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Chief Executive
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4 September 2023

Senator Paul Scarr

Chair

Legal and Constitutional Affairs References Committee
Parliament House

Canebrra

By email: legcon.sen@aph.gov.au
Dear Chair

Inquiry into current and proposed sexual consent laws in Australia: answers to questions
taken on notice at a public hearing

Thank you for your letter dated 28 August 2023. Please find attached the requested information
pertaining to outcomes of the 2021 focus group testing of concepts to guide a communications
campaign around the prevention of sexual harm at universities. Additionally, | have attached the
findings of further testing conducted in 2022.

The research contained in these reports found that none of the concepts tested, all of which were
developed for Universities Australia by an external agency, would reliably drive attitudinal or
behavioural change. Further, the research indicated that a broad, homogeneous campaign for the
entire sector would be unlikely to have the cut-through required to be effective in shifting behaviours
and attitudes regarding consent and respectful relationships.

The first report, prepared by Quantum Market Research (QMR) in September 2021, was
commissioned by Universities Australia to test four concepts developed as part of our national sexual
harm campaign.

Page 77 of this report states that none of the four campaign concepts tested strongly for interest or
motivation. This key finding informed our decision to explore alternative and more impactful
approaches with the Department of Social Services (DSS).

The second report, prepared by QMR in June 2022, was commissioned to test two new concepts
following discussions between UA and DSS.

Page four of this report states that neither concept could reliably drive attitudinal or behavioural
change. Again, this key finding led UA and DSS to agree that it would be more effective to work with
experts within the sector to develop an evidence-based primary prevention good practice guide.

This guide addresses the drivers of sexual harm and promotes respectful relationships. It was
launched by UA Chair Professor David Lloyd at a communities of practice workshop in July. The
workshop was attended by over 200 safety and wellbeing staff from across the sector, a large number
of students and DSS staff. | have attached a copy of the guide for the committee’s information.



As discussed with the Committee at the 27 July 2023 public hearing, UA requested and received
agreement from DSS at every stage of the grant process.

Should you have any further questions please do not hesitate to contact me.

Kind regards

Catriona Jackson
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behaviours

Although the university life stage
is characterised as an
opportunity for self-discovery,
COVID-19 restrictions have
limited these opportunities —
including those related to
interpersonal and intimate
relationships.

COVID-19 restrictions have prevented
students from realising their imagined
potential or ideal student experience.
Students collectively self-identify that
they are living under this burden. In this
environment, it is common for students
to reach a state of burnout/ fatigue and
ultimately resentment toward dating.
Progressive men are particularly likely
to feel let-down, and to become
resentful toward women in a way which
is conducive to them taking a
perspective which is lacking in
empathy.

The impacts of COVID-19 and information-seeking

But even in the midst of a
pandemic, students feel pressure
to be sexually active.

Feeling that it is normal, and expected of
them, students may be pre-disposed to
willingly go along with awkward,
uncomfortable and potentially
problematic sexual experiences.
Ultimately this may be characterised as
putting the ideals of being sexually
active ahead of self-preservation.

The absence of physical contact is
leading to relationships which are
lacking in open communication, empathy
and shared understanding. This is at the
detriment to mutually respectful and
fulfilling relations.

Young female students are taking
a much more proactive approach
to educating themselves on sex,
dating and relationships than
their male counterparts.

Young women are significantly more
likely to be utilising a wide range of
information sources to inform their
approach to the topic — from their peers
and family members, to social media,
podcasts and books. With such a
diverse portfolio of references, women
are far more empowered and adaptive
to navigating different relationship
situations.

For young men, porn is a much more
common source of advice or
information about sex, dating and
relationships for young men, with
almost one in three (30%) indicating
they had referred to porn in the past to
inform their understanding of sexual
relationships (compared to 12% of
young women).
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Universities Australia

How young men engage with relationships

Young men conceptualise
university relationships
from low to high emotional
investment.

