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1. INTRODUCTION
Gender equality in general, as well as sexual harassment and gender harassment in particular,
is not the priority in the national policies for higher education, science and research in Lithuania.
This is the general context of a country where gender equality is perceived as something artificial
and non-important. The international #MeToo movement in 2017 had an impact on the
Lithuanian academic community, and even though it has not brought about significant systemic
changes, it has raised awareness around sexual and gender harassment in universities and the
academic environment. The Guidelines for the Prevention of Sexual Harassment and
Investigation of its Incidences adopted by the Conference of University Rectors in 2020 could
be indicated as the best accomplishment in tackling sexual harassment in universities over the
last five years. Even though the guidelines do not impose obligations on the universities, they
provide a good platform on which to develop institutional policies and implement activities to
better prevent and stop sexual harassment.
2. MAPPING OF POLICIES AND LEGAL FRAMEWORKS
The Labour Code1 (2016) and the Law on Equal Opportunities for Women and Men2 (last
amendment 2017) address the issues of GBV at work and in education on the national level in
Lithuania. The amended Law on Equal Opportunities for Women and Men obliges researchperforming institutions to ensure equal rights for women and men and to undertake measures
to stop any sexual harassment and to protect students and staff in these institutions (2017, Art.
5 para. 5). These are the key legal acts that have an impact on universities and RPOs and which
aid them in building their own policies on prevention, protection, and investigation of cases of
sexual harassment and gender harassment.
Legal acts and policies on education (Law on Education, 19913) and higher education (Law on
Science and Studies, 20164) in particular provide principles of scientific, academic ethics, equal
opportunities, transparency, integration, quality, fair competition etc... However, gender equality
as a concept, goal or principle is not specifically addressed.
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In 2014 the Ministry of Education and Science adopted ‘Recommendations on Equal
Opportunities for Women and Men in Higher Education and Studies’5 Which covers equal
representation in universities, balanced choices for women and men to occupy technical and
social disciplines, measures for reconciliation of family and work obligations etc., but does not
include any provisions on prevention and/or protection of GBV, sexual harassment or gender
harassment.
The Ombudsperson for Academic Ethics and Procedures adopted the Recommendations on the
Approval, Embedding and Monitoring of Academic Ethics Codes by Research and Higher
Education Institutions.6 (hereinafter the Recommendations). One of the goals of the
Recommendations is to connect the system of science and studies with the laws directly or
indirectly regulating its acts, including the Law on Equal Opportunities and the Law on Equal
Opportunities of Women and Men. The Recommendations do not particularly mention GBV in
universities, and research organisations, the main principles of academic ethics include
principles of integrity, justice, trust, equality and responsibility.
The Government of Lithuania and the Ministry of Education, Science and Sport are the key policy
players that regulate higher education policies. The Government of Lithuania should prioritise
or at least include prevention and protection against sexual harassment or gender-based
violence in education institutions on its agenda. When this is done, the Ministry of Education,
Science and Sport as an executive body will undertake to draft, adopt and implement the policy
or strategy. So far, gender equality and gender-based violence are not priority targets in higher
education or education in general.
The Office of Equal Opportunities plays an important role in the prevention of sexual harassment
in any work environment, including higher education institutions. The legal officers participate
in working groups or public events when invited to give their expert opinion on the prevention
and protection of any form of sexual harassment.
In 2020 the Conference of University Rectors adopted the Guidelines for the Prevention of
Sexual Harassment and Investigation of its Incidences.7 (hereinafter the Guidelines). It was
initiated by the Ombudsperson on Academic Ethics and Procedures in close cooperation and
consultation with legal experts from the Office of Equal Opportunities Ombudsperson. This
document was developed as a result of the #MeToo campaign and public disclosure of several
testimonies about sexual harassment experienced in universities 10 or more years ago. In 2018
a survey of institutions of higher education by the Office of Equal Opportunities Ombudsperson
(OEOO) revealed the lack of an institutional response for receiving or investigating incidences
of sexual harassment. OEOO ran a very short survey in universities and collegiums8asking
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questions about the instruments available to eradicate harassment, sexual harassment and
gender-based discrimination. The answers received from the universities and collegiums
represent their official position. They reveal that there is very little knowledge about gender
equality and equal opportunities; the issue is still considered as non-important and irrelevant
because there are no cases of discrimination or harassment in their institution.9. This suggests
that policies or recommendations must be developed for universities to assist them in promoting
the prevention and investigation of incidences of sexual harassment. The adopted Guidelines
(2020) could contribute significantly to carrying out these tasks.
