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Overview 
 
The Australian Council of Graduate Research (ACGR) is committed to reducing the incidence of 
sexual harassment and assault for candidates, through fostering a respectful and well-defined 
research training culture in Australia.  To this end, the Council has developed this training resource 
package that can be customised to meet the needs of different institutions.  

The resource package comprises:  

(1)  a set of six videos which dramatize a range of scenarios in research training in which challenges 
in maintaining professional boundaries for candidates and supervisors are highlighted, and 

 (2) an instructional manual which can be utilised to support the professional development of 
graduate research stakeholders including candidates1, their supervisors and graduate research 
leaders2. 

The resource package illustrates:  

• the principle of candidate-centred supervision and support3;  
• the inherent power imbalance between members of research groups, particularly candidates 

and supervisors; 
• the professional standards that apply to all members of research groups, particularly 

supervisors and candidates, including the maintenance of professional boundaries and acting 
in the interests of the candidate at all times; 

• the ambiguity that exists when boundaries are not clearly defined by institutional standards or 
accepted norms, especially when the members of the research group, particularly the 
candidate and principal supervisor are from different cultures; 

• the difference between boundary crossings (departure from accepted norms) and boundary 
violations (boundary crossings which exploit one party, often with gratification for the other 
party); 

• the danger of boundary crossing leading to boundary violations; 
• the importance of self-monitoring by all members of research groups, particularly supervisors 

and candidates as a means of risk management;  

• the responsibilities of others who may witness disrespectful behaviour (bystanders) or be 
confided in by one or other party (responders) and called upon to listen and act. 

 

Each scenario is designed to stimulate discussion about the risks of certain behaviours or 
circumstances to the establishment and maintenance of a mutually respectful and safe research 
training environment.  

 

                                                           
1 In this material, we use the term candidate to refer to those who are variably called HDR or graduate research 
candidates or students in different institutions. 
2 Graduate Research leaders may include those with institutional or faculty/school level responsibility for research 
training for example Deans and Associate Graduate Research, HDR Coordinators and Convenors and professional staff 
with HDR management responsibilities. 
3 In the context of Respectful Relationships, candidate-centred supervision means putting the needs of the candidate 
ahead of the needs of the supervisor. For example, expecting the candidate to do personal favours for the supervisor is 
not candidate-centred supervision. 
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An overarching theme of the package is ‘how to have difficult conversations’ and these materials 
provide opportunities for all stakeholders to explore and develop this important skill set in a 
supportive environment. 

 
All copyright in each of the videos and the instructional materials is owned by ACGR.  A perpetual 
license to use these materials for training and development purposes will be issued to each 
subscribing institution.      
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Part 1 – Explanatory Materials 
1 - Preamble 

 
The Australian Human Rights Commissions 2017 report, Change the Course: National Report on 
Sexual Assault and Sexual Harassment at Australian Universities shone a clear and concerning light 
on the prevalence of sexual harassment and sexual assault in Australian universities.  These and 
other forms of discrimination and gender-based inequity can have devastating effects and lasting 
consequences for victims and bystanders.  
 
Recognising their legal, regulatory and ethical obligations to provide a high-quality supportive and 
safe learning environment for their candidates, universities across Australia have made significant 
efforts to foster respectful relationships and prevent any form of discrimination or assault in their 
institutions and make restoration for victims.  
 
This package provides training materials that, along with other resources, will specifically help 
universities take a primary and preventative approach to these problems in their graduate research 
programs. It is based on the premise that building a culture of respect and equality is critical to the 
provision of safe and supportive research training environment for all. 
 
Because of the nature of the research training experience, there are considerable power 
imbalances between members of a research group, particularly between supervisors and 
candidates.  The effects of this power imbalance are compounded by the high degree of 
dependency that candidates have on supervisors. Supervisors have a significant influence on the 
candidate’s successful completion of their research and, in turn, future career directions. This 
unequal power dynamic means that the relationship can potentially be vulnerable to exploitation 
and can affect the capacity of a candidate to consent freely to arrangements or relationships 
initiated by a member of their supervisory team. 
 
On the 12 month anniversary of Change the Course and as part of their ongoing Respect, Now, 
Always agenda, Universities Australia released the Principles for Respectful Supervisory 
Relationships  which were developed jointly by Universities Australia, ACGR, National Tertiary 
Education Union and Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations. 
 
