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Executive summary 

Introduction 
Preventing and responding to sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) has become a critical issue for many 
universities across South Africa. This research report highlights key interim findings from empirical research 
carried out with a diverse cohort of students and staff at UWC in 2022 under the auspices of the DHET funded 
Gender Equity and Empowerment Project (GEEP). It aims to help UWC to improve its institution-wide 
programming and understanding in this area and to contribute to an improved practice-based knowledge base 
within the HEI sector driven by staff and student realities. This study was designed and delivered by Dr Selina 
Palm, an experienced global researcher on gender and gender-based violence, within the auspices of the 
Centre for Student Support Services at UWC. 
 

“When SGBV is prevalent on campuses it disrupts the normal functions of academic learning and work 
and brings significant danger or risk. It is widely known that students entering academic institutions bear 
the unwarranted cost of the threat and reality of being raped, sexually assaulted, harassed and stalked… 
many institutions do not have adequate and appropriate procedures for handling SGBV. … Without clear 
procedures for dealing with sexual and gender related misconduct at an institutional level, institutions 
are in danger of not demonstrating the required duty of care to the student community and the staff 
they employ. This could have a severe impact on academic learning and work, with the potential for 
legal liability and grave reputational harm” (Higher Health, 2020 p. 3) 

Methodology 

The research question that guides this study is “What lessons can be learned from the Gender Equity and 
Empowerment Program (GEEP) activities (2021-2023) run by CSSS about how to bridge current gaps between 
policies and practices at UWC around the effective implementation of a holistic institution-wide approach to 
GBV”. A qualitative, participatory research design was developed with several different components that 
centred the direct voices of UWC students and staff. This included the selection of a cohort of UWC staff and 
students for a series of Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) over 2022-2023. Seven UWC students and nine staff 
practitioners from a diverse range of UWC departments or units volunteered to be interviewed online 
between June and November 2022. The data was analysed using Atlas ti8 thematic software.  This forms the 
first of a number of reports on the ongoing findings from this study that will be released over 2023.  
 

Findings 

This “interim findings” research report focuses on insights and impressions from the student and staff KIIs. By 
centering practice-based knowledge it emphasises the need to explore informal institutional cultures around 
these issues. It draws attention to why a better understanding of drivers of and responses to GBV requires 
programmes that engage with gender norms, inequity and stereotypes. The findings reflect individual 
respondents’ impressions and do not claim to represent UWC as an institution, or the author’s own views.  
 
The report is structured in two main sections, the first is focused on student voices and the second on staff 
voices. It guides the reader through a series of sub questions around UWC promising practices, key strengths, 
weaknesses, and opportunities, areas for understanding, lessons learned, current responses and impressions 
of GEEP. It aims to support evidence informed institution-wide responses to GBV, gender empowerment and 
diversity and men and masculinities. It shows that UWC has significant strengths on which to build but that 
more can be done to create an institution-wide approach to student centred social transformation on gender: 
 

“One of the strengths that I can really praise the university for is creating programs like this one (GEEP) 

that try to create a safe space for students” (UWC student, November 2022) 
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1 Introduction 

Preventing and responding to sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) remains a critical issue for many 
universities. It has received particular attention as a crisis in the South African context in the light of nationwide 
protests at many universities here since 2016, the global #metoo movement and a social pandemic of GBV, 
further escalated by the COVID-19 pandemic. This has led to a Presidential Task Team and National Plan being 
launched in 2020 to engage all stakeholders in this task of tackling GBV and femicide, including against 
LGBTIQ+ persons.  Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) have received a specific mandate on this issue with a 
DHET framework developed in 2020 that emphasises their duty of care to proactively address SGBV: 

“When SGBV is prevalent on campuses it disrupts the normal functions of academic learning and work 
and brings significant danger or risk. It is widely known that students entering academic institutions bear 
the unwarranted cost of the threat and reality of being raped, sexually assaulted, harassed and stalked… 
many institutions do not have adequate and appropriate procedures for handling SGBV. … Without clear 
procedures for dealing with sexual and gender related misconduct at an institutional level, institutions 
are in danger of not demonstrating the required duty of care to the student community and the staff 
they employ. This could have a severe impact on academic learning and work, with the potential for 
legal liability and grave reputational harm” (Higher Health, 2020 p. 3) 

This research accompanies UWC’s Gender Equity and Empowerment Program (GEEP) situated within the 
Centre for Student Support Services (CSSS) to explore what can be learned from practitioners within UWC 
systems around these issues. It will both inform the GEEP program and contribute to wider discussions at UWC 
and within the South African Higher Education sector on Gender and GBV. The GEEP goal is “To enhance a 
more holistic institutional response to gender inequality and GBV for students to cope better and feel safer on 
campus” and this research contributes to this. The GEEP Inception Report (Palm, 2022) details the wider policy 
background at HEIs and UWC around SGBV and this report complements rather than repeats those insights.   

2 Methodology 

The overarching research question that guides this study is “What lessons can be learned from the Gender 
Equity and Empowerment Program (GEEP) activities (2021-2023) run by CSSS about how to bridge current gaps 
between policies and practices at UWC around the effective implementation of a holistic institution-wide 
approach to GBV”. A qualitative, participatory research design was developed with a number of different 
components. Research Ethics approval was secured in advance from UWC’s Faculty of Arts and Humanities 
(HS22/2/7) as well as institutional permission for the research under GEEP.  One of the main components was 
the selection of a cohort of UWC staff and students to participate in a series of Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) 
over 2022-2023. These KIIs are directed by participants’ knowledge, taking a semi-structured format that 
builds theory from below and centres practice-based knowledge around UWC. They focused on sub questions 
around promising practices, key strengths, weaknesses, and opportunities as well as areas for understanding, 
lessons learned and responses that they feel their Units/Departments are contributing. These run alongside 
their impressions of GEEP to help support evidence informed institution-wide responses to its four areas of 
GBV, gender empowerment, gender diversity and men and masculinities.  
 

Despite a plan for only ten respondents, seven UWC students and nine staff practitioners from various UWC 
departments or units related to gender/GBV and GEEP were approached. All volunteered to be involved. A 
45–60-minute online interview was completed with each by the Lead Researcher using MS Teams between 
June-November 2022. The data was transcribed and analysed with the help of Atlas ti8 thematic software. An 
inductive approach was used to start to build theory from below. This “interim findings” report focuses on 
insights and impressions from the student and then staff KIIs. By centering practice-based knowledge this 
empirical research emphasises exploring of informal institutional cultures around these issues. It draws 
attention to why a better understanding of drivers of and responses to GBV may require programmes that 
also engage with gender norms, inequity, and stereotypes. The findings below reflect individual respondents’ 
own impressions and do not represent UWC as a whole institution or necessarily the author’s own views. 
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3 Key Findings from Student Cohort Key Informant Interviews (KIIs)  

Seven students were selected from an open call to UWC students who had registered to attend a GEEP event 

and/or who were involved in some sort of gender leadership role. They were asked to attend one of a series 

of online information sessions to be on the cohort and to fill out an application form including their rationale 

for engaging. Seven students were selected to participate, and a diversity of ethnicities, genders, sexual 

orientations, years and disciplinary foci was included.  Each was interviewed for 45-60 minutes online using 

MS Teams between June and November 2022 and these were transcribed and analysed by the lead researcher 

with the help of Atlas.Ti8, a globally recognised gold standard thematic analysis software system.  

3.1 What motivated students to engage with the study?  

Students in the cohort were invited in the KIIs to share about their own experiences of UWC and to reflect on 

their motivation to volunteer for this GEEP research project. They consistently linked this to a desire to stand 

up and contribute on the issue of gender/GBV for their fellow students. They frequently connect this to 

experiences they have had either on campus, or back in their home contexts, that have alerted them to this 

issue a challenge and made them notice gaps around safety, attitudes or reporting that they want to be part 

of filling. Students felt that UWC was a place that often welcomes student involvement and therefore can be 

a place that invites this on GBV. However, some mentioned that on this issue they expected more to be 

happening and that GEEP was the first opportunity that they had to engage – especially as males. The Gender 

Equity Unit (GEU) was named as one safe place where queer students in particular had felt safe, could get 

involved and contribute – with a representative from their Loud Enuf program as part of the cohort. Another 

student pointed to the safety she felt in the Sports Department as involved in an all-women team.  

A number of student respondents identified some tensions around UWC residences in particular with male 

and female students noting that shifts from single sex to mixed sex residences often without students feeling 

consulted has caused some discomfort that needs further engagement. Another other tension that emerged 

was the recognition that all students bring “gendered baggage” with them onto campus when they arrive, in 

the form of attitudes and beliefs about gender, sexuality and other genders. For example, masculinities issues 

were raised by both male and female students as often being carried onto campus in problematic ways. This 

was described by women students as a sense of “male entitlement to get any girl they can” and by male 

students as “forms of homophobia” that could mean that straight male students were reluctant to hang out 

or live with gay or bi male students for fear that they might be labelled as not being heterosexual themselves. 

Students noted that much of this baggage, in their opinion and experience, could be tied to past unresolved 

trauma from previous incidents in these students’ lives, that made them either become isolated and 

potentially vulnerable to ongoing abuse in the case of women especially, or led to repressed trauma and acting 

out or perpetuating of similar abusive patterns, in the case of men especially. This reinforces wider research 

evidence carried out in South Africa (Richter 2020) that suggests that childhood violence (especially sexual) 

can lead to these different and gendered patterns in adulthood if the cycle of violence is not interrupted.  

Overall, while student respondents felt that UWC had been, and was both a welcoming and helpful place, they 

also felt that there had not been much communicated to the wider student body round gender issues and that 

more could be done around un-silencing the issue, communicating policies and where to report issues to all 

students more clearly and putting programmes in place to engage with pre-existing gendered beliefs and 

attitudes.  The COVID-19 (C19) pandemic also meant that a number of students identified as first year on 

campus but second year students, meaning that campus related activities that might typically be done in Year 

1 may have been missed out on for an entire group. This is a unique situation to be taken seriously by UWC in 

the immediate post C19 context. These points were made as part of students’ motivation to engage and some 

of these will come up again as the more detailed findings from the KIIs are discussed in following sections. 



 

7 
 

3.2 What strengths do students perceive UWC to have? 

Students identified particular spaces within UWC as safe spaces for engagement around these gender themes. 

They named ‘programmes like GEEP’ as well as places like the GEU and the value of involving students in these 

spaces, including in leadership roles, as a significant strength, suggesting that on these issues student 

involvement is critical. Those involved in leadership roles within these spaces note that they have received 

increased awareness of existing policies around gender and sexual violence, or training on where to report 

that is not so available to other students. These spaces are appreciated as being visibly gender orientated as 

was noted by one women student: 

“One of the strengths that I can really praise the university for is creating programs like this one (GEEP) 

that try to create a safe space for students whereby they can feel safe at all times and try and report 

whatever incidents they experience on campus. Also, the Gender Equity Unit which students make use 

of” (UWC student, November 2022) 

Queer student respondents in particular expressed a feeling of being quite safe on campus and allowed to 

express themselves with one noting “when it comes to the expression of LGBTQIA plus people, I've seen quite 

acceptance of that amongst the community. So, I think that is quite positive, it's quite progressive”. This was 

contrasted with these students often having to hide their identity within previous school or home contexts 

and the university is, in this respect, identified as often being a space of more diversity and acceptance. They 

noted that an interactive orientation around LGBITQ realities was provided to them at UWC which involved 

queer people themselves when they entered their residence and that this was a very useful starting point. 

