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The critique and conceptualisation of current policy and research on gender-based violence in
higher education institutions (HEIs) and research performing organisations (RPOs) are matters
of central importance. Building critically on recent European research and policy experience,
and conceptual reflections arising from a large European multi-country research and innovation
project, three key steps in critique and reconceptualising of gender-based violence in HEIs and
RPOs are explicated. These are: first, clarification of differential definitions of and inclusions
in gender-based violence in HEIs and RPOs; second, drawing on the recent European UniSAFE
project survey and analysis of 42,000 university staff and student respondents in 46 institutions
within 15 countries, differential contextualisations of prevalence and consequences, especially
the need for multi-level and intersectional analysis of prevalence and consequences; and, third,
engagement with ongoing theoretical and practical contestations in conceptualisation. The
article concludes with discussion of further key issues for research and policy. These include how
gender and gender-based violence are understood across national, organisational contexts, and
the need for more focus on perpetrators, and the organisational relations between perpetrators
and victims. In working towards violence-free and safe HEIs and RPOs, the connections between
violence and organisational structures, processes and dynamics must be confronted proactively.
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Key messages

«  Critique and conceptualisation of current policy and research on gender-based violence

in higher education institutions (HEls) and research performing organisations (RPOs) are
important, as elsewhere, in furthering policy, practice and empirical measurement.
The critical reconceptualisation presented involves attention to: differential definitions of
and inclusions in gender-based violence in HEIs and RPOs; differential contextualisations of
prevalence and consequences, by multilevel and intersectional analysis; engagement with
ongoing theoretical and practical difficulties and contestations in conceptualisation.

«  Applying gender-based violence frameworks to academia requires fundamental shifts in
conceptualisation: recognising that forms of violence are not merely transported intact
from familial and community contexts but are reshaped and reconstituted through the
organisational structures, power dynamics, and cultural norms in HEls and RPOs.

To cite this article: Hearn, J., Strid, S., Humbert, A L., Bondestam, F. and Husu, L. (2025) Gender-
based violence in higher education and research performing organisations: three steps in critique
and reconceptualisation, Journal of Gender-Based Violence, 9(4): 513-535,

DOI: 10.1332/23986808Y2025D000000093

Introduction: An urgent problem for higher education and
research organisations

Gender-based violence at work or study settings often falls outside mainstream
violence research interests. Instead, gender-based violence has predominantly been
explored as forms of ‘domestic violence’ or ‘intimate partner violence’. Indeed,
European Commission (EC) Eurobarometer (European Commission, 2020a) data for
2016 show that this understanding of gender-based violence reflects the perceptions
of the population across Europe.Violence against women is perceived as more likely
occurring at home than any other setting: 86 per cent of Eurobarometer respondents
report that violence against women is likely to occur at home, and fewer report it
likely to occur in other places (19 per cent report it is likely to occur in public spaces,
19 per cent online, 17 per cent at workplaces, 8 per cent in public transport). Fewer
still identify violence against women as taking place in school or university or higher
education (5 per cent). The extent to which perceptions of how much gender-based
violence there is in higher education institutions (HEIs) and research performing
organisations (RPOs), including research institutes outside higher education, match
the actual situation has until recently been relatively under-explored.

In contradiction to this situation, it has now become apparent that gender-based
violence, with its multiple negative effects, is a major and urgent issue in higher
education and research organisations — for HEIs and RPOs — and that this demands
concerted attention, action, policy and research. Gender-based violence in HEIs and
RPOs is common and widespread, perhaps much more so than is assumed by some
key stakeholders. Both anecdotal evidence and high-profile cases reported in the media
in some countries, or institutions with an ‘on campus culture’, when students live,
study and socialise on campus, have suggested that the problem is larger than expected.
More broadly, the recent European UniSAFE project survey found that of the 42,000
university staff and student respondents in 46 institutions within 15 countries (11 EU
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countries plus Iceland, Serbia, Turkey and the UK), 73 per cent of staff and 58 per cent
of students (62 per cent overall) reported having experienced one or more of the forms
of gender-based violence asked about in the survey (physical violence, psychological
violence, economic violence, sexual violence, sexual harassment and online violence)
since they started at their work or study place (Humbert et al, 2022; Lipinsky et al, 2022).

Gender-based violence in HEIs and RPOs is receiving increasing attention, in
research studies, policy development, media and awareness-raising more generally
(International Labour Organization,2019;Violence Against Women,2019; Lewis and
Anitha, 2019; Ljubljana Declaration, 2021). The #MeToo movement, in its various
national, local and occupational forms, has impacted on awareness in HEIs and RPOs
in some countries, but the response has been uneven (Chandra and Erlingsdéttir,
2021). Historically, with the exception of sexual harassment (for example, Fogelberg
et al, 1999), gender-based violence has often not figured strongly or even been
included in equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) debates and interventions within
higher education. However, policy development to counter gender-based violence 1s
now increasing in the EU, some national contexts, and some HEIs and RPOs, and is
more readily recognised as needing to be an integral part of EDI policy and practice.

Notably, in 2020, the new European Research Area (ERA) launched through the
Council of the European Union (EU) (2020), their Conclusions policy, and the EC
(2020b) Communication on the new ERA identified the need to address gender-
based violence in research and innovation. An ERA-wide commitment to ending
gender-based violence has been firmly set in the context of an overall strategic policy
framework.! Recent developments at the ERA level, instigated by the EC, have
implications for moving forward the agenda on ending gender-based violence. This
includes the accession of the EU to the Council of Europe’s Istanbul Convention in
2022, and the setting up of an ERA Forum subgroup on ERA Action 5 in March
2023, and a dedicated taskforce on gender-based violence in October 2023. Gender-
based violence is one of five recommended thematic areas to be addressed in Gender
Equality Plans, which since 2022 are a mandatory eligibility criterion for research
performing organisations for participation in the major European funding scheme,
Horizon Europe (European Commission, 2021b).The most recent EU commitment
to addressing gender-based violence in higher education is the EC’s code of conduct
on zero-tolerance to gender-based violence, including sexual harassment, in the EU
research and innovation system (European Commission, 2024).

