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Introduction

Universities play a key role in society — they are mandated by the state to provide education, carry
out research, and perform a third role of spreading knowledge and offering other services for
the benefit of the public. To perform these tasks effectively, universities employ experts in different
positions and admit students who fulfil the requirements for the admissions procedure.

The academic environment is traditionally based on a hierarchical structure in which the
relationships between individual parties are based on defined roles and competences. Naturally,
interpersonal relationships develop at universities — between colleagues, between students, as
well as between students and staff. On the one hand, these relationships can be viewed positively
because they contribute to more effective cooperation, smoother integration in the academic
environment, and a stronger sense of identification with the institution. On the other hand,
they are also associated with certain risks because if the personal interests of the parties involved
collide with the mission of the institution, they may jeopardise its functioning and credibility. It
is therefore necessary to address this topic and look for balance between the promotion of healthy
relationships and the protection of the integrity and interests of the academic community.

The following publication examines close relationships and the complex ethical questions they
may raise in the academic environment. As the ombudspersons of the two largest public universities
in the Czech Republic, not only do we try to formulate these questions, but also to determine
the scope of the issue and the relevant factors in the domain of higher education. An extensive
understanding of the issue at hand is necessary for drafting any measures for universities that will
serve a preventive purpose and, in particular, avoid the consequences of conflicts of interest when
establishing, maintaining, or ending close relationships.

The publication is based on in-depth research of the sources available. The text describes the
approaches taken by Czech and foreign universities in the given area, offers a definition of close
relationships as such, names the associated risks, and proposes preventive measures.

The present publication does not aim to make any radical judgments on the issue at hand. We
believe that the choice of the topic itself implies that the authors consider this dimension of working
and studying at a university as highly sensitive, ethically complex, and even risky for the very
functioning of higher education institutions.

We strongly believe that the publication will raise awareness of the topic, provide a framework for
the persons tasked with considering individual cases, and offer arguments for negotiations
with university management about the introduction of mechanisms ensuring protection
against the risks associated with close relationships in the academic setting. As representatives of
higher education institutions, we also seek to open a public debate on these ethically complicated
questions and to contribute to the spread of knowledge and the cultivation of public attitudes on this
topic.
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|. Basic terms

Close relationships are generally understood as a private, autonomous matter for each individual,
governed by his or her personal choices. The above is indeed true for private life, but less so for
situations in which formal, professional roles are superimposed on informal roles of a private
nature. In the university environment, private relationships can easily become the subject of public
interest.

It is only natural that personal relationships' develop in the academic environment, given the
amount of time spent within the community, be it in the role of a student or an employee, where
everyone is motivated by similar interests of gaining new knowledge or pursuing an employment
opportunity. The primary mission of a university is not, however, to serve the private interests of
individuals, as these may in fact be in direct conflict with that mission.

1.1 Role of a university

As self-governing institutions, universities have been delegated by the state to perform an important
public mission which primarily consists in providing education and carrying out research.
In addition, the third key role of universities is to promote the social development of society,
a role they perform, among other activities, by being actively involved in the public discussion of
social and ethical issues, while fostering cultural diversity and mutual understanding, shaping civil
society, and preparing young people for their life in it.2

To be able to perform the above roles, universities must cultivate and strive to further develop a safe
working and learning environment. The right of employees to decent working conditions?
is enshrined in the Constitution, and decent and safe conditions for the performance of work are
understood in the Labour Code as one of the key principles governing employment relationships.*
The Labour Code also sets out the obligation of employers, including higher education institutions,
to create a safe and healthy working environment.’ In addition, employees must perform their
work duly and comply with the legal regulations on the performance of work and the employer’s
internal regulations®, such as the code of ethics. In their role as educational institutions, universities
are obliged to provide access to higher education to students in conformity with basic democratic
principles, including equality and non-discrimination, which incorporate the prohibition of sexual
harassment as a form of discrimination on grounds of gender.” In practise, this means that anyone
who fulfils the requirements of the admissions procedure has a right to receive education under
the same or comparable conditions, regardless of their gender, age, sexual orientation, ethnic
origin, religion, etc. Students are also entitled to education in an environment built on relationships
which are safe, not only from the physical and virtual perspective, but also on the social level.

Close relationships can disrupt the performance of the above roles by universities, in particular, if
they become the source of a conflict of interest and/or one of the parties exploits his or her position.

1 “Personal relationships” are understood as interpersonal relationships in general for the purposes of this publication, which
examines close relationships in detail.

2 Cf. Section 1 of Act No. 111/1998 Sb., to regulate higher education institutions and to change and amend other laws, as
amended.

3 Cf. Article 28 of Resolution of the Presidium of the Czech National Council No. 2/1993 Sb. on the promulgation of the Charter of
Fundamental Rights and Freedoms as a part of the constitutional order of the Czech Republic.

4 Cf. Section 1a (1)(b) of Act No. 262/2006 Sb., the Labour Code.

5 Cf. Section 102(1) of Act No. 262/2006 Sb., the Labour Code.

6 Cf. Section 106 (4)(d), or Section 301 (c) of Act No. 262/2006 Sb., the Labour Code.

7 Cf. Section 4 (2) of Act No. 198/2009 Sb., to regulate equal treatment and legal remedies for protection against discrimination
and to amend certain laws (Anti-Discrimination Act).
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1.2 Close person and close relationships

The Civil Code defines a close person as a relative in direct line, sibling, and spouse or partner
under the Civil Partnership Act. Other persons in the family or other similar relationships are
considered close to each other if harm suffered by one of them would reasonably be perceived
by the other as harm to his or herself. Persons related by affinity and persons who live
together permanently are also deemed close persons.® Friends may also be close persons if
they have an intensive emotional relationship which, however, needs to be examined on
a case-by-case basis.®

Close personal relationships are those in which a person frequently and strongly affects the
other person in different areas of activities, and for a relatively long time."® In an environment
and in situations in which formal professional relationships prevail, the nature and content of these
relationships and the emotional involvement and/or frequency of the interactions of the parties
involved may transgress the boundaries of professional conduct.

In the academic environment, close relationships can develop between people with different
roles, they can be of varying intensity, the parties involved can be in different positions of sub/
superordination and in/dependency, and the degree of consensuality in establishing, maintaining,
and ending those relationships can vary. Their classification may therefore reflect a number of
different criteria.

In principle, close relationships in the academic environment may develop between:

(i) Employees and students (for the most part between teachers and students),
(ii) Individual students, and
(iii) Individual employees.

Close relationships can be divided into the following general groups:

(i) Close family relationships between relatives and other family relationships — The Civil
Code defines a family relationship between relatives as a relationship resulting from
consanguinity or based upon adoption." Family relationships mean the relationships
between individual family members, in particular, spouses, parents and children, and
individual siblings, but also relationships which go beyond the nuclear family, in particular,
relationships with the partner’s family of orientation and other persons related by blood or
affinity.'

(ii) Close friendly relationships — Friendship is a personal relationship based on the interest
of each friend in the well-being of the other friend for his or her own good, and which
involves a certain degree of intimacy.

(iii) Close intimate relationships — In general, this category covers any one-time
or long-term consensual relationships of an intimate or romantic character, including
sexual relationships.

For the purposes of this publication, all of the above categories (i-ii-iii) are jointly referred to as close
relationships.

8 Cf. Section 22 (1) of Act No. 89/2012 Sb., the Civil Code.

9 This conclusion can be found in Judgment of the Constitutional Court Case No. II. US 955/18 of 9 July 2018.

10 VYROST, Jozef and lvan SLAMENIK. Sociélni psychologie [Social Psychology]. 2™ revised and extended

ed. Prague: Grada, 2008.

11 Cf. Section 771 of Act No. 89/2012 Sb., the Civil Code.

12 FISEROVA, Vlasta. Vztahy rodinné [Family Relationships]. Online. In: Sociologicka encyklopedie 11. 7. 2017 [Encyclopaedia
of Sociology 11/7/2017]. Available at: https://encyklopedie.soc. cas.cz/w/Vztahy rodinn%C3%A9. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].
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1.3 Importance and consequences of close relationships

Friendly, intimate, or other personal relationships develop naturally from a certain feeling of affection,
attraction, and mutual understanding. These relationships become a space for sharing thoughts,
emotions, and information, as well as for expressions of mutual trust, respect, and intimacy.
Interactions within close relationships are normally enormously rich as to the content and intensive
as to the experience.