The Principles emphasise that a safe and supportive research training environment for all must be 
built on a culture of mutual respect and trust.  The Principles also make it clear that on the basis of 
the power imbalance that exists between supervisors and candidates, any sexual or romantic 
relationship that develops raises questions about capacity for consent and professional integrity 
and is therefore never appropriate. 
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2 - An Integrated Approach 
 
The Australian Council of Graduate Research has developed this suite of videos and training 
materials for use by subscribing universities as a component of each university’s Respect Now 
Always (RNA) support and development program. The materials are also suitable for use in the 
induction and professional development programs of research higher degree candidates, academic 
and research staff and graduate research leaders. 
 
These materials are not intended to stand alone. They should form one part a whole of university 
approach to developing a supportive and safe research and education environment for all.  
 
Institutional responses to the Respect Now Always agenda to date have included: 
 

• policy development;  
• process and service review;  
• support materials; 
• bystander training; 
• introducing mandatory responding to disclosure training for all staff;  
• offering training in consent for candidates; 
• increasing the number of counselling staff with specialist expertise; and  
• committing to a process of restorative justice.  

Other support services within each university should be involved (or at least consulted) in how 
these respectful research training resources are integrated into the total RNA program in place in 
that institution. It is important for all concerned to watch and discuss the videos before it is decided 
how they can best be used by an institution. Irrespective of how the materials are used, it is 
important that the facilitators involved have experience in how research training and research 
groups operate or are trained by someone with such experience.  
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 3 - How to Use These Materials  
 
Each subscribing institution has been issued a license by ACGR to allow the organisation to integrate 
these materials into their existing or new training programs for graduate research candidates, 
supervisors, leaders and other stakeholders.  
 
It is important to note that no modification or alteration of the videos is permitted and access to 
the digital formats must be restricted to enrolled students, staff and others approved for 
supervision within the subscribing institution. Reference to the materials in any digital or hard 
format must attribute the Australian Council of Graduate Research Inc as owners and producers of 
these materials. 
 
These scenarios may be presented individually or as a series of learning experiences, either face to 
face or online (as part of a learning management or enterprise system) as appropriate to an 
individual university or group of universities. Exploration of a single scenario could take between 
30 and 60 minutes depending on the size and diversity of the participant group. Each scenario could 
be part of a larger training program or stand alone with the discussion questions provided in this 
manual.  
 
This matrix identifies one approach to the utilisation of each of the scenarios, but individual 
institutions should determine what combinations of delivery will work best in their approach to 
candidate and staff training. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 A – Gifts for the 
Supervisor  

B - Candidate, 
Colleague or 

Cleaner?  

C – Professional 
Boundaries  

D –  Respectful 
Team

w
ork  

E -Research Group 
Pow

er Plays 

F – Hijab in the Heat 

Undergraduate students  x     x 
Basic induction program for all HDR candidates or 
other students undertaking supervised research   

  x  x  

Induction for international HDR candidates x x x  x  
Induction for HDR candidates in lab-based 
disciplines  

  x x x  

Induction for HDR candidates in field -based 
disciplines 

  x x  x 

Comprehensive program for HDR candidates  x x x x x x 
Induction for supervisors    x  x  
Comprehensive training for supervisors  x x x x x x 
Basic program for Graduate Research Leaders and 
Professional Staff 

  x  x  

Comprehensive program for Graduate Research 
Leaders and Professional Staff 

x x x x x x 

 

Fiona Zammit
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Greatest benefit will be gained from these materials if they can be used to form the basis of 
genuinely interactive and reflective discussions between participants and facilitators. The quality of 
the group discussion will be a critical factor in optimising the developmental value of the program.  
Face to face presentation is ideal and any online presentation should be actively moderated by a 
trained facilitator.  
 
Whilst the suggested discussion questions have been presented for three different stakeholder 
groups, institutions are encouraged to consider the benefits and logistics of presenting this program 
to mixed groups of candidates, supervisors and leaders. It may also be possible and appropriate to 
the institution’s research training culture and systems to train candidates as peer facilitators. If 
chosen, this option should be carefully considered, well-resourced and involve people with 
experience in how research training and research groups operate as well as people with knowledge 
about how to deal with sexual misconduct.   
 
It is also important to note that the presentation of these materials and training packages must be 
done sensitively and facilitators should be well versed in issues related to equity, diversity and 
sexual harm and on the policy provisions on these issues in their universities. The presentation and 
discussion of these materials may evoke reactions or recall of prior experiences by the participants 
– face to face presenters and on-line presentations must provide advice on what to do and where 
to go for help in each institution if this happens. 
 
Where this training is mandated and/or part of a program for credit or certification, some form of 
assessment or deliverable should be integrated into the package in accordance with the 
institution’s teaching and learning requirements.  
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4 - Suggested Approach for Face-to-Face Workshop   
The following is one approach that could be used to present the scenarios and facilitate discussion 
and learning in face to face mode. There are many possible variants to this model, which assumes 
that the workshop will be facilitated by a trained presenter, who could be a staff member or HDR 
candidate. 