Aim and structure

This article presents a critique of current policy and practice by focusing on a
central research question: how to conceptualise gender-based violence in HEIs
and RPOs? We argue that, despite the dearth of clarity on how to conceptualise
it, the conceptualisation of gender-based violence in HEIs and RPOs is of central
importance for both research and policy — including for putting them into practice
by developing and implementing measures to address the problem. Critique and
conceptualisation of current policy and research are important in feeding into policy,
practice and empirical measurement, which we illustrate by referring to data from the
UniSAFE survey (Lipinsky et al, 2022). Notably, the policy framework on gender-
based violence in ERA HEIs and RPOs still lack conceptual clarity and coherence,
due to legislative, discursive and cultural differences across national contexts. Political
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and ideological differences, for example, between old and new EU member states, set
boundaries for a common conceptual approach to gender-based violence in policy.
To overcome this, several EU-funded projects (UniSAFE, GENDER ACTIONplus,
GenderSAFE) have developed new theoretical and conceptual ideas on gender-based
violence in higher education and research organisations. In this article, we develop
this important work further in several ways.

Building critically on recent European research and policy experience, this article
presents key issues in the reconceptualisation of gender-based violence in HEIs
and RPOs. Our approach is informed primarily by feminist understandings of
gender, violence, intersectionality and multiple inequalities (Seymour et al, 2025).
More specifically we draw on our long-term individual and collective research and
policy experience, as well as conceptual reflections arising from a large European
multi-country research and innovation project on gender-based violence in HEIs
and RPOs. Extensive qualitative and quantitative data were gathered and analysed,
including a survey in 46 RPOs in 15 countries in Europe (n=42,000), semi-structured
interviews (n=60), national law and policy in 33 countries, and institutional policy
in 48 institutions, 16 in-depth case studies, including 100 interviews, 25 focus groups
and 200 documents, and theoretical development. Moreover, the linguistic, cultural
and national variations of UniSAFE empirical data make it more robust, compared
to many single-country studies. We do not aim to provide a systematic review or
comprehensive comparative analysis of prevalence data. Rather, we use the UniSAFE
data precisely because it consistently covers multiple forms of gender-based violence
across diverse European contexts, facilitating integrated analysis and clearer conceptual
insights on how gender-based violence operates in institutional contexts.

The remainder of the article is structured around three key steps in reconceptualising
gender-based violence in HEIs and RPOs that are critical for both research and
policy development. First, we address a fundamental step in conceptualisation, that
is all too obvious but not always critically interrogated, namely, the clarification of
differential definitions of and inclusions in gender-based violence in HEIs and RPOs,
as well as differences between countries in the ERA. Second, we consider how
conceptualisations of gender-based violence can be further developed in a second
step via attention to differential contextualisations of prevalence and consequences, and the
need for multilevel and intersectional analysis of prevalence and consequences. Third,
we turn to ongoing, at times problematic, issues in reconceptualising gender-based
violence via the third step of engagement with theoretical and practical difficulties
and contestations — for research and policy development. This last point also involves
recognising tensions in how to approach gender-based violence in HEIs and RPOs,
emanating from different strands of epistemology, ontology and contexts. We represent
these three steps in Figure 1.

The article concludes with discussion of key issues for both research and policy.
These include how gender and gender-based violence are understood differently
across national, organisational contexts and academic disciplines, and the need for
more focus on perpetrators, and the organisational relations between perpetrators
and victims. Not only are more effective, if largely reactive, institutional responses to
gender-based violence needed ex post facto from HEIs and RPOs, but the connections
between such violence and their organisational structures, processes and dynamics
themselves must be confronted more proactively in working towards violence-free
and safe HEIs and RPOs.
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Figure 1: Three steps in critique and reconceptualisation
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Reconceptualising gender-based violence in HEIs and RPOs

1. Definitions and inclusions

The first step is to interrogate definitions and inclusions in what is considered as
gender-based violence in HEIs and RPOs.

Generic definitions

Gender-based violence can be approached in different ways depending on whether it
is understood as a feminist, organisational, governmental, psychological, criminological,
legal, political and/or ideological concept (Hearn et al,2022).As such, there are more
general contestations in definitions of gender-based violence that extend beyond HE.
A useful starting point is the EC’s definition of gender-based violence as:

Violence directed against a person because of that person’s gender or violence
that affects persons of a particular gender disproportionately. Violence
against women is understood as a violation of human rights and a form
of discrimination against women and shall mean all acts of gender-based
violence that result in, or are likely to result in physical harm, sexual harm,
psychological, or economic harm or suffering to women. It can include
violence against women, domestic violence against women, men or children
living in the same domestic unit. Although women and girls are the main
victims of gender-based violence, it also causes severe harm to families and
communities. (European Commission, 2021a: np)

Thus, although it can be seen differently across national and organisational contexts,
gender-based violence has been defined here in terms of violence directed against
a person (or persons) because of that person’s gender, often — if not always —
corresponding to a person’s sex, or violence that affects persons of a particular gender
disproportionately, or a similar formulation. Thus, using the EC definition, gender-
based violence should not be conflated with violence against women, and could seem
to include violence to men, non-binary, intersex and transpeople, even though this
broadening is not always recognised in research and policy. Indeed, while violence
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against women is often the most prevalent form quantitatively, the most recent survey
on gender-based violence in Europe showed that violence victimisation rates per
capita against non-binary people are even higher (Humbert and Strid, 2024; Humbert
et al, 2025). In some specific locations and contexts, some forms of violence against
boys and men, predominantly perpetrated by men, are prevalent.

