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Introduction 

Graduate House is a student housing provider operating in the heart of the southern precinct of the University of Melbourne and just north of 
RMIT University. Formally run by the Graduate Union of the University of Melbourne, it provides college-like accommodation for postgraduate 
students enrolled at any university in Melbourne. It offers variable stay durations and currently houses a total of 145-155 residents, academics, 
researchers and clinicians visiting universities, research institutes and medical precincts in Melbourne. The main location is Graduate House (114 
rooms) but also operates 31 offsite apartments close by.  

Graduate House is committed to providing safe environments for residents and staff and it welcomes the introduction of the National Higher 
Education Code to Prevent and Respond to Gender-based Violence. 

This whole-of-organisation assessment is framed by Graduate House’s understanding that gender inequality is a key driver of violence against 
women and LGBTIQA+ people. We have considered the four gendered drivers of violence against women as articulated in Change the Story 
and reflected in the National Plan to End Violence Against Women and Children 2022-2032: 

• condoning of violence against women 

• rigid gender stereotypes  
• limits to women’s independence in public and private life  
• male peer relations that emphasise aggression and disrespect towards women. 

Graduate House’s residents are predominantly international students, and we acknowledge that some of these students may ascribe to cultural 
norms that do not align with principles of gender equality, diversity and inclusion. These norms can influence how students interact with women 
and people of diverse sexual orientation and gender identity, and that racism – and other forms of discrimination and inequality – intersect with 
gender inequality to shape a person’s experience of violence.  

This whole-of-organisation assessment provides a clear and evidence-informed overview of Graduate House’s strengths, challenges and areas 
for improvement in relation to preventing gender-based violence and supporting victim-survivors. These are presented as enablers, risks and 
barriers in accordance with the language used in the National Code. The assessment is intended to support strategic decision-making, guide 
future planning and ensure alignment with national expectations and sector good practice. 
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A mixed method approach was used to conduct the assessment. Existing documentation, practices and programs were reviewed; 
consultations were held with leadership, management, staff and residents; and previous responses to disclosures and formal complaints of 
gender-based violence and other safety incidents were analysed in light of requirements of the National Code.  

Focus areas 

The National Code defines Whole-of-Organisation as an approach applied all areas of operation, and at all levels that is evidence informed, 
uses multiple strategies and is subject to ongoing monitoring and evaluation, including and in respect to: 

a. Leadership, culture and environment 

b. Structures, norms and practices 

c. Systems and infrastructure 

d. Service delivery 

e. Policies and procedures 

f. Management and governance 

g. Community engagement 

h. Business 

i. Research  

j. Partnerships. 

Graduate House is a unique environment and as such has some distinct areas of operation. This assessment identifies areas of operation 
relevant to the organisation. Given the small size of Graduate House’s operations, we have combined the assessment of ‘leadership, culture 
and environment’ and ‘management and governance’.  

  



 

4 

 

Focus areas: (a) Leadership, culture and environment and  
(f) Management and governance 

Leadership, culture and environment and management and governance assessment 

Enablers  • Graduate House is a unique environment – it provides accommodation for postgraduate students and manages two 
sites of serviced apartments. Unlike undergraduate colleges, there is less of a shared culture among residents as they 
are heavily committed to their postgraduate studies and are less inclined to participate in group social activities. The 
absence of a dominant culture presents an opportunity to embed a strong culture of safety, equality and respect 
across the organisation.   

• Diversity and inclusion are core strengths of Graduate House, with the majority of residents being international 
students.  

• Residents reported good relationships with Graduate House staff and are comfortable raising any issues with them. 

• Although there is no formal policy on gender balance in leadership positions, fifty per cent of Graduate House’s 
Council is comprised of women.  

• Graduate House is in the process of establishing a Risk Register which can be used in managing risks of gender-
based violence across the organisation.  

Systemic Risks  • There is no formal organisational commitment to gender equality, diversity and inclusion. Stakeholders consulted 
noted in their view, there is a lack of diversity in Council membership.  

• There is a broad lack of awareness and understanding of gender-based violence among leadership, staff and 
residents.  

