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Series introduction

Inclusive environments which consider issues of religion 
and belief (including no belief) can support the access, 
wellbeing and progression of a diverse staff and 
student body. 

Many universities and colleges in the UK have a strong 
secular identity in terms of their foundation, governance 
and teaching. Other institutions retain proud links to 
a particular faith or denomination. It is not the place of 
this guidance to discuss or debate the role of religion as 
a whole in education nor the academic or research focus 
of institutions. 

All institutions are, however, made up of people: 
students, staff, service users and communities. For some 
individuals their religion or beliefs (including having no 
religion) are an important part of their identity. This will 
affect the way they engage with their institution, and how 
they are treated. While institutions must provide the 
minimum legal protections relating to religion or belief, 
Advance HE recommends a broader approach to 
equality, diversity and inclusion for all staff and students. 
This approach will support widening participation and 
equality strategies, internationalisation, and greater 
recruitment and retention of diverse talent. 

In 2011 Equality Challenge Unit (ECU) released a report 
on Religion or belief in higher education: the experiences 
of staff and students (ECU 2011a). The report detailed 
how staff and student experiences of higher education 
may differ according to religion or belief. The report set 
out key recommendations for how institutions can better 
support staff and students of varied religions – both 
though policy and practice. It is important to note that 
many of those recommendations are still valid. 

This 2018 guidance re-examines and updates the 
practical and policy considerations outlined in the 2011 
report in light of the changed societal and policy 
landscape. This includes the increased use of the 
concept of ‘inclusive environments’, greater awareness 
of attainment ‘gaps’ between different groups and the 
introduction of legislation relevant to religion or belief 
since 2011. This landscape makes it even more important 
to highlight the particular considerations and approaches 
relevant to religion or belief.

This guidance includes updated examples and 
experiences from institutions and consolidates 
information published over the past few years within 
briefings. Together with the latest national data on religion 
or belief in higher education, we aim to highlight both the 
prevalence and diversity of beliefs in the staff and 
student body.

Throughout this guidance, reference to ‘religion or 
belief’ as a protected characteristic is generally 
intended to refer to those who have a religion or 
belief and to those who do not. However there will 
be times where we specifically discuss challenges 
faced by religious groups or individuals, and those 
by non-religious groups or individuals.
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Summary of recommendations
The complete guidance examines a range of topics and provides detailed recommendations which institutions may 
wish to consider when seeking to achieve equality of opportunity and inclusion for a diverse range of faiths and 
beliefs, and those of no belief. As an overall summary we list the following recommendations.

(1& 2) Law, policies, 
monitoring and evaluation

Increase opportunities for equality monitoring for the protected characteristic of religion 
or belief. Ensure data is used appropriately and with the trust of staff and students. 

Review the suitability of institutional policies and communications relating to religion 
and belief as a protected characteristic. This could include guidelines on how to manage 
requests and queries in a consistent and transparent way. 

Consider current training provisions around religion: legal duties, inclusion strategies 
and interfaith dialogue. 

Explore the intersection of different identities and experiences (eg religion, race and 
gender) to understand impact on particular groups. 

Institutions subject to the Public Sector Equality Duty (PSED) (publicly funded institutions) 
should consider how to give due regard to the need to foster good relations between 
different groups. 

3.  Students: access, 
experience and learning

Understand if and how religion or belief impacts on university choice and how outreach 
and admissions processes can be more inclusive. 

Consider ways to enhance student support services, particularly around key transition 
periods, to meet different needs.

Ensure policy and practice around assessment, examination and timetabling is mindful 
of issues such as religious observance, holidays and periods of fasting. 

Consider how to make learning and teaching environments, including placements and 
field trips, places of respectful enquiry, which are supportive for all students. 

4.  Staff recruitment, 
support and progression

Consider how institutional religious or secular identities might impact on the diversity of 
applicants attracted to an institution.

Ensure recruitment practices meet different needs and consider ways to mitigate against 
bias in selection decisions. 

Consider training needs of line managers in relation to religion and belief. 

Explore how to develop and apply consistent approaches to requests to adjust working 
practices (including flexible working) or to abstain from particular duties. 

5.  Inclusive environment 
and facilities

Consider appropriate ways to accommodate religious observance and celebration.
Enhance services to meet the needs of different users, paying particular attention to 
catering, accommodation, dress codes and prayer spaces. 
Explore and understand the role of chaplaincy teams and services within wider 
institutional strategies on equality, diversity and inclusion. 

6.  Good relations, 
productive dialogue and 
managing tensions

Understand and clearly communicate how the institution balances different legal and 
pastoral duties in regard to speech and harassment. 

Lay a strong foundation of respectful interfaith dialogue, as well as relations between 
religious and non-religious groups, and between different characteristics. 
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Case law, particularly through employment tribunals, 
has expanded the definition of ‘philosophical belief’, 
and philosophies such as veganism and pacifism have 
been judged to be protected (Grainger plc v Nicholson 
[2010] IRLR 4 EAT). The prevailing test of a ‘belief’ as 
protected under the Equality Act 2010 (from Grainger 
plc v Nicholson) includes that the belief:

 + ‘must be worthy of respect in a democratic society’ 

 + must ‘not be incompatible with human dignity’

 + ‘must not conflict with the fundamental rights of others’

This means that a belief system that is, for example, 
based on a belief in ‘white supremacy’, would not be 
protected (see also section 6.6). 

‘Belief’ also includes belief systems related specifically 
to a lack of religious faith, such as Humanism or Atheism. 

Political belief is not specifically referenced by the 
Equality Act 2010 but is protected in Northern Ireland 
(see section 1.4). 

The law provides certain protections for the manifestation 
and practice of religion or belief (or none). 

The Equality Act 2010 is the main legislation for England, 
Scotland and Wales providing protections of an 
individual’s religion or beliefs. It also places particular 
duties on public bodies around issues such as tackling 
underrepresentation and fostering good relations 
between different groups. Northern Ireland protections, 
primarily under Section 75 and Article 55 of the Northern 
Ireland Act 1998, are discussed below (see section 1.4).

This section provides a broad overview of the legislation 
most relevant to higher education, and colleges in 
Scotland. It does not however constitute legal advice, and 
institutions are advised to seek legal guidance with any 
particular issues of concern. This section outlines the 
minimum level of support and action required by an 
institution. Wider issues of good practice are discussed 
and recommended throughout the guidance. 

1.1 Defining religion or belief
The legal protection of religion or belief under the 
Equality Act 2010 refers to a religion, religious belief 
or philosophical belief including a lack of religion or 
belief. The definition of a ‘religion or belief’ is not clearly 
defined in the Act and has developed over time through 
the courts. We know for example, that a religion need not 
require a belief in a ‘supreme deity’. We also know that 
alongside the major religions practised in the UK, 
religions observed by smaller numbers of people, such 
as Jehovah’s Witnesses, Shintoism, Jainism and a range 
of Pagan beliefs, are protected. Religions do not need 
necessarily to be long established. For example, in 2013 
the Supreme Court ruled that Scientology could be legally 
classified as a religion. While case law continues to 
establish guidelines for identifying what constitutes 
a ‘religion’, the Equality and Human Rights Commission 
(EHRC) has chosen not to hold a prescribed list of 
accepted religions or belief, as there is a high risk of 
excluding minority, recent or less well-known beliefs 
and religions. 

Recommendations 

 + Avoid restricted or prescriptive lists of religions 
and beliefs for policy purposes. It may be useful 
and respectful to reference a range of different 
religions and beliefs, but a welcoming and inclusive 
message about support for a plurality of 
religions, philosophical beliefs, and ‘no belief’ 
is also important. 

 + Ensure coverage and respectful discussion of 
minority belief systems and non-religious 
beliefs in policies and training.

Section 1: Legal provisions and duties
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Note that under the Act, the teaching curriculum 
(content) is specifically excluded. However Advance HE 
recommends inclusive learning and teaching (including 
curricula) is examined as part of wider equality strategies 
to improve student and staff experience, following 
evidence from ECU (2011a) research (see section 3.5 
of the complete guidance). 

Protection from discrimination (direct and indirect)

The Act provides protection against direct and indirect 
discrimination on the grounds of religion or belief. This 
is not an absolute protection: there are a range of 
justifications and exceptions specified by the Act, as well 
as issues not covered by the Act. However it is important 
for institutions to consider carefully how and when they 
communicate these situations to those affected. 
Ultimately such issues may be challenged legally and will 
be for a court to determine. 

Direct discrimination is an act that specifically excludes 
or disadvantages individuals or groups by reference to 
their religion, belief or none. 

1.2 Equality Act 2010
Higher and further education institutions in England, 
Wales and Scotland have responsibilities under the 
Equality Act 2010. There are three key elements of the 
Act to be aware of: 

 + it sets out protections against discrimination and 
victimisation of individuals or groups specifically due 
to religion or belief, as well as permitted exclusions to 
these protections 

 + it places additional duties on the public sector 
relating to advancing equality, including the promotion 
of good relations between different groups

 + it permits – but does not require – certain ‘positive 
actions’ to be taken where a particular group is 
underrepresented, has different needs or is 
disadvantaged. 

The Equality Act 2010 generally offers protections to 
individuals relating to nine ‘protected characteristics’: 
age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage and civil 
partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or 
belief, sex and sexual orientation. 

Protections are not the same for each of the 
characteristics. For example, while the Act protects both 
‘being a man’ and ‘being a woman’, it only protects those 
who are ‘pregnant’ and not those who are ‘not pregnant’. 
The characteristics of religion or belief however clearly 
states that ‘protections refer to equal treatment of 
people of different faiths, and of equality between 
those of faith and those of none’.

Scope of the Act

The Act relates to higher and further education 
institutions in England, Scotland and Wales in their 
role as employers, educators, providers of goods and 
services, and estate holders. Subcontractors also need 
to abide by discrimination prohibitions, but may not be 
separately subject to the public sector equality duty 
(PSED). The Act covers institutional activity within the 
UK but may also affect some activities outside the UK 
(ECU 2011b).

Examples

A higher education institution (HEI) states that it 
would not allow students of a particular Christian 
denomination to register as a student (even if other 
Christian denominations were permitted). 

A director does not hire the top candidate for a high-
profile role, stating to the selection panel that he ‘does 
not want to hire someone who has declared publically 
that she is an observing Wiccan’. 

For a claim of direct discrimination someone must be 
treated differently and less favourably than someone 
(real or figurative) who does not share their protected 
characteristic, and the protected characteristic was the 
reason for that less favourable treatment. There does 
not have to be evidence that the individuals’ protected 
characteristic was known, only that there is some 
objective causal relation between this and the treatment. 
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Indirect discrimination can be harder to detect and 
harder for those perpetuating the discrimination to 
recognise. This type of discrimination occurs when an 
approach, practice, policy or system does not 
discriminate on the face of it (it seems to be a ‘neutral 
rule’ applied to everyone) but has the effect of causing 
disadvantage to one group or individual more than others 
due to their religion or belief. In essence, indirect 
discrimination can occur where there is equality of 
application, but inequality of outcome. 

Example

A university’s security policy states that all staff and 
students must have a photograph taken for their ID 
badge, which is to be carried on university premises 
and presented on request at all times. The security 
office states no headwear or head covering should 
be worn when taking the photographs. The stated 
reason is to assist with identification for security 
purposes. 

Although this rule is applied to all ‘equally’, this may 
indirectly disadvantage staff or students who have 
head or face coverings for religious purposes (such as 
a turban, kippah/yarmulke, hijab or niqab). Under the 
policy they would either be unable to receive an ID 
badge enabling them to be on site, or forced to make 
a choice between security compliance and manifesting 
their faith. (See section 5.4.) 

Discrimination by perception or association 

Protections against discrimination (direct or indirect) 
also apply to those who are perceived as belonging to 
a particular religion or belief, or discriminated against 
because of their association with another person’s 
religion or belief (eg that of a spouse, parent or co-worker). 

Example 

A small college holds a one-day intensive library 
induction session at the start of every academic year. 
All students are required to attend, but one argues that 
this falls on an important religious festival and she will be 
absent from campus on that day. She requests that the 
day session is repeated for her on an alternative date. 

The college refuses the request on the grounds that 
they have a limited number of staff to conduct normal 
library services. It would be a disproportionate 
burden on the service to repeat the whole day of 
activities again for one student. In mitigation however, 
they promptly send her a copy of the induction session 
training materials, and make her aware of their usual 
‘drop-in’ advice service for any further questions. 
(See section 3.6.) 

Positive action: the Equality Act 2010 (sections 158 
and 159) provides specific frameworks where it may be 
permissible to treat members of a protected group more 
positively because of their religion or belief if they are 
underrepresented, disadvantaged or have different needs 
compared with those who don’t share their characteristics. 

Exceptions to protections against discrimination 

Protection from discrimination is not an absolute right. 
Discrimination may be ‘justified’, or considered out of the 
scope of the Act, in some of the following instances.

Indirect discrimination: this is permitted if deemed to 
be in pursuit of a legitimate aim and if the actions are 
proportionate and necessary to achieve that aim. 
Ultimately the decision as to what is a legitimate aim, 
and what is proportionate, may need to be determined 
by a court if challenged. Proportionality considerations 
often refer to availability of resource (people or finances), 
impact on continuity of service, and health and safety 
considerations. However institutions are advised to 
document their decision-making processes carefully. 
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Further resources

 + For full details of the terms used in the Equality Act 
see ECU’s 2012 guidance, Equality Act 2010: 
implications for colleges and HEIs revised:  
www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/equality-act-2010-revised/

Occupational requirements: there is a general provision 
in the Act (Schedule 9 Work: Exceptions, Part 1 
Occupational Requirements) permitting discrimination 
in relation to religion or belief (or none) in recruitment for 
employment. This only applies if a particular faith, 
denomination or having no religious beliefs is a genuine 
occupational requirement which is a proportionate 
means to achieve a legitimate aim. This is often narrowly 
interpreted and realistically in a higher or further education 
setting is likely to be relevant where there is a specific 
chaplaincy or faith adviser role requiring the role-holder to 
be of a particular faith or denomination (see section 4.1). 

Institutions with a religious ethos: institutions 
designated as having a ‘religious ethos’ are able to restrict 
provision of services and goods to certain people (by 
religion, belief or none) and may place restrictions related 
to religion on employment of staff in particular positions. 
From recent case law (such as Vera Egenberger v 
Evangelisches Werk für Diakonie und Entwicklung eV 
[2018] EUECJ C-414/16) we know that such decisions 
must be ‘genuine, legitimate and justified’. In that case 
an unsuccessful job applicant challenged whether 
a particular role could be restricted to someone of 
a specified faith. It was held within the court’s jurisdiction 
to make a judgment on the suitability of such a restriction, 
even when consideration was taken of the overall 
religious ethos of the organisation. As such it is advised 
that such institutions take specific legal advice where 
they intend to restrict eligibility of a specific job role. 

Some institutions may find themselves working with 
external partners, including schools and charities who 
may be operating restrictions on certain roles. Note 
however that in terms of student admission, HEIs 
(unlike some schools) are not permitted to give general 
preference to people of a particular religion or belief.

Charities: institutions which undertake work specifically 
in their role as a charity or which work with charities 
should be aware that the Equality Act 2010 permits a 
charity to require members to make statements relating 
to their membership or acceptance of a religion or 
belief, and to restrict benefits, facilities and services 
of the charity to those who make such a statement 
(see Equality Act 2010 Part 14 s193(5)). 

Public Sector Equality Duty (PSED)

Section 149 of the Equality Act 2010 places a general 
statutory duty on all public authorities when carrying out 
their functions to have ‘due regard’ to the need to:

 + eliminate unlawful discrimination, harassment and 
victimisation

 + advance equality of opportunity between those who 
share a protected characteristic and those who do not, 
removing or minimising disadvantage, meeting 
different needs and encouraging participation

 + foster good relations between different groups

The framing of the PSED places a duty on institutions 
to consider ways to improve the experience and 
participation of staff and students in relation to their 
religion, belief (or none). It is not sufficient for 
institutions to dismiss or ignore religion, for example, as 
a ‘private matter’ or of no concern to a secular institution. 
Equally the duty to consider the needs and experiences 
of those of ‘no belief’ should be appropriately addressed. 
Monitoring and evidence gathering under the Act is also 
addressed in section 2.1.

To ensure the needs of different religions and beliefs are 
taken into account, different faith groups (and those of 
no faith), interfaith groups (including chaplaincy teams, 
see section 5.6), as well as staff and students can be 
consulted. Consulting external advocacy groups is likely 
to be particularly helpful if institutions have low numbers 
of staff or students from particular faiths. It is rarely 
appropriate to base policy decisions on the views of 
a single student or staff member, or advocacy group.

http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/equality-act-2010-revised/
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Recommendations 

 + Ensure policies and practices relating to 
recruitment, employment, admissions, teaching and 
learning, dignity at work and harassment, estates, 
facilities and services are inclusive of a range of 
beliefs and, where appropriate, refer explicitly to 
religion or belief equality issues. 

 + Consider developing a specific policy on support 
for different beliefs in partnership with trade unions 
and students’ unions. 

 + Ensure different perspectives are included in the 
analysis of equality information and data and impact 
assessment or analysis. 

 + Provide training and written guidance for staff 
on how to support the needs of different staff 
and students. 

Support interfaith dialogue and activities to promote 
good relations between different groups. 

Further resources

 + In addition to the general duty, specific duties also 
apply in England, Scotland and Wales. For further 
information on the specific duties in England, 
Scotland and Wales see:  
www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/equality-
legislation/public-sector-equality-duty/ 

 + ECU (2013) Building capacity for equality impact 
assessment in colleges: handbook for trainers: 
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/
building-capacity-for-equality-impact-assessment-
in-colleges-handbook-for-trainers/ 

Positive action provisions of the Equality 
Act 2010

The Equality Act 2010 allows for positive action measures 
to be taken to help overcome disadvantage. Positive 
action can be used in the recruitment and promotion of 
staff and students. Adopting positive action is voluntary.

Positive action can help alleviate disadvantage 
experienced by people because of their religion or belief 
(or none), reduce their underrepresentation regarding 
particular activities and meet their needs. Given the 
limited data on levels of religion or belief it may be difficult 
to quantify underrepresentation through standard equality 
monitoring. However institutions can build an evidence 
base from a variety of qualitative and quantitative sources 
to gain a greater understanding of where positive action 
may be justified and effective. A positive action initiative 
relating to religion or belief could, for example, include:

 + providing additional support to applicants of particular 
religion (or none) through the staff recruitment process 
(eg a reschedule option for a Hindu applicant for an 
interview falling on the festival of Diwali)

 + providing assistance or accommodations to a 
particular group to meet different needs (eg specific 
opt-outs or alternatives to laboratory work with animal 
specimens for those with strong animal welfare beliefs)

 + a student outreach campaign welcoming non-
religious students to apply to courses focusing on the 
academic study of religion in society. 

Such measures would need to be justifiable and 
a proportionate way of achieving the legitimate aim.

http://www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/equality-legislation/public-sector-equality-duty/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/equality-legislation/public-sector-equality-duty/
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/building-capacity-for-equality-impact-assessment-in-colleges-handbook-for-trainers/
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/building-capacity-for-equality-impact-assessment-in-colleges-handbook-for-trainers/
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/building-capacity-for-equality-impact-assessment-in-colleges-handbook-for-trainers/
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Example

Ensuring health and safety within a healthcare 
environment may be considered a legitimate aim. 
A restriction on certain religious jewellery or clothing as 
part of a wider uniform policy on clothing and infection 
control may be permissible. However the courts would 
consider the proportionality of the restrictions applied. 
(See section 5.4.) 

1.4 Northern Ireland Act 1998; 
Fair Employment and Treatment 
(Northern Ireland) Order 1998
Institutions in Northern Ireland are subject to different 
equality obligations to the rest of the UK. Section 75 of 
the Northern Ireland Act 1998 places a statutory duty on 
public authorities, including further and higher education, 
to have due regard to the need to promote equality of 
opportunity between ‘persons of different religious 
belief, political opinion, racial group, age, marital status 
or sexual orientation’ and to promote good relations 
specifically between ‘persons of different religious 

belief, political opinion or racial group’. Further specific 
protections regarding employment relating to religion/
community background exist in the Fair Employment 
and Treatment (Northern Ireland) Order 1998.

Discrimination (directly or by aiding or inciting another 
person to discriminate) is prohibited against individuals or 
groups of individuals on the grounds of religious belief or 
political opinion. There are specific considerations under 
Article 55 of the Act for employers and service providers 
on ensuring fair participation for Protestants and 
Catholics. There are also harassment and victimisation 
protections relating to religious and/or political opinion. 

Further resources

 + Equality Commission for Northern Ireland, 
protections for religious belief and political opinion: 
www.equalityni.org/
Individuals/I-have-a-work-related-problem/
Religious-belief-Political-opinion

 + Equality Commission for Northern Ireland: guidance 
on Article 55 reviews:  
www.equalityni.org/Employers-Service-Providers/
Large-Business/Registration-and-monitoring/
Article-55-Review

1.5 Hate Crime legislation: Racial and 
Religious Hatred Act (2006), Public 
Order Act (1986)
The different jurisdictions of the UK have a range of laws 
which relate to ‘hate’ crime (crime linked to discriminatory 
attitudes towards a specific identity characteristic) 
and also hate ‘speech’ involving religion or belief. For 
example, the Racial and Religious Hatred Act (2006) 
specifically expanded the Public Order Act (1986) to 
ensure ‘stirring up hatred against persons on religious 
grounds’ is prohibited in England and Wales. In Scotland, 
the Criminal Justice (Scotland) Act 2003 also accounts 
for offences aggravated by religious hatred. 

1.3 Human Rights Act 1998
The Human Rights Act 1998 incorporates the rights and 
freedoms in the European Convention on Human Rights 
(ECHR) into domestic UK law. This includes the right to 
freedom of expression (Article 10), the right to freedom 
of assembly and association (Article 11), and the right to 
freedom of thought, conscience and religion (Article 9). 

Whilst the Human Rights Act 1998 gives an absolute 
protection to freedom of thought and religion, it is 
important to note the right to manifest religions and beliefs 
is a qualified right. This means some manifestations of 
religion can be limited in certain circumstances: where 
there is a legal basis for the interference of the right, and 
that interference is in pursuit of a legitimate aim and is 
‘necessary in a democratic society’. Legitimate aims are 
considered to be public safety (but not ‘national security’), 
protecting public order, health and morals, and the 
protection of the rights and freedoms of others. 

http://www.equalityni.org/Individuals/I-have-a-work-related-problem/Religious-belief-Political-opinion
http://www.equalityni.org/Individuals/I-have-a-work-related-problem/Religious-belief-Political-opinion
http://www.equalityni.org/Individuals/I-have-a-work-related-problem/Religious-belief-Political-opinion
http://www.equalityni.org/Employers-Service-Providers/Large-Business/Registration-and-monitoring/Article-55-Review
http://www.equalityni.org/Employers-Service-Providers/Large-Business/Registration-and-monitoring/Article-55-Review
http://www.equalityni.org/Employers-Service-Providers/Large-Business/Registration-and-monitoring/Article-55-Review
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This guidance does not aim to address management of 
complaints or incidents that may be criminal in nature. 
Institutions who are unsure if incidents taking place in their 
institution constitute illegal acts should seek legal advice. 
However it is important to note that one of the legal 
limitations on freedom of expression is speech which 
‘stirs up hatred against persons on religious grounds’. For 
further information on managing tensions, good relations 
and freedom of speech, see section 6 of this guide.

1.6 The Data Protection Act 2018 and 
the General Data Protection Regulation
Under the Data Protection Act 1998, which applies to all four 
countries of the UK, an individual’s religion, belief, or lack 
of belief constitutes sensitive personal data. Therefore 
information relating to a person’s religion, belief or no belief 
cannot be recorded or passed to another person unless 
conditions under Schedule 3 of the Data Protection Act for 
processing sensitive personal data are met. These include, 
but are not limited to, the need for an individual’s explicit 
consent for information to be processed. The definition of 
processing under the Act is very broad and covers 
obtaining, recording or holding the information and data, 
or carrying out any operation on them.

Significant changes to data protection laws took place 
in May 2018 as a result of the European General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR), and the new Data 
Protection Act 2018. The GDPR strengthens existing 
data protection rights and procedures, requiring 
more detailed collection notices, and increasing 
liability (personal and corporate) for data loss and 
misuse. Although some terminology is likely to change, 
‘political opinions, religious or philosophical beliefs’ are 
still considered ‘special categories’ of personal data 
within the GDPR. Institutional data protection officers 
(DPOs) should be able to provide further guidance.

Recommendations

 + Review collection notices, policies and 
procedures relating to the collection, processing 
and storage of data relating to religious or 
philosophical belief (staff, students and third 
parties) in conjunction with institutional DPOs. 

 + Consider working with students’ unions to ensure 
appropriate storage and processing of student 
equality data, and data relating to faith or belief-
based societies. 

