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ABSTRACT
The concept of ‘professional boundaries’ – widely used in sectors where 
professional relationships between adults are regulated – has not com-
monly been drawn on in higher education (HE) to understand and denote 
appropriate relationships between faculty or staff and students. 
Nevertheless, in recent years the question of how to regulate sexual and 
romantic relationships between faculty/staff and students has been 
a developing policy concern within HE institutions internationally. In 
order to contribute to empirically-informed policy development in this 
area, this article explores students’ levels of comfort with different sex-
ualised and non-sexualised behaviours from staff/faculty, drawing on data 
from 1492 students from a national survey carried out in the United 
Kingdom, initially published in the National Union of Students’ report 
Power in the Academy (2018). New analysis on this data is introduced, 
outlining scales of ‘personal’ and ‘sexualised’ interactions, which reveal 
the patterns of comfort and discomfort across different demographic 
groups of students, most notably women, LGBTQ+ students, and Black 
and Asian students. The analysis identifies areas of interaction with staff/ 
faculty that are of concern to different groups of students, calling into 
question existing policy frameworks such as conflict of interest policies 
and varying levels of regulation for undergraduate and postgraduate 
students. In the light of these findings, the article makes two recommen-
dations: first, that training on professional boundaries should be included 
in higher education teaching qualifications, and second, for the develop-
ment of shared norms around professional boundaries within academic 
departments and professional societies.
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Introduction

The concept of ‘professional boundaries’ denotes appropriate standards of behaviour by profes-
sionals in working with adult clients or patients in occupations such as healthcare, therapy, or social 
work (Cooper 2012). In higher education (HE), despite the existence of similar professional relation-
ships between staff/faculty1 and students, the concept has rarely been used. Nevertheless, even 
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while a clear conceptualisation of professional boundaries in HE remains lacking, in recent years 
within the context of heightened attention to sexual harassment in higher education, the question of 
how to regulate sexual and romantic relationships between faculty/staff and students has been 
a developing policy concern within HE institutions internationally, for example in the US, UK, 
Australia and Nigeria (see for example National Academies 2019). In addition to such concerns, 
recent changes in HE following the COVID-19 pandemic raise the question of where appropriate 
boundaries between staff and students lie in digital space (Page 2021); as Schwartz (2012) has 
argued, an overwhelming focus on sexual and romantic relationships has obscured the more subtle, 
everyday boundary work that takes place in teaching and learning relationships in HE.

And yet, policy and research into preventing and responding to sexual misconduct has rarely 
been joined up with discussions of professional boundaries. An exception is a ‘strategic guide’ on 
tackling staff-student sexual misconduct in higher education published in 2022 by Universities UK, 
an advocacy organisation for universities in the United Kingdom, which recommends establishing 
clear professional boundaries between staff and students as one aspect of addressing this issue 
(Universities 2022, 14–15). However, outside of the US there exist few studies empirically exploring 
students’ attitudes in this area. This is important because even if staff and faculty were to argue for 
the right to have consensual sexual access to students, this is immaterial if students themselves are 
uncomfortable with such relationships. Therefore, it is necessary to understand students’ attitudes 
towards professional boundaries within teaching and learning relationships in HE in order to under-
stand the learning conditions that students feel comfortable with.

This article argues for a clearer conceptualisation of professional boundaries to be applied within 
higher education settings. It introduces new analysis of data on students’ attitudes to professional 
boundaries with staff, initially published in Power in the Academy, a 2018 report from the National 
Union of Students Women’s Campaign in England and research and campaign organisation The 
1752 Group. It outlines two new scales within this data that focus on ‘personal interactions’ and 
‘sexualised interactions’ and explores patterns of comfort and discomfort with these types of 
interactions across different groups of students. Finally, it critically discusses how the concept of 
‘professional boundaries’ can be helpful in implementing policy change in higher education 
institutions.

Professional boundaries within higher education

While research ethics within UK academia are under frequent discussion (House of Commons 2018; 
Universities 2012), the ethics of teaching and learning relationships are less often discussed. 
Concomitantly, there appears to be a lack of clarity around where boundaries lie in teaching and 
learning relationships in HE (Gerda and Volet 2014; Schwartz 2012). One exception is within higher 
education training for professions where boundaries are required between professional and client, 
such as psychology (Rosenberg and Heimberg 2009) and medicine (Dekker, Snoek, and Schönrock- 
Adema et al. 2013; Plaut and Baker 2011; Recupero, Cooney, and Rayner et al. 2005). This greater 
emphasis on professional boundaries in such disciplines appears to be due to, as Dekker et al. 
describe, ‘teachers play[ing] a key role in teaching professional behaviour, as they are important role 
models for trainee young doctors‘ (Dekker, Snoek, and Schönrock-Adema et al. 2013, 245), and such 
studies tend to cover a wider set of boundary issues than just sexualised behaviours, including 
exploitation, favouritism, or socialising. Such studies suggest that there is no consensus, either 
between staff and students, or even among students, as to where professional boundaries should, 
or do, lie (see for example, Dekker, Snoek, and Schönrock-Adema et al. 2013).