The less men are invested in
the future of relationships, the
less inclined they are to have
open communication from the
outset. An environment which
promotes low involvement
relationships is one which
fosters low empathy.

There is pressure to fulfil
the role of the ‘confident
man’ (i.e. a man who is as
assertive, aloof, confident,
‘good with women’), an
image driven by traditional
and modern media
stereotypes.

This pressure to be the
‘confident man’ leaves little
room for uncertainty and
promotes a fear of rejection. It
prioritises male self-interest,
places an emphasis on
outcomes (i.e. sex or sexual
interactions) and downplays the
need for empathy in intimate
relationships.

‘The confident man’ persona is
the antithesis to vulnerability.
The societal pressure to be a
‘confident man’ encourages
men to view empathy and
respect as secondary (even
unnecessary) when engaging in
intimate relationships.

In reality, the pressure to
be the ‘confident man’
leads to a lack of
confidence as to how to
engage in behaviours that
support the development
of healthy relationships.

Compared to women, young
men are far less confidentin
their ability to communicate
openly about sex and
relationships - or engage in
other types of behaviours that
support the development of
healthy relationships
(introspective/self reflection,
assessing non-verbal cues,
having access to appropriate
advice and information, etc.).
This was further validated by
qualitative discussions with
young men, with many
reflecting on the struggle to
read and interpret women’s
wants and needs effectively.

Underpinned by the
pressure to embody ‘the
confident man’ persona,
young men are more likely
to take a self-interested
perspective on
relationships.

This in turn feeds the widely
accepted stereotype that men
are ‘only after one thing’ and
allows men to shirk
responsibility when it comes to
having and expressing empathy
in intimate relationships. It
supports rigid gender role
stereotypes that young men
were quantitatively found to
agree with (compared to
women) and furthers the
‘gender divide’.

Young men referring to
relationship development as a
series of goals, obstacles, and
levels they may pass through
on the way — a mentality that
was especially prevalent when
discussing ‘low involvement’
relationships.
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Male international students vary widely in
how they adapt to participate in Australian
dating culture.

CALD male students tend to originate from cultures
where dating and sex carry taboo and may be more
likely to retain a cultural association with men being
the dominant player in dating interactions. Although
equally likely to recognise communication as the
solution to ensuring healthy, respectful
relationships, additional cultural factors mean they
face even more pronounced barriers to putting
theory into practice than Australian-born men.

Minority student cohorts (CALD & LGBTQI+)

Despite being more proactively engaged
with the topic of sex, dating and
relationships, under-representation of the
queer experience means LGBTQI+ men are
lacking formal guidance.

LGBTQI+ men are more likely to proactively engage
(e.g. with queer podcasts, sex influencers/educators
on Instagram, queer TV shows, etc.), but also self-
identify as lacking a clear ‘rule book’ or established
reference point for what'’s right and wrong.

In addition, a culture of promiscuity and hyper-
sexualisation in the LGBTQI+ community ultimately
blurs the lines of sexual violence. Sexually overt
settings (e.g. gay clubs) in particular make it harder
to recognize or call out instances of covert sexual
harassment.
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relationships

In theory at least, the
fundamentals of consent are
consistently well understood by
young men.

However, in practice, judging ‘the
line’ in sex and relationships is
confusing and fails to neatly fit
into the real world of how

Young men are equally as likely as relationships unfold.

young women to acknowledge, or
disregard, the need for consent. The
vast majority (93%) of both men and
women recognise the act of ensuring
relationships are consensual are the
mutual responsibility of all involved.

Although the vast majority of young men
agree that men and women should play
an equal role in relationships, and self-
identify as being committed to not
causing harm, they underappreciate the
less overt forms of harm. Because of
their subtlety, sexual jokes or having sex
to appease a partner are some of the
more ‘accepted’ harmful behaviours

There is a job to be done to raise
awareness and empathy towards the
range of ways harm can be caused, how
it can be accumulative, and how it can
manifest over time.

