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Abstract

Universities have enacted policies and put in place support systems to ensure that the concerning
matter of GBV within campuses is effectively managed. Nonetheless, the efficacy of university
policies and support systems in adequately addressing GBV remains debatable, concerns arise
on how cases of GBV are addressed and how survivors of GBV are supported. This study aims
to examine the efficacy of university support services, in integration with the university policy in
addressing GBV at a South African university. A qualitative research methodology was employed,
where survivors of GBV, staff members from the support selected university’s systems, and South
African Police Service (SAPS) addressing GBV at the selected university are subjected to semi-
structured interviews. Findings indicated that the UFH Harassment, Sexual Harassment and
Gender-Based Violence-2019 managing GBV at the selected university fails to manage GBV
effectively, fails to serve justice for survivors of GBV, fail to effectively punish the perpetrators of
GBV, and fails to render effective support to survivors of GBV. However, it raises awareness and
education about GBV. The study recommended implementation of survivor-centered approaches;
rigorous disciplinary measures; GBV awareness, education, training; ongoing evaluation of
policies and enactment of multi-disciplinary approaches to manage GBV within universities.

Keywords: Gender-based Violence; University Policy; Implementation; Justice; Survivors,
Support Services

1. Introduction

Gender-based violence (GBV), a pervasive and deeply rooted issue that incorporates various
forms of physical, sexual, psychological, and economic harm imposed on individuals based on
their gender, sex, sexual orientation, or power dynamics has become a pandemic affecting
societies, including universities. Universities worldwide have witnessed a distressing issue of
GBV, making universities unconducive environments and presenting the urgent need for
interventions. Like other universities worldwide, South African universities grapple with a high
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prevalence of GBV. In response, universities found it necessary to formulate policies and put
support systems in place to help manage GBV matters. During the Apartheid Era, universities in
South Africa were spaces of intense racial and gender oppression, where systemic discrimination
and exploitation were rampant, including GBV, with limited institutional support (Makhafola, 2020).
It is depicted that campus policies often reinforced the state’s oppressive structures, side-lining
the safety and justice needs of marginalized students. Akala (2016) argued that in the post-
Apartheid era, while South African universities have transformed toward inclusivity, GBV remains
a significant issue. Universities are grappling with GBV, and the university populace demands
safer, more responsive campuses where GBV policies prioritize safety and institutional
accountability. Despite some progress, inadequate enforcement of GBV policies and support
mechanisms continues to challenge post-apartheid universities (Makhafola, 2020).

The high prevalence of GBV within South African universities has led to national protests,
with students participating in the national "Total Shutdown" protest against GBV in 2018. As such,
the Department of Higher Education and training implemented the Policy Framework in 2020, to
reduce GBV within higher education institutions (HEIls), while ensuring that all HEIs create
effective measures to manage GBYV incidences (Jagath, 2023). As measures to address GBV,
South African universities, formulated their policies and implemented support systems (Gardiner
and Finn, 2023). The selected South African university adopted its University of Fort Hare-(UFH)
Harassment, Sexual Harassment, and Gender Based Violence policy in 2019, to ensure zero
tolerance to GBV and effective support on GBV matters. However, GBV remains a pervasive
issue in South African universities, where it profoundly impacts the safety, mental health, and
academic success of students, and the university staff.

The study examines the efficacy of university support services, in integration with the
university policy in addressing GBV at a South African university. Particularly, the paper focuses
on the effectiveness of the University of Fort Hare’s (UFH) policy on Harassment, Sexual
Harassment, and Gender-Based Violence (2019) in managing GBV matters, along with the
support systems available to survivors of GBV. Although counselling, legal aid, medical
assistance, and peer support initiatives are critical university responses to GBV, the research
found that many survivors of GBV face barriers to accessing these services due to fear of stigma,
inadequate resources, or insufficient staff training in universities. This study aims to evaluate the
efficacy of university support services in delivering meaningful assistance to survivors, as well as
examining how the university policy addresses GBV matters. In doing so, the contributions and
the shortcomings of the support systems and the university policy managing GBV at the selected
university were expressed. Although universities have implemented policies and support
mechanisms to curb GBV, questions remain about the effectiveness of these measures in
addressing GBV. This study was motivated by the high rate of GBV at South African universities,
which makes the campuses dangerous and compromises the safety of the university populace.
Even though GBV within universities has been studied, little is known about how well university
policies and support systems handle these issues. Therefore, by filling this vacuum in the
literature, this study offered new viewpoints on how to address GBV in higher education.

The study scrutinized how effective the adopted UFH policy on Harassment, Sexual
Harassment, and Gender-based violence (2019) and the available support systems in addressing
GBV and offering support to the survivors of GBV at a South African university. Based on
qualitative data, the study focuses on the UFH’s Harassment, Sexual Harassment, and GBV
policy (2019) and support networks for handling GBV at a selected university. The social feminist
theory of GBV served as the framework for the study's analysis, offering a lens on proactive,
inclusive support systems that challenge harmful cultural norms and work to disrupt the cycles of
GBV. The adopted policy of the chosen university and the support services offered to GBV
survivors are assessed using thematic analysis and interviews.

By examining support structures and their integration with university policy, the study
contributes to understanding the effectiveness of support systems and policies in managing GBV
within South African universities. The study reveals both the contributions and shortcomings of
the policy and support mechanisms. It also explores how support systems work to ensure
survivors' safety and provide effective assistance. The findings improve university responses to
GBYV and create safer, more responsive campus environments. The is crucial for ensuring that
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support systems are well-implemented, and university policies are effectively implemented in
addressing GBV. As a result, more responsive campus environments towards GBV will be
established. To achieve this, the study was guided by the following objectives:

i. To examine the efficacy of the adopted university policy in managing gender-based
violence cases.
ii. To explore the effectiveness of the adopted university policy in bringing justice for the
survivors of gender-based violence.
iii. To examine the efficacy of the available institutional support systems in supporting the
survivors of gender-based violence.