A further exception to the lack of research in this area are survey-based studies of mainly 
undergraduate populations in the US, where a body of literature from the 1990s and early 2000s 
examined faculty-student ‘dual’ or ‘multiple’ relationships in higher education. This theorisation 
states that the professional relationship may be at risk if the professional ‘assumes a second role with 
a client, becoming social worker and friend, employer, teacher, business associate, family member or 
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sex partner’ (Kagle and Giebelhausen 1994, 213). These studies consistently report that students find 
sexual interactions with faculty inappropriate, with female students more likely to consider sexual 
interactions with staff inappropriate than male students (Ei and Bowen 2002; Holmes, Rupert, and 
Ross et al. 1999), while in another study, ‘Anglo-American’ students saw non-sexual boundary- 
crossing interactions as more inappropriate than Mexican American students (Owen and Zwahr- 
Castro 2007).

Qualitative studies have found ‘considerable differences’ between faculty and students, as well as 
between students themselves, in how participants perceived ‘dual relationships’ in academia 
(Kolbert, Morgan, and Brendel 2002, 202). There is evidence that students’ perceptions of their 
own relationships with staff/faculty change over time, with students perceiving sexual contact with 
faculty as fully consensual at the time it occurs but their perspectives on consent changing after the 
relationship ended, and the further they were away from the relationship (Bellas and Gossett 2001; 
Glaser and Thorpe 1986). More widely, small-scale qualitative and theoretical studies of doctoral 
supervision have explored the concept of boundaries between supervisor and student (Benmore  
2016; Hemer, 2012; Hockey, 1994; Lee 1998; Manathunga, 2007). While Manathunga (2007) argues 
that supervisors need to be more aware of power in the supervision relationship, the only one of 
these authors who links the concept of boundaries to sexual misconduct and gendered power is Lee 
(1998), whose accounts of sexual harassment by academic supervisors bear strong similarities to 
a similar, more recent, study (Bull and Rye 2018).

Similarly, Bull and Page (2021) shows the importance of gendered power within faculty/staff- 
student relationships, among other axes of inequality, in creating conditions where ‘grooming’ and 
‘boundary-blurring’ behaviours can take place unnoticed (see also Laird and Pronin 2019). Blurred 
boundaries in the form of sexualised relationships have been argued by Srinivasan (2020) to 
constitute a pedagogic failure even more than an ethical one. These studies suggest that the ‘conflict 
of interest’ policies used in many faculty-/staff–student relationship policies are insufficient because 
they lack any theorisation of power imbalances within the teaching and learning relationship.

Despite this relatively small body of research, there remains little work on approaches for building 
an ethically engaged workforce and for staff/faculty to learn how to exercise ethical decision-making 
around professional boundaries, as has been suggested in other sectors such as social work (Doel 
et al. (2012). An exception is Schwartz’s edited volume on faculty perspectives on ‘boundary 
decisions’, which ‘aims to move beyond the attention-grabbing topic of teachers dating students’ 
and ‘explore the more common boundary questions that faculty confront daily: matters of avail-
ability, positionality, shared space, and self-disclosure’ (Schwartz 2012, 2). Similarly to Doel et al., 
Schwartz argues that more emphasis should be placed on staff/faculty developing a reflexive 
awareness around boundary/power issues and argues for broadening discussions of professional 
boundaries to encompass everyday actions and spaces (Schwartz 2012), a discussion that has 
become more urgent since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic.

As well as shifting between different groups of students, understandings of boundaries may also 
change according to the types of spaces in which teaching and learning is taking place, including 
online/offline. However, similarly to research on face-to-face interactions, evidence in the online 
context suggests a lack of consensus of where boundaries lie (Malesky and Peters 2011). While 
different to online teaching, Sugimoto, Hank, Bowman, & Pomerantz note that standards relating to 
social media use by faculty and staff ‘have not fully developed around the institutionalization of 
[new] expectations [around the public presentation of faculty members in the online space] and are 
being developed reactively to situations’ (Sugimoto, Hank, and Bowman et al. 2015, sec. 6, para 2). 
Similarly, in the UK context, in a pre-COVID-19 context Phippen and Bond argue that ‘many 
universities are unaware of, or fail to acknowledge the role of digital technologies and social 
media in students’ everyday lives, and there is a lack of understanding of rights, legislation and 
social behaviours that can place students at risk of harassment’ (Phippen and Bond 2019, 2). Indeed, 
our research on staff sexual misconduct in higher education has shown that both university email 
accounts and online media platforms (such as Instagram or Twitter direct messaging) can be routes 
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for staff to groom or harass students (Bull and Rye 2018). It is clear that more discussion and clear 
policy frameworks for appropriate behaviours, interactions, and ethical principles on both online 
teaching platforms and social media are needed (Page 2021; Phippen and Bond 2019, 7).