Close relationships are therefore inherently positive and desirable. They are important for emotional
involvement, sharing, self-realisation, and fulfiiment of the meaning of life. They provide support in
everyday situations and may have a positive effect on one’s performance. People who are happy
and content are more productive at work™ and their positive interactions can also be beneficial
for their environment. For example, if partners have good synergy in the workplace, they can
communicate more efficiently and work together to achieve work goals.

Notwithstanding all these benefits, close relationships also have some drawbacks. Naturally, they
can influence the participants’ decision-making. This becomes particularly apparent if they each
perform a very different role, where one of them is in a position of power and, at the same time, their
positions are interdependent (for example, a teacher is the student’s intimate partner).

As they grow closer or, on the contrary, their relationship cools, or even changes into animosity, the
participants become more vulnerable. The development dynamics of a relationship can be very
intense and difficult to foresee. Close friends can easily lose their mutual affinity and might no longer
feel comfortable in the presence of one other.

Separating personal relationships from professional or study roles requires moral integrity and
strong relationship discipline and reflection. It is therefore always necessary to approach these
relationships with caution and follow clearly defined rules to prevent the adverse effects of a conflict
of interest™ and ensure a respectful and fair environment for everyone involved. These principles
include, in particular, consensuality in establishing and maintaining the relationship and
equality or transparency with regard to any negative impacts of close relationships. However,
any preferential treatment for the parties involved in relation to others in the same position or
forcing someone into a relationship (for example, quid pro quo) goes contrary to the principles of
a safe working and learning environment.

13 BELLET, Clement; DE NEVE, Jan-Emmanuel; WARD, George. Does Employee Happiness have an Impact on Productivity?
Online. Said Business School WP 2019-13. Available at: https://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3470734. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].
14 A conflict of interest arises in a situation which requires choosing between two or more solutions for a given problem.

The people who are making the decision are always pursuing a certain goal and have a certain motivation, which determine the
preferred or advocated variant. In public administration, this type of situation becomes even more problematic in that personal
interests collide with the public interest. TRANSPARENCY INTERNATIONAL CR. Stfet zajmu [Conflict of Interest]. Online.
Available at: https://www.transparency.cz/stret-zajmu/. [Accessed on: 2025-06-11].
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2. Risks of close relationships
in the academic setting

With regard to the different forms of close relationships described above, our focus will now be on
the various drawbacks these relationships might have in one’s professional, study, and personal life.
In principle, they can be divided into three categories into i) those that relate to the parties involved
in the relationship themselves, ii) those that relate to a broader group or team, and those that iii)
relate to a larger system.

In the analysis of the potential risky side of personal and close relationships, many other aspects
must also be considered. These include not only the nature of the relationship (family, friendly,
intimate), but also the stage of the relationship (new, lasting, past), and the position of the
participants (equal, asymmetric). These characteristics may have a significant impact on the risks
arising from these relationships — risks which are often inherent and which the participants might not
even be aware of.

2.1 Risks at the individual level

People who are in dual or multiple relationships’ have more than one role in the relationship (for
example, a close friend and a superordinate at work). The mutual relationship becomes a space
in which public interests (for example, the provision of education) overlap with private ones (for
example, expressions of affection), and such a situation may develop into a conflict of interest.
Generally speaking, the more intense the relationship and the more asymmetric the position, the
more apparent the described risks on the individual level. It is also important to realise that the
risks for individuals may eventually have serious repercussions on the entire team or workplace.

If not addressed, a conflict of interest usually results in special treatment for the people in the
relationship. On the one hand, the person involved can provide information of varied content, special
opportunities for study or career growth, or other unjustified advantages to the other person.

On the other hand, it is not unusual that people in a relationship create obstacles for each other,
normally due to a conflict in the personal relationship (for example, if the relationship ends as a
result of an argument, it becomes a past relationship which still has an influence on the participants’
behaviour, etc.). Also, in an effort to eliminate any suspicion of favouritism, excessive strictness
and high demands often appear in close relationships. The weaker party may therefore be under
pressure to work harder than others and thereby prove that he or she is not being given preferential
treatment on the basis of the close relationship.

Conflicts of interest and the related special treatment may continue even after a close relationship
ends. It might leave emotional scars and have a major impact on the participants’ attitude to studies
or work. Typically, it manifests as an unwillingness to cooperate, meet, or learn or, in contrast, as
inadequate requirements, unsolicited attention, pursuit, or even stalking. This might eventually
result in one party, usually the weaker one, having to leave the work position or terminate the
studies because it is difficult for him or her to remain in contact with the other person. This risk is
heightened if the close relationship was the main motivation of that person to study or work, or if the
person’s future career development (for example, the completion of a PhD. thesis) depends on the
formerly close person.

15 Dual and multiple relationships refer to relationships in which a person has two or more roles within a professional relationship
(for example, a work colleague and supervisor) or relationships combining a professional and personal relationship (for example,
a work colleague and a parent). Cf. BARNETT, Jeffrey E. Mentoring, boundaries, and multiple relationships: Opportunities and
challenges. Mentoring & Tutoring: Partnership in Learning, 2008, p. 7.



However, difficulties arise already at the very beginning of personal relationships if they
develop in situations where the primary relationship between the parties concerned is formal and
professional. The more unequal and dependent the position between the people involved in the
relationships, the more apparent the risks.’® Intimate and close relationships are built, in the first
place, on mutual consensuality and free choice. However, these principles may be suppressed if
the more dependent (weaker) party is intentionally or unintentionally pressured to become closer
(for example, a teacher offers a student to be called by name, a superordinate invites a subordinate
employee to a private dinner). The weaker party tends to succumb to such pressure in the hope
of gaining an advantage or a benefit, or, on the contrary, to avoid the risk of being punished or
disadvantaged. Both might have serious consequences for the party concerned. In such moments,
the dynamics in the broader group might logically change as well, in particular, in relation to the
individuals who do not receive such offers.

The risks linked to the individual types of close relationships are described in more detail
in the following subchapters.

a. Specificities of intimate relationships

In the case of intimate relationships, the professional positions of the parties involved play a key
role. Relationships between people in the same work position or on the same study level (for
example, teachers — colleagues, students in the same year) or between people in very different
or unrelated positions (for example, where each participant works at a different faculty or in a
different department within one institution) are considered to carry the least amount of risk. Intimate
relationships between people in an unequal position (for example, subordinate — superordinate,
teacher — student) are, however, considered highly risky. In this case, all stages of this type of
relationship are considered highly risky — the establishment, existence, as well as the possible
breakup of the relationship.

As mentioned above, close relationships are usually established based on the consensus of both
parties. However, given the asymmetry of power, the “consent to become close” might have a
different quality, and it might not be based entirely on free will. The decision-making of the
weaker, more dependent party — the student or the subordinate employee — may be unconsciously
influenced, not only in deciding whether to establish and develop the relationship and in what
quality, but also in terms of how to communicate with the other party, or how to express his or her
opinion, in particular, when it differs from that of the other party. It is important to realise that the
weaker party might perceive the affection shown by the stronger party as positive to a certain extent,
and he or she might therefore not see it as inappropriate.

If the parties are in an asymmetric position in the relationship, they often tend to keep the relationship
secret, which is a burden not only on the relationship itself, but also for those around because sooner
or later people will start to notice that the parties involved in the relationship are behaving differently.

One must also keep in mind when establishing and maintaining intimate relationships that the
position of the participants might change (for example, a colleague and intimate partner becomes
the superordinate employee, a PhD. student who is in a relationship with a student of a master’s
study programme becomes the student’s teacher). In such case, relationships in which the parties
are in an equal position become relationships in which the parties are in an asymmetric position,
with all the related risks for professional and private relationships.

16 Relationships between teachers and students are characterised by a certain degree of dependency, just like relationships
between superordinate and subordinate employees. According to Judgment of High Court in Prague of 11/4/2013 Case No. 2

To 12/2013, “if a victim is dependent on the offender, as opposed to being defenceless, he or she cannot make an entirely free
decision given the fact that he or she is dependent on the offender to a certain degree; however, he or she is not defenceless and
— unless the dependency is pathological — there is still has some space for making free decisions”. By analogy in the academic
environment, a position of dependency in an unequal relationship may be an important factor in free decision-making.
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Given the highly sensitive nature of intimate relationships, it is also important to keep in mind the
potential consequences of a breakup. These situations may have a big impact on an individual on
the psychological level (for example, trigger anxiety or depression) but can also result in one party
or both of them deciding to intentionally make the life of the other party difficult (for example, by
spreading gossip or personal information, or being jealous of new partners).

