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Risk Research Bulletin 

Hazing in Education–Strategies for Healthy  
Rites of Passage
Whether for an athletic team, marching band, or drama club, students engage in 
degrading and dangerous rituals just to belong. When the activity expected of someone 
joining or participating in a group humiliates, degrades, abuses, or endangers them, 
regardless of the participant’s willingness, it is considered hazing.

For many, the idea of undergoing hazing to belong begins early. Research indicates that 
half of all college students were exposed to dangerous rites of passage while in high 
school. One national study found that nearly 70 percent of college students were aware 
of hazing activities on campus and considered it part of their institution’s culture.

United Educators (UE) analyzed more than 80 higher education and K-12 hazing 
claims reported between 2003 and 2012 to understand the scope of the problem and 
suggest strategies for prevention.

Claims Data
During this nine-year period, UE and its member institutions spent $7.4 million 
defending and resolving hazing claims. The average hazing claim cost $91,000.

Although K-12 claims comprised only a quarter of the study, they were the most 
costly, accounting for 82 percent of the total losses incurred. One reason for the 
expense is many K-12 hazing claims involved allegations of sexual misconduct, such 
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as unwanted sexual touching, sexual simulations, or 
sexual assault. In fact, 64 percent of sexual hazing claims 
came from K-12 institutions and almost all involved 
boys’ athletic teams. Little research has been done to 
determine why sexually abusive hazing is so prevalent in 
this group. Some theorize that because the coach decides 
who is on the team, hazing is not used as a means to 
prove one’s worth but to self-govern and dominate 
newer members of the team. Under this theory, senior 
members establish their power by humiliating and 
emasculating newer members of the team.

UE’s claims data supports other research findings: 
While hazing is prominent in athletics and Greek 
organizations, it is not isolated to these groups. 
Military or ROTC programs on campus were also a 
frequent source of claims. Other organizations where 
hazing occurred included secret societies, bands, and 
academic fraternities.

Steps to Prevent Hazing at Your 
School
There are no easy solutions to prevent hazing, but 
educational institutions can follow these steps to 
take a firm stance against the practice and create an 
environment where healthy initiation and rites of 
passage thrive.

Step 1: Develop an anti-hazing policy and identify the 
consequences of violating it

 ❚ Clearly define what constitutes hazing. Many 
students mistakenly believe that for an activity to 
constitute hazing, the victim must be unwilling. 
The policy should state that an activity is hazing 
even if the person willingly participates. Moreover, 
a school’s policy should convey that hazing 
will not be tolerated and that any humiliating 
or demeaning activities are violations. Widely 
disseminate the policy in student, faculty, and staff 
handbooks, and on the school’s website.

 ❚ Identify the consequences for violating the policy. 
Hold those who haze—including the entire 
team or group—accountable for violating the 
policy. Consequences reinforce the institution’s 
prohibition of degrading and humiliating rites 
of passage. However, a zero-tolerance policy that 
expels any student violator may encourage under-
reporting and drive activities further underground. 
A unique aspect of hazing is that perpetrators 
are past victims of hazing. Therefore, you still 
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want the penalty to send a strong 
message, but consider offering a 
range of potential consequences 
that allow perpetrators, the group, 
and the school community to learn 
from the experience.

Step 2: Create a process for reporting and 
investigating hazing

 ❚ Consider an anonymous system 
for reporting. In 66 percent of UE 
claims, the school or college was 
notified of a hazing incident by 
the victim or a parent. Bystanders 
with no affiliation with the group 
often report incidents as well. 
Many schools have developed 
online reporting systems that allow 
anonymous reporting. This enables 
individuals to report suspected 
hazing without fear of isolation or 
retaliation from the group.

 ❚ Establish a process for investigating 
hazing allegations. Every complaint 
of suspected hazing should be 
investigated. To ensure your 
institution responds promptly and 
effectively, the investigative process 
should identify who has investigative 
responsibilities, such as a school 
official or student judicial body, and 
investigative steps. As appropriate, 
coordinate investigations with local 
law enforcement.

