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Personally, in case of an emergency I prefer to have 
an experienced flight attendant, other qualities are 
secondary. (postdoc at KI) 
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Frida Nilsson 

Project leader  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

2 
 



 

Terminology 
 
Inequality regimes: the interdependent and/or interlocked practices and 
processes that result in continuing inequalities in all work organizations.1 
 
Ethnicity: the social categorization and differentiation of people on the basis of 
their national or ethnic origin, skin color or other similar circumstance.2 Ethnicity 
is socially constructed, relational and created in the context of historical and 
current power relations. Dominant groups often create negative stereotypes of 
other groups.3 
 
Sex: the social categorization of people into women and men according to 
physical appearance /biological criteria. 
 
Gender: Gender is not something we are, in some inherent sense, although we 
may consciously, think of ourselves that way. It is the patterned, socially 
produced distinctions between female and male, feminine and masculine. Rather, 
for the individual and the collective it is a daily accomplishment – that occurs in 
the course of participation in work organizations as well as in many other 
locations and relations.4  
 
Gendered processes: mean that advantage and disadvantage, exploitation and 
control, action and emotion, meaning and identity, are patterned through and in 
terms of a distinction between male and female, masculine and feminine. It is the 
everyday procedures and actions. What people do and say, and how they think 
about these activities.5 
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Introduction 
 
A woman from X (a European country) is always having her lunch alone and I 
have never seen her interacting with other people. Whenever I meet her in the 
corridor, there is just an eye contact, we greet each other and that’s all. There is 
another woman from Y (an Asian country); I noticed that she is mostly talking to 
other male coworkers from Y. I never see her interacting with other people. This 
does not indicate that both women have more to do than others – rather it shows 
that they are not comfortable in the working environment because of their being a 
woman or belonging to another ethnicity/nationality.6 (postdoc at KI)  
 

Karolinska Institutet (KI) received funds for the project Mentor4Equality – a one 

year mentor program – from the Delegation for Gender Equality in Higher 

Education in order to describe and analyze unequal gender structures in research 

careers and to propose measures for change. We have expanded the scope of the 

assessment to include ethnicity as well, as several of the participants of the 

program have other national backgrounds than Swedish.  

 

Despite gender equality efforts on national and local levels, gender discriminating 

practices persist in academia. This means that although there are no longer formal 

obstacles for gender equality more subtle forms of gender discrimination still 

exist.7 Comparable efforts regarding research and measures on inequalities based 

on ethnicity in academia have not been forthcoming. Studies indicate, however, 

that similar discriminating mechanisms as have been described regarding gender 

also exist regarding ethnicity.8 

 

The above quote from a postdoc at KI serves as an illustration of how ”not 

belonging to the (male and/or Swedish and/or white) norm” may isolate  and 

marginalize coworkers and students due to gender and ethnic background.  This 

quote above also illustrates how exclusion and discrimination, on many 

occasions, are not constituted of conscious deliberate acts with the intention to put 

people down – but is rather part of the everyday and normalized interaction and 

procedures of an organization.9  What sociologist Liisa Husu describes as: What 

happens is that “nothing happens”, that “something does not happen" or 

“something or someone is not seen, heard, or recognized or asked to join” 

(2001:122).   
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A first and necessary step in the work to improve unequal 

conditions is to make normalized patterns visible. One 

important aim of this discussion material is therefore to 

present the assessment of the project in the form of 

educational examples from everyday work- and study 

situations at KI. The examples serve to illustrate how gender 

and ethnicity may operate in such situations. 

 

The examples are contextualized within a theoretical 

framework and with research and other studies of unequal 

conditions in higher education. The Council for Equal 

Treatment at KI is responsible for the dissemination of the 

material and project results. The discussion material may be 

used by managers with responsibility to develop equal 

opportunities at KI, as well as others interested in furthering 

equal opportunities, to implement at departmental and central 

levels in order to improve conditions and make KI an 

attractive and creative university for all. 

 

Excellence in research and education goes hand in hand with 

equal opportunities! 

  

 
 
What is the policy of KI? 

KI strives to be an attractive 
study and working 
environment which is free 
from discrimination and 
provides equal opportunities 
for all. 

 
All employees and students are 
entitled to the same rights, 
opportunities and obligations 
regardless of gender, 
transgender identity or 
expression, ethnicity, religion or 
other belief, disability, sexual 
orientation or age. The 
campaign for equal treatment 
aims to create an inclusive 
environment for study and work 
that is also free of 
discrimination, offensive 
behavior and harassment. 
Utilizing other people’s various 
experience and qualities is 
regarded by KI as a 
fundamental requirement for 
excellence in both research and 
teaching.  

Strategy 2012 is intended to 
provide guidance for employees 
and students at KI. The strategy 
sets out KI’s strategic and 
fundamental values. The action 
plan for equal treatment is also 
based on that. This states that 
everything that KI does is to be 
characterized by the following 
values – an ethical approach; 
trust and support for all 
initiatives from employees and 
students; creativity, 
independence and competence; 
good leadership and 
participation; equal 
opportunities and diversity; and 
a leadership team who will 
show the way for KI’s values. 