The range of forms of violence

In considering the definition of gender-based violence, there are further
contestations on the range of forms of violence that are included and excluded. As
the UniSAFE project noted, an initial mapping of the current policy and research
situation in Europe, mainly in the EU but also in Canada, Iceland, Serbia, Turkey, the
UK and USA, showed that national prevalence studies of gender-based violence in
universities and RPOs are rare (Strid et al, 2021b). Those that had been conducted
varied in terms of what was included and excluded, and at least implicitly in their
definition and understanding of gender-based violence (Schredl et al, 2025).% For
example: in the Czech Republic and Estonia, the focus was on sexual harassment,
gender harassment, unwelcome sexual attention and sexual coercion; in Spain,
sexual harassment, including ‘sexual blackmailing’ (or sextortion) and what is called
in translation ‘environmental harassment’ (or what we discuss as organisational
violence, rather than harassment of the [natural] environment) has started to be
addressed; Ireland and Sweden (Rudolfsson et al, 2022) have implemented a few
prevalence studies, predominantly covering different forms of sexual violence
(ranging from a focus on consent and unwanted sexual experiences to rape), with
one study including online violence. Only a few of the prevalence studies mapped
included online violence (for example, in Estonia and Canada), and none addressed
economic violence or organisational violence (Strid et al, 2021b). Few prevalence
studies included both staff and students, with students by far the most studied group
internationally (Rosenthal et al, 2016; Johnson et al, 2018), with no signs of the
prevalence of sexual harassment among undergraduate students decreasing (Fnais
et al, 2014; Strid et al, 2021b). Most addressed victims, rather than perpetrators
and bystanders, and are limited in scope, covering sexual harassment and sexual
violence. While none of these studies covered prevalence of all the different forms
of gender-based violence in HEIs and RPOs (Lipinsky et al, 2022), some had
started to broaden their coverage.

More comprehensively, gender-based violence refers to all forms of gender-based
violence, violations and abuse, including but not limited to, physical violence,
psychological violence, economic and financial violence, sexual violence, sexual
harassment, gender harassment, stalking, organisational violence and harassment —
in both online and offline contexts, including emerging forms of violence,
experienced as violence, violations and abuse not yet necessarily named or
recognised as violence. Gender-based violence takes different forms, including
physical, psychological, emotional and interactive, as well as sexist and intersectional
micro-aggressions, hostility and threats. It occurs within and as part of workgroups
and organisational culture, negative formal and informal leadership, and virtual/
online/digital/social media communication. More specifically, the range spans, but
is not necessarily limited to, the following forms, which themselves may overlap
and intersect (see Table 1).
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Table 1: Forms of gender-based violence

Physical violence includes kicking, beating, pushing, slapping, shoving, hitting, blocking (Heise,
1998). It is the form of violence most easily measured, often in incidents, and commonly
addressed. It is direct, involves bodily contact, often with an identifiable perpetrator. The time
and space between act and immediate impact is usually limited. Physical violence has been
measured in RPOs, but methodologies and definitions have been inconsistent, and the results
thereby have not been comparable.

Psychological violence includes psychologically abusive behaviours, such as controlling, coercion,
verbal abuse, shouting, threatening, blackmail and intentional conduct that seriously impairs
another person's psychological integrity (Council of Europe, 2011; EIGE, 2017). Psychological
violence in HEls and RPOs includes public insults, ridicule of someone’s work, humiliating a
colleague in public, takes place both online and offline, and can damage a person’s

professional development.

Economic violence involves making or attempting to make a person financially dependent by
maintaining control over financial resources, withholding access to money and/or forbidding
attendance in education or employment (Postmus et al, 2020). It includes acts or behaviours which
cause economic or financial harm (Krigel and Benjamin, 2020), quid pro quo negotiation, restricting
access to financial resources by denying conference attendance, controlling access to employment
healthcare services, delaying or withholding employment contracts, or not complying with
economic responsibilities.

Sexual violence includes sexual acts, attempts to obtain them, sexual abuse, rape and sexual assault,
or acts otherwise directed against a person's sexuality without consent, regardless of their gender.
They include sexual acts, online or offline, committed against a non-consenting person, even if that
person does not show signs of resistance. Acts of sexual violence attack the right to sexual freedom,
autonomy, control, integrity and security, and can also be intimately related to reproductive rights
(Kelly, 1988; Phipps et al, 2017).

Sexual harassment is a form of sexual violence and includes behaviours of unwanted verbal, non-
verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature, such as unwanted sexual comments on looks or

body, stalking, sending of images with sexual content, sexist jokes and innuendos, unwanted sexual
comments, grooming, coercion, sextortion, bullying, sexual invitations and demands, comments,
non-verbal communication, creation of atmospheres of discomfort, and promised resources in
exchange for sexual access. Sexual harassment is not the same as sexual assault, although these can
often overlap. The term ‘sexual misconduct’ is sometimes used to capture some of such possible
abuses of power.

Gender harassment is harassment on the grounds of sex and/or gender, but not necessarily with
sexual connotations, such as diminishing or hateful comments, exclusion, silencing and stereotypical
prejudices. This is particularly relevant to people seen as not conforming to normative gender roles,
identities, expressions or sexual orientations. Gender harassment occurs both online and offline (see,
for example, Cortina et al, 2011; Leskinen and Cortina, 2014).

Stalking includes unwanted, repeated surveillance or monitoring by individuals or groups towards
an individual or group. Stalking is often linked to harassment. It is increasingly online, where new
opportunities for cyberstalking are created (Finn, 2004).

Online violence takes many forms, for example, cyberstalking, cyberbullying, internet-based sexual
violence, non-consensual distribution of sexual images and text, with certain features arising from
the nature of information and communication technologies (ICTs), such as instantaneousness,
asynchronicity, personalisation, global connectivity, reproducibility of images, and blurring ‘real’ and
‘representational’ (for example, Turan et al, 2017; Hall et al, 2022). Online violence is both a form of
violence in its own right, and a modality of violence more broadly. Almost all other forms of violence,
for example, threats of physical violence, can occur in the online world. At the same time, that very
online/offline boundary may sometimes, perhaps often, be blurred. These questions have become
even more important with moves to online work, research and education, through the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on everyday work.

(Continued)

519
Unauthenticated | Downloaded 12/12/25 09:15 AM UTC



Jeff Hearn et al

Table 1: Continued

Organisational (gender-based) violence includes important manifestations at more collective, group
and organisational levels in relation to gender-based violence and bullying (Hearn and Parkin, 2001).
This can apply in group or organisational cultures and hostile environments that promote, or enact,
gender-based violence directly or indirectly, for example, psychological violence or a less direct sense,
where weak or laissez-faire and/or autocratic or authoritarian management and leadership facilitate,
or even condone, individual gender-based violence (see Agotnes et al, 2018). Enabling factors of

such negative collective, group and organisational environments include: large power differentials,
perception of low costs to the organisation for enacting violence, high stress and dissatisfaction among
those concerned, and organisational leadership in relation to gender-based violence, with certain
leadership styles more or less enabling of violence (O'Connor et al, 2021).

