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1. Purpose  

1.1 The aim of the University’s Policy on Personal Relationships is to maintain 

professional standards of conduct and safeguard the interests of students and staff in 

the event of a relationship developing between a member of staff and a student or 

between colleagues, irrespective of the parties’ sexual orientation or gender identity.   

1.2 This policy is intended to ensure that appropriate safeguards and processes are in 

place to prevent potential abuses of power and/or sexual misconduct amongst St 

Mary’s community members – particularly between staff and students.   

1.3 This policy also seeks to protect staff and students from potential allegations of 

conflicts of interest (whether actual or perceived), and to limit circumstances in which 

positions of power may be abused.  In doing so, it seeks to ensure a positive and 

supportive work environment where all are treated fairly.   

1.4 The University considers this policy to contribute to discharging its duty under the 

Office for Students (OfS) E6 Condition of Registration on Harassment and Sexual 

Misconduct.  The policy is referred to as part of the Single Source of Information the 

OfS requires as part of the Condition. 

2. Scope  

2.1 This policy applies to all staff members employed or contracted, both full and part-

time, employed on permanent and temporary contracts (including HPAs) and all 

students that are enrolled at the university. This policy also applies to students 

engaged in study at St Mary’s third-party affiliates, short course students, and 

individuals who are engaged with the university on a volunteer basis, on work 

experience, and as agency workers.  

  

2.2 For the purpose of this policy, individuals are considered as ‘staff’ or ‘student’ in line 

with their primary function at the university. Staff who are enrolled as part-time 

students are considered ‘staff’ and students who are employed as part-time staff are 

considered ‘students.’   

2.3 Where students undertake paid work for the university, whereby they are placed in a 

position of trust with other students, for example a PhD student who regularly 

teaches or demonstrates to other students, the obligations place on staff under this 

policy will apply to them.   

3. Definitions   

3.1 An abuse of power is defined as:   

An instance where an individual uses their position of power or authority in an 

unacceptable manner. Abuses of power can take many forms, including but not 

limited to coercion; manipulation; grooming; pressing others to engage in conduct 

they are not comfortable with.   

 

3.2 Grooming is defined as:  

  

An individual in a position of power slowly and gradually building trust over time for 

the purposes of manipulating another to do things they may not be comfortable with 
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or make them less likely to reject abusive behaviours. For example, early stages of 

grooming may involve a supervisor singling out a supervisee to make them feel 

special and may result in sexual abuse and/or exploitation.   

3.3 An intimate relationship is defined as:  

A consensual romantic or sexual relationship between two individuals that goes 

beyond a professional or working relationship. An intimate relationship can last any 

amount of time. Something falls within the scope of an intimate personal relationship, 

where it amounts to: 

• Physical intimacy, including isolated or repeated sexual activity; and or 

• Romantic or emotional intimacy 

3.4 A vulnerable adult is defined as:  

 a person aged 18 or over, “who is or may be in need of community care services by 

reason of mental or other disability, age or illness; and who is or may be unable to 

take care of themselves, or unable to protect themselves against significant harm or 

exploitation” (source: Department of Health Publication “No Secrets” 2000)  

 

3.5 Freedom to consent is defined as:  

A person who is able to make a choice without fear of negative consequences if they 

said no. A person is not free to consent if they are:  

• Being threatened with violence (by any party)  

• Being threatened with humiliation or social repercussions.  

• Led to believe that the success of their work or studies would be threatened if 

they refused.  

• Being blackmailed.  

• Experiencing a power imbalance between themselves and the other party that 

leads to feeling pressure to continue the relationship against their will.  

3.6 Capacity to consent is defined as:  

 A person’s capacity to consent refers to their ability to consent (whether physical or 

mental ability) and their ability to understand the consequences of their choices. For 

example, someone who is asleep does not have the capacity to consent. A person’s 

capacity to consent may also be compromised by the influence of alcohol or drugs or 

the presence of a cognitive or learning difficulty, or mental health condition.   

 

4. Policy  

  
4.1 When an intimate relationship occurs between individuals in inherently unequal 

positions of power, for example, where one is expected to teach or supervise the 

other, there is a potential for abuse or perceptions of abuse.  

 

In relation to staff and student relationships, under this policy a ‘relevant staff 

member’ is someone who has direct academic responsibilities or other direct 

professional responsibilities for a student.  Academic responsibilities include, but are 

not limited to teaching, supervision and assessment.  Other direct professional 

responsibilities include staff with a direct professional or pastoral responsibility for a 

student, including but not limited to mental health advisers, staff operating student 
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complaints processes and security personnel. At St Mary’s, such positions include, 

but are not limited to: 

 

a. Teaching staff, such as lecturers both permanent and temporary.  

b. Dissertation or project supervisors for taught postgraduate students or 

research students.  

c. Personal tutors and pastoral support staff. 

d. Mentor and mentee.  

e. Advisor and advisee.  

f. Resident mentor and resident.  

g. Principal investigator and postdoctoral scholar or research assistant in their 

research group.  

h. Senior members of staff with responsibility or oversight of wider institutional 

strategy, processes and delivery. 

i. Security staff. 

j. Staff providing pastoral support to students, including but not limited to 

Counsellors, Mental Health Advisors, Disability Advisors etc.  

k. Staff operating student complaint processes. 

l. Sabbatical Officers. 

 

In relation to staff relationships with another staff member, this would include: 

a. A manager and any member of staff they manage or have authority over.  

b. Senior members of staff with responsibility or oversight of wider institutional 

strategy, processes and delivery. 

