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1. Introduction
This equality model for universities has been produced as part of the Union of Students in Finnish Uni-
versities of Applied Sciences SAMOK’s project Equality at Universities, which received funding from the 
Ministry of Education and Culture in 2021–2023. The equality model is meant to be used by the enti-
re university community. The purpose of the model is to act as a guide to help universities implement 
permanent practices for promoting equality. In this model, we will explain the main concepts related to 
equality, talk about the importance of equality planning, and systematically go through various factors 
which impact equality and how these should be acknowledged in the university community. Finally, we 
will also discuss concrete methods and tools for promoting equality. Even though the model focuses 
on the student perspective, these topics apply to all members of the university community. 

Equality looks different when examined from different areas of the university’s activities and different 
perspectives. Universities must have a policy of zero tolerance for all kinds of harassment, discrimi-
nation and bullying. When shortcomings are found, they must be resolved promptly, and any issues 
that are reported must be taken seriously. By downplaying or disregarding a report/shortcoming, one 
may make oneself guilty of discrimination or passive bullying. All members of the university communi-
ty must be aware of the processes for intervening in harassment. Prevention is also part of promoting 
equality. Raising awareness and highlighting issues stop harassment and discrimination from happe-
ning. To support the prevention of these issues, the university community must have principles for sa-
fer spaces that have been created to meet the specific needs of the community. 

Equality, promoting equality and intervening in shortcomings are primarily the collective responsibili-
ty of the entire community, even though a specific member of the community is in charge of equality 
matters in theory. The aim is for the entire community to learn how to take more notice of equality. We 
all make mistakes from time to time, but the most important thing is an interest in learning to act in a 
more equal way. Learning, compassion towards oneself and others, and a dialogical approach are key 
in building a more equal university community.
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2. Definitions  
2.1. Equality 

2.2. Discrimination

Equality means that all people are equal regard-
less of their gender, age, ethnic or national origin, 
nationality, language, religion and beliefs, opi-
nions, disability, state of health, sexual orientati-
on or other personal characteristics. In practise 
equality means treating all people equally. 

Equality is a prerequisite for a fair society: perso-
nal characteristics, such as origin or skin colour, 
should not impact a person’s access to educati-

Discrimination means treating people different-
ly because of a personal characteristic. The 
Non-Discrimination Act prohibits discrimination 
based on age, origin, nationality, language, reli-
gion, belief, opinion, political activity, trade union 
activity, family relationships, state of health, 
disability, sexual orientation, or other personal 
characteristics.

Discrimination can be direct, indirect, or a refusal 
to make reasonable adjustments when a person 
is entitled to them. Direct discrimination refers to 
a situation where a person is treated less favou-
rably than someone else is, has been or could be 
treated in the same situation. Indirect discrimi-
nation is defined as rules, grounds or practices 
which seem equal, but which put someone at an 
unfair disadvantage because of a personal cha-
racteristic. An example of indirect discrimination 
is when a job advert includes the requirement to 
speak and write Finnish perfectly, even though 
this is not necessary for the work itself. Refusing 
reasonable adjustments means that a public 
authority, an education provider, an employer or 

a provider of good or services is guilty of discri-
mination if they will not carry out the appropriate 
reasonable adjustments required in a specific si-
tuation in order to ensure the equality of a person 
with a disability. 

Discrimination based on assumption and discri-
mination by association also counts as discrimi-
nation. Discrimination by association means that 
a person is treated less favourably because they 
are closely linked to a person who is part of an 
ethnic minority, for example. So discrimination is 
prohibited regardless of whether it is based on 
factual or assumed information relating to the 
individual themselves or to another individual. 
Discrimination based on assumption means that 
the perpetrator holds a mistaken belief about 
a person’s origin, age or sexuality, for example. 
In addition to discrimination, harassment or an 
instruction to discriminate are also treated as 
discrimination in the Non-Discrimination Act. 
Everyone has the right to be treated equally, and 
the prohibition of discrimination can be found in 
many laws and contracts.

on, employment or various services. In the Cons-
titution of Finland, the principle of equality refe-
rs to both a prohibition of all discrimination and 
equality between people before the law. The 
Non-Discrimination Act, the Criminal Code, the 
Act on Equality between Women and Men, and 
employment legislation define the prohibition of 
discrimination more closely as it relates to various 
areas of life.
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2.3. Harassment 

Harassment is discrimination that is prohibited 
under the Non-Discrimination Act. The Act defi-
nes harassment as the deliberate or de facto inf-
ringement of the dignity of a person. Harassment 
means that a person behaves in a way that crea-
tes an atmosphere which feels degrading, humi-
liating, intimidating, hostile or offensive to anot-
her person because of a protected characteristic, 
such as sexuality, origin or disability. Behaviour is 
used in a broad sense, meaning that it includes 
things like emails, facial expressions, gestures or 
sharing inappropriate material online or through 
other kinds of communications. Harassment can 
be directed towards one specific person or more 
widely towards a group of people. 

Sexual harassment and gender-based harass-
ment are considered discrimination under the 
Equality Act. Sexual harassment can mean saying 
degrading things about another person’s gender, 
innuendos, unwanted touching, sexually sugges-
tive jokes, or comments or questions relating to 
another person’s body or private life. This means 
that sexual harassment can be both verbal and 
physical. Harassment can also take place on social 
media. Verbal harassment can also have a nega-
tive impact on a person’s health and functional 
capacity. 

A summary of concepts related to discrimination:

•Direct discrimination means treating a person worse than someone else in the 
same situation because of a personal characteristic.

•Indirect discrimination means that rules, grounds or practices that seem equal 
put someone at an unfair disadvantage compared to others because of a perso-
nal characteristic.

•Reasonable adjustments safeguard the equality of people with disabilities in 
specific situations. Authorities, education providers, employers and providers of 
goods and services must make reasonable adjustments for a person with a disa-
bility. 

•Multiple discrimination refers to being subjected to discrimination on the basis 
of two or more different grounds for discrimination. The Non-Discrimination Act 
also applies to multiple discrimination when one of the grounds for discriminati-
on is gender.

•Harassment refers to behaviour which constitutes deliberate or de facto infringe-
ment of the dignity of a person, and which creates a humiliating, hostile or degra-
ding atmosphere.

•Victimisation means that a person who for example contacts the Non-Discrimi-
nation Ombudsman to look into a case of discrimination is treated less favourably 
or subjected to negative consequences. 

•Bullying refers to intentional and repeated mental or physical activity which is 
unpleasant to others.
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3. Why is equality planning necessary?
Equality planning is a way to promote equality 
and an equal and non-discriminatory culture. It 
is important that equality planning is included in 
the work of the entire university community as 
an ongoing activity. If the group taking part in the 
equality work is as diverse as possible, then they 
will do a better job at taking different perspecti-
ves into account. It is important that the equali-
ty work is accessible to all so that the equality 
work and promotion of equality does not feel too 
remote to anyone. The university community can 
be included in the equality planning through dif-
ferent kinds of working groups, surveys and in-
terviews. As the staff is often responsible for the 
university’s equality planning, it is particularly im-
portant to include students in the planning right 
from the start. 

Participating in the equality work right from the 
early planning stages makes participants com-
mitted to carrying out the plans in practise and 
promoting the principles that have been agreed 
upon together. It is important that the promotion 
of equality does not stop at the planning stages, 
and that the plans are integrated into the work of 
everyone inside the university community. Conti-

nuously involving the members of the university 
community in the equality work in many different 
ways improves their commitment to an equal and 
non-discriminatory organisational culture.

The aim of the equality planning is, among other 
things, to identify improvement needs, make de-
cisions on measures to take, measure results, vi-
sualise diversity, enable experiences of inclusion, 
and prevent discrimination. The goal is to crea-
te a university community where everyone feels 
part of the community, and no one is afraid to be 
themselves. The equality work also brings about 
important skills which help to identify and inter-
vene in the barriers to achieving equality. If the 
university does not have an Equality Advisor, it is 
a good idea to employ an external equality expert 
or advisor, of which there are plenty. 

One of the key factors in the experience of 
equality within a university community is the at-
mosphere in the community, as well as attitudes 
and values. An atmosphere of acceptance has a 
positive impact on both the experience of equali-
ty and on the general wellbeing of the members 
of the community. 
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4. Factors impacting equality and 
taking these into account
In this section we will discuss various factors 
which impact equality and how these should be 
taken into account in the university communi-
ty. In a university community, equality must be 
achieved in all activities, not just in the teaching. 
Equality within teaching primarily means taking 
the students’ various needs into account when 
organising the teaching. Varied module formats 
which include options for in-person, remote and 
hybrid studies make it easier for students who 
work or who have a family to advance in their 
studies. As well as using different formats, the 
equality of the teaching is also increased by ack-
nowledging different learning styles. It is worth 
offering regular training for the staff members 
in equality matters and how to promote them in 

Universities should offer a variety of study mo-
des (daytime studies, blended learning and on-
line studies). In addition, the opportunities for 
cross-institutional study should be improved as 
this is an important part of improving the equality 
and accessibility of the teaching. Cross-instituti-
onal study refers to the opportunity for a student 
to carry out some studies at another university.