Further resources

 + Information Commissioner’s Office overview: 
https://ico.org.uk/for-organisations/
data-protection-reform/

 + Information Commissioner’s Officer detail on 
‘special category data’:  
https://ico.org.uk/for-organisations/guide-to-the-
general-data-protection-regulation-gdpr/lawful-
basis-for-processing/special-category-data/

 + Latest data protection legislation:  
www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2018/12/contents/
enacted

https://ico.org.uk/for-organisations/data-protection-reform/
https://ico.org.uk/for-organisations/data-protection-reform/
https://ico.org.uk/for-organisations/guide-to-the-general-data-protection-regulation-gdpr/lawful-basis-for-processing/special-category-data/
https://ico.org.uk/for-organisations/guide-to-the-general-data-protection-regulation-gdpr/lawful-basis-for-processing/special-category-data/
https://ico.org.uk/for-organisations/guide-to-the-general-data-protection-regulation-gdpr/lawful-basis-for-processing/special-category-data/
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Effective policies and monitoring can help institutions 
to understand their priorities for inclusion of all faiths 
and none. 

2.1 Monitoring
Data collection is an important tool for identifying 
inequality, initiating activity and evaluating progress 
required to meet the legislative duties outlined above. 
Collecting data on the protected characteristics of religion 
or belief (or none) can help institutions to:

 + establish an evidence base for activities, policies and 
practice (including benchmarking)

 + assess whether policies and practices are equitable 
and fair and do not disproportionately disadvantage 
different groups

Advance HE encourages institutions to collect equality 
monitoring data on all protected characteristics within the 
Equality Act 2010. This data can be analysed at key 
stages of the applicant, student and staff cycle 
and can help develop a deeper understanding of staff 
and students and the potential barriers they face. For 
example, institutions may collect equality data as part of 
equality and diversity monitoring at the staff recruitment 
or enrolment stage, and as part of internal surveys and 
procedures (such as grievances or promotions).

Taking an intersectional approach to monitoring will also 
help in understanding different requirements. For example, 
it should be noted that religious groups, such as Jewish 
people and Sikhs, are protected by the law as both an 
ethnic and racial group. However someone may identify 
as both Jewish and from a black, Asian or other ethnic 
minority. Awareness of these multiple or overlapping 
identities will help to understand some of the opportunities 
and challenges of looking at individual ‘race’ and ‘religion’ 
monitoring questions in isolation (see section 2.3). 

External reporting

HEIs and colleges have certain legal requirements 
around monitoring and evidence gathering as part of the 
PSED of the Equality Act 2010. Similar provisions apply 
to HEIs in Northern Ireland through section 75 of the 
Northern Ireland Act 1998. The specific duties 
underpinning the PSED include requirements to:

 + publish information about how their functions affect 
staff and students with different protected characteristics

 + set measurable equality objectives (or outcomes 
in the case of Scotland) to meet the duty.

Requirements to monitor and publish data on staff 
religion or belief are not consistent across the UK. 
In Scotland and Wales the PSED includes a requirement 
to report on religion or belief and in Northern Ireland there 
are duties to report on community background under 
Article 55. In England there is not an explicit requirement 
to report on religion and belief. Consequently, some 
institutions in England still do not collect any information 
on religion or belief from staff. Reasons may include 
assumptions about low levels of disclosure or perceived 
sensitivities. Institutions that are not currently collecting 
data on staff religion and belief will need to explore what 
other information could be collected to evidence how they 
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Examples

Monitoring data could help to identify, inform or 
address issues such as:

 + underrepresentation of different faiths in different 
subject areas, levels of study or campus locations

 + differential attainment gaps or progression rates

 + the likely demand for catering, accommodation or 
prayer space facilities

 + the ability of current chaplaincy provision, student 
services or published information to meet the needs 
of diverse groups and faith needs (see section 5.6)

 + training needs of line managers or personal tutors 
on religious literacy (see section 2.4). 
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of 3.9 percentage points from 2014/15 levels. The largest 
proportion of colleges returned data on religion for over 
90% of their students, which should provide a strong 
foundation for institutional understanding of the religion 
of their student body.

Benchmarking and the national context

Benchmarking against national statistics on religion or 
belief (such as HESA or census data) may be a useful 
step in monitoring issues like outreach and recruitment, 
and approaches to disclosure.

Due to the low number of institutions that currently return 
data on religion and belief, and the inconsistency in 
collection, national statistics are to be used with caution. 
The changes to the HESA student return in 2017/18 may 
result in more reliable datasets as previous trends up 
to the 2015/16 collection suggest a steady increase in 
collection for staff (+2.0 percentage points on the 
previous year, to 43.9% of all staff in higher education), 
and a significant increase for students (+10.3 percentage 
points since 2014/15, to 54.7% of all students in higher 
education) (ECU 2017).

National surveys indicate more than half (53%) of 
Britons describe themselves as having ‘no religion’, 
a figure which reached 71% of 18 to 24-year olds in 2016 
(up nearly 10 percentage points from the previous year) 
(NatCen 2017). Institutions may wish to reflect on 
how these national trends impact on their internal 
discussions of support for a wide range of beliefs, 
or no belief, and those of faith who may find themselves 
in a minority in some circumstances. 

Comparison between levels of representation of different 
beliefs at an institution compared with national statistics, 
or in UK higher education overall, can be useful in 
identifying potential areas of underrepresentation. 
However, when benchmarking against national statistics, 
it is important for institutions to consider their 
international cohorts of staff and students who may 
often be excluded from many datasets and research. 

are meeting obligations under the PSED; for example, 
through staff or student surveys or focus groups. 

Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA): 
Institutions offering higher education courses have 
a statutory obligation to submit specific data to HESA. 
Some data on staff and student protected characteristics 
are mandatory for HEIs to collect and return (eg sex, 
ethnicity), while other characteristics are optional 
(eg sexual orientation). Until recently, mandatory return 
of religion or belief data applied only to institutions in 
Northern Ireland for students domiciled in Northern 
Ireland only. However from the 2017/18 student HESA 
return, all HEIs across the UK are required to return 
data on student religion or belief. This change reflects 
a national concern about low data returns, which may 
hinder effective monitoring of underrepresentation of 
specific groups in higher education. HESA explains: 

 
[The compulsory return] is to improve the completeness 
of data so that it is fit for purpose for equalities monitoring 
at the national level, and for addressing relevant policy 
questions. It will also help to understand how alternative 
finance packages impact participation and take up of 
student support. It will be made clear that it is within 
a student’s rights to refuse the data.’
HESA (2018) 

For further information on ‘alternative finance packages’ 
and removing financial barriers to study for certain 
religious groups see section 3.2 on student funding. 
HESA has clarified that there is no need to resurvey 
continuing students who joined in 2017/18 and suitable 
coding alternatives will be provided following consultation 
with the sector. 

Scottish colleges: in 2013/14, data collection and 
reporting on religion, religious denomination or religious 
body were introduced by the Scottish Further and Higher 
Education Funding Council (SFC). These fields were 
optional for colleges and remained so for 2015/16, but 
became mandatory for colleges to collect and report in 
2016/17. The majority of colleges (65.4%) returned data 
on religion for more than 60% of students, an increase 
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A self-service style student or staff record system that 
allows staff and students to update their own equality 
monitoring data can help to reduce administration, as well 
as help meet Data Protection Act 1998 requirements to 
ensure stored data is accurate: 

We’ve found that [job] applicants, particularly external 
applicants, are happy to provide the data. For religion 
or belief there’s a ‘Prefer not to say’ issue, but it’s much 
smaller than it is for existing members of staff. It is 
existing members of staff who avoid this, because 
they’ve never been asked to provide that information.
Review of HR systems in Scottish colleges to 
support improvements in workforce equality, 
with related recommendations, ECU (2017)
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Figure 1: ‘Religion or belief’ responses for UK staff and students in monitoring HEIs (ECU Statistics Reports 2017).
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Recommendations

 + Collect and analyse quantitative and qualitative 
data relating to religion or belief from staff and 
students, but only if individuals are provided with 
an option not to disclose. 

 + Consider if changes to disclosure statements 
or other notifications need to be given to students 
regarding changes to HESA data returns. 
If revisiting equality monitoring questions and 
policies consider if adjustments to questions 
and answers are required to ensure compatibility 
with the HESA return.

 + If collecting or returning data for the first time, 
consider how to ensure transparency about the 
reasons behind any change, and clarify the use 
of data on religion or belief at institutional level. 
Be aware many staff and students may consider 
this information as very personal, and may need 
reassurance on how their data will be processed, 
used and kept confidential. Some religious groups 
may be particularly wary of monitoring if they, 
individually or as a group, have experienced 
persecution or misuse of data relating to religion 
(Weller and Hooley 2017). Staff collecting equality 
data may have similar concerns. 

 + Start or renew internal conversations about the 
benefit of collecting and analysing data on 
religion or belief for students and potentially staff. 

 + Consider how data will be kept up to date, 
whether through a ‘self-service’ style update system 
or by embedding into annual processes such 
as re-enrolment. 

Further resources

 + Advance HE’s Using data and evidence webpages 
have detailed guidance on monitoring questions for 
religion or belief, approaches and considerations 
when introducing new monitoring categories, 
and a guide on how to effectively analyse small 
datasets. There is also additional guidance about 
using qualitative monitoring methods and effective 
use of benchmarking:  
www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/
using-data-and-evidence/

 + Practical guidance in relation to human resources 
systems can be found within ECU (2017) Review 
of HR systems in Scottish colleges to support 
improvements in workforce equality, with related 
recommendations:  
www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/
review-of-hr-systems-in-scottish-colleges-to-
support-improvements-in-workforce-equality-with-
related-recommendations/

 + ECU (2017) Equality in colleges in Scotland: 
statistical report 2017:  
www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/
equality-in-colleges-in-scotland-statistical-
report-2017/

Institutions need to be transparent about the reasons 
for collection, and ensure confidentiality to the same 
standard as other sensitive personal data. 

http://www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/using-data-and-evidence
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/using-data-and-evidence
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/review-of-hr-systems-in-scottish-colleges-to-support-improvements-in-workforce-equality-with-related-recommendations/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/review-of-hr-systems-in-scottish-colleges-to-support-improvements-in-workforce-equality-with-related-recommendations/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/review-of-hr-systems-in-scottish-colleges-to-support-improvements-in-workforce-equality-with-related-recommendations/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/review-of-hr-systems-in-scottish-colleges-to-support-improvements-in-workforce-equality-with-related-recommendations/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/equality-in-colleges-in-scotland-statistical-report-2017/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/equality-in-colleges-in-scotland-statistical-report-2017/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/equality-in-colleges-in-scotland-statistical-report-2017/
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Consultation

Research suggests a large majority of staff and students 
do not feel they have been consulted regarding religion 
or belief matters (ECU 2011a). Effective consultation 
with staff and students when forming institutional 
policy could help institutions understand the range of 
different religious practices within their institution. 
Planning will be required to ensure all parties are 
represented in terms of different religious practices, as 
well as the equally legitimate expectations of those with 
no religious observance, as well as other equality groups. 
Discovering the observances or needs of people of 
a particular religion or belief can be found through open 
dialogues with:

 + discussion groups or working groups

 + students’ unions, trade unions or staff networks

 + staff and student surveys

 + chaplaincy teams and community spiritual leaders 
(see the complete guidance)

A mixture of consultation methods will help to ensure that 
the widest range of voices and experiences are included. 
This is because some faith-based societies or groups 
may attract particular denominations (Reid 2017, Singh 
2017), and may not represent the views of a range of 
denominations within a particular faith or those who 
practise and express their faith individually or privately. 

Some institutions have established religion or belief 
working groups as subgroups of their equality and 
diversity committee (or equivalent). These may be made 
up of staff, student and trade union representatives as 
well as representatives from different faith backgrounds 
and those with no religious belief. There is also a growing 
trend for institutions to create and facilitate interfaith 
dialogue groups, which can provide a forum for 
discussion for staff and students. Such groups may also 
have an advisory function to the religion or belief working 
group. See also section 4.5 and section 6.3 for sections 
on staff networks and on interfaith dialogue.

2.2 Policy
As the role of religion in education is a subject of much 
debate, historically and internationally, it may be useful to 
have a clear institutional policy on religion or belief. 
This could cover protections, limitations, inclusion and 
tolerance. This will help to manage expectations of 
behaviours and engagement from staff and students, 
but also set a framework for the institution’s approach 
to any issues of tension or learning. This applies to an 
institution’s relationships with local communities, alumni 
and international partners as well as staff and students. 

Many institutions opt for a single equality policy 
incorporating all the protected characteristics under 
the Equality Act 2010 (and perhaps other key identity 
markers such as socio-economic background). However 
it may be worth providing an additional, more detailed 
policy or, frequently asked questions, specifically relating 
to religion or belief. Information might address:

 + clarity around the institution’s minimum legal 
obligations, organisational policy on best practice 
(beyond legal minimums), and any perceived 
tensions between these and the history or ‘ethos’ 
of the institution 

 + consistent approaches to providing exceptions or 
alternatives to standard practices or policies to 
accommodate different beliefs (eg attendance and 
assessment, security, health and safety) 

 + agreed approaches and considerations where there is 
a conflict between the needs or views of different 
groups due to a religious belief or non-belief 

 + reporting mechanisms for redress when an 
individual or group experiences discrimination, 
harassment, bullying, abuse or violence relating to 
religion or belief

 + sources of further information on different religions, 
beliefs and interfaith dialogue, including training and 
guidance to improve ‘religious literacy’ (see section 2.4).
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Race and ethnicity

Increasingly institutions are beginning to consider the 
impact of race and ethnicity on the recruitment, retention 
and success of their staff and students. This follows 
greater awareness of the national lack of senior 
academics and leaders identifying as black, Asian or 
minority ethnic (BME), and significant degree attainment 
gaps at undergraduate level between white and BME 
students and different rates of progression to 
postgraduate study (ECU 2017) and careers (HESA 
2017). However the complex relationship between race 
and religion is often overlooked. 

For example, some religions, or aspects of that religion, 
will be associated more with particular ethnic (or national) 
groups which make up the worldwide majority followers 
of that faith. While it is important not to make 
assumptions, the link between religion and nationality 
(which is protected under ‘race’ in the Equality Act 2010) 
can also be of great significance for those institutions 
seeking to ‘internationalise’ their staff or student cohorts. 
Some institutions have found that internationalisation has 
prompted greater reflection of student expectations around 
adequate prayer or catering provision (see section 5.5). 
In turn, this may support greater diversification and 
support for UK-domiciled students of different faiths at the 
same institution, though research suggests that this will 
only be successful where religion and specific faith needs 
are actively addressed and disaggregated from wider 
issues of ‘cultural’ awareness and diversity 
(Stevenson 2014).

Some religious groups, such as Jewish people and Sikhs, 
are protected by law as both an ethnic and racial group 
and this is important to reflect in policies, monitoring 
and reporting. 

At times issues of racism and religious harassment or 
discrimination may overlap either in intent, experience, 
or data collection. See for example Section 6.5 for 
discussion of harassment, hate incidents and hate crime. 

2.3 Intersectionality
Advance HE encourages consideration of intersectionality 
in policy development and as part of equality monitoring. 
Intersectionality – a framework from critical race theory 
– recognises that identities are complex, and some 
groups can experience overlapping structures of 
inequality or marginalisation. It is therefore not always 
helpful to consider support for each protected 
characteristic in isolation. Below is a high level overview 
of some common challenges that could be considered 
when approaching religion and intersectionality. 

Recommendations

 + Review the level of detail and clarity given to the 
protected characteristics of ‘religion or belief’ in 
any equality, diversity and inclusion policies. 
Consider if there is a need for additional or 
alternative guidance to answer common queries 
about support. 

 + Consult widely with a range of faiths and those of 
no faith, as well as a range of staff and students. 

 + Consider a policy mapping exercise against the 
different roles, functions and groups within the 
institution to understand where religion may 
intersect with other policies and practices. Think 
about support for those who may fall between gaps 
such as transnational or distance learners, visiting 
staff and students, staff and student applicants 
or contractors. 

 + Consider accessibility and awareness of policies 
with key audiences, especially where there are 
multiple or overlapping policies relating to equality 
and religion. Will a variety of users be able to easily 
cross reference and understand the links between 
the information and who to contact with questions? 
How will policies be promoted and how will any 
impact be understood?
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Case study: LGBT inclusion within chaplaincy 
services (University of Portsmouth)

The chaplaincy team was aware there might be an 
assumption that the chaplaincy space as a whole 
‘would not be welcoming of LGBT+ students’ and 
took a proactive approach to developing stronger 
relationships with them: 

‘ We worked hard to offer pastoral support to them and 
build trust where we could invite them into the space, 
and offer them the use of our chaplaincy space one 
evening a fortnight for a games evening. They reflected 
back to us that they would have valued being able to 
see a rainbow flag on our Facebook page, which would 
have communicated to them that our space and we as 
chaplains were safe. In response, we immediately 
changed our Facebook cover image to include this.’

The team work hard to foster a respect for diversity 
in all their work. The coordinating chaplain chairs the 
LGBT+ staff forum, maintains close links with different 
student faith societies and carries out his own faith 
work as an example of how to maintain good relations 
between different groups. 

they wish to manifest those beliefs, or of tensions with 
certain religious groups or denominations. There are many 
different views around gender and sexual norms which are 
informed by religious beliefs. These views will also vary 
within any particular religion, denomination of that religion, 
or even place of worship. Some religiously informed views 
on LGBT+ rights are a cause of tension and hurt for many 
LGB+ and/or trans people within education and wider 
society. However it is important to remember that many 
faith communities are not only tolerant but inclusive of 
LGBT+ people. Some LGBT+ people of faith may be 
more likely to feel excluded within higher education 
environments (Stonewall 2018) – their faith may be an 
important source of support and community. 

Pregnancy and maternity

Staff supporting colleagues or students who are pregnant 
should be mindful that pregnancy, termination, birth 
and parenthood may have complex meanings and 
understandings among different faiths and philosophical 
beliefs. Those supporting pregnant people should be 
sensitive to the needs of the individual and ensure that 
their own biases, prejudices or belief systems do not 
adversely impact how they provide support and 
information. For example, no assumptions should be 
made about students or staff wishes in relation to their 
pregnancy. Institutions providing training or guidance to 
staff more likely to receive disclosures of pregnancy may 
wish to consider explicit guidance around respect for the 
pregnant person’s beliefs. 

Disability and long-term health conditions

Disabled staff and students who seek to manifest their 
faith or beliefs may need support or reasonable 
adjustments in terms of access to facilities, 
communications, networks and support. Institutions 
should consider for example, access to prayer space 
and conflicts over use of prayer space: a designated rest 
space for disabled staff and students should not be 
conceptually equated with meditation and prayer space. 
Note that under the Equality Act 2010 and Northern Irish 
equality legislation it is permissible to treat disabled people 
more favourably than other protected groups. This may 
need to be made clear to all parties when explaining 
decisions around balancing competing needs. At times 
disability and health issues may come into conflict with 
some religious beliefs about healing and medicine. 

Sexual orientation and gender identity

Individuals who identify with a range of gender and 
sexual diversities (LGBT+) may face societal and 
institutional structures of oppression and inequality. It will 
be unhelpful to make additional assumptions about which 
religious beliefs (or none) an individual may have, how 
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Further resources

 + ECU (2017) Research and data briefing 2: 
intersectional approaches to equality research 
and data:  
www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/
intersectional-approaches-to-equality-research-and-
data/

 + ECU (2010) Student pregnancy and maternity: 
implications for higher education institutions:  
www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/
student-pregnancy-and-maternity/

 + Advance HE Accessible estates and facilities:  
www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/inclusive-
environment/accessible-campus/
accessible-estates-facilities/

 + NUS (2012) Facilitating dialogue on faith and 
sexuality in further education – toolkit and resources:  
www.nusconnect.org.uk/learning-resources/
faith-and-belief/good-campus-relations/
faith-and-sexuality

Recommendations 

 + Institutions undertaking self-reflective work to 
understand their issues of race inequality should 
also consider ways they can ask and understand 
any religious dimension to lived experiences. 

 + Equally, in consulting and supporting particularly 
ethnic groups in institutions’ immediate community, 
remember religious identity may be a key element 
of a particular group’s ethnic identity and community. 

 + Consider how to signpost staff or students to 
spiritual support, which will be welcoming and 
inclusive of their identity. When reviewing policy 
and practice in supporting LGBT+ inclusion, consider 
the experiences of LGBT+ staff and students. 

Age

Age and religion may interact in complex ways, 
particularly when considering the transition to adulthood 
as younger students engage with high level studies 
and are exposed to new ideas. There may also be 
generational differences within religious groups around 
teaching and practice, though assumptions should not 
be made that older students for example will hold more 
conservative views. The experiences of mature students 
in particular should be considered: mature students are 
50% more likely to leave after one year of a degree 
than younger students (HEFCE 2017), and efforts to 
understand their complex identities and needs should not 
disregard the religious element, particularly as some 
mature students may choose to ‘pass’ as non-religious to 
mitigate further ‘difference’ from peers (Stevenson 2014). 

Sex

Sex and gender inequality is well documented within 
higher education, particularly in terms of senior 
leadership and representation in different academic 
disciplines. It will be important to consider the added 
complexities of religion or non-religious identities, 
particularly for underrepresented genders. Members 
of some faiths are more visible than others, and such 
visibility may at times be highly gendered depending on 
customs and observances of different faiths (see section 
5.4 for a section on religious dress). Gender roles may 
be perceived differently in different faiths, denominations 
or settings and this may cause tensions within or 
between different groups (see section 5.5 for issues 
specifically relating to gender segregation). 

http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/intersectional-approaches-to-equality-research-and-data/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/intersectional-approaches-to-equality-research-and-data/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/intersectional-approaches-to-equality-research-and-data/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/student-pregnancy-and-maternity/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/student-pregnancy-and-maternity/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/inclusive-environment/accessible-campus/accessible-estates-facilities/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/inclusive-environment/accessible-campus/accessible-estates-facilities/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/inclusive-environment/accessible-campus/accessible-estates-facilities/
http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/learning-resources/faith-and-belief/good-campus-relations/faith-and-sexuality
http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/learning-resources/faith-and-belief/good-campus-relations/faith-and-sexuality
http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/learning-resources/faith-and-belief/good-campus-relations/faith-and-sexuality
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their faith (particularly around uniform codes and issues 
of communal worship), which may impact on their 
expectations of further and higher education. 

When trying to encourage students and their families to 
apply to study in locations or at universities where there 
has been a low representation of those who share their 
faith, staff and ambassadors may need to balance 
positivity around belonging and inclusivity with 
honesty and transparency about current levels of 
representation and support. Providing prospective 
students with opportunities for direct engagement with 
current or former students from the same religion may 
be particularly beneficial.

Institutions with a current or historical religious ethos may 
need to be explicit about their approach to welcoming 
those of all faiths and no faith.

Case study: Faith Centre and outreach 
activities (LSE)

The Faith Centre at LSE works with the institution’s 
widening participation teams to engage with local 
schools during Interfaith Week each November. 
In addition to promoting interfaith dialogue in schools, 
LSE actively seeks to show how religious minorities 
are represented within the university.

Recruitment materials and information

A review of existing recruitment materials about an 
institution, its courses of study and its general community 
could help to ensure that an institution remains 
welcoming and inclusive to a range of faiths, and none. 
This could include:

 + ensuring images of diverse groups of students 
including those who visibly manifest their faith 
through clothing or symbols (whilst still reflective 
of the community)

 + providing information on chaplaincy, faith societies 
and sources of individual spiritual support, as well as 
non-religious societies (such as Humanism, Atheist, 
secularist societies)

Section 3: Student access, experience and learning

Support for a student’s religion or belief needs greater 
attention as a factor in student engagement and success.

3.1 Outreach, widening participation 
and recruitment
At the time of writing, few institutions were monitoring 
student recruitment, selection and admissions processes 
by the protected characteristic of religion or belief. 
This may be because data is not routinely collected 
or available from these students at such early stages of 
the student journey, or if collected has low return rates. 
Specific action to increase the diversity of religious 
backgrounds of university entrants has not been 
a widening participation focus for many institutions across 
England and Wales. Northern Ireland however may have 
different experiences due to sectarian histories. 

As institutions continue to develop race equality and 
access initiatives, Advance HE recommends greater 
consideration of the intersection of race and 
religion in student access (Stevenson et al 2017). 
The introduction of mandatory HESA returns of student 
religion or belief data for the student population as a 
whole could begin to paint a key picture of any barriers 
and underrepresentation, particularly if balanced with 
admissions and outreach data.