This paper is structured into these sections: Section 2 presents the literature review in
line with GBV within universities, policy implementation and support services towards survivors
of GBV. In guiding the study, the social feminist perspective is presented in section 3. Section 4
provided the qualitative methodological approach of this study, indicating survivors of GBV and
university staff members as participants subjected to semi structured interviews. Data analysis,
where thematic approach was implemented to gain adequate insights of the phenomenon under
study is presented in section 5. The study’s findings together with the discussion are presented
in section 6, where the effectiveness of the UFH Harassment, Sexual Harassment, and Gender-
Based Violence Policy (2019) and the support systems in managing and supporting survivors of
GBYV is articulated. The study is concluded in section 7, where the implementation of survivor-
centered approaches; rigorous disciplinary measures; GBV awareness, education, training;
ongoing evaluation of policies and enactment of multi-disciplinary approaches to manage GBV
within universities were presented crucial measures to ensure effective management of GBV
within universities.

2. Literature review
2.1. Gender-based violence and its prevalence within South African universities and other
universities

South Africa is perceived as an equal-to-war country, battling with severe cases of GBV
(Makhene, 2022). GBV stretched its impact to higher educational settings, affecting universities
with worrisome incidents (Davids, 2020, Finchilescu and Dugard, 2021). GBV has become a
matter of critical concern within higher education institutions, and this seems paradoxical since
HEIs are supposed to be safe centers of education. In recent years, distressing cases of GBV
have been reported in universities in South Africa. It was reported that, at a South African
university, 27.2% of students who did not drink alcohol reported experiencing sexual violence,
whereas 48.4% of students who drank alcohol reported sexual harassment; and 58.0% of those
who received insufficient financial support, and 20.8% of those who received adequate financial
support disclosed higher rates of sexual violence in 2021 (Ajayi et al. 2021). Though under-
reported, universities worldwide are experiencing severe cases of GBV (Misheck et al. 2023).
Finchilescu and Dugard (2021) denoted that "although there may still be a lot of denial and/or
ignorance about the existence of GBV in universities, there has been a growing awareness of the
problem over the past decade or so, South African universities have reported severe cases of
GBV within campuses”. Universities are encountering several cases of sexual harassment
intimate partner violence and femicide. Studies allude that GBV within universities is attributed to
a myriad of causes, the dominant being strong sociocultural and patriarchal postures expressed
through male domination over females, alcohol and drug abuse, and inadequate policy
implementation towards GBV (Mutinta, 2022; Finchilescu and Dugard, 2021).

The selected university earned a shout in the media, much like other universities because
of its alarming GBV instances. GBV cases from the selected university made the national
headlines, like the tragic tale of Yonela Boli, who was fatally stabbed on campus in February 2020
by another student (Buiten and Naidoo, 2020). Another horrific case was reported at the selected
university, of Nociselo Mtebeni who was brutally murdered by her partner in 2019 (Chiumbu,
2022). News?24 also reported a case of one female student's murder and another one raped at
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Tyme Bridge on the 24" of February 2023 at the selected university. These and other unreported
cases reveal that the selected university is battling with GBV, yet there are no reports nor
evidence of how such cases were addressed, nor how survivors were supported. Other South
African universities are also found battling with the scourge of GBV. It was reported that a student
at Mangosuthu University of Technology was fatally shot by her boyfriend at an off-campus
residence in Durban (Manik and Tarisayi, 2021). Besides this, Uyinene Mrwetyana was murdered
in August 2019 by a man she barely knew at the University of Cape Town (Hayes-Roberts, 2023).
List (2017) also found that European universities are also struggling with the occurrences of GBV,
mostly sexual harassment. Nevertheless, many instances of GBV among students in universities
are under-reported (Cismaru and Cismaru, 2018). Lack of awareness of appropriate actions to
take, fear of stigmatization, and poor university measures tackling GBV frequently make survivors
of GBYV fail to disclose their matters. Davids and Waghid (2019) pointed out that a small number
of high-profile GBV incidents have received wide coverage in the local and national media, yet
the highest number of GBV occurrences are taking place at universities nationwide. Hence, an
accurate picture of the extent of GBV within universities is difficult to deduce as it is frequently
unreported.

2.2. The impact of the Apartheid legacy on GBV within post Aperthaid universities

The apartheid regime in South Africa institutionalized structural violence, racial inequality, and
patriarchal systems, leaving a lingering impact on GBV in post-apartheid universities (Akala,
2016). Due to racial, gender, and class discrimination, apartheid normalized GBV in many social
institutions by fostering a culture of violence and dehumanization, especially against women.
These historical legacies show up in post-apartheid universities as persistently destructive
gendered power dynamics, perilous campus settings, and systemic disparities. The ingrained
culture of impunity, which resulted from apartheid's lack of accountability, still makes it difficult to
effectively address GBV to date. The intersectionality of race, gender, and socioeconomic position
frequently places marginalized staff and students at higher risk. Despite being portrayed as places
of empowerment and change, universities frequently reflect the disparities in society at large.
Racialized hierarchies, unequal access to resources, patriarchal attitudes, and structural relics of
apartheid causes GBV to thrive within universities. Furthermore, university responses to GBV are
often insufficient, which reflects a larger social failure to overthrow arbitrary structures from the
apartheid era (Akala, 2016). Building survivor-centered procedures for justice, encouraging
diversity, fostering gender equity, and decolonizing policies are all essential to addressing GBV in
higher education. As such, the main objectives of change and reconciliation in post-apartheid
South Africa could be jeopardized if universities do not actively strive to eliminate the legacy of
apartheid. However, it is crucial to understand that gender and violence are intertwined because
GBV is sustained by structural injustices, power disparities, and societal norms. Applin et al.
(2023) argued that GBV, rooted in patriarchy, frequently targets women and other marginalized
genders. This violence limits chances and upholds systemic injustice by reinforcing gender
hierarchies. Hence, besides individual-level interventions, addressing GBV within educational
settings necessitates structural changes to break deeply ingrained attitudes that condone
violence.