Emerging forms of violence include forms of violence and abuse not necessarily recognised as violence,
but which from a feminist perspective with a focus on recognising violence and victims/survivors

and their experiences, may constitute violence. These include coercive control of health, the body,
dress, relations with colleagues, students, friends and family, ignoring, shunning, snubbing and
ostracism. Relatively under-researched forms include spiking drinks, and sending abusive messages on
bank statements and similar e-communications.

These various forms are not mutually exclusive (for overviews of workplace bullying,
mobbing and harassment in academia, see Bondestam and Lundqvist, 2020; Keashly,
2021), often with blurred borderlines between different improper acts, and sometimes
the terms ‘violence’, ‘abuse’, ‘harassment’, ‘misconduct’ and ‘assault’ are used almost
interchangeably. Moreover, conceptualisations and understandings of gender-based
violence are subject to contestation in terms of who is given credibility or authority in
such naming, as well as spanning a continuum or continua of violence and violations,
violent behaviours and attitudes based on sex and gender (Kelly, 1988; Hearn, 1998;
Graaft, 2021), from what may appear, to some, as more innocent acts to severe acts.

Specificities of HEIs and RPOs

Definition and clarification of gender-based violence also needs to be understood in terms
of the specific features and conditions of HEIs and RPOs. Existing gender-based violence
frameworks recognise various forms of violence (for example, economic, psychological).
However, these were primarily developed within familial or community contexts. Our
reconceptualisation involves explicitly identifying and theorising how forms of violence
manifest within academic settings, shaped by academic hierarchies, precarious employment
conditions, student—teacher power dynamics, and institutional norms of competition
and collegiality. For example, economic violence in a familial context typically involves
control over financial resources. In contrast, economic violence within academia manifests
through distinct modalities such as withholding research funding, obstructing academic
advancement and strategic denial of opportunities for professional development.

Similarly, organisational violence, which may be largely absent or marginal in
discussions of intimate partner violence, becomes central in academic institutions
where hierarchical power relations between senior management, senior academics,
junior staft and students can enable environments that implicitly tolerate, even facilitate,
forms of violence such as psychological abuse, career sabotage and exclusionary
practices. Not all organisational violence is explicitly or necessarily gendered;
however, our conceptualisation is informed by feminist and critical organisational
studies which show that such harms often occur within institutional cultures already
shaped by gendered power relations. This is increasingly important with top-down,
even authoritarian, management in some HEIs.
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Gender-based violence can figure in teaching and learning, student life, staft’
workgroups, educational and organisational cultures, formal and informal leadership,
conferences, academic networking, fieldwork, and online/digital/social media/web
forums, including teaching platforms. While such actions may appear gender-neutral,
they frequently occur within institutional cultures shaped by gendered power relations,
and be gendered in their expression, frequency or effects. Even when gender is not
explicitly referenced, these forms can disproportionately target or impact women and
gender-diverse individuals, particularly in disciplines or settings dominated by men.
They may also at times be explicitly gendered in their content, for example, dismissing
feminist or gender analysis as irrelevant or unscientific, or in negatively referencing
the gender of the scholar. Psychological violence and bullying in HEIs and RPOs can
include ridiculing someone’s academic work and humiliating a colleague or student
in public or different academic arenas.

In HEIs, sexual violence, sexual harassment and stalking can all be facilitated by
both normalisation in student life and pronounced age-gender disparities in power.
Strong concerns have been raised in the media and beyond concerning sexual
harassment and rape threats in universities and their institutional responses (de Caires,
2019), with some universities described as a ‘home for a rape epidemic’ (Reynolds,
2018) and rape culture (Phipps et al, 2018; Lewis et al, 2018). Some academic and
research social sites involve both formality, conformity and competition, on one
hand, and informality, questioning and collaboration, on the other. These may mean
the presence of hierarchical, ambiguous, aged, gender, social, sexual and emotional
dynamics, coupled with high personal commitment, work intensity and passion for
teaching, learning and research (Hearn and Husu, 2019; Drew and Canavan, 2020).

With increasing digitalisation, online violence, including sexual violence and
harassment (Megan et al, 2016), is an increasingly important issue in academia.
Online violence is both a form of violence in its own right, as with image-based
sexual violence, and a modality of violence more broadly: almost all other forms of
violence can also occur online and operate across online/offline. It also has certain
features arising from the nature of digital technologies, such as instantaneousness,
reproducibility of images, and blurring ‘real’/‘representational’, and is at times
conducive of both false intimacy and micro-aggressions, on, say, teaching platforms,
with negative effects on learning.

Finally, definitions need to include emerging forms of violence in HEIs that are not
necessarily or widely recognised as violence, but which from a feminist perspective,
recognising victim-survivors’ experiences, may constitute violence. These include coercive
control, both as a general form of violence and in more specific aspects, such as of dress
and self-presentation, and spiking drinks in social events. Further studies of economic,
online, organisational and emerging violences in HEIs and RPOs are especially urgent.

2. Differential contextualisations of prevalence and consequences

The second step in reconceptualisation concerns differential contextualisations of
gender-based violence in HEIs and RPOs — individual, social category, institutional,
national — in terms of both prevalence and consequences. Two main interconnected
forms of contextualisations are examined — multilevels and intersectionality — before
turning to empirical data on prevalence and consequences.
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Multilevels and intersectionality

In order to contribute to a reduction in gender-based violence in academic environments
and research workplaces, a contextualised multilevel approach is needed, informed by
gender and intersectionality theory (Walby et al,2012; Gangoli and Jones,2022) and feminist
violence studies. Gender-based violence in HEIs and RPOs is multilevel, operating
and contextualised at the micro-level (for example, socio-demographic factors and
backgrounds of individuals, prevalence and consequences), meso-level (for example,
organisational structures, policies, responses, measures) and macro-level (for example,
national/regional policy and legal frameworks) (Strid et al, 2021b). Prevalence and
consequences at the micro-level exist in the contexts and environments of meso- and
macro-levels. The prevalence of the various forms of gender-based violence concerns
both specific acts and actions, and processes over time.*

Relevant functional and socio-demographic backgrounds of individuals (as victims,
perpetrators or bystanders) include sex and gender, but also, though not limited to,
age, class, disability, ethnicity/racialisation, gender identity and sexual orientation,
together with intersectional perspectives thereon, and markers of functional diversity
(such as students, academics, and professional, administrative, technical or support
staff, contract type or seniority of staff). At the individual and group levels, socio-
demographic and functional circumstances might influence prevalence and greater
risk (for example, being on a temporary contract). These characteristics are sometimes
labelled as ‘determinants’ (Strid et al, 2021b); however, we can also conceptualise
them more broadly as socio-demographic influencing factors which affect prevalence
and consequences, and which build in turn into broad patterns rather than being
strictly determinate. Although such factors represent individual characteristics, they
collectively build into a social structuring of RPOs and can accordingly influence
the extent to which these provide gender+ inclusive cultures. Other relevant aspects
for assessing the broader environment include attitudes to gender-based violence or
sexist orientations, and the context in which violence takes place.

