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Guidance for prospective host institutions on assessing candidate risk
(aka “self-assessment guidance”, May 2024)

Scholars at Risk (SAR) offers the following guidance to assist network member institutions in self-assessing the
risk faced by scholar, researcher, or practitioner candidates for temporary visiting positions, fellowships, or
other risk-based opportunities. This guidance is necessarily general and based on SAR’s experience, but
institutions should adjust it to the circumstances of their campus and any candidate(s) under consideration.

Step 1: Qualifying risk, assessment standard, confidentiality and security

Qualifying risk: Although institutions may set their own eligibility criteria, to be eligible for SAR placement
assistance, a candidate must demonstrate:

e a qualifying risk, defined as threats to a candidate’s life, liberty, physical well-being, or academic/
professional career, in violation of internationally recognized human rights standards,

e experienced currently or, for those forced to leave their country because of risk, within five years, and

e lack of citizenship, permanent residency, or similar protected status in a safe country not in the area of risk.

Assessment standard: The standard for assessment of a candidate’s risk by SAR or a prospective host
institution should be “best efforts.” This means the institution will use its best efforts, based on available
resources and information, to obtain, review and assess information sufficient to determine the veracity,
nature, type, and severity of the risk experienced. The ‘best efforts’ standard of assessment does not require
the institution to compile a fully exhaustive record of all possible evidence or corroboration, or to meet the
highest standards of criminal legal certainty, but only to collect sufficient quality evidence and corroboration
to attest to the veracity of the risk alleged. As a part of such best efforts, and with due regard for
confidentiality and security (see below), the institution may elect, but is not required, to seek input on the risk
assessment from relevant country or disciplinary experts, or from national or international organizations or
programs with experience in evaluation and vetting procedures for at-risk individuals.

SAR staff assistance with self-assessments: SAR assistance is not required for SAR network member
institutions willing to self-assess a candidate they are considering hosting. Subject to staffing capacity, SAR
staff may be available to respond to one-off questions from network-member institutions conducting
self-assessments. SAR assistance with assessments may be most appropriate when the network member (i)
has no previous exposure to the candidate; (ii) the candidate’s situation is novel or complex; or (iii) external
assessment is necessary to satisfy funding or other precondition to hosting.

Confidentiality and heightened security: Institutions are reminded to conduct the assessment process with
the same confidentiality and discretion as any human resources/employment inquiry. This means sharing
information or discussing the candidate only (i) with the candidate’s permission to conduct general outreach
about their risk situation for the purpose of determining eligibility for a placement or opportunity,! (ii) with
persons necessary to develop enough information and understanding to determine, to the institution’s
satisfaction, the veracity, nature, type, and severity of the risk experienced, and (iii) with the understanding
that any such persons will similarly treat the information and discussion as confidential.

In a subset of cases an institution may have reason to suspect, or the candidate may allege, that outreach to
third parties may increase a current risk to the life, liberty, or physical well-being of the candidate or others. In
such cases, the institution should consider heightened security measures, including encrypted

! In situations where direct contact with a candidate is not possible due to high risk and the candidate’s nomination is advanced by a
third party, the institution should ensure that the candidate has been informed of the nomination by the third party and the candidate
wishes to relocate and wishes to be considered for placement or other opportunities.
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communications and indirect outreach via intermediaries, and should to the extent possible discuss each
intended outreach subject with the candidate in advance and secure the candidate’s consent to such outreach.
If secure communication with an outreach subject cannot be ensured, the institution should elect not to reach
out to that subject and should attempt to develop alternative sources that can be contacted safely. (If no other
sources are available and the information sought is essential, the institution may need to discontinue the
assessment without a final determination, rather than risk new harm to the candidate or others.)