2.3. The selected university’s policy in addressing GBV - UFH harassment, sexual
harassment, and gender-based violence policy (2019)

The selected South African university was identified as a hotspot for GBV, with severe cases
reported on its campuses (Kanjiri and Nomngcoyiya, 2021). Like other universities, the selected
university adopted its policy in 2019 to ensure zero tolerance to any form of GBV. The selected
university’s policy depicted that “The UFH will not tolerate any form of GBV. The UFH must create
and maintain a secure, caring, and nurturing institutional environment where everyone can pursue
their studies, careers, duties, and other activities free from all forms of GBV” (University of Fort
Hare Policies and Procedures, 2019). The policy aims to handle cases of GBV in line with the
principles of natural justice; ensure effective disciplinary procedures for perpetrators of GBV,;
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support survivors of GBV and guarantee that all survivors of GBV are protected against
victimization The selected university’s policy further indicates its intention to effectively address
GBV matters, and ensure that justice is served through effective reporting channels, perpetrator’s
disciplinary, and availing of support services to all parties involved in GBV matters. However, the
effectiveness of the selected university’s policy in ensuring justice for survivors of GBV remains
a concern. Research indicated that a significant number of survivors of GBV within universities
are found struggling to get access to support services within universities (Makhene, 2022). Cases
of GBV occurred in the presence of the adopted policy at the selected university, without feedback
on how survivors were supported nor how the cases were addressed. Unsurprisingly, there are
ongoing reports of GBV occurring at the selected university up to date. One can argue that the
policy’s and support services’ effectiveness in addressing GBV matters and supporting survivors
of GBV at the selected university is controversial.

2.4. University policies and support systems in managing GBV and supporting survivors
of GBV

GBV remains a pervasive issue in South African universities, underscoring the critical need for
robust and effective interventions. Despite innovative initiatives to address GBV through policies,
there are still major obstacles in bridging the gap between the goals of policies and their actual
implementation (Mahabeer, 2021). Although South African universities have put in place policies
to address GBV on campus, structural flaws frequently compromise the efficacy of these
regulations. University policies specify reporting procedures, survivor support, and preventive
actions, nevertheless, they are usually not carried out as intended. Mahabeer (2021) argued that
these initiatives are hampered by issues like insufficient resources, undertrained employees, and
inconsistent enforcement. Universities ought to guarantee sufficient resources, survivor-centered
treatment, ongoing training, and the development of trust and accessibility for policies to be
successful.

Survivors of GBV need to be supported within universities. Eriksen et al. (2024) allude
that to offer survivors comprehensive support, universities have set up peer support groups,
reporting systems, and counselling centers. However, these systems' accessibility and efficacy
were frequently hampered by a lack of resources, poor training, and cultural barriers (Makhafola,
2020). According to research, stigma and fear of reprisals prevent many survivors from reporting
instances or seeking assistance within universities. Moreover, survivors' difficulties are made
worse by the inadequate campus counselling facilities and the absence of trauma-informed
therapy. Insufficient staff training on GBV-specific concerns is often reflected in institutional
responses that are marred by insensitivity and inconsistency (Eriksen et al. 2024). To close
service gaps and provide survivors with a feeling of community and solidarity, peer support groups
and student-led projects are crucial. The literature highlights the value of a multifaceted strategy
that includes regular policy monitoring to improve responsiveness, trauma-informed practices,
and increased staff training to effectively respond to GBV matters within universities (Bunten,
2024). Given this, universities ought to give priority to preventative measures such as awareness,
campaigns and bystander intervention training. Therefore, ongoing preventative and cultural
transformation programs in addressing GBV in South African universities should necessitate
survivor-centered approaches that guarantee easily available, sufficient, non-judgmental, and
trauma-informed support networks.