The question of intersectionality, the interconnected, complex ways in which
multiple inequalities (for example, age, sex, gender, gender identity, disability)
interact and position people, has been highlighted in research on gender-based
violence in HEIs (Fedina et al, 2018; Humbert and Strid, 2024; Humbert et al, 2024),
challenging a unidimensional understanding of gender-based violence. Importantly,
intersectionality needs to be understood contextually, as a form of context, rather
than in the sense of absolutist categories. The contexts in which RPOs operate can
moderate the relationships between levels. For example, some intersecting categories
of students/staff might be more at risk of gender-based violence, with differential
consequences (Humbert and Strid, 2024; Humbert et al, 2025), but these effects might
be compounded by organisational and/or national contexts tolerating violence or
not supportive of victims.

So far, the recognition of the multilevel effect of the organisation and society on the
prevalence of violence has been rarely considered or analysed empirically.> At both
organisational and societal levels, better understandings are needed on the effects of: how
much violence is tolerated within institutions and the society in question;social norms
and expectations, framing the acceptability of certain behaviours in institutions and
beyond; the effectiveness of policies and their (lack of) implementation (Bondestam and
Lundqvist, 2018); and inconsistencies between national laws and institutional regulations.
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There may also be complex cause—effect relationships between and across boundaries/
spheres and outside/inside HEIs and RPOs: higher prevalence of gender-based violence
in society may relate to the acceptance of gender-based violence within the institution,
though UniSAFE analysis found very little variation in terms of reported prevalence
across countries and institutions (Humbert et al, 2022). Other aspects of the social
environment at meso- and macro-levels that influence prevalence include institutional
context, leadership, gender equality and diversity in the institution and country (for
example, gender or ethnic pay gaps), and forms of structural violence. It is important to
consider the wider staff culture/climate (for example, collegiality, gender norms, attitudes
to gender-based violence) and the managerial culture/climate (for example, hierarchical
or authoritarian leadership styles), along with their organisational characteristics (for
example, size, hierarchy) (see O’Connor et al, 2021). Gender-based violence enacted
outside RPOs can also have major implications within RPOs, and may be responded
to by colleagues, supervisors and managers in ways that may assist or worsen the
situation (Jones et al, 2024). The extent of ‘work and violence embeddedness’ (Krigel
and Benjamin, 2021) should not be underestimated, and likely accentuated with digital
gender-based violence (Hearn et al, 2023).

Prevalence

The overall prevalence of gender-based violence in HEIs and RPOs is high and
varies significantly across different groups. Prevalence also differs for different forms of
gender-based violence and across different groups of victim/survivors. In the UniSAFE
survey, respondents from minoritised groups (for example, based on gender identity,
sexual orientation, ethnicity or disability) were more likely to disclose gender-based
violence than other groups (Humbert et al, 2022). Women and non-binary people
were more likely than men to experience all forms of gender-based violence, except
for physical violence, which more men than women indicated (see Table 2).

Most prevalence studies adopt a binary approach when reporting gender differences,
usually finding that both women and men can experience violence, but that women are
disproportionately victims and men perpetrators. However, this leaves the experiences of
non-binary individuals invisible, although evidence shows they are the gender identity
group most affected (Humbert et al, 2022; 2025) (see Table 2). Groups that are already
marginalised and at points of intersection of multiple mutually shaping inequalities (Walby
et al, 2012) are at risk of increased levels of violence; younger women, women with less
secure employment conditions and temporary contracts, and minorities are more likely
to have experienced gender-based violence (Cruz and Klinger, 2011; Humbert et al,
2022). More vulnerable groups of staff may experience overlapping moral, sexual or
other forms of harassment, sometimes with elements of coercion and economic violence.

Different groups experience different forms of violence differently. For example,
non-binary people in HEIs experience forms of sexual harassment that are more
aligned with gender harassment (Rabelo and Cortina, 2014), showcasing how the
sexual violence and/or harassment they experience does not so much reflect any
embodied sexuality but instead reprisals for challenging gender norms. Similarly,
trans people in HEIs appear to be more likely to experience physical violence and
psychological violence in the context of their work and/or study (Humbert et al,
2025). In the analysis, transwomen and transmen are both included in relation to
their gender identity as women and men respectively, and given further visibility in
the data by also asking about trans status separately.
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Table 2: Prevalence (and 95 per cent confidence interval) of gender-based violence overall
and across different forms by groups

Total Staff Students | Women Men Non-binary
Any form 621% 73.7% 57.7% 66.2% 56.2% 741%

(56.5%; | (68.3%; | (53.7%; | (60.6%; | (49.6%; | (70.4%;
67.3%) | 78.5%) 61.5%) 71.4%) | 62.6%) 77.4%)

Physical violence 6.4% 53% 6.8% 5.4% 72% 12.9%
(5.5%; (4.2%; (5.7%; (4.4%; (6.3%; (10.4%;
7.4%) 6.6%) 8.2%) 6.5%) 8.3%) 15.8%)
Psychological violence 57.2% 70.2% 521% 61.2% 51.6% 67.8%

(511%; | (64.4%; | (47.9%; | (551%; | (44.4%; | (62.7%;
631%) | 75.4%) | 563%) | 66.9%) | 58.7%) 72.6%)

Economic violence 9.7% 19.3% 5.8% 9.8% 9.5% 11.4%
(6.9%; (16.4%; (4.6%,; (6.7%; (6.8%; (8.7%;
13.5%) | 22.6%) 7.2%) 14.0%) 131%) 14.9%)