Step 2: Statement of risk

The prospective host institution should ask for a statement of risk prepared by the candidate, or by a
nominator on their behalf and reviewed and attested by the candidate. Statements of risk should be generally
1-3 pages in length and should include sufficient detail to permit an institution to understand and assess the
candidate’s risk situation. Ideally, a statement of risk should permit an institution to answer the following:

e Particularity of risk: Is the risk directed specifically at the candidate (targeted risk) or a result of wider
conditions experienced by others, like disaster, conflict or political unrest (situational risk)

e Trigger for risk: Is the risk primarily related to the candidate’s academic or professional work, or is it more
directly related to the candidate’s identity (e.g., gender, minority group), public expression, or activities
outside of the academic setting?

e Type of risk: Which of the following is the primary or dominant type of risk experienced: (i) attempts or
credible threats to life, violence, or serious physical harm; (ii) severe or persistent harassment or
intimidation; (iii) wrongful imprisonment or coercive legal measures (e.g., prosecution); (iv) loss of position
or professional or personal privileges, such as travel or other restrictions; (v) other?

e Related past risk: Is the current/recent risk part of a history or ongoing pattern of relevant risk
experienced by the candidate?

e Severity/urgency of risk: Is the candidate presently at risk in their current location? If the candidate is
displaced, is there a significant risk of forced return to the location of the alleged risk? (e.g., an imminent
expiration of visa or other status)

Step 3: Evidence of risk / corroboration

The candidate or their nominator should be asked to provide evidence or corroboration of the risk alleged in
the statement of risk. Such evidence or corroboration may include media reports about the individual or
specific incidents, social media posts, police reports, court documents, letters of dismissal, emails, images,
videos, etc. Secondary or background sources of corroboration of general conditions in a country of risk or
specific incidents may include academic, government, or civil society reports. These may include, for example:

e reports of the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), its Special Procedures,
and UPR submissions;
e reports of related regional human rights systems and national human rights bodies;
reports of country-focused academic centers, think tanks, civil society organizations or NGOs;
e astothreatstoscholars and researchers in particular
o the Academic Freedom Index
o the Academic Freedom Monitoring Project and its Free to Think reports
o theEducation Under Attack reports
for identity-based risks, reports of related constituency-focused human rights groups or mechanisms.

The ‘best efforts’ standard of assessment does not require the candidate to provide or institution to compile a
fully exhaustive record of all possible evidence or corroboration, or to meet the highest standards of criminal
legal certainty, but only to collect sufficient quality evidence and corroboration to attest to the veracity of the
risk alleged. Thus, the level of evidence or corroboration required will vary according to the individual
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https://academic-freedom-index.net/
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/actions/academic-freedom-monitoring-project/
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/free-to-think-reports/
https://eua2022.protectingeducation.org/
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candidate, country profile, and the risk alleged. (In cases alleging wrongful prosecution of a candidate, for
example, media reports may be sufficient to demonstrate the qualifying risk. In cases of gender-based
discrimination or violence, country reports and corroboration of a candidate’s identity, location, and related
activities may be sufficient.)

Step 4: Severity of risk

Based on the statement and any evidence and corroboration reviewed, the institution should determine the
severity of the risk faced by the candidate according to the following scale:

Assessment of situation Severity
Displaced from a country of active risk, no risk in current location and no risk of forced return. Low
Displaced from country of active risk, unspecified risk of forced return to location of risk to life, | Modest
liberty, physical integrity
Present risk of loss of position or privileges in current location OR significant risk of forced | Significant
return to location of risk to life, liberty, or physical integrity
Present risk to life, liberty, or physical integrity in current location Severe

Step 5: Context assessment, including expert review

As noted above, although not required, in limited cases the institution may seek input on the risk assessment
from relevant country or disciplinary experts, or from national or international organizations or programmes
with experience in evaluation and vetting of candidates at risk, including in cases:

e lacking basic evidence or corroboration necessary to conduct the assessment otherwise,

e from a country or national sub-region whose political or cultural context is unfamiliar and particularly
relevant to the assessment,

e articulating an unusual, novel, or counter-intuitive allegation of risk, or

e presenting allegations of severe risk of harm or security concerns for the candidate or others.