It is also important to take into account different 
study modes and their impact on equality. It is 
particularly important at the early stages of the 
studies that all new students receive the same 
information and orientation sessions, regardless 
of their mode of study. Any benefits (such as a 
free trial at a sports centre) should also be equal 

the teaching. The university should increase the 
teaching staff’s knowledge of things like indivi-
dual study arrangements, because students have 
a statutory right to reasonable adjustments in 
their studies. 

An atmosphere of equality creates a safe space 
to be oneself. This is of course important for the 
students, but also for all other members of the 
community. The diversity of the members of the 
university community should be acknowledged 
in all activities. In this section we will cover the 
impact that individuals’ personal characteristics, 
health and life circumstances and structural mat-
ters within the university have on equality. 

4.1. Study modes  

for all students. It should particularly be noted 
that not only daytime students, but also blended 
learning, online or master’s degree students are 
given the support in their studies that they need. 

The support and guidance services offered to 
students must also acknowledge different stu-
dy modes. Displaying and achieving equality is 
particularly important within support and guidan-
ce services, as the students who seek out these 
services are often more vulnerable to start with, 
and they need support with advancing in their 
studies or maintaining their wellbeing.

Many students want more opportunities for inde-
pendent study, such as online courses and other 
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forms of remote studying. Particularly students 
with families, who work or who do not live local-
ly to their university feel like independent studi-
es make it easier for them to study. Varied study 
modes and methods should also be taken into ac-

count when designing university facilities. Many 
students would like more space for groupwork or 
quiet study alongside traditional lecture halls/
classrooms. 

Equality checklist for study modes

•A variety of study modes are offered (daytime studies, 
blended learning and online studies). 

•The opportunities for cross-institutional studies are 
increased.

•All new students are offered the same information and 
orientation sessions regardless of mode of study.

•All students are offered the same benefits regardless of 
mode of study, and information about these is shared 
via various channels.

•Different study modes are acknowledged in the support 
and guidance services offered to students.

•The opportunities for independent study are extensive 
(incl. online courses and other forms of remote stu-
dying).

•The university has enough spaces for groupwork and 
quiet study.  

4.2. Life circumstances

Students are a diverse group of people in diffe-
rent circumstances, which is an important factor 
to consider in the university’s equality work. A large 
number of university students started their studies 
straight after secondary school (42.8% according 
to the Eurostudent VII study), while the equivalent 
number for universities of applied sciences is ap-
proximately 30 percent. A little less than one in five 
university students are studying for their second 
degree, while this applies to 10 percent of students 
at universities of applied sciences. On the other, 
the number of students coming from the world of 
work is highlighted at universities of applied scien-

ces (approximately half), while the equivalent figu-
re at universities is 27 percent (Eurostudent VII). 

This means that it is vital that all higher education 
institutions acknowledged the students’ diverse 
backgrounds. It is also expected that the need for 
support for students and the ability to customise 
studies is likely to increase, as Finland is aiming to 
increase the share of each age group with a uni-
versity degree to at least 50 percent by 2030. The 
expectations, knowledge and need for support 
of someone who has come into higher education 
straight from secondary school can be very diffe-
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rent than those of someone working towards their 
second degree. The study skills and abilities also 
vary a great deal among students who have come 
straight from secondary education. It should also 
be noted that a new student can also be a minor. 
Therefore the communications and the support 
and guidance services should meet the students’ 
varied needs.

Many students also have families: approximate-
ly 25 percent of students at universities of app-
lied sciences and around 13 percent of students 
at universities (Eurostudent VII). When it comes to 
students with families it is particularly important to 
offer different study modes, as these have a major 
impact on how students with families can plan their 
studies and time management. Good opportunities 
for remote study are important to students with fa-
milies. Varied forms of study also help them advan-
ce in their studies, particularly if there are modu-

Equality checklist for life circumstances

•All teaching takes students in different circumstances into considera-
tion, e.g. those coming straight from secondary school, those studying 
for a second degree, those coming from working life, those with fami-
lies, the partially disabled, international students and students who 
work. This could mean increased support for coursework, referencing 
and other study skills at the start of the studies. 

•The university’s communications have been planned with attention to 
different life circumstances so that the information will reach as many 
students as possible.

•The support and guidance services meet the students’ varied needs.
•The university offers different study modes, which makes it possible for 

students to plan their studies and manage their time flexibly.
•The support and guidance services have been made very visible within 

the university community.
• Highchairs and other accessories for families are offered at the univer-

sity, and these are highlighted in the communications.
•Different learning styles are taken into consideration in the teaching.

les on offer where the students can plan their own 
schedules. In terms of the equality of students with 
families, it is important to make sure to highlight 
the available support and guidance services. As an 
example, offering highchairs and communicating 
this to students makes life easier for many stu-
dents with young children. 

Other circumstances which should be considered 
in the university community’s equality work inclu-
des partially disabled students (approximately one 
in five students) and international students (ap-
proximately one in ten). Many students also work 
alongside their studies. In terms of equal treatment 
of these students, universities must pay attention 
to offering varied study modes and modules. The 
equality within teaching is also improved for all stu-
dents when different learning styles are taken into 
account.
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The socio-economic background of the students 
can impact both their likelihood to apply and get 
into higher education and their engagement in 
their studies. The educational and socio-econo-
mic background of the parents are connected to 
both university applications and university admis-
sions, as most students come from middle class 
homes. More than half of students have at least 
one parent with a university degree. Students 
with a working class background are particular-
ly underrepresented at universities, but also at 
universities of applied sciences (publication Yk-
silölliset opintopolut ammattikorkeakoulussa). It 
is vital that universities take those students into 
account who may not have had previous con-
tact with university studies because of their so-
cio-economic background. 

Research has shown that the socio-economic 
background of the parents can also have an im-
pact on a student’s engagement in their studies. 
This means that students from a working class 
background suffer from feelings of inadequacy 
and of not belonging even when they do well in 
their studies and seem to have adjusted well to 
the university community on the surface (pub-
lication Yksilölliset opintopolut ammattikorkea-
koulussa). Support and guidance for students 

is particularly important in the early stages of 
university studies in order to promote engage-
ment in the studies and to increase the student’s 
self-efficacy. A successful start to the studies 
creates a foundation for the studies in future 
years and supports the student’s growth into an 
expert in their field.

Many students suffer from financial difficulties, 
and this can have a significant impact on the pro-
gress of their studies. Students’ financial diffi-
culties are the second largest factor that slows 
down the studies for students who expect their 
graduation to be delayed. Many students have 
to work during their studies. Financial issues can 
have an impact on things like a student’s ability 
to buy a computer for their studies. This is why 
it is important that universities have computers 
than students can borrow and use for example 
during exams. Universities must also ensure that 
any equipment and software which is necessary 
for the studies can be accessed for free. Housing 
usually takes up a significant share of a student’s 
budget, and shared accommodation may not of-
fer the best environment for studying. That is why 
it is important that the university offers enough 
varied and quiet study areas. 

  Equality checklist for socio-economic background

•The information and orientation sessions for new students are particularly  
focused on inclusivity (some students may have had no previous contact with  
university studies because of their socio-economic background). 

• Effort is put into the guidance and support for students, particularly in the early 
stages of the studies.

•Students’ varied financial situations are taken into account in all activities.
•Students are given the opportunity to borrow equipment that is necessary for  

their studies. 
•Students are given the opportunity to use software that is necessary for their  

studies for free.
• The university offers enough varied and quiet study areas.
 

4.3. Socio-economic background 
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Disability is not a fixed concept; instead it chan-
ges along with the surrounding society. Disability 
is defined by society’s norms, history and atti-
tudes. Previously disability was viewed through 
the diagnosis and rehabilitation, but these days 
we have moved away from this approach to a so-
cial model, where disability is understood as the 
disabled person’s relationship with the society 
that surrounds them. Discriminatory attitudes, an 
inaccessible environment and obstacles to com-
munication produce and maintain disability. 

People with disabilities are a varied group, and 
not all disabilities are visible. A physically disabled 
person may need mobility aids such as a walker, 

 In addition to physical accessibility, accessibili-
ty also refers to hearing accessibility and vision 
accessibility. When the concept of accessibility is 
expanded, it can also be seen to include accessi-
bility relating to communication and comprehen-
sion. Next, we will examine what physical, hearing 
and vision accessibility entails on a general level, 
and highlight practical examples of accessibili-
ty in the university community. Accessibility is an 
extensive concept, and in these guidelines, we 
will highlight our main observations. 

Physical accessibility mainly refers to the abili-
ty to move in a space with different kinds of aids. 
It should, however, be noted that some disabili-
ties are invisible, and an accessible environme-
nt is also important for people who have diffi-
culties walking, for example. Visually impaired 
people also benefit from an accessible environ-
ment. Physical accessibility includes things like 
handrails, ramps, elevators, automatic doors and 
threshold-free doorways. 

In the university community, an accessible envi-
ronment means that all entrances and routes to 
services, premises and activities are accessible.  
Classrooms have enough space between tables 
for a mobility aid, and there is also free access to 
the front of the class. There is enough knee room 
under tables so that those using wheelchairs can 
get close enough, and furniture can be moved.  
Corridors are wide enough (900 mm) and the-
re is enough space to turn around with a mobility 
aid (1500 mm).  There must also be an accessible 
toilet. At larger events, it may be necessary to ar-
range for separate wheelchair spaces with good 
visibility of the stage/speaker. 