 

4.2 In these relationships, the potential for conflict of interest, exploitation, favouritism, or 

bias may undermine the integrity of the supervision or teaching/evaluation provided 

and may have an adverse impact on the working or learning environment for those 

involved or for those on the broader team/course/department. The following is an 

illustrative and non-exhaustive list of examples of detrimental and favourable 

treatment that may occur in the context of an intimate personal relationships between 

a staff member and student/staff: 

• Not receiving a positive review or reference or receiving a negative review or 

reference. 

• Unfavourable treatment in academic assessments, for example less access to 

support or feedback, less opportunity for extensions, lower grades or marks. 

• Not receiving funding for research.  

• Restricting access to resources. 

• Restricting participation in aspects of a student’s education. 

• Receiving a positive review or reference. 
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• Favourable treatment on academic assessments, for example greater access to 

support or feedback, more opportunity for extensions, higher grades or marks.   

• Being promised access to funding and resources. 

• Being promised introductions to others who could advance their academic or 

professional career. 

 

4.3 Intimate relationships in which one party is in a position to evaluate or influence the 

career of another may also provide grounds for third party complaints citing unfair 

access or advantages provided from one party to the other – whether actual or 

perceived.  

4.4 Through this policy the university is not prohibiting staff from discharging their 

professional, pastoral or academic responsibilities within professional boundaries, for 

example a staff member may necessarily have physical contact with a student as 

part of their academic role i.e. demonstrating a physiotherapy technique or a 

personal connection with a student as part of their academic or professional role, for 

example, as a personal tutor or counsellor.  The definition of an ‘intimate personal 

relationship' includes reference to ‘emotional intimacy’ and this should not prevent a 

member of staff engaging compassionately and considerately with a student on a 

professional basis. 

4.5 This policy prohibits intimate relationships (as defined in 3.3) in the following 

circumstances.  

• Intimate relationships with staff or students who are under 18 or are considered a 

vulnerable adult (as defined in 3.4).   

• Intimate relationships between relevant staff and students or between colleagues 

who have a direct supervisory relationship (i.e. line manager or position of authority) 

or have a working/teaching relationship where there is an inherent power 

imbalance.   

 

4.6 The university recognises that occasionally a new member of staff may have an 

existing relationship with a current student or member of staff, that meets the criteria 

outlined in section 4.1, or that a current member of staff may have an existing 

relationship with a student or staff member due to start at the university that meets 

the criteria outlined in section 4.1.  In these circumstances the university would not 

prohibit such existing relationships, but the relationship must be declared by the 

staff member to their HR Business Partner or Head of School/Department as soon 

as is reasonably practicable, so that steps can be taken to ensure that the student 

or staff members involved are not advantaged or disadvantaged in any way. 

 

4.7 Where a member of staff or student is unclear whether their relationship is 

prohibited or that their relationship is considered to fall under the remit of this policy, 

the staff member should discuss it with their line manager, Head of 

School/Department or HR Business Partner. Students should seek advice from 

Student Services or their personal tutor. 
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4.8 The onus to declare an intimate relationship is on the staff member, or the senior 

staff member where the relationship is with another member of staff.  Failure to 

declare an intimate relationship will be considered a disciplinary matter. 

 

4.9 Once an existing relationship has been declared, the Head of School/Department 

should consult with their HR Business Partner to consider practical steps that need 

to be put in place to ensure that neither the staff members nor student are 

advantaged or disadvantaged i.e. making arrangements to ensure the staff member 

does not have responsibility for making academic decisions about the students 

work.  The Head of School/Department will discuss any steps that need to be taken 

with the staff member and where appropriate with the student/other staff member. 

4.10  If an individual suspects a prohibited relationship between staff or staff and students,  

as defined in 4.5 , they are encouraged to raise it with the staff member’s line 

manager or student’s personal tutor.  It may also be appropriate to report the 

suspected relationship to a designated safeguarding officer (DSO) in line with the 

Safeguarding policy.  Further information on safeguarding and the University 

Safeguarding policy can be found here. 

4.11 Any suspected prohibited relationship will be considered under the university 

Disciplinary Policy and/or the Student Disciplinary Procedure.     

4.12  In order to reduce abuse of power or conflict of interest and maintain appropriate 

professional relationships between staff and/or staff and students, staff members are 

encouraged to:  

• Maintain an appropriate physical and emotional distance from other staff/students 

while working/teaching.  

• Perform their university duties in the best interests of the University without favour 

towards any individual student or staff member over another.  

• Avoid paying undue special attention to a particular student or member of staff which 

may be seen as grooming.  

• Staff should use their university email account, telephone (including Microsoft 

Teams) and internet access for work-related communications with staff/students and 

maintain professional communications. All emails and work-related instant messages 

should be written in a professional manner; for further guidance, please refer to the 

Conduct section of our Social Media policy.  

• Establish boundaries between professional and non-professional communication with 

colleagues.  

• Adhere to the same guidelines, where logistically possible, when a staff member or 

student are participating in fieldwork, conferences and other University activities 

away from their usual workplace/classroom.  

• Where possible, ensure that meetings and discussions about university matters 

occur on campus or other appropriate premises (including Microsoft Teams).  

• Don’t hesitate to refer colleagues and/or students with support needs to a relevant 

University support service, such as our Employee Assistance Programme or Student 

Services.  

  

  

https://www.stmarys.ac.uk/university-calendar/section-eight/prevent-and-safeguarding.aspx
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