Step 6: Risk references / attestations

Although not required in all cases, in some cases, particularly those alleging general or situational risk or
lacking substantial evidence or corroboration, the institution may ask the candidate to provide a letter or
statement from, or contact information for, one or more persons familiar with their situation of risk (e.g., a
lawyer familiar with the case; a university supervisor or colleague; a local NGO officer). Depending on the
candidate’s situation and risk alleged, the institution should exercise discretion and treat all such
communications as confidential. In cases involving security concerns for the candidate or others (e.g., family
members still in the country of risk), the institution should discuss with the candidate any security measures
(e.g., encrypted email or VOI calling systems) before reaching out to any risk references.

Step 7: Interview

Institutions are expected and strongly recommended to speak with candidates when considering them for a
placement or opportunity. As to the risk assessment, the institution should discuss the risk statement,
evidence, corroboration, and any context assessments, expert reviews, or risk references with the candidate to
ensure that the information provided is accurate and to resolve any questions or gaps necessary for the
institution to complete and certify the qualifying risk.
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Step 8: Extenuating circumstances and disqualification

The institution should inquire with the candidate about any extenuating circumstances which may inhibit the
candidate from meeting the requirements of the risk assessment or full application, or which may inhibit the
candidate from taking up or completing successfully a placement, fellowship, or other opportunity, if awarded.
The institution should also inquire with the candidate about any possibly disqualifying conditions, including:

e whether the candidate has ever been convicted of a crime (taking into account that wrongful charges may
be part of their risk)

e whether the candidate engaged in or advocated for violence or conduct that impaired the rights of others

e whether the candidate has, to their knowledge, ever been listed on any state or multistate sanctions or
travel restrictions list (The institution is not required but may elect to check the candidate’s name against
such databases, taking into account the risk of unrelated individuals with the same name or malicious
inclusion by the country of risk.)

The institution and candidate should then discuss any such circumstances or conditions and, if they decide to
proceed, include an explanation in the final risk assessment.

Step 9: Changes or additional, contrary, inaccurate, or false information

The institution should discuss with the candidate the responsibility to report to the institution as early as
possible any changes in status, location, or circumstances, or any additional or contrary information received
after the completion of the risk assessment, which may impact the candidate’s eligibility. Upon learning of any
such changes or additional or contrary information, the institution should review the risk assessment and
consider any additional steps which may be necessary. The institution should also seek assurance that the
information provided by the candidate is true and accurate, and should inform the candidate that withholding
material information or providing false or misleading information, misrepresentation of risk or other
conditions, false credentials or references, or plagiarism are grounds for disqualification for assistance
including withdrawal of any placement offers or early termination of any placement, fellowship or other
opportunity, if awarded.

Step 10: Final assessment, certification, and referral

When completing an assessment, it may be helpful to complete a certification of risk that includes a statement
(i) attesting that the institution has used best efforts, defined as following this guidance, (ii) certifying that the
candidate has (or has not) demonstrated a qualifying risk, (iii) indicating the nature, type, and severity of the
risk demonstrated, (iv) stating that there are no extenuating circumstances or possibly disqualifying
conditions, or alternatively including explanations for any such circumstances or conditions, and (v) including,
if necessary, any reservations or limitations on the risk assessment. In order to avoid confusion when
communicating the results of an assessment to the candidate, the institution should clearly identify the
institution as the decision maker (not the SAR secretariat or SAR network as a whole). If appropriate,
institutions are encouraged to share suitable alternative opportunities or resources (e.g., links to appropriate
scholarship programs) with candidate’s for whom the institution is unable to offer a placement or other
opportunity due to a lack of qualifying risk.

Comments or questions

Comments or questions on this guidance are welcome and will be used to improve the guidance and SAR’s
work. Comments or questions may be shared by contacting SARcommunications@nyu.edu.