Outreach and schools liaison

Outreach events and initiatives provide an opportunity 
for an institution to build relationships with different faith 
groups, particularly if these are strongly represented 
within target schools and communities. It will be useful for 
staff or ambassadors attending to have basic knowledge 
of different faith practices, and an understanding of likely 
questions from prospective students and their families 
(or know where to signpost). Family members and other 
key influencers may for example have concerns about 
students maintaining their religious identity (Sharma 
and Guest 2013) and receiving appropriate spiritual 
support during their studies, particularly if studying away 
from home. Students may also have had varied levels of 
support in primary and secondary education regarding 
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 + including an explicit statement that the institution 
welcomes a range of different beliefs, and those of no 
belief, particularly where an institution has a strong 
link to a particular religion (or secular identity) through 
its history, name or location

 + ensuring any interfaith events or initiatives are 
highlighted as well as celebrations, networks and 
societies of different faiths and beliefs 

Open days and other recruitment events 

Events to attract applicants (open days, recruitment fairs, 
tours, summer schools as well as mentoring schemes 
and taster sessions) should take care not to inadvertently 
exclude people with particular characteristics. For 
example, arranging events only at times that coincide 
with a religious holiday might prevent people from a 
religious group from attending. This could result in 
unlawful indirect discrimination unless it could be shown 
to be a proportionate way of meeting a legitimate aim. 
EHRC (2012) cites the following example in its guidance:

 
A large university arranges all its open days on 
Saturdays. The practice of holding all open days on 
a Saturday instead of on a variety of different days 
places practising Jews at a disadvantage and therefore 
could lead to a successful complaint of unlawful indirect 
religion or belief discrimination.

However, a smaller institution running only a single event, 
for example, might find after consideration, that a Saturday 
was the only day suitable for the great majority of potential 
applicants, and was therefore objectively justified. 
EHRC (2012)

Equally institutions may wish to include information when 
publicising their open days about the availability of prayer 
and meditation spaces, and how dietary requirements 
might be met. When planning and communicating 
information to applicants about the open day, institutions 
may also wish to consider:

 + whether the chaplaincy team or religious advisers 
will be available

 + whether the accommodation team will be able to 
address questions relating to religious needs, such 
as kosher, vegan, single-sex or non-alcoholic halls 
(see section 5.3 of the complete guidance).

 + whether the student finance team will be able to 
address questions relating to ‘ethical’ or Sharia-
compliant loans and finance (see below) 

 + whether student religious or non-religious societies, 
will be present to provide information 

 + whether campus tours take into account on-campus 
or near-campus places of worship
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3.2 Student funding information 
Institutions advising potential students about entry to 
further and higher education (including progression 
to postgraduate education) often provide a range of 
introductory information about student funding options, 
including loans. Some potential students, and their 
families, may have concerns about meeting the costs of 
university if they interpret their faith as prohibiting the use 
of certain types of financial loan. For example, some 
Muslim students (but not necessarily all) do not feel able 
to use loans systems with interest rates above inflation, 
and instead seek other financial products acceptable 
to their faith. Following a consultation in 2014 on the 
introduction of student finance, a new system, ‘a Takaful 
fund’, has been recommended (BIS 2014), and provision 
is made for this in the Higher Education and Research 
Act 2017 s. 86. However at the time of writing, the system 
had not yet been introduced.

Recommendations

 + Ensure staff, student ambassadors and any other 
third-party provider of information, advice and 
guidance to prospective or future students are 
aware of the religious issues around student 
finance. They should at least be able to signpost 
students and their families to alternative sources of 
financial support and the latest information on any 
government finance system. If signposting includes 
reference to commercial loans, students should be 
encouraged to seek financial advice as these may 
have different costs and risks associated.

 + Include information on this issue in standard 
student funding guidance or presentations.

 + Institutions could also consider and clarify the 
impact on students’ access to other forms of 
support due to not taking out a government student 
loan for religious reasons if otherwise eligible 
(eg on eligibility for institutional hardship funds, 
grants or bursaries).

Recommendations

 + Consider training sessions for outreach and 
recruitment teams (including any student 
ambassadors) to ensure an awareness and 
understanding of how religion, belief or no belief 
may impact on student decision-making

 + Ensure all staff and students undertaking outreach 
activities know how to signpost people to specific 
support and information about religion or belief 
where appropriate. However, take care not to limit 
or restrict information based on presumed interests.

 + Consider ways to share the experiences and voices 
of current students from a range of different faiths, 
beliefs and cultures, and those of no faith, with 
prospective students.

 + Work in cooperation with student faith societies 
or chaplaincies for outreach into particular 
communities or schools, or events around various 
religious festivals.

 + Discuss the implications for outreach and recruitment 
where an institution has historically had a strong 
secular ethos, or a foundation in one particular 
religion or denomination. What messaging around 
inclusion and diversity will be most appropriate whilst 
maintaining the institution’s identity?

 + Consider equality monitoring of participants in 
outreach programmes or events, which could 
include collection of religion or belief data.
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It may also be useful for admissions teams to clarify 
what types of religious observance are considered 
as part of ‘mitigating’ circumstances when reviewing 
previous academic performance. Particular attention 
may need to be given to Ramadan coinciding with 
examinations (see also section 3.7 for similar challenges 
for current students). The Association of School and 
College Leaders (ASCL) provided more guidance to 
schools on this but local policies may vary (ASCL 2017).

3.3 Admission and selection
Institutions’ selection processes can vary in complexity 
and length including a basic review of information on 
application forms (such as a personal statement and 
qualifications) or additional selection processes such as 
interviews and auditions. Therefore institutions will need 
to take care that structures and arrangements relating 
to selection do not directly or indirectly discriminate 
against specific faiths or none. The Higher Education 
and Research Act 2017 does not require institutions to 
make available details of application, offer and 
acceptance rates regarding religion or belief. However 
institutions could consider the value of monitoring 
success rates for this characteristic where appropriate. 
It may be particularly valuable to provide an intersectional 
understanding of ‘ethnicity’ and ‘gender’ characteristics 
(characteristics which are required to be monitored under 
the Higher Education and Research Act 2017 s. 9).

Note that: 

 + in certain circumstances it is possible an applicant’s 
religion may have impacted on their choice of 
secondary school or college, and consequently the 
availability of courses, subjects or other valuable 
extra-curricular opportunities. This may have an 
impact on some contextualised admissions policies 
or progression agreements 

 + international applicants may offer qualifications from 
education systems with differing mandatory religious 
curricula and/or secularisation than the UK 

 + admissions teams and procedures may also need to 
consider clarity of suitability of certain qualifications 
with a religious ethos and ensure processes to 
evaluate different qualifications (including unfamiliar 
qualifications) are transparent and robust to mitigate 
the possibility of indirect discrimination relating to 
religion or belief.

Teams are advised to undertake equality audits 
where possible to check procedures are transparent 
and mitigate possible indirect discrimination relating to 
religion or belief.

Recommendations

 + Conduct impact assessments of admissions 
policies and entry criteria to ensure they do not 
inadvertently exclude, or disproportionately 
disadvantage particular applicants. 

 + Consider the timing, location and environment 
of interviews, assessments or auditions with 
reference to meeting specific needs (see section 5 
of the complete guidance).

 + Where assessments involve problem-based 
scenarios or questions around ethics or values, 
consider how the interviewer’s own belief might 
impact on interview scoring or assessment. 
Be clear as to whether assessment is of 
competency, knowledge or values.

 + Mitigate against the risk of unconscious bias or 
implicit associations by staff reading and assessing 
‘personal statements’ and references (see resources 
below for suggestions). This may apply to 
admissions tutors, admissions staff, course leaders 
or potential supervisors for postgraduate study. 
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3.4 Enrolment and transition to study
New students may have particular needs and concerns 
based around their faith or beliefs. The enrolment and 
transition period is an important period for establishing 
a sense of belonging: institutions should consider what 
support can be provided on these issues proactively, 
or how to signpost students with questions relating to 
religion or belief. Support could be embedded across 
a range of student services and responsibilities rather 
than restricted solely to chaplaincy teams (though these 
may provide a strong source of information, community 
and leadership). Support will be particularly important for 
practising students who have moved to the institution to 
study, whether from another country or elsewhere in the 
UK, or have otherwise left previous support networks to 
study on site. 

Enrolment can also be an important opportunity 
to collect information on religion or belief for 
equality monitoring. Disclosure rates may increase, 
or information may have changed, since any collection 
at the point of application (see section 2.1 of the 
complete guidance). 

Further resources

 + Supporting Professionalism in Admissions (SPA) 
and ECU (2012) Equitable admissions for 
underrepresented groups:  
www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/
equitable-admissions-for-underrepresented-groups/

 + SPA resources on unconscious bias in admissions, 
including good practice summary, table listing 
potential areas for bias, and template review and 
action plan:  
www.spa.ac.uk/resources/unconscious-bias

 + SPA guidance on fair interviews:  
www.spa.ac.uk/resources/interviews

Formal enrolment or registration with the institution and 
students’ union also provides an opportunity to reiterate 
the expectations, rights and responsibilities relating to 
religion and belief (and none) to all students, and to 
seek their agreement as part of the terms of agreement 
(or student ‘contract’). Such terms should have been 
provided to students at the point of offer, or before, as 
part of institutions’ adherence to Competition and Markets 
Authority guidance.

Students will also need to be aware of any flexibility 
provided around late or early arrival if moving into student 
residences (see section 5.3).

Recommendations 

 + Provide practical guidance or contact details for 
those seeking nearby places to worship or religious 
or spiritual advice.

 + Signpost available faith or belief communities 
(as well as any non-religious groups), whether these 
be student faith societies, the chaplaincy or other 
local organisations. Consider the needs of particular 
groups, for example, international students, disabled 
students with access requirements, and LGBT+ or 
mature students.

 + Ensure all pastoral support services, such as 
counselling, are aware of the particular challenges 
around student transition and religion or belief. 
The transition to starting study (and potentially 
leaving/changing home) and exposure to new 
people, places and ideas may impact on any 
student’s wellbeing. For some students, faith may 
act as an important site of continuity, for others, 
transitions to study may be more destabilising and 
include explorations of other belief systems or none.

http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/equitable-admissions-for-underrepresented-groups/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/equitable-admissions-for-underrepresented-groups/
http://www.spa.ac.uk/resources/unconscious-bias
http://www.spa.ac.uk/resources/interviews
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Case study: Information on religious observance 
(Kings’ College London)

The Dean’s Office of King’s College London provides 
information about key religious festivals on its website. 
In 2017 it highlighted to staff that a number of Jewish 
festivals and holy days (including Rosh Hashanah 
and Yom Kippur) were to fall during or near student 
‘Welcome Week’. It noted how this might affect new 
students’ availability for orientation events and 
procedural challenges for requesting absence: 

‘ …obviously it will be difficult for new students to make 
such requests in advance if the need for absence is in 
their first few weeks at King’s, so some flexibility and 
understanding will be required.’

The guidance also highlights to staff that new students 
may not be aware of where all Muslim prayer rooms 
are on the multi-campus site, and gives reminders of 
the specific locations. There is also a request for an 
inclusive approach to accommodating prayer times: 

‘ it is always appreciated if Muslim staff and students 
can be permitted to go to pray when required, although 
it is good practice for students to request permission 
for this first, rather than just leaving the room at the 
relevant time.’

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/aboutkings/principal/dean/
Religious-Observance-2018.aspx

3.5 Inclusive learning and teaching
Advance HE understands an inclusive approach to 
learning and teaching as one that seeks to maximise 
the participation and engagement of all students 
in the learning environment. This could include 
acknowledging different identities, understanding 
different backgrounds or anticipating different 
requirements. At its most effective, taking an inclusive 
approach requires teachers, lecturers and course leaders 
to reflect on their pedagogy and classroom management, 
as well as academic support structures. To do this, 
institutions will need to consider how to support and 
develop their staff, and how to engage with feedback 
from different students. 

Inclusive curricula and course content

Curricula content within further and higher education 
is specifically excluded from challenge under the 
Equality Act. However Advance HE strongly recommends 
consideration of inclusive curricula that respects the 
diversity of identities and experiences (religious and 
non-religious) of learners. The sector is becoming 
increasingly conscious, particularly in terms of race, 
gender and sexuality, of the relationship between 
curricula content and a students’ sense of belonging 
to their institution, differential attainment and differential 
progression to further study and careers in higher 
education (see for example the National Union of 
Students [NUS] ‘Liberate My Degree’ campaign). It is 
an appropriate time to consider how strategic approaches 
to inclusivity might consider and incorporate issues of 
religion, belief and non-belief. 
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Curricula do not need to avoid any discussion of 
religions or belief to be inclusive. There are legal 
duties around protection of academic freedom and 
freedom of speech within the law (see section 6.6 of the 
complete guidance). An inclusive approach may consider 
a greater acknowledgement of the plurality of identities, 
and ensuring examples of different faiths included in 
course materials do not perpetuate stereotypes (HEA 
2011). However it is useful to consider the way in which 
material is used, debated and prioritised to reduce the 
chances of unnecessary tensions and biases, and to 
increase understanding and awareness of different 
identities and viewpoints. 

Research for ECU in 2011 indicated where students 
surveyed disagreed or strongly disagreed that ‘course 
content is sensitive to their religion or belief’. There 
were marked differences between religions. Note also that 
some concerns came from those who declared ‘no religion’.

Surveys of student experience will differ in scope, 
and some indicate a more challenging picture than 
above, particularly where the student’s faith is a specific 
focus of the academic discussion. For example, one-
fifth of Jewish students surveyed by the NUS in 2016/17 
‘disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement’ that 
they ‘feel comfortable with the way in which issues relating 
to Jewish people/Judaism are covered in class’ raising 
issues such as being seen as ‘spokesperson’ for issues 
around Israel or the holocaust (NUS 2017). 
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Figure 2: Percentage of students who disagreed that programme teaching or content was sensitive 
to their religion of belief (ECU (2011a).

% = of members of religion or belief group who responded to this question. N = 378.
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Recommendations 

An inclusive approach to religion, belief and non-belief 
may vary depending on the subject discipline, the level 
and mode of study, and the characteristics of the student 
body and academic staff. Academics will be best placed to 
consider the needs of their particular discipline or cohort of 
students. However in general we recommend the following.

 + Avoid stereotypes or inappropriate generalisation 
about particular religions or none, acknowledging 
the diversity and plurality within religions and 
philosophical beliefs.

 + Consider diversifying case studies and materials 
where appropriate and where this helps to increase 
awareness of different experiences and beliefs in 
the classroom and wider society.

 + Consider providing clarification of terminology that 
presupposes cultural knowledge of a particular religion.

 + Take care not to refer to particular political, national 
or religious identities as interchangeable concepts, 
and provide space for exploration and clarification of 
ideas. For example, debate on the history and politics 
of Israel and Palestine are often cited as sources of 
tension by Jewish and Muslim students if they are 
assumed to be opposing ‘spokespersons’ regardless 
of their nationality, or political or religious views.

 + Anticipate, where possible, topics that may be 
understood differently by different students (or 
provoke debate and discussion around religion) and 
lay a foundation for respectful enquiry. Aim to foster 
an environment where students feel comfortable 
and supported in engaging in challenging 
conversations (see section 6.6 also).

 + Consider if it is useful to provide marking-criteria 
guidance on the institution’s policy around the use 
of religious sources and beliefs in academic 
argument and written work.

Explore the possibility of embedding confidential 
equality monitoring into student feedback surveys, 
academic appeals or complaints processes to 
understand the experiences of different groups. 

Case study: Religion, belief and faith identities 
in learning and teaching (University of the Arts 
London [UAL]) 

UAL has established a community of practice with the 
aim of exploring the ways in which religion, belief and 
faith identities are understood and impact on teaching 
and learning within art, design and communication. 
Led by the professor of cultural studies, the group 
explores questions of religion, belief and faith identities 
(including secular identities) in the broadest sense, 
and with an understanding of how faith identity 
intersects with other social identities. The group 
involves staff from across the university and is 
supported by the university’s Religion or Belief 
Champion. The Community of Practice aims to: 

 + create opportunities for staff to discuss religion, 
belief and faith identities regarding their academic 
and creative practice 

 + create a space for open conversation about the way 
services can be inclusive and accessible to students 
from diverse faith backgrounds 

 + provide opportunities for colleagues from across 
the university to share openly and be supported 
in discussing the complexity and challenges 
encountered when engaging with religion, belief 
and faith identities at work

 + share examples of course content, projects/
assignments, and student and staff work that 
explores religion, belief and faith identities

 + map academic research relating to religion, belief and 
faith identities undertaken by staff and students at UAL

As part of the Community of Practice, staff present 
research, discuss their creative practice and share 
ideas about how to better understand religious diversity 
within higher education. The Community of Practice has 
a blog, and has worked with library services to develop 
a subject guide, enabling staff and students to access 
research and resources relating to religion, belief and 
faith identities across a range of subject areas.

religiousliteracy.myblog.arts.ac.uk

http://religiousliteracy.myblog.arts.ac.uk
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Further resources

 + ECU and Higher Education Academy (HEA) (2015) 
Equality and diversity in learning and teaching in 
higher education:  
www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/ecu-hea-compendium/

 + HEA (2017) Embedding equality and diversity in 
the curriculum:  
www.heacademy.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/
embedding-equality-and-diversity-curriculum-0

Discipline-specific challenges

ECU’s 2011 research particularly highlighted challenges 
in the medical, veterinary and life sciences (ECU 2011a). 
The dissection or experimentation of animal or human 
biological specimens could be a particular concern for 
some students on grounds of religion or belief (including 
philosophical belief). The report noted some courses had 
built in a period of reflection to consider how the use of 
animal samples or dissection has helped the study.

The research also highlighted that academic staff were 
aware of challenges around academic debate of areas 
which had potential to ‘crossover’ into discussion of topics 
which would have a strong religious, philosophical or 
ethical link (eg law or social sciences) or which discussed 
the nature of religion itself (eg theology). Training and 
support for managing respectful enquiry, and clarification 
on use of religious or philosophical doctrine in academic 
work may be particularly useful in this type of work.

Recommendations

 + Ensure marketing and enrolment materials 
clearly inform students if they will be required to 
dissect or handle animal or human materials during 
their course and to communicate the institution’s 
view on the benefits and purpose of doing so. 
Provide links to the institution’s policy and position 
on welfare and use of animals in the learning 
experience and provide a method for feedback.

 + Consider in advance how to manage and approach 
any requests for exemption from these activities. 
How can requests be made, and how will a consistent 
approach be secured?

 + Where exemption is permitted, ensure the 
institution communicates clearly and sensitively 
any disadvantages the student may face in terms 
of assessment or professional registration 
(eg does exemption from a particular session 
mean that grades are ‘capped’?).

 + For learning sessions involving dissection or use of 
animal or human materials build in time for ethical 
discussion and reflection on the use of animals 
in the learning experience. Include open discussion 
on the benefits, as well as any alternative methods 
for achieving the same learning outcomes. Ensure 
‘ground rules’ are in place for respectful discussion 
and enquiry.

 + Seek feedback from students on whether they 
felt the course support materials and guidance 
gave clarity on course content and approaches 
to challenging discussions on ethics and issues 
relating to religion and belief.

Professional accreditation

Many programmes of study are accredited by 
professional, statutory or regulatory bodies (PSRBs), and 
convey or provide access to professional qualifications 
within specific sectors. Institutions awarding or delivering 
programmes on behalf of PSRBs will sometimes have 
limited flexibility around course content and assessment 
methods as these will be determined by the PSRB. 

http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/ecu-hea-compendium/
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/embedding-equality-and-diversity-curriculum-0
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/embedding-equality-and-diversity-curriculum-0
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Recommendations

 + Clarify the process for requesting exemption or 
adjustment to course elements related to PSRB 
accreditation, and where accountability for the 
decision lies. 

 + Provide a link to any list of competencies or 
skills required for PSRB accreditation to potential 
applicants and new students to ensure early 
awareness and discussion. 

 + Provide a point of contact for students with 
questions about how their faith or beliefs might 
impact on their professional training. This could be 
a referral to the relevant professional body or an 
alumni network, but institutions should be mindful 
of the need for consistency and accountability 
of advice given. 

 + Consider opening specific discussions with the 
PSRB around the impact of faith and belief on 
the programme and/or profession, and how the 
profession as a whole may be able to meet 
different requirements. 

 + Ensure a process for identifying lessons from 
issues that arise between professional 
requirements and religion or belief. 

 + Consider what alternative routes, support and 
guidance may be given to the student in the rare 
instance that a decision is taken to withhold 
accreditation or awards (see R (Ngole) v University 
of Sheffield [2017] EWHC 2669 (Admin).

Where a programme of study does not provide PSRB 
accreditation in and of itself, but strongly markets itself 
as a route to a particular profession, institutions may 
wish to consider carefully how to manage expectations 
of students whose beliefs may come into tension with 
professional requirements. 

Case study: Religion or belief code of practice 
(St George’s, University of London)

St George’s, University of London specialises in 
medical and health sciences education, training and 
research. It has a diverse student body, many of whom 
will undertake placement in clinical and health settings 
as part of their degree studies towards professional 
health qualifications. The equalities team, who received 
up to 100 queries a month specifically around religion 
or belief, sought to draw together a new Code of 
Practice 2014 in consultation with the Interfaith Forum 
and with student religious groups. 

In addition to detailed focus on accommodation of 
different religious dress the guidance covers issues 
relevant to the professional focus of their students 
including blood-taking, use of alcohol hand gel, taking 
part in abortion procedures, and human embryo/fertility 
treatments. Any relevant professional guidelines or laws, 
such as the ‘Conscientious Objection and Educational 
Participation Policy’ (where applicable) were signposted. 

https://sgul.ac.uk/images/about/Policies/religion-belief-
code-of-practice.pdf

Case study: Inclusive curriculum framework 
professional case studies (Kingston University)

Kingston University’s inclusive curricula framework 
is accompanied by case studies, some of which 
specifically address professional courses for example:

 + supporting female Muslim students in physiotherapy 
education, where a department was prompted to 
re-examine issues of dress, touch, group skills 
practice, professional training and careers

 + faith and spirituality in social work: cross-
disciplinary lecture series provided to those likely 
to become social workers and youth workers, which 
examines the ethical considerations of faith and 
secular identity within professional work. 

www.kingston.ac.uk/aboutkingstonuniversity/equality-
diversity-and-inclusion/our-inclusive-curriculum/
inclusive-curriculum-framework/

https://sgul.ac.uk/images/about/Policies/religion-belief-code-of-practice.pdf
https://sgul.ac.uk/images/about/Policies/religion-belief-code-of-practice.pdf
http://www.kingston.ac.uk/aboutkingstonuniversity/equality-diversity-and-inclusion/our-inclusive-curriculum/inclusive-curriculum-framework/
http://www.kingston.ac.uk/aboutkingstonuniversity/equality-diversity-and-inclusion/our-inclusive-curriculum/inclusive-curriculum-framework/
http://www.kingston.ac.uk/aboutkingstonuniversity/equality-diversity-and-inclusion/our-inclusive-curriculum/inclusive-curriculum-framework/
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3.6 Timetabling and attendance
The timing, location and format of the teaching and 
learning experience can sometimes impact on a student’s 
ability to manifest their religious observance or beliefs. 
Common situations for such tensions are when directed 
learning sessions (such as seminars, lectures or classes) 
or assessments (such as examinations, clinical 
evaluations and assignment deadlines) are timetabled 
on days or times which are:

 + traditional rest days, where certain types of activities 
(such as study, work or travel) are not usually undertaken 

 + common times of regular prayer or worship

 + special dates or periods of festivities or reflection 

Tensions may impact on students in different ways. 
Individuals may:

 + choose to attend the scheduled events, but struggle 
spiritually, emotionally or socially with such a choice 
(impacting wellbeing and sense of belonging)

 + absent themselves from the teaching or learning session 

 + attend for some of the time, or for some activities, 
and seek to balance their commitments 

 + not experience tensions if they identify as a particular 
faith but are not particularly ‘observant’ or the nature 
of their faith means they have greater flexibility in how 
and when they worship.

 
‘My first day of lectures was on Yom Kippur, which is the 
Day of Atonement and a most holy day for Jews. The day 
for moving into the halls was on Rosh Hashanah – Jewish 
new year. I am not a very religious person apart from the 
two days of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. These are 
the three days when I come out of the woodwork and go to 
synagogue and I pray. Last year because it was the first 
year of university I had to come to university early but my 
first day of lectures I was caught between a rock and 
a hard place. Do I go to university or go to synagogue like 
I have for the last 18 years? It just didn’t feel right.
ECU (2011a) 

Further resources

 + ECU (2015) Understanding the interaction of 
competence standards and reasonable adjustments: 
www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/
studentrecruitment-retention-attainment/student-
retention/inclusive-learning-teaching/
competence-standards-reasonable-adjustments/

Placements, field trips, study abroad

Religious observance may affect participation or 
engagement with activities such as field trips or 
placements. Individuals may have particular 
requirements concerning, for example, travel, 
accommodation or different meal times and catering 
availability. Additionally students considering undertaking 
certain types of placements, or placements in particular 
countries, may have concerns about how inclusive their 
placement, institution or hosts may be to their faith or 
non-religious beliefs. 

Recommendations

 + Consider providing guidelines to organisers of 
field trips on how to ensure inclusive 
arrangements and experiences, including how 
to manage requests for adjustment and exemption. 
Ensure clarity regarding costs and responsibilities 
associated with accommodating different needs 
(eg travel which avoids rest or holy days).