The dynamics of an intimate relationship are closely linked to the partners’ understanding of
appropriate behaviour. If problems arise in a relationship or in the case of (an imminent or actual)
breakup, there is a serious risk that one party might accuse the other of sexual harassment,
coercion, stalking, or threatening. Moreover, once such a relationship comes to an end, there is a
risk of a false accusation of sexually inappropriate behaviour brought by the ex-partner or a third
person who has formed his or her own assumptions and hypotheses about the relationship, which
often spread really quickly in a social environment. Last but not least, close intimate relationships
might harm an employee’s professional reputation and therefore have an adverse impact on his
or her further career development.

b. Specificities of other close relationships

The main risk associated with family and close friendly relationships might be the possibility of
gaining a competitive advantage over others. In the case of family relationships, risks might
arise primarily in terms of interaction with third parties. For instance, a person in a managerial
position is related to a person in a subordinate position (for example, spouses) and the employee is
actually given or is perceived to be given preferential treatment on the basis of this relationship.
Close friendly relationships might have similar consequences.

In addition, family relationships carry the risk of the professional role being influenced by the role
of the party in the family relationship (for example, a parent and child) or the position in the family
hierarchy (for example, the older sister who always made all the decisions). Just like in the case of
other close relationships, a potential shift in power must be taken into account, as this might then
have a negative effect on the dynamics of the relationship (for example, a colleague and spouse
becomes the head of a department).

In the context of relationships between teachers and students, it is also advisable to consider the
risks posed by growing closeness in a professional relationship, which might eventually turn
into a friendship. On the one hand, an effort to create a less formal and friendlier atmosphere in
class might be desirable, appreciated, and productive, but too much familiarity and blurring the
boundaries of professionalism may result in the teacher losing respect and credibility.!” Also,
the tendency to become friends with students goes contrary to the principle of equal treatment.
By definition, you cannot become friends with all your students. Moreover, safe distance may be
perceived differently by each individual, meaning that something that one person sees as
pleasant might be seen as inappropriate, or even as harassment, by someone else. Such
transgressions of the boundaries of safe relationships are often addressed in complaints submitted
to university authorities.

2.2 Risks at the group level

The establishment, development, and ending of close relationships inevitably influence the dynamics
of the behaviour of other people in a group or a team. They observe these relationships and soon
begin to form their assumptions on the competitive advantages for the parties involved. Even if the
relationship does not actually bring any advantages, one of the participants can be automatically
perceived differently by colleagues, on the basis of the simple existence of such a relationship.

17 PLAUT, S. Michael. Can My Student Be My Friend? Faculty-Student Boundary Issues in Advising and Teaching. 2012, p. 14.
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The rest of the group or team usually frown upon the provision of unfair advantages. They
are frustrated and demotivated because they do not feel they can develop their careers or gain
other benefits (such as participation in projects, stays abroad, etc.) without the close relationship.
It is not uncommon that they try to distance themselves from the person concerned or try to prevent
him or her from accessing other resources (for example, meetings, information). Another frequent
strategy is to overload the given person with work assignments (for example, if the superordinate
is a friend from school or a brother-in-law). It is expected that the person will have a better position
and bargaining conditions while performing the tasks.

Not only can close relationships be risky for the social environment while they last, but the risks
continue even after they end. If two people who are members of a team end a relationship, it might
affect the whole group — the team spirit, feeling of safety, relationships between the other members,
or the overall productivity. If the end of a relationship causes a traumatic reaction, it often leads to
absences (for example, incapacity to work), which inevitably involve reorganisation of work and
an increase in the workload for the other team members. At the same time, gossip or personal
information might start spreading, which threaten the privacy and dignity of the people involved
in the relationship. In extreme cases, these situations may result in the termination of employment
or studies.

Perceived or actual competitive advantages are often addressed in complaints submitted
by members of work and study teams'® to superordinate employees, heads of departments,
or ombudspersons.

2.3 Risks not only at the institutional level

Close relationships in the working or learning environment can be a major distraction from the
performance of work assignments or the fulfilment of study requirements. Moreover, if close
relationships and the related advantages are tolerated or normalised within the organisational
culture of a given institution and there is no systematic regulation with the aim to create an equal,
safe, respectful, and non-threatening working and learning environment, the overall functioning,
good reputation, and moral credit of the entire institution (university, faculty, or other unit of the
institution) is at stake.

If a school becomes known for clientelism or inappropriate relationships between students and
teachers, it may contribute to the turnover of quality staff or may discourage applicants for study,
and cause complications when seeking to secure funding and other resources for the activities of
the institution. It is likely that other higher education institutions and other cooperating entities will
become less willing to start a partnership in the fear that such cooperation could be detrimental to
their own good reputation.

Also, dealing with the consequences of conflicts or interests arising from close relationships can be
quite demanding on an institution financially, for example in the case of lawsuits.

The effects of conflicts of interests resulting from close relationships can also spread beyond the
university concerned itself, and have an impact in the broader space co-created by other universities,
research institutions, bodies of state administration, grant agencies, and so on. In this respect,
institutions can gain both advantages and disadvantages.

18 SIAS, Patricia M. Organizing relationships: traditional and emerging perspectives on workplace relationships. Los Angeles:
SAGE, 2009, p. 26.
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3. Prevention of risks of close relationships in
the academic environment

In order for higher education institutions to fulfil their missions efficiently, they must create a working
and learning environment which minimises actual or perceived conflicts of interests. These
situations occur when the employees’ activities interfere with, or restrict, the interests of the higher
education institution or affect the employees’ ability to perform their obligations at the given institution.
These risks may naturally also arise from personal relationships — intimate or not — in particular,
if they are characterised by asymmetry or dependency between the participants. Typical
examples are relationships between teachers and students, students and non-academic staff, or
people in superordinate and subordinate positions. Nonetheless, even relationships in which the
positions of the parties involved are equal (for example, students or colleagues) may potentially be
risky.

The negative impacts of conflicts of interest arising from close relationship in the academic setting
can be prevented effectively by open communication about the issue, where the university
management must play the key role. This approach usually translates into policies aimed at ensuring
a safe and inclusive environment and ethical behaviour, in which the university can clearly declare
that conflicts of interest arising from personal relationships present a risk for the achievement of the
missions of the institution. Effective prevention must be also based on specific measures, which
will be implemented in a systematic and coordinated manner on different levels and in different
areas with the aim of creating a unified university-wide strategy (see below).

The adverse impacts of conflicts of interest resulting from close relationships can be prevented on
three basic levels: primary, secondary, and tertiary. On the primary level, prevention is aimed at
all members of the academic community, where information on the issue is provided both internally
and externally — to other educational institutions, applicants for study, partners, etc. Secondary
prevention focuses on groups which are potentially affected or at a higher risk, for example, female
students, employees in managerial positions, and subordinate employees. Tertiary prevention is
aimed at the mitigation of the consequences of conflicts of interest, provision of assistance and
support to the person concerned, and the imposition of sanctions against individuals who violate the
university regulations in this area (for example, failure to notify a conflict of interest). Such measures
usually prevent further escalation in an already complex situation.

Preventive measures to mitigate the impacts of conflicts of interest caused by close relationships
are created, in principle, in two directions: a) bottom-up or b) top-down, or a combination of the
two.

If measures are created on the basis of the bottom-up approach, the regulation usually responds
to the consequences of a conflict of interest revealed, for example, by an employee in a managerial
position or the ombudsperson. This strategy is for the most part limited to random support for the
individuals concerned and the regulation of the conduct of the people involved in the conflict of
interest. The quality and scope of such preventive measures often depend on the organisational
culture of the workplace, just like the individual attitudes to the issue held by the employees.
The position maintained by the formal entities providing assistance in these cases, such as
ombudspersons or counselling centres, can be also influential in this respect. Their statements or
procedures applied to the given issue can draw attention to the topic, raise awareness, and push
it higher up in the university hierarchy (and over time, transform it into a university-wide policy).
The bottom-up approach is understood more as a spontaneous response, with little coordination
and uniformity.



The top-down strategy demonstrates the responsibility of an educational institution to manage
the conditions under which conflicts of interest may arise between employees and students.
This responsibility is usually based on the realisation of the impact of such behaviour on the
achievement of the individual objectives of the educational institution. An illustration of such
a top-down effort is the adoption of a university-wide policy which provides clear rules. The strategy
used for the creation of the individual preventive measures will be mentioned in the description of
each of the measures below.