“Once in university you have a very big pool of LGBTI community. And you're not in that same small 
space where people will judge you for how you are, but rather people accept you for who you are. And 
recently there was an LGBT march at UWC and everyone accepted it, there's no hiding it, because it's 
nothing wrong. I feel like there's a more open space for them in university than pre-university” (UWC 
student, July 2022) 

Students also identify increased visibility around the opportunity to see women leaders, to participate in 

campaigns on GBV, to talk about SGBV and opportunities to access to counselling support (CSSS), through the 

university, if they feel they need it as key strengths. One student pointed to an example of counselling support 

as helping her friend and being a non-judgemental and safe space. In general students felt that UWC was 

striving to be a campus with an overall ethos where ‘people help each other out’.  This was also identified as 

a reality for how many female students may experience campus security, with a specific example given here: 

“One thing I've noticed is that we have very efficient security guards (at UWC) because they work 

overtime. Those guys really do work overtime they give you a lot, say even if you are going for a walk at 

3:00 AM, they follow you around to keep you safe and that is a strength on my side because we stay up 

late and then you just wanna like have fun, like take a break from studying, take a walk and then you 

know you're gonna be safe during that. Yes, I believe it's keeping the students safe because they are 

friendly, they don't even complain. It's like they enjoy keeping us safe. So it's like OK, fine. I'm gonna 

allow you as you are so into keeping me safe, that it's your job and that whatever happens to me, it's 

your responsibility. That is a strength of UWC” (UWC student, November 2022). 

They note however that while UWC communicates well with its students via emails, they feel that more could 

be done on gender issues by also using a wider and more creative array of social media platforms. This leads 

into the next question which asked student respondents to focus on possible areas of improvement for UWC 

by looking at what they see as current weaknesses and gaps which is the focus of the next section. 
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3.3 What areas for Improvement did students identify at UWC? 

Student respondents were invited to reflect explicitly on weaknesses or gaps that they feel exist at UWC in 

relation to the GEEP topics. Amongst other things they identified; the silencing of incidents, problematic 

student/staff dynamics, harmful practices, safety issues, and off-campus residences and they recommended 

the need for a neutral platform on gender issues, improved communications and deepened dialogues around 

beliefs and attitudes as well as urgent training for student leaders and more attention to private residences. 

First, a number of respondents pointed to the risks of silencing students and encouraging them not to report 

gender related issues or violence. They noted that they know that some students have been told to keep quiet, 

seen as making a fuss or as wanting attention and say that students may fear getting a bad reputation if they 

report issues up to the university management. Some male respondents also felt that some staff and students 

may be being protected by the institution more than other students are and that this creates tensions: 

“But when it comes to their staff, they are lenient towards who they (discipline). So, if they make laws 

and policies, they need to enforce them with everyone under the UWC umbrella. They are not only 

applicable to students or to certain students, cause some policies like they do not apply if for example, 

let's say you have a leadership role, certain laws and policies may not be applied to you, but if the 

situation were different, if they're a normal student, the laws have been applied to that one.” (UWC 

student, July 2022). 

Second, another issue that emerged was a sense from some respondents that more attention was given by 

the university to student violence against staff than to staff violence against students. This was raised as often 

affecting male students in particular who are at times positioned as inherently violent. This positioning of men 

as perpetrators was also seen to reinforce an unwillingness by male students to report abuse that they may 

also face, including in sexual forms, as they do not want to be perceived as victims. They may tend to bottle it 

up or act it out instead of reporting or seeking counselling.  They also note that there is not always comfortable 

communication between staff (lecturers/officers) and students and that this issues also needs to be engaged. 

Third, harmful practices such as ‘sex for grades’, even if not as visible at UWC as elsewhere, were probably 

happening undercover and students insist they need to be engaged. Wider patterns of exploitation such as 

‘sex for rooms’ or ‘sex for favours’ were explicitly named with male and females both noting their experiences 

of seeing UWC female students targeted by older men claiming to be ‘blessers’ to assist them with their 

financial needs and then getting trapped into harmful relationships. It was seen as rare for men to offer to 

help without expecting something back, and student leaders were particularly mentioned in this regard. Wider 

mention was also made of older male students who had been at UWC for a long term, preying on younger 

female students. These practices were seen as a problem area at many universities – but as being exacerbated 

by the limited accommodation issues at UWC which created additional vulnerabilities for female students. 

Fourth, issues of safety on and off campus were raised. Whilst a number of structures were identified as being 

in place to support safety on campus and in general the campus security were viewed as proactive, some 

students felt that more institutional attention was given to recent robbings, than to patterns of sexual violence 

- with emails and plans put in place such as safe walking groups in ways that GBV does not get. It was also 

noted that certain quiet areas on campus were seen as ‘hotspots,’ and women often feel that they are 

responsible for keeping themselves safe. Off-campus students in private residences needed more sustained 

attention to the challenges they face, for example around safe transport, or reporting GBV in their spaces.  

Fifth, the current lack of training for a wider range of student leaders at UWC was seen to be leaving them ill 

equipped in this area even if some are well intentioned. They can be part of the problem for GBV survivors:   



 

9 
 

“They (student leaders) seriously need training, especially when it comes to the SRC, especially in-house 

committees because we had instances where students would report to them and instead of dealing with 

them, they would just post about the issue on social media, so where is the trust? They did not mention 

the identity of the student, but those who know the student, will know. Some of them are good student 

leaders and work well with students but they need to provide training for their people and teach them 

how to be first responders, how to be there and be confidential.…there's so many politics around student 

leadership, but if you all could work together and have a main goal of ensuring a better campus for 

everyone then things will move.” (UWC student, July 2022) 

As a result of the above, respondents strongly suggest that all student leaders need more in-depth training on 

these issues, especially those in residences such as the House Committees, and including those whose remit 

is explicitly around gender – e.g., gender and safety officers. These people need to be better equipped to be 

proactive to actually know what to do, how to do it and where to report. Student leaders are often the first 

port of call for a survivor, and if nothing happens there, the issue will be lost.  Respondents also insist that 

because the UWC student leadership is very party politically polarised, gender issues can get caught up in, and 

be lost within those partisan politics e.g., with only one party focusing on gender safety, or with LGBTIQ issues 

becoming a campaign issue. As a result, they point to the ongoing need for a neutral platform to discuss gender 

issues student wide so that it can be seen as a cross cutting concern for all students. This platform also needs 

to create space for campus wide dialogues around attitudes, beliefs and relationship practices such as ‘res 

wives’ which can fuel intimate partner violence including emotional violence, seen as prevalent but not being 

discussed. These dialogues can also help raise awareness of existing policies and reporting routes for SGBV 

which students suggest have not yet been adequately communicated to most students as well as how to create 

comfortable communication between staff and students. They also note that issues of religion and culture 

also have to be engaged around GBV as these aspects affect what students bring with them onto campus.   

Some specific gaps identified by respondents were that current laws and policies still tend to exclude the needs 

of trans or non-binary students including their safety in residences or patterns within teaching cultures around, 

for example, respectful pronoun use by lecturers. Ongoing silence around the barriers to reporting of GBV at 

UWC was highlighted as a concern especially. Comments were made that while there is a focus on awareness 

raising on GBV by specific UWC programs there is not enough attention to the process and support for student 

reporting, including basic practicalities such as where to go, how to contact them, is a person always available? 

This discourages reporting. If incidents are then reported there is a perception from students that there is a 

lack of follow through or consequences for many perpetrators who then feel that “nothing will happen to 

them” and this communicates a signal to other perpetrators that they will not be held accountable. Another 

silence was noted with regard to what happens within private residential accommodation for UWC students, 

and questions around safe transport for them including shuttle availability.  In general, student respondents 

suggest that UWC still need to be more proactive – rather than waiting for a  bad incident to happen  and only 

then responding (incident based response) - to have continuous conversations and to better prioritise how to 

communicate existing UWC policies, as well as take practical steps for prevention  (e.g. separate bathrooms 

for different genders but with flexibility for the needs of non-binary or trans students), recognise that UWC 

does a range of gender related events but they are often self-selecting around who attends. A more intentional 

strategy is required to reach all UWC students, with a campus wide plan for everyone. Student leaders must 

play a key role in this including the SRC and cannot be left out in a collaborative integrated approach to GBV:  

“How do we make sure that the vice-chancellors, executive management, and student leaders all play 

their role? The housing department also must play its role because housing is already accommodating 

a number of students. There must be a link where we draw a framework that says that how do we link 

all these bodies/these governing structures that can help us spread the information and help bring 

broader involvement from the university perspective?” (UWC student, July 2022) 
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3.4 What promising practices did students point to? 

Student respondents insist that ensuring that the university is a ‘safe space for all’ is a central part of what it 

means for UWC to create “a home far from home” for many students and that a visible sense of belonging and 

inclusion for all is a key part of the mandate of a HEI such as UWC. They note that many UWC students are 

eager to be co-creators of spaces that can feel safe and comfortable for diverse expression and to mobilise 

other students to participate too. One promising practice noted as a result of this student mobilisation was 

around LGBITQ inclusion which was in often seen as an area of strength at UWC by queer student respondents:  

“Recently we have celebrated the idea of Pride and one of the highlights for the year is when we hoisted 

the LGBTIQ+ flag… it's been a wish to put it on the UWC halls by the main halls. And though it was a 

challenge we managed to talk through things with the management and they allowed our flag to stay 

there.  They said it’s going to be just for a week, but it's still there now” (UWC student, July 2022). 

Inclusive student peer educator programs run at one of the first responder offices that focuses on LGBTIQ 

students were also noted as doing a good job with one respondent who is based there noting that they were 

now seeing increased number of males now coming to report issues related to LGBTIQ violence: 

“At first we had cases whereby there was only females who came to the (first responder) office and 

report(ed) incidents we had no males coming to the office and report but as the months went by, we 

encourage people to come and say “It doesn't matter if you are male when you come to report, even 

though you can only find females in the office, it doesn't mean we are going to laugh at you and say 

you're not strong enough that this thing happened to you. We also try in our spaces to include male and 

to be gender inclusive” (UWC student, July 2022). 

Students do recognise that there are existing programmes that the university has given permission for that 
are going good work on gender issues that reflect both openness and commitment to this issue within UWC 
and are appreciated by students. Two examples given were GEEP and programmes within Reslife on gender 
with one student noting “We also had, earlier this year, a program or session in our residence where the 
occupants were attending an online event and would discuss issues that we face as males and females and how 
we can also resolve those issues”. Respondents do not always know who owns these activities, but they value 
the platforms which they end up being offered as one male student noted: 

 

“One of the things that I've noticed and appreciated is that UWC has programs in place to address issues 

that many in the student population is facing. For example, we have a program that focuses on women 

where they would come together to discuss issues that they face and possible solutions also. Then there is a 

program for male students where only male students come to discuss their issues that they face and they 

are also being taught about being a good person when it comes to other genders and also where there are 

problems. So, when both genders come together you can hear what females thinks and also what males 

think at the same platform and also the webinars and that. That's why I'm saying UWC is hosting events and 

programs that address the issues that we face. They are always committed to addressing issues that 

students face” (UWC student, July 2022) 

However, they also note that gaps still exist around wider student/staff engagement that will need further 

and intentional bridging as part of the HEI reality:  

“I think there is openness. if the university is allowing a program like GEEP to be running, then there's 

definitely some who want it. I just think that there's a gap between students knowing that it's OK to interact 

with staff. Especially due to COVID, we still have the mindset of they are authorities, these boundaries. The 

gap between stepping into young adulthood still needs to occur, and that will probably make it a bit easier 

to communicate” (UWC student, July 2022). 
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Students point out that these promising programmes need to be visible and taking place throughout the year 

and form part of what they term “everyday campaigns”. They note that students see how in August for 

Women’s month for example there is suddenly a lot of activity than then goes away again and this can suggest 

it is a token effort that needs further sustaining.  One respondent insists that faculties and structured student 

bodies have to be involved in this process to remain in touch with students all year round in ways that are 

visible and that the post C19 return to campus offers an opportunity that male students also point to: 

“As UWC we can formulate a monthly campaign of speaking on these issues…if we have a campaign of 

res to res, a faculty campaign, where we have faculty leaders of these projects, which means that all 

faculties are able to involve themselves as part of reporting. I think if you involve faculties, it makes it 

easy to reach a number of students whose faculties will run their own programs or campaigns which will 

then transcend beyond the faculty by being involved to other structures of the university… having those 

social media campaigns in practical settings, engagements can be done once or twice a year, where we 

address certain issues and we document them in the guiding document for various structured student 

bodies…a procedure which we can follow as an institution to address this theme… I always believe in 

ongoing projects rather than ‘once in a while’ projects, because students will forget. Keep something 

that will always be in touch with students, use posters in residences, in entrances. With COVID 

regulations changing, students are gradually coming back to campus so what can be then the eye 

catcher of the campaign?” (UWC student, July 2022) 

Some student respondents also feel that more in-depth storytelling work can be a promising practice within 
ongoing projects that can connect groups of people, women, men to talk more about the things that connect 
people from the same sexuality, orientation or age as a way to build connection between the students. 