Hearing accessibility refers to good acous-
tics, sound projection, hearing aids and suffi-
cient lighting. All rooms with a public address 
system must also have a sound transfer system. 
The most common and primary sound trans-
fer system is the induction loop. The induction 
loop transfers sound from a microphone or other 
sound source to the hearing aid of a person with 
a hearing impairment at a sufficient volume, and 

wheelchair or mobility scooter. But 
not all physically disabled people 
need these aids. There are also dif-
ferent levels of hearing loss. A per-
son may be hard of hearing, which 
means that they can hear to some 
extent, or deaf/Deaf, which means 
that they are unable to understand 
speech through hearing. People 
who are Deaf mainly communicate 
by sign language.  The spectrum of 
visual impairments is vast, and only 
a fraction of people who are clas-
sed as visually impaired or blind 
cannot see anything at all.

Accessibility means that all kinds of people and 
various levels of ability are taken into considerati-
on when designing the physical environment. An 
accessible environment is necessary for disabled 
people, but we can all benefit from it. Accessibili-
ty often refers to the physical environment, but it 
can also refer to things like services, communica-
tions, online services and attitudes. The accessi-
bility of online services ensures that the service 
is as easy to use and as accessible as possible  
for all users. Accessibility is key in order to give 
people with disabilities the chance to live inde-
pendent lives and to participate in all areas of life.  

4.4. Disability and accessibility 
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it also reduces background noise. Good lighting 
is important to make it possible to read lips. Rea-
ding lips means watching the movements of the 
mouth, which adds extra information to help with 
hearing. 

A main part of the hearing accessibility in the uni-
versity community is induction loops, which make 
it possible for people with hearing loss to hear 
well. It is also important to avoid rooms with echo 
and dim lighting. It should also be ensured that 
participants can see the speaker’s face well and 
have a clear view of the stage. In terms of seating 
arrangements organisers should ensure that the 
participants can see each other well.  

Vision accessibility includes even, glare free 
lighting, clear signage, tactile contrasts and 
high-contrast markings. The chain of signage 
should be unbroken, and the signs should be easy 
to spot and read. It is important that signs stand 
out clearly from their surroundings, and that the-
re is sufficient contrast between the text and the 
background. When choosing the positioning of 
signage, make sure that it can be examined clo-
se up. It is also important that it is safe to move 
around on the premises and that routes are logi-
cal and clear. It is particularly important to clearly 
highlight any height differences to make it safe to 
move through the space. The risk of tripping must 
also be taken into consideration in the choice of 
furniture. 

When considering the vision accessibility in the 
university community, one must also take the 
hearing accessibility into account to make sure 
that students can participate fully. The font size 
must be large enough and the contrast must be 
sufficient so that a person with impaired vision 
can follow the teaching. It is also a good idea to 
read the material out loud to make it easier to fol-
low. 

Accessibility is not only related to the built envi-
ronment; it should also be taken into account in 
the planning of services and events, and in any 
meetings. Instead of thinking that accessibility is 
one measure or thing, we should look at it as one 
part of the path that the student follows through 
their studies. All services must be accessible to 

all students. Different abilities must also be con-
sidered when planning the contents in any acti-
vity-based and inclusive sections. It is important 
that all those who plan and carry out the activi-
ties have at least a basic understanding of acces-
sibility. 

There are many different kinds of disabilities and 
illnesses, and each person’s needs are unique, so 
treating everyone the same is not enough to en-
sure equality.  Achieving true equality may require 
adjustments to be made for people with disabi-
lities. Authorities, education providers, emplo-
yers and providers of goods and services must 
make reasonable adjustments for a person with 
a disability (Non-Discrimination Act).  In practi-
se, reasonable adjustments often mean rearran-
ging rooms, acquiring aids for temporary use, or 
adjusting a service.  In the university community, 
adjustments might include necessary aids in a 
classroom and adapting the teaching. If there are 
accessibility issues in the built environment, the-
se can often be addressed through services. This 
might mean rearranging the furniture in a cram-
ped space or moving into a bigger space to make 
space for a mobility aid, guiding a visually impai-
red person from the entrance to the event space 
in a labyrinthine building, or communicating in 
writing instead of speech with a d/Deaf person. 

A participant with a disability may also use the 
services of a personal assistant or interpreter. 
The personal assistant helps with the things the 
person needs help with because of their illness 
or disability. This can include help with moving, 
reaching things, transfers, meals and many other 
things. A Deaf person may work with a sign lan-
guage interpreter, and a person with a speech 
impairment may use a speech assistant. In mee-
tings with people with disabilities, always speak 
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directly to the disabled person. The assistant or 
interpreter follows instructions given by the disa-
bled person.

Accessibility is also part of communications. 
When accessibility and diversity are a visible part 
of the communications, this sends out a strong 
message that all are welcome to participate. One 
central and important aspect of communicating 
about accessibility is producing accessibility in-
formation for the website. Accessibility informa-
tion gives details on the accessibility of an event, 
space or service ahead of time.  Accessibility in-
formation includes details on the physical acces-
sibility of the space, as well as general accessibi-
lity practice. General accessibility practice refers 
to things like assistance and interpreting prac-
tices. 

The accessibility information includes details on 
the accessibility of arrival, entrances, the space/
event, and toilets. It is also good practice to inclu-
de photos in the accessibility information to help 
people get an idea of the space. It is also impor-
tant to mention any accessibility issues which 

may impact participation. When the communica-
tions also directly state any accessibility issues, 
this gives the participant the tools to plan their 
visit according to their specific needs. These de-
tails allow a person coming to the event/space to 
prepare for their visit ahead of time. There also 
needs to be a way to ask questions about the ac-
cessibility if needed, so we recommend appoin-
ting a contact person for accessibility matters 
who can answer any additional questions.

When attendance to an event is by invitation and 
registration, it is a good idea to also ask about 
any accessibility needs during registration. This 
sends the message that the organisers want to 
cater to participants’ varying needs, and it also 
lowers the threshold for participation. This is par-
ticularly important in situations where an event 
takes place outside the familiar study environme-
nt, when accessible transport or an accessible 
hotel room may be needed. A participant may also 
need the presentation slides ahead of time, or 
they may want to make sure that a seat has been 
reserved for their interpreter.

  Equality checklist for accessibility

•Accessibility information has been produced for the event/service,  
including visual guidance for the event space/service location.

•The entrance to the event space is on street level or has a ramp  
(a sufficiently gentle slope and with handrails on both sides),  
or the event space has a separate accessible entrance.

•Corridors are wide enough (min. 900 mm), have a hard surface,  
and are safe and free from obstructions (e.g. cables running through a corridor).

•There is enough space to turn around with a mobility aid (min. 1500 mm turning circle).
• The event space has an accessible toilet.
•All areas of the event have step-free access throughout the event,  

and the routes from area to area is clear and logical.
•Spaces with a public address system also have a functioning induction loop. 
• Spaces that have an induction loop have been signposted with the induction  

loop symbol and a coverage map.
•The space has sufficient lighting to enable lipreading.
• Signage is clear and logical, and signs stand out from their surroundings.
•Height differences on the floor have been clearly marked (e.g. with high-contrast tape). 

Section 4.4. Disability and accessibility was written by 
Riesa Consultative Oy.
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Many universities have several campuses. In this 
case it is important to also make sure that all 
campuses are equal. The quality of the teaching 
and other university services (including outsour-
ced services such as catering) must be equal on 
all campuses. It is particularly important to en-
sure that students have equal access to various 
study and wellbeing support services, regardless 
of which campus they are based on. It is proble-
matic if some services are only available on some 
campuses. If this is the case, the university must 
also make sure that the different campuses are 
well connected so that it is easy for students and 
staff to travel from one campus to another. Travel 
caused by joint lectures arranged in collaboration 
by different campuses can be reduced by offe-
ring hybrid lectures when applicable, but then it is 
particularly important to ensure equality in terms 
of which campus the teaching staff is located at 
from lecture to lecture.

It is important to continuously examine the diffe-
rent practices at all campuses and to try to har-
monise them when needed so that student and 

4.5. Campuses

staff are in an equal position. Universities with 
multiple campuses should also focus on active 
community building in order to create a shared 
community for all members of the university com-
munity in addition to smaller, campus-specific 
communities. It is important that the university 
and student organisations put on a varied pro-
gramme of events and activities at all campuses. 
Because of the structure of some universities 
and the public transport options in the local area, 
one good option could be to organise shared 
transport from a smaller campus to the main cam-
pus where an event, student union meeting or 
workshop is taking place.  

When appointing people who are responsible for 
different tasks, it is also recommended to make 
sure different campuses are well represented 
as it is often easier to approach someone from 
one’s own campus when problems arise. It is also 
important to advertise the activities of the uni-
versity and the student organisations equally to 
people based at all campuses. 

Equality checklist for different campuses

•The quality of the teaching is equal on all campuses.
•The quality of and access to university services is  

equal on all campuses.
•As well as the equality of various support services,  

other services such as catering are also considered.
•All campuses follow the same practices.
•Events and activities are organised equally  

on all campuses.
•Different campuses are also taken into account  

when assigning responsibilities.
•Events and activities are advertised equally to  

people on all campuses.
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The anti-racist perspective should be acknowled-
ged in the university environment because racism 
is also present in the world of academia. In order 
for people to be able to act in an anti-racist way, 
they must first know what racism is. Racism is ba-
sed on the process of racialisation, where actual 
or assumed biological characteristics are given a 
value-based significance. In practice this means 
that specific characteristics of the human body 
are given a certain value. These characteristics 
are then used to place people in different hie-
rarchical categories. 