Preventive measures may also differ in their intensity. They range from a complete ban of such
relationships to a duty to report the relationship and/or a duty to terminate the professional relationship
which shows signs of control, management, or supervision, or a strong or discreet warning against
the risks associated with such relationships. The chapter dedicated to good practices in foreign
countries provides current information on existing approaches to the issue. The scope and intensity
of the measures adopted usually depend on who are the parties involved in the relationship and how
the institution approaches the issue.

The entire university and each and every member of the academic community has a responsibility
to implement the preventive measures to the extent of their powers and abilities. Naturally, the
university management and the authorised bodies (for example, ethics and disciplinary
commissions, ombudspersons, counselling office) carry the most responsibility in this respect
Employees in managerial positions also play an important role by reflecting the university-wide
policies in the everyday academic life of individuals, groups, and teams. A fair amount of responsibility
is also held by specific individuals, employees, and students who should eliminate, through their
behaviour, the risk of a conflict of interest arising from close relationships. At the same time, those
who perform a professional role or who are in a senior position, meaning that they have more
power in the relationship, always hold more responsibility.

The next part of the publication gives an overview of the specific preventive measures implemented
at higher education institutions in practice. They are classified into measures applicable to the whole
university or faculty, measures aimed at a team or an individual, and measures which respond to the
needs and interests of the individuals and groups concerned.

3.1 Systematic measures

a) University and faculty policies

A policy document is an official text adopted by the bodies of a university or a unit of the
university which defines long-term aims and plans and sets out the procedures and means to
achieve them. These documents are normally drafted for a specific period of time and may focus on
different areas (for example, ethics, financial management, international cooperation). They usually
describe and define long-term goals and priorities and outline the methods for achieving them.
The methods to be used for monitoring and evaluating the achievement of the objectives set out are
also often included.

In the Czech academic environment, one of the topics addressed in policy documents is safe and
inclusive environment and the prevention of inappropriate behaviour including the negative
impacts of conflicts of interest. These topics and issues are either included in the existing policy
documents (for example, codes of ethics, work rules, or disciplinary codes) or specific documents
are drafted. They may differ in the degree of specificity and the intensity of the regulation of the given
area. The regulation ranges from a complete ban (in particular, of consensual intimate asymmetric
relationships in which one party holds a position of power) to mere references of unspecified conflicts
of interests.



One of the main advantages of policy documents is their universal applicability to the entire
institution. The simple existence of such documents solidifies the university’s commitment to dealing
with the issue and, at the same, sends a clear message, both internally and externally, about the
strategy the institution employs in this area.

b) Raising awareness in the academic community

The purpose of raising awareness is to spread information on selected topics in a sensitive manner
with the aim of expanding knowledge and understanding in a given field and, at the same time,
to make a clear statement that these efforts are a sign of (positive) development towards a safer
environment. In general, awareness is raised through information provided in an accessible and
comprehensible form for everyone, so that the target group can better grasp the importance of the
issue at hand. Ideally, this leads to a change in behaviour and attitudes in the form of, for instance,
respecting ethical rules. Often, awareness can prevent risky situations and negative effects.

Informing the academic community of ethically complex topics, including the risks of close
relationships, is a key factor in creating a safe, fair, and accountable environment at universities.
The aim is not only to spread information on the risks associated with close relationships, but also
to present the approach taken by the university in a comprehensible form. It also plays an important
role in discouraging inappropriate behaviour, just like in informing about where to seek help and
protection for the individuals concerned.

Awareness may be raised in many different ways. The most frequent tools include presenting
information on websites and social media, information campaigns, public discussions, events,
and happenings. Specific tools include education in person or online, which can be aimed at the
needs of the academic community in general or respond to the specific needs of individual target
groups (for example, employees in managerial positions).

In the university environment, information can be spread by staff as well as students, who often
come up with original tools and employ fresh communication styles to inform of ethically complex
topics, which influence the successful completion of their studies and the overall cultivation of the
academic environment.

One specific tool which is sure to have the effect of raising awareness is publicity, which usually
transcends the boundaries of an educational institution and draws attention of the general public to
a specific topic at a given time.

3.2 Measures aimed at individuals and work/study teams

The aim of these measures is to directly regulate the conduct of individuals involved in close
relationships in the academic setting, and also to prevent the negative effects of these relationships
or to mitigate their impact. Any such measures must be included in both the substantive and
procedural internal regulations of the university and must be, in essence, enforceable. Failure to
comply with the regulations entails penalties of different intensity.

The highest-level regulation of close relationships in the academic setting is a ban on such
relationships. This form of regulation is typical for foreign higher education institutions in the case
of, in particular, asymmetric intimate relationships between individuals one of whom is in a position
of power and/or who are dependent on each other in another manner. In the academic environment,
these usually include relationships between teachers and students or superordinate and subordinate
employees.

A less strict form of regulation might take the form of a duty to report the relationship. One or both

parties must disclose the existence of a conflict of interest arising from a close relationship with due
justification. It can also apply to past relationships (for example, divorced spouses, former partners
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or friends). The purpose of such duty to report is to declare that the relationship can pose a risk
of a conflict of interest for students, colleagues, or the institution itself, and to prevent the conflict
efficiently. In some cases, a duty to report can consist only in a general notification of a conflict of
interest without any other specification of the nature of the conflict.

However, there are certain drawbacks to an obligatory disclosure of a conflict of interest based on
a close relationship. Such measure may be perceived by the staff as an interference with their
privacy, in particular, if there are no clear-and-cut rules about which relationships must be reported
and transparent procedures for handling the information. It may result in undermining the trust
between the employees and the management, in particular, in cases where there are concerns
about discrimination or the misuse of the information reported. Moreover, the implementation of
such measure requires thorough elaboration procedures, legal consultations, and training to
ensure a balance between protecting the institutional interests and respecting the rights of
individuals. If the rules are not clearly defined, such regulation can cause an administrative burden,
but also ethical and practical complications in the enforcement of the measure, such as the risk of
subjective decision-making or a disruption of the team spirit.

The duty to report can also take the form of a love contract — a document in which two employees
declare that their relationship is voluntary and consensual. The purpose of a love contract is to protect
the employer and the employees, in particular, in situations in which a potential conflict of Interest
might arise, or in case one of the partners later claims that the relationship was inappropriate or
involuntary. It also usually includes a provision in the sense that the partners will remain professional
in the workplace and avoid situations which could lead to a conflict of Interest.

A love contract, however, can easily be abused. In an exploitative relationship, the person in the
position of power typically tries to persuade himself or herself, the other person, and those around
that the relationship is equal, voluntary, and consensual. A love contract can be one of the tools used
to this end. It is therefore advisable to set out the conditions in which it can be used, including that
the weaker party is duly informed.

If an actual or perceived conflict of interest arises due to a close relationship, itis usually recommended
to take measures to remedy the situation. In the case of teachers, this normally means that the
person stops performing the role of a teacher, supervisor, examiner, or mentor. This might logically
require changes to the organisation of work or study. Such measure may be introduced as
prevention, or in response to an unreported conflict of interest.

The severity of the penalties for the violation of the university internal regulations may differ
based on the nature of the violation. For employees, they may range from lenient measures, such
as an admonition or a caution, to an official written warning or notice of termination, and even
immediate termination of the employment in the worst-case scenario. For students, they usually
take the form of disciplinary sanctions.



3.3 Measures aimed at the individuals concerned

Prevention also includes support and assistance for individuals or groups who have suffered
harm due to close relationships in the academic community. The university must have efficient
tools and procedures available for these cases, to enable a thorough inquiry to be done and
to draw the appropriate consequences. In most cases, ethics and disciplinary commissions, or
the position of ombudsperson, are established for these purposes. The availability of counselling
services, in particular, psychological and legal counselling, also plays a crucial role in this respect.
The university must have a single and transparent support system that is easily accessible for all.

Finally, the prevention of risks associated with close relationships in the academic setting is an
essential element in the creation of a safe and inclusive environment and the efficient
functioning of a higher education institution. Successful prevention must be based on open
communication, strategic management, and clearly defined procedures on all levels of the institution.
The university policy should reflect the importance of ethical conduct and the consequences of
conflicts of interest that may arise from personal relationships between teachers and students,
colleagues, or employees in managerial positions. The management as well as every member of
the academic community can contribute significantly to the elimination of those risks.
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4. Established practices in foreign countries

Close relationships in the academic setting — be they intimate, family, or friendly relationships — raise
the question of how to approach the risks associated with such relationships.

To see how to approach this area, the practices of selected foreign higher education institutions
were mapped. The aim of this chapter is to provide inspiration for readers, rather than an exhaustive
description of the practices of individual institutions.