However, despite these arguments, policy implementation in HE across all of these areas – online 
and offline – is patchy. Where policies exist, they focus on consensual sexual relationships and 
conflicts of interest rather than discussing professional boundaries within the context of professional 
ethics more widely. As Richards et al. argue in a study of consensual relationships policies in US 
institutions, the ambiguity of most universities positions on faculty student consensual relationships 
‘fosters a sense of confusion’ (Richards, Crittenden, and Garland et al. 2014, 346). Similarly in the UK, 
a recent study of 61 policies across 25 UK higher education institutions found few or weak policies 
(Bull and Rye 2018). There is evidence more recently of HEIs moving towards stricter policies in this 
area (Cornell University 2018; University College London 2020). However, different standards apply 
for different groups of staff on campus; for some groups of non-academic faculty such as counselling 
staff there already exist professional codes of conduct with clearly regulated boundaries.

Therefore, having outlined above the ways in which professional boundaries are currently being 
understood and implemented within and outside higher education, we now introduce new analysis 
of data on students’ levels of comfort with different types of interaction with faculty and staff in 
higher education.

Methods

Participants

Data comes from the National Union of Students (NUS) study ‘Power in the academy: staff sexual 
misconduct in UK higher education’ (National Union of Students 2018). This was a partnership 
between the NUS Women’s campaign and The 1752 Group. The National Union of Students is an 
association of around 600 students’ unions, representing more than seven million students; around 
95% of all students’ unions in the UK are affiliated to NUS (National Union of Students 2021). The 
survey instrument was shared with peer academic experts for comment and review, and a favourable 
ethical opinion was obtained from the University of Portsmouth’s Faculty of Humanities and Social 
Sciences ethics committee. Participants were recruited primarily between November 2017 and 
January 2018 via email to holders of the ‘NUS Extra’ card, a widely-used discount card that is 
available to all members of students’ unions that are members of the NUS or via links to the survey 
posted on social media. Respondents were offered the chance to win one of five lots of £100. 1837 
participants completed the online survey. While former students were eligible to fill out the survey, 
the analysis of group differences reported below draws only on data from current students (i.e. 
students enrolled during the academic year 2017–18). After removing former students and those 
who no long wished their data to be analysed there was a final sample of 1492 of which the majority 
were women (61%), those who had a gender that matches their gender assigned at birth (97%), were 
between the ages of 18–24 (61%), are heterosexual (76%), white (75%), home students (73%), 
studying at undergraduate level (54%) (For more demographic detail see online resource 1).

Measures

This article analyses data from one section of the survey, which comprised 11 questions on profes-
sional boundaries in higher education. This survey instrument was devised specifically for this study, 
drawing on Auweele et al.’s (2008) study of unwanted sexual experiences among Flemish female 
student‐athletes. Coach–athlete relationships are a helpful model for HE in that they comprise an 
example of relationships between adults in a position of power with young people who may be over 
18 but are in a relationship of dependence on the coach. While Auweele et al. use Likert scales asking 
about ‘acceptable’ or ‘unacceptable’ behaviours, we changed this wording to asking about 
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behaviours that students were comfortable or uncomfortable with from higher education staff (see 
footnote for full wording of questions2). This is because we wanted students to reflect on their own 
personal feelings and views, including incidents they had experienced in relation to staff/faculty. This 
is different to reflecting on what behaviours might be more generally acceptable for others; the term 
‘acceptable’ invites a judgment of what is generally appropriate within their social setting or 
institution. In the survey, respondents were directed to interpret ‘staff’ broadly to include academic 
staff (lecturer, tutor, supervisor or other staff member involved in academic teaching or research) and 
non-academic staff (library staff, sports coach, residential staff, security staff, IT support staff, or 
others), and to reflect on behaviour that took place on as well as off campus, including at confer-
ences, on university trips, or on fieldwork.

The key demographic variables of interest were gender (across four levels: man, woman, non- 
binary and prefer not to say), sexual orientation (six levels: heterosexual/straight, gay/lesbian, 
bisexual/bi, queer, prefer not to say, in another way), ethnicity (White, Black, Asian, Mixed, other 
and prefer not to say), ‘home’ (i.e. UK-domiciled) or international student (three levels: home, 
international and prefer not to say) and level of study (four levels: undergraduate, postgraduate 
taught, post graduate research and other). Trans students, identified via a question on whether their 
gender matches the gender assigned at birth, could not be included in the analysis below due to 
issues with missing data although preliminary analyses suggested that trans identity was not 
predictive in relation to either comfort levels with either personal or sexualised interactions.