Sexual violence 2.8% 1.2% 3.5% 3.5% 1.7% 6.2%
(2.0%; (1.0%; (2.5%; (2.5%; (11%; (4.3%;
4.0%) 1.4%) 4.8%) 5.0%) 2.6%) 91%)

Sexual harassment 311% 353% 29.3% 37.5% 22.4% 43.9%

(263%; | (29.0%; | (251%; | (313%; | (18.0%; | (37.2%;
363%) | 421%) 33.9%) 441%) 27.5%) 50.9%)

Online violence 7.6% 7.4% 77% 7.2% 7.5% 15.7%
(6.5%; (5.7%; (6.6%; (6.3%; (61%; (12.3%;
8.8%) 9.6%) 8.9%) 8.2%) 9.2%) 19.9%)

Note: Weighted percentages.
Source: UniSAFE survey dataset (Lipinsky et al, 2022).

Consequences

Gender-based violence in HEI and RPOs has multiple and differential negative
effects — on staft and students, research, education, knowledge production and
scientific development. These range from both direct and indirect effects on health
and wellbeing, to discrimination and forced exit, loss of productivity and learning,
and indeed further gender and intersectional inequalities. New empirical data
(Humbert and Strid, 2024) show that consequences of gender-based violence
in HEIs and RPOs include: social exclusion, feeling unsafe, feeling unwell, and
adverse consequences for work/studies. The consequences of gender-based violence,
at the individual level, include the potential harm created regarding satisfaction
and performance with study/work, to educational access and attainment, career
advancement and professional development, or health, wellbeing and respectful
and consensual behaviour.

The UniSAFE survey found that adverse consequences are consistently higher
among staff and students who have experienced any form of gender-based
violence. It is most marked for social exclusion, which 70 per cent of those
having experienced gender-based violence report, compared to 19.8 per cent
of those who did not experience gender-based violence. Staft and students who
experienced gender-based violence are more likely to feel socially excluded, more
likely to feel unsafe in selected locations, and more likely to experience adverse
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consequences for work or studies, respectively. A breakdown across different types
of consequences demonstrates that women and non-binary people are more
likely than men to feel excluded, to feel unwell or to feel unsafe (Table 3). The
experiences of non-binary individuals have often remained invisible, although
they are the gender identity group most affected (see Humbert et al, 2022;
Humbert and Strid, 2024). These results underscore the relevance of including
non-binary people’s experience in the concept of ‘gender-based’. It also displays
the way an important conceptual perspective on gender-based violence emerges
from the analysis. The consequences of violence are always already gendered and
intersectional in different ways. Thus, the definition of gender-based violence as
gendered is partly an effect of an empirical understanding of the consequences of
violence (Humbert and Strid, 2024).

At the organisational level, these compound into more collective harms such as
erosion of trust in the organisation, absenteeism, or retention and turnover problems
for students and staft (Humbert and Strid, 2024). Less addressed are the effects of
gender-based violence in research, educational and other work groups on teaching
and research outcomes (see Nowrouzi-Kia et al, 2024 who found that experiences
of gender-based violence are linked to diminished employee wellbeing and hindered
career progression). The normalisation of gender-based violence in institutional
cultures inevitably impacts the quality of research and education (Strid et al, 2021b).
Further, normalisation tends to coexist with a network of silence (Hershcovis et al,
2021). Consequences concern not only direct and indirect effects of gender-based
violence itself but include consequences from disclosure of different kinds, even when
following formal procedures, which in turn can have variable, at times devasting,
effects over time.

Table 3: Consequences (and 95 per cent confidence interval) of gender-based violence
overall and across different forms by gender identity

Experienced gender-based Women Men Non-binary
violence (any form) No Yes No Yes No Yes
Social exclusion 21.9% 72.5% 17.5% 661% 25.7% 77.4%

(19.4%; | (69.2%; | (15.4%; | (63.0%; | (18.6%; |(72.2%;
247%) | 75.6%) | 19.8%) | 69.0%) | 34.4%) | 81.8%)

Feeling unsafe 16.9% 44.7% 5.7% 27.7% 19.6% 61.9%

(10.4%; | (345%; | (33%; | (197%; | (12.4%; |(50.2%;
26.3%) | 55.5%) 9.9%) 37.4%) | 29.7%) |72.4%)

Feeling unwell 94.2% 97.6% 87.3% 93.3% 94.6% | 98.3%

(92.2%; | (96.8%; | (83.9%; | (91.0%; | (89.6%; | (941%;
957%) | 983%) | 901%) | 951%) | 973%) |99.5%)

Adverse consequences 60.7% 88.5% 61.9% 84.8% 81.7% 87.3%
for work (51.6%; | (83.4%; | (50.6%; | (80.4%; | (64.3%; |(82.5%;
69.2%) | 922%) | 721%) | 88.5%) | 91.7%) |90.9%)
Adverse consequences 77.6% 89.8% 75.3% 88.4% 871% 94.2%
for studies (72.7%; | (872%; | (69.8%; | (86.4%; | (80.9%; |(91.6%;

81.9%) | 92.0%) | 801%) | 90.2%) | 915%) |96.0%)

Note: Weighted percentage.
Source: UniSAFE survey dataset (Lipinsky et al, 2022).
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3. Engaging with further theoretical and practical difficulties and contestations

Attending to definitions, inclusions, contextual, multilevel and intersectional
determinants, prevalence and consequences is clearly important, but both the study of
and policy development around gender-based violence in HEIs and RPOs demand a
third step, namely, wider theoretical reflection, interrogation and problematisation in
engaging with further difficult and contested issues. There are a range of further key
questions regarding the theorising of gender-based violence. These include: what is
understood by both gender and gender-based; the complications of intersectionality;
seeing violence as a system of power; questions of gender inequality, inequalities and
violence as inequality; and epistemology, ontology and victim/survivorhood — which
together expand the notion of gender-based violence.