3. DEBATES REGARDING #METOO AND THE ISTANBUL CONVENTION
The international #MeToo campaign in 2017 had an impact on the Lithuanian academic
community. Several former graduates disclosed incidences of sexual harassment which they
experienced by their professors, who are well-known artists in Lithuania10. On the one hand, the
public debates provoked discussions about the prevalence, prevention and protection against
sexual harassment and gender harassment in universities. These discussions showed that both
students and academic staff did not recognise and tended to remain silent on experiences of
sexual harassment in universities. Additionally, it demonstrated that only limited instruments
have been available to stop and prevent the phenomenon on the institutional level11. On the
other hand, there were counter-reactions to the public disclosure, which manifested in victimblaming and public defence of the alleged perpetrators12. Although there were many discussions
on the topic of sexual harassment during the #MeToo campaign, they did not lead to significant
systemic changes13.
As NGO feminist activists, based on their observations in media, have noticed, institutions and
society, in general, assessed the publicly disclosed sexual harassment cases as something that
happened to a concrete individual. The approach that this is an individually experienced problem
suggests the recurrent tendency that the population does not recognise sexism and sexual
harassment as a manifestation and manipulation of power. Rather it treats sexism as a “norm”14.
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Victim blaming is another prevalent attitude in Lithuania. Generally, victims, who spoke openly
about their experiences, were accused of provoking such behaviour. Most often, men,
directors/managers in the organisations and persons in the age group 50+ refuse to recognise
incidences of sexual harassment and do not believe the testimonies of victims15. Additionally,
experts have identified that in the two years following #MeToo there were no initiatives to amend
any laws or policies in Lithuania in order to effectively prevent, protect and prosecute sexual
harassment in universities and to provide needed counselling for victims16.
In Lithuania, debates on the ratification of the Istanbul Convention (IC) and the content of the
concepts of gender had continued since 2013 when it was signed by the Minister of Foreign
Affairs. So far, it has not been ratified. The continued disagreement over the concept of “gender”
as a social construct is the main reason for this deadlock. The Catholic Church and conservative
and populist politicians are the main opponents of this Convention. The Catholic Church
promotes traditional family values and has a very strong voice in influencing public opinion and
policymaking on any issues that cover women's rights to abortion, protection of domestic
violence, sexual education, civil partnership and other related topics. It supports and is
supported by pro-family NGOs. Other believers’ communities are very small in Lithuania, and
their voices are not publicly heard openly.
In regard to the ratification of the Convention, both the Catholic Church and conservative and
populist politicians argue that it will require Lithuania to change the concept of gender as a
biological reality and that it will propagate homosexuality. In their opinion, ratification will create
opportunities to register as many as possible sexualities and sexual identities, impose rights for
transsexuals, permit marriages of LGBT, allow adoption of children by LGBT persons and oblige
lessons about sex to be provided to children in kindergarten17. The conservative and populist
politicians and the Catholic Church repeatedly reproduce these myths in public and create an
atmosphere of distrust of and the threat of the international instruments for Lithuanian society.
As a result, ratification of the Istanbul Convention is constantly suspended in parliament and not
included on its agenda. The issue is postponed until autumn 2021 or spring 2022. On the
governmental level - there were no discussions.
There are two poles of debates about the Istanbul Convention among NGOs and in society:
● pro-human rights attitudes which support ratification of IC and promote its purpose and
provisions and consider them as effective measures to stop gender-based violence;
● Pro-traditionalists who base their arguments on the preservation of traditional family
values and traditional gender norms.
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However, the discussions and debates on ratification of the Istanbul Convention did not affect
leadership or communities of universities and/or RPOs. This is most probably due to the
exceptional focus on domestic violence and the concept of gender in these debates, and higher
education institutions have not associated themselves with these topics in the debates.
4. PUBLIC OPINION ON GBV
Following the #MeToo movement, a public opinion poll was organised by two human rights
organisations – the Lithuanian Human Rights Centre and the Centre for Equality Advancement –
in 2018. The survey aimed at asking the population about their attitudes towards sexual
harassment, its prevalence, and ways to combat it. The survey revealed that up to 63 % of the
population (65 % women and 60 % men) thinks that sexual harassment is a serious problem in
education. Nevertheless, almost two-thirds of respondents (63 %) stated that victims are guilty
of provoking sexual harassment by improper appearance, dress code or behaviour (67 % of
men and 59 % of women agreed with this statement). Almost half of the respondents (47 % )
argued that victims enjoy the publicity (52 % of men and 43 % of women agreed with this
statement) and do not understand flirting (40 % in total, 51 % of men and 40 % of women agreed
with this statement)18. Data suggest that women tend to have a less victim-blaming attitude.