Understanding and practicing consent in sex and

Positively, this generation of
young men actively embrace
opportunities to grow and learn
and acknowledge the role they
have to play in preventing sexual
violence.

Nearly nine in ten (87%) agree that
“having open conversations about sex is
beneficial to relationships” and eight in
ten (81%) agree that they have a role to
play in preventing sexual violence. Many
also recognise that more could be done,
with one in three (65%) agreeing that “|
could be more active in having
conversations about sex and respectful
relationships”
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Barriers to open communication about sex, dating &

relationships

It is common for young
men to feel uncomfortable
starting or having a
conversation about dating,
sex or relationships with
others (be it partners or
peers).

While in theory, ‘you’'d just ask’,
this is too intimidating to action
practically — a reality validated
by the two in five (40%) of
young male students who
stated “it just doesn’t come up”
and one in four (24%) who said
they “don’t know how to initiate
the conversation”.

In particular there is a concern
that women do not always
respond to such vulnerability
constructively — a key barrier
expressed by one in three
(32%) of young men.

Raising discussion of sex,
particularly outside of the
bedroom, is rude or taboo.

Young men also point to the
cultural stigma around talking
openly about sex as preventing
them from speaking up, which
may be a key factor in the
finding that two in five (41%)
young men express general
‘awkwardness’ and ‘discomfort’
as key barriers to open
communication

Despite the majority of
young recognising that the
presence of alcohol and
drugs should not negate
the need for consent in
sexual interactions, this is
pointed to as a key factor
in instances where ‘the
line is crossed’.

Such conditions, particularly at
parties and bars/clubs, are an
inhibitor to mutually respectful
dialogue. Social pressure to be
sexually active also prompts
young people to skip past open
communication.

One in five (19%) young
men fear that raising the
conversation risks ‘killing
the mood’.

Young men are concerned that
objectively raising the subtleties
of consent will ‘kill the mood’,
create embarrassment or
otherwise be a set-back to them
ascending scales of intimacy.
Asking for consent directly is
perceived to be incongruent to
their end goal.

Quantum
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Drivers of open communication about sex, dating &
relationships

For many men, it is
aspirational to be
progressive.

Progressive men want to see
themselves as enlightened
and progressive —it's
aspirational for them to be
respectful, and more than
one in three (36%) young
men would be encouraged to
engage in open
communication “if | thought
[the other person] would
appreciate it” or “if it would
benefit them”.

Young men raised in
feminine or maternalistic
environments, or with
close female friends, are
more likely to take an
empathetic position on the
topic of sex, dating and
relationships.

These young men have a more
complete awareness of how
harm can manifest. This results
in more respectful relationships
and is a clear indicator that
reinforcing such appreciation,
and in turn empathy, can lead
to more consistently positive
outcomes.

While open
communication appears
daunting, uncomfortable
and undesirable at face-
value, young men
acknowledge that men
who have the confidence
and agency to engage in
these conversations are
naturally ‘more mature’
and therefore likely to be
‘more successful with
women’.

Critical to young students’ self-
esteem is that they are more
mature than their high school
counterpart.

This can manifest as a
perception of being ‘successful
with women’, as women are
assumed to value more mature
men.

Young men - particularly
those with more regressive
attitudes — may be likely to
engage in open
conversations if reassured
that doing so would not
result in negative outcomes
on their behalf.

For young men that hold more
regressive attitudes, self-interestis
a more powerful driver than
empathy. They do not want to
stand out as ‘creepy’ or geta
reputation for being abusive.

Trust is also raised as an important
consideration, with almost two in
five (38%) young male students
indicating that they would be more
likely to engage in open
conversations about sex, dating
and relationships “if | felt confident
| could trust [the other person]’ or
“if I thought [the other person]
would be receptive to it” (35%).
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Implications.for
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To develop a campaign that positively influences young men’s
attitudes to gender equality, consent and sexual relationships,

University Australia’s campaign must:

Leverage the openness
many young men express
with regards to growing
and learning new things
about themselves and
others.