3.5 What areas do students feel need more understanding at UWC? 

 Three main areas emerged from the student respondents as needing to be better understood at UWC. These 

can be depicted as three kinds of bags or suitcases that students bring with them, First, a deeper 

acknowledgement that many students enter UWC with significant past trauma from home, family or 

community that has not been addressed or resolved. Students suggest that these ‘bags’ can include childhood 

trauma, abusive patterns of forms of communication of or the normalisation of GBV within their households.  

Second, students bring with them a set of gendered assumptions and norms, including with regard to sex and 

sexuality. These can include gendered stereotypes, cultural stigmas, religious exclusions or even the 

celebration of toxic masculinities as ‘cool’, attitudes often reinforced by the surrounding gang cultures. 

Students have also often experienced fixed gender roles in their own family or household which have been 

passed on and some students, especially male students, in the light of South Africa’s wider crisis around 

fatherhood, have had very limited positive male role models. 

“When we come here first, we have some perceptions that we hold from back home. Then when you get 

to come here, you hear what people think or what they have been perceived to be. You get to understand 

and relate with them so you just start realizing that no, things are not like this” (UWC student, July 2022) 

Third, students note that barriers to talking about certain taboos or reporting certain incidents also accompany 

students into the campus and reinforce patterns of silence and underreporting  even if there are formal 

processes, More needs to be understood about these patterns which can create shame for survivors, such as 

blesser practices, internalised femininities, a desire not to be seen as a victim, discomfort regarding shared 

living spaces as well as the complex political dynamics of student leadership structures such as the SRC where 

issues of gender, GBV and LGBTIQ+ concerns can become politically instrumentalised in problematic ways. 
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3.6 How is GEEP doing and what do students feel is the role of CSSS? 

Overwhelming positive responses were received from respondents to the student orientated GEEP events that 

have been run. Students noted that “we are hungry for these sorts of conversations and activities and that this 

issue is no longer as sensitive as it was a few years ago” - so it seems that the #metoo global movement has 

made a difference. Students who have attended have specifically enjoyed the interactive and informal 

conversational nature of the dialogues, the chance to share stories, see how others think about gender and to 

engage in important conversations about underlying gender stereotypes with one student noting: “I enjoyed 

it because it's more interactive. It's not like the long lectures that you attend daily; it's more of a conversation 

between yourself and whoever is hosting this and many other people who are also attending the meeting. So, 

it's more about participation and having your opinion and listening to others' opinions instead of just a lecture.”  

 One of the areas that emerged from the reflection by students if all genders on this was the huge value of 

safe spaces for men to share their experiences and then for men and women to engage in constructive 

conversations – as the gaps in perceptions between them and how they are socialised are identified as fuelling 

GBV. Women note that these GEEP events inspired them to start conversations with men in their friend circles 

and to listen to male experiences and reflect on how women are also socialised into stereotypes about men 

and need to listen to men’s experiences. One male student noted these sessions were constructive because: 

“We’re actually being taught about how this problem (of GBV) came to be. And how we are taking them 

forward and what can we do to actually put an end to them? They would invite people to come and 

share with us on research around the issue of gender and also possible solutions and how can we as 

student be agents of change not only on campus but also in the societies that we come from” (UWC 

student, July 2022). 

This reinforces recent Presidential reports within South Africa that highlight the importance of engaging men 

as champions in relation to GBV in higher education institutions in particular. Another male respondent noted 

that the UWC men in conversation activity was a highlight, enabling a platform for robust discussion between 

male peers around gender related issues and male experiences. It offers a space for UWC men to ‘raise a hand 

as willing to be part of mobilising other students to be part of this. For some male students, this event spoke 

to what they want to stand for. The presence of other older male role models based at UWC who spoke up in 

these spaces about being vocal on masculinities and GBV was seen as valuable.  

Some respondents noted that they had not participated in as many GEEP activities as they would like to – and 

this suggests the need for regular events as students often have conflicting study commitments even if they 

want to attend. The question of whether the sessions can be made available online or not was also raised as 

well as network challenges for joining online. A number of students found out about the events c those already 

on existing gender related programs who were involved so questions about how students get to hear about 

the events need to be explored further as it was often seen as needing to be better advertised across student 

platforms. In general gender related events required better advertised as students often do not pay attention 

unless it’s a party or they are on the direct email list. Recruiting more people to join these sessions was seen 

as a priority with some students maybe feeling nervous to attend as they don’t know what happens there. It 

remains unclear how people find out about the programs but what did emerge as clear was that some students 

were attracted to engage with this issue when they come to university because they experience unsafety back 

at home, and they want to be part of making the university a safer space and making connections to people 

they know who can help them if there is an issue. One women student said “I'm very all about safety and well, 

I come from a place where it's very dangerous to walk around late at night. So here it's gonna be like, OK, do I 

have to experience the same fear I did here as I did back home? Or are there actually people trying to help with 

that? So that's why I joined to change the whole, to take the fear out of myself and also others”. Being part of 

the program has helped some women students realise that there are also many men who are living in fear too 
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as well as men who are trying to speak out. They found this a refreshing part of UWC that some people e.g. 

those in GEEP were trying to “unsilence the silence” and help people speak out and that men were involved.  

Finally, students noted that being involved in GEEP has helped them connect with other students who had 

different experiences and problems around gender and GBV. This listening to both different and similar 

experiences helped these students better “pinpoint what is wrong and how we could, and how the university 

could help change that those kinds of situations” in ways that brought in their own experiences. 

GEEP is recognised by students as an established part of what CSSS is doing and this is seen as taking more 

seriously the role of CSSS in preventative activities and on working more broadly on gender conversations. 

Respondents see this as a useful role because it promotes a sense of self-awareness through those 

conversation, and that self-awareness can deal with gender and gender identity issues in ways that can 

connect them into the issue of student self-development which is an important and positive framing. 

CSSS was also identified as a suitable home for GEEP “because the name itself is about support services and it's 

to support you with whatever is going on and the psychologist is under CSSS… already they are helping you with 

your emotional and mental states. I feel like this research component with the digital storytelling is in itself 

teaching and doing something for UWC regarding gender equality and GBV, because when I looked at the 

website about Stellenbosch University, I was like if UWC can get something like this where it's more known that 

this does happen in the university, and this is how you can release or can help others. Then I feel like CSSS is 

helping.” Students also note that CSSS ought to be involved in events like this as part of supporting students 

and that having a number of programs in this area is something that students see as a strength. 

A side benefit to the GEEP activities is that many students now see the GEEP staff within CSSS as their first 

point of call if they had to report an issue because they felt safe with them and that confidentiality would be 

respected. Given that most students don’t know who they would go to or trust as a first point of call, GEEP has 

created improved visibility around this but also needs more support to connect students into a wider system 

if currently there are so few perceived first ports of call. The fact that GEEP contains a student representative 

is part of this safety and this may offer some lessons to the development of the first responder offices at HEIs. 

Respondents suggest that although everyone knows that CSSS do offer counselling and support to students, 

that more could be done for when someone experiences GBV that providing support to the survivors to heal 

is important but is not the only concern,, CSSS can be part of ensuring that the perpetrator is held accountable 

and can’t just do it again and to ensure that action is taken that the incident is reported in some way and that 

there is follow up in line with an agreed process that does not leave the survivor just hanging. 

They note that when students think of “where can I go for support if something happens to me?”, they think 

CSSS because there is constant email communication but that they don’t know if this is the right place or what 

they can offer. However, one student noted that, “I definitely think it (CSSS) can be playing a role because they 

I feel like everybody already knows them so they can provide an access point and then they can be an information 

hub to all the other services offered. Carefully facilitating the transfer of whoever was making it, making a 

complaint to the other. So, they can start the relationship”. This positions CSSS as an ideal first responder office 

with a ‘recognise and refer’ triage remit within the wider university that builds on the fact that students 

already know them and that typically as a survivor you want to go to someone that are already know and trust. 

Students also feel there is a lot going on at CSSS already to provide support. However, they think that many 

students who don’t read emails don’t know about the different programs going on with regard to gender, 

LGBTIQ issues and that an orientation would be valuable. Creating platforms for conversations, creative 

documentation and integrated responses is something that students feel CSSS could do more of with one 

respondent saying “CSSS could maybe look at other leadership and social responsibility programs that are 

speaking to students and staff to interlink or integrate them to a common goal linking everyone in UWC”.  
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3.7 What do students prioritise within the DHET framework pillars?  

Student respondents were introduced briefly to the 8 GBV Pillars of the 2020 DHET framework and were asked 

to identify the two they thought were the most important in the UWC context in terms of needing more focus 

and to say why. Most students found this difficult as they felt all were important but it was interesting to 

reflect on why they chose what they did. Deepening Knowledge and Understanding was raised as the top issue 

(5) followed by Prevention (3), Accountability (3) Being Survivor-Centred (2) and Structural Drivers (2).  

Laws and policies were only mentioned once as a top two concern. This shows that UWC is generally seen as 

having laws and policies in place, but students also positioned this area as tied to accountability and needing 

focus in terms to make existing laws and policies better known and consistently enforced – or there is no 

visible consequence for many perpetrators and no punishment. Perpetrator and institutional accountability 

was a big issue seen to perpetuate GBV and tied to the equal enforcement of existing laws and policies as well 

as filling gaps. This is connected to the pillar of accountability and students raise concerns that some staff and 

students in high or leadership roles are seen as above the reach of laws and policies that are applied to others:  

“People have this belief that I can get away with this because that person did it and they didn't get 

harmed, or I didn’t get punished in a big way. So, I can also get away with this, so a precedent has been 

set when you convict/punish someone in a certain way and then don’t do it to another person” (xx UWC 

student, July 2022) 

The theme of deepening knowledge and understanding being prioritised was important in the light of the 

research component of GEEP. Students consistently felt that this was critical for dealing with the roots of GBV 

and educating both men and women about these issues with one student saying: ”I feel like some of the issues 

that students go through, the policy doesn't know them or they only know the surface of them. They don't really 

know. They don't go out, talk to students and see what they really going through it just picks up the top of the 

issue. And that means that a lot of the policies are not dealing with the root of the issue, but only the branches. 

Another respondent suggested that “All of our issues stem from a lack of knowledge, of the self, and from the 

next person. And (lack of) empathy as a whole” 

Some students point to an excessive need for validation from the other gender and entrenched patterns of 

insecurity as underlying but underdiscussed drivers of GBV at UWC.  Another woman respondent noted that 

some incidents were fuelled by a lack of understanding of their impact by the perpetrator themselves: 

“So the perpetrator doesn't understand what they've done, or that what they've done made the victim 

uncomfortable. If we deepen knowledge and understanding then the perps will be able to say OK, what 

I did was this. It may have seemed small to me, but it was big for the next person. Because sometimes 

you don't know the extent of what you did. It might have seemed small. It's not that small: (UWC student, 

July 2022). 

Under the theme of prevention, students pointed out that we all know that “prevention is better than cure” 

and that “if we prevent incidents, we can prevent trauma”. A need was expressed for UWC to invest energy in 

practical prevention in proactive ways rather than only wait until something bad happens and then respond. 

Students point out that UWC needs to think more deeply about its institutional prevention strategy and 

develop a university wide prevention plan that involves everyone. The theme of accountability is not just tied 

to individual perpetrators but also incorporates the wider institutional accountability of UWC as a core priority: 

“We need to outline what is our prevention plan? What is being done internally? Is staff being trained 

about GBV, are students being trained about GBV? Is there a rollout plan on GBV so preventing speaks 

to that, and you would likely interlink that with accountability because someone needs to be held to 

account on the prevention plan if we are saying that UWC is a zero-tolerance place when it comes to 
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GBV, we need to know who's accountable. Who becomes the leader of the institutional GBV plan, a 

committee for prevention campaigns or informative educational programs in line with prevention” (XX 

UWC student, July 2022). 

