
POLICY ON THE PROTECTION OF DIGNITY AT WORK AND STUDY 

1 Policy Statement 
1.1 The University of Exeter is committed to a policy of equality of opportunity and aims to provide a 
working and learning environment which is free from unfair discrimination and will enable staff and 
students to fulfil their personal potential. All individuals should be treated with dignity and respect 
whether at work or study; staff and students have an important role to play in creating an environment 
where harassment is unacceptable.  
1.2 The purpose of this Policy is to assist in developing and encouraging a working and learning 
environment and culture in which harassment is known to be unacceptable and where individuals have 
the confidence to deal with harassment without fear of ridicule or reprisals. This policy aims to ensure 
that if harassment or bullying does occur, adequate procedures are readily available to deal with the 
problem and prevent it recurring. Harassment can have a detrimental effect upon the health, confidence, 
morale, learning and performance of those affected by it. 
1.3 The University of Exeter undertakes to: 
       Apply the policy to all members of staff and students. 

Regard any incident of harassment or bullying as a serious matter. Wherever possible the 
University will encourage the use of an informal approach to resolving complaints, however, 
in some instances there may be grounds for disciplinary action, including dismissal or 
expulsion from the University. 

Provide Harassment Advisors who are available to all staff and students. The Advisors are 
trained to deal sensitively with any initial approaches made to them. 

Ensure prompt response to formal complaints. 

Monitor the number of cases arising and the effectiveness of the Policy. 

2 Definition of Harassment 
2.1 Harassment is unwanted conduct that occurs with the purpose or effect of violating the dignity of an 
individual or creates an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating or offensive environment.  
2.2 It can be carried out by an individual or group of individuals. It frequently  involves someone in a 
position of authority bullying someone in a lesser position, but bullying of people in a more senior 
position by people in a lesser position and between people in an equal position does occur. All are 
equally unacceptable. 
2.3 This definition includes sexual and racial harassment, and bullying as well as any other form of 
personal harassment arising from disability, sexual orientation, socio-economic status, age, religion etc. 
Differences in attitude, background or culture can mean that what is perceived as harassment by one 
person may not seem so to another.  
2.4 The University will apply a “Test of Reasonableness” in responding to reports of harassment 
consistent with the Protection from Harassment Act 1997. This Act states that it is not necessary to 
prove an intention to harass; rather a court would have to be satisfied that the harasser had pursued a 
course of conduct which amounted to harassment of another and which the harasser ‘knows or ought to 
know amounts to harassment of the other’. This means that harassment will have occurred if any 
independent, reasonable individual deems it to have occurred. 
The University has an equal duty of care to both the individual alleging harassment and the alleged 
harasser and an allegation cannot be presumed proved until properly investigated and tested against 
this principle of reasonableness. There may be occasions where there are no witnesses to an incident of 
alleged harassment and it is one individual’s word against another. Where this is the case the balance of 
probability can be taken into account. 
3 Examples of Harassment 
Forms of harassment are wide-ranging and complex. The same behaviour may be inoffensive to one 
person and deeply offensive and intimidating to another. Unintentional or misinterpreted behaviour may 
cause feelings of harassment. Harassment can be persistent or a single occurrence. 
Some examples of unacceptable physical and verbal conduct which could constitute harassment are 
given below, although this is not intended to be an exhaustive list. 

�         Sexual harassment: unnecessary physical contact, jokes of a sexual nature, displaying sexually 
explicit material, intimidating behaviour such as indecent demands or requests for sexual contact 
or actual sexual assault. 



�         <![endif]> Racial harassment: conduct based on race, colour, nationality or ethnicity which is 
offensive to the recipient such as intrusive or inappropriate questioning about racial or ethnic 
origin, derogatory name-calling or jokes.  

�         Personal harassment: making fun of personal circumstances or appearance. 
�         Bullying: (can be psychological and/or physical) unmerited criticism, isolation, gossip or 

behaviour that is intimidating or demeaning. 
�         Harassment on grounds of sexual orientation: homophobic remarks or jokes, threats to disclose 

sexuality and asking intimate questions about sexual activity. 
�         Harassment on grounds of religion or belief: offensive remarks or jokes or refusal to work with a 

person because of their religion or belief. 
�         Harassment of disabled people: discussion of the effects of a disability on an individual’s 

personal life, uninvited physical contact or staring, or inappropriate questioning about the impact 
of someone’s disability. 

�         Age harassment: derogatory age-related remarks or unjustifiable dismissal of suggestions on 
the grounds of the age of the person. 

�         Stalking: leaving repeated or alarming messages on voice mail or e-mail, following people home, 
or approaching co-workers to ask for personal information. 