Design and procedure

A cross-sectional online survey was used to explore students’ levels of comfort with professional 
boundaries. Upon clicking on the survey link, students were asked to read an online information 
sheet and consent form before continuing with the study. Participants then completed the survey 
questions at their own pace. On the final page of the survey, following best practice of surveys 
exploring sexual misconduct, participants were given the option of withdrawing their data from the 
study. Upon completion of the survey participants were invited to take part in focus groups (see 
National Union of Students (2018) for more details of those findings).

Results

The analysis comes in two parts. First, we used exploratory factor analysis (EFA) to explore the 
underlying factors within the professional boundaries questionnaire and second, we used a negative 
binomial and multiple regression to explore demographic differences across the two factors. All 
analyses were conducted using R (3.5.0) and R Studio version 1.1.453.

Professional boundaries questionnaire

An initial unrotated principal axis factor analysis was run on the 11 items of the professional 
boundaries scale to determine the number of factors to extract. Eigen values showed that two 
factors had values greater than one and explained 65% of the variance, whilst the scree plot showed 
a clear inflexion after two factors. Velicer MAP achieves a minimum with two factors at 0.06 and the 
very simple structure criterion also points to a two-factor solution with a complexity score of .96. On 
balance, the majority of methods to determine factors indicate a two-factor solution is appropriate.

The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy was .88 with each individual item greater 
than .82 indicating that all items have an adequate sample to be included in the factor analysis. 
Bartlet’s test of sphericity (χ2 (55) = 12,621, p < .001) was significant indicating the correlation matrix 
is not an identity matrix.

The correlation between the two factors was .55 indicating that an oblique rotation would be 
suitable to account for the correlation between the factors, specifically a Promax rotation was 
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applied. In Table 1, we can see that five items appear to load on to factor one with all the items 
having pattern co-efficient greater than .77 and cross loadings smaller than .03. These items seem to 
reflect a more intimate and physical relationship (i.e. comfort engage in romantic relationship, or 
member of staff commenting on a students body) hence this factor is named comfort with sexualised 
interactions. Cronbach alpha for this factor is .94 suggesting high internal consistency across the 
items(Tavakol & Dennick, 2011). On factor two all items had pattern loadings greater than .44 and 
cross loadings smaller than .17 with the items reflecting more personal and social interactions (i.e. 
staff adding student on Facebook or meeting outside of the academic timetable) hence this factor is 
named as comfort with personal interactions. Internal reliability is reasonable with Cronbach alpha of 
.78. Communalities, the amount of variance in the item explained by the retained factors, across 
seven of the nine items was greater than .60 with only two items having communalities of .29 and 
.32. Sum scores of each of the factor were created for the demographic analysis. We choose sum 
scores as they preserve the underlying variation within the data and are easier to interpret than 
factor scores (DiStefano, Zhu, and Mîndrilǎ 2009).

Table 1. Comfort with staff actions: Principal axis factor analysis with Oblique (promax) rotation.

Factor 1: Comfort with 
Sexualised Interactions

Factor 2: Comfort with 
Personal Interactions Communalities

Asking you out on a date .91 .01 .84
Telling you they are attracted to you .92 −.03 .82
Commenting on your body .77 .02 .61
Having sexual relations with students .92 −.04 .80
Having romantic relationships with students .85 .02 .75
Getting drunk with you or other students .16 .44 .29
Adding you on Facebook −.11 .85 .64
Communicating with you via private message 

on Facebook or WhatsApp
−.09 .91 .75

Arranging meetings with you that are outside 
academic timetable

.06 .53 .32

Eigenvalues 3.84 1.99
% of variance explained 43 22
α .94 .78

Table 2. Negative binomial regression exploring students’ perceptions towards sexualised interactions with staff.