The ideology produced by the racialisation 
process was established through the race theo-
ries that were prevalent in the 18th and 19th cen-
turies, where skin colour and hair type were cho-
sen as characteristics signifying race. In these 
race theories, the white race was placed on the 
highest level in the hierarchy, and other, non-whi-
te races were placed below it. These imagina-
ry races were thought to have different biologi-
cal characteristics in terms of intelligence, for 
example, and they were used to justify the op-
pression and subjugation that white people car-
ried out against non-whites. 

Even though science has later disproved the 
concept of a biological race time and time again, 
these historical ideas of different races are still 
visible in our society today in the form of racism. 
Racism means giving a person or group of people 
a lower value than some other group of people by 
racial grounds. Racism has also been described 
as the sum of power and prejudice. 

Racism has multiple levels and takes many 
forms. The different levels of racism can be exa-
mined by dividing racism into everyday racism, 
systemic racism and internalised racism, for 
example. This is only one way of dividing racism; 
there are also others. 

Everyday racism means discriminatory behaviour 
which takes place in various everyday interac-
tions between individuals or groups of people. 
Everyday racism is characterised by routine, re-

4.6. Racism and anti-racism 

petition and it not being challenged, and that is 
why it is often seen in attitudes and familiar mo-
dels of behaviour. The scale of everyday racism 
varies from seemingly harmless microaggres-
sions to physical violence. Microaggressions are 
seemingly harmless comments or actions which 
nonetheless contain a racist presumption. Mi-
croaggressions have an othering impact because 
they strengthen and maintain racist or otherwi-
se discriminatory stereotypes. They are typically 
short, unconscious and especially commonplace, 
which makes it difficult to notice that they consti-
tute racism. 

Systemic or institutional racism refers to racist 
discrimination which takes places in the structu-
res and institutions of society. Systemic racism 
can be difficult to perceive directly, and often 
it remains hidden. This form of racism is a rem-
nant from the racist ideology which once justi-
fied and started discriminatory practices. Even if 
an institution has detached itself from the racist 
ideology, it may still contain some racist struc-
tures which the institution is unable to identify. 
For example, the entire institution may have been 
created with the assumption that it will only be 
used by white people, and this can still be visib-
le in the structures of a university. In concrete 
terms it can be seen for instance in the fact that 
the marketing material of the university only sho-
ws white people, and brown and black people are 
only used to represent international students. 
Systemic racism can also be seen in the perspe-
ctives that are chosen, for example if the infor-
mation conveyed in all the teaching materials has 
been produced from a Western and white pers-
pective. This could mean that the creators of the 
materials were primarily white and mainly focused 
on examining information produced in the West. 
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Internalised racism refers to a situation where so-
meone in an oppressed minority starts to believe 
in and internalise racist thoughts about themsel-
ves and non-white people or groups. Internalised 
racism is a result of social oppression which the 
person has been subjected to for a long time. This 
may lead to a non-white person thinking they are 
less qualified to apply to university, and at worst 
they may not even try to apply because of it. 

Anti-racism helps us dismantle racism. The star-
ting point of anti-racism is admitting that our so-
ciety is racist. It is normal that people who live wi-
thin racist and white-normative structures have 
racist thought patterns, and the most important 
thing is being able to question these thought pat-
terns and structures in order to actively dismant-
le them. Within anti-racism, we think that all our 
activities will increase, maintain or reduce ine-
quality and discriminatory practices. Anti-racist 
activities are always aiming to reduce them. This 
is active action to dismantle racism. 

It is important for universities to identify and ad-
mit that there is also racism within their walls. 
If an organisation only dissociates itself from 
racism as an ideology, it can easily dismiss the 
systemic racism within the organisation. This can 
even make the situation worse as there are no 
attempts to actively opposing and dismantling 

racism. This is why it is important to include the 
anti-racist perspective in universities’ non-discri-
mination plan.  Plans often talk about equality and 
multiculturalism at great length, but often they 
do not bind or encourage the organisation to pro-
moting anti-racism. 

Universities should ideally create clear proces-
ses for dealing with cases of racism and discrimi-
nation so that they can be handled in a clear and 
consistent way. Creating clear guidelines for the 
whole organisation on how to deal with cases of 
racism and discrimination is also a good way to 
promote the creation of anti-racist operating mo-
dels and get them embedded into the communi-
ty. Having agreed on a joint operating model can 
make it easier to intervene in racist situations. 

In general, it is a good idea to have principles for 
safer spaces set out for all premises. Principles 
for safer spaces refer to an attempt to create 
shared practices which will make everyone feel 
respected, welcome and safe. These are often 
joint ground rules for a space which have been 
outlined by the staff. The principles communicate 
that we want to make sure everyone feels safe by 
taking responsibility for this. Ideally, the principles 
should also include clear instructions for what to 
do if someone does not follow to them. 

Checklist for an anti-racist university

•The university identifies and admits that racism exists.
•The university examines its operations with the help of  

an anti-racism advisor.
•The non-discrimination plan includes an anti-racist approach  

as one of the goals.
•The university organises regular training sessions on this topic  

for both staff and students.
•The university has appointed people responsible for equality,  

and it is their job to intervene in cases of racism.
•The university has clear processes for dealing with cases of  

racism and discrimination, and everyone is aware of them.
•The university has created an anonymous form which can  

be used to report cases of harassment.
•Principles for safer spaces are used in all premises on campus.
• Harassment contact person have been appointed for events.

Section 4.6. Racism and 
anti-racism was written 
by Alice Jäske and  
Priska Niemi-Sampan, 
Anti-Racism Advisors  
at Mixed Finns ry
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The people who study and work at universities 
are a diverse group of people when it comes to 
gender and sexuality. Gender diversity is a broad 
concept which covers both the fact that there 
are many genders, and the fact that a person’s 
gender is a varied matter. We cannot determine a 
person’s gender from external factors such as a 
person’s physical characteristics, name, voice or 
how they dress. 

Gender is one way of categorising people as well 
as a legal attribute. It consists of various genetic, 
developmental, hormonal, physiological, social 
and cultural characteristics. Gender identity re-
fers to how a person experiences or defines their 
own gender. Gender identity is also always defin-
ed by the person themselves and should not be 
defined on anyone else’s behalf.  Cisgender refers 
to a person whose gender identity matches the 
sex they were assigned at birth. If the sex assign-
ed at birth and the gender identity contradict 
each other, then a person can be transgender or 
part of some other gender minority. 

Gender minorities are people who do not feel at 
home in the sex they were assigned at birth, or 
whose gender, gender expression and gender 
experience do not match the normative views on 
gender in any or some way. Normative views refer 
to the fact that for a long time, our society has 
divided people only into binary genders, i.e. men 
and women. This can be seen in toilets, dress 
codes and ways of speaking. This kind of division 
should be avoided, because it excludes nonbinary 
and genderless people. 

4.7. Gender and sexual diversity

Sexuality tells us who a person feels sexually, ro-
mantically and/or emotionally attracted to. The 
definition is based on both the person’s own gen-
der and the gender they are attracted to. Sexual 
minorities are people whose sexual orientation is 
something other than heterosexual. Sexuality is 
a private matter, and choosing whether or not to 
express it cannot influence how a person is treat-
ed or their opportunities to participate. 

In the university community, we must avoid ma-
king assumptions about a person’s gender, gen-
dering people based on assumptions, and using 
gendered language.  Work duties must not be 
assigned based on gender, and people of diffe-
rent genders must have the opportunity to apply 
equally to all roles or training programmes.  At 
events there is no need to plan things like seating 
or performance limits based on gender. Dress co-
des should be the same for everyone, not sepa-
rated by gender. 

It is also important to make sure that there are 
plenty of toilets suited to all genders on universi-
ty premises. There should also be gender neutral 
single or shared changing rooms or other spaces 
which are typically separate for women and men. 
If activities are organised in premises outside 
the university, organisers should make sure that 
these premises have gender neutral spaces and, 
if needed, agree to have temporary neutral signs 
placed over gendered toilet signs. 

The most important principle in terms of taking 
gender and sexual diversity into considerati-
on is that no assumptions should ever be made 
about anyone’s gender, sexuality or relationships. 
Assumptions most often arise in everyday con-
versations or during lectures, but also on official 
forms, in information systems and on premises. 
Highlighting the issue and organising training 
about it is important to help the members of the 
university community to weed out assumptions 
from their own activities. 
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Checklist for gender and sexual diversity

•There are plenty of gender neutral toilets, changing rooms and other  
typically gendered spaces on campuses. All individual toilets will be 
made gender neutral.

•Finnish uses the gender neutral pronoun hän, but ensure that the  
correct pronouns are used when communicating in English or Swedish.

•Primarily use neutral language in all situations, e.g. by referring to the 
audience rather than ladies and gentlemen.

•Check whether gender is a relevant piece of information for example  
on forms. If it is, add the options “other” and “I prefer not to say”.