As for the method used to select the foreign universities included in the sample, the top three
universities in each region with the highest ranking according to the QS World University Rankings
2024?° were always chosen. The regional division was also based on that same ranking, so the
respective policies of universities in Asia?’, Latin America and the Caribbean??, the Middle East?,
Australia and Oceania?*, the US and Canada?®, and Africa®® were considered. Practices across
Europe were mapped as well, where the top university in western?’, northern?®, southern?, and
eastern® Europe were included. This sample cannot be considered as representative but it does
offer a systematic insight into the approaches taken by the individual institutions.

It should be noted that the selection of universities for the sample was limited by the language
barrier.3' Moreover, no specific policies covering close relationships or general codes of ethics were
found for universities in the Middle East and Latin America/the Caribbean — this does not, however,
necessarily mean that such documents do not exist. It only demonstrates the fact that if they do
exist, they are not readily available to the public in English.

The main conclusion drawn from our research of the documents®? published by the higher education
institutions included in our sample was that if the foreign universities indeed (i) addressed close
relationships in some detail, they primarily considered close intimate relationships characterised
by an unequal position of the people involved in the relationship, that is, relationships between
teachers and students or superordinate and subordinate employees. These universities either
prohibit such relationships or opt for the obligatory disclosure of these relationships in the
context of a potential conflict of interest. Some of the universities mapped (ii) do not explicitly
regulate close intimate relationships or other close relationships.

It is important to note that only university-wide/centralised policies and documents were studied
for the selected universities. However, it cannot be ruled out that certain faculties are stricter in their
regulation of these situations than the centralised university documents. One example is Harvard
University, where close romantic/intimate relationships are addressed at the university level only
by imposing the duty to report the relationship to the superordinate employee if the people

19 For the purposes of this publication, 23 universities were selected.

20 The selection of the universities for the purposes of this publication was based on QS TOP UNIVERSITIES. World University
Rankings 2024. Online. London: QS Quacquarelli Symonds Limited, 2024. Available at: https://www.topuniversities.com/world-
university-rankings/2024. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

21 Peking University; The University of Hong Kong; National University Singapore.

22 Universidade de S&o Paulo; Pontificia Universidad Catdlica de Chile (UC); Universidade Estadual de Campinas (Unicamp).
23 KFUPM - King Fahd University of Petroleum & Minerals (KFUPM); Qatar University; King Saudi University.

24 The University of Melbourne; The University of Sydney; The University of New South Wales (UNSW Sydney).

25 Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT); Harvard University; Stanford University.

26 University of Cape Town; University of Witwatersrand; Stellenbosch University.

27 ETH Zurich.

28 University of Oxford.

29 Politecnico de Milano.

30 Babes — Bolyai University.

31 The research was based on sources available in English and German.

32 These documents include, for example, documents entitled Relationship Policy, Consensual Relationship Policy, Sexual
Misconduct Policy, Code of Conduct, or Confiict of Interest policy.
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in the relationship are in an unequal position.>* Harvard Medical SchoolP* follows this approach
in its policy, which also imposes a duty to report such relationships on members of the academic
community. However, the Harvard Faculty of Arts and Sciences*® bans relationships between
undergraduate students and teachers as such (regardless of whether the given teacher actually
teaches these students). In addition, the school prohibits any relationships of a romantic or sexual
nature between teachers and their students (in postgraduate programmes) in general, if the teacher
actually teaches or supervises such students.

(i) As for foreign universities which specifically regulate close intimate relationships between
individuals at different levels in the hierarchy (in particular, between students and
teachers), the institutions studied took, in principle, one of two general approaches:

a. Foreign universities in the first category adopted an internal regulation which
completely bans intimate relationships between people at different levels in the
hierarchy. These universities, which include Stanford University*®, National University
Singapore?®, University of Witwatersrand®, MIT*, or the University of Oxford*, have
strict rules and prohibit any romantic (intimate) relationships, for example, between
teachers and students. Other universities not included in the ranking but also falling
in this category include Yale*', the University of Cambridge*’, and Imperial College
London®.

In the context of the universities mentioned above, it should be noted that the ban was often limited
to relationships with students in undergraduate programmes. The reasoning might be that those
students are at a significant disadvantage as they are new to the environment and more vulnerable*
given their unequal position. It follows that they are more at risk than, for example, Ph.D. students.

33 HARVARD UNIVERSITY. Work Relationships. Online. Available at: https://hr.harvard.edu/staff-personnel-manual/general-

employment-policies/work-relationships. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].
34 HARVARD MEDICAL SCHOOL. Unprofessional Relationships & Abuse of Authority. Online. Available at: https://hr.hms.

harvard.edu/working-hms/policies-procedures/unprofessional-relationships-abuse-authority. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].
35 HARVARD UNIVERSITY. Sexual and Gender-Based Harassment Policy and Procedures for the FAS. Online. Available

at: https://bpb-us-e1.wpmucdn.com/websites.harvard.edu/dist/a/68/files/2022/08/fas_p_and_p_combined_2014_2020. pdf.
[Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

36 STANFORD UNIVERSITY. Consensual Sexual or Romantic Relationships. Online. Stanford, CA: Stanford University. Available
at: https://adminguide.stanford.edu/chapters/quiding-policies-and-principles/harassment-discrimination/consensual- sexual-or-
romantic. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

37 NATIONAL UNIVERSITY OF SINGAPORE. Code of Conduct for NUS Staff. Online. Singapore: National University of
Singapore. Available at: https://www.nus.edu.sg/docs/default-source/corporate-files/about/code-of-conduct-nus-staff.pdf.
[Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

38 UNIVERSITY OF THE WITWATERSRAND. Policy on Sexual and Romantic Relationships. Online. Johannesburg: University
of the Witwatersrand. Available at: https://www.wits.ac.za/media/wits-university/students/gender-equity-and-tolerance/documents/

Document%2020%20-%20Policy%200n%20Sexual%20and%20Romantic%20Relationships.pdf. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].
39 MASSACHUSETTS INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY. Consensual Sexual or Romantic Relationships in the MIT Community.

Online. Cambridge, MA: Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Available at: https://policies.mit.edu/policies-procedures/90-

relations-and-responsibilities-within-mit-community/99-consensual-sexual-or. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].
40 UNIVERSITY OF OXFORD. Staff-Student Relationships Policy. Online. Oxford: University of Oxford. Available at: https://

hr.admin.ox.ac.uk/staff-student-relationships. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].
41 YALE UNIVERSITY. Yale Sexual Misconduct Policies and Related Definitions. Online. New Haven, CT: Yale University.

Available at: https://fitleix.yale.edu/policies-definitions/yale-sexual-misconduct-policies-and-related-definitions. [Accessed on:
2025-03-25].
42 UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE. Staff and Students Relationships Policy. Online. Cambridge: University of Cambridge, 2024.

Available at:_https://www.hr.admin.cam.ac.uk/staff-and-students-relationship-policy. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].
43 IMPERIAL COLLEGE LONDON. Personal Relationships Policy, Online. London: Imperial College London. Available at: https://

www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/administration-and-support-services/hr/public/policies/personal-familial/ Personal-
Relationships-Policy.pdf. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

44 1752 GROUP. NUS National Campaign. Online. 2018. Available at: https://1752group.com/nus-national-campaign?2/.
[Accessed on: 2025-03-25].
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At some universities, the policy on close relationships naturally evolved, becoming stricter
over time.* This is the case for US universities, where this development was likely also linked
to the US Supreme Court case-law from 1986%,4, as well as for UK universities, such as the
University of Oxford or the University of Cambridge. In the UK, these policies became stricter also
upon the initiative of the UK Office for Students, an independent body which published a statement
on consensual relationships at higher education institutions in England in 202348,

b. The second category groups foreign universities that do not ban intimate
relationships at the university per se, but the parties involved are obliged to report
the relationship if one of them is in a position of power (for example, relationships
between teachers and students or superordinate and subordinate employees).
After the relationship is disclosed, measures aimed at the resolution of conflict
of interest are taken. Examples of universities in this category are the University
of Hong Kong*, the University of Sydney®, or the University of Cape Town®'.

Some universities specify the reasons for adopting regulations on close
relationships. For instance, the University of Cambridge mentions in its Staff
and Students Relationship Policy®? that these relationships may lead to actual or
perceived imbalances of power or authority, accusations of exploitation, and
questions about the nature of consent, even if the individuals involved designated
the relationship as consensual. This can undermine trust in the academic process,
and even impair the student’s academic progress. Addressing close relationships
can support the creation of a positive and safe learning and working environment.