Build on rather than
reinforce understanding of
the straightforward
principles of consent.

Overcome an implicit
obstacle by normalising

that awkwardness and
Imperfection are a part of

open communication.

Provide reassurance that
open communication is
congruent with their goals
(e.g. by communicating
that women in fact think
that open communication
Is attractive).

Challenge the pressure to
embody the ‘confident
man’ persona by
positioning respect, open
communication and
empathy in relationships as
an aspirational and
desirable quality.

Generate personal
relevance by raising
empathy for more subtle
forms of harm.

Provide young men with
the skills and confidence to
gain consent and talk more

openly (e.g. by providing

prompts for subtle check
INS, or conversation
starters that don’t feel
awkward or forced).

These elements and considerations interplay to:

» Address gendered drivers of regressive
attitudes towards women and relationships

» Challenge key barriers to engaging in
behaviours that support respectful relationships
(i.e. open communication etc.)

* Challenge harmful constructs of masculinity,
in turn normalising behaviours that support
respectful relationships.

Universities Australia September, 2021
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Background

Universities Australia is the national peak body representing
Australia’s 39 comprehensive universities.

In 2021, in partnership with Our Watch and the Victorian
Government, Universities Australia launched a holistic set of
resources to combat gender inequality and prevent gender-
based violence, Educating for Equality. Educating for
equality is a whole-of-university approach to prevent
gender-based violence in — and through — universities.

Building on this initiative, Universities Australia has been
funded by the Department of Social Services to develop a
primary prevention, digitally-led communications campaign
that aims to help university students negotiate healthy,
respectful and positive sexual relationships, free of coercion
and violence. The campaign will also support university staff
to improve their understanding and knowledge of sexuality
and sexual relationships.

The campaign will form part of an evidence-informed
strategy to positively influence people’s attitudes to
gender equality, consent and sexual relationships, with
a focus on young men aged 18 to 24 years old.
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Research Objectives

The purpose of the research program was as follows:

1.

To provide an evidence base for the sector and understand
attitudes to dating, sex and relationships as they relate to
the preventative aims of the campaign.

. To inform the development of messaging that will resonate

with key target segments and help shift attitudes relating to
gender stereotypes and relationships.

. To test creative ideas in terms of how well they help students

negotiate healthy, respectful and positive sexual
relationships, free of coercion and violence and how the
ideas could be further optimised to improve message
resonance and impact.

. To evaluate how effective the campaign is at meetings its

communication objectives and shifting attitudes and intended
behaviours.

Universities Australia
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Project overview: Developmental phase

Literature review

Review the relevant
literature on primary
prevention campaigns in
Australia and overseas to
help promote respectful
relationships among young
people.

Jul 2021
Completed

Forums

12 online forums with
university students aged
18-24 (150 participants).
Forums each ran for three
days, allowing participants
to respond to tasks and

activities at their own pace.

Jul 2021
Completed

Mini groups

13 online mini focus groups
(2-4 people) with university
students aged 18-24 (42
participants in total) to
further discuss topics
covered in the forums.
Groups ran for 1.5 hours.

Aug 2021
Completed

Benchmark
survey

Online quantitative survey
of 500 university students
aged 18-24 to give a
robust read on attitudes
and road test some early
advertising concepts.

Aug-Sep 2021

‘- This report covers the findings from the qualitative and quantitative research.

Concept testing

19 online focus groups to
test the proposed
campaign concepts with
the target audiences.

Sep 2021

In progress

Universities Australia
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Methodology: Forums

Forums Forum Structure

= 12 online forums were conducted with
university students aged 18-24 (involving
150 patrticipants in total).

: Men aged 18 to 24 years - Progressive
: Men aged 18 to 24 years - Empathetic

= Forums each ran for three days, allowing
participants to respond to tasks and
activities at their own pace.