1. Form small groups, preferably of no-more than about 6 participants.  
2. Each group choose their group facilitator and rapporteur.  
3. Group watches video together. More than once if required.  
4. Group facilitator asks group members to individually reflect on video scenario for a couple of 

minutes and to write down their thoughts. This approach reduces the risk of the group 
discussion being taken over by a dominant person who speaks first.  

5. Group discusses the scenario for assigned time during which they are encouraged to consider 
at least some of the discussion points below. 

6. Group summarises their thoughts including divergent opinions.  
7. Role plays are performed and constructively critiqued within the group if appropriate. 
8. Rapporteur for each group takes turns to present back to whole group concentrating on 

matters that have not been bought up by other groups.  
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5 - Support for Having Difficult Conversations about 
Inappropriate Relationships  

 

Inappropriate relationship between supervisors and HDR candidates or between HDR candidates 
may be a reason for difficult conversations.  

• A person may approach you for advice or assistance.  
• You may be a bystander, who observes or suspects inappropriate behaviour.  
• As a member of the senior staff of the university, you may be required to speak to an 

HDR candidate or staff member who has been accused of an inappropriate relationship or 
behaviour.  

All such conversations will require you to manage emotions and information in a sensitive way and 
to be informed about the policy framework at your institution. The conversation is likely to involve: 

• topics you don’t want to talk about; 
• situations in which you’re not sure what to say; 
• conflicting opinions; 
• circumstances where the outcome is uncertain; 
• discussions which make you feel uncomfortable. 

Many people avoid difficult conversations because they make them feel uncomfortable. However, 
most problems do not go away by themselves and require interventions, especially by 
individuals in positions of authority. In fact, avoiding the conversation may: 

• prolong or exacerbate the problem; 
• give the impression that there is no problem, leading to lower morale;  
• lead to higher absenteeism, personnel turnover or candidate dropout. 

If a person who has experienced or is currently experiencing disrespect confides in you, you 
should listen with compassion, respect their wishes for privacy and confidentiality and encourage 
them to seek expert support.  Many universities offer training in how to be an effective and 
compassionate first responder as a component of their Respect Now Always (RNA) support and 
development program. 
 
If you observe someone being disrespectful to another person, you can address the person 
offending at the time, if you are able to do so without compromising your personal safety. Call 000 
in an emergency. You should let the person subjected to the disrespectful behaviour know that you 
will do what you can to help while respecting their wishes for privacy and confidentiality. Encourage 
them to seek expert support. Many universities also offer training in how to be an effective 
bystander as part of their Respect Now Always (RNA) support and development program. 
 

If you are a senior university staff member required to speak to an HDR candidate or staff member 
who has been associated with claims of an inappropriate relationship or behaviour, you should 
contact your HR Department (if the conversation is with a staff member) or relevant candidate 
service such as the graduate school (if the conversation is with a HDR candidate) for support and 
advice. Either disciplinary or welfare interventions may be required depending on the situation and 
many universities offer workshops on having such difficult conversations as part of the professional 
development offered to staff.  
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An example of guidelines on how to prepare for such conversations is at: 
Manager’s guide to difficult conversations in the workplace’ produced by the Australian 
Government Fair Work Ombudsman.  
 
The role plays suggested in the approach to face to face workshops detailed below are not a 
substitute for specialist training in how to have the various sorts of difficult conversations outlined 
above. Rather these role plays are designed to provide a safe opportunity to practice the various 
types of difficult conversations relevant to the maintenance of respectful relationships within 
research groups, particularly relationships between HDR candidates and their supervisors. 
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6 – Issues Matrix 
 
This matrix shows which elements of respectful research training cultures could be explored in each 
scenario.   
 

 A – Gifts for the 
Supervisor  

B - Candidate, 
Colleague or 
Cleaner?  

C – Professional 
Boundaries 

D 
– 

Respectful 
Team

w
ork 

E - Research 
Group Pow

er 
Plays 

F – Hijab in the 
Heat 

The principle of candidate-centred supervision and 
support  

X X X    

The inherent power imbalance between various 
members of a research group, particularly between 
candidates and supervisors   X X X X X 

The ambiguity that exists when boundaries are not 
clearly defined by institutional standards or accepted 
norms, especially when members of the research 
group, particularly the candidate and principal 
supervisor are from different cultures 

X X X X  X 

The professional standards that apply to all members 
of research groups, particularly supervisors and 
candidates, including the maintenance of 
professional boundaries and acting in the interests of 
the candidate at all times 

 

X X X X X X 

The difference between boundary crossings 
(departure from accepted norms) and boundary 
violations (boundary crossings which exploit one 
party, often with gratification for the other party) 

 X X    

The danger of boundary crossing leading to boundary 
violations 

 X X X  X 

The importance of self-monitoring by all members of 
a research group, particularly supervisors and 
candidates as a means of risk management. X X X X X X 

The responsibilities of others who may witness 
disrespectful behaviour (bystanders) or be confided 
in by one or other party (responders) and called upon 
to listen and act. 
 