3. Theoretical framework: social feminist theory of gender-based violence

This paper was underpinned by the Social Feminist Theory of Gender-Based Violence. This
theory conceptualizes GBV as a result of intersecting social inequalities, particularly those related
to gender, race, and class (Buiten et al. 2022). It emphasizes the role of systemic power
imbalances, cultural norms, and social expectations in perpetuating violence against women and
marginalized groups. As a result, this theory advocates for an integrated approach, addressing
the complex layers of violence while seeking proactive, inclusive support systems. Baird (2023)
pointed out that the Social Feminist theory denotes the need for structural changes that challenge
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harmful norms and create safer environments for survivors of violence. This offers a relevant lens
for evaluating the efficacy of university policy and support services in addressing GBV within
universities. Cannon (2020) and Brubaker (2019) contend that the social feminism approach
emphasizes how social structures, power relations, and intersecting identities shape experiences
of violence. It asserts that GBV is not just an individual issue, but a manifestation of broader
societal inequalities rooted in gender, racial, and economic power imbalances. In South African
universities, social feminist theory helps to understand how institutional responses to GBV are
shaped by social norms, racial dynamics, and historical inequalities, particularly those stemming
from Apartheid. It highlights the need for support systems that consider the intersectional
experiences of survivors, addressing not only the violence itself but also the socio-economic and
cultural factors that exacerbate violence. Universities are microcosms of larger societal norms,
where gender and racial prejudices often influence how survivors are treated, and shape their
access to support. This theory presents the necessity for inclusive support systems and
frameworks that challenge harmful cultural norms and work to eradicate cycles of violence. By
prioritizing survivors’ rights, safety, and well-being, this theory urges universities to implement
policies that go beyond enforcement to foster social and educational reforms. Hence, this
framework provides a holistic approach to understanding and evaluating the effectiveness of
university GBV policies and support services, urging institutions to address the structural
inequalities that perpetuate violence.

4. Methodology

The study was conducted at a South African university located in Eastern Cape Province. A
qualitative approach was employed, using semi-structured interviews for data collection. The
selected university has three campuses, East London, Bisho, and Alice. The main campus is
Alice, located in Raymond Mahlaba Municipality, about 50km West of King Williams town, and
120 km West of East London. The campus has a population of over eight thousand registered
students. Hence, the population of the university is representative of the diverse population of the
larger context of South African universities. This study aimed to evaluate the efficacy of the
university policy and the support services in managing GBV and supporting survivors of GBV.
This helps in providing guidelines for effective policy and support service enactment, hence
effective management and support on GBV matters. The study sampled ten participants,
consisting of two survivors of GBV, two SAP members, two members from the GBV unit, two
members from the Counselling unit, and two members from the HIV unit. The participants’
demographic information is presented below:

Table 1. The biographical information of the participants

Participan Age Gender Race Home Level of study Highest Employee/stu Staff member/
t (P) language qualification dent/both survivor/SAPs
obtained
1 27 F Black isiXhosa Undergraduate Bachelor’s degree Employee Staff
2 31 F black IsiXhosa Masters Bachelor’s degree Employee Staff
3 24 F black IsiXhosa Honors Bachelor’s degree Both Staff
4 49 M black IsiXhosa PhD Master’s degree Both Staff
5 29 F black IsiXhosa Masters Master’s degree Employee Staff
6 28 F black IsiXhosa Masters Masters Employee Staff
7 22 F black IsiXhosa Undergraduate undergraduate Student Survivor
8 26 M black IsiXhosa Masters Honors degree Both Survivor
9 56 M black IsiXhosa Matric Matric Employee SAPS
10 38 F black IsiXhosa Matric Matric Employee SAPS

Participants were selected with the help of the university support systems, and a
snowballing technique was employed to access hard-to-reach participants through referrals from
other participants. As indicated, staff members from the universities’ support systems (GBV unit,
HIV unit, Counselling unit, and SAPS from Alice police station) were considered for this study
because they provide support on GBV and implement the university policy on GBV matters. On
the other hand, survivors of GBV were selected as they had first-hand information regarding how
they were supported and how the policy was implemented on their matters. All participants were
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Black-South African citizens, speaking English and IsiXhosa. Both male and female participants
were included in this study to ensure an effective examination of the study issue from both
genders. As researchers, we understood that our race, gender, and socioeconomic class can
impact how we relate to participants and the power dynamics at the core, we found it crucial as
researchers in post-apartheid South Africa to manage a complex identity. Being middle-class
black female researchers, we were able to build trust and understand our participants since we
shared a racial identity. We ensured a respectful atmosphere and empathy, understanding that
participants’ accounts and the findings' wider effects in tackling GBV are influenced by our
positionality.

Semi-structured - one-on-one (face-to-face) interviews were utilized for data generation,
with interviews scheduled for about 45 minutes, allowing interviewees to impart comprehensive
input regarding the positive and gaps in the policy, and the support systems, whilst enlightening
the guidelines for effective managing of GBV. The interviews were conducted at the Alice campus.
The interview guide for this study was centered on participants' experiences with the university's
GBYV policy and support services, however, it was also open-ended to enable participants to
express their views and detailed insights. Since GBV is a sensitive issue, this flexibility allowed
the researchers to collect thorough data while also fostering a welcoming environment for
participants and the researchers to develop interaction, while keeping the interview's structure
(Magaldi and Berler, 2020). The key questions that guided the interview were:

i.How efficacy is the adopted university policy in managing gender-based violence cases?
ii.What is the effectiveness of the adopted university policy in bringing justice to the survivors of
gender-based violence?
iii.How effective are the available institutional support systems in supporting the survivors of
gender-based violence?

In this study, the researcher ensured the credibility, transferability, dependability, and
objectivity of the study for data trustworthiness (Ahmed, 2024). Ethical approval was granted by
the Research Ethics Committee (HENO11SGWLO01) at the selected university to conduct the
study.

5. Data analysis

Following the completion of data collection, the audio recordings acquired during the interview
sessions were meticulously transcribed into written form, thereby converting them into textual
information. Subsequently, the textual data underwent a comprehensive examination through the
application of thematic analysis. Thematic data analysis, a process of identifying patterns or
themes within qualitative data was conducted, and the researchers followed the six steps of
thematic data analysis by Martin (2022). The researchers familiarized themselves with the data,
by actively listening to each interview recording and thoroughly reading each transcript multiple
times to gain a comprehensive understanding and ensure transparency. Researchers identified
the initial list of codes and highlighted pertinent information from each transcript relevant to the
research objectives. On theme research, researchers examined the codes and fitted them
together into a theme by selectively categorizing the data associated with each theme, ensuring
categories of significance. Researchers verified if the themes accurately represented the core
content of the coded data concerning the research question and ensured themes applicability to
the entire data set. The researchers defined and named the themes by carefully outlining the
various aspects of the data associated with each theme and assigned appropriate names to the
themes aligning the study focus. Lastly, the researchers incorporate the identified themes into the
comprehensive report. Participants verbatim presented the study’s findings (Akinyode and Khan,
2018).