Finally, being survivor-centred in responses was viewed as being connected to holding perpetrators 

accountable and being accountable to the survivor for follow up on what has happened to them. One 

respondent insisted that “being survivor-centered also deals with being responsible and responsive because you 

should be welcoming and offer an empathetic response to the survivor”. This is seen as fuelling patterns of 

prevention by holding ‘perps’ accountable. While prevention was seen as the ideal, the need to hold spaces 

where survivors can talk about it and heal from their experiences was also identified as critical to prevent the 

cycle of repeat violence from reoccurring to the same person: “I feel like the survivors of a traumatic GBV 

incident or harassment should have a place where they are protected from it ever happening again. They can 

talk about it, can get help to properly heal from that experience”. In this respect as global evidence also makes 

clear, prevention and survivor centred responses to GBV are often deeply interconnected. 

3.8 What lessons and stories did students share? 

Finally, respondents were invited to share a lesson or story that had taught them personally something on 

gender and GBV that felt was valuable for UWC. The following six insights emerged from what they shared. 

1 Learning that GBV can manifest itself in many different forms. It should not be reduced to physical 

harm only. One root of GBV is discrimination in many ways including verbal as was noted by one respondent: 

“One of the lessons I've learned is that GBV manifests itself in different ways, we always think that GBV 

is only when someone has beaten you, and hurt you physically badly, whereas other forms of GBV, like 

if someone insulted you, treated you in a bad way just because of your gender and especially in 

leadership positions, you get treated based on your gender not on your capabilities. I had a few incidents 

in spaces where males are dominating and most, they get intimidated by you, they violate you just 

because you're a woman. They invalidate your feelings and state things that are hurtful to you just 

because you're a woman and try to discourage you or show you that in their mind, you're not qualified 

for the position, or not supposed to be here as this is a male dominated thing” (UWC student, July 2022) 

2 Recognising the importance of trauma informed responses. One respondent noted that some 

people, often women, may avoid addressing conflicts between different groups, e.g., men and women, 

However, they note that seeking to avoid conflict can also have negative consequences. She has learned that 

unhealthy ways of dealing with conflict, such as some forms of GBV or avoidance can be fuelled by unresolved 

trauma and feels the university can play an important role in helping students address this and move forwards.  

3  Taking into account the need for caution around visiting men. One respondent shared an experience 

with a male friend where he wanted her to visit him on her own and was not willing to respect her stated 

desire to just be friends. It got to the point where she could not visit him in his room on campus without taking 

someone as he would make assumptions around sex if she went on her own despite what she said. He would 

also lie to others and say they were dating. She suggests that females are often more open to being vulnerable 

in this way because they want to make friends. This can be taken in the wrong way or abused by some men. 

4  Interrogation by men of their inherited patterns of ‘becoming men’. One male respondent noted 

that UWC became a place where things he had been taught it is wrong for men to do e.g., certain dress codes, 

are allowed. This diversity helped him to reflect critically on what he was told by his culture or religion around 

becoming a man and he stated that: “my world was changed…The definition I had of a man when I was coming 

here is now much broader and different from the one that I had when I came here… it also made me realize how 

I see things and how I can be a helping hand in problems that we face as a society.” 
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5 Nurturing critical thinking on sexual consent. One male student respondent noted that he learnt a lot 

from “hearing survivors speak on GBV and how they've experienced it”.  He spoke of a personal change in 

“understanding consent, what really is consent in a relationship and also what no means and what yes means.” 

As a result, he prioritised a need at UWC to educate other men “who may not think that they have not raped 

anyone, but they might have raped someone because they did not consent, and that really sparked a tense 

conversation when we sat as men”. This motivated him to be a change agent here as a man who speaks up.  

6 The role of building future leaders in society. Another respondent learned that UWC needs to 

understand that taking care of and equipping their students now around gender and GBV is also providing 

education for the future leaders in South Africa. If someone has a traumatic gender experience at UWC and 

the university fails to respond, this may affect that person’s whole life, their decisions to become parents and 

where they want to send their own children to university. This intergenerational transmission of trauma can 

be disrupted if universities keep this generation safe so they can trust the university with their own kids. 

3.9 What is being learnt from student respondents overall?  

The rich diversity of responses shows the value of in-depth engagement with students that positions them as 

knowledge holders and producers within the system and not as knowledge receivers only. This reinforces a 

core assumption of the research methodology that UWC can learn from its students and not only teach them. 

A number of both male and female students have strong personal motivations for engaging in this issue and 

this offers an opportunity to UWC in the light of its student-centred ethos. However, despite this diversity, 

some key themes emerged consistently on which research next steps and future GEEP activities can build. 

Students recognise and appreciate that UWC already has some promising practices and programs around 

gender.  This reflects an openness and a commitment on this issue acknowledged by students and in line with 

awareness of a strong set of policies and a commitment to respond to student concerns. What is needed is for 

some of those promising programmes to be institutionalised and scaled up so that they reach all students. 

However, a number of weaknesses do emerge in this area at UWC and these gaps offer potential areas for 

improvement. Two main areas highlighted by students were barriers to reporting issues, due to fears, red tape 

and lack of coordination within the current system, and that existing policies are not being effectively 

communicated or implemented in ways that are real for students and hold perpetrators accountable.  

Students note that more understanding around certain areas is a top priority, pointing to silences on hidden 

and ‘grey’ areas such as harmful pattens around exploitative relationships often known but not discussed, 

especially those that involve emotional or financial aspects. They feel that the university can do more to 

engage with the cultural and religious “bags” that enter into UWC with the students and need to be sensitively 

but intentionally unpacked. This includes entrenched beliefs and values around gender roles and norms but it 

also includes many students with unresolved past traumas. This offers an opportunity for UWC to take more 

seriously its role in building healthy social citizens as a positive part of its mandate and to do more on drivers 

of GBV and prevention to move away from merely an incident-based response to GBV only. 

Students clearly value GEEP program activities that create platforms for student interaction and want them to 

be expanded. They see CSSS as having an important role to play in gender/GBV due to its pre-existing place in 

the consciousness of students as a place of student support. However, the gap between staff and students 

remains hard to bridge and personal relationships is key. Student leadership structures and the role they play 

in facilitating this cannot be ignored and need to be appropriately equipped.  These insights are reinforced by 

the DHET Pillars that students saw as most important with deepening knowledge and understanding as the 

top issue tied to prevention and accountability, being survivor-centred (2) and looking at structural drivers. 

For students, these are interconnected. Students feel they can ‘learn by doing’ and that education on gender 

is also about learning together, a task that UWC is ideally positioned to enable. 
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4 Key Findings from Staff Cohort KIIs  

4.1 Which staff were engaged and what motivated them?  

Nine staff members were purposively selected for involvement in the research cohort. This was done in 

collaboration with the GEEP program manager and was, based on a pre-existing awareness of the departments 

seen as most involved, relevant and accessible to students around GBV and gender issues. Originally only five 

respondents had been planned for but due to the strong interest from staff this was expanded to nine and the 

methodology has been shifted accordingly to handle this promising interest in engaging. 

Respondents were all UWC employees and held middle management posts within a diverse range of 

departments and units at UWC (see Appendix A). These included the Gender Equity Unit, the Department of 

Women and Gender Studies, Campus Protection Services (CPS), the Centre for Student Support Services (CSSS) 

– including representatives from the GEEP program and from Therapeutic Services, the Sports Department, 

the HIV/AIDS unit and Reslife. Six out of the nine respondents identified as female and three identified as male.  

Three main overlapping factors emerged as shaping factors for a number of the staff respondents who were 

passionate about this issue and volunteered to engage with the research. First, staff who brought passion and 

expertise into UWC when they came, often with pre-existing qualifications, work experience and interest in G 

and GBV – over many years and some with experience within other universities that had made progress on 

this issue. Second, were staff whose passion to address GBV and gender issues emerged from experiencing or 

witnessing these issues of GBV in their own homes or families or who had been brought up by strong women 

who had challenges or been constrained in unfair ways by gender roles. Stories emerged of people in their life 

who had inspired them to work for change, including siblings who were LGBTIQ+ who were ridiculed, or friends 

who died of AIDS. Their desire to be part of the change they want to see in the world had often fuelled the 

activities they had then pioneered when they came to UWC. One male senior staff respondent noted that his 

own personal motivation and his professional calling at UWC were also interlinked, by saying:  

“I must open doors for girls and women to play sport. Something that my mom never experienced, so 

that has been something that I always carry with me whenever I get to these different platforms, I will 

always be there to make sure that. I become the voice of those girls and women that do not have a voice 

to be heard.” (UWC staff member, June 2022)  

Finally, a number of respondents had developed interests and learnt lessons over their time working at UWC, 

through lecturing engaging with students, learning from colleagues. Points raised here were becoming more 

passionate about prevention and the need to look upstream at the drivers of gender based violence and why 

things happen, a realisation of the complex layers of both gender and sexuality are both very layered with one 

respondent noting “more work needs to be done so that we can speak differently when we speak about sexuality  

and about gender and more work needs to be done where we can accept the different layers of gender”. Another 

noted that it was only through conversations with her colleagues at UWC that she shifted from seeing men as 

only the problem, to better understanding that men are also vulnerable too and need engagement, 

particularly in the light of the wider legacy of structural violence in South Africa.  

Despite this strong personal motivation of a number of staff in important middle management positions in the 

university which was seen as a significant asset in its own right on which UWC can further capitalise, 

respondents also noted that COVID-19 (C19) has created an increased sense of isolation for them and for 

students, which can fuel a lack of collaboration and connection as well as increased risks of home related GBV.  
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4.2 What strengths do staff perceive UWC to have?  

Staff respondents highlighted a number of strengths or assets that they feel UWC already has as relevant for 

gender issues. These included student awareness, UWC’s evolution over time – also modelled in the active 

participation of staff in this research, its institutional policy commitments, and its openness to collaboration. 

“I think that there are two strengths I can mention right away, that UWC has policies that address these 
issues. And the second thing that has been good is the fact that people are becoming more and more 
aware and are able to really speak out and express their views about different agendas within the 
university, those are two strengths that I've observed.” (UWC staff member, June 2022) 

First, staff note that some students are already aware, passionate, sensitized in some ways around this issue 

including the realities of non-binary or non-conforming persons, and can become a resource to reach others 

and that UWC already has some departments and units that specialise in running courses and programs ibn 

this area e.g. the Department of Women and Gender Studies (DWGS) who run a gender, culture and politics 

course for around 100 students each year and the GEU which was named as having been a beacon around 

gender and LGBTIQ issues at UWC for many decades, as well as the more recent GEEP project run by CSSS. 

Second, staff noted that UWC has evolved significantly on this issue over the last few decades with some staff 

reflecting on their own experiences here as students in the 1990s and the shift they see on a willingness to 

talk and engage with gender and sexuality issues now and participation of students in wider marches and 

protests on this issue in the last few years creating visibility. UWC was seen to have a passion for and 

commitment to social justice and to student personal growth and creating skilful individuals and that 

addressing GBV can be situated within this existing reality. Students are also aware of the role of CPS but there 

was a concern that CPS has to cover many different crime-related issues all at once and may need to have 

more focus and skilling in handling GBV in particular, with one respondent noting: “I think what is working well 

is that every student knows why CPS is there. What they can do for a student. However, I think there should be 

more focus on the GBV side as well as sexual violence as a whole”. 

Third, when looking at what is currently going on, some high level UWC commitments have also been seen. 

These include an investment in the revision of the sexual violence policy, engagement from certain DVCs such 

as Prof Dube at executive level in this area, budget allocations for structured activities such as gender audits, 

but also action plans and the development of practical tools around improved reporting by the GEU as well as 

the funding of the GEEP program by DHET and the increase presence of Higher Health on this issue with HEIs 

Fourth, an openness to the need for improved collaboration was highlighted by a number of departments with 

specific examples given of how this is already happening at times between GEU, CSSS, Reslife and CPS. 