Meanings of gender and gender-based

While violence is gendered, there are always multiple notions and experiences of
violence set in continuous motion, even within single subject’s narratives and bodies.
Gender needs to be conceptualised as a social construct, a hierarchy, a relation and a
process (rather than as linked to biology or merely a variable). This conceptualisation
attempts to go beyond a binary understanding of gender, to include the experiences
of women, men, and further genders and gender identities. In the UniSAFE project,
women and non-binary people were more likely than men to experience all forms
of gender-based violence, that is, except physical violence, which was reported
more by men. Respondents identifying as LGBTQIA+, reporting a disability or
chronic illness, and belonging to an ethnic minority group were more likely to have
experienced gender-based violence compared to those who do not identify thus.
Overall, non-binary people reported as being most at risk of gender-based violence
(Humbert et al, 2022).

Specifically, the issue of whether there is a gender and/or a sexual element in all forms
of violence is partly an empirically open-ended question, embedded in the constant
reshaping of narratives/bodies connected to/experiences of violence. It also partly
depends on the theoretical framework in use in terms of the relationship between gender
dominance at the macro-level and particular violent acts (Boyle, 2019; Graaff, 2021;
2025; Strid et al, 2021b). All violence involves people who are gender-coded, including
agender and non-binary people, even if the violence appears to be mainly linked to
other ‘non-gendered’ social relations. The question here is what is to be included in
gender-based violence in terms of it being specifically gender-based, rather than broadly
gendered, gender-related (Alldred, 2023), gender-coded or even degendered (through
juridical ontologies, for example). Demonstrating, both empirically and theoretically,
that violence is based in gender is not easy, particularly when other intersections are clear.
The question of gendered basis, relatedness or coding of violence is not easily reduced to
simple or legalistic definitions or closed survey questions.

Gender-based violence as a system of power and inequalities

Both violence and gender-based violence can be usefully understood as a system of
power that (re)produces intersectional gender inequalities — including perpetration,
victimhood/survivorhood, responses, policies and practices — rather than isolated,
individual and aberrant incidents (see Zizek, 2008; Strid et al, 2021a). Gender-based
violence is an expression of societal power relations and structural dominance, rather
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than loss of power, with the direction of violence primarily from the relatively
privileged and powerful towards the relatively marginalised, the minoritised and the
less powerful. Gender-based violence is predominantly — but not exclusively — directed
from men towards women, including transwomen and transpeople more inclusively,
before, during or after gender transitioning. Such a conceptualisation requires keeping
the relatively powerful, and their organisational positions, in sight in data collection
and analysis. It also means that effective policy and practice must give strong attention
to perpetration and perpetrators, both individual and collective.

While recognising that there is no gender symmetry in the experiences of gender-
based violence (FRA, 2014; Walby and Towers, 2017) and that gender relations stem
from gendered inequalities in power (O’Connor, 2020), the experiences of women,
men and further genders need to be acknowledged. Gender-based violence also
includes violence in relation to diverse and non-normative gender identities and
sexualities, summarised in the term, LGBT*IQA+. Research and policy development
need to look beyond the LGBT*QIA+ umbrella term, acknowledging the
differentiated experiences and consequences between and within these categories. For
example, transwomen’s increased exposure to violence and experiences of gender-
based violence relate to both their status as women, even when this is not accepted,
and the additional, mutually shaping, inequality based on their trans status. These
points raise the question of whether any violence, including men—men violence and
women—women violence, or indeed women—men violence, can be excluded from
gender-based violence.

Gender-based violence is both a cause and consequence of gender inequalities,
and an inequality in its own right (Hearn et al, 2022), as well as intersecting with and
mutually shaping other dimensions of inequalities (Walby et al, 2012). For example,
some forms of gender-based violence may also be experienced, categorisable and
theorisable as other forms of violence, for example, targeting a woman of colour
may be simultaneously gender-based and racist violence. Additionally, it could be
argued that gender-based violence always involves aspects or characteristics of a
person beyond sex and gender, for example, age, class, racialisation, social status. To
put this another way, gender cannot be ‘extracted’ in ‘pure’ form from other social
intersections and inequalities.

Violence/gender-based violence is autotelic — that is violence begets violence
(Schinkel, 2010) and previous violence is a predictor of subsequent violence —
rather than being only an expression of other inequalities. Gender-based violence
is an extreme expression of inequality on the grounds of gender, and human rights
violation. The regulation of violence is not simply a reflection of pre-existing
inequalities; therefore, the deployment of violence cannot simply be reduced to
individual psychological traits, marginalised outsiders or dystunctional families (Strid
et al, 2021a). Violence/gender-based violence can also mean that further violence
is unnecessary to maintain control and/or dominance through, for example, threat
and fear; this raises methodological challenges, including for empirical measurement.

Epistemology, ontology and victim/survivorhood

Conceptualising violence, violations, abuse and their consequences from the
experience of the survivor/victim involves an epistemological, even ontological,
stance. A survivor/victim understanding of experiences of gender-based violence
is crucial, with a focus on seeing and recognising gender-based violence. It extends
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the concept of gender-based violence to include acts or events that may not
be regarded as violence from a legal perspective or in juridical definitions, but
nonetheless are experienced as violence, so-called emerging forms of violence.
Epistemology and ontology are also relevant for a critical understanding of
bystanders, perpetrators and organisations, for example, in terms of institutional
responsibility and perpetrator accountability.

Concluding discussion: Further research and policy development

In this article, we have outlined both established and emerging ways of
reconceptualising gender-based violence, and their implications for both research
and policy development in and on HEIs and RPOs, via three steps: definitions and
inclusions; differential contextualisations;and (further) difficulties and contestations.
This critique and reconceptualisation goes beyond simply extending established
frameworks to a new context; it involves critically examining and adapting
existing definitions and understandings of gender-based violence to the distinct
characteristics of HEIs and RPOs. Applying gender-based violence frameworks to
academia requires fundamental shifts in conceptualisation: it demands recognising
that forms of violence are not merely transported intact from other contexts but are
reshaped and reconstituted through the organisational structures, power dynamics
and cultural norms inherent in HEIs and RPOs.This context-specific rethinking is
precisely the contribution our critique and reconceptualisation seeks to articulate.
This also points to several knowledge and policy gaps that persist for research and
policy, including relatively neglected forms of violence, the relations of perpetrators
and bystanders, more effective institutional responses, and work towards violence-
free organisational dynamics.