In its document Consensual Sexual or Romantic Relationships in the Workplace or
Academic Environment®3, MIT states that sexual or romantic relationships may
raise concerns of conflict of interest, abuse of authority, favouritism, and unfair
treatment when both people are in the MIT work or academic environment, and one
person holds a position of power or authority over the other. These relationships
may also affect others in the work or academic environment, and these concerns
exist even when the relationship is considered consensual by both individuals.
In some instances, consent may not be as freely given as the more senior person
(from the career perspective) in the relationship believes. Also, relationships may
end, with possible adverse effects on the more vulnerable party’s education or career.

45 MASSACHUSETTS INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY. New Consensual Relationships Policy. Online. Cambridge, MA:
Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Available at: https://orgchart.mit.edu/letters/new-consensual-relationships-policy. [Accessed
on: 2025-03-25]

46 The court examined a close romantic relationship between a subordinate and superordinate employee, ruling that there is too
much pressure even on an initially consensual intimate relationship due to the unequal position in the hierarchy, which is highly
problematic in itself.

47 REVISTA PESQUISA FAPESP. University of Oxford Bans Intimate Relationships Between Staff and Students. Online.
Available at: https://revistapesquisa.fapesp.br/en/university-of-oxford-bans-intimate-relationships-between-staff-and-students/.
[Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

48 STUDENTS, Office for Staff and Student Relationships — Office for Students. Online. Available at: https://www.
officeforstudents.org.uk/for-providers/student-protection-and-support/harassment-and-sexual-misconduct/prevent-and-address-
harassment-and-sexual-misconduct/staff-and-student-relationships/. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

49 THE UNIVERSITY OF HONG KONG. General Guidelines. Online. Hong Kong: The University of Hong Kong. Available at:
https://www.eounit.hku.hk/en/guidelines/general-guidelines. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

50 UNIVERSITY OF SYDNEY. Staff and Affiliates Code of Conduct. Online. Sydney: University of Sydney. Available at: https://
www.sydney.edu.au/policies/showdoc.aspx?recnum=PDOC2011/65 & RendNum=0. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

51 UNIVERSITY OF CAPE TOWN. Special Relationships Between Staff and Students. Online. Cape Town: University of Cape
Town. Available at: https://uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/content_migration/uct_ac_za/39/files/Policy Special_Relationships_Staff
Students_2007.doc. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

52 UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE Staff and Students Relat/onshlps Pollcy Onllne Cambridge: Unlver3|ty of Cambridge, 2024.

53 MASSACHUSETTS INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY Consensual Sexual or Romant/c Re/at/onsh/ps in the MIT Community.
Online. Cambridge, MA: Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Available at: https://policies.mit.edu/policies-procedures/90-

relations-and-responsibilities-within-mit-community/99-consensual-sexual-or. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].
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Princeton University, which did not place among the top positions in the ranking,
also explains the reasons for taking a tougher stance. In its Consensual Relations
with Students Policy**, the university states that a sexual or romantic relationship
between, for example, a faculty member and a person for whom he or she has
professional responsibility (including, for example, as a teacher or superordinate
employee) raises concerns such as conflict of interest, abuse of authority, and
unfair treatment. These concerns exist even where the relationship is considered
consensual by both participants. Such relationships have the potential to have an
adverse impact on others in the university community.

(i) In addition to the foreign higher education institutions which regulate close intimate
relationships in a special document (policy), our sample included universities
that do not explicitly address close intimate relationships or other close
relationships. However, most of them have codes of ethics, which regulate the
prevention of sexual harassment, abuse of authority, or conflict of interest.

Universities in this category, which is, given its nature, the most diverse, rely on
general ethical principles rather than on specific regulations on close relationships.
This in turn means that these rules apply by analogy to a broader category of close
relationships than just intimate relationships. They therefore also include other
close relationships that may create unfair conditions (for example, a mother in the
position of a superordinate employee favouring her child in a subordinate position).

It should be highlighted in this context that subsuming close relationships into the
general provisions on conflict of interest is, in part, a theoretical exercise. In the case of
documents issued by foreign universities, it cannot be claimed with absolute certainty and
without further context (for example, interviews with the policymakers) that these general
provisions also apply to close relationships and to what extent. These universities include,
for example, ETH Zurich®®, Politecnico de Milano®, or Melbourne University®’.

Finally, the penalties imposed on those who violate the regulations on close relationships must
be mentioned. Generally speaking, less serious cases can be handled using instruments under local
employment law if the person at fault is an employee. More serious violations of the policies and
regulations on close relationships can result in the termination of employment.®,* The examples
of Gary Urton from Harvard University®® or David M. Sabatini from the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology show that indeed in some cases, the people involved may have to leave their jobs.®' Our
research did not reveal any cases in which a student was sanctioned.

54 PRINCETON UNIVERSITY. Consensual Relations with Students Policy. Online. Princeton University. Available at: https://dof.
princeton.edu/governance/policies/consensual-relations-students. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

55 Ibid.

56 Politecnico de Milano. The Code of Ethics and Conduct. Online. Milano: Politecnico di Milano. Available at: https://www. polimi.
it/fileadmin/user_upload/ll-Politecnico/chi-siamo/Brochure_Codice_Etico_e_di_Comportamento.pdf. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].
57 UNIVERSITY OF MELBOURNE. MPF1366: Managing Conflicts of Interest Policy. Online. Melbourne: University of Melbourne.
Available at: https://policy.unimelb.edu.au/MPF1366/. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

58 WADMAN, Meredith. Prominent biologist David Sabatini out at MIT after breaching sexual relationship policy | Science | AAAS.
In: Science. Available at: https://www.science.org/content/article/prominent-biologist-david-sabatini-out-mit-after-breaching-sexual-
relationship-policy. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

59 This would be the case for Stanford, MIT, or Harvard based on their respective policies. For instance, Article 9.9.1 of MIT’s
policy on Consensual Sexual or Romantic Relationships in the Workplace or Academic Environment stipulates the following:
“Participating in a sexual or romantic relationship prohibited by this policy, and failure to promptly notify and recuse where required
by the policy can lead to disciplinary action including termination of the individual’s relationship with MIT.”

60 One example is the Gary Urton affair, where the Harvard University professor went into “early retirement” after he was accused
of sexual harassment. GIBBONS, Ann. Harvard Anthropology Professor Retires Amid Accusations of Sexual Harassment. Online.
Science, 2024. [paywall] Available at: https://www.science.org/content/article/harvard-anthropology- professor-retires-amid-
accusations-sexual-harassment. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

61 WADMAN, Meredith. David Sabatini, biologist fired for sexual misconduct, lands millions from private donors to start new lab.
Online. Science, 2023. Available at: https://www.science.org/content/article/sabatini-biologist-fired-sexual-misconduct-lands-
millions-private-donors-start-new-lab. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].
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5. Current practices in the Czech Republic

A description of the current situation in the Czech academic environment is considered essential in
our publication in order to launch a debate on close relationships in the higher education system.
The approach taken by Czech higher education institutions and the reflection thereof in their internal
regulations is described below.

The codes of ethics of the member universities of the Research Universities Association®
were mapped — that is, a total of seven universities offering higher education in all areas of
study (the humanities, social sciences, natural sciences, as well as technical fields). The largest
public university in each region of the Czech Republic was also added to the studied sample.®® The
research focused on whether all the universities have published a code of ethics or other publicly
available documents which regulate close relationships. Codes of ethics were found in the case of
most universities included in the sample. Our research was based on the presumption that close
relationships are indeed regulated in these codes. However, it should be noted that this is only our
non-binding interpretation by which the publication aims to show that the topic of close relationships
is not completely unknown in the Czech academic environment and it is, in fact, being cautiously
addressed.

