Some sexual
relationships
between mem-
bers of the uni-
versity may involve an abuse of trust and/or a
conflict of interest. Such relationships are
inappropriate. The responsibility for avoiding
them should rest with the person in a position of
greater power and authority.

A conflict of interest arises when the
professional responsibilities of a member of staff
towards a student or subordinate are affected, or
seen to be affected, by a special personal
relationship with the studentor subordinate. Sexual
relationships can cause a conflict of interest, for
example when a teacher or
supervisor shows favouritism to
a student or subordinate due to
ongoing sexual involvement
with them, or hostility due to
previous involvement. Other
students and staff can also be
disadvantaged by this conflict
of interest. Even if there is no
favouritism associated with a sexual
relationship, there may be an
appearance of bias in the eyes of others.

An abuse of trust occurs when the trust
associated with a professional relationship is
destroyed through actions, or requests for actions,
of a non-professional nature. Teachers are in a
position of authority and trust to foster the
intellectual development of their students. When
they engage in sexual relations with a student,
they violate that trust implicit in a professional
teacher-student relationship. Similarly,
supervisors are in a position of authority and trust
to foster the career development of subordinates.

The problem

Cases of ex-
ploitative sexual
relationships
occur at every
university. There are, for example, cases in which
traumatised female students have withdrawn from
their studies as a result of such relationships, cases
of academics supervising their lovers, and cases
of academics who have not withdrawn from
selection committees when a lover of theirs was a
short-listed candidate. Here are some other types
of cases.

» Dr J is a lecturer who has had a series of
“serious” relationships with undergraduate women
taking his second-year class. Each relationship
lasted just one year, typically termi-
natingin a terrible break-up, with
devastating effects on the stu-

dent.
+ Professor K expects—and
often achieves—some level
of sexual intimacy with every
new PhD student. Some refuse
and worry about their scholarships
and supervision; those who acqui-
esce are afraid to protest about the

Case studies

Vprofessor’s casual treatment of their feel-

ings and are unable to find a way to withdraw
from the relationship.

o Mr L is a charismatic tutor who is always
available to discuss issues with his students in
informal settings — such as his house. Many
young students are attracted by his intelligence
and sophistication and eager for a closer
relationship. He is willing to oblige. He maintains
concurrent sexual relationships with a number of
them — at least for the first part of each academic
year.




Voluntary consent? Even when both
parties believe a sexual relationship to be
consensual, a student may be influenced by
reasons other than sexual attraction, affection or
love. The same applies to a subordinate and
supervisor when a significant power difference
exists betweenthe individuals. Power differences
between teachers and students and between
supervisors and subordinates are oftenreinforced
by differences in age, gender, culture, income,
knowledge and experience.

The attractions of power. The power
or intellectual authority of an administrator or
teacher can be very attractive to some students
and junior staff, who may as aresult give attention
and flattery to the person with these attributes.
The onus is on the administrator or teacher to
resist the opportunity to turn this interest in a
sexual direction, even if a student or junior staff
member requests a sexual relationship.

What about vexatious complaints?
In cases of rape and sexual harassment, it is far
more likely for no complaints to be made in real
cases than for complaints to be made in fictitious
cases.

Tele

1. Dr X is notorious for entering
into sexual relationships with
many of his students, often with
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4. Professor Z appoints attractive
young men as his research
assistants and has affairs with

traumatic consequences for the

students. The university
responds by:

most of them. After the passion
subsides, he lets their contracts
expire. The university:

(a) issuing Dr X a stern

warning and encouraging
students to make
complaints;

(b) doing nothing;
(c) appointing him dean.

Dr A lets it be known that she
intends to initiate an affair with

3. Several

students make
complaints about conflicts of
interest in which other students
seem to be gaining unfair
advantages due to their sexual
relationships with academics in
Department T. The university:

(a) carriesoutaninvestigation
and initiates disciplinary
action against academics

a first-year student in her class. found guilty of conflict of
Thehead of Dr A’s department: interest;

(b) listenssympathetically but
(a) insists that the student be _does nothing;

transferred out of Dr A’s
class, and wamns her about
abuse of trust as well;
(b) smiles and says nothing;
(c) throws a party and invites
both Dr A and the student.

(c) gives the names of the
complaining students to
the academics in
Department T, allowing
the students to be
victimised.

(a) establishes a policy
covering supervisor-
subordinate sexual
relationships and
encourages such staff to
make a complaint;

(b) does nothing;

(c) awards Professor Z more
money to make up for
disruption to his research
due to changing personnel.
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