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Dear Dr Hill-Cawthorne,

We write to raise concerns about the presentation and framing of material published on the
House of Commons Library website (“the Library’). The Library is relied upon by Members
and their staff as a source of authoritative, non-partisan analysis, and its briefings shape how
policymakers, universities, regulators and the wider public understand contested legislative
questions. The Library’s Editorial Policy accordingly commits it to “accuracy and
impartiality” and, when covering politically controversial topics, to presenting “a variety of
views and sources” so that Members may understand the range of opinion.

On 7 October 2025, the Library published Freedom of Speech in Universities, together with
an accompanying landing-page summary (together, “the briefing”). We are concerned that
aspects of its summary framing and treatment of survey evidence risk giving an unduly
narrowed picture of the nature, drivers and scale of self-censorship, and related constraints on
lawful speech, within higher education.

The Committee for Academic Freedom (“CAF”) is a research and advocacy organisation
concerned with academic freedom and freedom of expression in UK higher education.
Alumni for Free Speech (“AFFS”) is an association of university alumni committed to
viewpoint diversity on campus. Both organisations work closely with academics, regulators
and parliamentarians, and have a direct interest in ensuring that parliamentary analysis in this
field is balanced and reliable.

In the remainder of this letter, we set out our concerns and propose specific amendments for
the Library’s consideration, by reference to its Editorial Policy and its stated practice of
updating and amending briefings to “take account of new information and updated source
material”.

1. Background and significance

HEFSA received Royal Assent on 11 May 2023. It was intended to strengthen protections for
freedom of speech and academic freedom in higher education in England by imposing new
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duties on higher education providers (“providers”) and creating routes of redress for those
who consider those duties to have been breached. Implementation has been unusually
complex. Following the change of government in July 2024, commencement was paused,
with ministers citing contested claims that the legislation might protect ‘hate speech’ on
campus and expose providers to disproportionate legal and regulatory burdens.

Following further review, key provisions were commenced from 1 August 2025, including
enhanced free-speech duties on providers, mandatory codes of practice, and the continuation
of the OfS’s Director for Freedom of Speech and Academic Freedom. Other elements,
including the proposed statutory tort and direct duties on students’ unions, were not
commenced, and the Government indicated that it would seek primary legislation to repeal
them.

HEFSA also provides for a statutory complaints scheme under which the OfS would be
required to consider free-speech complaints and could impose sanctions, including monetary
penalties, where breaches are established. The scheme was intended to be open to current and
former students, staff, applicants and visiting speakers, and was widely understood as the
element that would make the new duties practically enforceable. Following the pause in July
2024, the complaints scheme was reopened for revision.

In January 2025, the Secretary of State for Education, Bridget Phillipson, told the House of
Commons that the Government intended to retain a complaints scheme within the OfS, while
removing what she described as “confusing duplication” by ensuring that student complaints
relating to freedom of speech would continue to be considered by the Office of the
Independent Adjudicator. In June 2025, the Department for Education stated that it would
“seek a legislative vehicle at the earliest opportunity” to amend and implement the scheme.

No such legislative vehicle has yet been identified. The framework therefore remains
incomplete and, until uncommenced provisions are either commenced or repealed through
primary legislation, susceptible to further political revision.

These complexities, in part, reflect deeper disagreements about the nature and scale of
constraints on lawful speech in higher education. Over the past five years, Parliament, the
OfS and the higher education sector have diverged sharply on the seriousness of the problem,
the empirical proxies by which it should be assessed, and whether existing legal and
regulatory powers are sufficient or further primary legislation is required, given universities’
parallel obligations under the Equality Act 2010.

In that context, the framing adopted by the briefing, especially in its summary material,
carries particular weight and may materially shape how Members and others understand both

the nature of the problem and the adequacy of existing legal and regulatory tools.

2. Nature of our concerns

We accept, as the Library’s Editorial Policy makes clear, that it is for the Library’s authors to
decide what to include or omit from a briefing. Our concern is not the absence of any
particular study, but the treatment of self-censorship — an inherently difficult variable to
measure — in a manner that risks over-confident inference from partial proxies, particularly in
headline and summary framing. Given the limits of observable events and global survey
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items as measures of self-censorship, particular care is required in what is inferred from such
proxies and with what degree of confidence it is presented.