•Acknowledge the diversity of families and couples on forms.
•University staff are given gender and sexual diversity training.
•At events, participants are not gendered, and the dress code is the  

same for everyone.
•The non-discrimination plan takes gender diversity into account in  

all measures and in the language that is used.
•Use terms chosen by the minorities themselves and ensure that  

the terminology is correct.
•Respect the right to self-identification, make it possible to specify  

which name to use or choose one’s own name.
•Make it possible to correct or delete sensitive personal data. Make it  

easier to change details relating to name or gender. Also take this into 
account in terms of the details on exam certificates. Make it free to 
change personal data.

•Acknowledge the minority stress caused by things like assumptions  
and misgendering and its impact on the daily lives of the students  
and university staff.
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Many students suffer from loneliness. One in four 
students experience prolonged loneliness, and 
more than half experience occasional loneliness. 
One in three students also do not feel part of any 
group related to their studies (The Finnish Stu-
dent Health and Wellbeing Survey 2022). When 
Covid-19 restrictions were reversed in Finland, 
this did not reduce the amount of loneliness 
people experience; loneliness is still a signifi-
cant issue, and young people and young adults 
(15–34-year-olds) suffer from it the most (Lone-
liness Barometer; 2023). Any student may expe-
rience loneliness, but it is particularly prevalent 
among students who are under mental stress, 
young female students (18–21-year-olds), tho-
se who are part of a minority group, and students 
who live alone (Parikka et al. 2022; Diehl et al. 
2018; Hysing et al. 2020).

Loneliness has a significant impact on the stu-
dent’s physical, mental and social wellbeing, as 
well as their general coping and ability to stu-
dy. Loneliness is also connected to things like 
reduced motivation to study, coping with the 
studies, challenges with processing information, 
improving one’s expertise, and an increased risk 
of dropping out. Loneliness is a bigger health risk 
than obesity or smoking, for example (e.g. Baarck 
2021; Cacioppo et al. 2002; Hawkley & Cacioppo, 
2010; Holt-Lunstad et al. 2015; Kraav et al. 2020; 
Kraav et al. 2021; Bu et al. 2020; Ybarra et al. 2008; 
Stadtfeld et al. 2019; Lähteenoja 2010; Tinto 
1996).

4.8. Loneliness and belonging 

There is nothing unusual or wrong about feeling 
lonely. It is part of being human, the same as ot-
her emotions and experiences. Feelings of loneli-
ness come from needs related to belonging, fee-
lings of meaning and personal relationships which 
are not being met in the way that the individual 
needs. Everyone feels loneliness at some point in 
their lives. Just like with any other needs, when it 
comes to loneliness it is important to act in a way 
which helps to get closer to meeting the need. 

Loneliness cannot be seen on the outside; it is 
the student’s own, personal experience. People 
can still feel lonely even though they are in a re-
lationship, have friends or are in the middle of a 
group of people. Being alone is not the same as 
feeling lonely. No one chooses to be lonely, but 
everyone wants and needs to be alone from time 
to time. Even if a student spends a lot of time on 
their own, this does not necessarily mean that 
they are lonely. On the other hand the most ext-
roverted, chatty or active student in the group 
can also be the loneliest. 

As you can never know which student or member 
of the community feels lonely, it is best to discuss 
the issue publicly as a phenomenon which affe-
ct all students or the whole community, rather 
than individually. Talk about loneliness, explain 
how common it is and all the things it can impact. 
Emphasise that being lonely does not mean that 
the person is a failure, faulty or wrong in some 
way. Encourage people to treat others with kind-
ness and consideration. Act as an example and 
ask others how they are, look them in the eye, 
smile and say hello – small actions can have a lar-
ge impact. 

Teaching staff can also try to organise experien-
ces of belonging for the students as part of the 
existing structures of university life: random small 
groups, using pair and small group work in a sui-
table way, agreeing on joint ground rules, prac-
tising social skills in a group, and encouraging 
students to invite students they do not know so 
well along for lunch, for coffee or to study groups. 
Acknowledge students’ varied needs and circum-
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stances as well as possible. Ensure equal oppor-
tunities to participate for all students.   

Many people experience loneliness at university, 
and not talking about the issue can make these 
students feel even more detached from others. 
Many think they are the only ones experiencing 
loneliness. Even just validating the feelings of lo-
neliness as a significant issue that impacts the 
ability to study can have a big impact. 

The matter can be raised in many different ways: 
by posting information about loneliness and sup-
port services on the organisation’s website or 
social media channels, speaking about the is-
sue at various functions and events, and offering 

low-threshold ways for students to highlight their 
own feelings of loneliness. Training should be of-
fered to those who work with students on themes 
related to dealing with loneliness so that as many 
as possible of the student-facing staff know how 
to take loneliness into account in an appropriate 
way in their own work. 

Encourage students to seek out the wellbeing 
staff at their own university, organisations (such 
as Nyyti ry and HelsinkiMissio) or student heal-
thcare for support with loneliness. It is important 
to get help with loneliness at an early stage to 
avoid the spiral of loneliness from getting worse. 
University can be the place to stop the vicious cy-
cle of loneliness. 

Checklist for reducing loneliness and promoting belonging

•Reduce the stigma and shame related to loneliness through correct  
information, which will make the student feel less guilty about their loneliness. 

•Show the student that there are people who are interested in them and care 
about them. It can be enough to just ask “How are you?”.

• Increase compassion in the student community by influencing the prevailing 
attitude climate: talk to the students about why every single one of us should 
treat others will kindness and respect at university, and why these things  
matter to all of us.

•Offer opportunities for feeling belonging throughout everyday  
university structures.

•Ensure the equal treatment of students and take into account their 
 different life circumstances, backgrounds and needs.

•Increase the information available and make sure the topic is spoken  
about more in different ways, e.g. through websites, social media,  
or functions and events.

•Increase the university community’s skills in dealing with loneliness  
as part of their work, and encourage others to increase their own ability  
to take on the issue.

•Encourage students to seek out the wellbeing staff at their own university, 
organisations (Nyyti ry, HelsinkiMissio) or student healthcare for support  
with loneliness with a low threshold.

Section 4.8 Loneliness and belonging was written 
by Annina Lindberg, Project Manager at Nyyti ry 
(Yksinäisyystyö korkeakouluissa, a project on  
loneliness at universities)
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The most typical meal taking place at university is 
lunch. It is important that those who follow a spe-
cial diet or cultural dietary requirements also get 
food of equal quality. Those with allergies and re-
strictions must be catered for in a way that still al-
lows for nutritious and high-quality meals. Meals 
at campus should also be available for those who 
study in the evenings. For many students, access 
to a microwave and/or fridge would increase the 
equality of mealtimes. 

Food and drink are also present at many kinds of 
events. Alcohol is something that often needs to 
be considered at informal events. If alcoholic bev-

4.9. Food and drink  

erages are served or sold at an event, then there 
must also be non-alcoholic drinks available as an 
equal alternative. If sparkling wine is served, for 
example, then the non-alcoholic option should 
be a similar fizzy drink without alcohol. Among 
student events appros, sitz parties and annual 
balls in particular are often seen as events with a 
strong focus on alcohol. At these events, organ-
isers must make sure that equal non-alcoholic 
options are available, and also actively encourage 
people to participate with less or no alcohol.  No 
one should assume or question the reasons be-
hind someone’s choice not to drink alcohol.

Equality checklist for food and drink

•The lunches served at university are nutritious and of an even,  
high quality. This also applies to special diets. 

•Eating on campus is also possible for those who have classes  
in the evenings.

•When alcohol is served or sold, there are equal non-alcoholic  
options available.

• In the communications for events, participants are encouraged  
to participate with less or no alcohol.

•Alcohol-free events are also available.
•It has been made easy for participants to inform the organisers that 

they do not drink alcohol, e.g. by buying a ticket with an alcohol-free 
menu or by mentioning this on the registration form.

•No one assumes or questions the reasons behind anyone’s dietary 
requirements or choice not to drink alcohol.
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4.10. Mental health and coping

Equality is inseparably linked to mental health, 
and both of these things will impact each other 
directly and indirectly. Equality and mental health 
interact in complex ways: equality in society and 
communities protects mental health, while ine-
quality is a risk factor for mental health problems. 
On the other hand mental health problems can 
increase discrimination and inequality in society 
and communities.

Mental health is also an integral part of a person’s 
general health, and a cornerstone of our wellbe-
ing. Good mental health is a resource which helps 
us to enjoy life and feel like life has meaning. It 
helps us establish and maintain relationships, 
function as active and creative members of soci-
ety, and feel like we are accepted in our commu-
nities. Good mental health can be seen as a basic 
right which all should have an equal right to. 

At the moment, a regrettably large number of 
students are struggling to cope. According to 
the Finnish Student Health and Wellbeing Sur-
vey KOTT (2021), 56 percent of students in higher 
education are under mental pressure, and more 
than a third are suffering from clinically signifi-
cant mental pressure.  In addition, 13 percent of 
students in higher education have been diag-
nosed with depression in the last year, and the 
same number also suffer from an anxiety disor-
der.  Nearly one in five are at a heightened risk of 
developing an eating disorder. 42 percent stated 
that they had experienced study-related burn-
out in the last month. The mental health issues 
experienced by students are strongly gendered: 
women report significantly more issues than men 
(KOTT 2021).

The causes of the mental ill health among stu-
dents are varied: individual characteristics, re-
sources and personal history, the environment 
for social interactions, study conditions, as well 
as social and global factors, culture and atmos-
phere.