However, the need for a sustained community of practice (COP) to enable cross department collaboration to 

be institutionalised was noted as well as the importance of taking an intersectional approach– both in terms 

of seeing UWC students through an intersectional lens and equipping students to use an intersectional lens, 

an area also focused on by global evidence in relation to GBV in recent years (Palm & Le Roux, 2022) 

4.3 What areas do staff identify for improvement at UWC?  

First, a key weakness identified was the reality of university bureaucratic silos in this area with a number of 

staff feeling that GEU was the only place that they knew at UWC to send students too on this issue. At the 

same time there was a fear that increased collaborations to reduce ‘red tape’, while urgently needed, could 

risk “hostile takeovers’ or ‘turf’ wars around who engages GBV at UWC and the need to change this mentality. 

Second, while staff agreed that UWC has a strong policy base on this issue, though it still has some gaps and 

needs ongoing review, they highlight that the main area of focus should not be developing new policies but in 

communicating and implementing the ones that are already in place. There is a need for both student and 
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staff to be better equipped to know the existing policies: with one saying “In my induction, I don’t recall being 

told what are the policies around sexual harassment or sexual violence on campus”. Questions about how this 

is to be done and who is to be responsible are identified by some staff as essential parts of translating policies 

into practice and developing tools for practical implementation and centralised reporting were seen as urgent 

in this area. Part of this commitment, staff noted was the need to amplify and equip key student leaders in 

places such as the central housing committee who have a remit on gender and safety that they feel is often 

not being put to good use. One male staff member notes:  

“We tend to be very reactive (at UWC). Whereas there are policies and there is no education around 

policies, you hear that there is policy, there's a gender-based violence policy. But you ask these policy 

owners, have they gone around university educating different people about this policy? It doesn't 

happen. You will only hear of that policy when there's a problem…actually it's a broad issue with policies 

at UWC. They get formulated, and they stay somewhere, and they never get to the people on the ground 

because you can do a quick survey of students and staff to see whether they know about a sexual 

violence policy, a gender-based violence policy. If you ask, how many people know about it you'll be 

surprised because UWC has got good policies, but there is no education around those policies” (UWC 

staff member, June 2022) 

Third, respondents noted that silences still exist on campus with regard to things that are known but are not 

discussed. For example, staff are often aware of transactional sexual relationships involving students, e.g.. a 

blesser phenomenon targeting first years in particular, and that discussing issues of culture and religion are 

often avoided though they are relevant to gender issues. A silence is seen on certain forms of GBV with physical 

and sexual forms getting more recognition but financial and emotional forms as also prevalent and that 

existing events only run at program level could be expanded to form campus wide conversations:  

“(In) the UWC HIV and AIDS program, we have every year an event called walking in her shoes. We 

literally walk in high heels, in solidarity with woman who are in any form of violent or abusive 

relationship. So having that conversation more widely at UWC …We have a lot of conversations when it 

comes to physical violence, but not on emotional and financial which are often what cripples females 

the most” (UWC staff member, June 2022) 

This need to further ‘unsilence the silences’ was also applied to institutional level and to faculties level too, 

GBV was seen as often being reduced to just a support service issues alone and this prevents important 

integrative work at curriculum level also being developed. These curriculum integration discussions were seen 

as urgent to make the issue more visible and relevant and require intentional collaboration across faculties 

and support centres that can recognise their different expertise and can enable issues such as gender norms 

to be in class supporting the creation of a different culture at UWC overall.  One male staff member notes; 

“It is not a simple process of doing an hour workshop with a group of students and off they go 

empowered and informed and they're going to change the culture of the university. It's a lengthy, 

probably year-long engagement once a week with students, so it needs to be embedded into this 

university curriculum. Everyone is talking about the so-called UWC 101 curriculum that every first-year 

student has to take, it is a compulsory module and it's all about life skills, course skills and these kinds 

of topics interwoven into it. Culture etc. The only way to get that number of students involved is to be 

embedded within the academic curriculum then students have to obtain it. Otherwise, there's no time” 

(UWC staff member, June 2022). 

Staff also point out that the conversation needs to not only revolve around violence alone but also engage 

more widely with issues of inclusion and safe spaces. They ask who may feel excluded from parts of the 

university as exclusion and discrimination are related factors and note that it’s important to avoid using 
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‘culture’ in a static way as an excuse for not engaging on these topics. An institutional-wide approach is 

identified by staff as important for better understanding these grey areas around relationships: 

“Because some students are just fresh out of school and quite a lot of the time we've seen them, it's 

older males. Especially males, then come on to the campus. So younger females have a problem in 

navigating the relationship space for first years and in that space normally there is that, you know, at 

equal balance and because young people are trying to settle in and maybe financially is not that stable 

or at times which we have found out where NSFAS has not paid out for three months. Yeah, three months 

struggling financially. So, there is this way that they find that they can opt into getting money, either 

being engaged in a relationship with this older person, but it comes with its own challenges.” (UWC staff 

member, June 2022) 

Fourth, the underreporting of SGBV incidents is identified by many staff as a significant concern.  Staff flagged 

a number of real barriers that they feel hamper students’ ability to both formally report and to access services. 

These included a) a fear of reprisals as a result of reporting, the desire for families not to know, and the risks 

of a lack of confidentiality. b) the risk of secondary trauma through the process of reporting itself, especially 

but not only if wider public systems are involved; c) a lack of information regarding who are the key resource 

people and first responders in this area and bureaucratic bottlenecks due to lack of coordination in this internal 

process d) a desire not to be perceived as a ‘victim’, affecting all genders but noted as a concern for men in 

particular. These above reasons pointed staff towards the importance of developing survivor centred 

responses as key as they felt that many survivors are choosing not to report “as a coping mechanism,” in itself, 

by saying, “I just want to put it behind me” as they are afraid of the process and that their agency and choices 

may be further taken away. However, progress is also being seen here as was articulated by one staff member: 

“I think it's a system that's not friendly, that's not always respecting of the rights of students and not 

always respecting where the student is in the trauma process. Right. So what the student then does is 

just shut down and a lot of what our stats (at UWC) reflect is that we often get students who will come 

a year down the line. And say, you know I was sexually violated and I'm only ready to speak about this 

now. We'll get first years saying this happened to me in high school. But only now I’m in first year uni 

am I really to talk about this because for whatever reason I've been triggered by this experience. So, I 

think that unless people are ready, we can’t force them to process it in the way that the system wants 

them to. So, for me that is a deep issue and I think we are trying to make it better at UWC, and I think it 

was worse before we everybody had their own way of dealing with gender-based violence even if I'm 

the first responder, I'm following my own process. So, I think in this last two years, we've really tried to 

look at what this implementation plan means, how we record these issues and incidences so that we 

don't get the student to retell the story over and over again, which also traumatizes them. We are 

moving to a place where hopefully this will minimize the stress and UWC offering a holistic service to 

survivor will be more coordinated” (UWC staff member, June 2022)  

Other staff members also point to their sense of frustration that students will come and tell them what 

happened or will even go on social media so there is a willingness to talk there but that when staff say to them 

“come forwards, we will support you,” that there is a pre-established culture of fear and students say “no no 

I don’t want to end up being victimised even more because of the red tape that I must go through”. These staff 

also suggest that “if we can have an open, honest and fair but confidential reporting tool that can be a game 

changer (at UWC)” and are enthusiastic about the possibilities of this being developed at this time. 

Fifth, staff note that there is an urgent need to engage the executive level more on this issue and gave the 

specific example of engaging executive men prominently in masculinities work as an important way to lead 

from top, and set an example. Staff suggest that their remains at times a ‘trust deficit’ between not only 

students and the executive but also ordinary staff and the top management that needs to be bridged.  
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“There's a bit of trust deficit when you look at people at lower (staff) levels looking up to the (executive) 

leadership. There's mistrust so my colleague changed her pronoun and told us. When I said ‘let me assist 

you to change your name with the university to make it official’, she said “if it got to the top, I will lose 

my job” (UWC staff member June 2022). 

Staff also pointed to a strong need for institutional accountability for implementation i.e., by asking all 

departments what they have done in this area and by thinking about how to make it count. They insist that 

this is something that the executive also need to acknowledge and better enforce this, therefore “making the 

staff of the institution understand that this is something that is currently happening”. For example, respondents 

noted disturbing stories circulating about student experiences on transport at UWC with uber related apps 

and minibus taxis, where female students had been attacked. This was creating a sense of panic that they felt 

needed to be addressed by UWC in a timely way around shuttles. 

Fifth, staff point to the need to do more work at UWC on awareness raising for GBV prevention as welk as 

around wider gender relations too. The importance of an intersectional lens that can also go beyond binary 

assumptions was noted here and the importance of developing sustained student interactional platforms; 

“When it comes to gender-based violence work and then gender work is that there is a lack of student 

interactional platforms. The student voice is not being heard, so there's policy work, there is definitely 

higher-level strategic initiatives happening. There is also more diverse and inclusive work through the 

GEU through their LGBTIQ work. But there's something needed that can talk about the nuances of 

gender and us understanding gender and how that has an effect on GBV, power dynamics, etc” (UWC 

staff member, June 2022). 

 Without this wider container of awareness raising for both staff and students,, staff note that there is a rick 

of ineffective responses to fix GBV being brought in without interrogating if it will work, for example by merely 

hiring more female security personnel rather than by looking at the training on GBV being provided to both 

male and female staff, or by placing excessive and even inappropriate pressure on student survivors to report 

formally as individuals to SAPS as  criminal matter by saying that otherwise “nothing can be done”. 

Finally, a specific gap was identified with regard to accountability for perpetrators.  Staff within residences 

note that this creates tensions at residences where they have to manage survivors and alleged perpetrators 

within the same space. They also note that tensions about gender norms also emerge in these spaces 

especially in recent years where a number of single sex residences have become co-ed and where trans and 

queer people can feel left out of the policy approach. Female residence staff do also note that students can 

be reluctant to raise issues, with for example security where they want to flag an issue at a low level but do 

not want to escalate it to the level where someone vulnerable will lose their job. This highlights the need for 

a range of reporting options to be offered to students or else underreporting at this level will happen too:  

“We've had quite a few issues over the last two years where security (officers on campus) have been 

inappropriate, and the behaviour has been inappropriate. Where students now feel uncomfortable 

about the attention given by the security, you know. So, I can think of two examples that we've had to 

deal with (as Reslife) where the security has been inappropriate and made kind of sexual advances 

toward female students. So, you know that is something that is a phenomena, I think. And I think 

probably a lot of the times when the students talk about that they often say look we know that so and 

so is a security we don't want him to lose his job because he has a family, but this is making me feel 

really uncomfortable. So, there's almost this guilt associated with telling somebody that this behaviour 

is unacceptable, you know, and I think a lot of students because of that, because they don't want to be 

the cause of what if somebody else loses their job, you know, the breadwinner loses an income, they say 

nothing. I'm sure that it's more prevalent than actually gets reported: (UWC staff member, June 2022). 
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4.4 What are staff already doing to respond?  

A number of units pointed to their potential and/or essential role in having and sharing correct information 

with students (and staff) around GBV especially with regard to reporting incidents and knowing the policies. 

The majority of the of the units engaged in this study are themselves also first responder offices who take their 

role seriously with regard to being or becoming spaces that all students can seek help from and staff point to 

the importance of this specific role being something that forms a clear part of student orientation:  

“So if you are sexually assaulted or if your space is invaded where you feel uncomfortable, these are the 

steps that you need to take. These are the departments or individuals that you can seek help from. This 

is the contact information you need to have with you at all times. I think that should also be part of the 

orientation program because a lot of things happen during orientation. I'm coming back to that freedom. 

And once something happens, the student doesn't necessarily know where to go to or to seek help from. 

They become depressed or they drop out; lots of things happen, even some contract HIV (UWC staff 

member June 2022) 

A number of current initiatives that involve the area of gender were also highlighted by staff and are related 

to the next section on promising practices. These include gender audits (or structured participatory reviews) 

by the GEU, the GEEP programme under CSSS, the victim friendly unit (VFU) originally envisaged as under CPS, 

the Res Life ambassadors program, the First Years Transition Peer educators program as well as some 

department specific responses – such as within the Sports Department who could be showcased as a promising 

example of a proactive department in relation to gender and GBV due to its strong leadership. 

