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Introduction: Consent Labs is an Australian, youth-led, not-for-profit 
organization delivering comprehensive consent education. Workshops are 
co-designed by young people and delivered by near-to-peer facilitators in 
secondary and tertiary institutions. The aims of this paper are (1) to describe 
the development, design and delivery of Consent Labs and (2) to conduct a 
retrospective analysis of evaluation data collected by Consent Labs.

Methods: E-survey data were collected by workshop facilitators between 
March 2021 and April 2023. This paper presents a retrospective analysis of these 
de-identified data. Survey items included age, identity, pre- and post- sexual 
consent knowledge, attitudes towards the content and delivery and questions 
inviting free-text responses. Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive 
statistics: frequencies, self-reported change in knowledge using paired t-tests, 
and differences between groups using chi-square tests. Free-text responses 
were analyzed using content analysis.

Results: We describe the conceptualization of Consent Labs, present information 
about topics covered and report on process evaluation data analysis. Six 
thousand and twenty-six students returned complete evaluation surveys; 
76.3% were school students and 23.7% were university students. The majority 
(67.3%) identified as female, 24.2% as male, 1.7% as non-binary, 1.2% as other 
gender identity. Self-reported change in knowledge before and after workshops 
was significant (pre-workshop knowledge mean score 3.77; post-workshop 
knowledge mean score 4.58; p  <  0.0001). Change in knowledge remained 
significant when analyzed by institution, school type gender and sexual identity. 
‘Consent Foundations’ was the most frequently selected (41.0%) topic as being 
most valuable. Respondents selected ‘Recognizing Coercion’ and ‘Gaslighting 
and Other Consent Challenges’ most frequently for future workshops (both 
48.3%). Analysis of free text responses provided additional feedback.

Discussion: Consent Labs has been gaining recognition nationally since it was 
first implemented; this is the first analysis of process evaluation data. Limitations 
of the study include the low response rate, self-reported change in knowledge 
and the cross-sectional nature of the evaluation. Preliminary findings are 
encouraging and provide a sound platform for quality improvement and further 
evaluation. A recent government grant to partner with education academics will 
ensure that the Consent Labs program and continuing growth will be informed 
by more rigorous evaluation and evidence.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Comprehensive sexuality education

Comprehensive sexuality education (CSE)1 is defined by the 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) as a curriculum-based process of teaching and learning 
about the cognitive, emotional, physical and social aspects of sexuality. 
It aims to equip children and young people with knowledge, skills, 
attitudes and values that will empower them to: realize their health, 
well-being and dignity; develop respectful social and sexual relationships; 
consider how their choices affect their own well-being and that of others; 
and, understand and ensure the protection of their rights throughout 
their lives (UNESCO, 2018, p. 16). Globally, it was the International 
Conference on Population Development (ICPD) in 1994 which 
ignited a call to action for the world’s adolescents and their sexual and 
reproductive health and rights, which included their right to CSE 
(Vanwesenbeeck, 2020). To mark the 25th anniversary of the ICPD, a 
global review of achievements, progress and opportunities for further 
strengthening of adolescent sexual and reproductive health and rights 
highlighted that it is possible to ‘navigate [the] sensitivities to CSE’ and 
called for further support, capacity building and training for those 
delivering CSE (Plesons et al., 2019).

In addition to CSE being a fundamental right of all adolescents, 
there is overwhelming international evidence that curriculum-based 
CSE delivered in schools leads to positive health and wellbeing 
outcomes for young people. Earlier studies which evaluated CSE 
programs focused on health outcomes of unintended pregnancy and 
sexually transmitted infections (STIs) as well as their behavioral 
determinants, such as abstinence/ delaying intercourse, contraception 
and condom use and number of sexual partners (Kantor et al., 2021). 
A recent international systematic review expands the scope and 
definitions of the outcomes that CSE seeks to change (ibid). Additional 
outcomes reported in this review include more positive attitudes to 
healthy relationships, reductions in dating and intimate partner 
violence and greater recognition of gender equity and rights (Goldfarb 
and Lieberman, 2021).

UNESCO is the key global body which provides evidence, 
technical guidance and monitoring for CSE. In a 2019 Policy 
Paper, UNESCO presented a series of strategies for ‘breaking the 
deadlock in CSE delivery’ (UNESCO, 2019). Among these were 

1 ‘Comprehensive sex education’ (CSE) is defined as a ‘curriculum-based 

process of teaching and learning about the cognitive, emotional, physical and 

social aspects of sexuality’ and is evidence-based, age and developmentally 

appropriate, incremental, curriculum-based and comprehensive (i.e., includes 

all aspects of sexuality, not just biology). (UNESCO, 2018). We are aware that 

there are several different terms used to describe CSE, for example ‘Relationships 

and Sexuality Education’, ‘Sexual Health and Relationships Education’ ‘Holistic 

Sexuality Education’ or simply ‘Sex Education’.

recommendations to ensure that CSE curricula are relevant and 
evidence-based, to develop monitoring and evaluation 
mechanisms and to work with other sectors (especially health) 
and community organizations and groups, including parent 
groups (ibid). UNESCO (2022) published a technical brief on the 
evidence gaps and research needs in CSE, which included school-
level studies on the best delivery methods. Among the delivery 
methods needing further research was the use of peer-to-
peer approaches.