 + Highlight issues of religion or belief in guidance 
for placements and study abroad outside the 
main institution. This could discuss issues such as 
support and community links, good relationships 
with hosts and guidance on restrictions around 
manifestation of belief. Information on local free 
speech and blasphemy laws may also be useful. 
Ensure students are signposted for individual 
requests for adjustment and exemption, and made 
aware of risk assessments and suitable contacts 
for further advice.
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Timetabling is therefore a challenging issue within 
institutions, involving a proportionate assessment of 
the depth and breadth of impact on particular groups of 
students (and supervising staff). This is balanced with the 
realities of limited institutional resources, staffing, 
accessible spaces, and equipment needs. Depending 
on the size and resource of the institution, there may be 
a different balance between an anticipatory approach 
to inclusive timetabling (taking steps to avoid ‘clashes’ 
occurring where possible), and one of mitigating impact 
where students are affected.

Regular attendance

Sometimes attendance on a course of study is compulsory, 
perhaps due to requirements of a professional accrediting 
body, or linked to the student’s funding or benefits 
provision. Institutions may feel restricted in the level of 
flexibility they can afford students. It is recommended 
in any agreements, terms or conditions relating to 
mandatory attendance that the policy of accommodating 
religious festivals or worship is explicitly stated at the 
outset as it might be for other equality considerations 
(eg time off for disability or health-related issues, or 
caring responsibilities). Common issues include:

 + the relationship between policies around absence due 
to religious observance, and expectations of students 
under Tier 4 (or similar) visa requirements 

 + awareness of where different or more restrictive 
attendance requirements may be in place in situations 
such as: attendance for work or industry-based 
placements (including teacher training and NHS 
clinical placements); residential sessions for 
distance or blended learners; sessions delivered 
in part or wholly by other providers (such as study 
abroad sessions or inter-collegiate study). 

Students of no religion (or a belief system involving no 
regular worship, prayer or celebration) may or may not 
be accepting of actions taken to accommodate others’ 
religious observances. Such reactions may be partially 
mitigated with greater awareness of institutional policies 
and consultation. 

Recommendations

 + Those with responsibility for decision-making around 
timetabling and scheduling should be trained and 
aware of the most common challenges around 
timetabling and faith (with reference to a faith 
events calendar and consultation with staff and 
students). Note that different denominations of the 
same religion may celebrate the same religious 
event on different days 

 + Equality impact assessments of key decisions 
should be undertaken, and an appropriate 
feedback mechanism put in place to understand 
impact (eg through course representatives). 

 + There should be clear and consistent policies 
regarding absence requests, rescheduling or other 
accommodations on the grounds of religion or belief. 
This extends to processes for submitting and 
considering requests communicated to all staff and 
students and regular monitoring for learning points. 
Reminders about processes for timetable ‘clash’ 
alongside release of timetables should be provided.

 + Depending on the size and resource of the 
institution, there may be a different balance between 
an anticipatory approach to inclusive timetabling 
(taking steps to avoid ‘clashes’ occurring where 
possible), and one of mitigating impact where 
students are affected.

 + Individual academic staff and course leaders can 
also help to mitigate the impact of scheduling 
by inviting students with attendance or participation 
concerns to contact them to discuss the issue 
further, even if this is to signpost them to a clear 
explanation of the decision-making process for 
the class being timetabled and located where it is. 
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3.7 Examinations and assessment 
Institutions should be prepared to consider significant 
adjustments to their examination schedules where 
possible and think creatively about inclusive 
assessment methods to eliminate disadvantage to 
particular groups of students. This will also benefit staff 
invigilating or assisting students.

Periods of religious fasting or festivities which overlap 
with common examination ‘seasons’ in the UK academic 
calendar (summer and autumn in particular) could have 
implications for individual student outcomes, as well as 
an institution’s overall relations with particular faith 
groups. While many institutions now provide guidance 
and support around this issue, student perceptions 
indicate a possible gap in satisfaction and awareness: 
for example, only one in ten Muslim students ‘believed 
that their institution avoided scheduling classes and 
examinations during Ramadan, or that their institution 
avoided scheduling classes and examinations during 
prayer times’ (NUS 2018).

Examination timetabling can be particularly challenging 
for institutions, involving complex practical requirements 
such as room and equipment availability, as well as the 
availability of sufficiently experienced staff. Requests to 
adjust examinations or assessment on the basis of 
religion or belief may often need to be balanced in 
proportion to the institution’s legitimate aims. 
Advance planning, which takes a creative and inclusive 
approach to students’ varied religious observances, 
with input from different faiths, should reduce the more 
‘reactive’ administrative burden of bespoke individual 
arrangements, mitigating circumstances, appeals 
and complaints. 

In addition to the recommendations made in relation to 
regular timetabling (see section 3.6), the impact for both 
students and the institution of examination clashes may 
warrant additional considerations. 

Planning

It will be helpful if accommodation of religious obligations 
is discussed during the standard process when 
developing examination timetables and related 

 + When there is a timetabling clash, where possible 
staff should be flexible and supportive of students 
who might for example be slightly late or need to 
leave early. Consider how technologies such as 
lecture capture or podcasting may be used to 
mitigate impact on students who are absent for 
some of the class (for religious or other reasons).

 + Discuss clearly with all parties the expectations 
regarding minimising disruption to the class and 
peers, whilst acknowledging the challenges faced 
by students whose religious observance is being 
constrained by structural factors. 

 + Be aware, particularly at the beginning of the 
academic year, of where the nearest prayer or 
meditation spaces are to direct and support 
students (or signpost students to this information).

 + Consider the above in relation to the ‘non-
compulsory’ elements to teaching such as contact/
office hours, additional revision or study 
sessions, or guest lectures.
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Recommendations

 + Use collected equality data on the religion or belief 
of students (and staff) to understand the potential 
scale of religious practice across the institution and 
how it may affect the examination timetable. Using 
this data at faculty and even programme level 
can inform the timetabling process and reduce the 
number of requests for late adjustments.

 + Ensure timetabling and planning teams are aware 
of dates of key religious festivals (see Resources 
in 5.5) and have an understanding of common days 
and times for regular prayer or rest.

 + It is advisable to avoid assessment deadlines 
(for submission of completed written portfolio, 
dissertation or other work) on major religious 
holidays and festivals. However the regular nature 
of course deadlines may at times mean this is 
difficult to avoid. Institutions should be clear to 
students how this may affect them and whether 
they will be permitted to submit their 
assessment later or expected to make their own 
efforts to submit before the final deadline.

Mitigating impact

Where ‘clashes’ are unavoidable despite best efforts, 
some useful approaches could include planning ahead to 
allow students an alternative time or day of examination 
such as:

 + allowing those who are fasting a choice of times 
(eg morning or afternoon examinations) to manage 
reduced energy levels due to fasting and sleep 
deprivation

 + providing alternative days for examinations 
scheduled on a religious day of rest 

Recommendations

 + Consider ways to mitigate impact on different groups 
carefully, consulting with different groups 
as necessary. Involving chaplains/faith advisers, 
student societies, staff networks and religious leaders 
from the local community in discussions will help to 
ensure that the institution is well informed about the 
issues and considers a diversity of views.

 + For supervised or ‘closed’ examination sessions 
make clear to students in advance whether 
regulations allow for leaving the examination 
room to pray or meditate and return. Consider how 
to ensure clarity and consistency on policy and 
procedures and provide a clear list of expected 
student responsibilities. For example, will 
arrangements relating to religious observance be 
considered under particular grounds for appeal 
complaint or as part of an extenuating or mitigating 
circumstances policy? How will consistency 
across modules and courses be monitored? 
Consider the impact on interdisciplinary or joint-
studies students in particular. 

To keep the content of examinations confidential, 
institutions may need to keep morning and afternoon 
participants apart if the examinations are on the same 
day, use chaperones, or use alternative examination 
papers. If the former, ensure relevant student groups are 
consulted on how best this can take place to support the 
continuation of religious practice (eg provision of prayer 
space if necessary). If an institution decides to offer 
alternative examination sessions using the same papers, 
careful resource planning will be required from the 
outset, and final decisions will need to be proportionate 
to the overall aims of the institution. 

Supporting efforts to mitigate the effect of ‘clashes’ 
could also look at structures outside the examinations, 
such as providing a temporary prayer space closer 
to the examination space if that would help to support 
students, and working with local community. 

processes. Institutions will want to demonstrate they 
have given consideration to the steps they may take to 
accommodate religious needs or mitigate impact, and 
evidence that final decisions were a proportionate 
means to achieve a legitimate aim.
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Pastoral support

Institutions are advised that considerations of religious 
practice around examinations and assessment should not 
only focus on the practicalities of timetable ‘clashes’ and 
managing temporary absences or delays. Examinations 
and assessments can be sources of anxiety or stress for 
all students. These can be exacerbated by those facing 
additional related pressures: for example, some students 
may be more prone to homesickness or isolation 
around key religious holidays or festivals, and those 
observing fasting will need to be mindful of challenges 
around nutrition and fatigue.

Institutions commonly increase awareness campaigns 
relating to wellbeing during examination periods, and 
it may be useful to integrate specific acknowledgments 
of challenges relating to religious observance into 
these campaigns.

Recommendations

 + Look after the wellbeing of students. Provide 
practical advice and support to students who are 
fasting to assist them in staying healthy and to cope 
with the physical and mental demands of fasting 
during examinations. 

 + Ensure student counsellors and support 
workers are equipped to cope with a potential 
increase in demand and understand the particular 
pressures students may be facing due to religious 
observance and/or fasting alongside assessments. 
It is important that advisers understand the range 
of choices a student may make regarding religious 
observance and are comfortable with supporting 
a student whose practice may be different to 
their own.

 + Provide additional facilities to enable students 
to integrate religious observance into 
examination preparation. Many institutions 
extend library opening hours during the main 
examination period. Providing a space for prayer/
religious practice close by and open at the 
same hours will enable students to easily combine 

Case Study: How to stay healthy during Ramadan 
guidelines (University of Kent)

The University of Kent ensured its How to stay healthy 
during Ramadan guidelines were launched before the 
University spring holiday vacation to allow students 
plenty of time to familiarise themselves and prepare 
for Ramadan and exams in the main summer term 
examinations. The guidance was varied in content 
relating to health and wellbeing and aimed to reassure 
students that the University supports different religious 
requirements and that fasting during Ramadan in and 
of itself should not be a barrier to performing well 
academically, if appropriate measures and 
precautions are taken.

The guidelines were available from both the 
Examinations Office webpages and the local 
Canterbury Mosque. The guidelines were also 
published via social media (University of Kent 
Facebook and Twitter accounts) at the start of the 
academic term and just prior to Ramadan starting, 
and also to the relevant student clubs and societies.

Part of the university’s evaluation of success of the new 
guidelines will include monitoring any impact on the 
concessions and appeals process, believing that the 
number of students requesting examination concessions 
due to Ramadan, should reduce significantly. 

their religious obligations with their studies. 
Similarly, while it may not be practical to extend the 
opening hours of regular catering facilities, the 
provision of alternative ‘pop-up’ catering facilities 
close to the library will allow fasting students to eat 
at the required time without significantly interrupting 
their studies.
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3.8 Student support
Student support teams can make a significant difference 
to the success and wellbeing of students during their 
studies. From student funding to counselling and 
disability services, careers guidance or learning support, 
student services should aim to be inclusive of all faiths 
and beliefs. 

In addition to religious ‘literacy’ and awareness of issues 
of unconscious or implicit bias, services can also 
consider how their structures, processes and cultures 
might be more accessible to some students than others. 
Services can consider how a student’s religion or beliefs 
may impact on issues such as:

 + homesickness

 + pregnancy and termination

 + mental health difficulties

 + relationships with peers and families

 + romantic and sexual relationships

 + exploring gender and sexual identities

 + bereavement.

Staff may need to consider how they might fill their own 
knowledge gaps, avoid assumptions, and how to most 
appropriately signpost students to support which is 
inclusive of their beliefs. 

The ‘coverage’ of support offered by student services and 
chaplaincy may also require closer analysis to 
understand where the pastoral nature of chaplaincy may 
be ‘filling gaps’ in other formal advisory services. Where 
this is found to be the case, institutions may wish to 
consider how this might impact on students who do not 
feel a chaplaincy service is preferable or accessible to 
them. For example, a recent survey of student Humanists 
called for increased provision of non-religious pastoral 
support in universities (Humanists UK 2018). 

Recommendations

 + Consider equality monitoring for service users or 
in-service feedback to understand any barriers to 
engagement from different groups.

 + Discuss within teams how and why spiritual or 
philosophical issues might impact on student 
wellbeing and engagement, and how student 
support services can work in conjunction with 
chaplaincy teams or student societies on these 
issues in an informed and coherent way. This may 
include mapping potential overlaps (and gaps) in 
pastoral support between chaplaincy teams and 
student support services: where resources might 
be shared, and how should any concerns about 
the same student be shared sensitively?
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Individual staff have many aspects to their identity. 
An inclusive approach to their beliefs may be an 
important factor in their sense of belonging and 
career progression. 

Sometimes an individual’s religion may be obvious or 
known to recruiters, peers, managers and colleagues. 
Other times it may be less visible, and less understood. 
Any individual may prefer to keep their beliefs, religious 
or otherwise, private at work or in certain work contexts. 
However institutions should strive to create a work 
environment which: 

 + encourages and enables individuals to ‘be themselves’

 + ensures different groups have equal opportunities 
for engagement, success and progression

 + challenges any instances of harassment 
or discrimination

In this section we address some particular issues around 
staff inclusion. We invite the sector to place greater 
attention on the impact of religion, belief and no belief on 
staff belonging and success. This may prove particularly 
valuable when considered alongside work on race and 
gender equality. 

4.1 Advertising and recruitment of staff 
An individual’s religion or belief can be a key part of 
their identity and may impact on their decisions on 
employment in relation to the ethos of their employer, 
the nature of work, the work environment and whether 
the employer is located within or near a community in 
which they feel welcome. 

Institutions taking an inclusive approach to advertising 
roles and recruiting staff can consider ways to attract 
talent from a range of backgrounds, and be transparent 
on the support available in terms of manifestation and 
accommodation of religion as well as interfaith relations. 
Institutions with a strong religious background or secular 
identity may need to reflect carefully on how inclusive 
their organisation appears to external candidates. 
Many of the issues below will also apply for internal 
candidates for recruitment or promotion. 

Religion or belief as an occupational requirement

The Equality Act 2010 permits the use of occupational 
requirements in relation to religion and belief. However 
they can only be used in very limited circumstances 
(see section 1 of this guidance and Equality Act 2010 
Sch.9 part 1). To apply an occupational requirement there 
should be a clear reason why the role-holder needs to 
be of a particular faith (and potentially, denomination). 
Where an occupational requirement applies it should 
be made clear in the advert, person specification and 
job description.

In addition to occupational requirements there is a wider 
provision in law (Equality Act 2010 Sch.9 para 3) relating 
to institutions which can demonstrate that they have 
a ‘religious ethos’. If it is necessary for the role to be 
carried in respect of the institutional ethos, institutions 
can specify that a position must be held by someone of 
a certain religion or denomination. Such a provision might 
be applied to certain leadership or governance roles in 
institutions with a religious foundation. 

Chaplain, faith advisor or interfaith advisor roles are 
common examples where advertising and selection in 
relation to religion or belief must be considered carefully. 
If seeking to specify that an applicant should be of 
a particular faith we strongly recommend that institutions 
take legal advice, particularly if there is no direct link to 
an institution ‘with a religious ethos’ (see Section 1). 
However, in general it might be understood that:

 + Certain chaplaincy or faith advisor roles may also 
involve employment or funding by a particular place of 
worship or religious organisation. There may or may 
not be a requirement to lead religious services. Details 
should be clearly explained, and institutions examine 
whether the requirement to be of a particular faith 
(or denomination) is essential or simply desirable. 

 + Interfaith advisor roles are likely to be less easily 
justified by reference to one specific faith if the focus 
is on interfaith dialogue (including with those of no 
religion) and good relations. 

Section 4: Staff inclusion – recruitment, 
progression and experience 
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 + Regardless of the role, institutions should be clear 
if an essential requirement of applicants is an ability 
to provide support or guidance to students (or staff) 
of a range of faiths and beliefs. 

Application equality monitoring

Equality monitoring of stages of the recruitment process 
can help identify underrepresentation of particular faiths 
or beliefs, and inform which part of the process may need 
to be more closely examined for indirect or direct 
discrimination. Combining data relating to religion or 
belief with other characteristics, such as nationality, 
ethnicity, gender and age, may also help to understand 
other issues of inequality. 

It may also be useful to compare disclosure rates at 
the point of application with disclosure rates for 
appointed staff on starting their contract. This could help 
human resources staff understand applicants’ perceptions 
of fairness in the recruitment process, and consider 
where it may be valuable to add additional support 
information (eg on prayer facilities, or how non-religious 
beliefs are respected alongside religious identities). 
See section 2.1 of the complete guidance for more 
on monitoring.

Recommendations

All institutions (particularly those with a strong religious 
or secular identity) should consider carefully how 
to ensure applicant-facing information clarifies the 
inclusivity of a range of faiths, beliefs and none. 
Preferably this will go beyond a standard ‘equality’ 
statement and may include the following actions.

 + A specific statement about the relationship between 
the origins of the institution and the current plurality 
of faiths and beliefs.

 + Links to relevant support services including a range 
of faith advisers (if available) as well as any 
relevant staff networks (such as an interfaith group 
or groups representing a particular religion).

 + Profiles of a diverse range of staff.

 + Links specifically to support for the practice of religion 
such as the location and availability of prayer spaces, 
places of worship and catering requirements. 
Consider too how these may be proactively 
highlighted for interviewees during the selection 
stage as they may need to utilise them whilst on site. 

 + Links to any policies related to employment and 
religion, this could include dress codes, flexible 
working requests, leave for religious purposes 
and the role of religion or belief in the university, 
particularly where this may be different to 
educational contexts in other countries or 
jurisdictions. This may include clarification of the 
days and times that the university operates. 
Advertisements and criteria should be clear if 
and why any roles will be limited to applicants 
from a specific religion or denomination. 
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Finance and pensions

As with student finance, there has been an increased 
awareness that individual decisions around financial 
support, loans, investments and benefits may be 
influenced by their religious or philosophical beliefs. 
More pension schemes, including those most common 
to further and higher education, are offering ‘ethical’ 
investment options to cater for different ethical beliefs 
and/or Sharia compliance. See for example, the 
Universities Superannuation Scheme (USS) ethical and 
Sharia investment opportunities.

As the availability of specific pension schemes is often 
listed as a benefit in job advertisements, institutions 
could consider whether to explicitly clarify the availability 
of these financial products. This may be of particular 
value in seeking to recruit a wider range of staff from 
outside the further and higher education sectors, or from 
outside the UK. 

Recommendations

 + Consider the religious needs of any interviewees 
whilst on site at the university (where applicable), 
including location of prayer facilities and inclusive 
catering (particularly for ‘all day’ selection processes). 

 + Consider the timing of the interview (and related 
travel requirements). Wherever possible avoid days 
of rest of different faiths as well as key dates of 
religious celebration or observance. This will support 
diversity of both interviewees and interviewers. 

 + Where this is not possible, consider a clear policy 
on requests for rescheduling or re-locating the 
interview. Rescheduling may be for a variety of 
reasons, including issues related to childcare and 
health appointments. Consider how the reasons for 
the request can be handled confidentially by staff 
independent of the panel to minimise opportunities 
for unconscious or implicit bias. 

 + Ensure interviewers are aware of, and inclusive of, 
a variety of dress. If interviewees are ID checked, 
consider how this may be done in a private space for 
those with a partial or full-face covering, and how to 
ensure all interviewees are made aware of such 
arrangements before arrival. It would be preferable 
that the ID check is conducted by a member of staff 
(preferably from human resources) of the same 
gender as the interviewee, who is independent of the 
interview panel. 

 + Consider how to make job advertisements and 
recruitment information inclusive of a range 
of beliefs, for example by reference to relevant 
policies, facilities, adjustments or key contacts. 
Where an institution has a history strongly tied 
to a particular religion or secular identity, ensure 
an inclusive statement to contextualise this and 
welcome potential applicants from a range of 
faiths and none. 

Interview and selection

The selection process can be a key risk area for equality 
and diversity. Individuals who shortlist or interview others 
may have their own unconscious or implicit biases about 
who will ‘fit’ into the role and the team, and this may affect 
the way they behave towards candidates, assess their 
skills or make decisions about them. 

Some applicants’ religion may be more ‘visible’ than 
others in the way that they dress, their name, their 
education or even in their work history or voluntary 
experience: institutions should consider the potential 
impact this may have on how successful groups 
are during recruitment processes. 

Equally there may be some specific environmental 
challenges during the recruitment process, particularly 
on-site interviews, to be tackled to provide a more 
inclusive workplace. For example, ID checking of 
applicants should be respectful of applicants wearing 
a head or face covering, and inclusive catering should 
be available (see section 5.4). 
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4.2 Supporting staff 
Once recruited, there are a number of ways in which 
institutions, managers and peers can support staff to 
‘be themselves’ in the workplace. Creating a culture of 
inclusivity can involve:

 + local statements of commitment to equality, diversity 
and inclusion to include mention of faith or none, 
or else reiterating and supporting institutional 
level policies 

 + a culture of bystander intervention relating to 
stereotyping or negative comments about different 
religions or none

 + inclusive meetings and team events in terms of 
timings and catering (see section 5)

 + social events which are mindful of different needs and 
provide different ways for staff to form relationships in 
semi-formal or informal environments.

Line managers or team leaders may need to provide 
specific support for their staff to allow them to:

 + participate in interfaith or faith-based staff networks 
(see section 4.5)

 + share celebrations of particular faith events with 
colleagues (eg sharing traditional food or customs)

 + feedback or raise issues of inclusivity relating to 
their religion

 + make requests for amendments to their working 
hours or tasks to accommodate their religion 
(eg prayers or meditation or beliefs (eg not attending 
a university ceremony containing religious references) 
see section 4.3). 

Case study: Religion or belief guidance for 
managers (University College London)

University College London has published targeted 
guidance for line managers regarding religion or belief. 
The guide sets out issues such as the law, definitions 
of religion or belief and practical guidance around 
managing requests for time off for religious holidays 
and flexibility of working hours. It draws links to related 
university policies (such as those related to ’work–life 
balance’ and ID card dress requirements) as well as 
providing links to the chaplaincy and other sources of 
additional advice and guidance. The guide also ‘sets 
the scene’ but clearly explains the relevance of the 
guide to the managerial role.

www.ucl.ac.uk/hr/equalities/belief/religion_belief_
guidance_for_managers.pdf

Case study: Inclusion points (St Andrews University)

St Andrews University provides a summary of many 
different religions on its website. Information such as 
the history and origins of the religion, common beliefs, 
contacts within the institution and key calendar dates. 
However it also specifically highlights ‘inclusion points’ 
for different religions, enabling staff and students to 
understand key issues and actions to be aware of, 
such as any restrictions on food and drink, issues 
around religious dress and symbols, and key language 
or communication issues.

www.st-andrews.ac.uk/hr/edi/religionbelief/

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/hr/equalities/belief/religion_belief_guidance_for_managers.pdf
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/hr/equalities/belief/religion_belief_guidance_for_managers.pdf
http://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/hr/edi/religionbelief/
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Recommendations

 + Consider how flexible working cultures that actively 
address religious observance might benefit 
employee recruitment, retention, progression and 
performance.

 + Be creative in considering how to meet needs or 
mitigate impact. If there is an unavoidable clash 
between a key event and staff absence for religious 
observance, is there an alternative resource or 
provision to cover the staff member’s work 
(if applicable and necessary)?

 + Consider any negative impacts (such as restricted 
flexibility or additional work) on other members of 
staff, as well as the impact on good relations 
between groups.

 + Consider carefully the impact on any service users 
(being mindful of their characteristics) and/or core 
business.

 + Communicate clearly any policies around flexible 
working, time away from duties for prayer or 
meditation, and days off for religious observance. 
Clarify if different policies apply for longer periods 
of absence (such as time for pilgrimage).

Example 

A faculty provides an all-day drop-in service for its 
students five days a week. Staff on the service work to 
a changing monthly rota which ensures the service is 
always open, even over lunch. B requests a regularly 
protected slot throughout the year on Tuesday 
lunchtimes so they can attend a prayer meeting. 
When this is granted, D, who has no religious 
affiliation, requests a similar protected time for 
a mindfulness class.

The team decide that although managing individual 
requests adds time and complexity to the rota process, 
it is a proportionate response to promote the wellbeing 
of individuals and the sense of camaraderie in the team. 
However it is agreed to review the process annually.

It is noted that institutions increasingly offer their students 
and other service users extended opening hours, including 
evenings and weekends. This may particularly affect those 
working in direct support roles (such as IT or estates 
helpdesks), and library, accommodation and reception 
services. Clinical staff or other public-facing staff may find 
themselves asked to do weekend or evening work, which 
is likely to conflict with a number of holy or rest days. 
These services may need to consider if a more specialised 
local policy or arrangement would be useful which directly 
addresses issues such as shift work or long hours.