X  X X X X 
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Part 2 – Teaching Guides   
 
This section presents an overview of each scenario, the elements of respectful research training 
cultures that it explores and possible discussion points for each scenario. These discussion points 
have been customized for three major categories of stakeholders: candidates, supervisors and 
graduate research leaders and research services professional staff.  
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Scenario A: Gifts for the Supervisor  
 
Video Run Time: 1 min 11 secs  
 
Overview of the Scenario  
This scenario illustrates the issues 
presented by an HDR candidate, 
especially a candidate from another 
culture, giving their supervisor/s an 
expensive present during candidature. 
Expensive gift giving has very different 
connotations for different cultures and 
may trigger the university’s reportable 
gift policy, which may require the 
supervisor to return the gift. The return 
of the gift will also have different 
cultural connotations and risks 
damaging the relationship between 
the supervisor and the candidate.  

 

 

This scenario illustrates:  

§ the principle of candidate-centred supervision and support;  

§ the professional standards that apply to supervisors, including the maintenance of 
professional boundaries and acting in the interests of the candidate at all times; 

§ the ambiguity that exists when boundaries are not clearly defined by institutional 
standards or accepted norms, especially when the candidate and/or the supervisor are 
from cultures different from their university and each other; 

§ the importance of self-monitoring by both supervisors and candidates as a means of risk 
management. 

 
Suggestions for Discussion Points 
Candidates  
1. What might be the intent of the candidate giving this expensive present to their supervisor? 
2. How might their intent be perceived by others (supervisor, other members of the supervisory 

panel, other academic staff, other candidates, university management)? 
3. What are the risks to the relationship between the candidate and the supervisor of: (1) the 

candidate giving such an expensive present to their supervisor; (2) the supervisor returning 
the watch to the candidate; and (3) the supervisor accepting the gift? 

4. How could this situation be handled in a respectful manner? 
5. What could you do if your friend/colleague was in this situation? 
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Supervisors 
1. Would such a present be a reportable gift at your university? 
2. What might be the intent of the candidate giving an expensive present to the supervisor? 
3. How might be the intent be perceived by others (other members of the supervisory panel, 

other academic staff, other candidates, especially other candidates in the supervisor’s research 
group, university management)? 

4. What are the risks to the relationship between the candidate and the supervisor of: (1) the 
candidate giving an expensive present to the supervisor; (2) the supervisor returning the watch 
to the candidate; and (3) the supervisor accepting the gift? 

5. What are the risks to the supervisor’s career at the university of accepting the gift but not 
reporting it? 

6. How could the supervisor handle this situation in a manner respectful of the candidate? 
7. To investigate the various scenarios, perform a role play within your group of the supervisor 

talking to the candidate as they return the gift. Encourage other members of the group to give 
constructive feedback.  

8. Given the cultural differences about gift giving, how could these differences be addressed in 
training for HDR candidates and their supervisors? 

Graduate Research Leaders and Professional Staff 
1. Would an expensive watch be a reportable gift at your university? 
2. What are the risks to the relationship between the candidate and the supervisor of: (1) the 

candidate giving an expensive present to the supervisor; (2) the supervisor returning the watch 
to the candidate; and (3) the supervisor accepting the gift but not reporting it to the relevant 
university authorities? 

3. What would you do if a member of staff advised you that one of their HDR candidates had 
given them an expensive present such as a high-quality watch? 

4. Given the need for candidate-centred supervision and support, what would you do if a member 
of staff other than the supervisor advised you that one of their colleagues had been given an 
expensive watch by one of his PhD candidates? 

5. How would you advise a supervisor to handle such a situation in a respectful manner? 
6. Perform a role play within your group of a line manager talking to the supervisor about 

returning the gift. Encourage other members of the group to give constructive feedback.  
7. Given the cultural differences concerning gift-giving how could these differences be addressed 

in training for HDR candidates and their supervisors? 
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Scenario B: Candidate, Colleague or Cleaner? 	
 
Video Run Time:  1min 11 secs 
 
Overview of the Scenario  
A female supervisor and female 
candidate struggle to complete some 
work before the supervisor needs to 
leave to attend to family matters. The 
candidate, keen to get as much as she 
can from her supervisor, suggests that 
she could accompany her supervisor 
home and attend to the domestic 
chores while the supervisor continues 
with work related to the candidate’s 
project. 