In Australia, momentum for curriculum-based sexuality 
education grew alongside global movements in the 1970s. This has 
been attributed to the sexual revolution of the 1960s and the advent of 
the first effective hormone contraceptive (‘the Pill’) and coincided with 
a global increase in teenage pregnancy in western countries (Mitchell 
et al., 2011). Further impetus arrived during the 1990s in response to 
the global HIV pandemic, whereby investment in research by the 
Commonwealth (national) government led to the establishment of 
national policy on guidelines for school-based education about HIV/
AIDS, blood borne viruses and sexually transmitted infections 
(Weaver et al., 2005).

In the past two decades, global societal shifts in understanding 
and responding to the issue of sexual consent, sexual violence and 
harassment have led to a renewed focus on the role of CSE in violence 
prevention. The UNESCO technical guidance on CSE includes 
violence prevention, safety and consent as one of its eight key concepts 
in CSE (UNESCO, 2018). There are examples of violence prevention 
educational programs which have been piloted or implemented in UK, 
Europe and United States schools, with a general view that rigorous 
evaluation is lacking (Fox et  al., 2014). In Australia, the 
Commonwealth government established an independent organization, 
Our Watch, in 2013, as part of a national plan to end violence against 
women and children. This included piloting and evaluating violence 
prevention education in schools, for example, in Victoria (Ollis, 2014); 
in Western Australia, the state government funds professional 
development programs on respectful relationships for teachers 
(Curtin University, 2023). Our Watch has published evidence-based 
resources for education providers (Our Watch, 2021), including a 
‘Respectful Relationships Education’ toolkit (Our Watch, 2022).

Accompanying this growing awareness of gender-based violence 
and harassment and the need for sexual violence prevention, attention 
has turned in recent years to the tertiary education sector. For 
example, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in the 
United States published guidance for prevention of sexual violence on 
campus for college and university campuses in 2016 (Dills et al., 2016). 
A recent systematic review of published research on consent education, 
specifically, in education settings identified that most (15/18) took 
place in university or college settings, and most took place in the 
United  States, which was attributed in part to the legislative 
requirement for US colleges to have sexual assault prevention 
programs (Burton et al., 2021). Evaluations of these consent education 
programs mostly measured change in knowledge, attitudes and 
confidence, rather than behavior (ibid).
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1.2 The Australian context

In Australia, school education and delivery of curricula are the 
responsibility of state and territory governments. There is, however, a 
national curriculum covering all learning areas and subjects, 
developed to ensure a degree of equity and consistency across the 
country. Further, the national curriculum serves as a guide for states 
and territories to develop their own curriculum framework or syllabus 
(Mitchell et al., 2011). While sexuality education has always been part 
of a mandatory Health syllabus (‘Health and Physical Education’ being 
a key learning area in national and state/territory curricula), the 
coverage of relevant topics, delivery, teacher training and professional 
development and policy support vary considerably (Hendriks 
et al., 2023).

Five-yearly surveys have taken place, since 1992, among a 
national sample Australian secondary students to gain a snapshot of 
STI and HIV knowledge, current sexual practices including condom 
and contraception use, unwanted sex and experiences of school-
based sexuality education. More recent iterations of the survey 
include questions about digital sexual practices such as sexting. The 
most recent (2021) survey included 6,841 respondents and found 
that 93.0% reported receiving some relationships and sexuality 
education at school and 95.6% reporting that they thought this was 
an important part of the school curriculum. Just over half the 
sample reported that respectful relationships and consent were well 
covered in their school sexuality education classes, while overall, 
less than 25% felt that their education was very or extremely 
relevant. In the same survey, just under 40% of respondents who 
had experienced any sex reported that they had ever had unwanted 
sex. This was significantly higher for young women than young 
men, and highest among trans and non-binary young people and 
also substantially higher than in previous surveys, where the 
prevalence varied from around 25 to 29% (Power et al., 2022). In 
the tertiary education sector in Australia, Universities Australia, the 
peak body for Australian universities, released a Good Practice 
Guide for preventing sexual harm in the university sector 
(Universities Australia, 2023). This followed a national survey 
among university students, conducted by the Australian Human 
Rights Commission (AHRC) in 2015–2016 which reported that 51% 
of all university students were sexually harassed on at least one 
occasion and 6.9% of students were sexually assaulted, with a 
‘significant proportion’ of these occurring on university campuses 
(AHRC, 2017). A more recent national survey among a national 
survey of 43,819 university students in Australia, 16.1% had 
experienced sexual harassment and 4.5% had experienced sexual 
assault, since starting university (Heywood et  al., 2022). These 
statistics are echoed in studies in the United  Kingdom and 
United States (Hill and Crofts, 2021).