However, the difference between women and men is not significant.
In 2018, the Office of the Ombudsperson of Equal Opportunities initiated a simplified
questionnaire for universities and collegiums to map the practices at universities and collegiums
to deal with incidences/cases/allegations of sexual harassment and gender-based violence in
their institution. The answers provided by the administration departments of universities and
collegiums suggest that institutions of higher education did not consider sexual harassment as
a serious problem because its prevalence is very low. Therefore, higher education institutions
did not see any need to invest in developing policies, prevention strategies or support services
for victims. Only two universities reported that they provide information on available counselling
in case of sexual harassment on their website19.
The Lithuanian students’ union20 conducted two surveys in 201821 and in 202122 and asked
students in all universities of Lithuania about the prevalence of psychological and sexual violence
and the effectiveness of preventive measures, awareness of students themselves about violence
and measures available in universities to help students to cope with any psychological hardship.
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The survey in 2018 showed that up to 37 % of respondents had experienced psychological
violence (unpleasant sarcasm, attempt to bully and humiliate, repeated negative remarks and
comments) in the academic environment. Most often (76 %) students (74 % female students;
69 % male students) experienced violence from their professors, up to 56 % (59 % male
students; 56 % female students) – from their peers, and 16 % (17 % female students; 15 % male
students) from other non-academic staff. Sexist jokes prevail as a form of sexual violence in
universities.
Only 5 % of students said that they experienced sexual harassment: 55 % of students (58 %
female students; 22 % male students) experienced sexual harassment from their professors, up
to 49 % (56 % male students; 49 % female students) – from their peers, and 6 % (22 % male
students; 5 % female students) from other non-academic staff. A majority of students (56 %)
indicated that they experienced humiliating and sexist jokes; 44 % – lustful glances; 41 % –
lustful hints or conversations.
Results of the student surveys show that up to 64 % of respondents do not know whether
psychological counselling or other support is available in their university. Most often, students
(91 %) (both female and male students) do not report psychological or sexual violence that they
have experienced and repeated that they (64 %) try to solve the problem by themselves and/or
seeking support from their close social networks (friends, parents). The fear of reporting
incidences of violence is based on students’ beliefs23 that reporting will negatively affect their
academic results, and nobody will take their case seriously24.The survey in 202125 Shows that
sensitivity to identify incidences of psychological and sexual violence increased. Additionally,
awareness about available psychological counselling in universities increased, and students are
applying for this service more often compared to 2018. The availability of online psychological
counselling during the COVID-19 lockdown was highly appreciated by students26.

5. IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON DISCUSSIONS ABOUT GBV
During the COVID-19 pandemic, universities and other higher education institutions focused
their discussions on moving the education process online under lockdown.
6. CONCLUSION
In conclusion, it was noted that legal and policy instruments to tackle gender-based violence in
universities and RPOs are very general and encompass labour relations. Sexual harassment and
harassment in education are covered under the anti-discrimination laws and indirectly by
academic ethics codes, which enshrine principles of equality and equal opportunities. On the
23

39 % of the respondents – 39 % of female students and 27 % of male students. Lietuvos studentų sąjunga
(2018).
24
34 % of the respondents -–35 % of female students and 31 % of male students. Lietuvos studentų sąjunga
(2018).
25
77 % of respondents of the survey constituted female students; 22 – male students. The concept of GBV is
not defined in the survey. Lietuvos studentų sąjunga (2021).
26
Lietuvos studentų sąjunga (2021). Tyrimas „Psichologinė studentų būsena ir pagalba“. Retrieved from:
www.lss.lt/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Tyrimas- %E2 %80 %9EPsichologine-studentu-busena-ir-pagalba-.pdf.

6

national level, some developments to address sexual harassment in universities have been
initiated after the #MeToo campaign when the Conference of University Rectors adopted
guidelines to prevent and investigate incidences of sexual harassment in 2020.
Population surveys, media discourse and policy debates on the ratification of the Istanbul
Convention show the cultural context of Lithuania. Victim blaming attitudes and prejudice about
the gender concept prevails in society. Universities recognise the lack of instruments to protect
and support victims of sexual harassment. Student surveys reveal that victims do not report
violence experienced and prefer to remain silent or solve the problems individually, relying on
close social networks.
This short report suggests that national policies on science and higher education should
prioritise policies to promote gender equality. In addition, there is a need to develop and
implement effective measures for prevention, protection, prosecution and provision of support
services to tackle GBV in universities and RPOs.
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