 
  

This scenario illustrates:  

§ the principle of candidate-centred supervision and support;  

§ the inherent power imbalance between candidates and supervisors;  
§ the professional standards that apply to supervisors, including the maintenance of 

professional boundaries and acting in the interests of the candidate at all times; 
§ the ambiguity that exists when boundaries are not clearly defined by institutional 

standards or accepted norms, especially when the candidate and/or the supervisor are 
from different cultures or from cultures different from their university; 

§ the difference between boundary crossings (departure from accepted norms) and 
boundary violations (boundary crossings which exploit one party, often with 
gratification for the other party); 

§ the danger of boundary crossing leading to boundary violations; 

§ the importance of self-monitoring by both supervisors and candidates as a means of risk 
management. 

 
Suggestions for Discussion Points 
Candidates  
1. Identify the intersecting issues of gender, power, and professional boundaries at work in this 

scenario. Think about how they interact and complicate the situation. Consider how 
institutional status, gender and possibly the cultural backgrounds of participants complicate 
this scenario.  

2. Identify and discuss the professional boundaries issues at play in this proposal. What are the 
implications of the supervisor taking up this offer from the candidate?  Would this action be a 
boundary crossing or a boundary violation? Why is this not a win-win proposition?  

3. Taking turns, members of the group work in pairs to role play conclusions to this scenario and 
their possible repercussions including this incident leading to a subsequent serious boundary 
violation. Other member of the group should be the audience and provide constructive 
feedback. 
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4. Is it ever appropriate for an HDR candidate to undertake work of a personal nature for one of 
their supervisors? If so, under what circumstances?  

5. How should candidates be guided about: (1) boundary matters; and (2) and resisting defaulting 
to “gender types” (as a woman apparently keen to take on domestic chores), especially when: 
(1) the candidate; (2) the supervisor, or (3) both of them, are members of cultural group(s), for 
which this sort of behaviour may be an expectation.  

 
Supervisors  
1. Identify the intersecting issues of gender, power, and professional boundaries at work in this 

scenario. Think about how they interact and complicate the situation. Consider how 
institutional status, gender and possibly the cultural backgrounds of the participants play out 
to complicate this scenario.  

2. Identify and discuss the professional boundaries issues at play in this proposal. What are the 
implications of the supervisor taking up this offer from the candidate?  Would this action be a 
boundary crossing or a boundary violation? Why is this not a win-win proposition?  

3. Assume that the supervisor decides to decline this offer, how should she tell the candidate and 
what should she say? Taking turns, members of the group work in pairs to role play such a 
conversation. Other member of the group should be the audience and provide comments. 

4. Is it ever appropriate for a research higher degree candidate to undertake work of a personal 
nature for one of their supervisors? If so, under what circumstances?  

5. How should supervisors be guided about such boundary matters, especially when the 
candidate is a member of a cultural group, for which this sort of subservient behaviour may be 
expected. 

6. If you are pushed for time in such a situation and you understand the candidate’s need to for 
your time, what strategies could you implement?  

Graduate Research Leaders and Professional Staff  
1. Identify the intersecting issues of gender, power, and professional boundaries at work in this 

scenario. Think about how they interact and complicate the situation. Consider how 
institutional status, gender and possibly also the cultural backgrounds of the participants play 
out to complicate this scenario.  

2. Identify and discuss the professional boundaries issues at play in this proposal. What are the 
implications of the supervisor taking up this offer from the candidate?  Would this action be a 
boundary crossing or a boundary violation? Why is this not a win-win proposition?  

3. Given the need for candidate-centred supervision and support, what would you do if a member 
of your staff advised you that they were expecting one of their research higher degree 
candidates to clean their house and/or babysit their children on a regular basis: (1) without 
payment; (2) at the accepted community pay rate?  

4. Taking turns, members of the group work in pairs to role play the conversation resulting from 
(3) above between the graduate research leader and the supervisor. Other member of the 
group should be the audience and provide constructive feedback 

5. How should supervisors and candidates be guided about such boundary matters, especially 
when the candidate is a member of a cultural group for which this sort of subservient 
behaviour may be an expectation of candidates. Who should be responsible for providing such 
guidance?  
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Scenario C: Professional Boundaries  
 
Video Run Time: 3 mins 20 secs 
 
 Overview of the Scenario 
A young candidate finds it difficult to 
adjust to moving to a major university 
in a large city from a much smaller 
regional institution to undertake a PhD 
in history.   Her primary supervisor acts 
in a way that the candidate interprets 
as supportive but her friend and fellow 
candidate suspects that the supervisor 
is grooming the candidate and that the 
boundary crossings to date have a high 
risk of leading to a relationship 
between the supervisor and the 
candidate, which would be a serious 
boundary violation. 
 