To our knowledge, there have been no published papers or studies 
on consent education programs which have been entirely youth-led. 
The systematic reviews by Burton et  al. (2021) and Goldfarb and 
Lieberman (2021) describe over 50 programs, none of which appear 
to be entirely youth-led and most of which are adult-led.

The aims of this paper are therefore (1) to describe the 
development, design and delivery of Consent Labs, a 100% 
youth-led consent and sexuality education program in Australia 
and (2) to evaluate the program based on student feedback of over 
6,000 students who completed e-surveys between 2021 and 2023. 

This evaluation will provide a baseline for further improvements 
of the workshops and for designing a rigorous evaluation in 
the future.

2 The Consent Labs education 
program

It is within the Australian landscape described above, that two 
young women (AW and JY) in Sydney, Australia initiated the 
development of an education program called Consent Labs in 2016. 
Their experiences of early undergraduate life brought to light an 
inadequacy in the school-based consent education they had received. 
AW and JY who were aged 19 years at the time, initially undertook 
extensive review of CSE frameworks, best practice principles and 
evidence. They familiarized themselves with the national curriculum 
and New South Wales (NSW) school syllabus relevant to CSE and 
consent education and identified and met with content, pedagogy and 
policy experts. Figure 1 outlines the Consent Labs program design 
mapped to one Australian and two international best 
practice frameworks.

AW and JY consulted closely with industry experts from a range 
of disciplines such as Health, Law and Education and initially 
developed four content areas, including Consent Foundations, 
Consent with Alcohol and Other Drugs, Recognizing Sexual 
Harassment and Assault and Responding to Sexual Harassment and 
Assault. The program is designed to be a sequential curriculum from 
Year 7 to 12, aligned with the formal school education curriculum, 
and extends into tertiary institutions. The first workshops were held 
in 2019 in tertiary institutions, and then subsequently delivered into 
secondary schools from 2021. They also deliver workshops for parents 
and careers, developed in 2021, and for educators, developed across 
2021–2022. These additional programs were developed due to demand 
from schools to further engage with the topic, and to address best 
practice principles recommending a whole-of-school approach.

Consent Labs programs are delivered by trained volunteers who 
are all young people (under 30 years) and use a range of engaging 
educational methods such as scenario-based learning. Consent Labs 
educators initially consult with the school or tertiary institution to 
gain insight into existing consent and sexuality education teaching 
and to tailor their workshops to the student and institution needs. 
Figure 2 illustrates the process followed when Consent Labs receives 
requests from schools or tertiary institutions through to post-
workshop feedback and debriefing. Schools and universities are 
charged a fee for the program. Consent Labs is promoted via a range 
of strategies, predominantly through word-of-mouth and through 
proactively building relationships with individual institutions.

As of early 2024, Consent Labs has become an increasingly sought-
after educational resource. It remains a youth-led, not-for-profit 
organization and registered charity that delivers comprehensive 
consent education programs to young people in high schools and 
tertiary institutions. The Consent Labs team has grown to 35 staff and 
the program has educated over 60,000 people across Australia. In July 
2023, Consent Labs won a $1.1 million grant from the NSW 
Department of Communities and Justice to develop educational 
resources to address harmful gender and sexuality norms in schools 
at scale, in partnership with education academics at the University of 
Sydney (2023).
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FIGURE 1 (Continued)
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FIGURE 1

Consent Labs program design mapped to best practice framework.
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FIGURE 2

Process followed by Consent Labs from initial contact with education provides through post-workshop feedback.
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2.1 Consent Labs curriculum and 
framework

The UNESCO International technical guidance on sexuality 
education provides a framework for international best practice programs. 
This recommends that comprehensive sexuality education should 
be covered in an age-appropriate manner over several years using a spiral-
curriculum approach to maximize learning (UNESCO, 2018). 
Accordingly, the Consent Labs program is deliberately designed and 
delivered as a spiral curriculum, spanning from Year 7 to Year 12 and 
beyond. It is also aligned with NSW Education Standards Authority 
(NESA) Primary and Secondary syllabus for Personal Development, 
Health and Physical Education (NESA, 2023) and is quality assured by the 
NSW Department of Education. Further, learners should “play an active 
role in organizing, piloting, implementing and improving the content of 
sexuality education” (UNESCO, 2018). Consent Labs actively seeks input 
and focus grouping from their audience to ensure they deliver education 
that is relevant and engaging to young people.

2.2 Consent Labs core program – content 
and delivery

The delivery of the content by near-to-peer facilitators is 
designed to be  as engaging and student-led as possible. Two 
facilitators work with a group of students and deliver the program 
utilizing a range of strategies such as scenario-based learning, 
group work and discussion, and question and answer sessions. 
Facilitation skills are emphasized as much as curriculum content. 
That is, ensuring that facilitators know how to create rapport and 
buy-in from students within the first 5 min of being in the room 
(this is critical for true learning to be  able to take place), 
understand how to manage the delivery of content within the time 
affords to ensure maximum competency, understand how to read 
the subtext within a room and respond accordingly, and most 
importantly how to deliver the program in a safe manner.

