and play to foster a safe and supportive 
environment 

• reiterating key messages through various 
mechanisms

• engaging all relevant stakeholders 
• working across the diverse settings and 

levels of the institution necessary to 
effect cultural change 

• addressing the practices, policies and 
processes in classrooms, schools 
and faculties, and services relevant to 
building a safe university. 
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ENSURE LONG-TERM COMMITMENT AND VISION

Gender-based violence and its drivers are deeply entrenched in our society, and change requires 
continuous effort and a long-term commitment to violence prevention. Short-term or one-off 
prevention interventions are less effective than longer term approaches.10

ENSURE APPROPRIATE RESPONSE SYSTEMS ARE IN PLACE

Appropriate response policies and support services for staff and students need to be in place before 
delivering prevention initiatives. Prevention initiatives can increase disclosure and reporting rates 
and demand on response services – students or staff may recognise that what they have experienced 
is assault or rape, their awareness may improve, and they may feel more confident to report their 
victimisation.11

TAKE AN INTERSECTIONAL APPROACH

Some groups of people experience inequality 
as a result of racism, homophobia, ableism 
and transphobia, amongst many other forms 
of social prejudice and discrimination. These 
complex forms of inequality ‘intersect’ with 
gender inequality, meaning that women and 
LGBTIQ+ people who belong to these groups 
are more likely to experience violence at higher 
rates than those who do not. Violence response 
services and prevention initiatives have often 
not met the needs of people from these groups. 

Taking an intersectional approach to preventing 
gender-based violence means working in 
partnership from the very beginning of the 

process with members of the community to 
ensure interventions are culturally appropriate, 
accessible and inclusive.12 It is important to 
do this at the outset, so that an intersectional 
approach is incorporated into the whole-of-
university structure, rather than adapting 
resources or approaches for particular groups 
retrospectively. Taking an intersectional 
approach means not only ensuring that 
prevention initiatives are appropriate for 
the diversity of their audiences,13 but also 
interrogating the differences in privilege and 
access to power that impact all members of our 
communities.14
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ENGAGE STAKEHOLDERS

Each university’s violence prevention strategy will be tailored to the needs of their specific community. 
Universities can engage key internal stakeholders – including university leadership, students and 
student leaders, academic and professional staff, and organisations that support universities to deliver 
services – to develop the institution’s prevention approach.15

MONITOR AND EVALUATE PROGRESS

Monitoring and evaluating the progress of prevention work is essential to seeing quality improvements 
in the short, medium and longer term. Outcomes measured at both the individual and institutional 
level will help universities better target their initiatives. In the short term, universities might expect to 
see changes in people’s knowledge, skills and attitudes, and increased demand for support services 
as people become more confident in reporting their experience (such as counselling services). The 
longer-term goal is positive change in people’s behaviors, institutional practices and culture.
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