• Incidents of racism were reported by both residents and staff, as well as an incident of aggression from a male 
resident towards a female resident. 

• It is unclear how safety and wellbeing of residents and staff is integrated into management and governance 
responsibilities.  

• Some Council members felt incidents are not being brought to their attention through current reporting mechanisms.  
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Leadership, culture and environment and management and governance assessment 

• Stakeholders indicated there is a distinct lack of formal processes and procedures in the management and 
governance of the organisation. 

• There is no resident representative on Council. This was noted by some Council members as a gap and they 
suggested this be addressed to ensure residents’ perspectives are part of formal decision-making.  

Barriers  • A lack of relevant skills and understanding of health, safety and wellbeing among staff and duty residents.   

• Consultation revealed a lack of clear communication to residents about respectful behaviours. Residents expressed 
a desire for a more formal induction with a welcome pack of information materials.  

Key actions in 
response  

Graduate House will: 

• formalise processes for senior management reporting to Council 

• identify and address gender-based violence and other safety and wellbeing issues as organisational risks 

• ensure future prevention education and training specifically addresses how intersectionality influences gender-
based violence 

• consider how residents can be formally represented in Graduate House formal decision-making and governance  

• introduce a formal induction process where welcome packs are provided to residents with information about 
respectful behaviours and gender-based violence 

• identify opportunities to disseminate key messages about safety, equality and respect throughout the year. 
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Focus area (b): Structures, norms and practices 

Structures, norms and practices assessment  

Enablers 
• Most residents are postgraduate and feedback from consultation was that the cohort was ‘more refined’ and the 

drinking culture which is sometimes problematic in an undergraduate environment didn’t exist to the same degree.  
• Most residents will socialise over meals in the dining hall with monthly events organised by the residents’ social 

group. A Residents WhatsApp group exists, but it was noted during consultation that it can sometimes be a forum 
where conflict arises.  

• A mentoring program for residents that focuses on developing general writing skills has been helpful to students in 
building positive relationships and enabling early intervention. It was noted that a mentor recognised that a resident 
was suffering from serious mental health issues and helped them to access assistance.  

Systemic risks 
• Consultations showed concerns about underlying racism between residents. This may reflect cultural views that are 

not underpinned by principles of gender equality, diversity and inclusion.   
• While most of the incidents and conflicts raised appeared to be ‘low level’ in nature, consultations suggest that 

unwanted behaviour exists, including persistent unwanted behaviour that is gendered in nature. This includes male 
residents persisting with female residents to ask them on a date despite these women declining on all occasions.  

• Safety and wellbeing issues are not sufficiently incorporated into all staff position descriptions; rather, they are 
primarily the responsibility of one senior staff member who has limited capacity.   

Barriers 
• Challenging residents’ cultural views of men’s and women’s roles must be done safely.   
• Cultural barriers in understanding unwelcome behaviours and gender-based violence.  
• Lack of a proper induction process means residents often don’t know where to go for help and information.  

Key actions in 
response  

Graduate House will: 
• consider how issues of health, safety and wellbeing issues can be better addressed in all staff roles and 

responsibilities 
• ensure prevention and bystander training increases people’s skills to challenge problematic views and behaviours 

safely 

• promote information to residents on how to seek help and advice on behavioural issues   
• consider establishing a mentor/buddy system to support new residents.  
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Focus area (c): Systems and infrastructure  
Systems and infrastructure assessment 

Enablers  • Graduate House’s smaller population means a relatively simple systems solution can be implemented. 

• A CRM system exists that could be operationalised to manage disclosures and complaints.  

Systemic Risks  • Graduate House does not have a formal reporting/disclosure system. There is also no mechanism for residents or 
staff to make an anonymous disclosure or formal report.  

• The current system used to intake disclosures and formal complaints lacks sufficient privacy and confidentiality 
safeguards. Disclosures or formal reports can only be made by a resident through email or verbally to the General 
Manager or staff members.  

• There are currently no formal information-sharing agreements or systems in place with the University of Melbourne 
regarding critical incidents. Currently, incidents can be informally reported by Graduate House to the Safer 
Community Group at the university and vice versa.  