2.1 Self-censorship and the limits of headline prevalence

Under the heading “What are the issues?”, the briefing’s “Summary” section includes the
following précis of its overall treatment of self-censorship:

There is evidence to suggest that a minority of academics feel limited in discussing
certain topics in their teaching.

This exact formulation is repeated on the briefing’s landing-page.

The evidential basis for the “minority” characterisation appears in Chapter 1 under “Self-
censorship”, where the briefing cites an OfS-commissioned YouGov survey as follows:

The survey found that 50% of respondents thought that academics are free to express
their views on some, but not all, controversial topics, while a further 9% thought they
are not free to express their views on any controversial topics.

Later, under the sub-heading “Academics and self-censorship”, the briefing cites the same
survey again:

The survey found that 21% of respondents felt ‘not very’or ‘not at all’ free to discuss
challenging or controversial topics in their teaching.

It is, of course, open to the Library to characterise either figure — or both taken together — as a
“minority”. Our concern is that the descriptor is not neutral in its likely effect on a reader. “A
minority” tends to signal that the limitation is marginal, whereas alternative formulations
(“over a fifth”, “around one in five”) convey potential institutional salience even where the
figure 1s not a majority. Presentational choices of this kind matter most in headline and
summary material, where they frame a reader’s interpretation of the evidence before
methodological detail is encountered.

We also note that the briefing does not maintain a single register. Under “Self-censorship”,
the formulation changes. In place of “a minority”, it states:

There is evidence to suggest some staff and students of all political persuasions self-
censor their views on campus and online.

In terms of descriptive neutrality, that formulation is more defensible, identifying a
phenomenon without implying that its significance is exhausted by prevalence. The difficulty
is that the more definitive “minority” framing appears in the summary material, including on
the landing-page, which is likely to be read most widely and to carry disproportionate
interpretive weight.

Even leaving framing aside, the 21% teaching-related finding remains troubling in a system
that treats academic freedom as a core institutional value. The briefing lists, in relation to
those who report feeling unable to discuss such topics in their teaching, reasons including
fear of professional consequences (82%), fear of social consequences (60%), and pressure



from senior staff (52%). It also records a Vice-Chancellor’s observation that self-censorship
may arise because “being a divergent voice in an echo chamber can feel like a career limiting
move”.

However, these points are not developed in a way that would assist the reader in
understanding how “professional consequences” operate in practice, or how perceived risk
may generalise across a sector. One reason may be methodological: in seeking to ground its
discussion in large-scale, quantitatively observable and sector-representative measures, the
briefing necessarily privileges what can be counted. While entirely understandable, that
emphasis can underweight less readily quantifiable mechanisms that nevertheless shape
perceived professional risk.

One such mechanism is visible enforcement. In recent years, staff have been dismissed,
forced out of positions, or expelled for the expression of lawful views. Recent cases include
James Dickins, Almut Gadow, Nigel Hunt, Kathleen Stock, David Miller, Jo Phoenix,
Michael Rainsborough and Martin Speake. Others have been subjected to disciplinary
processes that were arguably misapplied, or to lengthy investigations which themselves
operate punitively, including Johan Baird, David Gordon, Steven Greer, Robert Ivinson and
Peter Pormann.

Even if such cases involve relatively small numbers when set against sector-wide staff totals,
prevalence does not determine institutional impact. High-visibility controversies can generate
deterrent spillover: staff update their perception of risk from salient cases and respond by

narrowing what they publish, teach, or pursue, even in the absence of any formal prohibition.

2.2 Limits of sector-wide survey evidence

As noted above, the briefing’s principal quantitative anchor for staff self-censorship is the
OfS-commissioned YouGov survey. The proxy turns on respondents’ self-reported sense of
how free they feel to express or discuss “challenging” or “controversial” topics in teaching
and in related items beyond the classroom. The briefing emphasises the survey’s sector-wide
character and the steps taken to align the sample with the demography of higher-education
teaching staff:

The survey... had 1,234 respondents. YouGov weighted the sample to align it with the
broader demography of higher education teaching staff.