Further resources

 + ACAS (2014) Religion or belief discrimination: 
http://www.acas.org.uk/index.aspx?articleid=1856

Time for prayer, worship and rest days

Flexibility and expectations around the times and days 
of work can have great impact on the inclusivity of any 
institution. Recent sector focus has been placed on 
improving flexibility around caring responsibilities. 
Institutions could use this experience to assist them in 
formalising flexibility around religious needs including:

 + regular worship (such as prayer times)

 + days when religious observance requires avoidance 
of certain types of activities (such as work or travel) 
or when staff’s ability to engage fully is limited 
(by fasting for example)

 + days within the year considered holy and/or for 
celebration or reflection.

As with requests to opt out of specific duties (see section 
4.3), a flexible approach that balances proportionality of 
different needs and seeks to mitigate any impact on 
different protected groups is advisable.

Proactive inclusion may include avoiding meetings 
during popular prayer times, or taking time to update 
staff on any issues missed during time off for religious 
observance.

http://www.acas.org.uk/index.aspx?articleid=1856
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4.3 Opting out of specific duties due 
to religious belief
There may be a variety of occasions where an individual 
requests exemption from specific duties or exemption 
from carrying out duties in regard to particular service 
users due to their religious views or beliefs. Sometimes 
a specific exemption may not be formally requested, but 
staff may feel uncomfortable or unable to fully engage 
with the task. 

Case law has focused primarily on discussions of the 
proportionality of responses from employers in these 
situations. Institutions are expected to consider the impact 
on the organisation and different groups, as well as the 
religious group making the request, in making decisions. 
It is not permissible to expect an individual to change 
roles or leave their employer if they do not like current 
arrangements. Indeed a recent EHRC report states:

 
Opting out of work duties may be permissible where 
there is no actual or potential detrimental impact to other 
staff or to service users. In some instances this will not 
only be good practice, but essential to ensure that the 
employer is not indirectly discriminating against the 
person requesting the arrangement.’
EHRC (2016)

However it is acknowledged that a line is drawn between 
a manifestation of belief which discriminates against 
others and those which do not. This may be particularly 
important in considering the impact on ‘service users’ 
or on relationships such as line managers and their staff. 

 
We are strongly of the view that the law should not permit 
individuals to opt out of work duties, to accord with their 
religion or belief views, where this has an actual or 
potential detrimental or discriminatory impact on others.’

Example 

E is a lecturer who works in a medium-sized 
department of about 30 academic staff. Before the 
start of the new term he asks that he is not scheduled 
for any lectures or classes on his religion’s key day 
of rest. His head of department agrees this is 
manageable and proportionate. She takes into 
account the fact they have enough staff and time to 
arrange the timetable in this way. She also notes that 
the department has provided similar arrangements for 
part-time staff and those with particular childcare 
needs further to their Athena SWAN action plan on 
gender equality. However they agree this arrangement 
will need to be reviewed annually as the size and 
diversity of the staff changes. 

Example 

A head of department’s assistant states that he is 
uncomfortable purchasing and helping to serve 
alcohol for a staff event because his religion prohibits 
consumption of alcohol. His line manager thanks him 
for sharing his concerns. It is agreed it is a proportionate 
response to ask a different assistant to swap tasks 
with him that relate to the purchasing and serving of 
alcohol. A wider range of non-alcoholic beverages are 
also ordered to make the event more inclusive to all.
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Example

A technician attends their annual appraisal with a new 
manager. The manager reviews their staff record and 
asks a number of questions about an extended period 
of leave taken during the previous year. The technician 
explains that this was for a pilgrimage which was 
approved by the previous manager. The new manager 
looks disapproving and makes a comment about how 
she hopes this was a ‘one off’ and talks about the level 
of commitment expected of her team. The technician 
files a complaint with human resources, who agree 
that the new manager could benefit from further 
training on their policies around religious observance. 
The appraisal is repeated by an alternative manager.

Further resources

 + EHRC step-by-step guide to managing employee 
requests:  
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/advice-
and-guidance/
religion-or-belief-how-do-i-handle-employee-
requests

Recommendations

 + Ensure the institution has considered policies and 
practices relating to opting out of work tasks due to 
religion or belief. Monitor the communication and 
implementation of such policies to ensure clarity 
and consistency, and to identify training needs. 

 + When drafting or revising job descriptions, 
if possible consider in advance which essential and 
ad-hoc duties may be areas of tension for different 
religions and consider how to mitigate these and 
signpost to any relevant policies for opt-out.

4.4 Progression and development
Monitoring the representation of different faiths will only 
provide a high level understanding of how diverse an 
institution is. Monitoring progression and development of 
staff by the protected characteristics of religion or belief 
could provide key insights into equality of opportunity 
and outcomes regarding promotion processes, career 
development, probation and appraisals. 

Quantitative data may not tell the whole story however, 
particularly in an institution or in roles with little upward 
career trajectory or mobility. Surveys and other qualitative 
data gathering around perceptions of inclusivity could also 
be useful to understanding equality considerations in:

 + training opportunities – consider how to ensure 
fair access not only to formal training but also 
opportunities to attend career-enhancing 
conferences or meetings

 + networking opportunities – are these available in 
a variety of settings (not just ‘after work drinks’ 
on certain days)?

 + appraisals and evaluation – which activities 
contributing to the assessment of performance are 
valued? How can managers be mindful of the 
possibility of unconscious bias in feedback from 
colleagues and co-workers? 

Example 

A university holds a one-day training session on 
equality and diversity which is mandatory for all 
employees to attend. An individual who believes her 
religion disapproves of homosexuality requests to sit 
out part of the session that relates to LGBT+ inclusion. 
The trainers meet in advance with the staff member to 
discuss her concerns about the content of the session. 
They confirm the aim of the session is to ensure all 
staff understand their legal and contractual 
responsibilities in regard to non-discriminatory 
behaviour towards all staff and students. They confirm 
the session will include detail of how freedom of 
speech and religious belief are accommodated in the 
university. Discussions were had relating to alternative 
formats of the training (including web-based training), 
but the staff member was advised that ultimately 
failure to participate in some form of the mandatory 
course may lead to disciplinary action. 

https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/advice-and-guidance/religion-or-belief-how-do-i-handle-employee-requests
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/advice-and-guidance/religion-or-belief-how-do-i-handle-employee-requests
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/advice-and-guidance/religion-or-belief-how-do-i-handle-employee-requests
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/advice-and-guidance/religion-or-belief-how-do-i-handle-employee-requests
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Example

A research group has been offered the opportunity to 
speak on their new paper at an important international 
conference. One team member is aware the host 
nation has a history of discrimination against his 
religion and is not sure if he is comfortable attending. 
However he is worried about the impact on his career 
and his relationships with the research lead if 
he refuses. 

His team leader listens to his concerns carefully and 
decides to consult with the institution’s equality unit 
and international office. These provide further 
guidance and risk assessments around the visit, 
ensuring the researcher is able to make an informed 
choice. The researcher is assured that if he chooses 
not to attend, the team will make a stronger effort to 
acknowledge his input in the conference presentation. 
He will be given priority for lead speaker for the group 
at the next event. 

Recommendations

 + Consider the introduction of equality monitoring 
across the staff development cycle, including staff 
exit surveys, to understand experiences and 
perceptions of inclusivity. Analysis similar to that 
required by the Race Equality Charter or Athena 
SWAN may be useful where data allows.

 + Ensure line manager and leadership training 
(delivery and content) is inclusive of a wide range 
of backgrounds and requirements.

Consider ‘profile raising’ campaigns focused on senior 
leaders from a variety of religion or belief backgrounds. 
This could be built into existing institutional campaigns 
to raise awareness of the diversity of staff in relation 
to gender, race, sexual orientation, gender identity 
and disability. 

Further resources

 + ECU (2014) Measuring progress on equality: 
qualitative evidence:  
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/
measuring-progress-qualitative-evidence/

 + Advance HE guidance on employment and careers:  
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/
employment-and-careers/

4.5 Staff faith/interfaith networks
Staff networks relating to different protected 
characteristics can be extremely beneficial to an 
institution in a number of ways, depending on the chosen 
aim or aims of the network. Staff networks can:

 + provide a space for support and friendship for staff, 
particularly to explore shared interests and practices 
relating to their religion or beliefs: this can be 
particularly beneficial for individuals of an 
underrepresented group in their department/campus

 + provide a ‘safe space’ for discussion around difficult 
experiences (such as harassment or discrimination) 
as well as peer guidance and signposting for 
wider support

 + encourage professional networking across a range 
of functions and levels within the institution

 + contribute to the development of institutional policies 
and practices as a ‘consultative’ body on issues of 
religion or belief (or none): this could be a regular role 
(eg feeding into an equality and diversity steering 
group) or more ad-hoc (eg contributing to a working 
group on provision of new faith spaces) 

 + provide a place of discussion and learning between 
staff of different faiths and of none 

 + work collaboratively with student faith groups or the 
wider community for practical support as well as 
building good relations.

https://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/measuring-progress-qualitative-evidence/
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/measuring-progress-qualitative-evidence/
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/employment-and-careers/
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/employment-and-careers/
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Case study: All Faiths and None Staff Network 
(University of the West of England, Bristol)

The All Faiths and None Staff Network meets monthly 
to explore different belief systems through listening to 
a range of speakers. The network has for example 
heard speakers from Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Sikh, 
Buddhist and Pagan backgrounds, as well as local 
charities and a multifaith chaplain at a neighbouring 
further education college. The network, like many in 
the university, is supported centrally with a modest 
annual budget with the possibility of additional funds 
around particular events (eg awareness raising).

Groups that seek to bring together staff of many faiths 
and none may at times face challenges about the 
diversity of their internal membership, which could 
potentially replicate wider issues of underrepresentation by 
particular religions or denominations. Steps to encourage 
and maintain diverse representation may include:

 + considering carefully how the group recruits: for 
example, ensuring all staff receive information during 
induction rather than relying only on ‘word of mouth’

 + providing and ensuring confidentiality: for example, 
mailing lists of members should be considered as 
containing sensitive personal information and treated 
in accordance with data protection principles 
(see section 1.6 of the complete guidance) 

 + positive recruitment messages emphasising 
a welcome for a range of faiths or none 

 + considering a ‘buddy’ or ‘pre-meet’ system to support 
those attending meetings for the first attendance 

 + clarity as to the purpose and content of the meeting: 
for example, being clear if the meeting is one of 
informal discussion around particular topics of interest, 
or relating to a campaign or policy: be particularly clear 
if any of the meeting incorporates communal worship, 
prayer or meditation 

As with all staff networks, the institution should also seek 
to clarify: what support (if any) it will give the network; 
what relationship will formally exist between the institution 
and the network; what responsibilities the network may 
have towards the institution in return (eg consulting duties 
on the annual equality review).

Where a staff network is proposed with the aim of 
representing a particular religious or belief group, an 
institution may need to consider a process to ensure that 
particular denominations within that group do not feel 
marginalised. Discussion about the inclusive principles of 
any network are to be encouraged at the earliest 
opportunity if a formal relationship is to be made between 
the institution and the staff network. This could also 
include wider issues of diversity, such as a commitment 
to keep meetings as far as possible in accessible spaces. 

Recommendations

 + Consider carefully the terms of reference of any 
institutionally recognised network around religion, 
belief or no religion, including clarity on any 
consultative role. 

 + Support diversity within the network. Diversity 
could mean considering the inclusion of a number 
of denominations or practices (understanding the 
heterogeneity of many faiths). It could also mean 
that access requirements of disabled staff and the 
needs of staff with caring and other responsibilities 
are considered. A diverse network will be particularly 
important if the network is to be used by the 
institution as a consultative network on policies, 
or as an expert stakeholder group.

 + Recognise that not all staff – of faith or none – 
will wish to or be able to join a network. If using 
the network for consultative purposes, ensure 
other means of gathering qualitative feedback 
on their needs and experiences. 

Further resources

 + Advance HE guidance on staff networks:  
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/
employment-and-careers/development-progression/
staff-networks/

https://www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/employment-and-careers/development-progression/staff-networks/
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/employment-and-careers/development-progression/staff-networks/
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/employment-and-careers/development-progression/staff-networks/


43Religion and belief: supporting inclusion of staff and students in higher education and colleges

Section 5: Inclusive environments and facilities

Students, staff and visitors may have different needs 
relating to their religion or belief (or none). Steps can 
be taken to provide an inclusive environment for all. 

5.1 Diet and catering

 
The provision of food to meet a wide range of 
requirements is fundamental to staff and students’ 
experience. Food is an important element of social 
activity and, where full choice is offered, individuals’ 
experiences will be improved through better opportunities 
to mix and create networks with others. HEIs may wish 
to consider ways of coordinating their food offer across 
the organisation, including both student and staff 
catering facilities.’
ECU (2011a) 

Most universities are aware of the need to cater for 
a range of dietary requirements. These requirements 
may be due to religion, health, ethical or environmental 
concerns. However, institutions should be mindful of the 
complexity of ensuring a balanced provision and 
consider the equality aspects across different access 
points and contractors, and on strategic approaches 
to ‘inclusive’ catering. 

A lack of adequate dietary provision is continually cited 
by some student groups (religious and international). 
Care should also be taken to ensure a basic level of 
knowledge amongst catering staff regarding the dietary 
needs of different faiths relating to food sourcing, 
storage and preparation. For example, it will be 
important for some individuals that food is prepared and 
stored separately from any (or specific) animal products. 

Equally, many service users report institutional policies 
rely too much on limited vegetarian options as a ‘catch 
all’ for a diverse range of religious needs. This is not only 
monotonous for students and staff, but risks neglecting 
the needs of some religions, such as Jains or certain 
orthodox Jewish people, who may have specific 
requirements relating to particular vegetables and 
egg products. 

Balancing needs

Catering for a wide range of needs across an institution 
will of course need to be balanced proportionately with 
resource and logistical issues. Discussions around 
provision of kosher and halal food in particular often refer 
to additional costs and whether those fall to the 
institution, students’ union and/or the individual. 

Difficulties caused by a lack of on-campus provision can 
be compounded by issues like unsuitable or insufficient 
self-catering facilities, or restrictions on bringing in 
non-contracted catering. For example, for some groups, 
such as Sikhs, the act of being involved in cooking, 
serving and sharing food on site with other students and 
staff (particularly at key times of celebration) can be an 
important way to experience their own faith and promote 
good relations with other groups. Catering needs may 
also impact more heavily at certain times of day or year, 
for example, outside term times or normal working hours 
(when fewer services are usually open).

Case Study: Langar on Campus (University of 
Wolverhampton Students’ Union and Sikh Society)

The Students’ Union and Sikh Society provides a free 
community langar meal on campus once a year open 
to all. Hundreds of guests attend the event, hosted at 
the Student Union. The event is promoted around the 
concept of “community dining, equality among people 
and the feeling of oneness and sharing”.

Institutions can help to ensure any assessment of 
proportionality is fully informed by reference to 
consultation with users as well as consideration of any 
anonymised monitoring data which may reveal key trends 
in student or staff cohorts. Transparency in decision-
making processes (including expectations of contracted 
staff or facilities) will be useful. 
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 + Consider if notices or guidelines are in place for 
sites of communal food and drink preparation 
(eg in staff-rooms or student residences).

 + Consider how the institution balances an 
anticipatory and inclusive approach with handling 
an on-request approach (relying on individuals 
to raise issues of need on ordering or purchase).

 + Where the balance is primarily on inclusivity, 
consider how to ensure regular feedback on this 
approach, particularly from users with needs that 
might be a minority on campus, or a minority within 
a particular religion.

Where the balance leans towards placing the burden 
on the individual to make a specific request consider 
the following carefully.

 + For advance catering orders, how can 
standardised forms ensure all event participants 
are asked about their dietary requirements? How 
will any event planner ensure the needs have been 
registered and met?

 + If relying on point-of-sale notification of requirements, 
how is this prompted in signage or labelling in the 
café or refectory area? How can expectations be 
managed relating to availability and wait-times for 
specific requests?

 + For public-facing or ad-hoc events, consider 
how different needs can be anticipated and 
accommodated.

 + Consider how trends in numbers of different faiths 
amongst staff and student populations (by faculty 
or campus) can be communicated to those making 
catering decisions and provision. 

 + Consider how other needs are taken into account 
with accessibility of signage and labelling 
(eg consistency, text sizing and font, and ensuring 
not solely relying on colour coding).

Tensions over provision

Diversity of provision may not always be welcomed 
by some groups, particularly in relation to differing 
opinions on animal welfare. Institutions and students’ 
unions are advised to: treat complaints or queries from 
different groups respectfully and transparently; facilitate 
interfaith dialogue (and discussion between those with 
religious beliefs and those with protected philosophical 
beliefs); find proportionate and creative solutions 
wherever possible. 

Recommendations

 + Consider how the institution might take a central 
strategic overview of ensuring diverse provision 
across a range of access points and contractors: 
from cafés and refectories to catered meetings 
and events, and vending machines. Consider 
conducting a ‘user’s perspective’ audit or 
mapping exercise: ask how any one individual 
visiting a variety of campus buildings at different 
times may find their needs addressed?

 + Provide information about internal and external 
catering to staff and students. This will also assist 
staff responsible for organising event catering.

 + Seek feedback on the experiences of particular 
student and staff groups, especially regarding how 
dietary provision impacts on their social, learning 
and work experiences.

 + Consider how contractors are expected to 
demonstrate their awareness and approach to 
diverse catering needs (in terms of sourcing, 
storage, preparation, labelling, display and service). 
Are all staff who handle food confident in answering 
questions about its suitability for different diets? 
What information is available for staff to refer to? 
What feedback provisions are in place to comment 
on these provisions, and how are these incorporated 
into any contract review or renewal?
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It’s not about stopping people from drinking. It’s about 
making our campuses healthier, safer and more inclusive. 
It’s about creating a more positive education experience, 
supporting retention rates, and helping students to form 
healthier habits for life.’
NUS Alcohol Impact Scheme

‘Tea and coffee’ events are often considered to be more 
inclusive alternatives for social or quasi-social events 
(particularly if timed at family-friendly hours). It is worth 
noting that some religious groups may abstain from 
caffeine, so a sufficient range and amount of alternative 
hot and cold beverages should be available. 

5.2 Alcohol 
There is an increased awareness of the challenges 
associated with alcohol in university environments, 
particularly at student events and ‘freshers’ activities. 
Some of these challenges relate to links with sexual 
harassment and gender-based violence. There is also an 
awareness that many individuals will not feel comfortable 
or welcomed at alcohol-focused events. 

Religious proscription is of course just one facet of an 
individual’s tolerance or preference for alcohol-free (or 
less alcohol-dependent) events. Other key influencers 
include health, pregnancy and national culture. Recent 
diversification of social events will therefore have 
benefited many students. However it is important to 
note that religious teaching or belief in alcohol abstinence 
may bring particular challenges to individuals or the 
relationships between different groups. For example:

 + negative reactions or stereotypes from others relating 
to abstinence from alcohol for religious reasons

 + personal conflict relating to the level of abstinence 
and/or tolerance: for example, whether an individual 
would still go to a ‘drinks’ event and be comfortable 
having a non-alcoholic beverage, or avoid the 
event altogether

 + for catering or other staff tasked with purchasing 
or serving alcohol at a university function, additional 
conflicts may apply 

The impact and presence of alcohol within institutions 
affects not only social and celebratory occasions (and 
so a sense of belonging with peers who do drink 
alcohol) but could also have an impact on staff and 
student career progression when interlinked with 
networking events, or opportunities to showcase their 
work. It is important to be vigilant of any indirect 
discrimination relating to religion or belief where alcohol 
is routinely part of an organisational culture or attached 
to particularly significant events. 

Recommendations

 + Seek feedback from staff and students around the 
provision of alcohol at social and network events, 
particularly regarding the variety of alternatives 
offered, and whether the presence of alcohol – 
or their abstention from it – is perceived as affecting 
their sense of belonging. 

 + In undertaking any analysis of staff career 
progression or student participation in ‘value- added’ 
activities (such as talks, visits or study-abroad 
opportunities) consider whether there is a perception 
or reality of a ‘drinks’ culture (where alcohol is 
highly prevalent at work or social events).

 + Support students’ unions and societies to explore 
and resource alcohol-free or alcohol-reduced 
events, particularly at evenings and weekends. 
Where alcohol is available at an event, consider 
how to clearly communicate that a range of 
non-alcoholic beverages will be available.
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5.3 Accommodation 
Students in university- or college-controlled residences 
should feel they are in a safe and supportive environment 
which meets their needs. 

Not all students live on campus or in institutionally 
controlled residences. It is important that a range of 
social, catering and communal spaces are inclusive to 
all students, particularly if certain groups are more likely 
to be ‘commuter’ students (Thomas and Jones 2017). 
However institutions may wish to consider whether 
choices to commute, study via distance learning or rent 
privately are restricted by a lack of choice or availability 
of residences that meet specific faith needs.

Case study: Alcohol-free social guidance 
(University of Central Lancashire)

The University of Central Lancashire has a dedicated 
webpage on student social life for ‘alcohol-free’ 
social activities, reassuring visitors that ‘one in five 
16–24-year-olds don’t drink alcohol’:  
www.uclan.ac.uk/study_here/student-life/social-life-
alcohol-free.php

The environment of these residences will not of course 
only affect student residents, but also any staff residents 
(who may live in as a welfare role, or simply be present 
as temporary or visiting staff), any guests (such as 
visiting alumni or conference delegates), and staff who 
work in the residences only (in roles such as security, 
cleaning, maintenance and management). 

Belief-specific residences

Generally students of different faiths or beliefs will 
be satisfied with communal accommodation. However, 
to meet specific requirements, at times it may be 
proportionate to offer specific residences or 
arrangements that have the incidental consequence 
that all residents observe a particular faith, denomination 
or belief system. For example, several HEIs offer options 
of ‘kosher’ residences, where all residents agree to abide 
by particular rules for a kosher environment, and may 
perhaps also have a tradition of sharing Shabbat meals. 
Some HEIs, such as the University of Leeds, also offer 
the option of requesting vegan or halal environments.

Institutions should carefully consider their proportional 
response to meeting different needs and tackling 
underrepresentation to minimise the risk of challenge 
from other faith groups or those of no faith. 

Alcohol-free residences

There are many reasons why students may prefer or 
request alcohol-free living environments, and such 
provision could be beneficial to a wide range of religions 
or beliefs, and different backgrounds. Institutions are 
increasingly offering this as an on-demand or ad-hoc 
option to students. Where there is insufficient demand 
to justify an alcohol-free residence, institutions could 
consider how to support and signpost non-drinking 
students to other alcohol-free spaces on campus. 

Case study: Guidance around alcohol use 
(University of St Andrews)

The University of St Andrews equality and diversity 
guidance around alcohol use and consumption gives 
specific examples of the range of religions (and other 
individual needs and protected characteristics) which 
may abstain from alcohol, as well as specifically noting 
alcohol’s potential exclusionary function in staff 
activities. ‘Participation at events or meetings where 
there is pressure to drink alcohol to “fit-in” with the 
environment, could create barriers to participation 
by colleagues’. Readers are then directed to the 
university’s ‘Event and meeting inclusion guide’.

The university also offers an option for requesting 
alcohol-free student accommodation prompted by 
calls from the student body. 

http://www.uclan.ac.uk/study_here/student-life/social-life-alcohol-free.php
http://www.uclan.ac.uk/study_here/student-life/social-life-alcohol-free.php


Section 5: Inclusive environments and facilities

47Religion and belief: supporting inclusion of staff and students in higher education and colleges

 + interrupting meditation or prayer

 + policies around placement of religious materials in 
communal spaces

 + policies around use of student rooms or communal 
rooms for large group prayer or meditation sessions.

Single-sex accommodation

Some institutions offer the option of single-sex (or single-
gender) communal properties. Communal residences are 
exempted from restrictions on sex segregation and may 
be offered for a variety of cultural, religious and privacy 
reasons. There is anecdotal evidence that the availability 
of single-sex accommodation may be an important factor 
for some individuals (and their families) in choosing to 
attend an institution away from home. As ‘single-sex’ 
terminology perpetuates binary norms of gender, 
institutions are advised to ensure their policies on 
eligibility are made clear to manage expectations (eg how 
and where will non-binary or gender-fluid individuals be 
welcomed?). For more on supporting trans students see 
ECU (2016). Trans staff and students in HE and colleges: 
improving experiences  
www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/
trans-staff-and-students-in-he-and-colleges-improving-
experiences/ 

Contractors, security and access

It may be useful for a wider range of residence, security 
and cleaning staff to have awareness of the ways they 
can support different faiths in student accommodation. 
Where these services are increasingly likely to be 
outsourced to private contractors, procurement teams 
can embed training requirements into procurement 
processes. 