All students received ‘core’ modules, these are: Consent 
Foundations + Recognizing Sexual Harassment and Assault + 
Responding to Sexual Harassment and Assault. The topics covered are 
briefly described below. The remaining modules are optional and 
based on conversations with the school or tertiary institution 
regarding what is most important for their student cohorts.

Consent Foundations:

 • What does everyday consent look like? How can we use skills that 
we have already been taught and apply them when exploring 
respectful relationships?

 • Boundary setting in everyday scenarios, and in our relationships.
 • Practising consent language.

Recognizing Sexual Harassment and Assault

 • How can young people call out sexual harassment and contribute 
to societal change?

 • How can young people develop the confidence to be  able to 
identify when sexual harassment or assault has occurred?

 • How can young people be an active bystander?

Responding to Sexual Harassment and Assault

 • What can young people do should they find themselves or a 
friend in a situation where sexual harassment or assault has 
occurred? We  cover responding to immediate danger and 
support available for both physical and mental health.

 • What are the options for reporting sexual harassment and assault?
 • How can young people be a supportive friend to someone who 

has experienced sexual harassment or assault?

3 Evaluation of Consent Labs - methods

3.1 Design

Retrospective quantitative and qualitative analyses of process 
evaluation e-survey data which were collected following student 
participation in Consent Labs workshops between March 2021 and 
April 2023.

3.2 Participants

Australian secondary and tertiary students.

3.3 Data Collection

E-surveys were developed using Google Forms. To optimize 
response rates, the e-survey items were kept brief and simple to 
answer. Survey items included age in years, identity (gender, 
sexual) using a drop down menu of fixed-choice responses which 
allowed for more than one selection, knowledge about sexual 
consent before and after the Consent Labs workshop measured 
using a 5-point Likert scale, content perceived as most valuable 
(using a drop down menu of fixed-choice responses which allowed 
for more than one selection), whether respondents learned 
relevant, practical skills (Yes/No) and whether the workshop was 
engaging (5-point Likert scale). Questions about cultural identity 
(including Aboriginal and / or Torres Strait Islander identity) were 
only included in some latter surveys, so these data were not 
analyzed. Questions inviting free-text responses included ways to 
improve the workshop and suggestions for future topics. Box 1 
shows the wording of the e-survey items.

3.4 Data analysis

Quantitative data were analyzed in SPSS Version 28. Descriptive 
statistics included frequencies, individual students’ self-reported 
change in knowledge before and after the workshops using paired 
t-tests, and differences between groups (by demographic 
characteristics) using chi-square tests. We  considered p-values of 
<0.05 to indicate statistical significance.

Free-text responses were analyzed using content analysis. An 
inductive approach was taken to coding the data, meaning that 
text was read without using any pre-determined categories or 

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1362260
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Kang et al. 10.3389/feduc.2024.1362260

Frontiers in Education 08 frontiersin.org

conceptual frameworks. Free-text responses were generally very 
brief and therefore the data did not lend itself to deep or iterative 
analysis (Leung and Chung, 2019). Nevertheless, codes were able 
to be organized into broader categories, reinforcing or providing 
additional understanding of the quantitative data.

Ethics approval was granted by the University of Sydney 
Human Research Ethics Committee [Project number 2023/604]. 
The Committee granted a waiver of consent for this study due to 
the anonymous nature of the data. A special condition of this 
approval was that no verbatim quotes from free text survey 
answers be used in dissemination of the findings, to mitigate any 
risk that individuals might be identifiable.

4 Evaluation findings

Between March 2021 and April 2023, 35,000 students from 
thirty-nine schools across New South Wales (NSW), Australian 
Capital Territory (ACT), Victoria, Queensland, Northern 
Territory and South Australia and fourteen universities/ 
university residential colleges across NSW, ACT, Victoria and 
Tasmania, participated in the Consent Labs program. Participating 
schools included single-sex and co-educational settings and were 

from Government, Independent and Catholic school sectors. Six 
thousand and twenty-six students (response rate ~17.3%) 
returned complete evaluation surveys. Of these, 1,761 surveys 
were completed between March and December 2021, 3,058  in 
2022 and 1,234 from January to April 2023.

4.1 Institution and school type

Of the 6,026 survey respondents, 4,597 (76.3%) were school 
students and 1,429 (23.7%) were university students. Most (80.7%) 
were from NSW.

The highest proportion of respondents by School Type were 
students from Independent Girls’ schools, See Table 1.

4.2 Age

Among school students, median age was 16.0 years (IQR = 2 years). 
Among university students, age was asked either according to an age 
group, or, in some surveys, students were asked to nominate the year 
of study rather than age. Among the former age category type, there 
were 1,333 respondents and 50 (3.8%) were aged under 18 years, 915 

BOX 1 E-Survey items.