: Men aged 18 to 24 years - Uncertain

: Men aged 18 to 24 years - Regressive

= Participants were sourced via Quantum’s recruitment partner networks and via

university contacts and were screened to ensure their eligibility to participate. : Women aged 18 to 24 years - Less progressive

» Forums were structured according to gender (weighted to males as the core target : Women aged 18-24 years; international students - Progressive

audience of the proposed campaign) and attitudes to gender equality, violence

against women and consent.

1

2

3

4

5: Women aged 18 to 24 years - Progressive

6

7

8: Women aged 18-24 years; international students — Less progressive
9

: Men aged 18-24 years; international students - Progressive

= Soft quotas were applied by State to ensure a broad geographic spread, and groups _ _ _
included one participant from Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander background. 1WEF e Eee s Ay e SR e TS — Lo [egEseie

= Participants that completed the tasks were provided with a $90 e-voucher in 113l gl bk s (LOB T SmiErs

exchange for their time. 12. Women aged 18-24 years; LGBTIQ+ students

* Forums were conducted from 21stto 23" July 2021.

= As the research discussed sensitive topics, participants were provided with
information on how to access support services (both independent and within
universities) if required.

Quantum
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Methodology: Mini Groups

Mini Groups

13 online mini focus groups (2-4 people)
with university students aged 18-24 (42
participants in total).

Groups ran for 1.5 hours and were
moderated by experienced researchers.

J

Participants in the forums were re-contacted to be invited to also participate in
the mini groups.

Mini groups were structured according to gender (weighted to males as the core
target audience of the proposed campaign) and attitudes to gender equality,
violence against women and consent.

Soft quotas were applied by State to ensure a broad geographic spread, and the
group structure ensured participation from LGBTIQ+ students and students from
Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander backgrounds.

Participants that completed the tasks were provided with a $90 e-voucher in
exchange for their time.

Groups were conducted from 5™ to 12" August 2021.

As the research discussed sensitive topics, participants were provided with
information on how to access support services (both independent and within
universities) if required.

Mini Group Structure

: Men aged 18 to 24 years - Progressive
: Men aged 18 to 24 years - Progressive
: Men aged 18 to 24 years - Empathetic

: Men aged 18 to 24 years - Empathetic

1
2
3
4
5: Men aged 18 to 24 years — Uncertain/Regressive
6: Men aged 18 to 24 years — Uncertain/Regressive
7: Men aged 18 to 24 years — Uncertain/Regressive
8: Men aged 18-24 years; international students

9: Men aged 18-24 years; international students

10: Women aged 18-24 years; domestic students
11: Women aged 18-24 years; international students

12: Men aged 18-24 years; Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander students
13: Men aged 18-24 years; LGBTIQ+ students

Universities Australia

National Sexual Violence Campaign Research,
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Methodology: Quantitative Survey

Online survey

15-minute online survey with n=519 Australian
university students aged 18-24*

Sample was collected via panel providers Pureprofile
and Student Edge.

The survey link was also distributed to select student
networks to bolster niche audience base sizes (e.g.
International students, ATSI cohorts, etc.).

The data was sampled according to ABS demographic (location, age) data about
Australians aged 18-24, quotas were applied to skew the total sample towards male
students (accounting for male students aged 18-24 being the primary target
audience of the campaign).

Fieldwork was conducted between 18t August — 6" September 2021.
The maximum margin of error (at the 95% confidence interval) on the total sample
size is +/- 4.3%.

Where significance testing has been shown, results are significant at the 95%
significance level. Significance testing is done in our specialised software package,
Q. It utilitises a Pearson’s Chi-Square Test of Independence to compare
percentages between groups.

*Two 25-year-old ATSI respondents were collected via University Australia’s student networks
and have been included in the analysis.