It is on that basis that the summary advances the formulation that the proportion of academics
who feel limited in discussing certain topics in their teaching is a “minority”.

However, representativeness answers a narrower question than the one the briefing proceeds
to ask of it. A representative survey is well suited to estimating a sector-wide average, but it
does not, by itself, show that the relevant pressures are evenly distributed across disciplines,
subject-areas, institutions, or career stages. Even where a survey applies conventional
weighting (for example, by sex, age and contract type), the separate risk remains that
constraints cluster within particular sub-populations. Pooled estimates can therefore appear
broadly reassuring while masking concentrations of constraint in contested domains. The
point is not to deny the existence of a sector-wide mean, but to caution against treating the
mean as descriptive of the distribution of constraints in precisely those domains where
controversies are most likely to arise. Without at least acknowledging this distributional issue,



or attempting any disaggregation, the briefing invites ecological inference from a sector-level
estimate to claims about typical experience.

This point is illustrated by the government-commissioned Sullivan Review, which did not
seek to quantify self-censorship across the sector as a whole, but to document barriers to
research within a specific contested domain: sex and gender. The Review records marked
concentrations in both the profile of respondents and the barriers reported.

Around three-fifths of respondents (61%) identified as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or another
sexual orientation, and just under one in ten (8%) identified as trans. As the Review notes,
these proportions are “higher than those found both in the general population and among
academic staff in higher education more widely”. Within that context, self-censorship and
chilling effects were the most frequently reported barrier, selected by 58 per cent of
respondents (75 out of 130) to the call for evidence. The Review also suggests that self-
censorship can be socially reinforced within local working environments, rather than arising
solely from individual disposition. Sullivan records that most responses from the gender-
critical position focused on the local working environment as the principal source of pressure
to self-censor, with three-quarters identifying the behaviour of colleagues or supervisors, and
institutional culture within universities, as the main drivers.

The Review is explicit that it does not offer population-level estimates. That limitation is
nevertheless analytically compatible with the present point: it illustrates how constraints can
cluster within particular subject-areas in ways that sector-wide averages are unlikely to
foreground.

The Library is plainly comfortable with this point in principle, in that it cites Professor
Jonathan Portes’ methodological critique of a 2020 Policy Exchange report (described in the
briefing as “a think tank founded by Conservative MPs”). While summarising the report’s
claim that 32% of academics who identify as “fairly right” or “right” had “stopped airing
their views in teaching and research”, the briefing directs readers to Portes’ Guardian article,
“The rightwing defence of ‘academic freedom’ masks a McCarthyite agenda”. Portes
questions the report’s methodology on the basis that it was “padded out”, as he puts it, by a
large proportion of retired academics.

The same methodological consistency should apply throughout the briefing: sector-wide
estimates should not be treated as substituting for evidence about the distribution and
heterogeneity of constraints in the most contested domains, absent any attempt at
disaggregation.

2.3 Limits of “feel free” items as self-censorship measures

Even if we accept the survey’s representativeness at face value, a high-level item such as
whether respondents “feel free to express their views” on “controversial topics” is a blunt
instrument for capturing self-censorship in academic life, collapsing multiple institutional
settings into a single global judgement.

Academic freedom is mediated through settings with materially different incentive structures
and perceived risks: seminar discussion and teaching, publication, events, recruitment and
promotion, and funding applications. A survey respondent can therefore answer “yes” in good
faith — because they can speak freely in a lecture theatre — while simultaneously believing
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that advancement depends elsewhere on careful compliance: adopting prescribed framings,
signalling assent to contested propositions, or avoiding positions likely to attract managerial
or collegial sanction.

It is noteworthy, in this regard, that the briefing’s own summary of the previous government’s
2021 policy paper records concerns that go beyond whether academics feel free to express
“controversial” views. In particular, it notes the claim that the problem manifests not only
through “no platforming” and campus controversy, but through “codes or statements
introduced by universities limiting free speech”, and through academics being “pressured to
keep silent about their views for fear of discrimination in appointment or promotion”.