Incident Rate Ratio’s (SE) z p

Gender (Man reference)
Woman 0.48 (0.10) −747 <.001***
Non-Binary 0.41 (.42) −2.11 <.05*
Prefer not to say 0.77 (0.42) −0.66 .537
Sexual Orientation (Heterosexual reference)
Gay/Lesbian 1.01 (0.22) −0.07 .947
Bisexual/Bi 1.06 (0.15) 0.41 .685
Queer 0.66 (0.37) −1.13 .260
Prefer not to say 1.19 (0.25) 0.71 .477
In another way 0.78 (0.35) −0.71 .478
Ethnicity (White reference)
Black 1.11 (0.27) 0.39 .70
Asian 1.03 (.15) 0.22 .828
Mixed 1.19 (0.19) 0.92 .359
Other 0.79 (0.36) −0.68 .50
Prefer not to say 1.66 (0.36) 1.43 .154
Home or International (Home reference)
International Student 1.39 (0.11) 2.97 <.01**
Prefer not to say 0.44 (0.77) −1.06 .29
Level of Study (Undergraduate reference)
Postgraduate Taught 1.08 (0.12) 0.65 .514
Postgraduate Research 1.00(0.12) −0.01 .995
Other 1.63 (0.24) 2.02 <0.05*
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In Figure 1, numbers on the left-hand column represent the percentage of respondents to the 
item who stated that they were either very uncomfortable or somewhat uncomfortable with the 
behaviour described in the statement. Numbers in the centre of the graph in grey represent the 
percentage of respondents who were neutral in response to this statement, and numbers on the 
right represent the percentage of responses who were somewhat or very comfortable with the 
statement. This figure shows that the top four items relating to comfort levels with personalised 
interaction have high levels of variability in positive and negative responses, with typically around 
a third of students feeling comfortable and uncomfortable in these interactions with staff. For 
example, 37% were either comfortable or very comfortable with meetings outside the academic 
timetable whilst 34% were very uncomfortable or uncomfortable. The bottom five items on Figure 1 
all represent more sexualised interactions where the majority of respondents (>78%) tended to be 
either comfortable or uncomfortable with these types of relationships with university staff. Similarly 
for each item on this factor less than 10% of the students felt comfortable or very comfortable with 
staff behaviours such as commenting on a student’s body.

Analysis of group differences

There was a small number of missing responses across demographic items (as can be seen from 
Online resource 1). Therefore to identify the type of missing data we performed Little’s test of 
missing completely at random (MCAR) for each factor and the demographic predictors (gender, 
sexual orientation, ethnicity, home/international and level of study). Both tests were insignificant 
suggesting the data was missing completely at random (Comfort with sexualised interaction χ2 

(29) = 26.8, p = .581; Comfort with Personalised interaction χ2 (29) = 36.1, p = .172). Both Baraldi and 
Enders (2010) and Nassiri, Lovik, and Molenberghs et al. (2018) suggest that small percentages of 
missing data that is MCAR can be dealt with using case-wise deletion therefore we removed 44 cases 
(2.94%) resulting in a final sample of 1448.

To explore how demographics impacted students’ levels of comfort with sexualised inter-
actions towards staff we conducted a negative binomial regression (See Table 2). The 
negative binomial was a substantially better fit for the data than the Poisson model (χ2 

(1) = 4620.8, p < .0001) indicating that the conditional variance is greater than the 

Figure 1. Shows the percentage of responses across the scale for each item. The top four items make up the personalised 
interactions factor whilst the bottom five items measure the sexualised interaction factor.

JOURNAL OF FURTHER AND HIGHER EDUCATION 7



conditional mean. Overall, the model had significant main effects for gender (χ2 (3) = 57.03, 
p < .001), and home/international students (χ2 (2) = 10.3, p < .01). The main effect of gender 
seemed to be driven by two significant comparisons with women being substantially more 
likely to report greater discomfort with sexualised interactions than men (Incident rate ratio 
(IRR) = 0.48, SE = 0.10, p < .001) and with non-binary students (IRR = 0.41, SE = 0.42, p < .05) 
also tending to feel more uncomfortable than men with sexualised interactions (see 
Figure 2). The main effect of home/international students can be explained by international 
students being more likely to give higher scores than home student indicating less discom-
fort towards sexualised interactions (IRR = 1.39, SE = 0.11, p < .01). There were no significant 
main effects for sexual orientation (χ2 (5) = 2.40, p = .792), ethnicity (χ2 (5) = 3.35, p = .647) 
and level of study (χ2 (3) = 4.84, p = .18).

To explore how demographic group affected students’ comfort or discomfort levels, for 
the second underlying factor – personalised interactions with staff – a multiple regression 
model was conducted (See Table 3). The multiple regression was a substantially better fit 
than the empty model (F (18, 1429) = 5.96, p < .001). The model accounted for 6.98% of the 
variability in scores with personalised interactions (R2 = .0698). The model has main effects 
for gender (F (3) = 22.78, p < .001), sexual orientation (F (5) = 2.75, p < .05), ethnicity (F 
(5) = 2.66, p < . 05) and home/international student (F (2) = 4.12, p < . 05). Women 
(ß = −0.23, SE = 0.22, p < .001) and those who selected ‘prefer not to say’ in relation to 
their gender (ß = −0.07, SE = 0.97, p < .05) were more likely to give lower scores indicating 
a more discomfort with personalised interactions than men (see Figure 3). Bisexual students 
(ß = 0.07, SE = 0.33, p < .01) had significantly higher scores than heterosexuals, indicating 
less discomfort with personalised interactions. International students (ß = 0.07, SE = 0.25, 
p < .05) compared to home students also reported less discomfort. Both Black (ß = −0.06, 
SE = 0.60, p < .05) and Asian (ß = −0.07, SE = 0.33, p < .01) students reported less comfort 
with personalised interaction than white students.

