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AcAdemics hAve demAnded quicker and more wide-rang-
ing reforms to drive gender equality, after revelations 
about the pay gap between men and women and the 
pervasiveness of sexual misconduct at universities 
pushed institutions onto the defensive.

“Sexual misconduct and the gender pay gap are two 
interlinked problems that contribute to current high 
levels of gender inequality in UK higher education,” 
said Anna Bull, a sociology lecturer at the University 
of Portsmouth and founder of the 1752 Group that 
campaigns for gender equality. “Staff sexual miscon-
duct is likely to be linked to women’s lower levels of 
pay, as it has a negative impact on women’s ability to 
progress within higher education.”

English private and public bodies had to submit 
pay data by 5 April, revealing a 9.5 per cent national 
median pay gap. Analysis by Research Fortnight shows 
that the median of the median difference in hourly pay 
between male and female staff at English universities 
was significantly higher at 16.1 per cent. 

This figure is based on 108 of the 110 English uni-
versities that are members of the vice-chancellors’ 
group Universities UK (UUK). Figures were not avail-
able for the remaining two institutions (see the full 

dataset at rsrch.co/2J0lKGW).
A spokesman for the Universities and Colleges 

Employers Association said the pay gap in higher edu-
cation had fallen faster than in the economy overall 
over the past five years, although “there is of course 
more work to be done”. UUK declined to comment. 

York St John University had the highest pay gap in 
England, of 37.4 per cent. Its vice-chancellor Karen 
Stanton said that a fifth of those included were paid 
student ambassadors, and that without them the gap 
would be 18.6 per cent.

Stanton said there were “no issues concerning 
equal pay between men and women for roles of equal 
value”. However, women were overrepresented in low 
grade support roles and underrepresented in senior 
academic roles, she said, adding that the university 
was taking action to address this. 

Meanwhile, a study published on 4 April by the 

1752 Group and the National Union of Students 
revealed that four in 10 university students had 
experienced “sexualised behaviour” from a member 
of staff, ranging from sexualised jokes to assault and 
rape. The “vast majority” of perpetrators were academ-
ics and more than three-quarters were men, it found.

Bull said addressing this problem “requires regula-
tion, not just guidelines” and called for UK Research 
and Innovation, which was launched on 1 April, to 
take responsibility for the safety of staff and students 
at the institutions it funds. “Funders make sure that 
you have the right protective gear if you’re working in 
a lab, so why are they not also making sure that you’re 
not going to get molested in it?” 

A spokeswoman for UKRI said its creation “pre-
sents an opportunity to align and strengthen equality, 
diversity and inclusion policies”. 

One way forward could be to follow the example of 
the National Science Foundation in the United States.
In February 2018 the NSF started requiring institutions 
it funds to report any instances of sexual harassment, 
with funding conditional on having robust policies 
against harassment. In addition, US law requires uni-
versities to protect female students against sexual 
harassment and violence on the basis of equality.

“This is one of those few areas where the Americans 
do it better,” said Ann Olivarius, a lawyer who has rep-
resented sexual assault victims in high profile cases at 
UK and US universities since the 1990s. 

Olivarius said that in the past five years she has 
received a “flood” of inquiries from students and staff 
at UK universities who said they had 
been harassed. 

“If these universities are filled 
with the smartest people in the 
world, why won’t they take the lead 
on devising a policy that will end the 
silence?” she said. 
Additional reporting and data  

analysis by Gretchen Ransow.
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