Karolinska Institutet’s Action 
Plan for Equal Treatment 2013-
2015 

More information on Equal 
Treatment and Guidelines at KI: 
http://internwebben.ki.se/en/rule
s-and-guidelines-z 

 

. 
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Why work for equal opportunities? 

Equal opportunities and discrimination is ultimately an issue 

of democracy and human rights. Everyone, regardless of sex, 

country, culture, ethnicity and context, are born free and equal 

in dignity and rights. Thus, it is a basic right for students and 

staff at KI to work and study in an environment free from 

discrimination, a right regulated by law.  

Sweden has ratified a number of UN-conventions which 

protect human rights. Furthermore, the European Union (EU) 

is founded on the principles of freedom, democracy and 

respect for human rights and the principle of the rule of law. 

EU policy is therefore to respect, protect and promote human 

rights.10  Important national legal provisions which regulate 

employers and education providers are the Discrimination Act, 

the Higher Education Act and the Parental Leave Act.  In 

addition to legal obligations, KI policy and guidelines, there 

are other benefits in working for equal opportunities, which 

will be discussed below. 

National legal provisions 

The Swedish Discrimination Act prohibits employers and 

education providers to discriminate employees and students on 

the grounds of sex, transgender identity or expression, 

ethnicity, religion or other beliefs, disability, sexual 

orientation or age. If an employer or an education provider 

becomes aware that an employee /student considers that he or 

she has been subjected in connection with work/these 

activities to harassment or sexual harassment the 

employer/education provider is obliged to investigate the 

circumstances surrounding the alleged harassment and where 

appropriate take the measures that can reasonably be 

demanded to prevent harassment in the future. In addition, 

there are provisions that employers are to conduct goal-

 
 
The Swedish 
Discrimination Act-   
Definitions 
 
 
Direct discrimination 
that someone is disadvantaged by 
being treated less favorably than 
someone else is treated, has been 
treated or would have been 
treated in a comparable situation, 
if this disadvantaging is associated 
with sex, transgender identity or 
expression, ethnicity, religion or 
other belief, disability, sexual 
orientation or age.  
 
Indirect discrimination  
that someone is disadvantaged by 
the application of a provision, a 
criterion or a procedure that 
appears neutral but that may put 
people of a certain sex, a certain 
transgender identity or expression, 
a certain ethnicity, a certain 
religion or other belief, a certain 
disability, a certain sexual 
orientation or a certain age at a 
particular disadvantage, unless the 
provision, criterion or procedure 
has a legitimate purpose and the 
means that are used are 
appropriate and necessary to 
achieve that purpose.  
 
Harassment 
conduct that violates a person’s 
dignity and that is associated with 
one of the grounds of 
discrimination sex, transgender 
identity or expression, ethnicity, 
religion or other belief, disability, 
sexual orientation or age.  
 
Sexual harassment 
conduct of a sexual nature that 
violates someone’s dignity.  
 
Instructions to discriminate 
orders or instructions to 
discriminate against someone in a 
manner referred to in points 1–4 
that are given to someone who is 
in a subordinate or dependent 
position relative to the person who 
gives the orders or instructions or 
to someone who has committed 
herself or himself to performing an 
assignment for that person. 
 
http://www.government.se/sb/d/10
105/a/115903 
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oriented work to actively promote equal rights and equal 

opportunities in working life regardless of sex, ethnicity, 

religion or other belief. An education provider is to conduct 

goal-oriented work to actively promote equal rights and 

opportunities for students participating in or applying for the 

activities, regardless of sex, ethnicity, religion or other beliefs, 

disability or sexual orientation.  Employers and education 

providers are also required to take active steps to prevent 

harassment and sexual harassment. In addition it is prohibited 

to treat someone unfairly in connection with parental leave – 

which is laid down in the Parental Leave Act. 

Furthermore, The Swedish Higher Education Act states that 

equality between women and men shall always be taken 

into account and promoted in the operations of higher 

education institutions. 

  

What factors facilitates a creative research 

environment? 

KI has everything to gain by intensifying its work for equal 

opportunities in research careers.11 Segregation and unequal 

conditions for women and individuals of other nationalities 

than Swedish may be detrimental for those affected but it may 

also hamper creativity and progress of research.  

 

Furthermore, the chance of 

keeping upcoming and 

excellent researchers in the 

organization may increase 

through providing an 

environment where working 

for equality is taken 

seriously.12   

 

 
 
Who to contact  
if discriminated  
against at KI 
 
 
At the department/similar 
Head of department, line 
manager, chief administrator, 
safety representative, work 
environment representative, 
equal opportunities 
representative, HR manager or 
another person in accordance 
with delegation at the 
department.  
 