Figure 2. Average scores for each of the main effects on sexualised interactions.
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Discussion

Overall, the analysis above shows that respondents were much less comfortable with items on the 
sexualised interactions scale than those on the personal intersections scale. There were significant 
differences in levels of comfort in relation to gender, race, sexuality, and home/international 
students, while perhaps surprisingly there was no difference in relation to the respondent’s level 
of study (i.e. postgraduate or undergraduate). Gender appeared as a main effect across both 
personalised and sexualised interaction with women on the whole feeling more uncomfortable 
than men. Non-binary respondents also felt particularly uncomfortable with sexualised interactions. 
While we used the term ‘uncomfortable’ rather than ‘inappropriate’, these findings seem to bear 
similarities to research findings from the US that students consistently find sexual interactions with 
faculty inappropriate, and women students more so than men students (Ei and Bowen 2002; Holmes, 
Rupert, and Ross et al. 1999).

It is important to highlight, therefore, that despite the differences in comfort levels across 
the two scales, women respondents were more uncomfortable than men with both scales, 
rather than only the sexualised interactions scale. This could be explained in part by findings 
from Bull and Page (2021) who explore how staff/faculty can use boundary-blurring behaviours, 
such as those in the ‘personal interactions’ scale, to groom students for sexualised interactions. 
They describe ‘boundary-blurring’ as ‘behaviours that transgress (often tacit) professional 
boundaries’, and ‘grooming’ as ‘a pattern of these behaviours over time between people in 
positions of unequal power’ (Bull and Page 2021, 1). The behaviours in the personal interac-
tions scale such as private messaging on social media or arranging meetings outside the 
academic timetable could therefore be interpreted by women as contributing to such bound-
ary-blurring.

More generally, as Vera-Gray outlines (Vera-Gray 2016), women are socialised to be alert to higher 
levels of ‘intrusion’ from men. Vera-Gray focuses on stranger intrusions in public spaces, ranging 
from ordinary interruptions such as exhortations to smile, to being stared at, to insults and threats, 
describing how these ‘intrusions’ did not necessarily constitute the definition of sexual harassment 
but still had affected women’s sense of bodily autonomy and agency in public spaces. Similarly, the 

Table 3. Multiple regression exploring the effects of demographics on students’ comfort with personalised 
interactions with staff.

ß (SE) t-value p

Gender (Men reference)
Woman −0.23 (0.22) −8.35 <.001***
Non-Binary −0.43 (0.91) −1.47 .14
Prefer not to say −0.07 (0.97) −2.492 <.05*
Sexual Orientation (Heterosexual reference)
Gay/Lesbian 0.01 (0.49) 0.51 .61
Bisexual/Bi 0.07 (0.33) 2.75 <.01**
Queer 0.03 (0.80) 1.11 .267
Prefer not to say 0.03 (0.56) 1.07 .285
In another way 0.04 (0.76) 1.67 .95
Ethnicity (White reference)
Black −0.06 (0.60) −2.51 <.05*
Asian −0.07 (0.33) −2.78 <.01**
Mixed −0.02 (0.43) −0.85 0.40
Other −0.03 (0.78) −1.23 0.22
Prefer not to say 0.03 (0.81) −1.08 0.28
Home or International (Home reference)
International Student 0.07 (0.25) 2.45 0.05*
Prefer not to say −0.02 (1.68) −0.83 0.408
Level of Study (Undergraduate reference)
Postgraduate Taught 0.01 (0.27) 0.28 0.780
Postgraduate Research 0.05 (0.27) 1.85 0.064
Other −0.01 (0.55) −0.08 0.939
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lower levels of comfort with the ‘personal interactions’ scale that women report in this study may 
reflect a lifetime’s experience of being alert to the threat of ‘intrusions’, as well as a much higher 
likelihood of having been victimised (Ministry of Justice, Home Office, & Office for National Statistics  
2013). As our study finds, these points are also relevant to queer and non-binary people.

As well as gendered patterns, differences across racialised groups were also statistically significant 
in relation to comfort with personal interactions. Both Black and Asian students reported feeling 
more uncomfortable with personalised interactions than white students. While there are also likely 
to be differences within each of these racialised groups that this study does not reveal, these findings 
need to be contextualised within wider research on the racial discrimination and inequalities faced 
by Black and minority ethnic academic students and staff in UK HE, as well as elsewhere (Bhopal  
2015; Rollock 2019).

