
 
 

Could the OfS free-speech complaints scheme apply to you? 

From 1 September 2026, academics and others will have a powerful new route for challenging 

restrictions on lawful speech and academic freedom. The scheme will allow those who are eligible to 

ask the OfS to determine complaints that they have suffered adverse consequences because of action or 

inaction by a higher education provider in England covered by the scheme, or one of its constituent 

institutions, alleged to breach its statutory duty to secure freedom of speech within the law. For 

academic staff, that duty includes securing academic freedom. 

Where a complaint is found justified or partly justified, the OfS can recommend an apology, a policy 

change, reinstatement of a research programme, restoration of an invitation to speak or a specified 

financial payment to the complainant. The checklist below highlights the main threshold issues that 

may determine whether the OfS scheme applies to your case. 

☐ Is the institution covered? The scheme applies to OfS-registered higher education providers and 

their constituent institutions. The institution must have had that status when the relevant action or 

inaction occurred. 

☐ Are you eligible to complain? The scheme covers current and former staff and non-student members, 

applicants for academic posts and visiting speakers, including some less conventional working 

arrangements. 

☐ Is there a free-speech or academic-freedom issue? Your complaint must claim, or raise a question 

about whether, the institution breached its statutory duty to secure freedom of speech within the law or, 

for academic staff, academic freedom. 

☐ Did the relevant action or inaction occur on or after 1 September 2026? The scheme is not 

retrospective. But an earlier dispute may still qualify if there was relevant action or inaction on or after 

1 September. 

☐ Did you suffer an “adverse consequence”? A complaint must claim an adverse consequence 

resulting from the institution’s action or inaction. It need not be financial. 

☐ Is there an applicable internal university process? Where a disciplinary, grievance, complaints or 

appeals process can consider the issue, the OfS will normally expect it to have been completed – or 90 

days to have passed since it began – before accepting a complaint. 

☐ Are there relevant court or tribunal proceedings? If you are or have been a party to proceedings 

concerning the same subject matter, this may prevent the OfS from reviewing your complaint. There 

are limited exceptions. 

Want a more detailed assessment?  

Use CAF’s online checker. It asks up to nine questions, applies the relevant decision logic and gives 

feedback tailored to your answers. 

Online checker: afcomm.org.uk/casework-support/  

Or contact CAF directly. We can help identify whether the OfS scheme may apply, whether there are 

steps you should take first and whether another route may be more appropriate. 

Email: manager@afcomm.org.uk 
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