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COLLEGE LEADERSHIP IN ENDING 
GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE: STEP BY STEP

The issue of violence against women on college campuses, particularly sexual violence, has received increased 
attention over the last decade. This spike in attention is due to many factors including high profile cases, new re-
search and development of evidence-supported prevention models. The U.S. Department of Education’s Office of 
Civil Rights issued a letter in April 2011 to spur colleges and universities to review and revise policies and proce-
dures that address sexual misconduct, stalking, and intimate partner violence. 

In recent years, these developments have led to the creation of new resources on legal requirements, model policies 
and prevention programs. Every campus faces challenges to assure full compliance with current legal requirements 
and promote best practices for creating a campus culture of interpersonal respect and non-violent relationships.

In 2012, Futures Without Violence and the Avon Foundation for Women convened a national Campus Advisory 
Board to review the most sophisticated knowledge on preventing and responding to gender-based violence on 
campuses. The group produced Beyond Title IX: Preventing and Responding to Gender-Based Violence on 
Campus. The document provides guidance on how to develop a consistent and integrated approach to prevent 
and respond to gender-based violence; identifies key stakeholders in the campus community who need to be 
involved in the process; and deliberately promotes practices that go beyond compliance and blend a legal and 
advocacy perspective. The Campus Advisory Board further proposed creating new tools for presidents, students, 
and parents. This document, specifically designed for college leadership, is the first in this series.

Seven Steps For Effective College Leadership 
College presidents and administrators are increasingly leading proactive approaches to make their schools safer 
from sexual violence and other forms of gender-based violence. To support college leaders, Futures Without Vio-
lence recommends seven steps to lay the groundwork for a safe, respectful campus. 

Shed a Spotlight
Explicit administrative support from the highest level of the institution is invaluable in the effort to establish 
a campus culture of respect. On most campuses the work of preventing and responding to gender-based 
violence falls primarily to a small number of people who report to a dean or vice-president. A president’s public 
speech or widely circulated statement endorsing a campus norm of respectful and equitable non-violent rela-
tionships sets the context for their work.

Support an Effective Taskforce 
Support the activities of a robust taskforce responsible for developing innovative and campus-specific approach-
es, implementing policies, monitoring compliance and tracking progress. Designate one person as coordinator of 
the taskforce who is responsible for reporting to the college leadership. While it is crucial that many perspectives 
be included on the taskforce, the work often begins with a few stakeholders. From the beginning, the administra-
tive and legal perspective should be joined by the service and advocate perspectives. Critical stakeholders vary 
across campuses, but usually include:

•	 Title IX officer
•	 College/university counsel
•	 Public safety 
•	 Residential life
•	 Athletic department

•	 Women’s/men’s centers
•	 IT department
•	 Health and counseling services
•	 Student groups
•	 Alcohol and drug programs

•	 Religious and spiritual leaders
•	 Representatives of related 

community services (police, 
rape crisis, domestic violence, 
LGBTQ).

It is important that the president and administration leadership publicly endorse any taskforce recommenda-
tions and actions so that the work to prevent and respond to gender-based violence receives full institutional 
support and is readily accepted by the college/university community.

http://www.futureswithoutviolence.org/userfiles/file/PublicCommunications/beyondtitleIXfinal.pdf
http://www.futureswithoutviolence.org/userfiles/file/PublicCommunications/beyondtitleIXfinal.pdf
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3Know the Numbers
Campus-based research on sexual and interpersonal violence and program effectiveness provides the founda-
tion for real change and effective use of available resources. National studies indicate that one in five women will 
be sexually assaulted while in college, and women ages 18-24 are at highest risk for intimate partner violence 
and stalking. However, each campus is unique, and campus-based data is fundamental to creating effective 
programs for prevention and accountability. Clery Act data, which every campus is required to collect, can be 
misleading. Most sexual and intimate partner violence crimes are not reported, and higher reporting can indicate 
an environment that is more supportive to victims and encourages reporting. This reality, when understood prop-
erly, assists institutions in creating an open and honest dialogue about “the numbers”. 

Support Victims
Ensure that the victim experience is monitored and that feedback mechanisms to improve the process are in 
place. When sexual disrespect leads to sexual violence on your campus, what formal process exists to pro-
vide the victim with an immediate safe space and effective counseling? Is the experience of reporting violence 
set up to empower victims, or silence them? It is imperative for college leadership to know how the aftermath 
of violence can exacerbate an already intolerable experience.  

Involve Students
Students are in the strongest position to enact a culture of respect and non-violence. They are also the 
people on campus most likely to know about incidents of gender-based violence. Their confidence in the in-
stitution’s resources for support and their trust in the institution’s processes for accountability are essential. 
While leadership from top administration sets the tone, student input into the development of policies and 
practices greatly increases the chances that the product of this work will be effective, sound and imple-
mented successfully. 

Allocate Resources 
Developing, improving, implementing and evaluating effective policies and practices takes time and money, 
both of which are usually in short supply. In the end, money and time invested to improve the quality of stu-
dent experience will lessen the chance of money and time lost through student failure litigation.

Join Forces 
College presidents can provide leadership on these issues not only by speaking out and supporting the work 
on their own campuses, but also by encouraging dialogue among their fellow college and university presi-
dents.Too often leaders in higher education attend to issues of gender-based violence only when a scandal 
or tragedy demands their attention. In such situations, the importance of effective, respectful and fair policies 
and practices becomes glaringly apparent. 

FuturesWithoutViolence.org
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