Step 3: Educate the campus about hazing

 ❚ Address misconceptions. Often, 
hazing is perpetuated because of 
positive misconceptions, such as 
“it makes someone a better person” 
or that it is “no big deal.” Consider 
the following examples of hazing 
misconceptions from UE claims:

Hazing: Male vs. Female
More than 80 percent of the study’s 
hazing claims involved male perpetrators 
and male victims. Nearly all claims from 
females involved harassment-type hazing. 
Examples include verbal abuse, forcing 
new members to wear humiliating 
clothing, such as shirts bearing the words 
“whore” or “slut,” constant monitoring 
of a victim’s whereabouts, and treating 
victims like slaves. When an organization 
or team was co-ed or there was a male 
counterpart team or organization, female 
hazing often had a sexualized element.

Violence
Alarmingly, 81 percent of the hazing 
claims involved an act of violence; 
most commonly a victim was forced 
to consume alcohol or beaten. The 
claims data confirms that victims suffer 
significant physical and psychological 
harm from violent hazing.

Alcohol’s Role in Hazing
Research shows that more than half 
the students who join school groups or 
athletic teams use alcohol during initiation. 
Binge drinking was involved in every UE 
hazing claim where alcohol was present. 
In many instances, students were locked 
in rooms and ordered to consume large 
amounts of alcohol. Drinking games were 
also a frequently used hazing tool. 

51%

81%

http://www.EduRiskSolutions.org


4/6    EduRisk Solutions By United Educators  EduRiskSolutions.org

• A coach told the school he considered allegations of rookies being called gay 
and held down in the locker room by older players who stuffed jock straps in 
their mouths as “rough-housing.”

• An advisor of a club sport team classified the practice of ordering initiates to 
strip naked and drink a keg of beer as “boys being boys.”

To dispel these misconceptions, train students, faculty, and staff on the hidden 
harms of hazing and how to differentiate between hazing and healthy rites 
of passage. Explain what hazing looks like and how to facilitate a healthy 
initiation or team building exercise.

 ❚ Engage student leaders in prevention. Students are most likely to early identify 
problems within their organizations and can act as advocates for healthy 
rites of passage among their peers. Educate group leaders and team captains 
on the harms of hazing and tell peer leaders they are responsible for their 
organization’s behavior. Ensure coaches, advisors, and student affairs staff are 
visible in their organizations and can advise students on hazing issues.

 ❚ Train students, faculty, staff, alumni, volunteers, and parents. Each of these 
constituencies can play a significant role in hazing prevention. For example, 
hazing events often occur in a residence or in the presence of alumni, parents, 
or staff. Consider the following examples:

• After enduring a degrading initiation process as freshmen, upperclassmen on a  
girl’s lacrosse team decided not to initiate new team members. However, a 
group of team alumni pressured the upperclassmen to hold an initiation night 
at an alumnus’ apartment.

• During a team barbecue at a player’s house and in front of his parents, 
upperclassmen on a boy’s high school soccer team forced freshmen to take off  
their clothing and wear diapers and duct-taped them together.

 ❚ Document the institution’s training efforts. Maintain up-to-date files detailing the hazing education offered, 
session dates, and participants. These records can provide valuable insight if allegations of hazing arise and an 
investigation ensues.

Step 4: Encourage proper supervision and communication

 ❚ Ensure that student activities are appropriately supervised. Most hazing incidents occur when students believe 
that authority figures won’t see them. Lack of supervision contributed to the severity of several UE claims—
especially those involving K-12 institutions. Consider the following example:

• While at a hotel for an away game, freshmen basketball players were stripped, bound, paddled, and thrown out of their 
room naked. The coaches were unaware because they failed to do bed checks and stayed in a separate part of the hotel.

To avoid these situations, train those who supervise groups or teams, such as advisors, coaches, and volunteers on 
what hazing is and how to prevent it.

Check Your 
State Laws
Currently, 44 states have anti-
hazing laws and all define 
hazing differently. In most states, 
hazing is a criminal offense and 
some states allow for criminal 
prosecution of employees 
who fail to report incidents. 
Several states also cover hazing 
in education laws, requiring 
schools to develop policies and 
procedures that address hazing.
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 ❚ Increase administrator, staff, and faculty visibility 
on campus. Faculty and staff who interact often 
with students can help them make the distinction 
between fun and hazing by identifying potential 
dangers before they escalate. Train faculty and 
staff on the warning signs of hazing so they are 
equipped to promptly handle any red flags.