 What is your age?
Response options for school students: 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18
Response options for university students: (a) Under 18, 18 – 20, 21-24, 25 – 30, 30+ OR (b) First year, second year, third year, fourth 

year, fifth year, other
How do you identify? (Tick all that apply)
Response options: Female, Male, Non-binary, Other gender, Straight/heterosexual, LGBTIQAP+, Prefer not to specify
Before this presentation, how much knowledge did you have about issues of consent?
Response options: 1 – 5 Likert scale (None – a lot)
After this presentation, how much knowledge do you have about issues of sexual consent?
Response options: 1 – 5 Likert scale (None – a lot)
Which modules did you find most valuable? (Tick all that apply)
Response options: Consent Foundations (Basics of Consent), Consent in the World of Technology, Healthy Relationships, Sex 

Education, Consent with Alcohol & Othe r Drugs, Recognising Sexual Harassment and Assault, Responding to Sexual harassment and 
Assault, Positive Masculinity

Do you feel like you learnt something practical you can incorporate into your day-to-day life (e.g. with friends, at home, at 
school, at parties)?

Response options: Yes, No
Please expand on what takeaways you found to be most valuable.
Response options: free text
Was the presentation engaging?
Response options: 1 to 5 Likert Scale (No - Yes)
Would you like to see us back for future workshops exploring more about sex and consent?
Response options: Yes, No
Which topics would you like to learn more about?
Response options: free text
Any ideas on how we can improve?
Response options: free text
Do you have any other comments?
Response options: free text

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1362260
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Kang et al. 10.3389/feduc.2024.1362260

Frontiers in Education 09 frontiersin.org

(68.6%) were aged 18–20 years, 262 (19.7%) were aged 20–24 years, 76 
(5.7%) were aged 25–30 years and 30 (2.3%) were over 30 years. Among 
the latter age category type (n = 96), 59 (61.5%) were in first year, 27 
(28.1%) were in second year, three (3.3%) were in third year, one (1.0%) 
was in fourth year, two (2.1%) were in fifth year and four (4.2%) 
nominated ‘other’. See Table 2.

4.3 Gender identity

The majority of respondents (67.3%) identified as female, 24.2% 
as male, 1.7% as non-binary, 1.2% as other gender identity. A further 
1.3% selected ‘prefer not to say’; 1.7% were excluded as they selected 
all options and were considered ‘rogue’ responses, while 2.5% did not 
select any gender identity response.

Within every school type there was a small proportion of 
respondents (ranging from 1.4–7.1%) who were not cis-gender, in 
that they identified as either non-binary, gender diverse, or they 
attended a girls school and identified as male or attended a boys 
school and identified as female. Among university student 
respondents, 2.0% identified as non-binary or other gender/
gender diverse.

4.4 Sexual identity

With regard to sexual identity, 59.7% did not select a response, 
20.9% selected straight/ heterosexual, 14.6% selected LGBTIQA+, 
3.1% selected prefer not to say and 1.8% were excluded as their 

TABLE 2 Age of survey respondents.

School students’ age N %

12 years 328 7.1

13 years 346 7.5

14 years 547 11.9

15 years 972 21.1

16 years 1,436 31.2

17 years 830 18.1

18 years 104 2.7

Missing 34 0.7

Total 4,597 100.0

University students’ age* N %

Under 18 years 50 3.8

18–20 years 915 68.6

20–24 years 262 19.7

25–30 years 76 5.7

Over 30 years 30 2.3

Total 1,283 100.0

University students’ year of study* N %

First year 59 61.5

Second year 27 28.1

Third year 3 3.3

Fourth year 1 1.0

Fifth year 2 2.1

Other 4 4.2

Total 96 100.0

*These represent different cohorts of university students. Some groups of students were asked age (and not year of study) while other groups of students were asked year of study (and not age). 
There are 50 university student records where either age or year of study are missing, so the grand total of responses from university students = 1,379 of a total of 1,429 university students.

TABLE 1 Number of respondents by school type.

School type N %

Government coeducational 1,440 31.3

Government girls 333 7.2

Government boys 336 7.3

Independent coeducational 359 7.8

Independent girls 1936 42.1

Catholic coeducational 65 1.4

Independent schools combined coeducational event 128 2.8

Total 4,597 100.0
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responses were deemed ‘rogue’ (i.e., they selected all options). The 
proportions of school and university students who selected 
‘LGBTIQA+’ were similar (15.1% cf. 13.9%). As with gender 
identity, respondents who identified as LGBTIQA+ were 
represented across all school types, the proportion ranging from 
6.8 to 23.7%.

4.5 Self-reported change in knowledge

Change in knowledge before and after the Consent Labs 
workshops was significant (pre-workshop knowledge mean score 
3.77; post-workshop knowledge mean score 4.58; paired samples 
test change in mean 0.814; one-sided p  < 0.0001). Change in 
knowledge remained significant when analyzed by institution 
(school, university), school type, gender (female, male, 
non-binary, other gender identity) and sexual identity (straight/
heterosexual; LGBTIQA+).