Final sample overview (n=519)

Weighted (%)

Unweighted (%)

Age
18-20 248 48% 48%
21 24 269 52% 52%
0% 0%

Male 330 65% 64%
Female 188 35% 36%

NSW 195 34% 38%
VIC 161 29% 31%
QLD 70 17% 13%
SA 33 6% 6%
WA 41 9% 8%
ACT 10 3% 2%
NT 2 1% 1%
TAS 5 2% 1%
Sample source
Panel 504 97% 97%
Client link 15 3% 3%

A minor weighting adjustment was applied to location by gender

to ensure results were more accurately representative of the
population of university students within this age demographic.

Universities Australia
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Sample demographics

— Location — Age (Years) — — Relationship status and friendships -
Nsw I, 3490 18 N 14%
63% Mainly male 52%
87% vic I 0% 19 I 8% Single friends 7%
(’ Capital city QLD NG 17% 20 N 16%
/ 34% Mainly female -6%
sA EEE 6% 21 I 1% Q. nacouple/ friends 46%
wA I 9% 22 I 12% 3.4 married /de
0 facto Both male and 42%
13/_0 ACT Il 3% 23 I 10% female friends 48%
Regional TAS W 2% 24 N 9% 3%
NT | 1% 25 | 0% Prefer not to say mMen m\Women
— Qualification currently studying for — Sexual orientation — Living situation
Heterosexual / straight I 79% 7%
: 0 o
Bachelor's degree || MR 55 Bisexual W 11% Live in student
Asexual 1 3% 9% accommodation 204

Postgraduate degree (e.g. I 7% .
Masters/PhD) Gay 1 3% t )j-hj‘ Liveonmy  Jia g,  Prefernot
own to sa
. e . 92% Prefer not to answer 1 3% M “ Y
Diploma / certificate | 2% studying full time Queer 1 2% 00|00O
(8% studying fnojo 0
; Pansexual 9 21% 1%
Postgraduate diploma / certificate | 29 part time) ansexual 1 2% ive |
ostgraduate diploma / certificate | 2% Lesbian | 1% Live in share Other
house 0
Other | 1% . 60./0
Other | 1% Live with my

[ don’t know | 1% d
parents/guardian

Results reflected weighted data
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— Ethnicity

Ethnicity

7% 12% 3%

Australia \ o South Pacific 3 Europe
& Asia [
' F N
\’- 1% 3% 2%
/ New China / Other
" Zealand Hong
Kong

32%
speak a language other
than English at home

— Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander —

Aboriginal I 5%
Torres Strait Islander \ 0%
Neither Aborlglnal nor _ 88%
Torres Strait Islander
Both 0%

Prefer notto say ] 6%

Results reflected weighted data
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— University — Main area of study

n n
n iversi I 70 _
U I V e r S I t & The University of New South Wales 7% Health 24%
The University of Melbourne [ INNNENEGEGEE 6%
The University of Sydney [N 6% Management and _ 19%
Commerce
ar e a O f Monash University I 5%
. . Natural and physical 0
Queensland University of Technology NN 5% sciences - 15%
Griffith University | INRRESEEE 5% o
Engineering and related - 14%
St l I y University of Technology Sydney NN 5% technologies 0
Deakin University NI 4%
) ) o Information technology - 11%
Australian Catholic University [ I 4%
The University of Queensland NN 4% Education - 7%
Western Sydney University [N 3%
Macquarie University I 3% Society and Culture - 7%
La Trobe University [N 3%
RMIT University [N 3% creative Arts [JJJ] 5%
Curtin University NI 3%
0,
The University of Western Australia [ 3% Law . o%
University of Canberra I 3% )
Business l 3%
The University of Newcastle [N 3%
Victoria University [ 2% Agriculture, Environment I 3%
) ) ) and Related Studies
University of South Australia [ 2%
. . . Architecture and
0, 0,
Flinders University [Nl 2% building I 2%
Charles Sturt University [ 2%
University of Wollongong Il 2% Psychology I 2%
University of Tasmania [l 2%
Other GG 127 Ars (Media, Design) | 1%
Results reflected weighted data
_ _ . Quantum
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Student mindset:
what it’s like to be a
student In 2021




The university life stage is characterised as an

opportunity for'self-discovery

Students associate the university life stage with
freedom to explore new interests, meet new people,
embrace opportunities and to experiment with
different life choices.