 

  
This scenario illustrates:  

• the principle of candidate-centred supervision and support;  
• the inherent power imbalance between candidates and supervisors;  
• the professional standards that apply to supervisors, including the maintenance of 

professional boundaries and acting in the interests of the candidate at all times; 
• the ambiguity that exists when boundaries are not clearly defined by institutional 

standards or accepted norms; 
• the difference between boundary crossings (departure from accepted norms) and 

boundary violations (boundary crossings which exploit one party, often with 
gratification for the other party); 

• the danger of boundary crossings leading to boundary violations; 
• the importance of self-monitoring by both supervisors and candidates as a means of 

risk management; 
• the responsibilities of others who may witness disrespectful behaviour (bystanders) 

or be confided in by one or other party (responders) and called upon to listen and 
act. 

 
Suggestions for Discussion Points 
Candidates  
1. What has the friend noticed to make her concerned that the supervisor is grooming the 

candidate? Are these concerns justified? Has the supervisor crossed the boundary norm for a 
respectful relationship between a candidate and their supervisor?  

2. Should the candidate’s friend (a bystander) voice her concerns to the candidate, and if so, 
how? 

3. What could the candidate do to ensure that her relationship with her supervisor remains 
professional and appropriate given: (1) the power imbalance; (2) the candidate’s need to learn 
essential research skills from the supervisor; (3) the risks to her PhD if the supervisory 
relationship breaks down; (4) the need to be careful with project funding.  
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4. Within each group, role play the candidate advising the supervisor that: (1) she has arranged 
to stay with a friend in Canberra when they go to visit the National Archives, and (2) in future 
she is not willing to have supervision sessions at his house and suggesting that they should 
meet via video-conference, if it is not convenient to meet at the university.   

5. Would your reaction to this situation be different if both the candidate and the supervisor 
were the same gender?  

 
Supervisors 
1. What might be the reasons for the candidate’s friend having concerns that the supervisor is 

grooming the candidate? Are these concerns justified? Has the supervisor crossed the 
boundary norms for a respectful relationship between an HDR candidate and their supervisor?  

2. What could the supervisor do to ensure that his relationship with the candidate remains 
professional and appropriate given: (1) the power imbalance; (2) the candidate’s need to learn 
essential research skills from him; (3) the risks to the PhD if the supervisory relationship breaks 
down; (4) the limited project funding.  

3. Would your reaction to this situation be different if both the candidate and the supervisor had 
been the same gender?  

4. Is it ever okay to schedule supervision meetings at a supervisor’s home? To share 
accommodation with a candidate? If so, under what circumstances?  

5. As a secondary supervisor, what would you say to a principal supervisor putting himself in this 
situation? Would you take it further? 

 
Graduate Research Leaders and Professional Staff 
1. What would you do if you were asked to approve the travel arrangements for a research trip 

for a supervisor and a PhD candidate of the opposite gender, if you knew that they planned to 
share accommodation? 

2. Would you react differently if both the candidate and the supervisor were the same gender?  
3. Assuming you decided not to approve the travel arrangements under such circumstances, how 

would you convey your decision to the supervisor? What would be: (1) your medium of choice 
(text, email, face to face meeting etc), and (2) the points you would make? Why would you 
choose that medium to convey your decision?  

4. Is it ever okay for a supervisor to: (1) organise supervision meetings at their home; (2) share 
accommodation with a candidate? If so, under what circumstances?  

5. Whose responsibility is it to: (1) ensure that supervisors understand the boundary norms for 
respectful supervisory relationships; (2) act if these norms are being violated? 

  



 20   

Scenario D: Respectful Teamwork  
 
Video Run Time: 2 mins 57 secs 
 
Overview of the Scenario  
This scenario dramatises tensions in 
the balancing of work-family 
obligations in a laboratory-based 
discipline; the scenario also 
complicates assumed gender roles 
through a same-sex parenting situation 
with a male research candidate co-
parenting with his partner.  The 
intertwining of these issues and the 
disrespectful comments made in the 
workplace make it challenging to tease 
out the reasonableness or otherwise of 
the central character’s absence from 
lab meetings. 

 

 

This scenario illustrates:  

• the inherent power imbalances that can exist within a research group;  

• the professional standards that apply to the members of research groups; 
• the ambiguity that exists when boundaries are not clearly defined by accepted group 

norms; 
• the danger of boundary crossing (departure from accepted norms) leading to boundary 

violations (boundary crossings which exploit one party, often with gratification for the 
other party); 

• the importance of self-monitoring by all members of a research group as a means of risk 
management. 