4.6 Workshop engagement and practicality

In response to the question ‘Was the presentation engaging?,’ 
2,333 students (38.7%) checked ‘extremely’ and 2,273 (37.7%) checked 
‘a lot’. 1,055 (17.5%) checked ‘moderately’, 246 (4.1%) ‘a little’ and 119 
(2.0%) ‘not at all’.

The overwhelming majority (5,522/6026; 91.6%) indicated that 
they learnt something practical that they could incorporate into their 
day-to-day life. University students were more likely than School 
students to report that they learned something practical (97.2% cf. 
89.9%; p < 0.001).

4.7 Most valuable workshop topics

Of the topics selected as most valuable following workshops, 
Consent Foundations was the most frequently selected, see 
Table 3. Most respondents selected one or two topics as being 
most valuable (46.8% selected one, 25.9% selected two). Topic 
selection by gender was analyzed by excluding the 5.5% of 
responses ‘prefer not to say’, rogue responses and where no 
gender identity response was selected. Respondents identifying 
as male were more likely to select Consent Foundations as the 
most valuable topic compared to females (males 44.5%, females 
39.7%; p  = 0.001) but not compared to non-binary or other 
gender diverse students.

Respondents were given a list of up to nine other topics and asked 
to select which they would like to know more about in future 
workshops. Almost one-quarter (23.1%) selected two topics and 
22.1% selected one topic. Table  4 displays the frequency of 
topics selected.

4.8 Free text responses

There were 360 free text responses when asked which aspects of 
the workshops they found most valuable or offered ‘key takeaways’. A 
breadth of topics was described, the following are responses which 
have been grouped together based on content.

 • A deeper understanding of consent and its continuum, 
including legal definitions, what enthusiastic consent is, 
social media and consent and the role of power in 
consent dynamics.

TABLE 4 Frequencies of preferred topics for future workshops (N  =  6,026).

Topic N %

Recognizing coercion 2,913 48.3

Gaslighting and other consent challenges 2,913 48.3

Sex education that is inclusive and pleasure-positive 2,436 40.4

Sex education focused on LGBT+ and queer education 1965 32.6

Consent with alcohol and other drugs 1,621 26.9

Consent technology and sexting 1,511 25.1

Recognizing and responding to sexual harassment and assault 1,372 22.8

Positive masculinity 402 6.7

Pornography 221 3.7

TABLE 3 Frequencies of topics in workshops selected as most valuable (N  =  6,026).

Topic N %

Consent foundations 2,469 41.0

Recognizing sexual harassment and assault 2004 33.3

Responding to sexual harassment and assault 1733 28.8

Consent with alcohol and other drugs 1,180 19.6

Consent and technology 914 15.2
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 • The importance of understanding and gaining clarity around 
personal boundaries, how to enact / communicate them and how 
they change

 • Alcohol and its impact on capacity to consent and/ or set 
personal boundaries

 • Understanding sexual harassment, recognizing sexual assault and 
knowing what to do including as a bystander

 • Healthy and unhealthy relationships including gaslighting and 
love bombing

 • Tips for dealing with an immediate threat or situation

Two thousand, two hundred and forty-eight respondents provided 
free text responses to the question ‘Any ideas on how we can improve?’ 
One-third (n  = 756, 33.6%) responded that nothing needed to 
be improved, responses ranged from ‘no’ ‘nothing’ to indicating that 
the entire workshop was excellent or perfect. Among respondents with 
suggestions, most were about delivery methods, such as use of more 
videos, interactive activities, role plays, group discussion, music, 
games and icebreakers; some respondents suggested the workshops 
needed to be longer while others felt they should be shorter, others 
had suggestions for the spacing of interactive activities. Where there 
were suggestions for different or additional content, these included 
focusing more on issues for boys/men and being more inclusive or 
having more LGBTIQA+ content. There were also suggestions for 
more tips, practical strategies for dealing with sexual assault or 
discussing specific scenarios. Several respondents requested more 
time for answering questions, with some critical of there being an 
anonymous ‘question box’ but presenters not answering them 
(perhaps due to time constraints). Several respondents (from girls’ 
schools) recommended that workshops be delivered in boys’ schools. 
Some respondents commented that this content needed to be taught 
earlier, i.e., to younger students. A few commented that some of the 
content was not relevant because the respondent was not yet interested 
or involved in sexual relationships.

One thousand four hundred respondents provided Comments 
and Suggestions at the end of the survey. Around 820 respondents 
provided brief answers, such as ‘no further comments’, with many 
adding descriptors such as that the workshop was great, good, 
amazing, brilliant, engaging or simply wrote ‘thank you’. Remaining 
comments were also overwhelmingly positive, including high praise 
for the presenters and their energy/enthusiasm and the ability of 
presenters to tackle sensitive topics, being inclusive and for creating a 
safe and non-judgmental learning environment.