6. Research findings and discussion

The findings of this study were categorized into four broad themes: (i) University policy failure in
managing GBV cases; (ii) University policy failure in serving justice for the survivors of GBV.
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(iiUniversity policy failure to ensure proper punishment for the perpetrators of gender-based
violence. (iv) Poor support services to survivors of GBV.

Table 2. Emerged main themes and sub-themes

Main themes Corresponding sub-themes
University policy failure in managing GBV Poor policy enactment/implementation
cases Policy failure in preventing/curbing GBV
matters

Policy failure leading to underreporting of GBV
University policy failure in serving justice for Lack of justice toward survivors’ matters
the survivors of GBV Poor responses to GBV matters
Lack of survivor-centered intervention
Poor response to GBV cases
Lack of feedback on how matters were
addressed/perpetrators were chastised
University policy fails to ensure proper Poor disciplinary measures
punishment for the perpetrators of gender- Perpetrators of GBV are not well-chastised
based violence
Poor support services to survivors of GBV Delayed/lack of immediate support to
survivors of GBV
Lack of knowledge of the support services
Poor /delayed support services interventions
Lack of personnel training
Lack of resources for effective support to GBV
survivors

6.1. Theme 1: university policy failure in managing GBV cases

Participants in this study expressed their concerns regarding the failure of the adopted university
policy in managing GBV matters at the selected South African university. The depicted that the
policy fails to address GBV matters, protect survivors of GBV, and prevent GBV from occurring
because, in the presence of this policy, GBV matters remain recorded. Participants perceived that
since the policy is failing to address GBV matters, it is resulting in the under-reporting of GBV
matters. Hence, the findings presented that survivors of GBV opt not to report their cases due to
poor policy implementation targeting GBV matters. This perception was viewed by both the staff
members from the university’s support systems and the survivors of GBV, who explained that:

"...the policy is failing to resolve or to deal with GBV issues...the cases are increasing daily, so
it shows that within this policy, there are weaknesses. | think something must be done to reduce
or desolate the number of cases. (Counselling unit- staff member 2)

Another participant conquered these sentiments:

"I wouldn't say the university policy is effective in managing gender-based violence because,
during the interim protection order for the survivor, the perpetrator will be outside, so it means
he/she is given a chance maybe to commit GBV again if he/ she wants to, so the survivor will not
be protected". (GBV unit, staff member 1).

One of the police members expressed that:

“People do not report because they are like: why this person is not imprisoned? They also have

a question about people not punished yet have they committed a crime”, (SAPs - member 1)
A staff member from the GBV unit conquers these sentiments:
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“With regard to gender-based violence, the reality is that there are a lot of instances of GBV that
happen and never reported...people are scared to be re-victimized, to be victim-blamed that:
where were you when this happens, the way you are dressed, why did you go out at night and
where were your friends? People do not want victim blaming and they decide to shut down their
mouths and not report, they die in silence”. (GBV -staff member 1)

One major university policy failure was found to be its inability to properly handle and
prevent GBV within campuses (Mahabeer,2021). The inadequacy of university procedures in
handling GBV is a grave issue that requires a prompt response. It has been found that the
escalation of GBV within universities is attributed to poor operations of the adopted university
policies. Previous studies found that although universities have policies in place to address GBV,
the policies' practical implementation is not effective (Gardiner and Finn, 2023). University policies
managing GBV within universities are found inefficacy in handling GBV cases, and this was found
to be a distressing matter as such policies fail to address GBV matters as they impose ineffective
sanctions. Although studies coined that university policies ought to include survivor-centric
approaches to ensure the policies' effectiveness (Brubaker, 2019), this seems contrary to the
findings of this study. Policies must ensure that cases of GBV are successfully addressed within
universities. Survivors of GBV within universities are found not reporting their GBV cases due to
poor university policy's failed responses on GBV matters. This depicts that university policies are
failing to overcome the scourge of GBV within campuses. Research indicated that universities
produced some policies, but they lacked techniques, understanding, and skills on how to
effectively implement such policies. The fact that GBV kept on being recorded within universities
shows that the adopted policies are inefficacy because it is not credible if the policy fails to do its
duty.

A study done at a South African university found that GBV policies within universities
have limited efficacy in responding to GBV (Mahabeer,2021). Finchilescu and Dugard (2021)
coined that universities adopted initiatives to combat GBV, however, there is underreporting of
these instances within academic settings. Within universities in South Africa, the under-reporting
of GBV has become a concern. Underreporting and inadequate protection for survivors are
indicators of university policies' failure to address GBV, which perpetuates the structural power
disparities outlined in social feminist theory. According to this idea, existing social disparities,
particularly those related to gender and race-based violence, may be sustained by universities'
structural failures to appropriately implement GBV policies (Brubaker, 2019).
According to the research, a culture of victim-blaming that deters survivors from coming forward,
inadequate enforcement, and a lack of resources are the main causes of university policies'
inadequacy in addressing GBV. These institutions' systemic injustices were frequently carried
over from the apartheid era, nevertheless, make underprivileged groups, like women more
vulnerable. Survivors of GBV are not well protected from re-victimization and victim-blaming, and
this made them not report GBV cases. This depicts that university policies still need to be revised
in their implementation to properly combat GBV. Therefore, there is a gap in the university policy
implementation, as it fails to adequately address GBV matters within campuses.