 
Suggestions for Discussion Points 
Candidates  
1. Identify the issues at play in this scenario and consider where the respective responsibilities of 

all parties lie and which behaviours need adjustment.  
2. Is it reasonable to expect that research candidates can exempt themselves from all team 

meetings and associated activities on family grounds? How could this situation have been 
better managed? To what extent should workplaces accommodate family obligations? 

3. What steps could be taken and by whom to improve this situation?  In particular, consider 
what the candidate should do, what others in the lab should do and what bystanders who are 
aware of this situation might do to make this situation better. 

4. With respect to your own institution, are you aware of the policies/procedures that might 
cover the behaviours outlined in this scenario? What would be the implications for a research 
candidate if they violated such policies/procedures? 
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Supervisors  
1. Identify all the issues at play in this scenario and consider the respective responsibilities of all 

parties and which behaviours need adjustment.  
2. Is it reasonable to expect that research candidates can exempt themselves from all team 

meetings and associated activities on family grounds? How could this situation have been 
better managed? To what extent should workplaces accommodate family obligations? 

3. What steps could be taken and by whom to improve this situation?  In particular, consider 
what the supervisor could do. 

8. Take it in turns to role play the conversation that the supervisor might have with: (1) the 
candidate; and (2) the other members of the lab group. Encourage other members of the group 
to give constructive feedback.  

4. With respect to your own institution, are you aware of the policies/procedures that might 
cover the behaviours outlined in this scenario? What would be the implications of a supervisor 
violating such policies/procedures?  

Graduate Research Leaders and Professional Staff 
1. Identify all the issues at play in this scenario and consider where the respective responsibilities 

of all parties lie and which behaviours need adjustment.  
2. Is it reasonable to expect that research candidates can exempt themselves from all team 

meetings and associated activities on family grounds? How could this situation have been 
better managed? To what extent should workplaces accommodate family obligations? 

3. What steps could be taken and by whom to improve this situation?  In particular, consider 
what advice you would give to the supervisor if you became aware of such a situation.  Take it 
in turns to role play the conversation that you might have with the supervisor. Provide 
feedback. 

4. With respect to your own institution, are you aware of the policies/procedures which might 
cover the behaviours outlined in this scenario? What would be the implications of candidates 
and supervisors violating such policies/procedures? How are staff and candidates educated 
about such policies/procedures? Is the available education sufficient? 
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Scenario E: Research Group Power Plays 
 
Video Run Time:  1 min 50 secs  
 
Scenario Overview  
A female research professor supports a 
team of post-doctoral fellows and PhD 
candidates with substantial research 
funding. One of the PhD candidates, a 
young male international candidate, 
talks to his associate supervisor (one of 
the post-docs) about his consensual 
sexual relationship with the primary 
supervisor, who is married with a 
young family. This PhD candidate 
knows that this relationship violates 
university policy on candidate-
supervisor relationships but claims 
that the professor has forbidden him 
from taking the actions required by the 
university in such a situation because 
she does not want others to find out 
about the relationship. 

 
 

 
 

 
The scenario illustrates: 

• the inherent power imbalances within a research group, particularly those between 
research higher degree candidates and supervisors;  

• the professional standards that apply to supervisors, including the maintenance of 
professional boundaries and acting in the interests of the candidate at all times; 

• the responsibilities of others who may witness disrespectful behaviour (bystanders) or 
be confided in by one or other party (responders) and called upon to listen and act; 

• the importance of self-monitoring by both supervisors and candidates as a means of risk 
management. 

 
Suggestions for Discussion Points 
Candidates 

1. Why is this relationship between consenting adults a problem? 
2. What are the risks to the candidate, the primary supervisor, and the associate supervisor of 

the candidate of: (1) doing nothing or (2) reporting the relationship to their Postgraduate 
Coordinator or to the Dean, Graduate Research? 

3. What do you think the candidate should do? 
4. Assuming you think that the candidate should talk to someone, decide on who that should be 

and role play the conversation within your group. Encourage other members of the group to 
give constructive feedback.  
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Supervisors  

1. Why is this relationship between consenting adults a problem? 
2. What are the risks to the primary supervisor, the associate supervisor and the candidate of: (1) 

doing nothing or (2) reporting the relationship? 
3. What do you think the associate supervisor should do? 
4. Assuming you think that the associate supervisor should talk to someone decide who that 

should be, and role play that conversation within your group.  
 