• There is no Graduate House staff presence at the two off-site apartment blocks.  

Barriers  • There are no formal agreements between Graduate House and other Melbourne-based universities whose students 
Graduate House accommodates.   

Key actions in 
response  

Graduate House will: 

• establish a formal mechanism for staff, residents and third parties to make disclosures and formal reports (including 
anonymous reports)  

• collaborate with all relevant universities to implement formal information-sharing protocols for managing critical 
incidents and accessing support after hours 

• consider what additional security measures could be implemented at the two off-site buildings 

• provide training to Graduate House staff on how to record incidents 

• provide training to staff on data privacy and confidentiality obligations in the context of risk management. 
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Focus area (d): Service delivery  
Service delivery assessment  

Enablers  • Graduate House residents access building lifts and their living quarters through use of a personalised FOB key. 

• CCTV is installed throughout all sites.  

• During consultation residents expressed the view that Graduate House had a collegial feel and staff were friendly, 
approachable and welcoming.  

Systemic Risks  • Consultation identified a number of safety risks, including sites being located next to homeless shelters and drug 
rehabilitation facilities, and lack of lighting at sites like Berkley Street. Residents reported feeling unsafe entering the 
Berkley St property at night and said they would ask friends to walk them there at night.  

• ‘Duty residents’ manage the main building after hours. These duty residents live at Graduate House and receive a 
discount on their rent for taking on additional responsibilities. They are on-call overnight and are first responders to 
any after-hours critical incidents. Although they are placed in roles with significant responsibility, they lack 
appropriate training. In one case it was reported a duty resident stayed overnight with a resident who was admitted 
to hospital.  

• Duty residents are not in a formal employment relationship with Graduate House, and there are no mechanisms in 
place to deal with conflict of interest if a duty resident has a relationship with a resident who is involved in an 
incident.  

Barriers  • Lack of communication to residents on who to contact in the event of an incident.  

• Some sites are leased as part of other buildings, which can limit safety actions Graduate House can take.  

• Some residents expressed that formal notice isn’t always provided as to when contractors will need access to 
residents’ rooms.  

Key actions in 
response  

Graduate House will: 
• establish formal communication mechanisms to notify residents of contractor access to rooms 
• review the roles and responsibilities of duty residents, specifically around after-hours incidents and implement 

additional training and education 

• conduct a formal safety audit of all sites and continue to improve physical security measures in buildings and 
entrance to buildings.  
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Focus area (e): Policies and procedures 

 

Policies and procedures assessment 
Enablers  • Some Council members have expressed a need for a refresh and formalisation of policies and procedures and are 

supportive of an updated approach.  

Systemic Risks  • Broadly, Graduate House’s policies and procedures are under-developed relative to industry standards. It is unclear 
if there are specific policies to manage work, health and safety issues for both staff and residents. 

• Graduate House currently uses the Graduate Union of the University of Melbourne’s Discrimination, Sexual 
Harassment and Bullying Policy and Procedures policy. The policy includes sexual harassment and unwelcome 
sexual behaviour, but it does not recognise the gendered nature of these behaviours. It also does not specifically 
reference gender-based violence or include other forms of gender-based violence.  

• It is unclear if there is a formal critical incident policy, nor a procedure on how to respond to a disclosure or formal 
report of gender-based violence.  

• The apparent absence of explicit policies on safety and wellbeing is likely to have contributed to residents’ lack of 
awareness on how to report concerning behaviours.  

• Investigations of concerning behaviour are primarily undertaken by the General Manager, who has not received 
sufficient training to navigate these issues safely. The current practice presents a safety risk to both them and parties 
to a disclosure or complaint.  

• Several residents noted they had made complaints about unwanted or inappropriate behaviour, but did not 
receive a response from Graduate House.  

Barriers  • There is limited internal capacity to develop a robust policy framework for the organisation.    
Key actions in 
response  

Graduate House will: 

• develop a standalone Code of Conduct that applies to Council members, staff, contractors and residents 

• consider how to resource a refresh of the organisation’s broader policy framework  

• engage external experts to undertake investigations relating to concerning behaviour.  