Sexuality also produced significant differences in levels of comfort across groups. Most notably, 
heterosexual participants were less comfortable with personal interactions than bisexual partici-
pants. This is perhaps surprising as it is contrasts with findings from this sample that non- 
heterosexual participants were much more likely to be subject to sexual misconduct (National 
Union of Students 2018, 21), a result that is consistent across other studies (Cantor, Fisher, and 
Chibnall et al. 2019: iv; Australian Human Rights Commission 2017, 40), amidst ongoing exclusion of 
sexual and gender-diverse students (Ferfolja, Asquith, and Hanckel et al. 2020). Overall, being more 
likely to be subjected to sexual misconduct does not correlate, for this group, with less comfort 
around boundary-blurring behaviours in the form of personal interactions. This point deserves 
further investigation. Furthermore, policies that aim for greater transparency and clearer boundaries 
around sexualised relationshipsfor example, consensual relationship policies that require staff/ 
faculty and students to disclose sexual and romantic relationships, may be of concern to non- 
heterosexual participants who fear being ‘outed’ if they disclose such relationships (even if con-
fidentially). These findings, therefore, point towards consultation being needed with LGBTQ+ people 
around devising and implementing professional boundaries.

By contrast with these patterns around gender, race, and sexuality, it is notable that there are no 
differences in levels of comfort across either scale between postgraduate and undergraduate 
students. Indeed, levels of comfort with sexualised interactions are identical across the two groups, 
despite the fact that postgraduate students are more likely to be subject to staff sexual misconduct 
(Australian Human Rights Commission 2017; Cantor, Fisher, and Chibnall et al. 2019; National Union 
of Students 2018). This is also notable as this survey purposively recruited a large sample of current 
postgraduate students (n = 636) compared to undergraduate students (n = 832). This point has 
important policy implications, suggesting that having different levels of regulation for sexual/ 
romantic relationships according to level of study, whereby sexual and romantic relationships with 
staff are prohibited for undergraduates but not for postgraduate students (see for example Cornell 
University 2018) is not justified by student attitudes.

Conclusion

The analysis in this article suggests that it is possible to conceptualise professional boundaries 
between staff/faculty and students across two scales: personal interactions and sexualised interac-
tions. We suggest that these two scales can be used as a starting point for understanding and 
clarifying professional boundaries in higher education. The data shows that students in this sample 
were much less comfortable with sexualised interactions than personal interactions. However, 
despite students being on the whole neither comfortable nor uncomfortable with personal interac-
tions, this does not mean that HEIs should not pay attention to boundaries around personal 
interactions. While many of these ‘personal interactions’ – in particular relating to boundaries on 
social media – found students evenly divided or neutral in their levels of comfort, these patterns are 
gendered and racialised with more women and racialised minorities finding such interactions 
uncomfortable. From the data in this study, it is not possible to tell why these differences exist, 
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but they suggest that clarifying boundaries around personal interactions might be helpful in 
building trust and make ‘boundary-blurring behaviours’ (Bull and Page 2021) more visible where 
they occur. Our findings, therefore, show that in order to create an inclusive teaching and learning 
environment, ‘personal’ as well as ‘sexualised interactions’ need to be clearly boundaried.

Overall, these findings also show the importance of examining professional boundaries beyond 
sexualised interactions (Schwartz 2012), and the necessity for understanding how these ‘personal’ 
interactions shape students’ interactions with academic staff. The gendered and racialised patterns 
in this study and similar studies suggest that the issue of professional boundaries between staff/ 
faculty and students has implications for the provision of equal access to education for racialised 
minorities, women, and queer/non-binary students, as enshrined in equality law such as the UK’s 
Equality Act. Clarifying professional boundaries between staff and students can be one facet of 
creating conditions in which all students feel comfortable and safe to learn.

There are some limitations to the study methods. Firstly, while the survey respondents captured 
responses from different demographic groups of UK students, it is not a representative study. 
Secondly, we did not distinguish between academic and non-academic staff, an issue that should 
be addressed in future studies. Finally, the data were gathered in late 2017-early 2018 and therefore 
does not capture changes that may have occurred since then, for example in relation to changes to 
teaching and learning in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, or ongoing changes following the 
MeToo movement. Nevertheless, we suggest that the findings are robust enough to warrant further 
investigation by institutions of their own student populations in relation to the issues raised.

Indeed, given the importance of shared norms around professional boundaries within organisations 
as a mechanism for preventing sexual harassment and violence (National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering and Medicine 2018), it is surprising that more systematic research and policy attention has 
not been paid to this issue. The absence of shared professional standards can go some way to 
explaining the high levels of sexual misconduct in HEIs, as well as bullying and harassment in academia 
more generally (UK Research & Innovation 2019), although clearly wider conditions, including ongoing 
marketisation and the entrenched gendered and racialised power disparities in HE are also crucial 
factors (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine 2018, 135; UK Research & 
Innovation 2019, 16).