At university administration  
HR Director, HR Consultants  
 
Doctoral students can also 
contact 
Unit Manager at the 
postgraduate education unit, The 
Director of Education at the 
department, The Doctoral 
Student Ombudsman, Student 
Health Services  
 
Other 
Occupational Health Services, 
Previa,  
Trade union organizations OFR, 
SACO and SEKO  
Telephone and address details 
can be found on KI’s 
intranet/external website. 
 

The extent to which an individual’s (or 
group’s) creative potential is expressed 
depends considerably on the environment 
in which that individual (or group) works. 
(Hemlin et.al. 2008). 
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opposite of factors which promote creativity in research. Hierarchical segregation 

of different nationalities/ethnicities does not promote interaction between 

researchers. Unequal treatment of other nationalities than Swedes and of women 

does not promote the exchange of diverse experiences. The gendered status 

difference between different scientific fields does not promote interdisciplinary 

contact between disciplines.16 A biased selection of talented individuals does not 

show faith in the capacity of individuals regardless of gender and ethnicity. The 

sometimes harsh, academic environment is not the nurturing climate in which 

rigorous criticism is coupled with a high degree of sensitivity.  Combating 

unequal structures should, therefore, constitute an important part in the work to 

secure and promote KIs international competitiveness in research. 

 
 

  
 
Success in research. Anna Andreasson, Mentor4Equality 
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Footnotes 
 
 

1 Acker (2006:441) defines inequality regimes as "Inequality regimes are the interlocked practices 
and processes that result in continuing inequalities in all work organizations". The term 
interdependent is used here, in addition to interlocked, to emphasize that these processes, many 
times, are difficult to separate analytically as well as empirically. See under "Intersecting power 
structures". 
2 The definition is based on the definition of ethnicity in The Swedish Discrimination Act: 
"Ethnicity: national or ethnic origin, skin color or other similar circumstance". The term ethnicity 
rather than "race" is used in the discussion material as ethnicity is the term used in the Swedish 
Discrimination Act. 
3 Hylland Eriksen, 1993:68. 
4 Acker, 1992:250. 
5 Acker, 1992 :251-255. 
6 The word “interacting” here does not reflect professional interaction that is related to work. 
7 See for example Mählk 2003 and SOU 2011:1. 
8 See for example SOU 2006:40. 
9 As well as the perception of the interaction and procedures.  
10 http://www.manskligarattigheter.se/en 
11 The mentees of Mentor4Equality have argued that in order to succeed in advancing equality at 
KI, one needs to stress the positive outcomes of working for equal opportunities – rather than 
only dwell on the detrimental consequences of unequal structures. 
12 See for example Husu (2001). Mentor4Equality has also identified the risk of losing upcoming 
researchers through discrimination. See also Jessica Lober: The Chemistry PhD: the impact of 
women’s retention.  Centre for women in SET and Royal Society of Chemistry. 
Curt Rice: Why women leave academia and why universities should be worried ?  Why women 
leave academia. 
13 Hemlin, et.al. 2008. 
14 To operationalize the concept ”major discovery” Hollingsworth ( 2002) draws on  criteria the 
scientific community has created to recognize major discoveries, such as discoveries which led to 
either winning- or near winning of a major prize. 
15 Hollingsworth 2002:64.  
16 The status differences of scientific  fields at KI may be exemplified by a comment by a senior 
researcher at KI, who was advising the project leader of Mentor4Equality that it was pivotal in 
getting recognition for the project that the number of mentees conducting the assessment 
should not be “too many” from a number of low status departments. He also mentioned that 
some of these departments were sometimes called bitch-departments.( Sw.“kärring 
institutioner”). 
17 The departments represented in the project are: Department of Biosciences and Nutrition 
(BioNut) , Department of Clinicial Neuroscience (CNS), Department of Biochemistry an d 
Biophysics (MBB),  Department of Medical Epidemiology and Biostatistics (MEB), Department of 
Medicine , Solna (MedS), Department of Laboratory Medicine (LABMED), Department of 
Medicine, Huddinge (MedH); Department of Molecular Medicine and Surgery (MMK), 
Department of Neurobiology, Care Sciences and Society (NVS), Department of Oncology-
Pathology (OnkPat), Department of Women's and Children's Health (KBH), Institute of 
Environmental Medicine (IMM), Department of Public Health Sciences (PHS).  
18 See definition in Terminology. 
19 In addition to lectures and seminars led by researchers in the field of gender and organization, 
mentors and mentees have received literature:  ”Gender. In World Perspective” (2009) by 
Raewyn Connell and the dissertation "Sexism, Support and Survival in Academia  Academic 
Women and Hidden Discrimination in Finland" (2001)  by Liisa Husu and "Innovative or 
conservative excellence?" (2007) by Angela Nilsson. 
20 Husu, 2001:52. 
21 Mills 1996:321. 
22 Acker 1994.   
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