PROMISING PRACTICE: The Director of the Sports Department at UWC shows how quickly change can come, 

even across a department that is not focused on gender, if there is political will, leadership and passion from 

the top. This example also shows how other departments could also change by collaborating with existing UWC 

expertise.  He says “because of my passion, I came to the Sport Department and said this is the (Sexual violence) 

policy. Let's go through it. I invited the Gender Equity Unit and said.” educate all my staff”. We had compulsory 

workshops that everyone went through, but I don't think other departments did that because the (SV policy) 

committee has no powers to go down to the departments and say “How far have you gone with implementing 

of this policy? What have been the challenges?” He notes that he came to UWV from another university 

environment that had been very proactive on this issue in recent years and that he inevitably compared this 

to UWC when he arrived. He admits that: “I found there was still a lot of quietness around issues of equity, 

gender equality and gender equity. Also there were not visible spaces for people to be able to talk about 

themselves, and their sexuality in whichever way they feel. My first observation when I got to UWC was I found 

that there was lot of reliance on policy, whenever you ask something, you'll be answered but it's in the policy. 

But I think my struggle was then to understand, do people really even know that the policy exists, that we are 

always directed to? Do they even know what it says in the policy. Also, sometimes sports people use sport as a 

haven to hide their hatred or whatever feelings they have about society. So, for example, in most cloakrooms 

you will hear coaches calling boys ‘Bloody Moffies’ or saying, “You play like a woman” or all those things”.  As 

a result, he took a strong stand around both training and accountability in his department, sacking coaches 

who failed to respond to warnings and training, He also developed positive measures such as developing 

women as coaches too and starting the Sportsmen’s Forum as a space for men to discuss positive masculinities 

(which has now expanded further into UDubs Men). UWC has won awards around Women in Sport showing 

that work on GBV can also help support a university’s global reputation. This department has been the first to 

have a gender audit with gender officers nominated within the department to assist them to stay on track 

longer term. Since Sports departments and ‘male jocks’ have been noted by other departments as 

disproportionately reported around sexual violence incidents, this is a significant step forwards for the 

university – and it has been driven strongly by one male leader’s passion for transformation.  
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Overall, CSSS was viewed, due to its existing relationship with all students as a known place for support and 

counselling on a range of issues and may be the most common place for students to come with GBV issues or 

concerns. This makes them important as a referral point, However CSSS also suggest that they can also have 

a role in engaging more deeply with gender issues and the roots of GBV and the role of students in responding. 

Its contribution to informed proactive, evidence-based approaches and not just reactive support was stressed: 

“CSSS is really great. It’s about going forwards and making sure that there are more research initiatives 

like GEEP looking at the different aspects of GBV and if we have a reporting protocol, how well is it 

working? We should constantly stop, pause and look at what we're doing and have a research-driven 

approach. When we do implementation work around GBV and gender, that is not always done on 

campus because people see support offices as implementers and are very reactive in a way, (We need 

to) go from an informed space, because at the moment we deal with the act immediately, and it is 

resolved and we move on. But we need to respond effectively from an informed space” (UWC staff 

member June 2022). 

The role of the HIV/AIDS unit at UWC has also been seen to evolve as a safe space for discussions on gender, 

sex and sexuality. As a result, it can play an ongoing role around SGBV issues, opening up conversations about 

harmful sexual practices more widely and on safety around sex. They have experience in developing lively 

educational presentations, being LGBTIQ inclusive and being able to provide correct information to students. 

Various units pointed to their engagement as first responder offices and the value of the GEEP training in this 

respect. However, units feel that more needs to be done to implement practical ideas such as VFUs in concrete 

ways that establish ownership and accountability. CPS in particular have highlighted this need in their space. 

However recent discussions about a VFU and now being taken into a higher-level discussion at SDS Council. 

Some concerns were expressed by staff that the university may not yet be ready for the roll out of multiple 

VFUs and that this issue may then become unhelpfully politicised. The current reality of two tracks was 

highlighted when a student reports an issue related to sexual violence to CPS or indeed any FRO. First an 

internal track which goes to the Proctor and from there possibly to a Special Tribunal This was termed as a 

‘restorative justice’ approach. The second was reporting a crime to SAPS which then means that CPS, for 

example, can have no further role currently in the case, which can be distressing to the student. Public services 

in South Africa have many gaps and often fail to be survivor centred. This limits what CPS is able to do. 

However, a tension also emerged here between unit perceptions.  Some staff said that if a crime is committed, 

it is a statutory duty that they have to report to SAPS, saying “the law dictates to us we need to report this 

criminal matter and therefore it supersedes any internal processes that we may have to deal with the matter as 

that has to be reported to the South African police services and that process has to be embarked upon”,  whilst 

others say that the decision of the victim is binding on the person with one senior staff respondent saying “No, 

there isn't (a duty to have to report sexual assault). The survivor always has a choice, but CPS Officers are not all 

well trained nor are all of the police officers, and they get annoyed when people don't want to pursue. So they 

put pressure on them”. This lack of internal clarity at UWC is itself a concern and needs to be urgently addressed 

with people trained accordingly as this confusion becomes a significant barrier to student reporting they fear 

being pushed into reporting the issue externally to SAPS if they seek help and further losing their agency. 

Some respondents felt that there is urgent work to be done to get the university executive to take the role of 

support services more seriously and to fund it accordingly (e.g. the budget of CSSS is seen to be lower than 

the budget for the SRC) and the value of what they provide, noting that GBV is one example of why the student 

sometimes needs to access a service that is beyond the curricula with a need to feel safe and to go to talk 

about anything and everything that might move them forwards in their lives and studies. One staff member 

noted that this is tied to a concerning trend within universities to be narrowly focused on certain outputs:  
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“Universities have become this output driven institutions where it's input, output, output, output and 

the student then suffers during the process, and sometimes when we send students out, students say 

they don't want to come back because they weren't supported effectively. And I think we really need to 

move ahead through CSSS in that way that we become more research focused in a way that we speak 

from an informed space. And we just don't activate the service that we are required to do” (UWC staff 

member, June 2022)  

Units also shared a number of programmes that do exist on campus that do and can incorporate gender issues. 

For example, staff from Reslife shared some of its campus residence programmes (affected by COVID-19 over 

this research period) which often includes reflection on GBV and gender issues. These include the ResLife 

Ambassadors program and the First-year transition program with first years identified by staff as particularly 

vulnerable to predatory sexual behaviours. Staff also note that students often come into residences with 

religious and cultural beliefs that can impact their ability to adjust to co-ed living. Residences are also key 

places where incidents outside res (including for example at The Barn or on transport) come to the attention 

of staff and where Development Officers (DOs) have now been trained as first responders by GEEP. However, 

their main role is to refer and they have limited capacity to respond directly, for example, to exclude alleged 

perpetrators from the res. This can cause criticism from students despite many residence staff doing their best 

to accompany students who report and this was raised as a concern by residence staff:  

“Usually it (a GBV incident) would come to my attention, and I would then escalate to a separate process 

called Community Standards and they would deal with that process. Sometimes the matter has to go to 

Proctor to deal with. Sometimes the matter is resolved, sometimes it has to go to Campus Protection 

services, and they usually have their own processes there. My manager supports the student as well to 

make sure that the process is going according to the recent policy focused on sexual violence. But it is 

such a sensitive issue. One wants to keep it discreet and don't want to involve the whole world.” (UWC 

staff member, June 2022) 

Finally, the GEU, which has a long history at UWC since 1993, has a whole range of student run programs, 

including an LGBTIQ focused one. One of the advantages of their wide range of programs is the cross 

fertilisation around gender issues that happens for all students who are involved here, even ones involved in 

food or child projects. This also offers an asset on which to build around gender diversity awareness, The GEU 

are also developing a wider cross university community of practice around SGBV with other universities. 

4.5 What promising practices are staff seeing at UWC?  

 NEW RESEARCH STUDIES AND TOOLS BEING DEVELOPED. A number of units and departments pointed to 

research studies/tools or audits currently being developed at UWC, including looking into high schools from 

where students come. They point to some valuable courses on gender, culture and society that current reach 

about 100 students and offer a pool for deeper engagement and suggest that more curriculum integration or 

first year courses on these areas are still needed.  At the same time, gender reviews or audits are beginning 

and may have potential, if done collaboratively, to stimulate safe spaces for conversations at faculties: 

“There are so many academics that want to talk about gender. But they don't have space, with this 

process (of gender audits), colleagues in the *** department are excited because they feel they can 

participate in something because it's difficult for them to put it on their faculty management table. But 

the fact that it's coming externally but they are also participating in developing the process is also 

empowering for them to speak out in their own faculty” (UWC staff member, June 2022). 

IMPROVED INSTITUTIONAL COLLABORATIONS: Some promising student/staff collaborations were also noted 

around for example, addressing reporting issues, and starting to bridge historical silos to develop an integrated 

response. This was seen as a significant and important step forwards what needs to be accelerated: 
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“GEU have started the process of developing a GBV reporting tool for first responders on campus and 

this shows collaboration at UWC. Our computer science students came in to develop an online platform 

from your laptop to sign into this interface to report a case of sexual violence…its only in internal 

development phase, but that means we are moving forward to start working together and that GBV is 

not just a problem for one office, but a problem for everyone on campus” (UWC staff member, June 

2022). 

Staff noted that the issue of lack of clear lines of communication and referral and a commitment to cross over 

silos is a significant step forwards for UWC that has held back progress in the past with one staff respondent 

saying “it's been a fight for years…to not have turf wars about things, but to work together and to be able to 

communicate to staff and students alike exactly what to do when X&Y&Z happens, and to have one message.”  

LEVERAGING STUDENTS TO CHANGE UWC CULTURE:  Some programs highlighted the PSS they provided to 

students often accompanied by learning opportunities. They noted however that these are sometime limited 

to residence areas and need to wider to non res students too. Other staff pointed to the need to engage 

students not just as beneficiaries but as change agents for prevention. One respondent pointed to the need 

to leverage students for prevention through cascading GBV training through the entire UWC student 

population via not only the official student leadership like the SRC and CHC, but different leadership structures 

within student bodies, tutors, TO's, teacher assistants, students that run all sorts of organizations on campus 

as a way to leverage the influence that students have on each other in positive ways for the long term: 

“You get to the critical mass of influencers that are trained, understand and can spread the word. What 

is cool/not cool? How do we do things at UWC? What do we stand for? And they become the majority 

voice, creating a culture that is informed and empowered, the culture bearers for the next generation 

that comes in. So, when you are inducted into UWC in your first year, your induction is not how drunk 

you get and how many first years can you have sex with as quickly as possible as a senior student, but a 

different kind of culture that students are inducted into and becomes the majority culture” (UWC staff 

member 2022).  

This reinforces comments from others who note that, ”UWC are a student-centered university and want to 

place the student at the heart of whatever policies or processes we develop”. They suggest that the opportunity 

exists to go beyond policy formation to think practically about “what next?”. Staff insist that policies mean 

nothing unless they are translated into concrete action for each person at UWC “to do their job effectively to 

make this policy work and this needs discussions about services that protect the rights and safety of survivors”. 