  
  

4 Responsibilities 
4.1 The University has a duty of care to its staff, students and visitors. It is legally responsible for 
ensuring that the behaviour and conduct of staff and students in the course of their work and study is 
acceptable. Failure to recognise or investigate incidents of unacceptable behaviour does not excuse the 
University from liability and could have serious legal consequences under Health and Safety, 
employment, and anti-discrimination legislation. 
4.2 All staff and students of the University are personally responsible for their behaviour towards others 
and are expected to demonstrate active commitment to this policy and its aims. 
4.3 Everyone has a responsibility to acknowledge that views, opinions held by others and decisions 
made by managers and supervisors may not always coincide with their own; such differences in 
themselves do not constitute harassment.  
4.4 It must be recognised that those in positions of authority have both a right and responsibility to 
discharge managerial duties. In so doing they may need to adopt a firm or assertive style, but they 
should take care not to demean, devalue or intimidate staff or students. 
4.5 Vigorous speech and comment, academic debate and legitimate management of the performance of 
staff or students can be distinguished from bullying behaviour. However, care should be taken to ensure 
that neither staff nor students are made to feel intimidated. 
4.6 Heads of Schools/Services and all in managerial or supervisory roles have a responsibility to 
promote a culture free from unacceptable behaviour. This includes identifying unacceptable behaviour in 
themselves and others when it occurs, and taking reasonable corrective or preventative action. It is not 
acceptable for any manager to ignore unacceptable behaviour. 
4.7 In the same way, those responsible for student welfare must react to such allegations appropriately. 
4.8 All members of the University should manage their relationships in an appropriate manner in line 
with the Code of Professional Conduct: Relations Between Staff and Students and Between Staff which 
can be found at www.admin.ex.ac.uk/personnel/~docs/professionalconductcode.pdf 
5 Advice and Support - Harassment Network 
5.1 The University operates a network of Harassment Advisors. The network comprises a variety of 
people from different sections of the University and anyone - staff or students - is free to make contact 
with any one of them, not necessarily the Advisor in their area of the university. They are there to listen 
to what has happened and to help and support, and explain the options, whether or not someone wishes 
to make a formal complaint. They also have names and addresses of external support groups or other 
professional bodies if referral is more appropriate.  
5.2 The Advisor will complete a brief, anonymous record of any discussion that will be used only for the 
purpose of monitoring the effectiveness of the policy and the Advisor network. The Advisor will discuss 
the contents of this record with the complainant. Such records will be held by the Officer responsible for 
co-ordinating the harassment advisors. 
5.3 If the Advisor considers that the appropriate University authority should be informed as there is 
unacceptable risk to the individual, another person or to the University, the complainant will be advised 
of this before any disclosure is made. Information will only be disclosed to relevant parties and all 
investigations will apply appropriate levels of confidentiality. 



6 Procedures and Action 
6.1 Anyone who considers that they are the subject of harassment or bullying in any form can take the 
following steps: 
6.1.1 Informal action: If at all possible those who feel they are the subject of bullying or harassment 
should tell the person(s) concerned that their behaviour is causing offence and ask them to stop. It may 
be helpful to have a note of incidents including times and dates in order to be able to give examples of 
the behaviour that may have caused offence. 
6.1.2 Informal action with assistance from the Harassment Advisors Network: If an individual has 
attempted to address the issues or alternatively does not feel able to do so without support and 
assistance they should seek advice from an Advisor.  
6.1.3 Formal action: If, despite the intervention of the Advisor, the harassment persists, or an incident is 
sufficiently serious the individual should put a complaint in writing. This should include details of what 
has happened and how it is affecting them. There will be an initial response to a formal complaint within 
five working days. 
Staff should address a written complaint to: The Head of School / Service. In the event that a complaint 
is against the Head of School / Service, written complaints should be addressed to the Director of 
Personnel and Staff Development. 
Students should address a written complaint to: The Head of School. 

(Stage 2 of the Students Complaints Procedure 
www.admin.ex.ac.uk/calendar/live/progdev/complaints.htm) 

Written complaints should also be copied to the Equality & Diversity Manager.  
A preliminary investigation will be undertaken which will be appropriate to the nature of the complaint. 
Both parties may be accompanied at all times by a work colleague, student, trade union / Guild 
representative or Harassment Advisor. Such investigations will seek to establish the facts and will be 
conducted in a sensitive and non-threatening manner. The outcomes from such an investigation may 
include: 
Further discussion with the parties concerned 
Instigation of the Staff Grievance Procedure/Student Complaints Procedure 
Instigation of the Staff or Student Disciplinary Procedure 
6.2  Any victimisation of the complainant and/or witnesses by the alleged harasser would be a further 
serious disciplinary offence. It is essential that the alleged harasser is given every opportunity for a fair 
hearing, but that confrontation between the parties be minimised. 
6.3 At any time a Head of School/Professional Service may determine that there is sufficient evidence 
for the issue to be considered under the appropriate student disciplinary/staff disciplinary procedure, in 
which case a formal complaint may not be necessary. 
7 Criminal Offences 
7.1 The University expects members of staff and students to exercise their legal rights so as to protect 
themselves in cases where a criminal offence may have been committed. If a criminal offence such as 
harassing phone calls, physical assault, indecent exposure or rape takes place  individuals should 
contact the Police as soon as possible. 
8 Vexatious Complaints 
8.1 Complaints of harassment are treated seriously by the University. It should therefore be noted that 
anyone found to be making mischievous or malicious complaints will be subject to the appropriate 
disciplinary procedures. 
9 Legislation 
9.1 As well as being a disciplinary offence for either staff or students, certain incidents of harassment 
may also render individuals liable to prosecution in courts of law, under either civil or criminal legislation. 
9.2 Discrimination and harassment are prohibited by a wide range of Acts and Regulations. Principle 
amongst these are: 
Race Relations Act 1976 as amended by Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000 
Sex Discrimination Act 1975 
Disability Discrimination Act 1995  
Sex Discrimination (Gender Reassignment) Regulations 1999 
Employment Equality (Religion or Belief) Regulations 2003 
Employment Equality (Sexual Orientation) Regulations 2003 
Protection from Harassment Act 1997. 
10 Network of Harassment Advisors 
 