Common issues around accommodation could include:

 + orthodox Jewish students facing restrictions on 
carrying house keys on Shabbat; alternative entry 
methods may be required 

 + awareness of legal exemptions relating to kirpan 
(a ceremonial sword carried by many Sikhs) 

 + clarity around the use of candles and incense for 
religious or spiritual purposes 

 + policies around placement and removal of religious 
items, such as a Jewish mezuzah at a threshold, staff 
moving or uncovering sacred texts, or moving prayer 
mats, holy idols or shrines without permission

Recommendations

 + Provide information to prospective residents on 
the range of options available, the support within 
different residences, how to request particular 
arrangements, and how those requests will 
be processed.

 + Ensure all residents and staff are aware of agreed 
rules and behaviours, including rules around 
communal spaces for eating and drinking. 
Provide clear lines of report for instances of 
discriminatory or offensive treatment, and 
mediation between residents.

 + Consider including issues of religious literacy 
and awareness into diversity and equality training 
for all staff linked to official accommodation 
(including training for contractual services). 

http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/trans-staff-and-students-in-he-and-colleges-improving-experiences/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/trans-staff-and-students-in-he-and-colleges-improving-experiences/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/trans-staff-and-students-in-he-and-colleges-improving-experiences/
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5.4 Religious dress and symbols 
Clothing, jewellery, hair-styles or coverings can be the 
most personal, and most visible, way for any individual 
to manifest their faith. Some practices will be strongly 
identified with particular items or symbols, for example, 
a Sikh turban or Christian cross, but there will be great 
variety in the way any member of one faith will dress or 
present themselves. Taken as a whole, ‘religious dress’ 
will vary widely, even within the same faith (including by 
denomination, by gender, by age, or national or cultural 
background). For example, some Muslim women may 
wear a hijab (or variation) to cover their hair and neck, 
others may wear a niqab covering most of their face, 
possibly with a jilbab over their clothing, while other 
Muslim women may wear no head coverings at all. 
All could vary their dress depending on context, age, 
and personal or cultural preference (Zempi 2016). 

Understanding impact

Inclusive policies on dress should be mindful of the varied 
reasons behind different practices: some practices will be 
a requirement of an individuals’ faith, others a strong 
visible declaration of a person’s religious or cultural 
identity, and some may be a complex mixture of these 
and other factors such as comfort, safety and personal 
preference. Such variety means some people are more 
‘visible’ than others as members of certain faiths. For 
example, data from Tell MAMA (2013) indicated that 58% 
of all Islamophobic incidents reported were targeted at 
women, and 80% of those were ‘visually identifiable’ as 
Muslim due to clothing (Allen et al 2013). This can affect:

 + levels of harassment or bias experienced in the 
institutional environment, the local area (eg on public 
transport) or external engagements (such as student 
placements or professional conferences)

 + depth and breadth of impact of any policies that 
may indirectly restrict or impact religious dress (such 
as uniform policies, health and safety guidelines, and 
ID and security procedures) 

Further resources

 + EHRC Avoiding discrimination: residential 
accommodation and accommodation-finding services 
(quoting extracts from Advance HE guidance):  
www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/advice-and-
guidance/
avoiding-discrimination-residential-accommodation-
and-accommodation-finding

 + ECU (2012) Equality through procurement in further 
and higher education:  
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/
equality-through-procurement-fe-and-he/

Case study: Accommodation preferences 
(University of Exeter)

University of Exeter has a list of ‘additional 
preferences’ which may be considered in the room-
allocation procedure. These include the option to 
request alcohol-free accommodation, kosher 
accommodation or a male/female-only flat/corridor 
or to be placed with people of a similar age.

Whilst the university makes clear that some of these 
options are subject to availability and dependent on 
the popularity of the requests, these are 
accommodated, as much as possible, to enhance 
students’ living experience. The guidance also gives 
a sense of general expectations of the different 
environments. For example, guidance on kosher 
accommodation states undergraduate and 
postgraduate students may be placed in the same 
property. Guidance on an ’alcohol-free environment’ 
states: ‘We are unable to guarantee a permanently 
alcohol-free environment but by grouping like-minded 
people together we hope we can create an opportunity 
for those who would prefer this option.

In applying for this type of accommodation, applicants 
understand that alcohol will not be brought into, stored 
or consumed in the flat.’

https://www.exeter.ac.uk/accommodation/applying/
roomallocationprocedure/

http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/advice-and-guidance/avoiding-discrimination-residential-accommodation-and-accommodation-finding
http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/advice-and-guidance/avoiding-discrimination-residential-accommodation-and-accommodation-finding
http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/advice-and-guidance/avoiding-discrimination-residential-accommodation-and-accommodation-finding
http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/advice-and-guidance/avoiding-discrimination-residential-accommodation-and-accommodation-finding
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/equality-through-procurement-fe-and-he/
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/equality-through-procurement-fe-and-he/
https://www.exeter.ac.uk/accommodation/applying/roomallocationprocedure/
https://www.exeter.ac.uk/accommodation/applying/roomallocationprocedure/
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Example

An institutional survey finds overall experiences of 
religious harassment across the student population 
have risen slightly in the last two years. However 
analysis of the results by religion, gender and campus 
location – together with ‘free text’ comments – indicate 
Muslim women who wear hijab have experienced 
much higher levels of harassment, particularly on 
their commutes to a campus in a particular 
neighbourhood. The institution works with local police 
and neighbourhood organisations to understand the 
issue further, and increases publicity of its support 
services relating to harassment and hate crime at the 
relevant campus. 

Most universities in the UK will have some sort of dress 
restrictions for certain staff and students, depending on 
roles, location or tasks. However specific details are 
often held in disparate policies, with varying levels of 
transparency or accountability. An inclusive approach 
to dress may need to consider for example:

 + student field trips, placements, internships or 
study abroad

 + work or study in laboratory, engineering or mechanical 
environments

 + clinical or therapeutic environments

 + external educational environments (eg teacher training 
within schools)

 + formal ceremonies, meetings or assessments 
(including graduation, registration or matriculation)

Where an institution works in partnerships with other 
institutions or organisations within the UK or outside the 
UK, it should discuss the possibility (and priority) of any 
differing dress codes before the start of the placement. 

Professional requirements and environments

Particular care should be taken around anticipating the 
different needs of professional training, placements and 
standards. The student–university or student–college 
relationship is not one of employment, however 
environments and expectations on placement may differ 
widely (see section 3.5 also on placements).

Example

A new staff member working on a reception desk is 
told there is a strict ‘no jewellery’ policy for men, and 
is asked to remove his kara (steel bracelet) or to keep 
it covered by his jacket. He points out that a female 
colleague who is Christian is permitted to openly wear 
a necklace with a cross, but is told necklaces on women 
are more ‘socially acceptable’ and allowing him to wear 
the kara, if covered, should be sufficient mitigation. He 
complains on the grounds of discrimination of religious 
belief and sex. The complaint is upheld and the 
organisation reviews its uniform codes.
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Restrictions on partial or full-face coverings

Recent European case law (see Achbita & Anor v G4S 
Secure Solutions NV [2017] EUECJ C-157/15, and 
Bougnaoui and ADDH [2017] EUECJ C-188/15) as well 
as media reporting from secondary education have 
highlighted particular tensions between employers and 
individuals who wear partial or full-face coverings 
because of religious beliefs. While a wide range of 
religions and traditions involve head coverings, 
restrictions relating to facial covering can primarily impact 
on Muslim women who wear the niqab, jilbab or burqa. 
There is a high risk that restrictions on students or staff 
wearing a partial or full-face covering could indirectly 
discriminate against some Muslim women, either in 
restricting their ability to participate in education or 
employment, or asking them to modify the manifestations 
of their faith to do so. Common reasons given in case law 
to justify policies which prohibit these coverings 
(ie indicate that it is a proportional response to a 
legitimate aim) include:

 + security considerations particularly around facial 
identification of individuals on campus

 + health and safety considerations, particularly around 
loose fitting or long garments (see for example Begum 
v Pedagogy Auras UK Ltd (t/a Barley Lane Montessori 
Day Nursery) [2015] UKEAT 0309/13/RN)

Issues which are dealt with in greater detail included: 
wearing kirpan and exemptions under offensive 
weapons legislation; and policies on full or partial 
face coverings such as the niqab including variation of 
policies between different educational settings.

The code of practice contains a variety of other key 
policies and guidance including timetabling, ID checks 
and catering. The code was adopted by the UK Medical 
School Council, the Council of Deans of Health for all 
nursing, midwifery and the health professions, 
and featured in the British Medical Journal.

https://sgul.ac.uk/images/about/Policies/religion-belief-
code-of-practice.pdf

Case study: Religion or belief code of practice 
(St George’s, University of London)

St George’s, University of London specialises in 
medical and health sciences education, training and 
research. It has a diverse student body, many of whom 
will undertake placement in clinical and health settings 
as part of their degree studies towards professional 
health qualifications. The equalities team, who receive 
up to 100 queries a month specifically around religion 
or belief, identified that one of the challenges around 
dress codes on placements was a lack of awareness 
amongst students of the reason behind decisions, 
but also a corresponding lack of awareness amongst 
staff of the diversity of religious dress. In consultation 
with the Interfaith Forum and with student religious 
groups, in 2014 the Equality and Diversity Manager 
Kea Horvers and colleagues developed a new code of 
practice relating to the most common concerns 
including religious dress, food and communications.

 + A clearer statement of the university or placement’s 
reasoning behind restrictions or prohibitions, 
citing legal or health requirements specifically 
as necessary.

 + Specific guidance around different religious 
clothing, clearly stating what is permitted on 
campus, on (clinical) placements and in laboratories 
(where applicable). The need for students to check 
and comply with ‘local’ requirements in their 
placements was signposted.

 + A number of examples where a range of 
accommodations are given (such as suggested 
ways of ensuring sterile environments).

 + Images of students undertaking accommodations 
where appropriate, such as using ’below the elbow’ 
coverings. Images of students in different clothing 
also helped to aid understanding and familiarity.

https://sgul.ac.uk/images/about/Policies/religion-belief-code-of-practice.pdf
https://sgul.ac.uk/images/about/Policies/religion-belief-code-of-practice.pdf
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 + competency and communication skills, particularly 
around facial expression and audibility of voice (see 
Azmi v Kirklees Metropolitan Borough Council [2007] 
UKEAT 0009/07/MAA).

This guidance does not constitute legal advice and we 
advise any institution to seek legal advice should it 
consider introducing a policy that limits the wearing of 
partial or full-face coverings on the grounds of security, 
health and safety, or competency and communication 
skills. We strongly advise against relying on generalised 
statements around ‘health and safety’ or ‘communication’ 
and encourage institutions to take an evidence-based 
approach, consult widely, and consider creative 
means to mitigate impact on staff and students. 
A detailed assessment of any such policy in line with 
equality law may consider the following questions.

 + How to ‘unpack’ the assumptions being made about 
security or communication. Who has raised concerns 
and what evidence supports such concerns? 
How might these concerns be interpreted or 
understood by individuals who wish to wear coverings?

 + What opportunities have been provided to affected 
individuals to share their thoughts and concerns about 
such policies? What support has been provided to 
them? Have affected individuals mitigated or refuted 
such concerns in previous educational or employment 
roles (and considered the burden on the students in 
being placed in such a position)? 

 + The importance of context and avoiding overly 
generalised rules. For example, do ‘security’ concerns 
apply in the same way in an open-access campus, 
as in a student seminar? Do ‘communication’ 
competency concerns apply to a student in the same 
way during a 300-person lecture theatre as they do 
to a student on a teacher training placement? 

 + How to put in place strong policies and creative 
solutions to mitigate impact or reduce frequency 
of impact. For example, providing professional and 
considerate alternative means for facial ID checking 
during examinations; providing clear guidance to staff 
and students about what requests they can and 
cannot make to those wearing facial coverings.

Recommendations

 + Ensure clarity about any dress code at the point 
of student or staff contract.

 + Take a proactive and inclusive approach to 
dress code. This includes providing informed, 
fair and timely processes for requesting 
exemptions from standard policies on dress, 
and clear communication of those processes to 
all staff and students. 

 + Clarify with external partners such as placement 
providers, and study-abroad partners, if any dress 
codes apply and how requests relating to flexibility 
will be managed. 

5.5 Prayer, worship, meditation 
and celebration 
Different countries, institutions and organisations have 
their own practices around accommodation of prayer and 
worship ‘on site’. For example, many international staff 
and students may find the provision for on-campus prayer 
or worship unusual, whereas others may be surprised at 
the lack of structural support for common prayer times 
and facilities. 

It is good practice for colleges and institutions in the UK to 
provide basic provision to accommodate individual or group 
prayer, meditation or reflection. They may wish to seek 
feedback on whether consistency of provision impacts on 
the recruitment, retention and wellbeing of those in their 
community who may wish to pray, meditate or worship on 
campus. Different needs should be considered.

 + Prayer, worship or meditation might be individual or 
congregational, private or public, or a mixture of both. 
Public sessions may be led by an individual, or there 
may be a more communal practice. 

 + Frequency of prayer, worship or meditation will vary 
widely between religions or beliefs, and within them. 
There may be particular times of day, days of the 
week, religious festivals or periods of the year where 
the need for support by the institution (eg prayer-
space capacity) may be increased or may vary. 
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 + Outdoor space: for some groups (eg some Pagans) 
it will be important that certain forms of worship are 
held outdoors. For others this may be a preference 
at certain times of year, or to manage large numbers. 
As outdoor spaces are often excluded from standard 
‘room-booking’ policies, consider how such activities 
might be supported and understood within wider 
policies on estates use. 

 + Storage and security: many spaces are purposely 
kept with simple furnishings to allow them to be 
adapted to different needs. There is then the question 
of storage for temporary equipment, furnishings and 
valuables (including musical instruments) and how 
these are kept secure. Institutions may need to 
consider carefully the balance of providing privacy with 
sufficient safety considerations in open-access rooms. 

 + Sharing and managing space: booking systems that 
allow different faith groups to request specific times for 
their prayers or events can cause tensions if not 
carefully managed, particularly if it is felt that one group 
or denomination is using the space ‘disproportionately’. 
This also raises the question of where responsibility for 
management of such booking systems and policies 
falls (often, but not always, to chaplaincy teams). 
Booking arrangements should consider how to balance 
the needs of individuals looking for flexible access to 
spaces for private reflection and prayer. 

 + Where space can be shared with a wide variety of 
users (not just for the purposes of prayer or faith-
related events), there is a question as to how to 
maintain the peace and neutrality of the space. 
For this reason, some institutions maintain a mix of 
‘multifaith’ spaces and dedicated faith spaces with 
provisions suited to particular groups. 

 + Not all staff or students will wish to pray, worship or 
meditate on campus. Observance might take place in 
student accommodation, private accommodation or in 
the local community. 

For many institutions, their chaplaincy teams (see section 
5.6) will be a key source of support and expertise. 
However Advance HE regularly receives queries relating 
to provision of prayer space, which indicates the need for 
a more holistic understanding of the impact of prayer 
across the institution.

Space for prayer and worship

Providing suitable space for prayer, reflection and 
worship can be challenging in busy education 
environments. Not all institutions will be able to offer 
dedicated full-time facilities that meet the needs and 
demands of all those who wish to use them, are fully 
accessible, and within easy reach of all students and 
staff regardless of location of study and work. 

 + Size and availability of space: many institutions may 
struggle to provide adequate space for all users at 
times of high demand. This could be related to certain 
days or times of the week, particular events in 
religious calendars or at times of celebration or crisis. 
Changes to normal working and study patterns (such 
as examination periods or staff away days) may need 
to consider impact on space availability.

 + Suitability of space: some forms of worship may 
require a space to be prepared in a certain way, and 
to be free from other symbols or objects from other 
faiths. Consideration may also need to be given to 
the proximity to other facilities: for example, ensuring 
adequate wudhu facilities for Muslim students is 
challenging for many institutions. Many forms of 
prayer or worship involve sitting or kneeling on the 
floor for worship and prayer: cleaning temporary 
matting (or similar) may mitigate common complaints 
about lack of cleanliness or comfort in some spaces. 
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 + Expectations: user expectations may need to be 
managed and policies clearly communicated when 
each institution, and potentially each campus or 
building, operates spaces for prayer in different ways. 
Many institutions run induction sessions for new 
student societies and publish guidance on relevant 
webpages as well as hard copies in prayer spaces. 
These may address issues such as assumptions of 
the space always being ‘quiet’ when for some groups, 
their worship will involve recitation, call-and-response, 
music or dancing. 

 + Guests: most institutions will have specific policies 
in place as to whether spaces are open to individuals 
who are not current staff or students to book or attend 
as another individual’s guest. Guest speaker 
arrangements will usually be addressed in external 
speakers’ guidance from students’ unions and 
institutions in conformity with security and prevent 
guidance (see section 6.7 of the complete guidance).

 + Timing: many spaces will be open during set hours 
of the day, such as standard UK working hours 
(eg 9am–5pm) on weekdays and possibly only in 
term-time. However, where possible, some staff 
and students will welcome longer opening hours, 
particularly where key prayer times or celebrations 
relate to sunrise, sunset or midnight. Chaplaincy 
teams should be able to advise further. 

Case study: Collaborative design (University of the 
Arts, London)

UAL has established ‘quiet spaces’ for prayer and 
personal reflection across all its sites. To engage and 
recognise the specific disciplinary focus of the 
university three of the spaces were designed by 
students as part of projects within architecture, spatial 
practices, interior design and textiles courses.

Case study: Faith Space at the University of 
Gloucestershire

The University of Gloucestershire has a strong 
Christian history and Anglican identity. In recent years 
the university has seen increased demand from other 
denominations and different religions for additional 
prayer space. Muslim students in particularly sought 
prayer space suitable for their needs. A new multifaith 
facility, the ‘Faith Space’ was designed to include:

 + a multifaith space for prayer, with folding doors 
to allow the space to be expanded as required for 
larger groups, such as Friday prayers (led by the 
Muslim chaplain) and Mass 

 + a welcoming and informal café-style area with 
removable seating, available for work, discussion, 
additional prayer space or to host popular interfaith 
events (including those of no faith) and wellbeing 
activities such as mindfulness sessions 

 + private office space for chaplaincy staff to work and 
to have one-to-one pastoral conversations. 

The Faith Space has become a popular location for 
those of all faiths and none to congregate in a relaxed 
atmosphere. Occasionally expectations around timings 
of busy prayer times need to be managed, particularly 
with students who have experienced more dedicated 
facilities in the past, but the faith advisers work hard to 
manage times and expectations. Similar facilities are 
now available on all other campuses. 
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Gender segregation and single-sex events

For some religious activities, some staff and students 
may require a single-sex environment or one where 
there is some form of gender segregation within the 
room (eg men and women sit separately, or with 
a dividing screen or curtain). 

Institutions seeking to accommodate different faiths may 
at times receive request for gender segregation at 
particular events, and wish to know how to balance 
needs of particular faiths with their responsibilities in 
relation to sex discrimination under the under the Equality 
Act 2010. The EHRC has provided specific guidance 
for HEIs and student unions on the legal provisions 
relating to gender segregation. It is important to read 
this guidance in full and to take legal advice in case of 
any uncertainty. However the key messages are:

 + there are legal provisions where single-sex environments 
are permitted, including for example provisions around 
meeting the needs of certain service users, or in 
accommodation or bathroom facilities (see section 5.3). 

Extended absences for religious observance

There may be many reasons why an individual member 
of staff or a student requests an extended absence (paid 
or unpaid for staff, formalised interruption or locally 
agreed absence). The most common reason related to 
religion or belief is usually a pilgrimage, but there may be 
other examples such as faith-specific mourning periods 
or specific rites of passage. 

Institutions can review policies and procedures relating 
to absence to ensure clarity and consistency around how 
absences for religious observance are requested, 
considered and approved. 

Fasting

Many religions observe some form of fasting on specific 
holy days (or days of the week), but prolonged periods 
of fasting may require greater accommodations and 
understanding from institutions. For example:

 + Bahá’is may abstain from food and drink during 
daylight hours (with exemptions) for 19 days leading 
up to the vernal equinox (usually in March)

 + some Christians may undertake fasting or restriction for 
certain foods for 40 days as part of Lent during spring 

 + Ramadan is a month-long period when many Muslims 
abstain from food or drink in daylight hours, and it 
often falls over summer examination periods 

Although many religions teach one of the purposes of 
fasting is to experience a physical and spiritual challenge, 
institutions can consider how to work with staff and students 
to mitigate unnecessary hardships and raise awareness. 
This is particularly the case if the fasting period occurs 
during a period of examination or assessment for students, 
or perhaps a busy period with high expectations of staff. 

Recommendations

 + Raise awareness of key fasting periods and use 
these as an opportunity to increase understanding 
of different experiences and backgrounds in staff 
and student cohorts. 

 + Develop ‘Frequently Asked Questions’ for staff and 
students on how to support colleagues, peers and 
direct lines who may be fasting (ensuring this is 
informed by the relevant community). For example, 
this could include particular guidance around extra 
breaks, avoiding ‘working lunches’ and mitigating 
circumstances policies (see section 3.7 of the 
complete guidance). 

 + Do not assume all members of a faith will fast. 
Most faiths have specific exemptions for different 
conditions (such as age, illness, menstruation or 
pregnancy), which may be sensitive and private. 
Equally there will be great variation within faiths, 
denominations, communities and individuals as to 
whether they choose to fast. 

Further resources

 + AMOSSHE (2015) Insight: multi-faith space on 
campus. A detailed review of different approaches 
to multi-faith spaces including recommendations: 
https://www.amosshe.org.uk/
insight-2014-15-multi-faith-space

https://www.amosshe.org.uk/insight-2014-15-multi-faith-space
https://www.amosshe.org.uk/insight-2014-15-multi-faith-space
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Further resources

 + EHRC (2014) Gender segregation at events 
and meetings: guidance for universities and 
students’ unions:  
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/
publication-download/
gender-segregation-events-and-meetings-
guidance-universities-and-students

Equality law (and protections based on sex) do not apply 
to religious worship and so gender segregation is 
allowed during collective religious worship. However 
gender segregation is heavily restricted for other 
religious events and meetings. The EHRC guide 
discusses in more detail:

 + the difference between mandatory and voluntary 
gender segregation

 + distinctions between ‘worship’ and other activities and 
meetings of a faith group

 + practical steps to avoid legal challenge whilst 
balancing different rights, particularly in relation to 
organising events.

Recommendation

 + Ensure that all faith societies, prayer space users, 
students’ unions, chaplaincies and those with 
responsibility for supporting events and room 
bookings are fully aware of both the protections 
and limitations relating to gender segregation and 
single-sex environments for religious reasons. 
Consider whether embedding such guidance in 
training and induction sessions would be useful. 

Celebration

Major religious festivals can provide opportunities for 
individuals to share their faith and identity with peers and 
colleagues. Institutions which help support or facilitate 
these can therefore help promote good relations between 
different groups. Staff and students who are away from 
home may particularly appreciate the opportunity to share 
their celebrations with others if they are unable to do so 
with their family or community. Common means of 
supporting celebrations include:

 + facilitating sharing of traditional food, gifts or decoration

 + using social media and internal communications to 
share best wishes and traditional greetings

 + themed interfaith events or discussions

 + outreach and partnerships with those in the local 
community

An approach that seeks to welcome all faiths and none 
will also help highlight the diversity of staff and student 
communities. Certain festivities in the UK, particularly 
those aligned to Gregorian Christian and Pagan 
calendars (such as Christmas/Winter Solstice/Yule or 
Halloween/Samhain) are likely to be much more visible 
both inside and outside educational settings. It will be 
important to consider the sense of belonging for different 
groups, but most HEIs will not need to avoid individual 
celebrations to appear ‘neutral’. Instead they can seek to 
ensure a range of other faiths and none are represented 
throughout the year. 

Not all religious holidays or events are ‘celebrations’: 
some events may be holy days for reflection, prayer or 
mourning. Institutions should be sensitive to this if 
planning to engage. Equally whilst many events involve 
communal activities, others may be observed within the 
family, places of worship or individually. If unsure, consult 
with faith groups and chaplaincy services. 

https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/publication-download/gender-segregation-events-and-meetings-guidance-universities-and-students
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/publication-download/gender-segregation-events-and-meetings-guidance-universities-and-students
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/publication-download/gender-segregation-events-and-meetings-guidance-universities-and-students
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/publication-download/gender-segregation-events-and-meetings-guidance-universities-and-students
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Further resources

 + The Shap e-calendar:  
http://www.shapworkingparty.org.uk/calendar.html

 + The Inter Faith Network for the UK has a list of 
greetings for a number of different faith festivals 
as well as a calendar of major festivities. This was 
based on asking faith community bodies about two 
key festivals in their year when greetings from 
people from beyond their community were 
common or particularly welcome:  
www.interfaith.org.uk/resources/
faith-festivals-guidance-on-sending-greetings-2017

Recommendations

 + Consider what support (financial, resources, 
personnel), if any, is provided for institution- and 
work-based celebration of different festivals, and 
how this may reflect the diverse range of faiths and 
none in the institution and local community.

 + Consider whether the institution will issue ‘official’ 
specific greetings to its community (eg through 
social media channels) and whether these will 
apply to a diverse range of celebrations. Consider 
in particular how to use any communications to 
educate and foster good relations between 
different groups.