5 Discussion

Consent Labs is a curriculum-based, evidence-informed, 
youth-led and near-to-peer education program that has been gaining 
recognition since it was first implemented in 2019. The program was 
conceived of, developed, designed, delivered and thus far, evaluated, 
by young people and adheres closely to national and international best 
practice frameworks. The approach taken in designing the program, 
by the founders of Consent Labs, has been to consult with and tailor 
workshops to their clients’ needs. Consent Labs delivers a spiral 
curriculum in alignment with best practice by tailoring workshops to 
the age, stage and existing teaching occurring within schools. In 
schools, the program does not operate as a ‘one-off ’ external provider 

‘instead of ’ but rather, as a complement and enhancement to the 
existing curriculum. External providers of curriculum, particularly in 
relation to sensitive topics or those requiring specific expertise, is both 
valuable for students as well as in supporting confidence and skills of 
teachers (Fox et  al., 2014). Consent Labs has also commenced 
workshops for teachers following consultation with educators, 
supporting the evidence of need for professional development for 
teachers (Ollis, 2014). At universities, Consent Labs tailors workshops 
according to specific needs of the institution. In some cases (either in 
schools or universities) Consent Labs returns on two or more occasions 
to build upon previous education, again in accordance with specific 
needs. In light of new policy for mandatory consent education across 
Australia (Henebery, 2022), Consent Labs is a valuable resource.

There are some topics within CSE which are currently not 
explicitly covered by the Consent Labs program, these being 
contraception, pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections. Consent 
Labs made this decision intentionally because these topics are more 
commonly taught by teachers (Mitchell et al., 2011). In addition, they 
believed that consent and respectful relationships were more critical 
issues that were not being adequately taught in schools. They have 
piloted a ‘sexual health’ module within one university in Sydney and 
will look to expand their curriculum over the next 2 years. Consent 
Labs will also introduce pleasure as an explicit topic in the second half 
of 2024. Their workshops are designed to be inclusive in content and 
delivery (for example, use of gender-neutral language across all 
workshops) and they are currently developing specific workshops on 
gender and sexuality for delivery in late 2024.

The evaluation component of this paper analyzed process 
evaluation data from over 6,000 students from a range of participating 
schools and universities in several Australian states and territories. To 
our knowledge, this is the first published Australian study evaluating 
a youth-led consent education program. This retrospective analysis of 
process evaluation data describes the reach of the Consent Labs 
program to date, including most jurisdictions in Australia and most 
School Types. There has also been a steady increase each year in the 
number of workshops being delivered, reflected in the number of 
completed surveys.

Encouraging findings include the significant increase in self-
reported pre- and post- workshop knowledge about consent, the very 
high proportion of respondents who learned something practical 
about consent that they could apply in their lives and the engaging 
nature of the workshops. Additional feedback provided in free text 
responses also highlighted content, delivery methods and the 
presenters themselves as engaging and enjoyable.

Published evaluations of sexuality education curricula or 
programs in Australia are scarce. In 2015 in Queensland, Australia, a 
peer-to-peer education model, R4Respect, aimed at preventing 
domestic violence, was initiated by a non-government community 
services agency, Youth and Family Service (YFS). The service 
historically has provided case management, accommodation services, 
community development and links to education and employment for 
young people (YFS, 2024). R4Respect trains youth ambassadors to 
deliver education sessions in local high schools. Evaluations of the 
program, conducted in partnership with a university in Queensland, 
have found overwhelming support for the peer-to-peer model and 
improved knowledge and understanding of harmful attitudes and 
behaviours. The evaluation also included perspectives of educators, 
who also expressed reservations that the program is not embedded in 
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curriculum (Struthers et al., 2019). A community-consortium-led 
sexual health education program known as PASH (Positive Adolescent 
Sexual Health) has been running in Northern New South Wales since 
2014 and delivers workshops and interactive activities to secondary 
school students aged 15 years and over. A qualitative study among 
PASH stakeholders (teachers, parents, staff, presenters, organizers and 
peer educators) found that program strengths include a safe and open 
learning environment, empowerment of young people and 
involvement of the support system and broader community (Crocker 
et al., 2019). A multiple, embedded case study evaluation is currently 
underway in Western Australia (Burns et al., 2019) and will collect, 
among other data, student perspectives on Relationships and Sexuality 
Education (RSE) via surveys and focus groups. Given the paucity of 
published, rigorous evaluation in the Australian education context, it 
is important that programs such as Consent Labs seek funding and 
partnerships to conduct research and maintain relevance, quality and 
evidence of impact. The recent grant funding received by Consent Labs 
to partner with researchers to conduct more rigorous evaluation  
University of Sydney (2023) is thus an excellent development.

The majority of survey respondents did not answer the question 
about sexual identity. We propose two possible explanations (1) this 
could reflect that many young people are on a journey towards 
understanding their sexuality, alternatively they might not feel a need 
to define it (2) this question was optional to avoid students feeling 
forced to be  labelled or ‘pigeon-holed’ and so the survey could 
be  submitted without a response to this question. Further, recent 
research among adolescents suggests that there is an increasing 
acceptance and use among adolescents of non-traditional as well as 
intersecting identity labels and it is possible that the response options 
offered did not resonate with some respondents (Hammack 
et al., 2022).