(i) All member universities of the Research Universities Association have their own codes of
ethics applicable to both staff and students.

a. The Code of Ethics® of Charles University highlights general ethical principles, such as
honesty, cooperativeness, and respect for the dignity of each individual. In its code, the
university sets out rules for the prevention of human rights violations, including the protection
of personal integrity and the prevention of sexual harassment or abuse of authority. Conflicts
of interest should be avoided and if such situations arise, it is necessary to notify them
in an appropriate way. The Faculty of Mathematics and Physics of CU regulates this
area in much more detail. In its Code of Ethics, the faculty explicitly mentions close family,
partnership, and consensual intimate relationships, defining them as a special case of abuse
of authority. The code also refers to the risks associated to asymmetrical relationships in
which one party holds a position of power and provides recommendations on how to prevent
the adverse effects of these relationships.®®

b. Inits Code of Ethics® Masaryk University addresses conflict of interest and stresses the
need for transparency® in the case of multiple relationships®. The code defines multiple
relationships as situations where an individual also has other than professional roles in relation
to another person, for example, as a result of a family or romantic relationship, friendship

62 Research Universities Association. The member universities are (i) Charles University, (ii) Masaryk University, (iii) Palacky
University Olomouc, (iv) the Czech Technical University in Prague, (v) the University of Chemistry and Technology, Prague (vi) the
Brno University of Technology, and (vii) the University of South Bohemia in Ceské Budé&jovice.
63 As some of the largest regional universities were already included in the sample being studied in the first round of selection,
certain regions were excluded from this round (namely the South Moravian Region, Olomouc Region, South Bohemian Region,
and Prague). The Central Bohemian Region and the Karlovy Vary Region were not included in the list because there are no public
higher education institutions in their territory.
64 CHARLES UNIVERSITY. Code of Ethics. Online. Charles University. Available at: https://cuni.cz/UK-5317.html. [Accessed on:
2025-03-25].
65 CU Faculty of Mathematics and Physics. Code of Ethics. Online. Available at: https://www.mff.cuni.cz/cs/vnitrni-zalezitosti/
predpisy/ eticky-kodex-mff-uk. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].
66 MASARYK UNIVERSITY. Masaryk University Code of Ethics. Online. Masaryk University. Available at: https://www. muni.cz/o-
univerzite/uredni-deskaleticky-kodex-mu. [Accessed on: 25 March 2025].
67 “TAll members of the Masaryk University community | act transparently regarding multiple relationships, where they also have
other than professional roles in relation to another person; actively cooperate to adopt measures that exclude doubt about the
objectivity and integrity of the participants.”

(Art. 3 (3.13) of the Masaryk University Code of Ethics).
68 See the Appendix to the MU Code of Ethics, Definitions, MASARYK UNIVERSITY. Masaryk University Code of Ethics. Online.
Masaryk University. Available at: https://www.muni.cz/o-univerzite/uredni-deska/eticky-kodex-mu. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].
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or enmity or another employment relationship outside MU. Multiple relationships are not
unethical/problematic as such, but they may compromise the impartiality of the person or his
or her ability to duly perform his or her professional role or lead to harm or abuse of another
person. In such cases, multiple relationships can be understood as a form of conflict of
interest. University staff and students should openly declare their conflict of interest®® and
actively cooperate to adopt measures that prevent concerns of their impartiality. Employees
and students should not tolerate harassment in any form.

Under the Code of Ethics™ of Palacky University Olomouc, university employees and
students should refrain from, inter alia, any forms of sexual harassment, gender-based
violence, and abuse of position or influence. The code also provides principles applicable
to teaching activities. In this part, it stipulates that employees are to refrain from putting
selected students at an advantage or disadvantage be it on the basis of their personal
relationships or any other grounds. At the same time, when engaged in teaching activities,
employees who are in a family relationship, partnership, or other close personal relationship
with any students will inform their superordinate employees thereof in a timely manner if such
relationship gives rise to any doubts about their impartiality and fairness.

. The Code of Ethics™ of the Czech Technical University in Prague stresses the

prevention of conduct which is contrary to good morals, does not tolerate any
sexual harassment and coercion, and calls for avoiding conflict of interest.
If an individual is in a situation which might develop into a conflict of interest, he or she
should immediately notify his or her superordinate employee. Interestingly, this code makes
a special appeal to employees in managerial positions who are expected to be particularly
consistent in adhering to the Code of Ethics given their greater responsibility.

According to the Code of Ethics™ of the University of Chemistry and Technology, Prague,
members of the academic community and other employees must abide by moral principles
and the principles of general and professional ethics, and fully respect the principles set outin
this Code of Ethics in their work. Members of the academic community and employees must
not abuse personal relationships in order to influence working relationships, in particular,
if they hold a managerial position.

In the Code of Ethics™ of the Brno University of Technology, members of the academic
community are called to oppose all forms of abuse of position and other forms
of bullying (for example, bossing, mobbing, staffing) as well as sexual coercion or
harassment. They are also obliged under the code to not put immoral pressure on other
employees or students of BUT nor tolerate condescending or humiliating treatment. The
definition of conflict of interest in this Code of Ethics includes situations in which family
members are employed in the line of subordination.

69 “A conflict of interest is a situation where several conflicting interests of a person impact the objectivity of their behaviour or
decision-making. This typically includes a conflict between one’s own benefit and obligations toward an employer. A conflict of
interest usually leads to a compromise of a person’s impatrtiality or the impartial exercise of their office and thus the possibility of
undue advantage for themselves or someone close to them.” See Appendix to the MU Code of Ethics, Definitions, MASARYK
UNIVERSITY. Masaryk University Code of Ethics. Online. Masaryk University. Available at: https://www.muni.cz/o-univerzite/
uredni-deska/ eticky-kodex-mu. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

70 UP. Code of Ethics for Employees and Students of Palacky University Olomouc. Palacky University Olomouc. Available at:
https://www.upol.cz/files/userdata/UP/uredni-deska/zakladni_dokumenty/2023-Eticky kodex zamestnhancu_a_ studentu_UP.pdf.
[Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

71 CTU Code of Ethlcs of the Czech Technical University in Prague. Online. Czech Technical Un/verSIty in Prague. Available at:

cmnost-od 7-5- 2022 pdf. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].
72 UCT. Code of Ethics of the University of Chemistry and Technology, Prague. Online. University of Chemistry and
Technology, Prague. Available at: https://www.vscht.cz/files/uzel/44339/0001~~MzIwtNA1sNQ1Mo8Py8ssOToz7

Ba3bz8otzEeEddP11L.MONdc10joKJ415LM50zDe3Wz81NSKwA.pdf?redirected. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].
73 BUT. Code of Ethics of the Brno University of Technology. Online. Brno University of Technology. Available at: https://www.vut.

cz/uredni-deska/kodex/eticky-kodex-vut-p237247. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].
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g. EThe Code of Conduct™ of the University of South Bohemia in Ceské Budéjovice lists
the general principles recognised by the university. According to the code, members of the
academic staff should not allow a conflict of interest between their activities carried out in
the interest of the university and their private activities.

(ii)  The following section provides an overview of the approaches taken by the largest
regional universities in the Czech Republic selected on the basis of the method
described above.

h. The Code of Ethics™ of the University of Hradec Kralové mentions the prevention of
sexual harassment and discrimination. The academic community is committed to respect
the principle of equal opportunities and to act with respect in order to avoid situations creating
unequal conditions. Students and employees are called on to avoid potential conflicts of
interest. If they find themselves in a situation which constitutes a conflict of interest, they
notify the persons responsible and cooperate in resolving the situation.

i. In its Code of Conduct™, the University of West Bohemia in Pilsen calls for respecting
the principles of decent interpersonal relations. It also addresses close relationships,
specifically in the context of conflict of interest, stating that conflicts of interest may
arise, for example, when the same person works in parallel in managerial positions
at different levels within UWB, or when close persons work in managerial positions at
different levels within UWB"’. If anyone finds himself or herself in a conflict of interest, he or
she must immediately notify his or her superordinate, who will take the necessary measures.

j. The Ethical Code™ of Jan Evangelista Purkyné University in Usti nad Labem prohibits
academic staff from abusing their authority in the position of a teacher in relation to their
students and requesting activities that fall outside their study requirements. Also, members
of the academic community should attempt to restore good morals if they themselves or other
members of the academic community or university employees act contrary to this Code of
Ethics’®.

k. Similarly to the documents mentioned above, the Ethics Code? of the Technical University
of Liberec sets out rules aimed at respecting general moral principles. In the context of this
publication, it should be noted that this code of ethics explicitly states that TUL employees
must not exploit personal relationships to influence work relationships, in particular if they
are in managerial positions.

I. Under the Ethical Code of the University of Pardubice?®, members of the academic staff
should refrain from any conflicts of interest of which they are aware. The code also sets
out a general obligation for members of the academic staff to maintain a high standard of
human moral and ethical principles in their work.