It is common for students to reflect that, having graduated high school
and grown into young adulthood, but still being too young and focused on
study to have taken on binding responsibilities, they aspire to enjoy
freedom during their time at university.

Among student priorities besides study is to foster new relationships of all
kinds. Freed from the boundaries of their high school peer group,
students seek to create interesting connections.

A common theme is for students to actively subdue cautiousness. It is
a life stage for saying yes to opportunities, for taking some risks, and not
being too preoccupied with what they might regret.

“I've definitely become more independent
since leaving high school and I've focused
on myself more instead of letting external
factors and opinions affect my decisions. It’s
helped my open my eyes and see the
Important things and ultimately be grateful
for what | have.”

- Male student

\|

Exposure to the vibrancy of new relationships is part of
the student experience. Students crave the freedom to

take some risks. A successful campaign will be one
which accounts for this and supports them to do so in a
safe way, without being seen to inhibit aspiration.

National Sexual Violence Campaign Research,
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Academic performance, career preparation, partying,

travel, sports, etc. are all common preoccupations

Students self-identify as feeling the pressure to
perform.

It is common for students to feel acute anxiety in relation to their

academic performance. Likewise, they are concerned with making
foundational inroads on a chosen career path. These are relentless

concerns, ongoing for many years.

Meanwhile, the university life stage being a short window of
opportunity puts pressure on students to make the most of their
time. Partying, travel, sports, etc. are all examples of what students hope
to maximise whilst they have the freedom to do so.

In sum there is a juxtaposition where, whilst experiencing new freedoms,
students are far from relaxed and content. Rather, they feel pressure
from parents, peers and broader society to live up to their potential.

“There’s a common idea that
university is where you're
supposed to experiment,
party, let lose and have fun.”

- International male student

External expectations are a critical influencer of

student behaviour. By students’ own assessment,
Australian culture promotes them to ‘succeed
academically, but whilst living young, wild and free’.

National Sexual Violence Campaign Research,
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Common pressures faced by students have been

exacerbated under COVID restrictions

Perennial student Freedoms are curtailed
concerns are heightened and university is not

for this generation living up to expectation.
affected by COVID. Socialising, travel, sports, etc., all

central to what students hoped to

Remote learning has redoubled _ -
achieve, are prohibited.

many students’ academic
performance anxiety. Worse still —the window of
opportunity is closing, and this
generation fears missing-out
entirely on these experiences.

Uncertainty about the future
(graduation, career, etc.), is
naturally far exceeding what would
be typical for past graduates.

COVID restrictions have prevented students from realising
their imagined potential or ideal student experience.
Students collectively self-identify that they are living

under this burden.

There is pressure now more than ever to be finding ways
to make the most of the university life stage, and to
maximise those opportunities which do come along.

“Student life is challenging with the hurdles

around COVID, everyone expected it to be very
social where you can meet lots of people and
have a fun time whereas the reality now is just
online leaning which can get very boring at times.”

- Male student
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Student attitudes
towards dating, sex -\
and relationships




The pressures of COVID restrictions are impacting interpersonal

experiences in particular

Interpersonal experiences,
from platonic friendships to
dating, sex and relationships,
are central to what students
perceive they should be
realising from their university
life stage.

The impact of lockdowns has been
particularly acute on young people, who
describe themselves as at a life stage
when socialising should be a large part of
how they self-actualize.

Remote contact via. social
media, dating apps, etc.
represents an increasingly
large proportion of all
communication.

Such emphasis on digital communication is
a widespread source of frustration for
students who consistently bemoan it
lacking in ‘authenticity’.

Such frustrations can prompt students
to become more self-interested, as they
focus on what they’re not getting out of
interactions, rather than what they are.

Academic performance
anxiety, exacerbated by
iIsolation and concerns about
the future, and coupled with
the curtailment of the
opportunity to meet new
people, has triggered some
men to become more insular.