6.2. Theme 2: University policy failure in serving justice for the survivors of GBV

Despite the intent of the policy to address GBV at the selected South African university, findings
reveal a concern over its effectiveness in serving justice for survivors. Lack of accountability,
institutional difficulties, resource limitations, insufficient survivor support systems, and incomplete
implementation were discovered to hinder effective policy implementation towards GBV within
universities (Gardiner and Finn, 2023). It takes careful planning, sufficient resources, and well-
organized institutional support networks to implement GBV policies effectively and ensure that
cases of GBV are handled with justice. To prevent the further marginalization of survivors, it is
crucial to ensure fair investigations, provide trauma-informed care, and raise awareness.
However, the disparity between the intention of policies and their actual implementation, which
overlooks structural power disparities and deeply ingrained cultures of silence that support GBV,
is one of the issues brought from the findings of this study. Participants stressed that survivors of
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GBYV struggle to get justice as their cases are not effectively addressed, with some lacking
feedback on how the perpetrators were punished. This stressed the need for participatory policy
revision to ensure inclusiveness and justice and ensure survivor-centered approaches. The UFH
Harassment, Sexual Harassment, and Gender-Based Violence-2019 addressing GBV at the
selected university was ineffective in serving justice for the survivors of GBV. One of the survivors
of GBV violence expressed:

“For my case, justice was not served. After my boyfriend harassed me at my residence, here on
campus, my case was not handled well... | never got assistance from campus, rather | was
moving around, looking for assistance from my friends. The following day, | went to report my
case at the police station, they said | should compile a report, and | was sent to the clinic to get
proof of injuries ... | never received any feedback from the police where | reported my case up to
now". (Survivor 1)

Another survivor of GBV conveyed that:

"l cannot say justice is being served for the survivors of gender-based violence, given that there
are cases that have happened here at our university, like the case of a student who was raped,
and another one murdered at the Tyme bridge, we never received any news on how their justice
was served. At least if justice was served for these survivors, then we must see the outcome. We
never see the outcome or the reports of how gender-based violence cases were solved here at
our university. Gender-based violence is reported, but there is no justice being served”. (Survivor
2)

A staff member from the HIV mentioned that:

“Justice is rarely served in most GBV cases. | can say that survivors of GBV do not get justice
through the university policy”. (HIV unit-staff member 1)

GBYV policies within universities aim to provide justice for survivors but face significant
challenges that undermine their effectiveness. The adopted policy at the selected South African
university fails to address the need for justice for the survivors. Research found that survivors of
GBYV frequently feel helpless and unsupported, as university policies often fall short of delivering
justice or addressing incidents adequately (Mahabeer, 2021). These policies lack survivor-
centered mechanisms, fair compensation, and transparent processes, further eroding survivors'
trust in institutional responses to GBV (Cowan and Munro, 2021). Additionally, universities often
neglect to disclose the support provided to survivors or offer meaningful feedback on case
outcomes, exacerbating survivors’ trauma (Cipriano et al. 2023). The publicized nature of many
GBYV cases, coupled with the absence of decisive action, often worsens survivors' experiences,
as highlighted by Eriksen et al. (2021). University students have expressed concern over the
inadequate handling of GBV, which obstructs justice and perpetuates a culture of silence. While
some universities have implemented procedures to address GBV (Mahabeer, 2021), findings
from this study suggest that these efforts remain ineffective. The lack of consistent
implementation, survivor engagement, and accountability within these policies continues to hinder
justice for survivors, emphasizing the urgent need for comprehensive and inclusive approaches.
Due to the lingering effects of apartheid, which have influenced gendered power dynamics and
institutional responses, university policies have failed to adequately address GBV (Akala, 2016).
Even with policies that strive for justice, effective support for survivors is nonetheless hampered
by the disconnect between purpose and execution, as well as by a lack of resources and survivor-
centered approaches (Mahabeer, 2021; Eriksen et al. 2024). This emphasizes how universities
need to tackle systemic injustices and improve the openness of GBV case management.
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6.3. Theme 3: university policy failure to ensure proper punishment for the perpetrators of
gender-based violence

Findings revealed that the adopted university policy addressing GBV at the selected university
fails to ensure proper punishments for perpetrators of GBV. University policies addressing GBV
often fail to ensure proper punishment for perpetrators, which compromises their effectiveness in
promoting justice and deterring further incidents (Mofokeng et al. 2024). Findings from this study
revealed that the adopted policy lacks mechanisms to impose appropriate and consistent
punishments on those who commit acts of GBV. Participants recounted experiences where
perpetrators faced minimal and no consequences, creating a perception of impunity and
diminishing trust in the university's commitment to addressing GBV. From the conducted
interview: A GBV Unit staff member clarified that:

“From the reported cases of GBV, the policy rarely makes sure that the perpetrators get punished,
and given the extent to which perpetrators are punished | cannot say the policy is effective, the
reports are not clear on the punishment of the perpetrators. In reported GBV cases, sometimes
the policy is said to be implemented accordingly, but on perpetrators’ punishments, the policy is
not effective.” (GBV unit-staff member 1)

Another staff member from the HIV Unit also substantiated that:

“The policy is not always effective because there is a case reported where a staff member was
sexually harassed in one of the offices here, however, for the perpetrators who were accused of
both rape and assault, there was no clear feedback or evidence of how they were punished. There
is nothing that has been done to the one who reported the case as well. So, there are still
loopholes in the policy managing GBV at our university. Also, cases of gender-based violence
are reported frequently here, but what surprises me is that we are not receiving frequent reports
of how the cases are addressed or how the perpetrators of such acts are punished. | remember
very well the severe cases of GBV that are reported here, however, | am not even sure of how
the perpetrators were punished. What | am trying to say is sometimes we do not receive any
feedback on how perpetrators were punished, yes cases of GBV are reported but mostly we don't
even know if such cases are addressed effectively, or what happens after such cases go to court”
(HIV unit, staff member 2)

A further indication was provided by a survivor of GBV that:

‘I remember a sexual harassment case which as reported between staff members in one of the
departments here...the punishment was not fair enough, remember the pain always remains for
the lady who got sexually harassed, and the perpetrator was just expelled from the university, so
| don’t think the policy was effective, the punishment was light for the case committed”. (Survivor
2)

These sentiments were also conquered by another survivor of GBV, who stated:

“The policy is not effective on my case... but this policy imposes very light punishment... my
boyfriend harassed me, and for my case, though my boyfriend was called to the police, | never
get any feedback up to now on how he was punished, authorities from SAPs are just quite as if |
never reported that | was sexually harassed by my boyfriend”. (Survivor 1)

Humphreys and Towl (2022) and Donaldson and McCarry (2018) mentioned that
university policies managing GBV within universities aimed to implement disciplinary measures
towards perpetrators of GBV. However, such policies are criticized for their failure to effectively
chastise perpetrators of GBV (Mofokeng et al. 2024). This failure is compounded by systemic
issues such as poorly defined disciplinary procedures, delays in processing cases, and
inadequate investigative protocols. Often, the policies are either too vague to enforce
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accountability effectively or are not applied consistently (Mahabeer, 2021). Participants
emphasized that, in many cases, perpetrators were allowed to remain on campus or resume their
roles without facing substantial repercussions as cases were not adequately handled. This not
only emboldened future acts of violence but also silenced survivors and discouraged them from
reporting incidents. This inadequacy aligns with broader literature, which highlights how
ineffective enforcement of university GBV policies perpetuates cultures of silence and victim-
blaming (Mahabeer, 2021; Cipriano et al. 2023). When institutions fail to act decisively against
perpetrators, they portray that such behavior is tolerated, further marginalizing survivors and
leaving them to bear the burden of seeking justice on their own. Cowan and Munro (2021) argue
that such institutional failures undermine the transformative potential of policies intended to
combat GBV and uphold human dignity. Moreover, participants expressed frustration over the
lack of transparency in disciplinary outcomes, with little communication on the sanctions imposed
or the rationale behind decisions. This lack of accountability weakens survivors’ confidence in the
system and perpetuates feelings of abandonment. Addressing these gaps requires a shift towards
survivor-centered policies that prioritize timely investigations, fair and firm disciplinary measures,
and transparent processes to restore faith in institutional justice. Studies denote that universities
must critically examine the structural and cultural factors contributing to policy ineffectiveness,
including the reluctance to confront entrenched power dynamics and patriarchal norms (De Welde
and Stepnick, 2023). Research shows that university policies addressing GBV are inadequate in
punishing perpetrators of GBYV, indicating that university policy's primary flaw remains the
absence of explicit and severe penalties for those guilty of GBV (Macleod et al. 2018). As such,
lack of explicit penalties, perpetrators of GBV could not feel hindered from committing crimes,
resulting in an unregulated cycle of violence (Ernandes, 2023). Therefore, with robust
enforcement, transparency, and survivor-centered approaches universities can ensure that
perpetrators face proper punishment, justice is served, and a safer campus environment is
fostered.

6.4. Theme 4: poor support services to survivors of GBV

The poor implementation of university support services to survivors of GBV reveals critical
shortcomings in addressing the immediate and long-term needs of survivors. Findings indicate
that the selected South African university fails not only to provide effective support but also to
respond promptly to reported cases of GBV. This gap highlights a disconnect between policy and
support services intent and execution, resulting in survivors feeling abandoned by the very
systems meant to protect them. Survivors often require comprehensive support services,
including access to counselling, legal assistance, medical care, and protective measures.
However, participants reported that these services are inconsistently available or delayed, leaving
survivors to navigate their trauma and pursue justice with minimal institutional assistance. Such
failures exacerbate their emotional and psychological distress, further marginalizing them in an
environment already fraught with systemic barriers. The absence of timely and reliable responses
creates an environment of distrust, where survivors feel discouraged from reporting cases due to
fears of being ignored or re-traumatized (Humphreys and Towl, 2022). Participants noted that
institutional support services often lack a survivor-centered approach, with insufficient resources,
undertrained personnel, and unclear protocols further hindering their efficacy. For instance,
delays in processing cases or connecting survivors with essential services reflect broader
structural inefficiencies that must be urgently addressed. Participants expressed that:

“As for me, | can say my case was not attended to on the spot here on campus, no support service
came for me, and even campus control did not attend to me when my ex-boyfriend was stalking
me here on campus. Lately, SAPs attended and assisted me, the constable helped me and told
me to go to the hospital and produce proof of injuries”. (Survivor 1)

Another survivor of GBV said:
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“...in one of the cases that happened recently at the bridge-Tyme River, this case happened
around 3 am. The case was reported at around 7-8 AM the following morning when support
systems went there, so it takes a bit for survivors of GBV to get support”. (Survivor 2)