4.6 What areas do staff feel still need more understanding? 

Five main areas emerged from the staff respondents as needing more understanding. These include 1) 

understanding how gender norms play out for both young men and women, 2) patterns of executive level 

engagement, 3) deeper interrogation of grey areas, 4) engaging with the realities of underreporting and 5) 

exploring wider mental health issues that may fuel GBV patterns. These are discussed briefly below: 

GENDER NORMS: Some staff point out that some women at UWC also play roles in propping up patriarchal 

systems, by being complicit with patriarchy, by wielding power in typically patriarchal ways but also often by 

being socialised into gendered patterns They suggest this requires deeper understanding around the breaking 

of intergenerational gender cycles for both men and women in terms of their cultural socialisation: 

“Spaces for young men and women to consider who they are because we need to break this generational 

cycle of how I've been socialized as a man, and this is my role and my right and or this is my role and 

right as a woman. To start changing those old, internalised beliefs about who we are. A lot of our young 

people still come with those things because culture is very influential. and really shapes what young 
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people believe and helping them to understand it's not a static concept, it's changing, and you change 

with it, and you change how things go it's a phenomenal idea for these young people” (UWC staff 

member, June 2022) 

These underlying binary gender norms around being a boy or a girl are seen as being instilled very early on 

and staff suggest that the university can offer an important space to educate around this area in new ways, to 

help young men and women to rethink their gendered roles and responsibilities and be creative in getting new 

messages across to deconstruct  harmful gender norms, However, they also note that this socialisation is often 

entrenched by the time students enter university, starting in families, reinforced in churches/religious spaces 

and schools and being carried into universities about how things should be and in taboos:  

“We need to explain to our young boys first of all, what it means to be a man? And also engage young 

females as to what it is to be an independent female. I think that is our starting point because we find 

that young men come to campus, especially first years, and have preconceived ideas about how things 

need to happen. Then they are confronted with something that a student might say, which is completely 

taboo to them. Patriarchy, I am the head of the household. I think that thinking, communication, and 

conversation has to happen around the whole patriarchal society and how that is changing and how it 

needs to change. I know culture plays a big role in this and it is deeply rooted.” (UWC staff member, June 

2022) 

EXECUTIVE AND INSTITUITONAL LEVEL COMMITMENT: Staff note that while promising work and conversations 

are taking place at middle management staff and student levels around gender and GBV, there remains a lack 

of clarity around executive level commitment to this issue. Staff ask questions about whether conversations 

are happening at that level too, whether there is political will and who the representatives are at UWC at that 

level. Prof Dube was identified as an important figure, but in the light of her resignation in late 2022, questions 

remain. This also raises a wider question about the staffing landscape, with staff noting that staff keep moving 

on and that ongoing training is needed to keep a finger on the pulse around who has been capacitated, Some 

staff expressed concern about whether their gender related programmes would continue if they left. Staff also 

insist that for UWC to develop the needed institution-wide response to GBV, consistent and public 

engagement by the executive is required to set an example for engaging at all levels of authority within the 

institution, and point to security officers in general and to gender and safety student officers as two examples 

of officers who need intentional and ongoing engagement for behaviour change as well as supportive safe 

spaces to work through their own biases and inherited gender norms. Staff note that while there are pockets 

of action at UWC where gender is at the forefront, they feel that institutionally, it remains in the background. 

ENGAGE GREY AREAS: Staff note that university is often inherently a place of experimentation for young 

people, including around finding their agency, experimenting sexually and pushing boundaries as well as often 

the first time that students may have lived away from home, or lived with the other gender. They note that 

“quite a big portion of our students hold on to some older, more rural cultural belief systems that makes it 

difficult in an environment like a residence where you share a space”. As a result, a range of grey areas emerge, 

for example issues of sexual consent, issues of exploitative relationships with vulnerable people and what one 

staff member called “50 shades of grey” experimental relationships that can become abusive. One respondent 

notes that universities are situated within a “transitional stage of life, where students are coming out of a family 

and starting to discover themselves and exploring gender issues that are beyond gender-based violence such as 

gender identity and gender expression that often come up at university in a way that have been hidden before”. 

They note that this university reality needs to be better recognised but that staff also need to be equipped to 

create boundaries of safety for that inevitable process of student relational experimentation.  

LACK OF REPORTING, Staff consistently point to under reporting as a reality that needs to be better understood 

in the light of failing public systems of support, a lack of survivor centred approaches and a high level of fear 
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preventing formal reporting of GBV incidents. Staff note that they feel that survivors do often tell someone a 

friend or even a staff member who they trust, but that they often then refuse to report it formally due to fears 

of retaliation, secondary trauma and a desire to forget the incident. More attention needs to be given to what 

sort of approaches can address these real concerns e.g., do anonymous hotlines really work? It can create 

dilemmas from staff who have incidents reported informally to them but are not able to take action. They also 

point to ongoing misunderstandings between staff and students and between staff members around the 

statutory reporting of sexual assault. Fear and culture continue to play roles in this refusal to report, especially 

noted as an issue for men, when for example LGBTIQ issues are being kept hidden or survivors do not want 

their families to know. This can lead to a culture of fear and tendency to keep these issues in the background 

that requires more than just a formal process to address. One female respondent against tied this issue back 

to cultural norms around GBV that remain prevalent at UWC: 

“There are cultural practices that influence our students, so students will not report (GBV) because they 

feel that this is  that should be dealt with culturally, and there's a cultural ritual that they need to do or 

there is a cultural way of dealing with the perpetrator, especially if I'm from the same community as you 

and you are the perpetrator, I call my family and the families then decide how it is that they're going to 

deal with this particular perpetrator. That plays a very strong role amongst our students…often we'll 

find the student says, no, I don't want to report, my family is dealing with this” (staff member June 2022).  

Practical tensions also exist with the current process around reporting. For example, the issue of how to handle 

alleged perpetrators who may be based in residences causes a lot of current tensions with students and need 

to be revisited. Students are increasingly taking to social media to voice their experiences and frustrations, but 

while this shows increased willingness to speak out, it can also cause problems around accountability and 

suggests that the formal systems of reporting are not seen as reliable or effective.  

MENTAL HEALTH CONTAINERS: a number of staff point to the wider container of student mental health as 

highly relevant for the GBV conversation. They note that in terms of the top five visible issues that students 

come to counselling staff with overall, GBV is not at the top. However, issues of managing interpersonal 

relationships is. This may offer a potential angle for further exploration and positioning of GBV in terms of how 

to relate to different others, set your own boundaries, negotiate, manage role expectations, pressures to be 

sexual or to drink alcohol. Staff suggest that some of these mental health issues themselves would benefit 

from a gender lens, for example noting a high level of insecurity amongst many men at UWC around identity, 

boundaries, and a lack of male role models, noting also that often male students don’t come for help when 

they encounter trauma and that this may lead to the retention of trauma that can then be acted out on others. 

4.7  What do staff prioritise within the DHET framework pillars?  

Prevention emerged from six respondents as one of the two most important of the eight pillars closely 

followed by integration with four respondents and three respondents each named responses and deepening 

knowledge and understanding. One identification was made of the pillars of structural drivers, accountability 

and laws and policies. However, laws and policies were mentioned by respondents feeling generally that they 

were already in place at UWC but also the need for practical implementation, enforcement, accountability and 

ongoing review for an integrated approach. The role of an ongoing structured ‘community of practice’ at UWC 

was highlighted in this task with one respondent noting: "I think things change over time and it's important to 

keep yourself abreast with the changes within the sector… so we don't reinvent the wheel, sometimes (there are) 

good practices that work in other settings that could maybe be replicated within the setting of UWC.” 

Overall staff respondents constantly made links between the different pillars and thought carefully about what 

entry points might be best to focus on. Integration between departments to enable an accountable institution 

wide response was consistently highlighted in a number of specific ways: 
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“I'm not referring to accountability from the victim side but accountability from a state side, an 

institutional side…Because I think we tend to shift the accountability to the victim. But the institution/the 

state - How are they held accountable for safety on the campus? Or so I know if I walk into a police 

station, I'm not going to be a victim of secondary trauma” (UWC staff member, June 2022).  

These included tackling what was termed a ‘silo’ reality at UWC, with one respondent noting “there are still 

silos in our universities, so work against that silo mentality, change that, and through that we can share more 

resources, expertise, and feel not so overwhelmed”. The connection was made between having an integrated 

response and being survivor centered, so that student survivors are not just passed from place to place: 

“I think it needs to become part of part and parcel of any institution. And I'm not talking about having a 

sexual harassment policy (only). I am talking about. e.g., if we have an issue of racism if somebody is 

called a negative name and they report it to the Procter. There is a process that is going to be followed. 

And then that's it. They going to be expelled or something is going to happen. So why not have a process 

in place where everything is integrated - sexual violence, racial, any type of stigmatising. Where can they 

report if there is no place on campus to report it.” (UWC staff member June 2022) 

Integration also brought up the need to look at curriculum integration around gender and GBV and not see it 

as separate from the academic project and the need for a faculty wide approach also: 

“I think we underestimate the work we can do when it comes to curriculum integration, because an issue 

like gender, gender-based violence is sometimes seen (only) as a co-curricular thing, it's a CSSS thing. 

It's alongside the curriculum but not in the curriculum. when we still think about integration, I'm 

immediately thinking of curriculum integration. I think we really, really need to move towards this” (UWC 

staff member June 2022) 

Prevention was also named consistently by many respondents as critical, and it was self-apparent by them 

why this was important at UWC. A number of staff pointed to how they feel prevention connects to deepening 

knowledge and understanding, collaborating together and the need to step back and look upstream with one 

respondent noting “are we going to try and get to the root causes? So that's prevention.” 

Responses also emerged as an important area of focus, and also as part of being accountable to survivors and 

preventing secondary trauma.  It was noted that because gender as an issue overall remains quite sensitive, 

staff at UWC will need support and a response from the institution’s highest levels to then be equipped to 

respond appropriately and to ensure an institution wide approach to gender issues:  

“Not a lot of people are open to different gender orientations, and you still find extremely patriarchal 

people in the working world. There could be a better response on how UWC support its staff and students 

around this particular issue. I feel like the people that are meant to respond are not responding in a way 

that seems supportive. It becomes a silo not an institutional response. There needs to be a collaborative 

institutional response because everything is still very hush hush” (UWC staff member June 2022). 

Finally, a number of respondents insisted that underlying all the pillars was the importance of deepening 

knowledge and understanding of staff and students. This was connected to the issues of structural drivers and 

understanding the root causes of GBV. One respondent noted that “we need to address the structural drivers 

as the university as well. How do we have broader discussions around gender and gender relations and power 

and patriarchy?”. While respondents recognised the need for individuals to be held accountable for their 

actions to others, they insisted that accountability can only come from a place of deeper understanding:  

“We need more understanding, we still have dinosaurs in the system who, when you speak about of 

sexuality, they look at you and think, what are you talking about and that's why education must be very 

important…then issues of integration and others will come naturally” (UWC staff member, June 2022) 
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Some suggest that improved knowledge on areas such as sexual consent can translate into reduction of 

incidence “because a lot of the time students get themselves into situations not knowing about what consent 

really is,” and that this can then take pressure off the resources that are needed to respond to these incidents. 

4.8 What feedback did staff offer on the GEEP program? 

First, all respondent who had participated in or heard from colleagues who had participated, highlighted how 

impressed they were by the GEEP student platform activities and its bravery at having conversations about 

taboo or difficult topics and its interactive formats. A number of them also highlighted they felt was the 

impressive turnout to attend GEEP sessions in a context of online fatigue and noted that this showed that 

many UWC students want to engage on these issues if given the right platforms to do so in an interactive way: 

“I was really impressed by your student turnout on the discussion around homosexuality (this was a 

GEEP activity). And you managed to draw in quite a lot of students. I didn't know you had discussions 

around masculinity and what that means for them or, you know, particularly discussions that are with 

men as well. And I think that these are the kinds of discussions that should be had” (UWC staff member, 

June 2022) 

Second the “UDubs” men’s forum was discussed as a crucial part of the GEEP program that had not been 

explored before at UWC with one respondent noting that he had been attending sessions and found it great. 

However, he noted that in general, “often men just don't want to speak and don't want to expose themselves 

in any way. But it aided us quite a bit to understand ourselves and our own biases as well as how better we can 

support”. One of the insights that emerged from male staff especially was the value of creating carefully 

facilitated men-only spaces where masculinities generally can be discussed and engaged in a personal way: 

“Men feel this growing need to save the world. And often it comes with a lot of loneliness, strain and 

stress upon him by society, his family, community and household in South Africa and it bottles a volcano 

of anger that is often misplaced and can then lead to gender-based violence. E.g., the need to have to 

economically provide for a family or household., He can explode and lose it and that's why we find male 

suicide is very high. As well as this innate fight against themselves, I think many men are more insecure 

than what they give out to people. They must show this brave picture that they've got it all together. But 

we are all broken, and just don't have an outlet and we don't like to speak about this strain and the 

vulnerable spaces within ourselves” (UWC staff member, June 2022). 