 ❚ Promote an open dialogue about hazing. Adopting 
a “don’t ask, don’t tell” hazing policy may be 
tempting for coaches and advisors, but it indirectly 
endorses hazing. The following claim illustrates the 
importance of training coaches and advisors on 
how to talk to students about hazing:

• After a freshman soccer player was teased by 
upperclassmen that he would be raped, the 
player asked his coach if he would be raped on 
their upcoming road trip. The coach said “don’t 
be silly” and ended the conversation. During the 
first away game, two upperclassmen sexually 
assaulted the student in his room. The school’s 
investigation found that two other freshmen 
were sexually assaulted and that this “tradition” 
had been going on for many years. In fact, some 
of the perpetrators had been victims of sexual 
hazing as freshmen.

Step 5: Encourage healthy rituals for establishing group 
identity and pride

 ❚ Do not tolerate treating new members differently. 
Traditions and rites of passage can establish a 
sense of belonging and improve cohesiveness 
between group members. However, they can easily 
turn into hazing when new members are treated 
differently. For example, in one claim, a seemingly 
benign tradition of requiring freshmen to parade 
across campus to the first pep rally turned into 
hazing when upperclassmen began yelling insults 
and throwing food at them.

 ❚ Promote alternatives to hazing. Without guidance, 
students often have difficulty devising safe rites 
of passage. Institutions can offer and publicize 
healthy group activities. These might include:

• Rope course or group trip

• Adopting a local charity

• Group dinners

• Dressing up for team functions or for away 
games

• Participating in cross-mentoring program with 
local high, middle, or elementary schools

• Participating in a community service project

http://www.EduRiskSolutions.org


6/6    EduRisk Solutions By United Educators  EduRiskSolutions.org

EduRiskTM Solutions 
provides education-specific 
risk management resources 
to colleges and schools, and 
is a benefit of membership 
with United Educators 
(UE) Insurance. As a 
member-owned company, 
UE is committed to helping 
educational institutions 
by offering stable pricing, 
targeted insurance coverage, 
extensive risk management 
resources, and exceptional 
claims handling. 

To learn more, please visit 
www.UE.org.

Copyright © 2014 by United Educators 
Insurance, a Reciprocal Risk Retention 
Group. All rights reserved. 

Contents of this document are for 
members of United Educators only. 
Permission to post this document 
electronically or to reprint must be 
obtained from United Educators.

UE-113152  03/14

Alternatives to hazing should never be offered in lieu of training on hazing 
prevention. Research shows that students may continue hazing even when 
alternative activities are offered.

Step 6: Include hazing prevention in an advisor or coaches’ job responsibilities and evaluation

The organization leader’s attitude strongly influences whether hazing will occur. When 
hiring a new coach or advisor, ask candidates about their position on hazing and 
how they will welcome new group members. When communicating the institution’s 
expectations, go beyond prohibiting hazing. Require coaches and advisors to prohibit 
different treatment of new members. Furthermore, in annual reviews, evaluate advisors 
on their students’ behavior and penalize them for not reporting hazing incidents to 
school officials.

Step 7: Address alcohol’s role in hazing

High risk or binge drinking was present in all hazing claims involving alcohol. 
Establish clear policies on alcohol use by students and student organizations. For 
minors, a clear prohibition on drinking is necessary. To encourage compliance with 
the institution’s alcohol policy, set and enforce consequences for noncompliance. Also, 
educate students on the school’s policy and the risks associated with alcohol misuse.

Conclusion
Hazing is a complicated problem that jeopardizes the learning environment and poses 
serious safety risks to students. Educational institutions must ensure that degrading 
and humiliating acts are not part of a student’s initiation experience. With a strong 
anti-hazing policy, effective training, and continued responsiveness to potential hazing 
problems, institutions can help students create healthy rites of passage.

_______________________________________________
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