It is often said that anyone can develop a men-
tal health disorder. This is true in the sense that 

mental health disorders are so common that one 
in two will develop one during their lives. Howev-
er, it is also known that all people do not have the 
same risk factors in their lives, and for some these 
factors pile up.

Risk factors that apply to many students are low 
incomes and financial insecurity. Not all students 
are the same in this area either; many are able 
to compensate by working alongside their stud-
ies, but not all have the capacity to do that. The 
most financial difficulties are experienced by the 
students who suffer from health problems which 
affect the studies, and the main health problems 
which affects the studies are mental health is-
sues (Eurostudent VII 2021).

We know that students who 
are part of minority groups 
seem to accumulate the 
most mental illnesses and 
the least positive mental 
health (e.g. Student Barom-
eter 2021). Minority stress, 
discrimination, bullying and 
experiences of racism have 
a negative impact on mental 
health.

Experiencing loneliness is 
known to have a dual impact 
on mental health; on the one 
hand, loneliness is a risk fac-
tor for mental health issues, 
and on the other hand, men-
tal health issues make peo-
ple more likely to be lonely. 
In terms of students’ mental 
health, it is important for stu-
dents to feel part of their stu-
dent community and groups, 
have relationships with their peers, social support 
and confidence. Therefore strengthening these 
should be a top priority for universities, particu-
larly in these post-Covid times with a weakened 
sense of community.
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Even though there is now less stigma and more 
openness related to mental health issues, people 
who suffer from them are still to this day having 
to deal with prejudice, shame and feeling like an 
outsider. The attitude climate and social norms 
at universities impact how safe people feel talk-
ing about their mental health challenges in the 
student community; worries about whether talk-
ing about the challenges will impact their role in 
the community, whether friends will disappear, 
whether it will lead to discrimination or impact the 
access to and quality of guidance.

Mental health problems are the most common 
of all the health issues that students face. Of all 
limiting health issues, mental health problems are 
felt to have the most impact on the studies (Eu-
rostudent VII 2021). Mental health issues often 
have a negative impact on the ability to function 
and cognitive abilities, which may lead to issues 
with learning and memory. The cognitive difficul-
ties are relieved when the person gets better. 

If the studies have been on hold because of men-
tal health issues, then the university must make 
sure to both support the student’s engagement 
in the community and groups, and offer individual 
study arrangements when the student returns to 
their studies. The university should consider what 
accessibility means for students who are facing 
mental health issues.

The existing sufficient and suitable services sup-
porting mental health are key in promoting mental 
health. Currently students do not feel confident 
in getting help and support when they need it. 78 
percent of students facing mental health issues 
feel that society and their university have not 
helped them overcome their issues (Eurostudent 
VII 2021), and 65 percent of students state that 
they have not received enough mental health ser-
vices to meet their needs (KOTT 2021). 

 Checklist for mental health support and promotion

•Universities promote all students’ right to good mental health by:
- teaching mental health skills
-  strengthening the sense of community and helping students to  

join groups and establish relationships with their peers
- creating guidelines for preventing discrimination, harassment  

and bullying
-  identifying the impact that minority stress has on mental health,  

and supporting the inclusion of minority groups in the student  
community

-  ensuring accessible and sufficient support for studying as well  
as psychosocial support

-  having more open discussions about mental health.

• Universities support students who are suffering from mental health 
issues by:
- ensuring sufficient support and guidance for the studies
- creating an individual study plan with the student and following  

up the student’s progress
- communicating clearly about the support services that are available
- guaranteeing the necessary special study arrangements and  

alternative approaches 
- increasing the mental health competence of the staff.

Section 4.10 Mental health and coping was writ-
ten by Tommi Yläkangas and Minna Savolainen 
from Nyyti ry
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4.11. Language and  
communications

Language equality must be ensured in the work of 
the university. It is important that parallel mod-
ules which are offered in different languages are 
of the same quality and follow the same practic-
es. The materials used must be equally extensive 
in both languages. The teachers’ language skills 
must be of a sufficient standard, and the teaching 
must genuinely be given in the language of the 
module. There are currently some equality issues 
particularly in modules with the same learning 
objectives, but where there are significant differ-
ences in the Finnish and English implementation. 
As a result, learning objectives are not reached in 
the same way. 

There should also be equal communications in 
the different languages. The university’s online 
network must offer all relevant information re-
gardless of which language is used, messages 
containing information must be available in full in 
all the languages of the university, and the com-
munications of the student organisations should 
also be multilingual. 

In addition to communications, it should also 
be possible to participate in activities without 
speaking the main language of the university. In 
practice, this often requires some effort and bal-
ancing in order to achieve truly multilingual activ-
ities instead of carrying out the activities only in 
English, for example, as this could exclude some 
people who lack sufficient English skills. In some 
situations, such as tutor training, parallel events 
in different languages are a natural option. 

In the services of the university it is important 
to ensure that there is equal access to different 
support services, regardless of the student’s lan-
guage skills. 

Language equality is also increased by signage 
which includes Braille, and descriptors (known 
as alt text) used with images. Those who are in 
charge of communications and creating differ-
ent kinds of materials must ensure that they are 
also accessible for example with a screen reader, 

and that any text in the images is also available 
in text format, even when the image is only used 
as an illustration. Colours and contrasts must be 
accessible. Accessibility is also improved through 
subtitling videos and transcribing audio into writ-
ten text. 

Regardless of which language is used, the quality 
of the language is also important. In all communi-
cations, you should aim to use language that is as 
clear and easy to understand as possible, explain 
terminology that is unusual in standard language, 
and pay particular attention to headings and sub-
headings in longer texts. 

The quality of different language versions can be 
maintained and improved for instance by creat-
ing a glossary of established translations and by 
saving previous communications in a way that 
makes them easy to reuse. In addition to different 
languages and language accessibility and quali-
ty, language equality also means paying attention 
to equality on a wider scale: diversity and equal-
ity need to be visible in all the language that is 
used and in examples used in the teaching, for 
instance. 
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Checklist for language equality

•The quality of the teaching does not depend on the language used.
•University communications are published in all the languages of the 

university. Study materials and important notices are available in  
different languages.

•University services are available in all the languages of the university.
•The communications and activities of the student union are  

multilingual.
•Alt text is used for any pictures in the communications.
•All language versions use high-quality language which is clear and 

easy to understand.
•All colours and contrasts are accessible.
•The diversity of the university community is visible in the  

communications (e.g. imagery).
•Videos are subtitled.
• Transcriptions are produced of audio material.
• Information and signage have been produced in Braille. 
• Diversity and equality can be seen in the language that is used and 

any examples used in the teaching.
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Checklist for sensory processing sensitivity

•Examining sensory overload on the premises: lights, 
soundproofing, temperature, access to privacy and quiet.

•Collect (anonymously) experiences and wishes from  
students and staff about taking high sensitivity into  
account for example when updating the equality and 
non-discrimination plan.

•Advice members of the community to avoid using  
strong perfume.

•Offer spaces for quiet and relaxation.
•Take enough breaks in the teaching and also make  

sure the staff can take enough breaks.

4.12. Highly sensitive persons

There are also people in the university community 
who are highly sensitive persons (HSP). High sen-
sitivity usually refers to sensory or neural over-
sensitivity. 

Sensory oversensitivity can refer to one or more 
heightened sense. HSPs can be any age. For 
some HSPs, their sensations are heightened so 
that they can hear sounds at higher frequencies 
than the average person, for example. For oth-
ers, the oversensitivity is caused by the lack of 
a numbness mechanism, which means that the 
person’s nervous system does not stop signalling 
about ongoing sensory stimulus. 

An overstimulated or sensitive nervous system 
can lead to internal or external sensitivity. Exter-
nal sensitivity refers to a state where the body re-
acts to nearly all sensations in a stronger way and 
processes them more deeply because the nerv-
ous system is overstimulated. Internal sensitivity, 
on the other hand, can refer to stronger or very 
physical emotional reactions. 

The sensory overload is increased by things like 
bright or blinking lights, loud or continuous nois-
es, extreme temperatures (hot or cold), or strong 
perfumes. Some HSPs may also struggle with 
different sensations on their skin, such as touch, 
fabrics and materials, or the texture of food, for 
example.  This kind of strain applies to all people 
to some extent, but HSPs may find the effects to 
be stronger than others. 

What HSPs often share is that the high sensitivi-
ty increases the stress on the brain, which makes 
the person feel more tired. Sensory and neural 
strain can cause things like irritation, tiredness 
and concentration difficulties. This impacts the 
person’s ability to work and study. This is why the 
university community should examine options for 
reducing the sensory overload and offer the sup-
port that HSPs need. This can mean things like 
offering a quiet space to work.
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5. Tools and methods

5.1. Non-discrimination plan and monitoring 

The Non-Discrimination Act obliges all education-
al institutions to make a non-discrimination plan. 
The plan can be a stand-alone plan, or it can be 
included in the equality plan or some other pro-
gramme. The authorities recommend combining 
the equality and non-discrimination plans. The 
non-discrimination plan is a useful tool which 
supports and ensures systematic work to pro-
mote equality and prevent discrimination.

The non-discrimination plan should always be 
specific for each university and campus, because 
what the community and its members need from 
the equality work varies. When drawing up the 
plan, it is a good idea to use an equality working 
group instead of making it a one- or two-person 
project. If the university does not have an Equal-
ity Advisor, it is a good idea to employ an exter-
nal equality expert or advisor, of which there are 
plenty.