 + Ensure that organisation of celebratory events 
includes close communication and collaboration 
with representatives of the specific faith or belief, 
wherever possible. This will reduce the possibility 
of insensitive forms of celebration (eg unsuitable 
catering or provision of alcohol) or perceptions of 
cultural appropriation.

 + Ensure staff and students who do not wish to 
participate in certain celebrations receive support 
and clarity for non-attendance. This may be 
particularly important for those with a strong secular 
identity, and those, such as Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
whose religion prohibits certain types of celebration.

Religion or belief at times of crisis

Support for religious, spiritual, philosophical and non-
religious pastoral needs may be particularly important in 
times of individual crisis (such as bereavement) or local 
or international tragedies. Institutions with ‘urgent 
response’ policies or procedures to internal or external 
events will usually involve key staff in student support 
services: if so they could consider when and if 
appropriate to involve colleagues in chaplaincy services, 
or other key contacts within the local community. For 
times of collective remembrance or solidarity, careful 
consideration as to the role of any faith advisers and 
clarity on the religious nature of events will be useful. 

For instances relating to individual staff or students, it will 
be important to ensure data protection policies relating to 
their declared faith (or none) are clear and upheld. 

Case study: Support during bereavement

University A’s chaplaincy was well known for its 
interfaith work and pastoral support for international 
students. The university was concerned for the 
wellbeing of an international student who was unable 
to attend a close family member’s funeral. Although the 
student did not identify as religious themselves, the 
chaplaincy team discussed the student’s needs and 
arranged to carry out a small service of remembrance 
with him at the university at the same time as the 
funeral was being held overseas.

http://www.shapworkingparty.org.uk/calendar.html
http://www.interfaith.org.uk/resources/faith-festivals-guidance-on-sending-greetings-2017
http://www.interfaith.org.uk/resources/faith-festivals-guidance-on-sending-greetings-2017
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Further resources

 + ACAS Religion or belief and the workplace contains 
guidance on common UK religions, including 
important considerations around bereavement:  
http://www.acas.org.uk/media/pdf/d/n/Religion-or-
Belief-and-the_workplace-guide.pdf

Case study: Multifaith ‘A Light for Aleppo’ 
campaign (University of Edinburgh)

The University of Edinburgh chaplaincy ran the 
‘A Light for Aleppo’ campaign in November and 
December 2016, as a campaign of hope, vigilance 
and solidarity for Aleppo and other war-torn regions. 
The campaign enabled a trail of light to reach from 
Scotland to Aleppo itself, and took in all continents of 
the world. In total 12 events took place across nearly 
60 countries.

A multifaith achievement, the university chaplaincy’s 
own public beacon events worked with the Humanist 
chaplain, the Pagan chaplain and Pagan Federation, 
the Church of Scotland, the Roman Catholic Church 
and the Scottish Episcopal Church, Edinburgh 
Interfaith Association, Vatican News Agency, Edinburgh 
City of Sanctuary and related refugee agencies, 
Edinburgh Central Mosque and East Lothian Welcome 
for Refugees.

The initiative also gathered participants from other 
HEIs, including St Andrew’s, Wadham College 
(University of Oxford), Georgetown in the USA (via 
links with their Hindu chaplain) and members of the 
University of Miami. A number of medical schools in 
the USA also took part. Refugees in Scotland travelled 
to the public gatherings and spoke of what this meant 
to them: ‘the hope will reach Aleppo’; ‘this means our 
people are not forgotten’. 

www.alightforaleppo.org/

5.6 Chaplaincy and spiritual advisers
Most institutions will have a chaplain or chaplaincy team 
with institutional responsibilities for supporting the 
spiritual needs of their students and/or staff. Although the 
terminology reflects the Christian origins of the role in the 
UK, there are now many examples of chaplains from 
a range of faiths, belief systems and those of no faith. 
Indeed some research suggests a decrease in the 
proportion of university Christian chaplains in the last ten 
years, a slight increase in the proportion of Muslim and 
Buddhist chaplains, and a doubling of the proportion 
classified as ‘other’, which may include non-theistic 
beliefs (Aune et al forthcoming). There are also a large 
number of ‘faith advisers’ roles which are used in various 
ways to support a wider range of faiths and beliefs. 

Chaplaincy is a varied role and responsibilities may 
include (in different balances):

 + providing pastoral support (such as ‘drop-in’ pastoral 
guidance for students of faith or none, coffee 
mornings, discussion groups): sometimes this will be 
complementary to other student or staff services, but 
at other times may ‘fill gaps’ in other provision 

 + recognised institutional experts in the practice of 
religion and spirituality, signposting to specific 
services, places of worship and communities 

 + direct provision of religious services (eg leading Mass 
or prayer)

 + ancillary roles related to expertise including governors, 
advisers on committees, working groups or ethics 
boards, or in safeguarding roles.

 + consultants to the institution on managing challenges 
around the provision of support, or balancing support, 
for different religious and non-religious groups 
(see section 6)

 + training providers on religious literacy and dialogue 
(eg as part of equality and diversity training)

 + facilitating and role-modelling interfaith work, 
community outreach and respectful enquiry and 
discussion of sensitive topics 

http://www.acas.org.uk/media/pdf/d/n/Religion-or-Belief-and-the_workplace-guide.pdf
http://www.acas.org.uk/media/pdf/d/n/Religion-or-Belief-and-the_workplace-guide.pdf
http://www.alightforaleppo.org/
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Recommendations

 + Periodically consider the role of the institution’s 
chaplaincy (if such a service exists on site) and 
communicate clearly how such a role supports and 
aligns with wider equality and support strategies. 

 + Seek feedback and an understanding of the impact 
of chaplaincy services to ensure they meet the 
needs of the size and diversity of the current 
student or staff body (depending on area of focus) 
and are resourced appropriately. 

 + Consider ways to embed chaplaincy team 
knowledge into wider equality training schemes.

 + Refrain from delegating all perceived issues of 
religion or belief to chaplaincy teams. Just as 
disability advisers are not accountable for an 
institution’s entire duties and responsibilities 
towards disabled staff and students, so chaplaincy 
teams cannot be held accountable for all duties 
around the protected characteristic of religion 
or belief. 

 + ‘community building’, which may include networking 
and relationship building, but also shared celebrations 
or acts of charity and fundraising: interestingly new 
research indicates that over a third of chaplains state 
that ‘non-religious students’ make up some of their top 
communities for engagement (Aune et al forthcoming) 

 + some may also have an academic or professional 
services role 

Institutions may wish to reflect and discuss with their 
chaplaincy team understandings of the role and its 
function within the institution’s equality strategies. In 
particular many chaplaincies are reflecting on whether 
the breadth and depth of religious observance in the 
student body is adequately reflected or supported in the 
chaplaincy provision, and what evidence is used for this. 
Factors affecting this may include:

 + the complex funding and employment relationships 
around certain chaplaincy provisions, and the balance 
with voluntary workers and additional duties; almost 
45% of staff working in or with chaplaincies are likely 
to be volunteers (Aune et al forthcoming)

 +  the local provision of the surrounding community or 
shared campus facilities: it may be that particular 
faiths’ requirements are already being adequately met 

 + the expectations for engagement from different faiths 
and individuals: not all individuals will wish to or 
expect to engage a chaplaincy team 

 + whether the chaplaincy role is primarily student 
focused, or staff focused, or both 

Case study: Honorary chaplaincy team (University 
of Edinburgh)

The University of Edinburgh now has chaplains and 
belief contacts representing ‘all faiths and none’. 
Representation includes Humanism, mindfulness,  
D(T)aoism, Paganism, as well as a wide range of the 
world faiths. University chaplain Rev Dr Harriet Harris 
notes this ‘widening’ of provision ‘has elicited much 
interest from other institutions around the UK and 
internationally, who are interested in how we work 
as a religious and non-religious team’. 

The chaplaincy also includes contacts who primarily 
work with certain nationalities. In 2016 the university 
sent a delegate to Georgetown University in the USA 
to discuss this aspect of their work. 

www.ed.ac.uk/chaplaincy/about/staff-and-team/
honorary-chaplains

http://www.ed.ac.uk/chaplaincy/about/staff-and-team/honorary-chaplains
http://www.ed.ac.uk/chaplaincy/about/staff-and-team/honorary-chaplains
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5.7 Sacred or religious texts
Many HEIs and colleges will hold religious materials, 
particularly texts considered sacred or holy, as part of 
their general library collections and teaching materials. 
They may also hold such texts in specific faith or 
multifaith spaces. These materials may be used mainly 
for learning and research. However it may be important 
to those of the relevant faith that these texts are treated 
respectfully in terms of storage, cataloguing, use and 
disposal. For example, there will be an expectation that 
certain texts are not placed on the floor or on lower 
shelves, left uncovered or disposed of without 
consultation. As part of an institution’s PSED to foster 
good relations between different groups, it may be 
appropriate to consider what steps can be taken to ensure 
such texts are treated respectfully whilst remaining 
accessible for wider reference and scholarships. 

Recommendations

 + Hold discussions between staff and users of 
libraries, multifaith spaces and other collections on 
common expectations of respectful storage, display, 
use and disposal of religious texts. 

 + Consult with faith groups and chaplaincy teams on 
any questions relating to respectful treatment of 
texts, including disposal. 

Further resources

 + CILIP: How to care for sacred texts in public 
libraries [Blog]:  
https://archive.cilip.org.uk/blog/
how-care-sacred-texts-public-libraries

https://archive.cilip.org.uk/blog/how-care-sacred-texts-public-libraries
https://archive.cilip.org.uk/blog/how-care-sacred-texts-public-libraries
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Section 6: Good relations, productive dialogue and 
managing tensions
Good relations and a strong framework for dialogue will 
help institutions manage or avoid tensions between 
different groups.

The previous sections aimed to provide guidance to 
institutions on creating an environment more inclusive of 
different religions or beliefs, as well as raising awareness 
of specific ways to reduce the risks of direct or indirect 
discrimination. However institutions will not always be 
able to anticipate changing needs in their planning, 
policies and procedures. It will be important to make 
ongoing efforts to:

 + promote good relations between different groups

 + encourage dialogue between different faiths and none

 + ensure the presence of appropriate skills and 
frameworks for managing tensions or conflicts 
where they appear

This section addresses ways to lay the ‘foundations’ for 
good relations, as well as approaches to resolving or 
mitigating challenges and tensions. 

6.1 Good relations: guiding principles
‘Good relations’ is an approach which acknowledges that 
managing interactions between different groups is not 
just about ‘solving problems’ or merely seeking to 
balance different rights reactively when tensions occur. 
Instead the Equality Act 2010 Public Sector Equality Duty 
(PSED) places a proactive duty on public bodies, 
including publically funded HEIs and colleges to ‘have 
due regard to the need to foster good relations 
between persons who share a protected 
characteristic and those who do not. In terms of 
religion or belief, this means institutions must actively 
consider how to encourage and enable an environment 
in which positive relationships can exist between:

 + those of different religions or beliefs (interfaith or 
multifaith)

 + those of different divisions within those religions or 
beliefs (intrafaith)

 + groups and individuals who are manifesting a religion 
or belief, and those of other protected characteristics 
(eg sex, sexual orientation, gender reassignment, 
race, disability, age). 

The Act further defines ‘good relations’ as having due 
regard to the need to ‘tackle prejudice’ and ‘promote 
understanding’ between people who share a protected 
characteristic and those who do not. By identifying these 
two aspects the Act recognises different approaches 
may be needed to tackle different challenges. 

 + ‘Promoting understanding’ suggests greater contact 
between communities may help to enable better 
relations, for example, in interfaith work or activities 
for international and home students.

 + ‘Tackling prejudice’ implies the need for a proactive 
approach that does more than simply deal with 
incidents arising. This can include taking action to 
identify and tackle the underlying attitudes and value 
judgments that fuel tensions.

The Equality Commission in Northern Ireland defines 
good relations as:

 
the growth of relationships and structures... 
that acknowledge the religious, political and racial 
context of... society and that seek to promote respect, 
equity and trust and embrace diversity in all its forms.

The definition above recognises good relations is not just 
about interactions between people – it is also about 
having structures, policies and procedures in place 
that provide equality, accommodate difference and 
promote inclusivity. It positions good relations firmly in 
the wider spectrum of equality and diversity activity.
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Case-study: Handbook for Sikh societies 

The British Organisation of Sikh Societies (BOSS) 
provides guidelines for those organising student Sikh 
societies and events. It contains top tips on working 
with other student society committees, particularly 
recommending ‘off-line’ relationship building and 
communication to try and avoid common 
misunderstandings and miscommunications.

https:// issuu. com/ boss-sikhs/ docs/
boss_sikh_society_handbook_2017_sma

Communication 

In seeking to ‘tackle prejudice’ and ‘promote 
understanding’ staff within institutions are advised to 
be mindful and vigilant of their own assumptions. 
For example, it is not always helpful to assume particular 
religious groups will always be in conflict, or that groups 
with different views on, for example LGBT+ rights, will 
not be able to have meaningful dialogue. 

There may also be those who have no history of 
engagement with the institution on issues relating to their 
religious or non-religious beliefs. However new issues, 
policies, organisation or levels of representation may 
require new efforts for engagement. For example, an 
internationalisation strategy may lead to an increase in 
students with very different ideas of how their religion may, 
or may not, be supported within an educational 
environment. The opening of an additional campus might 
equally mean a fragmenting or reorganisation of current 
student or staff representation, so consideration should be 
given to cross-institutional communication and networks.

Recommendations:

 + Consider how to communicate the institution’s 
role in promoting ‘good relations’ to employees 
and students, and how to ensure feedback is 
addressed. Some may have strong feelings about 
how – or even if – institutions should be involved in 
discussing issues of religion, providing different 
levels of support or becoming involved in discourse 
or debate between different groups. It will be useful 
to clarify the legal duties of the institution to 
different members of the community as well as 
commitments to inclusive environments. 

Case study: Competition to design anti-sectarian 
campaigns (City of Glasgow College)

The college worked together with anti-sectarian 
charity Nil By Mouth on a ‘Pitch Perfect’ competition, 
where students competed to design a public 
awareness campaign about sectarianism in Scotland. 
The competition was initially embedded into 
curriculum requirements for those students of HND 
advertising and public relations.

The campaigns developed by the students were so 
successful that some have been adopted by the charity 
as official campaigns, and materials have been 
embedded into a nationwide workplace training 
programme delivered to more than 10,000 staff across 
95 workplaces (including FTSE 100) as well as staff 
and students at City of Glasgow College.

http://nilbymouth.org/colleges/
case-study-city-of-glasgow-college/

Further resources

 + ECU (2013) Promoting good relations on campus: 
a guide for higher and further education: guidelines 
for fostering good relations, preventing hate crime 
and managing intolerance on campus:  
www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/promoting-good-relations/

https://issuu.com/boss-sikhs/docs/boss_sikh_society_handbook_2017_sma
https://issuu.com/boss-sikhs/docs/boss_sikh_society_handbook_2017_sma
http://nilbymouth.org/colleges/case-study-city-of-glasgow-college/
http://nilbymouth.org/colleges/case-study-city-of-glasgow-college/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/promoting-good-relations/
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Case study: Eid in the Park/ Eid Yn Y Parc 
(Swansea University)

Eid in the Park/Eid Yn Y Parc is an annual family fun 
day to celebrate Eid al-Fitr organised by a local Muslim 
charity (WICAS), which has been hosted on Swansea 
University grounds for the past few years, and 
sponsored by the university’s ‘CampusLife’ team for 
the first time in 2017. The CampusLife team (which 
has a remit for international and welfare support 
issues) also organised specific garden-party style 
events during the day entitled ‘Taste of Home’ and 
‘We are International’. The events were attended by 
over 3000 people from different backgrounds, allowing 
families the chance to interact with members of 
different communities and share their cultural and 
religious experiences. 

6.2 Good relations: beyond the 
campus community
Institutions may benefit in many ways from fostering good 
relations with and among their wider communities. 

 + Building more diverse relationships provides the 
institution with a wider range of local expertise, 
business and resources to draw upon. 

 + Positive interactions can help the institution 
demonstrate its openness to a wider range of local 
talent for student and staff recruitment. 

 + Greater dialogue and partnerships may help keep 
staff and students safer, ensuring coordinated efforts 
across the community to tackle any religious and 
racial harassment. 

 + Linking with specific interfaith organisations or local 
faith communities engaged with interfaith work.

Case study: Hosting community churches on 
campus (York St John University)

York St John University is a member of the Cathedrals 
Group of universities, and prides itself on its inclusive 
approach, particularly to international students and 
community members. Its university chapel is offered 
each weekend to a variety of community Christian 
groups as a place of worship: for example, the local 
Chinese church meets on a Saturday for bible study, 
and on Sunday morning the local Orthodox Church 
uses the chapel. On Sunday afternoon the local Polish 
Protestant Pentecostal community uses the chapel 
for worship. 

6.3 Skills and training to support good 
relations and interfaith dialogue
In addition to increased ‘religious literacy’ and equality, 
diversity and inclusion training (see section 2.4 of the 
complete guidance), there may be particular skillsets and 
approaches useful in fostering good relations and 
managing tensions between different groups. Bilateral, 
multifaith or intrafaith dialogue can be challenging, but 
there are different approaches and frameworks that may 
be useful when conflict issues arise. 

Chaplaincy teams are likely to be particularly familiar with 
such dialogue, but there may be times where it is useful 
for others in the institution to become more familiar with 
these types of conversations. For example, some 
institutions are increasingly seeing interfaith dialogue as 
a leadership skill which they can develop amongst their 
students, as it focuses on skills of respect for difference 
and active listening. 

More in-depth discussion of interfaith theological and 
philosophical issues tend to be supported by chaplaincies 
or sustained workshops, networks or courses, and might 
focus on particular themes, current issues, ethical queries 
or textual scholarship. 
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Recommendations

 + Consider providing a forum for continual open 
dialogue between different groups relating to 
religious or philosophical identity, whether as part of 
a staff or student network, a multifaith chaplaincy or 
wider stakeholder groups. This may prevent some 
issues from escalating unnecessarily.

 + Consider which groups or role within the institution 
may be most likely to be asked to mediate 
between different groups. What skills and training 
can be made available to these staff to help them 
approach interfaith and intrafaith issues?

 + Consider how highly visible staff and students can 
‘role model’ respectful and proactive dialogue 
between different groups. 

Case study: Multifaith and belief peace pilgrimage 
(University of Edinburgh)

The University of Edinburgh has organised an annual 
multifaith pilgrimage which involves a one-week walk 
along the final stretch of the Camino in Spain. Six 
students are selected each year, each from a different 
religion or belief tradition (which has included a 
Humanist student). These six Edinburgh students join 
with six students from universities in the USA.

The pilgrimage is designed to promote peace and 
understanding between people of different religions or 
beliefs. The pilgrims are invited to share and explore 
their spiritual practices each day. When they return, 
they take up ambassadorial or leadership roles with 
the chaplaincy promoting good relations across religion 
or belief in and beyond the university.

Further resources

There are many different approaches to interfaith 
dialogue. Preferences may vary depending on the target 
audience, or setting. Here are just some examples:

 + Humanist students – guidelines for dialogue:  
https://humanism.org.uk/students/resources/

 + The Interfaith Network resources on interfaith 
dialogue (including in the workplace):  
www.interfaith.org.uk/resources/dialogue-1

 + Faith and Belief Forum: Belief in Film  
https://faithbeliefforum.org/programme/belief-in-film/

https://humanism.org.uk/students/resources/
http://www.interfaith.org.uk/resources/dialogue-1
https://faithbeliefforum.org/programme/belief-in-film/
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Tensions arising from new policies or practices may be 
mitigated if an equality impact assessment of new 
provisions and policies is carried out in advance in 
consultation with representatives from affected groups. 
Working together to understand the potential impact on 
different groups can not only reduce impact but improve 
understanding between the groups.

When applying ‘solutions’ to issues, implementing change 
through pilot schemes or with agreed review periods 
may provide useful ways forward.

Some tensions will be due to practical policies and 
arrangements which might benefit one group but appear 
to negatively impact on another. Other tensions may be 
more about the perceptions of ‘prioritising’ rights, and 
the freedom to voice opinions or belief about other 
characteristics (this may be religiously informed 
convictions relating to, for example, gender or sexuality, 
or those of no faith critiquing religion or certain religious 
beliefs). These might not necessarily be intended to 
cause offence but could nevertheless cause an 
uncomfortable environment.

6.4 Understanding and managing 
tensions between different groups
The ECU guides to managing good relations (see section 
6.1) provide detailed training materials to understanding 
tensions between different groups, and finding ways to 
balance different needs in a proportional and fair way. 
With regards to religion or belief, particular considerations 
should be given to understanding the following.

Tensions between different characteristics may 
require advice from faith experts and equality, diversity 
and inclusion specialists to understand the range of 
needs, and differing legal protections, between different 
groups. For example, the law permits disabled people 
to be treated more favourably than others. It is also 
important to be mindful of complexities of individual 
identities, and note overlapping impact and needs 
(see section 2.3).

Tensions within faith or belief groups may be 
particularly challenging for institutions to manage. 
Careful consideration should be given to how institutions 
consult stakeholder groups to consider the widest range 
of stakeholders, not just those denominations most 
prevalent in staff or student societies and networks. 
There may be complex historical, theological and social 
tensions between some groups, and institutions may 
benefit from external expert consultation or careful 
bilateral dialogue.

Tensions between different faith or belief groups 
may be complicated by the diversity within different faiths 
(in terms of belief, representation and manifestation). 
Approaches to managing tensions should aim to capture 
a range of voices and avoid homogenisation. It may 
be particularly important to find approaches that seek 
common ground and to focus on collaborative solutions 
to specific issues (eg working together to find ways to 
mitigate impact of certain decisions or events on 
particular groups).

Further resources

 + ECU (2015) Managing good relations in colleges 
and higher education: training packs:  
www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/
managing-good-relations-in-colleges-and-higher-
education-training-packs/

 + NUS Toolkits on ‘managing conflict’ in students’ 
unions:  
www.nusconnect.org.uk/learning-resources/
faith-and-belief/good-campus-relations/
managing-conflict

http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/managing-good-relations-in-colleges-and-higher-education-training-packs/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/managing-good-relations-in-colleges-and-higher-education-training-packs/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/managing-good-relations-in-colleges-and-higher-education-training-packs/
http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/learning-resources/faith-and-belief/good-campus-relations/managing-conflict
http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/learning-resources/faith-and-belief/good-campus-relations/managing-conflict
http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/learning-resources/faith-and-belief/good-campus-relations/managing-conflict
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6.5 Overview of harassment, hate 
incidents and hate crime
Nationally, hate crime is at an all-time high with police 
reports on religiously aggravated hate crime in England 
and Wales increasing 35 percentage points between 
2015/16 and 2016/17 (Home Office 2017). Religious 
hate incidents (which also includes behaviour that is not 
considered criminal) have peaked particularly around the 
EU referendum and domestic or international events 
(eg according to Runnymede [Elahi and Khan 2018], 
one month saw Islamophobic incidents increase 500%). 
Online hate incidents have been particularly challenging: 
for example, in the first half of 2017 the Community 
Support Trust (CST) reported the highest level of 
antisemitic incidents in its history, nearly one fifth of which 
took place on social media (CST 2017). 

Educational environments are not immune from wider 
societal challenges around harassment, hate incidents 
and hate crime. This may involve:

 + incidents directed at an individual or group because of 
their faith, perceived faith or having no faith 

 + incidents between those of the same faith or 
different faiths

 + incidents which are religiously motivated and directed 
at a group due to a different characteristic.

The Equality Act 2010 (s26) provides protection from 
harassment related to religion or belief as a protected 
characteristic, and this applies to institutions in their 
role as employers, educators and service providers. 
Harassment is considered conduct which has the 
purpose or effect of:

 + violating a person’s dignity

 + creating an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating 
or offensive environment for that person

Further legislation around criminal acts of hate speech is 
addressed in section 6.6. 

As part of its duties under the PSED however, and for 
safeguarding purposes, institutions may wish to understand 
more broadly the frequency and nature of harassment and 
hate incidents relating to religion and belief. It will also be 
important to understand the impact these incidents have 
not only on individuals (eg whether they negatively affected 
attainment, wellbeing or progression) but also on good 
relations between different groups.

Reporting and definitions

Definitions of what might constitute offensive or hate 
incidents may vary depending on the context (eg legal 
definitions of harassment and hate crime may differ from 
‘unacceptable behaviours’ stated in a student or staff 
contract or IT user policy). Some discussion of definitions 
may be useful within an institution to:

 + raise awareness of the range of incidents which can 
affect people, beyond legal definitions of ‘hate crime’

 + aid understanding of what type of behaviours are 
being reported to different organisations

 + understand the appropriate framework for seeking 
redress or protection.