However, having observed that the policy paper “drew heavily” on reports published by
Policy Exchange, the briefing proceeds only to state that “some of the concerns raised in the
previous government’s policy paper are explored in this section”. The subsequent discussion
in Chapter 1 does not clearly return to, or develop these mechanisms — codes, statements, and
career-contingent expectations — as objects of analysis in their own right.

That gap is material to the measurement question. Such pressures operate not only through
the suppression of individual expression, but through conditions and expectations that can
require assent, prescribed framings, or other forms of compliance across multiple arenas of
academic life. They are not readily captured by global survey questions about perceived
freedom to express views.

Two examples illustrate the point.

(1) Recruitment and promotion criteria

A May 2025 report by AFFS found that 8 of 21 English and Welsh Russell Group
universities reviewed appeared to require “EDI Support Evidence” in at least one
advertised academic recruitment or promotion process, and that 11 referred in job
advertisements to “EDI Support Duties” (duties to “promote”, “support”, “contribute
to”, or “commit to” EDI), with overlap between the two categories. Such requirements
exert pressure on applicants and staff to demonstrate alignment with contested values
and propositions, and can therefore generate a chilling effect on lawful viewpoints,
particularly at career-contingent points such as hiring and promotion. CAF and AFFS
continue to identify similar requirements in current recruitment and promotion
materials.

(i1) Research methodology and data access

The Dandridge Review at the Open University was commissioned following the
University’s loss in Joanna Phoenix v The Open University, in which Professor Jo
Phoenix succeeded in claims of unlawful harassment and discrimination connected to
her gender-critical views. The Review records evidence that the University’s handling
of EDI was “associated with a potentially rigid approach” that assumed “only one
interpretation of principles of EDI was acceptable”, making open discussion of
complex or contentious issues “difficult” and, at times, leading to “excessive caution
as to what could and could not be said”, even where the views in question were
lawful. For present purposes, its significance lies in indicating that these pressures
extended into research methodology and data access, including where medically based
research requiring data collection by biological sex encountered difficulty because the
University’s data framework centred on gender rather than sex.
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These examples suggest that an academic may report feeling free to express views in
seminars or lectures while simultaneously experiencing constraint in recruitment and
promotion expectations, and in research design, data access, and methodological choice—
precisely the arenas in which academic freedom is most consequential, and least visible to
measures focused solely on perceived freedom to express or discuss contested views.

3. Next steps

In light of the points above, we invite the Library to consider the following limited
amendments.

(1) Summary and landing-page wording (2.1)

We suggest revisiting the wording in the “Summary” and on the landing-page
which states that “a minority of academics feel limited” in discussing certain
topics. It would assist readers if the summary framing more closely reflected the
underlying survey findings and the range of plausible interpretations, rather than
implying that the issue is exhausted by a headline prevalence descriptor.

(1)  Deterrent spillover (2.1)

The briefing would be strengthened by an acknowledgement that, even where the
number of high-profile cases is limited, visible enforcement actions and
disciplinary controversies may generate deterrent spillover effects. Given that the
briefing reports a material proportion of respondents feeling constrained in
teaching, it may assist readers if it briefly flagged plausible mechanisms by which
perceived risk can arise and diffuse within institutions and disciplines.

(iii)  Distributional and heterogeneity caveat (2.2)

Given the methodological limits of sector-wide averages, we suggest adding a
brief caveat that constraints may be unevenly distributed across institutions,
disciplines, subject-areas and career stages, and that pooled estimates may not
capture concentrations in contested domains.

(iv)  Limits of global “‘feel free” items (2.3)

We invite the Library to consider a short clarification that global survey items
about whether respondents “feel free” necessarily compress distinct arenas of
academic life, and may therefore under-capture professionally consequential
forms of anticipatory self-restraint. It may also assist readers if the briefing noted,
in general terms, that pressures can arise in arenas beyond classroom discussion,
including in relation to research practice and career progression.

We would be grateful for your response in due course.
Yours sincerely,

Dr Edward Skidelsky
Director, Committee for Academic Freedom

Dr Frederick Attenborough
Research Manager, Committee for Academic Freedom



William Mackesy
Co-founder, Alumni for Free Speech

Andrew Neish KC
Co-founder, Alumni for Free Speech

Humphrey Allen
General Manager, Alumni for Free Speech