The university community’s non-discrimination 
plan must be a document which takes the entire 
community into account, leads and supports the 
equality work, and is created in collaboration with 
the university, the student union and other mem-
bers of the community.  Including everyone in cre-
ating the equality plan improves its usability and 
increases its use in the daily work. Inclusion also 
helps people understand the equality themes and 
strengthens their vision of the equality planning 
as a shared matter. Therefore it is important to 
include the entire community in creating the plan. 
Members of the community can be included in the 
planning e.g. through different kinds of working 
groups, surveys and interviews. 

It is important that the equality plan is based on 
data collected by the organisation so that it truly 
meets the needs that have been observed in the 
organisation in regard to achieving equality. The 
work on creating the plan begins with an assess-
ment where the work of the organisation and its 
operational environment is examined through an 
equality perspective. One of the criteria for the 
non-discrimination plan is that it must contain an 
assessment of the current situation. The purpose 
of this assessment is to find out how well mem-
bers of the community feel that equality has been 
achieved. 

The organisation’s existing data can be used 
when assessing the starting point. It is also es-
sential to collect new and up to date information 
to support the existing data. Ways to collect in-
formation include:

•surveys
•themed interviews
•assessment meetings and workshops
•hearings and discussions  
•accessibility assessments (instructions 

from the Finnish Association of People 
with Physical Disabilities and the Finnish 
Federation of the Visually Impaired) 

•assessments of the accessibility of  
teaching materials and communications

•email feedback
•assessments of equality in admissions
•teaching quality assessment procedures
•self-evaluation tools
•atmosphere indicators and
•statistics relating to the staff and  

students (diversity perspective).
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A survey-based assessment can be carried out as 
part of wellbeing surveys and wellbeing at work 
surveys.  It is a particularly good idea to organise 
hearings and discussions with groups who are 
verifiably at risk of discrimination. One good way 
is to circulate proposals for comment or organ-
ise discussions with organisations who represent 
different groups (e.g. MTKK, a work, training and 
cultural organisation for immigrants). It is also 
important to have discussions and use other re-
search data which is specific to the university. In 
matters relating to the assessment of the current 
situation it is important to consider the following 
areas, among others:

The data collected during the assessment of the 
current situation should be stored and used for 
long-term monitoring of the measures that are 
carried out. For monitoring purposes it is a good 
idea to carry out surveys regularly and with more 
or less the same questions. The plan should in-
clude an assessment of how well equality has 
been achieved, as well as required and planned 
measures to promote equality. Based on the 
equality assessments it is a good idea to create 
indicators that are as concrete as possible, and 
which can be used to monitor how the equality is 
improved. The indicators should be focused on 
identified challenges and goals based on these. 
The goals should be included in the non-discrimi-
nation plan, because concrete goals make it eas-
ier to monitor the plan and its effectiveness. The 
equality indicators should ideally measure the 
community’s experiences of things like psycho-
logical safety, inclusive leadership, fairness and 
equal opportunities, harassment and discrimina-
tion, recruitment, taking different factors which 
affect equality into account, as well as the organ-
isation’s commitment to the values of diversity, 
equality and inclusion. 

•student and staff diversity (see checklists 
in earlier sections of this Equality model)

•the experiences and views of those who 
have experienced discrimination 

•the social, financial and geographical  
dimension

•physical premises (see checklist in an  
earlier section of this Equality model)

•ethnic background, age, gender (especially 
in gendered fields), minorities, disabilities 
and other limitations 

•existing modes of operation when issues 
are discovered

•attitudes and atmosphere
•various events (organised by the student 

union, student organisations, student 
tutors, the university, projects, student 
groups)

•study situations: being heard equally,  
atmosphere, intervening in equality  
issues, assessment, taking different 
learning styles into account

•guidance situations: acknowledging  
different types of learners pedagogically, 
taking educational background into  
account, attitude towards those struggling 
to cope/with mental health issues

•the whole path taken by the student from 
admissions to internships and graduation 
(equality should be assessed all the way 
from the entrance exam to graduation)

•giving equal attention to all campuses  
and fields.

Because equality is a wide 
concept it is difficult to 
cover everything at once. 
Measurability can be im-
proved for example by in-
cluding annual priorities 
in the non-discrimination 
plan. The priorities could 
all be different grounds for 
discrimination. This makes 
it easier to include concrete 
measures in the plan, and 
to measure the progress in 
one area. 

It is a good idea to appoint 
one or two people to be in 
charge of the non-discrim-
ination plan, who are not 
only in charge of preparing 
the plan, but also of includ-
ing other people in the pro-
cess. The planning group 
should be diverse, includ-
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ing people of different ages and genders, who 
have different roles in the community and rep-
resent different minorities. Parties from outside 
the community can also be invited to join, such 
as NGOs representing minority groups. It is vital 
to inform the entire university community about 
the non-discrimination plan so that all members 
of the community know that it exists and are able 
to read it. The goal should be to make everyone 
in the community familiar with the plan on some 
level. The communications should emphasise the 
purpose of the non-discrimination plan, its con-
crete nature, and the opportunities to participate 
in the equality planning.

Equality communications do not just entail tell-
ing people about the non-discrimination plan and 
the harassment contact persons. Other forms of 
important communications include informing the 
community of the results of equality surveys and 
problems that they have brought to light; no com-
munity is perfect, but identifying and admitting 
problems is an important first step towards re-
solving any issues. Equality can also be improved 
through visible communications about equali-
ty on campuses and through different channels: 
why it is important, how every member of the 
community can promote it, and what the current 
equality situation is at the university or society in 
general. Another important form of communica-
tions is easy access to accessibility information. 
If the accessibility information for the campus is 
easily available, then it is more likely that those 
who are putting on activities on campus will use it 
as part of their own communications. 

When a good non-discrimination plan is in place, 
there is still some way to go before achieving an 
equal university community. If the non-discrim-
ination plan is written on a very general level, a 
separate plan of action may be needed. It is im-
portant to monitor the implementation of the plan 
and evaluate its effectiveness. Evaluation is part 
of the practical implementation of the plan be-
cause it spreads awareness of equality and the 
need to improve it. Monitoring and evaluation can 
be carried out on three different levels: 1) evaluat-
ing the plan, 2) evaluating the implementation of 
the measures included in the plan, and 3) eval-

uating the effectiveness of the non-discrimina-
tion plan. Monitoring the implementation of the 
measures is easier if the aims, responsibilities 
and timetables for the measures are included in 
the plan. If a separate working group has been ap-
pointed to implement the plan, the group should 
report to the party named in the non-discrimina-
tion plan on the activities that have been carried 
out. The effectiveness of the plan can be eval-
uated for example by carrying out assessments 
on how well equality has been achieved. As an 
example, the student organisations at the Uni-
versity of Helsinki have carried out reviews and re-
ports which have then been used to improve the 
non-discrimination plan. 

With the implementation of the accessibility plan 
for higher education and universities (2021), 
which was created by the Ministry of Education 
and Culture, all universities will draw up their own 
accessibility plans by the end of 2022 according 
to the national accessibility guidelines and goals 
for higher education. These plans are fundamen-
tally linked with the equality work, and the pur-
pose of the plans is to promote diversity in the 
recruitment of staff and strengthen access to 
higher education particularly for students from 
population groups that are underrepresented in 
higher education, as well as to support their pro-
gress in their studies and employment. 
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Student organisations have a significant role in 
encouragement, creating a sense of community 
and leading by example within the university. Stu-
dent organisations often have the opportunity to 
learn from fellow organisations at other univer-
sities and bring back good practices to their own 
university. The ambition in student organisations’ 
own activities and goals also has a significant im-
pact on the ambition of the university’s equality 
work. The training carried out by student organ-
isations is also an important part of improving 
equality. 

It is important to ensure that student diversity is 
noted in the organisations’ communications and 
activities, but in addition, student organisations 
could also build a culture where no one is treated 
inappropriately, mocked or pressured. 

For example when organising different kinds of 
checkpoint challenges, the organisers must make 
sure that there is an easy way not to participate 
at all checkpoints, and that the tasks are not 
based on humiliating or ridiculing participants. 
This requires systematic communications and 
training for both the checkpoint organisers and 
the participants. 

Student organisations usually organise a lot of 
events. When assessing how varied the activities 
are, the following things could be kept in mind: 

are all events parties taking place in bars, or are 
there also activities organised for smaller groups? 
How many of the events are alcohol free, and 
how easy has it been made not to drink at events 
where some participants are drinking alcohol? Is 
it explained clearly who the event is aimed at, and 
that it is easy to just come along for a little while? 
Or is it an event where a student could also bring 
their child?

It is important to highlight that activities are open 
to all, regardless of background, in all communi-
cations. It must be emphasised to those in charge 
how important it is to engage with everyone, and 
particularly new members, so that the activities 
are not cliquey. 

A specific characteristic of the student organisa-
tions compared to the rest of the university is dif-
ferent kinds of elected positions, such as boards 
and delegations. 

In order to achieve equality between different 
elected officials it is important to focus on careful 
orientation and using clear language throughout 
the term of office. During meetings, it is also par-
ticularly important that those leading the meet-
ing have prepared carefully. 