First, gender and gender-based violence are theorised and conceptualised differently
across national and organisational contexts and academic disciplines. Our extensive
multi-nation European research demonstrated that what is meant by gender and
violence vary, in definitions, terminology, meanings and languages. The extent to
which violence, violations and abuse, and their various forms, are named or recognised
as violence is variable across time, contexts and locations, including across HEIs and
RPO:s. Prevalence studies of economic violence, organisational violence and online
violence are unresearched, and more difficult to circumscribe. To explain, understand
and reduce gender-based violence, it is crucial that prevalence data is contextualised
by organisational, societal and policy level factors. This has many implications for HEIs
and RPOs, not least the collection of data on meso- and macro-levels to contextualise,
explain and change prevalence at micro-levels.

Second, following earlier more individualist understandings of gender-based
violence in HEIs and RPOs which tend to ignore relationality/ies with perpetrators
and bystanders, there is a need for more focus on researching who perpetrators are,
and the organisational relations between perpetrators and victims. This includes
attention to such relations as teacher—student, student—student, supervisor—
supervisee, administrator/technical staff—-academic staff, as well as the effects of
violence on bystanders (individuals, groups, multiple colleagues) and the part
they can play in reducing and stopping violence. Bystanders (and upstanders) are
knowledgeable subjects who may be accountable, sometimes even complicit or
co-dependent in gender-based violence, hence simultaneously part of the problem
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and the solution. Further, the need to expand the very concept of bystanders, or
rather organisational, even managerial, bystanders, is crucial, moving away from
monolithic understandings towards a dynamic, organisational understanding
that goes beyond bystanders seen primarily as individual persons. Moreover,
the experiences of bystanders are often of a simultaneous ‘nature’ (for example,
witnessing gender-based violence, being co-dependent to/supporting perpetrators,
intervening in ongoing gender-based violence, supporting victim-survivors).
This perspective links back to earlier discussion on multilevel conceptualisations,
and the characteristic relations between victims and perpetrators, individual and
collective, within HEIs. More research is needed on collective victims, bystanders
and perpetrators.

Third, there 1s the question of developing more effective institutional responses to
gender-based violence in HEIs and RPO:s. In this respect, the United Nations, the
Council of Europe, the EC and the International Labour Organization have all been
important actors. Both the UN and the EU have adopted a 3P approach (prevention,
protection, prosecution) (United Nations, 2017; EC, 2022), and this has been extended
in the Council of Europe (2011) Istanbul Convention’s 4P approach (prevention,
protection, prosecution, policies) (Anitha and Lewis, 2018). A further 7P approach
(Mergaert et al, 2016; 2023; Strid et al, 2021a), encompasses prevention, protection,
prosecution, policies, prevalence, provision of services and partnerships. There is need to
develop institutional responses in HE and RPOs further, for example, in addressing
perpetration and perpetrators, power dynamics within and beyond the organisation, and
margins and peripheries. On this last point, violence can involve external people and take
place around the peripheries of HEIs and RPOs, as, for example, has been shown for
climate scientists (Global Witness, 2023) and COVID-19 researchers (Nogrady, 2021).

Fourth, in reducing and ending gender-based violence in the sector, intersectional
gender-based and gender-related violence are to be acted against not only reactively,
but also proactively in relation to the organisational structures, processes and dynamics
of HEIs and RPOs, seen as organisations, workplaces and places of study. This means
that policy advocates, leaders and members of HE and RPOs need to approach
gender-based violence from a broader and contextual perspective, rather than narrowly
defined perspectives. This includes examining and transforming the current lack of
sufficient institutional frameworks for sustained implementation of relevant measures,
resources and systems for monitoring targeting gender-based violence as a systemic
feature of HEIs and RPOs.

Opverall, research, policies and practices need to work towards violence-free and
safe HEIs and RPOs.This means fostering and furthering violence-free institutions,
processes, cultures, and ways of working, leading and managing, at all levels.Violence-
free cultures and institutions are not only about absence of physical and other forms
of violence, but the existence of positive peace, inclusion, safety and safe space (Hearn
and Parkin, 2001). Thinking beyond a relatively narrow framing of gender-based
violence brings advantages, but also some political risks in diluting attention and
even resources from work against gender-based violence to women. Broadening
conceptualisations of violence always involves vigilance in countering possible
misuse by the powerful. More specifically, a three-fold approach is necessary: first,
acknowledging and understanding the complexities of the different conceptualisations
of gender-based violence;second, recognising the severe consequences of institutions
not taking responsibility for addressing gender-based violence, not least as acceptance
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of violations of dignity and human rights which are in conflict with the core principles
of institutional and academic freedom; third, consciousness of the persistent gendering
and men’s dominance of academia, meaning that work against gender-based violence
requires more gender-equal, diverse and inclusive institutions, as part of broader EDI
work in academia.

Notes

! The commitment stretches from developing the guiding principles in the Council of
Europe Istanbul Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence against Women
and Domestic Violence (2014), over the EU Gender Equality Strategy (European
Commission, 2020b), to recent calls for action on ending gender-based violence and
achieving gender equality in the ERA under the Slovenian (2021) and Czech (2022)
presidencies of the Council of the European Union. Several EU Horizon 2020 and
Horizon Europe projects have been financed by the EC to achieve this purpose. The
UniSAFE project (no. 101006261), GENDERACTIONplus project (no. 101058093)
and GenderSAFE project (no. 101130898) are recent examples of policy analysis,
development and intervention on gender-based violence, including targeted measures
and strategies to be adopted by RPOs and research funding organisations (RFOs).

2 Most countries mapped (for example, Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Denmark,
Germany) had not conducted any national prevalence studies on gender-based violence
in HEIs or RPOs.

3 Organisational violence includes actions, both individual and collective, that sometimes
go under different, often gender-neutral, terminology, including ‘employee abuse’,
‘workplace aggression” and ‘workplace incivility’ (Salin, 2003).

* Our conceptualisation aligns with multilevel analytical frameworks employed in feminist
violence studies and organisational research, building upon Heise’s (1998) integrated
ecological model.

5> This contrasts with studies on gender-based violence in societal contexts, as debated
through the so-called ‘Nordic paradox’ (Gracia and Merlo, 2016): where disclosed
prevalence of gender-based violence appears, on the surface, as positively related to
gender equality, less prejudiced attitudes to gender-based violence and greater societal
awareness (Humbert et al, 2021).
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