In relation to policy and practice, we suggest that HEIs move away from using a ‘conflict of 
interest’ rationale, which draws on a ‘dual relationships’ theorisation towards understanding ‘profes-
sional boundaries’ as part of a wider set of professional ethics which lays the responsibility and the 
power with the professional to uphold such boundaries. It might seem contradictory to suggest both 
that more robust professional boundaries are needed, but also that more emphasis should be placed 
on staff/faculty developing a reflexive awareness around boundary/power issues (Schwartz 2012). 
This reflexive awareness, similarly to Doel et al.’s recommendation of building an ethically sensitive 
workforce in social work (2012), suggests that it is not possible to make determinations in appro-
priate boundaries for every possible instance in advance. Indeed, it may be difficult to hold such 
a balance in practice. Nevertheless, if staff/faculty learn to ask themselves, ‘does this serve the 
student’s learning?’ when making boundary decisions, and can make this reasoning clear to stu-
dents, then this goes some way to overcoming this contradiction. We are also aware, of course, that 
some perpetrators of sexual misconduct or other abuses of power will find ways to use any such 
system to their advantage, and that implementing clearer professional boundaries is only one aspect 
of a robust prevention and response mechanism for addressing sexual misconduct.

In summary, then, we suggest two recommendations that stem from this study. First, 
reflexive understanding of professional boundaries should be included in training for staff 
teaching in higher education. For example, in the UK such training should be included as 
part of Postgraduate Certificate in HE courses. As noted above in relation to social work, 
rather than ‘ever-increasing bullet points of advice and prescription’, training can ‘advance 
a notion of ethical engagement in which professionals exercise their ethical senses through 
regular discussion of professional boundary dilemmas’ (Doel, Allmark, and Conway et al.  
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2010, 1867). Second, such training needs to take place in conjunction with wider develop-
ment of shared norms within academic institutions/departments and professional societies. 
Within departments or subject areas, facilitated discussions should be held to formulate 
shared boundaries that are appropriate to their environment. The findings reported in this 
article could be a starting point for such discussions. In initial stages, holding such discus-
sions separately for staff and student groups would allow for points of consensus and 
difference to emerge. While some areas of professional boundary ‘dilemmas’ may be uncom-
fortable for staff to discuss with peers, there exist less sensitive examples that can help 
develop ‘ethical engagement’ such as sharing mobile phone numbers with students; having 
academic meetings off campus or in the staff member’s home; or going to the pub with 
students.

This work also needs to happen internationally, within professional societies, so that 
shared norms within disciplines can be formulated to create consistency for students and 
staff. To this end, professional societies could consider convening facilitated discussions on 
professional boundaries at conferences. Within HEIs and professional societies, once such 
discussions and surveys have taken place, agreed statements on boundaries need to be 
publicised at induction, lectures, seminars and via posters and mission statements, and 
community ownership of them needs to be established, for example via bystander training. 
These shared understandings of norms can then be embedded within pedagogy and pastoral 
relationships from induction to graduation. Such shared understandings will go some way 
towards preventing sexual misconduct and other abuses of power being perpetrated by staff 
and will facilitate routes for students and staff/faculty to challenge unacceptable or inap-
propriate behaviours. Most importantly, such changes will then allow all students to benefit 
equally from the teaching and learning that is available at their institution.

Notes

1. In the US the term ‘faculty’ is used to refer to those employed in academic roles in higher education, and 
‘staff’ refers to those in professional services or student support roles. By contrast, in the UK, the term 
‘staff’ is used to refer to both groups, which are then distinguished by reference to ‘academic staff’ or 
‘professional staff’. In this article, we use the term ‘faculty/staff’ to indicate that we are talking about both 
groups.

2. The survey questions were worded as follows: On a scale of 1–5, with 1 being ‘very comfortable’, and 5 being 
‘very uncomfortable’, please indicate how comfortable you are with a member of staff doing each of the 
following.

1. Getting drunk with you or other students
2. Inviting you for dinner on your own
3. Adding you on Facebook
4. Communicating with you via private messages on Facebook or Whatsapp
5. Asking you out on a date
6. Telling you they are attracted to you
7. Commenting on your body
8. Arranging meetings with you at times that are outside the academic timetable
9. Arranging supervision/tutorial meetings at their house
10. Having sexual relations with students
11. Having romantic relationships with students

Our thanks to Vanita Sundaram for suggesting this edit from ‘(un)acceptable’ to (un)comfortable’.
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