This way they will always know what is supposed 
to happen at different points on the agenda, and 
they are also able to communicate this clearly to 

5.2. Student organisations 

the participants. It is also im-
portant to always be able to 
explain terminology related to 
the work, so that understand-
ing does not rely on partic-
ipants daring to ask about 
things that are unclear. 

It is also important to commu-
nicate to office bearers ahead 
of time what is expected of 
them and what will happen at 
the next meeting so that they 
are able to prepare equally.
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5.4. Harassment contact persons  

Why are they needed?

The existence of harassment contact persons 
lowers the threshold to report harassment and 
other inappropriate behaviour, offers a way to 
support those who have been submitted to har-
assment, and also communicates the communi-
ty’s anti-harassment values. This also promotes 
equality and a safer space.

What should harassment contact persons take 
into account?  

The harassment contact person role follows a 
clear structure in order to allow the contact per-
sons to fulfil their role successfully. Clearly out-

lined responsibilities and tasks help them resolve 
harassment situations, but they also ensure the 
contact persons’ legal protection. 

The harassment contact person role can usually 
be divided into two parts: permanent harassment 
contact persons and event-specific harassment 
contact persons. 

When launching and developing these activities, 
the following questions should be considered and 
practices written down.

5.3. Student tutoring 

Student tutoring has an important role in build-
ing equality within the university. In this work, 
it is important to consider both the equality in 
the selection process and the training from the 
perspective of the applicants/trainees, and the 
training on equality matters.

In terms of the selection process, it is important 
to ensure that the selection criteria are clear and 
consistent for different degrees/fields/campus-
es, and that the criteria are equal for different 
kinds of applicants and do not emphasise factors 
that are irrelevant for the position. 

In terms of training, it must be ensured that it is 
easy for all trainees to participate in the train-
ing session. Equality is also increased by access 
to the training materials after the sessions, and 
clear and easy practices for compensating for 
absences. If everyone does not participate in 
the same training, then it is also important that 
the different training session are of equal quali-
ty. The trainers must know their topic well and be 
well-prepared. It is also important to ensure con-

tinuity in order to achieve 
equality between trainees 
receiving training in differ-
ent years, so that there is 
no major difference in the 
quality of the training from 
year to year. 

Regarding the contents of 
the training, it is important 
that the training teach-
es participants to promote 
equality when carrying out 
their role. As part of the 
training, there is an oppor-
tunity to give information 
about equality, models on 
how to carry out team build-
ing with a diverse group 
of students, what to do in 
case of emergency, and the 
trainee’s responsibility in 
terms of these themes. 
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Selecting and replacing harassment contact 
persons

How, when and by whom are harassment  
contact persons selected?
The most natural way depends on the university/
student union. The selection method might be 
different for permanent and event-specific har-
assment contact persons.

What are the requirements for carrying out this 
role, is the role linked to a specific job title or 
elected position, or can anyone apply? 
The harassment contact persons are often cho-
sen among the staff and board members of the 
student union, but others can carry out this role 
too. The most important thing is that they have 
been trained for the role.

How many harassment contact persons are  
selected?
Two is a typical number, but more may be better 
depending on the size of the university/event and 
how many people tend to reach out to the con-
tact persons.

Diversity among harassment contact persons 
and their ability to focus on the task
When selecting people for this role, it is impor-
tant to pay attention to both diversity and conti-
nuity. For practical reasons it may make sense to 
get in new contact persons every year, for exam-
ple when the organisation gets a new board and 
between events, but in this case careful attention 

as for some people the gender of the harassment 
contact persons might be key when they consid-
er whether or not to get in touch. 

It does not make sense to select a person as har-
assment contact persons who has other signif-
icant leadership roles or responsibilities in the 
organisation or during the event. It is also impor-
tant that the event-specific harassment contact 
persons are present at the event. 

Looking after the harassment contact persons’ 
skills and ability to cope

Training harassment contact persons
The harassment contact persons must receive 
training. Suitable training is offered by various 
organisations, but there is no general standard. 
The training should at the very least go over the 
role of the harassment contact person, how to 
treat a person who reaches out, different options 
for how to approach the situation, as well as the 
more detailed practice of their own organisation 
either as part of the training or separately. It is 
particularly important to highlight the importance 
of and practices related to confidentiality and 
secrecy. Those who have held this role for a while 
must also regularly get the opportunity to talk 
about the work and go over the basic principles. 
The community could for example establish a har-
assment contact person pool, where those who 
are willing and motivated to act as harassment 
contact persons can sign up. This would create a 
structure where the harassment contact persons 

must be paid to orientation 
and training.

From a diversity perspective 
it is important to consider 
things like the people’s gen-
ders and other roles in the 
community. Ideally all harass-
ment contact persons would 
not be replaced at the same 
time, and they should be as 
diverse a group as possible. 
This improves the continui-
ty of the activities and low-
ers the threshold for different 
kinds of people to reach out, 
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can also encourage and support each other, for 
example by sharing best practices and strength-
en their own and their collective skills.

The harassment contact persons’ ability to 
cope

Acting as harassment contact person can be 
stressful, and it is easy to dwell on the harass-
ment cases. That is why it is important that the 
organisation has worked out clear routes to ac-
cess conversational therapy, and those in charge 
must remind the harassment contact persons 
regularly to use this opportunity. In some cas-
es, the person who reaches out needs a kind of 
support or help which is beyond the scope of the 
harassment contact persons’ work. In these cas-
es the organisation must ensure that the harass-
ment contact persons are aware of the correct 
services inside and outside the university that 
they can refer the person to. 

To ensure that the harassment contact persons 
are coping well, the organisation must also keep 
an eye on their stress levels and ensure that no 
one has to carry out this task if it becomes too 
taxing for them. Even if one of the permanent 
harassment contact persons is taking part in an 
event as a participant and organiser, this does 
not automatically mean that they also have to act 
as harassment contact person for the event. The 
role must also be clearly defined. At events, it is 
good practice to agree that after a certain time at 
the afterparty, the harassment contact persons 
no longer have to keep an eye on incoming mes-
sages, and that these will be dealt with or esca-
lated the following day. 

Reaching out to a harassment contact person

It is important to consider which channels to of-
fer as ways to contact the harassment contact 
persons. It is difficult to commit to monitoring all 
potential channels, especially during events, so it 
is a good idea to choose a few clear channels. The 
variety and accessibility of the contact channels 
makes it easier to reach out, which makes it more 
tempting from the participants’ point of view.

Ideally one contact method should be an online 
form, as this makes it possible to contact the 
harassment contact persons anonymously. The 
option to be anonymous is often seen to lower 
the threshold for getting in touch about sensitive 
matters. Anonymity may mean that it is more diffi-
cult to resolve the issue, but it may still be useful 
for the organisers to hear about these situations 
to help them prevent them in future. On the other 
hand, the form can also be used for example to 
express that a comment made in front of an audi-
ence bothered someone, in which case this can 
be verified and possibly brought up with the per-
son who made the comment. 

Communications

A natural frequency for communications about 
the permanent harassment contact persons 
could be at the start of each term, and a few 
times during each term. It is also important to up-
date names and contact details on the website 
when a new person is selected, and also spread 
the word about the new appointment on social 
media. When sending out communications about 
the harassment contact persons it is also a good 
idea to explain why they exist and the basic prin-
ciples of their work. It is also important to spread 
information about their work to relevant parties 
within the university who may encounter people 
who need to reach out to the harassment contact 
persons. 
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The information about who the event-specific 
harassment contact persons are and how they 
can be contacted should be shared several times 
before and event, during the event if possible, 
and also after the event. The harassment contact 
persons can wear some kind of badge or similar to 
help people identify them if this is appropriate for 
the event. For example during checkpoint chal-
lenges, the harassment contact persons could 
also circulate at the event to make it easier for 
people to reach out and to make their work more 
visible.   

Reporting on the work

There are various challenges involved with re-
porting on the work of the harassment contact 
persons, and that is why reporting practices 
should be considered carefully. The way the work 
is documented depends on things like the prac-
tices of the organisation and various data protec-
tion regulations. 

It would be a good idea to document harassment 
reports and cases for example by type and occur-
rence. Monitoring these will help with carrying out 
the measures required to prevent harassment 
and discrimination, as well as to train harassment 
contact persons and university staff on the types 
of cases that come up most often. 

Discrimination and harassment cases are sensi-
tive and personal matters. Therefore any docu-
mentation must be generic and straightforward. 
Only the things that are useful for highlighting 
harassment and promoting a safer space should 
be written down.  When making notes, one should 
avoid including names and any other details 
which make it possible to identify a person. This 
will enable the organisation to monitor the safety 
of the community while also protecting the priva-
cy of those who have reported harassment. 

It is also important to consider where the poten-
tial data will be stored, for how long, and who can 
access it. In practice, this could mean whether 

new harassment contact persons can access old 
data, whether those who leave the role can still 
access the data, and whether the data can only 
be accessed with the organisation’s login de-
tails or some other logins.  These points should 
be considered for both internal documentation 
and any data from contact forms. When transfer-
ring data to new harassment contact persons, 
the organisation should consider which things 
are relevant and how far back the data should go. 
Regarding the people involved in the work, the 
organisation should also consider whether the 
contact details of those who are trained to be 
harassment contact persons should be collected 
and stored. 
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