It is interesting to note that the workshop ‘Consent Foundations’ 
was most frequently selected as the most valuable. We postulate that, 
while respectful communication has been historically taught in 
schools, there has been little to no teaching of “sexual consent.” The 
Consent Foundations workshop deliberately focuses on this, and so it 
is often seen as most valuable, as young people have never been taught 
it before, and it has gained recognition as an important topic in society 
recently. The majority of university students in the evaluation study 
were young, within the first or second year of their tertiary studies. 
We are therefore not surprised that these topics were rated highly by 
both school and tertiary institution students. We point out that there 
are no substantial differences in the overall content or ‘topic headlines’ 
in workshops between secondary and tertiary students. Goals always 
include engagement with activities and scenario-based learning. 
Facilitators will take cues from the audience to use examples and tailor 
content to make it the most age appropriate and relevant.

Of potential/ future workshop topics suggested, respondents 
selected Recognizing Coercion (48%), Gaslighting and Other Consent 
Challenges (48%) and Sex Education that is inclusive and pleasure 
positive (40%). We believe that the issues of coercion and gaslighting 
focus on the nuances around respectful communication and consent. 
In traditional teaching of ‘sex education’ and even respectful 
relationships, young people clearly feel there is not enough emphasis 
on being taught how to recognize these complex power dynamics. 
With regard to the third most frequently selected future topic of 
interest, inclusive and pleasure positive sexuality education has been 
one of the frequently repeated topics suggested by Australian 

secondary students. In the 7th National Survey of Secondary Students 
and Sexual Health, conducted throughout 2021, over 60% of 
respondents felt that respectful relationships and consent were well 
covered in RSE but commented on the need for more information 
about sex, pleasure and sexuality and gender diversity (Power 
et al., 2022).

Finally, the workshops from which our evaluation data are 
derived all took place after February 2021. This was a significant 
month in Australia, with three young women coming to national 
and international prominence: Grace Tame, named Australian of 
the Year on 25 January 2021 for her advocacy for survivors of sexual 
assault; Brittany Higgins, a young Liberal party staff member who 
alleged she was sexually assaulted at Australia’s Parliament House 
(Maiden, 2021) and Chanel Contos, who successfully petitioned for 
mandatory consent education in schools following several thousand 
testimonies from young women alleging they were sexually 
assaulted as teenagers by male peers (Chrysanthos, 2021). Thus, it 
might be anticipated that secondary students in Australia became 
more aware of, or were provided with, more formal consent 
education over the past two to 3 years. Consent Labs, while focused 
on consent, offers a range of workshops including healthy 
relationships and sex education that is ‘sex-positive’ and 
LGBTQIA+-inclusive. It seems likely that this positioning of 
consent education within a more holistic approach to relationships 
and sexuality education contributed to the high proportion of 
Consent Labs participants who found the content relevant, inclusive 
and practical.

Limitations of this study include the low response rate and 
underrepresentation of male and gender-diverse students among 
respondents, as well as the cross-sectional nature of the evaluation and 
reliance on self-reported change in knowledge. In addition, not all 
topics were offered across all workshops, so the most frequently 
selected topics only provide an indication of areas the students found 
most valuable. The survey items were developed by the Consent Labs 
team for immediate feedback and were not intended to have specific 
statistical or metric properties. Our analysis therefore can only 
be descriptive. Despite these limitations, these data are encouraging 
and provide a sound platform for further evaluation which should 
employ a longitudinal design, measure change in knowledge, attitudes 
and behavior and incorporate quantitative and qualitative program 
evaluation methods.

Additional future considerations for Consent Labs, and CSE more 
broadly, include considerations of cultural contexts. The UNESCO 
guidance makes clear that CSE programs are most effective when they 
are tailored to the cultural context in which they are delivered. This is 
particularly important in the case of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander young people who are typically sexually active from a younger 
age (Wand et al., 2018) and face a range of barriers accessing sexual 
health services (Wand et al., 2018; Bell et al., 2020). A qualitative study 
seeking perspectives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young 
people about sex education found that participants preferred school 
sex education programs delivered by external specialists and wanted 
positive approaches to sex education, including how to gain consent 
before sex (Graham et al., 2023). In the Australian context, there is a 
need for further focus and investment into comprehensive sexuality 
programs that tailor to specific at-risk groups such as Aboriginal and 
Torres Straight Islander, LGBTQIA+ and Culturally and Linguistically 
Diverse young people.
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Consent Labs is a youth-led organization which centers the youth 
voice and works with content and education experts to design and 
deliver its programs for students, teachers and parents/careers. The 
organization seeks feedback from participants after each workshop as 
a mechanism for quality improvement and to ensure relevance to its 
varied audiences. The evidence presented in this paper while limited, 
is promising with regard to its acceptability and educational value. By 
expanding into more formal evaluation of its work, Consent Labs will 
also contribute to evidence for impact of consent and relationships 
education in the Australian education context.
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