Graduate Research Leaders and Professional Staff 

1. Why is this relationship between consenting adults a problem? 
2. What would you do if the associate supervisor (a member of your staff) told you about this 

situation? 
3. Assuming that you decided to talk to someone about the situation, decide on who that should 

be, and role play that conversation within your group. Encourage other members of the group 
to give constructive feedback.  

4. What steps would you put in place to safeguard the candidate? 
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Scenario F: Hijab in the Heat  
 
Video Run Time:  3 min 13 secs 
 
Overview of the Scenario  
This scenario, which dramatises the 
issues that arose during a group 
research trip to a remote location, is in 
two parts. The first part is based on the 
way in which tasks have been assigned 
to the various members of the group 
assuming conventional gender roles. 
The second part deals with how a 
female Muslim candidate has been 
compromised by the actions of male 
research candidates, who have 
inappropriately photographed her in 
wet and revealing clothes and loaded 
their photographs onto social media.    

 
 
This scenario illustrates:  

• the inherent power imbalances that can exist within a research group;  
• the professional standards that should apply to the members of research groups; 

• the ambiguity that exists when boundaries are not clearly defined by accepted group 
norms, particularly when the members of the research group are from different 
cultures; 

• the danger of boundary crossing (departure from accepted norms) leading to boundary 
violations (boundary crossings which exploit one party, often with gratification for the 
other party); 

• the dangers of using social media inappropriately;  

• the importance of self-monitoring by all members of a research group as a means of risk 
management. 

 

Suggestions for Discussion Points 
 
Candidates  
Part 1 
1. Were the tasks at the field site assigned appropriately to the members of the research group? 

Discuss how you think such assignments should have been carried out? 
2. In your group, role play what Jasmine could have said when she found out she was expected 

to do all the cooking? Encourage other members of the group to give constructive feedback.  
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Part 2 
1. Consider the situation of Jasmine’s friend in this scenario. She is effectively a first responder 

to a serious incident of sexual harassment. What can she do to: (1) assist Jasmine and (2) bring 
the conduct of these male candidates to the attention of authorities? 

2. Role play conversations between the two candidates assuming: (1) Jasmine wants her friend 
to take no action; and (2) Jasmine wants her friend to help her bring the conduct of these male 
candidates to the attention of authorities? Provide constructive feedback to the presenters.  

3. Do you think alcohol consumption should be allowed on university field trips? Under what 
circumstances? What controls should be in place?  

4. With respect to your own institution, are you aware of policies/procedures that might cover 
the behaviours outlined in this scenario? What would be the consequences for research higher 
degree candidates violating these policies/procedures? 

 
Supervisors  
Part 1 
1. Were the tasks at the field site assigned appropriately to the members of the research group? 

Discuss how you think such assignments should have been carried out given the skills of various 
members of the group? If you were leading such a group how would you have handled this 
situation? 

Part 2 
1. This scenario illustrates a serious incident of sexual harassment. If the incident were brought 

to the attention of authorities, investigated and verified, what would likely be the 
consequences for the supervisor and the candidate who posted the offensive photograph on 
social media at your institution?  

2. Do you think alcohol consumption should be allowed on field trips? Under what 
circumstances?  What is the rule at your university?  

3. Field work has been identified as a high risk setting for graduate research candidates with 
regard to sexual misconduct. What do the risk assessment protocols for field work at your 
institution do to reduce this risk? Do you think these protocols are adequate? What else could 
be done? 

4. With respect to your institution, are you aware of the policies that might cover the behaviours 
outlined in this scenario? What would be the consequences of supervisors as field trip leaders 
of graduate research candidates violating these policies/procedures on a field trip? 

Graduate Research Leaders and Professional Staff 
Part 1 
1. Were the tasks at the field site assigned appropriately to the members of the research group? 

Discuss how you think such assignments should have occurred given the skills of various 
members of the group? How would you advise a supervisor leading a field team in such a 
situation? 

Part 2 
1. You are the Head of School which houses this program and you become aware of this situation 

when your PA shows you the relevant Facebook page? What would you do? To whom would 
you communicate, how and in what order? 
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2. This scenario illustrates a serious incident of sexual harassment. If the incident were brought 
to the attention of authorities, investigated and verified, what should be the consequences for 
the supervisor and the candidate who posted the photograph on social media? Assume you 
are the supervisor’s line manager. Role play a conversation with them. Encourage other 
members of the group to give constructive feedback.  

3. Assuming you are able to resolve the immediate fallout from this incident, what actions would 
you take to attempt to prevent this sort of thing from occurring in the future?  

4. Field work has been identified as a high risk setting for graduate research candidates with 
regard to sexual misconduct. What do the risk assessment protocols for field work at your 
institution do to reduce this risk? Do you think these protocols are adequate? What else could 
be done? 
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