The staff members from the GBV unit also coined:
“... what takes time is the investigation processes and case follow up, which mostly affects
survivors because they have to go through such long procedure up to a point where their cases
will be fully addressed ...” (GBV unit -staff member 1)

An SAPs member conquered these sentiments alluding that:

“...when someone is assaulted and does not want to open a case, but wants a protection order
against the perpetrator, they have to follow the court process that takes very long for them to be
supported.” (SAPs memebrl)

However, a staff member from the HIV unit asserted that the adopted university policy managing
GBV matters is making efforts to support survivors of GBV:

“I heard that before, the victims of GBV were subjected to various GBV incidents, and they were
discriminated from support...but now the university is trying to bring relief to the victims, they know
that they can go and report their cases and get security, now victims have confidence that their
cases are heard and the accused perpetrators are dealt with at the university premises, this is a
form of justice to the victims”. (HIV unit -staff member 2)

According to Cipriano et al. (2023), without an integrated and responsive support framework,
university policies are unlikely to achieve their goals of justice and survivor well-being. Studies
depicted that poor case investigation affects the survivors of GBV, where some survivors feel
abandoned or excluded from legal rights. Poorly investigated cases usually cost the survivors of
GBV, such cases are poorly addressed and justice for the survivors is rarely served. Survivors of
gender-based violence need urgent assistance in all its forms, and their cases ought to be
investigated thoroughly and on time. Survivors of GBV ought to be supported immediately, failure
to receive immediate support exacerbates the trauma they have experienced. Given that
survivors frequently experience delays, a lack of resources, and inadequate responses to their
suffering, the chosen university's poor implementation of support services for GBV survivors is
indicative of larger systemic flaws (Humphreys and Towl, 2022). The disparity between policy
intent and actual support reveals inefficiencies in case follow-up, survivor care, and prompt
response, exacerbating survivors' emotional anguish despite the university's policy that aims for
zero tolerance and support (Cipriano et al. 2023). According to the literature, effectively
addressing GBV in higher education requires an integrated, survivor-centered approach together
with prompt, skilled support services.

However, the university policy at the selected university was found to try its best to ensure
that survivors of GBV report their GBV cases and be moved away from perpetrators to safe
places. Research supports that survivors of GBV are given opportunities to report GBV cases,
and their cases go through the hands of university personnel. South African higher education
policies are trying their best to respond to the reported cases of GBV, however, such efforts are
not always effective as some survivors lack support.

7. Conclusion

This study sought to examine the efficacy of the adopted university policy in managing GBV and
supporting the survivors of GBV at a selected South African university. The university
implemented the UFH Harassment, Sexual Harassment, and Gender-Based Violence policy in
2019, aiming to ensure that all GBV cases are addressed effectively. However, the findings
revealed significant inadequacies in the policy's implementation and outcomes. Despite the
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policy's stated objectives, recorded cases of GBV at the selected university showed a persistent
lack of evidence that GBV is effectively addressed, nor support is served for survivors. While the
university provides support services, including counselling, social support, and legal aid, the
delivery of these services was found to be inconsistent and insufficient. Survivors reported feeling
unsupported, with some receiving delays or no access to these critical services. Additionally, the
study identified weak disciplinary measures against GBV perpetrators, with many receiving
disproportionately light punishments that did not reflect the severity of their actions. In other
instances, there was a lack of transparency regarding how cases were handled or how
perpetrators were held accountable, further eroding trust in the institution's ability to address GBV.
Under-reporting of GBV incidents was also highlighted as a major concern, linked to survivors'
lack of confidence in the policy's effectiveness and poor investigation protocols. Survivors of GBV
depicted their concerns about the policy's failure to serve justice and adequately address GNB
matters. This reflects broader systemic issues within university settings, where policy
implementation often fails to match its intended purpose. Consequently, the adopted policy was
found to be ineffective in achieving addressing GBV holistically.

The study used a qualitative research approach to evaluate the efficacy of the adopted
university policy in managing GBV while serving justice for survivors at a selected South African
university. Data collection involved semi-structured interviews with participants, allowing them to
share their experiences and insights on how the policy was implemented and its impact on
addressing GBV. A social feminist theoretical framework was adopted to critically analyze the
barriers contributing to the policy's ineffectiveness. This study provided a foundation for
understanding the gaps within the existing policy and highlighted the need for systemic changes
to support survivors of GBV. Therefore, this study recommends three critical actions to ensure
that GBV is effectively addressed and justice and support for GBV survivors is ensured in
universities. Firstly, universities should implement survivor-centered approaches, including timely
and accessible counselling, legal aid, and social support services. Secondly, universities must
establish transparent and rigorous disciplinary measures to ensure perpetrators are held
accountable and survivors receive justice. Lastly, fostering a campus culture that prioritizes
awareness and prevention of GBV through training, workshops, and inclusive policy development
is essential, together with ongoing evaluation of university policies and enactment of multi-
disciplinary approaches to respond to GBV within universities.

While the study provided valuable insights, it was limited by its focus on a single
institution, and the qualitative method used could have affected the findings since this was a
sensitive area of study. Future research could conduct this study utilizing mixed methods,
compare the effectiveness of GBV policies across various South African universities and
internationally to identify best practices, areas of common failure, and the impact of institutional
culture on policy enforcement; examining the role of university leadership in GBV Policy
enforcement; explore the effectiveness of education and awareness programs aimed at
preventing GBV and encouraging reporting and expand the field of study to include all
stakeholders, such as university administrators, GBV activists, and policymakers, to develop
holistic solutions and enhance policy outcomes.
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