Many institutions will have overarching policies or 
reporting mechanisms related to general ‘faith-based’ 
harassment or hate incidents as well as acts targeting 
groups or individuals due to a non-religious belief or 
secular identity. However, some may monitor or 
categorise attacks against specific groups, for example 
anti-semitic or Islamophobic activities. This may help to 
understand experiences of different groups, and reflect 
oppressions with specific histories. For example, in 2016 
the UK Government adopted the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance working definition of antisemitism 
and has specifically tasked English universities with 
additional vigilance around antisemitism (DfE letter to 
HEFCE 2017). In Northern Ireland there is likely also to 
be greater focus on explicitly referencing sectarianism, 
and there are calls for greater awareness of this 
in Scotland. 
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Recommendations

 + Ensure policies relating to harassment, hate speech 
or hate incidents (including bystander intervention 
schemes) explicitly refer to religion, belief or no 
beliefs and clarify institutions’ policies on 
unacceptable behaviours.

 + Provide clear signposting to internal and external 
sources of support (for those reporting incidents 
formally, or for anonymous access).

 + Consider including equality monitoring questions 
relating to religion or belief as part of reporting 
mechanisms.

 + Consider a review of complaints and appeals 
procedures for staff and students which references 
faith-based incidents of harassment, bullying or 
hate speech to inform future policy development. 

 + Work in conjunction with local police and 
organisations on tackling incidents of religious and 
racial intolerance. 

Institutions developing their understanding of how to 
support staff and students who experience faith-based 
harassment or hate incidents may wish to consider 
working with national hate incident-reporting 
organisations, as well as local police forces, 
faith organisations and interfaith groups for advice 
and sharing of statistical information. 

Where an institution holds a reporting mechanism for 
hate incidents they may need to consider:

 + how to monitor incidents which relate to religion or 
belief (including where these may overlap with other 
characteristics such as race or gender)

 + how to capture information about the nature of specific 
incident (eg online or in person)

 + how to increase disclosure of the victim’s own religion 
or belief for equality monitoring

 + how the incident has affected the student’s sense 
of safety or confidence in expressing their religious 
or non-religious identity on campus. 

Tackling incidents

ECU guidance Promoting good relations on campus 
provides a framework for tackling intolerance and 
promoting good relations (ECU 2013). It provides 
a framework for:

 + immediate crisis intervention

 + medium-term anticipatory action

 + long-term preventive action

Many of the recommendations in this guide can be 
viewed as part of a framework for long-term or medium-
term preventive action. 

At the time of publication, there are also sector-wide 
discussions and projects ongoing to specifically address 
issues of harassment and hate incidents (including those 
aimed at faith communities). This will seek to understand 
how institutions can better address incidents which may 
also involve legal proceedings. Advance HE will be 
working with the sector to develop this work and will 
update this publication going forward. 
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As such, discussion and debate around a variety of topics 
can often impact on different religions and beliefs (or none) 
in different ways. There is often concern as to how an 
institution can ensure freedom of speech in its community, 
as well as academic freedom to debate ideas and 
knowledge, whilst ensuring an inclusive environment and 
being guarded against discriminatory or illegal actions.

ECU published detailed guidance and toolkits to 
support institutions to understand issues of academic 
freedom and freedom of speech as part of the guidance 
on good relations (ECU 2013). The information below is 
a brief summary.

Legislative framework

In addition to general freedoms of expression under the 
Human Rights Act 1998 (incorporating the ECHR), there 
are specific legal protections for freedom of speech 
and ‘academic freedom’ of which HEIs in the UK and 
colleges in Scotland need to be aware.

Under the Education Act 1986, HEIs in England and 
Wales must take reasonable steps to ensure that 
freedom of speech within the law is secured for staff, 
students and visiting speakers. It includes ensuring 
that the use of premises is not denied to an individual 
or group on the grounds of views or beliefs held by them, 
or the policies and objectives they have developed. Note 
however an HEI’s premises may be legally distinct from 
those of a students’ union.

The Education Reform Act 1988 and Article 3 of the 
Education (Academic Tenure) (Northern Ireland) Order 
1988 require HEIs in England and Wales, and Northern 
Ireland (respectively) to ensure that academic staff 
have the freedom within the law to question and test 
received wisdom, and to put forward new ideas and 
controversial or unpopular opinions, without placing 
themselves in jeopardy of losing their jobs or any 
institutional privileges. These rights must be exercised 
within the law and are subject to similar restrictions as 
those applying to freedom of speech.

Further resources

Further to ongoing work around sexual harassment and 
gender-based violence, Universities UK (UUK) and other 
sector bodies are continuing work on tackling faith-based 
harassment (including reporting mechanisms). Further 
updates are expected during 2018. 

 + UUK (2016) Changing the culture: report of the 
Universities UK Taskforce examining violence 
against women, harassment and hate crime 
affecting university students:  
www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/
reports/Pages/changing-the-culture-final-report.aspx

 + Office for Students catalyst funding to tackle 
religion-based hate crime and harassment:  
www.officeforstudents.org.uk/news-blog-and-
events/news-and-blog/
universities-receive-480-000-to-tackle-religion-
based-hate-crime-and-harassment/

 + UK police online reporting site for religious hate crime: 
http://report-it.org.uk/racist_or_religious_hate_crime1

 + Policy list of organisations other than the police for 
reporting religious hate crime: http://report-it.org.uk/
organisations_that_can_help#race_or_religion

6.6 Understanding the limits of 
freedom of speech and academic 
freedom
Religion or belief, perhaps more than most of the 
protected characteristics, can be deeply connected 
with how we think about the world, what values we 
hold and our behaviours. Religions and beliefs provide 
a framework to the way lives are lived, touching often on 
personal and societal debates about topics as diverse as 
pregnancy, death, marriage, sex, charity, finance, history, 
animal rights, as well as clothing, food and drink.

http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Pages/changing-the-culture-final-report.aspx
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Pages/changing-the-culture-final-report.aspx
http://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/news-blog-and-events/news-and-blog/universities-receive-480-000-to-tackle-religion-based-hate-crime-and-harassment/
http://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/news-blog-and-events/news-and-blog/universities-receive-480-000-to-tackle-religion-based-hate-crime-and-harassment/
http://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/news-blog-and-events/news-and-blog/universities-receive-480-000-to-tackle-religion-based-hate-crime-and-harassment/
http://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/news-blog-and-events/news-and-blog/universities-receive-480-000-to-tackle-religion-based-hate-crime-and-harassment/
http://report-it.org.uk/racist_or_religious_hate_crime1
http://report-it.org.uk/organisations_that_can_help#race_or_religion
http://report-it.org.uk/organisations_that_can_help#race_or_religion
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Many institutions will have specific policies around 
behaviours expected of staff, often framed around 
‘dignity and respect’. Recent reports from the UUK 
Taskforce examining violence against women, 
harassment and hate crime suggest however that not 
all incidents of hate speech or religious harassment are 
being taken seriously. A large number of projects are 
currently underway in England with funding from the 
Office for Students to examine challenges of religious 
harassment, and some of these will consider issues of 
dialogue and inclusivity on multifaith campuses.

The Further and Higher Education (Scotland) Act 2005 
(s.26) requires post-16 education bodies to have regard 
to the desirability of ensuring academic freedom for those 
engaged in teaching, the provision of learning 
or research.

The emphasis in the legislation on rights being exercised 
‘within the law’ is important. There are a range of laws, 
including the Racial and Religious Hatred Act 2006 
(England, Wales and Scotland), and the Terrorism Acts 
2000 and 2006, which qualify the right to freedom of 
expression if an individual’s behaviour constitutes 
a criminal offence. Collectively these laws limit 
behaviour that might provoke or cause fear of violence, 
cause harassment, alarm or distress, incite racial or 
religious hatred or result in acts of terrorism.

For the most part these groups of legislation complement 
each other and support institutions in developing an 
inclusive and transparent approach to managing relations 
between different groups. However, on occasion tensions 
may arise between competing rights and responsibilities 
and institutions should be prepared to take action 
if ideas or views infringe the rights of others, 
discriminate against them, or if any activity 
constitutes a criminal offence or incites others 
to commit criminal acts.

Inclusivity and ‘offence’

Further to the legal framework, institutions are 
encouraged to give further thought to where freedom 
of speech might impact on feelings of belonging for 
particular groups. Whilst the law does not give a right 
‘not to be offended’, institutions may wish to consider how 
they encourage discussion, debate and peaceful protest 
to be respectful and balanced.

In particular, institutions should be mindful of the long-
term impact on individuals’ wellbeing, progression and 
success if continually exposed to learning or work 
environments where they do not feel a strong sense of 
‘belonging’ or confidence in contributing or engaging 
in discussion.

Recommendations 

 + Avoid generalisations about particular religions, 
religious views or beliefs. This may also include 
generalisations about ‘religion’ or ‘secularism’ 
as a whole.

 + Encourage a culture of respectful challenge 
and debate (but not attack, bully or insult). 
Seek clarification, and where appropriate, seek 
to provide balance through encouragement of 
other viewpoints. However in doing so, avoid 
assumptions that any individual, by virtue of being 
of a particular religion or belief, is willing or able to 
speak ‘on behalf’ of their religious group.

 + Where appropriate, encourage understanding 
through examination of the history of particular ideas 
or viewpoints. Individual staff can role-model this by 
reflecting on how they have reached their own views 
and being open to respectful questioning. 

 + Consider how the ‘religious literacy’ of those 
present might impact on discussion and 
responses. For example, a discussion on assisted 
suicide may be approached very differently by 
students in a postgraduate theology class than in an 
introductory undergraduate law or nursing course.
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Freedom of speech, protest and political activity

There will be times when freedom of speech on political 
issues may be in tension with protections of certain faiths 
and beliefs. This could include discussions or protests 
relating to for example foreign or domestic policy, LGBT+ 
rights, reproductive rights and environmental activism. 

The Equality Act 2010 provides protection for 
individuals from discrimination related to philosophical 
belief and case law has determined that a wide range 
of beliefs including certain political philosophies, 
environmentalism and animal rights may (subject to 
certain criteria) be recognised as philosophical beliefs 
and therefore be protected under the Act. Institutions will 
need to bear this in mind when dealing with such cases 
(although this does not prevent them from taking action 
to deal with illegal acts). 

Balancing the right for students and staff to engage 
in political activity and debate, with safeguarding of 
individuals and protected groups, is a core part of 
maintaining good relations on campus.

A recent Joint Select Committee inquiry examined 
issues of freedom of speech in universities, including 
issues relating to religion. Some tensions between 
religious and non-religious views were highlighted, 
as well as challenges around Prevent (see section 6.7). 

Online ‘speech’ and social media

Policies or guidance on free speech and academic 
freedoms should be mindful of the range of different 
platforms that can be used for speech. Online discussion 
and publication of viewpoints is now embedded into most 
aspects of higher education and college life. These may 
take place on institutional platforms (such as virtual 
learning environments, blogs, websites, office instant 
messaging and intranet sites) or common social media 
platforms used by large numbers of staff or students. 

Certain forms of social media in particular do not lend 
themselves to nuanced discussion and ‘sharing’ tools may 
mean the author finds their words taken to unexpected 
audiences and contexts. Guidelines or training for 
students and staff may be useful in understanding not 
only legal issues around these platforms, but also about 
how activity on these can impact on the inclusive 
environment and reputation of an institution. 

It is also worth considering whether it is possible or 
appropriate to embed reporting mechanisms into 
particular platforms, or provide clear signposting and 
links to encourage timely reporting and evidence 
gathering. There is growing evidence that when particular 
events, particularly around terrorist incidents, are 
reported by the media it results in ‘spikes’ in offensive 
online language on social media (Awan and Zempi 2015): 
institutions may wish to consider how and if they can 
react quickly to support students at such times.

Further resources

 + UUK (2018) Changing the culture: one year on 
(section 3.8) includes a summary of sector activities 
regarding online harassment:  
www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/
reports/Pages/changing-the-culture-final-report.aspx

 + JISC (2017) 5 Steps to Internet Safety includes 
links to a range of resources including issues of 
harassment, bullying, filtering and understanding 
of the criminal law around online activity:  
www.jisc.ac.uk/blog/
online-safety-five-years-on-20-nov-2017

http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Pages/changing-the-culture-final-report.aspx
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Pages/changing-the-culture-final-report.aspx
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/blog/online-safety-five-years-on-20-nov-2017
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/blog/online-safety-five-years-on-20-nov-2017
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Recommendations

 + Communicate clearly the institution’s 
understanding of ‘free speech’ and ‘academic 
freedom’ and what structures are in place to 
protect these.

 + To manage expectations of all groups be clear on 
the institution’s legal responsibilities, and consider 
examples of how decisions on ‘proportionality’ might 
work in practice. Consultation with students’ unions 
and trade unions may be valuable.

 + Ensure all staff and students are aware of their 
own responsibilities. Methods could include 
embedding understandings within student and staff 
contracts (as well as probation and appraisal 
models) as well as specific training sessions during 
induction. However, be mindful of ‘gaps’ that might 
occur such as for visiting staff or students, external 
speakers, guest lecturers and distance learners 

 + Consider where additional ‘refresher’ training or 
signposting to free speech and academic freedom 
policies may be useful: for example, before a class 
or module which will touch on topics likely to cause 
debate that might include issues on religion or 
belief, or a particular debate or event.

 + Consider which reporting or complaint 
mechanisms are most appropriate for any issues 
relating to free speech and academic freedom.

Further resources

 + UK Parliament Joint Committee on Human Rights 
(2018): Report on freedom of speech in universities:  
https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/
committees-a-z/joint-select/human-rights-
committee/news-parliament-2017/
freedom-of-speech-universities-report-17-19/

 + UUK (2015) Parliamentary briefing: freedom of 
speech on campus:  
www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/
reports/Pages/briefing-freedom-of-speech-on-
campus.aspx

 + NUS External speakers guidance:  
www.nusconnect.org.uk/learning-resources/
faith-and-belief/external-speakers-guidance

Proselytising

Tensions can sometimes occur around activities 
perceived by others (correctly or incorrectly) as 
proselytising i.e. attempting to convert someone 
to a particular religion or belief.

The promotion and sharing of a religious belief may 
be an important article of faith for some groups and 
denominations (eg Christian evangelism). Equally for 
some non-religious groups, engagement in debate about 
the nature of belief and religion will be an important part 
of their identity. Such activities are generally permitted 
within laws on freedom of speech. 

However there will be times when certain behaviours may 
be unwelcome to individuals of other religions, of different 
denominations, or those of no religious belief. In an 
employment context, ‘unwanted’ behaviour such as 
extended or persistent proselytising towards an individual 
may constitute bullying or harassment. Recent case law 
in particular has highlighted the risks when there is some 
disparity in the power relationships between the individuals 
(eg an employee and someone they line manage) 
(Wasteney v East London NHS Foundation Trust [2016] 
UKEAT/0157/15: Eady J: 7 April 2016). There are also 

https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/joint-select/human-rights-committee/news-parliament-2017/freedom-of-speech-universities-report-17-19/
https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/joint-select/human-rights-committee/news-parliament-2017/freedom-of-speech-universities-report-17-19/
https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/joint-select/human-rights-committee/news-parliament-2017/freedom-of-speech-universities-report-17-19/
https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/joint-select/human-rights-committee/news-parliament-2017/freedom-of-speech-universities-report-17-19/
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Pages/briefing-freedom-of-speech-on-campus.aspx
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Pages/briefing-freedom-of-speech-on-campus.aspx
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Pages/briefing-freedom-of-speech-on-campus.aspx
http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/learning-resources/faith-and-belief/external-speakers-guidance
http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/learning-resources/faith-and-belief/external-speakers-guidance
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indications that the freedom to manifest one’s religion 
through proselytisation may be limited in an employment 
context if adversely affecting service users (Powell v Marr 
Corporation Ltd (England and Wales: Religion or Belief 
Discrimination) [2018] UKET 1401951/2016.

Recommendation

 + Consider providing specific guidance on 
proselytising within policies and training on 
supporting religion or belief (or none), line 
management and guidance on free speech. 

Case study: Policy on proselytising (Edge Hill 
University)

Edge Hill University has issued a short, clear 
statement of its policy on proselytising, particularly 
around events. It is hosted on their multifaith 
chaplaincy webpages. 

‘The principle of moral and emotional freedom of the 
person shall be adopted in the advertising, invitation 
and conduct of faith-based events at Edge Hill 
University and events advertised at the university. 
Information may be freely given about events, but 
there should be no unreasonable pressure applied to 
people to attend the event. Acceptance or otherwise of 
the invitation should be free from judgment. The same 
principle or autonomy should also apply at the event 
itself, with no unreasonable pressure being exerted.’

www.edgehill.ac.uk/studentservices/
chaplaincy/?tab=proselytising-policy

6.7 Prevent
Prevent is a government programme derived from wider 
counter-terrorism approaches and the Counter-Terrorism 
and Security Act 2015. It has the stated aim of preventing 
people ‘from being drawn into terrorism’. The requirements 
placed on educational institutions in England, Wales and 
Scotland (including private educational institutions with 
250 or more students) are shared by a range of public 
bodies, and are known as ‘the Prevent duty’. It should be 
noted that Prevent refers to ‘non-violent extremism’ as well 
as criminal activities. In undertaking policies, monitoring 
and good relations work, institutions should be aware that 
the Prevent duty – or sometimes more specifically the way 
that institutions interpret the duty – has given rise to public 
and sector discussion about:

 + how strongly-held beliefs are understood and 
categorised by others

 + the role of the institution in monitoring students 

 + the role of the institution in managing events and 
speakers

 + the effect of Prevent on issues of freedom of speech 
and student engagement

Some see Prevent as a useful tool in tackling some forms 
of far-right and far-left racism and religious hate. Others, 
particularly many Muslim students (NUS 2018), voice 
concern about the scope of the duty and feel it has led 
to stereotyping, unfair treatment and distrust between 
institutions and their members. The impact of Prevent on 
students may also vary by other characteristics such as 
gender (NUS 2018). 

EHRC, UUK and ECU (2017) published further guidance 
for English institutions around the Prevent duty which 
aims to provide practical advice about the balance of 
the Prevent duty with the PSED of the Equality Act 2010 
and the Human Rights Act 1998 to try and mitigate 
discrimination or stigmatisation of certain groups of 
students and staff. 

http://www.edgehill.ac.uk/studentservices/chaplaincy/?tab=proselytising-policy
http://www.edgehill.ac.uk/studentservices/chaplaincy/?tab=proselytising-policy
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Recommendation 

 + Consider the guidance in the joint EHRC, UUK, 
and ECU (2017) publication to try to mitigate any 
negative impact of implementing Prevent on 
particular groups. Be mindful of the impact of 
Prevent on work fostering good relations, and seek 
regular feedback and dialogue with a range of staff 
and students.

The guide stresses the need to evaluate the equality 
impact of Prevent implementation plans within an 
institution and to consider issues like the cumulative 
nature of impact on certain groups, and the ways plans 
might interfere with communities, learning and teaching:

 
Could your plan affect how people with particular 
protected characteristics access the courses your 
institution delivers or how they participate in extra-
curricular activities on university premises? Could it 
affect their academic success? Could it affect how 
comfortable students feel studying certain subjects or 
how comfortable staff feel developing certain courses 
(for example, the study of terrorism)?’

‘Could your proposed action plan affect how people with 
particular protected characteristics perceive or interact 
with others? Could it lead to community tensions, 
isolation or segregation?’
EHRC, UUK and ECU (2017) 

The guide also gives worked examples of issues around 
qualitative and quantitative impact monitoring, managing 
events and consultation with particular religious groups. 
There is also further guidance on balancing freedoms of 
speech and academic freedom. A detailed list of further 
reading is also provided. 

Further resources

 + EHRC, ECU and UUK (2017) Delivering the 
Prevent duty in a proportionate and fair way:  
www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/publication-
download/
delivering-prevent-duty-proportionate-and-fair-way

 + General and revised Home Office Prevent duty 
guidance for England, Wales and Scotland:  
www.gov.uk/government/publications/
prevent-duty-guidance

http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/publication-download/delivering-prevent-duty-proportionate-and-fair-way
http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/publication-download/delivering-prevent-duty-proportionate-and-fair-way
http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/publication-download/delivering-prevent-duty-proportionate-and-fair-way
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/prevent-duty-guidance
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/prevent-duty-guidance
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Glossary of terms and abbreviations

Antisemitic/sm Used here generally to refer to offensive actions or statements fuelled by prejudice 
or stereotyping of Jewish people. For fuller discussion of alternative definitions see  
https://cst.org.uk/antisemitism/definitions

Belief Used here to mirror the language of the Equality Act 2010 which defines ‘belief’ in s.10 (2) 
as ‘any religious or philosophical belief, and a reference to belief includes a reference to 
a lack of belief’. 

Case law Refers to precedents and developments in law through specific cases and challenges 
which have been brought before the UK legal system or through European courts; 
as opposed to primary legislation through, for example, statute. 

Chaplaincy In a higher/further education context can refer to the role, service or physical space of 
a chaplain or religious adviser. 

EHRC Equality and Human Rights Commission – Great Britain’s national equality body 
(a statutory non-departmental public body).  
www.equalityhumanrights.com

ECHR European Convention on Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, many rights of 
which have entered UK law under the Human Rights Act 1998. Or, the European Court 
of Human Rights. 

Faith Although this has multiple meanings and understandings, we use this here to refer to 
religion or being religious. We note that many student-focused organisations prefer this 
terminology over ‘religion’ for example. 

Halal Food sourced or prepared in accordance with Islamic law.

Hijab A cloth covering the head, hair and neck (in a variety of styles), most often worn by 
Muslim women. Also refers to the religious code around wearing of such clothing.

Institution Used here as a catch-all term for universities throughout the UK, and colleges in Scotland, 
unless otherwise specified. 

Intersectionality An approach from critical race theory and black feminism that recognises the way 
structures of inequality can create multiple oppressions relating to different aspects of 
identity. For example, recognising that amongst ‘women’ in general, specifically black 
women, may experience different and multiple oppressions based on  gender and race. 
Originated and developed primarily by Kimberlé Crenshaw. 

Islamophobia/c Refers to offensive actions or statements fuelled by prejudice or stereotyping of Muslims. 
We note that some organisations prefer the term ‘anti-Muslim’. 

Jilbab A long and loose-fitting garment covering the body worn by some Muslim women. 

https://cst.org.uk/antisemitism/definitions
http://equalityhumanrights.com
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Jummah Congregational prayer for Muslims on a Friday, normally after noon. 

Kippah Skullcap (also known as yarmulke).

Kirpan Ceremonial sword worn by some Sikh men (part of the 5 Ks).

Kosher Satisfying the requirements of Jewish law: in this guidance, commonly used for acceptable 
food preparation. 

Langar A Sikh community kitchen where free meals are served to all visitors, regardless of religion 
or background. Food is prepared and served as an act of voluntary service and shared 
as equals. 

LGBT+ 
LGBTQ+

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, Queer, etc. This common abbreviation used here as an 
all-encompassing term for a range of sexual, romantic and/or gender diverse identities 
(including intersecting identities). 

Mezuzah A parchment inscribed with religious texts inside a case attached to the doorpost of 
a Jewish residence.

Mass The celebration of the Christian Eucharist (communion) most common in the Roman 
Catholic Church and Anglican church. 

Niqab A veil which covers part of the face, in various styles, worn by a small number of 
Muslim women.

Pilgrimage A religious journey or trip. 

Religion  Used here to mirror the language of the Equality Act 2010, which defines religion in s.10 
(1) as ‘any religion and a reference to belief includes a reference to a lack of belief’.

Sabbath 
shabbat

A day of religious observance and rest from work and other activities. Shabbat is used 
most commonly to refer to the Jewish Sabbath. 

Secular 
secularism

There are many political, social and philosophical viewpoints which might be considered 
under the broad phrase ‘secular’. Unless otherwise specified secular is used in this 
guidance to refer to a specific identity (personal or organisational) unconnected with 
religion or spirituality. 

Students’ union Used here synonymously with student associations, student guilds or student 
representative bodies. 

Trans Used here to denote a range of gender diverse identities, particularly for individuals who 
do not identity as the gender assigned to them at birth. 

Wudhu Ritual washing in preparation for prayer/worship.
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Other formats
This guidance is also available to download in different sections, for ease of reference:

 + Section 1 & 2: Law, policies, monitoring and evaluation

 + Section 3: Student inclusion: access, experience and learning

 + Section 4: Staff inclusion: recruitment, support and progression

 + Section 5: Inclusive environment and facilities

 + Section 6: Good relations, dialogue and managing tensions

Feedback
Did you find this publication useful?

Advance HE welcomes comments and suggestions for future editions of this publication, as well as further case 
studies to support our online resources and training: contact publications@advance-he.ac.uk.

Although every effort is made to ensure the information contained within this publication is accurate and up to date, 
Advance HE cannot be held responsible for any errors or omissions. The information is not a substitute for legal 
advice, and should you require more specific legal advice you should consult an appropriately qualified 
professional adviser.

Accessibility information
This document is available in both Word and PDF format from the Advance HE website and has had basic 
accessibility checks. A summary document is also available. Requests for alternative formats will be considered: 
please contact publications@advance-he.ac.uk in the first instance.
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