This lack of spaces to talk and be vulnerable for men and boys is an underlying driver for GBV and has in recent 

years been seen as a need in South African reports on GBV. Respondents also stress the importance of making 

it clear that these dialogue programs and forums are open for staff too and are not just for students as many 

staff also need to discuss these issues too.  

Third, the GEEP First Responder Training was explicitly mentioned by a number of respondents as a highlight 

with many noting that they or their colleagues had attended and were impressed and equipped. They point 

to the need for more staff to participate, especially from departments like CPS and to include more men too:  

“All our development officers, people in counselling spaces have done the first responder training and 

our staff at residence level, including some in more senior positions have done it. That was really good 

because it just helps to understand where the student is at and what the expectation is to assist.” (UWC 

staff member, June 2022) 

As a final comment, respondents also noted that GEEP has provided a range of important programmes that 

are equipping key staff as leaders and have offered them continuous learning for change. However, what male 

and female respondents feel now needs to happen alongside the GEEP program is developing institution-wide 

accountability for follow through that is driven right from the executive to say: 
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“What we should do as a next step now is to say “You have been trained in these programs. Therefore, 

we require you now to report monthly or quarterly on what your department has done in relation” 

because I think my boss the DC (Prof Dube) has done well now in our reports, she says there must always 

be an item about gender equality initiatives. So that is a standing item now. You cannot support the 

report that does not have that. But I think it only happens within SDS, but there are other faculties where 

we don't know what is happening. So, there must be a university leadership decision that says in your 

reports you must also report on gender equality and equity initiatives, otherwise, your report is not going 

to be complete. In that way, the university will be able to understand what are the issues today and hold 

people accountable. I do all these initiatives here and I hope that when I leave, whoever will take over 

will continue - But if there was a process of accountability, we would know whoever comes, they will 

implement these programs and feed the bigger picture of the university (UWC staff member, June 2022) 

This shows that the GEEP program offers an important opportunity on which UWC can build but that this issue 

is not within the control of the GEEP program. This is why documenting its insights for wider discussion is key. 

4.9 What stories and lessons are staff learning?   

First some respondents noted a tendency to collapse gender issues back into women only and then men are 

excluded from being part of gender studies or programs and the need to involve men as a gender is lost. While 

there has been quite a focus on what they termed ‘demonic violent masculinities’, there has been less focus 

on structures of power and ways in which women can be patriarchal. One example given here was that more 

women were being employed at CPS as a ‘fix’ but this was not always seen as effective.  

Second, respondents noted how important positive role models within UWC were both for women to see 

other women as leaders but also and crucially for other men, where this was often lacking in their wider life. 

These men can model respect of women as well as supporting an environment of protection for women more 

widely. However, it was noted that this requires more men at UWC to take the initiative and show up at events 

for men around gender and GBV with one respondent noting: 

“We need to start exposing ourselves as men. To say, hey, I'm willing to go to a training workshop and 

take another friend with you and each one teach one. Let's go to this and educate ourselves, capacitate 

ourselves to better serve our communities, and hopefully better serve our women” (UWC staff member, 

June 2022). 

Third, respondents felt that students often come to those they already know in person to seek help but that 

places for referral were often through the phone, which was not seen as encouraging a survivor to report. 

More needs to be done to build pre-existing relationships that accompany through the process: 

“Students feel if I seek help, I must see the person that is helping me. When we give them a number and 

say call this, they will help you…people don't want to air their laundry to strangers. I'm trying to say. 

That is always been my concern. If you look at our counselling department for students, it's very under-

resourced. If you have a case that you must refer now, that person is not going to get help immediately. 

There might just be given a number to call and speak to a professional on the other side, and they will 

not like that. That is what sometimes becomes a frustration because you open these wounds and 

feelings, but now these people have nowhere now to go and get these healed.” (UWC staff member, 

June 2022) 

Fourth, some respondents pointed not only to the theme of culture but also to that of religion, seeing it as 

playing an important but rarely discussed role in gender and sexuality issues and needing engagement: 

“Religion plays a major role. I had this conversation with somebody at work and they said how do you 

manage this when you are Catholic and I said yes, I'm a very staunch Catholic but that does not mean 
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that I should be standing back and not engage with the rights of the LBTIQ+ community. This was a very 

conservative religious individual, and this person could not find it in his heart to work within a program 

like this because he said it goes against his religion and my response to that was that the first thing my 

religion teaches me is to love the next person. And that is the space that I'm working from. If I was not 

to do that, then I would be completely judging. And it's not my place” (UWC staff member, June 2022). 

Respondents also insisted that UWC staff also need to understand that “it's about creating spaces for people. 

Our students are strongly rooted in religion and in cultural beliefs. And I think if we have spaces that welcome 

a diversity of backgrounds, people would be able to be the best versions of themselves …Sometimes you think 

that you do something with a particular outcome in mind, but in the end of the day, students just need to have 

that opportunity to be who they are. And to come out and to stand up for what they believe in” 

Finally, one respondent shared an incident from a couple of years ago, where a UWC staff member had issues 
with a male student identifying as female sharing a bathroom with females. They noted that “it became a 
major issue because he's expected to use the male bathroom” and that UWC need to prepare staff better to be 
gender sensitive and not pick on those that that choose a different orientation. This included being 
confidential on issues of GBV or it becomes public knowledge which further victimizes the survivor:  

“Within a higher education setting, a lot needs to be done with staff in providing safe spaces. Because 
if people are going to be judgmental towards your decisions. It's going to prevent students from coming 
out and wanting to share or be who they are. They just need to be a little bit upskilled in terms of how 
they deal with these sensitive issues.” (UWC staff member, June 2022) 

4.10 What is being learnt from staff respondents overall?  

The wide diversity of different units and department voices that came together to inform these KIIs 

demonstrates a core strength at UWC that they also recognise which is the need to build on UWCs existing 

strengths and assets, including motivated, experienced staff, good policies and a framework of being student 

centred as an institution. They also feel that UWC has come a long way on this issue since the 1990s and point 

to programmes such as the first responder training and the men’s forum as hugely important for them as staff 

members to participate in as well as noting the impact that the gender dialogues have for students. 

However, they feel that gaps and weaknesses need to be addressed around breaking down silos, for a more 

integrated reporting system that takes barriers seriously and is more survivor centred and trauma informed 

and to address continued silences on certain grey areas and harmful practices. It is clear however that the 

many individuals are already doing a lot that can be better recognised as promising practices. Staff insist that 

more needs to be understood about the gender norms that shape student, staff and potentially also executive 

attitudes to this issue and can underpin the tolerance of GBV. They prioritise the DHET pillars of Prevention 

and Integration – closely tied to Accountability as critical for moving forwards. 
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5 Brief Reflections on Overall Findings 

The findings that emerge from these fifteen KIIS with staff and students offer commonalities and divergence. 

This report has kept those two sets of reflections separate, despite many overlaps, to preserve the integrity 

of the two groups at this time. In early 2023 the aim will be to present back these findings to the respondents 

both as individual groups and then to bring them together for a shared focus group discussion. It will only be 

after that process has been completed that an overarching reflection on cross cutting findings will inform the 

development of a Learning Brief. Therefore, this report does not offer this level of analysis but allows the 

findings to stand alone. These will also be shared and workshopped with the wider Social Development and 

Leadership Department in CSSS where the research project is housed, enabling ongoing collaborative 

engagement with the findings through a set of informal workshops to shape recommendations for next steps. 

Staff and students appear to agree that UWC has a strong base of laws and policies and that it has an ethos of 

being welcoming, helpful and student centred as well as open to engage on topics that are of concern to 

students. These are assets on which to build. However, staff and students also appear to concur that issues 

remain around the effective communication and practical implementation of those existing policies with a lack 

of coordinated institution wide system around reporting and support to survivors.  

Students and staff also concur that more needs to be understood about the underlying gender norms and 

drivers of GBV but also the various bags of trauma, culture and religion that students may bring with them to 

UWC as well as a range of harmful practices that may take place within the UWC space but still remain silenced 

– such as exploitative sexual relationships, blessers, sex for rooms or grades. It is notable that different 

priorities are given to the DHET GBV framework of eight pillars by staff and students – with a strong focus on 

the need to deepen knowledge and understanding seen by students and a strong focus on improved 

integration by staff. Both groups however prioritise prevention as needing more attention. 

Key possible areas for future engagement might include collaboration around curriculum integration, around 

communicating and agreeing a clearer survivor centred reporting and support process, around training 

student leaders in many structures and around accountable codes of conduct. What appears clear is that a 

wider range of gender issues should not be separated from SGBV as the themes are interlinked. This is an 

opportunity to focus on the positive task of the university around creating future social citizens and the 

unlearning and learning that this requires with HEIs, if equipped and supported, able to offer a contribution in 

this regard. This should remove GBV from support services or an incident-based response alone to see it as a 

central plank of the South African university and its mandate – aligned with other social issues of the day. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

33 
 

6 Next steps in the research process 
 

This report provides a key stepping stone in the ongoing process of data collection and analysis at UWC with 

a cohort of staff and students. The priority for the coming months will be to workshop these findings with key 

stakeholders within UWC including the respondents and to identify key areas for more focus. Out of these 

discussions will also come decisions about how to frame a learning brief that can be targeted at some of the 

specific issues raised by these KIIs and can disseminate findings more widely within UWC and beyond. 

This is a preliminary report and is not for wider circulation at this time. The collaborative process of internal 

engagement with these research findings, which is critical for successful uptake and institutional still needs 

time and we ask that those who see this report respect that process. 

The Digital Storytelling component of this wider research project, which has not been the focus of this 

particular report, took place from June – November 2022. The data has been transcribed and analysed in a 

group process entitled VOICEBOARDING by the student Digital Storytelling Ambassadors (DSAs) in mid-

November 2022 and the DSAs formally thanked for their contributions. From Feb – April 2023 the Lead 

Researcher and Assistant will workshop the findings from this component, including the wider GEEP team and 

decide together on what formats are most suitable for this component to be best presented. This may include 

website content, social media, physical exhibitions and research days. A knowledge product focused on this 

component will be done by April 2023 and the aim is for a separate learning brief focused on this aspect. 

As part of the final analysis of research findings, all the KIIs, DSA data and FGDs will be triangulated for the 

final research report later this year. A second round of KIIs, informed by the insights of the first and the themes 

form the DSA component will be taking place before this process begins. The research process originally 

intended to have three sets of KII data collection, However, due to the large data set collected (50% more 

participants than had been planned for), this will be reduced to two rounds of data collection and a third 

interaction focused on sharing the emerging analysis with the respondents and involving them in the validation 

of those insights. In terms of key deliverables three reports will still be provided in the series. This one on the 

first set of KIIs (2022), one on the DSAs (2023) and final synthesis report in 2024 of everything learnt including 

program observations, GEEP reflections, all KIIs, FGD and DSA materials. 
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Appendix A: Key Informant Interview participant cohort  
 

Gender  UWC Division/ Faculty  Department /Office 
/Course 

Year of studies  

Staff KII Cohort 

Male  Student Development 
and Support  

Centre for Student 
Support Services  

N/A 

Female  Student Development 
and Support  

Centre for Student 
Support Services  

N/A 

Female  Student Development 
and Support  

Reslife Office N/A 

Male  Student Development 
and Support  

Sports Administration  N/A 

Female  Student Development 
and Support 

Reslife Office  N/A 

Female  Rectors office  HIV and Aids 
Programme 

N/A 

Female  Research and 
Innovation 

Gender Equity Unit  N/A 

Male  Finance, Innovation, 
Operations and 
Infrastructure 

Risk and Compliance N/A 

Female  Arts and Humanities  Women and Gender 
Studies  

N/A 

Student KII Cohort 

Female  Law N/A 2nd year 

Female Natural Science N/A 2nd year  

Male Arts N/A 2nd year 

Male Arts N/A 2nd year 

Female Law N/A 2nd year 

Male Economic and 
Management Sciences 

N/A Postgraduate studies 

Female Arts N/A 2nd year 

 