74 JIROUSEK, PhDr. Bohumil. Code of Conduct of the University of South Bohemia in Ceské Budg&jovice. Online. Available at:
https://www.jcu.cz/ images/UNIVERZITA/organy/eticka-komise-ju/R_432_Etick_kodex_JU.pdf. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

75 UHK. Code of Ethics of the University of Hradec Kralové. Online. University of Hradec Kralové. Available at: https://www.uhk.
cz/cs/ univerzita-hradec-kralove/uhk/o-univerzite/eticky-kodex. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

76 UNIVERSITY OF WEST BOHEMIA IN PILSEN. Code of Conduct of the University of West Bohemia. Online. University of
West Bohemia in Pilsen. Available at: https://doc-public.zcu.cz/rest/cmis/document/workspace://SpacesStore/43ecfbf9-12a7-
43ea-bf19-8e296b6497b7/ content. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

77 Art. 3 (4)(e) of the Code of Conduct of the University of West Bohemia in Pilsen.

78 JAN EVANGELISTA PURKYNE UNIVERSITY IN USTi NAD LABEM. Ethical Code of Jan Evangelista Purkyn& University in
Usti nad Labem. Online. Jan Evangelista Purkyné University in Usti nad Labem. [online] Available at: https://www.ujep.cz/wp-
content/ uploads/2018/04/Eticky kodex UJEP.pdf. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

79 Article 1 (2)(i) of the Ethical Code of Jan Evangelista Purkyné in Usti nad Labem.

80 TUL. Ethics Board of TUL — Technical University of Liberec. Online. Technical University of Liberec. Available at: https://www.
tul.cz/ univerzita/organy-tul/eticka-komise/. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

81 UNIVERSITY OF PARDUBICE. Ethical Code. Online. University of Pardubice. Available at: https://www.upce.cz/sites/default/
files/ public/luva3059/eticky kodex.pdf. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].
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m. The Code of Ethics® of the College of Polytechnics Jihlava also regulates
conflict of interest. Specifically, the code obliges the staff and students to avoid
conflicts of interest. Should such situation arise, they must report it immediately
to the person responsible, that is, the direct superordinate employee, teacher, head of
organisational unit, or member of the management. According to the code, academics and
researchers may not engage in personal humiliation, immoral behaviour, or coercion.

n. The Tomas Bata University Code of Ethics® stipulates the obligation to avoid
conflict of interest in the context of writing a scientific, expert, or artistic opinion. The
code also provides the general rule that during the performance of their job or during
their studies, employees and students of the university must maintain a high standard of
respecting human moral and ethical principles.

o. In the Code of Ethics®* of VSB — Technical University of Ostrava, an entire part® of the
regulation is dedicated to conflict of interest. In addition to a detailed definition of a close
relationship?®, the code stresses the need to avoid any conflict of interest and provides a
clear and detailed procedure for addressing a potential conflict of interest.

(iii)  Another interesting example is provided by the Film and TV School of the Academy of
Performing Arts in Prague, which regulates close relationships in its Code of Ethics® in
great detail.

According to this code, family relationship, partnership, intimate, friendly, business, or external
employment relationship, or other close relationship between persons in a hierarchical
structure constitutes a conflict of interest and a reason for doubt as to objectivity, impartiality,
and equal treatment.®® In this context, the code calls upon the academic community to prevent and
avoid conflict of interest. Another part of this Code of Ethics worth noting stipulates the following: “In
their interactions, teachers and students shall avoid conduct that can appear ambiguous or
show signs of flirtation or even sexual interest. A failure to report one’s conflict of interest
consisting in an intimate relationship between a teacher and a student where the teacher
has any influence over the course and completion of the student’s studies is contrary to the
proper observance of the teacher’s employment duties even if the relationship is voluntary.”s°
If a close relationship develops, it must be reported according to the internal regulation. A failure to
report the relationship may be classified as a particularly gross violation of employment duties and
may result in the termination of employment.® Finally, it should be noted that this Code of Ethics
is applicable to one school only, not the entire Academy of Performing Arts in Prague. The Code
of Ethics of the Academy of Performing Arts in Prague provides only a general regulation of conflict
of interest. Based on our findings, no Czech higher education institutions in this category bans
close intimate relationships between teachers and students completely.

82 COLLEGE OF POLYTECHNICS JIHLAVA. Code of Ethics of the College of Polytechnics Jihlava. Online. College of
Polytechnics Jihlava. Available at: https://www.vspj.cz/cs/soubor/stahnout/e5fcf487-a890-40bd-aa05-91b832c1f2a6. [Accessed
on: 2025-03-25].

83 TUB. Documents and Links. Online. Toma$ Bata University. Available at: https://www.utb.cz/univerzita/o-univerzite/socialni-
bezpeci/dokumenty-a-odkazy/. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

84 VSB-TUO. Code of Ethics of VSB-Technical University of Ostrava. Online. VSB — Technical University of Ostrava. Online. 2024
Available at: https://dokumenty.vsb.cz/docs/files/cs/1ac673fe-bf88-41d5-b03a-2cd6f92c8ae?. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].

85 Part VI of the Code of Ethics of VSB-Technical University of Ostrava.

86 In paragraph 3 of Part VI, the Code of Ethics of VSB-Technical University of Ostrava defines a close person as a relative in
direct line, sibling, and spouse or partner under the Civil Partnership Act. Other persons in the family or other similar relationships
are considered close to each other if harm suffered by one of them would reasonably be perceived by the other as harm to his or
herself. Persons related by affinity and persons who live together permanently are also deemed close persons.

87 FILM AND TV SCHOOL OF THE ACADEMY OF PERFORMING ARTS IN PRAGUE.

Dean’s Decree No. 10/2024 Code of Ethics. Online. Film and TV School of the Academy

of Performing Arts in Prague. Available at: https://www.famu.cz/sharepoint-file/download/
L3phcGlzeS1GQU1VL3Z5bm9zeS1kZWthbmEtRKFNVSOWw7 1ub3MgZMSba2FuYSDEjS4gMTBfMjAYNFIFdGIja8091Gtv

ZGVA4IEZBTVUvVsO9bm9zIGTEm2thbmEgxIOulDEwXzIwWM|RfRXRpY2vDvSBrb2RIleC5wZGY=. [Accessed on: 2025-03-25].
88 Art. 4 (1) of Dean’s Decree No. 10/2024 Code of Ethics.

89 Art. 4 (3) of Dean’s Decree No. 10/2024 Code of Ethics.
90 Art. 4 (6) of Dean’s Decree No. 10/2024 Code of Ethics.
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Conclusion and recommendations

The academic environment has always been intrinsically linked to freedom of thought, expression,
and the principle of equal treatment, and requires each and every member of the academic
community to assume a certain amount of responsibility — for themselves, for the people
with whom they interact, and for the institution as such, its values, rules, and interests. Only then
can universities perform the mission that has been delegated to them, namely the provision of
education and new scientific knowledge.

The existence of close relationships in the academic setting is, undoubtedly, an ethically
complex topic. Our publication shows that these relationships serve for one’s self-realisation,
mutual support, and cooperation, which also means that, to a certain extent, conflicts of interest
arise naturally and the options available to prevent them are limited.

Still, the risks associated with close relationships, or rather the consequences of conflicts
of interest, may present a major obstacle to members of the academic community in the
performance of their roles as students or employees, and may have an adverse effect on
the perception of safety and fairness in higher education. The manner and intensity of the
regulation of such relationships therefore requires a well thought-out and sensitive approach.

In addition to the main drawbacks of close relationships and the tools available to prevent them,
the text identifies the main factors which make close relationships and their effects even
more risky in the educational environment. These include the intensity of the emotions in
the relationship (both positive and negative), the degree of asymmetry in power, and, last
but not least, the extent of dependency in the relationship. Relationships in which these factors
reach an extreme might easily lead to the imposition of stricter regulations.

In our capacity as the ombudspersons of the two largest universities in the Czech Republic,
we strongly advise against close intimate relationships between teachers and students
and between superordinate and subordinate employees in the academic environment. We
believe that the existence of these relationships might be detrimental to an environment which
should be characterised by safe relationships and the employees’ good professional
reputation and ultimately their further career development. In other words, we most certainly
discourage the establishment of close relationships characterised by a significant
imbalance of power. However, if such relationships develop, or they already exist from the past,
we recommend that the parties involved take any and all measures available to prevent conflict
of interest and any concerns of a lack of transparency on their part.

At the institutional level, we stress the need to identify the risks associated with close
relationships at the individual universities by launching an open debate while consistently
reflecting the related ethical principles. We also call for the introduction of systematic measures
which will prevent or mitigate the adverse effects of these relationships on individuals, teams, or
the system to the greatest possible degree and in a respectful and transparent manner. This is
indisputably a long-term and exacting task permeating all levels of university management, and
ombudspersons might prove to be very helpful in the introduction of such measures, given their
professional profile and experience dealing with individual cases.
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