Fed-up with what they can’t control, some
men have chosen to focus on what they
can: Studies, time spent online, self-
betterment in other fields, etc. to the
deliberate exclusion of relationships.

COVID restrictions have limited relationship building between students. As

a consequence, it is common for students to take an insular perspective

and feel their networks of support are fragile.
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Asked to reflect on dating at the university life stage, students
consistently focus on three negative themes

Dating is muddled, confusing and ultimately There is an inevitable emotional toll.
overwhelming. Students normalise and accept that people being emotionally hurt
‘Mixed signals’ (where another person’s values / expectations Is a routine part of dating at this life stage. Students describe
aren’t communicated clearly), are central to challenges students approaching dating with caution, primarily self defence (not to get
face with dating. Social media, dating apps, alcohol, COVID hurt), but also harm minimisation (not hurting others). Despite such
restrictions, etc., all impediments to good communication, are good intentions, they expect that imperfect behaviour and
confounding this issue. communication is inevitable.

The mainstream dating scene is profoundly superficial.

Within the pool of those actively dating, representation of those
seeking hook-ups / casual sex is perceived to be significant enough
to have become the majority. In conjunction with social media and Progressive men are particularly likely to

dating apps, the environment is increasingly looks / first-impression feel let-down, and to become resentful
oriented, and it's hard to make a genuine connection before people toward women in a way which is conducive
move on to the next date or to see what else is out there. to them taking a perspective which is
lacking in empathy.

In this environment, it is common for
students to reach a state of burnout / fatigue
and ultimately resentment toward dating.
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“There are a lot of open doors, lots of opportunities
to meet people whether at a faculty organised party,
or social gatherings with close friends. With all the
new things going on, you may think that you are now
a different person and that you can do whatever you
want as a real ‘adult’. | believe that it is the
progression from a school aged kid into a university
student as an 'adult' shift of phase that provides you
with a false belief that you are less liable and
restrained by the consequences of your actions.”

- Male student
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Students feel an urgent pressure to be sexually active

“A big pressure is to be in a ‘Everyone assumes people have had
relationship... especially if you haven't [sexual experiences] before, and that
been intimate before. If you've not had they know how it all works. And so a lot
sex at this age, then you get of the time people just throw themselves

marginalized as inexperienced and even at one another, not really understanding
un-dateable.” the diversity of experiences, which can
then become highly problematic.”

- Female student

- Male student

It is widely accepted that anyone not sexually active at university _ —
Feeling that it is normal, and expected

Is oddball, unconventional and missing out. o T SIS R B el osee
Biological impulses are being catalysed by a culture which promotes sexual activity as to willingly go along with awkward,
expected for those at the student life stage. Students describe that people in their lives, uncomfortable and potentially
from parents to friends, encourage them to be sexually active and even tease them if they problematic sexual experiences.
are not. Depictions of students in gll types of media are perceived to frame being sexually Ultimately this may be characterized as
active as part of a complete experience. putting the ideals of being sexually
This social pressure also leads students to over-state their experience / confidence active ahead of self-preservation.
and feel they should be okay with things which make them uncomfortable.
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The pitfalls of online dating are widely agreed on by students

Despite dating apps and social media being commonplace
to how students navigate dating, sex and relationships, the
format is widely understood to create issues.

Body-image issues: Naturally, there is pressure to appear attractive /
photogenic online. Such emphasis on appearance is taxing to students.

Eliminating commitment at the outset: Low barriers to entry / exit from
interacting with someone online, coupled with an unlimited pool of potential
new matches, results in everyone feeling underappreciated.

Fostering new relationships in isolation from peer support: The absence
of in-person support is fostering more intense one-on-one scenarios without the
perspective brought by peer input.

Setting of unrealistic expectations: Glamourisation, common to social media
in general, is particularly pronounced in how relationships are depicted.
Exposure to others’ apparentl