[image: A rainbow colored lines on a black background  Description automatically generated][image: A rainbow colored circle on a black background  Description automatically generated]








This document is a COLOURS publication released on 30 June 2025. It was developed as part of the COLOURS European University Alliance.
The COLOURS European University Alliance is co-funded by the European Union under grant number 101124491 — COLOURS — ERASMUS-EDU-2023-EUR-UNIV.
For any questions or comments regarding this publication, please contact:
COLOURS Work package 5

Professor Martin Persson 
Högskolan Kristianstad
Email: martin.j.persson@hkr.se

 


[bookmark: _Toc211351784]Executive Summary
This report synthesises the findings of a comprehensive, multi-method investigation into how Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) can be systematically advanced across the COLOURS European University Alliance. Drawing on institutional evidence reports, participatory Group Concept Mapping (GCM) with 348 staff members, and Imagine/IDEATE workshops involving 392 students across ten universities, the report provides a robust foundation for the formulation of the COLOURS Alliance EDI Policy.
The Imagine/IDEATE initiative, grounded in Applied Design Thinking, enabled students to articulate lived experiences of exclusion, identify structural and cultural barriers, and co-create innovative solutions. Through iterative, collaborative processes, students proposed a wide range of actions, including enhanced accessibility, experiential learning activities, digital tools to reduce barriers, and initiatives to foster empathy and intercultural dialogue. A consistent outcome across all institutions was the deepening of students’ understanding of equity, equality, and intersectionality—often representing their first substantial engagement with EDI concepts in higher education. The workshops demonstrated the transformative potential of human-centred, participatory learning in cultivating inclusive cultures and empowering students to drive institutional change.
The GCM process complemented these insights by capturing staff perspectives on institutional priorities for improving EDI. The analysis identified six thematic clusters, with “Providing Training and Education” consistently rated as both highly important and feasible across all nine universities. Staff emphasised the need for mandatory EDI training, inclusive teaching strategies, and awareness-raising measures embedded at all levels of academic and professional practice. Other clusters—such as inclusive leadership, decision-making, and cultural transformation—were recognised as critical but perceived as less feasible, signalling enduring structural challenges and the necessity of leadership commitment and resource allocation.
Taken together, the student- and staff-driven findings converge on a clear message: EDI must be embedded as a core strategic priority through pedagogical innovation, structural reform, and cultural change. 
The culmination of this work is the COLOURS Alliance Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) Policy, which positions education on EDI as a central driver of cultural transformation. By aligning institutional practices with European frameworks and embedding equity as the foundation for diversity and inclusion, the policy provides a strategic framework for lasting change.
In conclusion, the COLOURS Alliance has established an evidence-informed, participatory roadmap for advancing EDI in higher education. The alliance-wide endorsement of the principle “Treat everyone with kindness and respect, valuing individuals for who they are”—the highest-rated statement across all nine universities—affirms a shared commitment to embed EDI at the heart of academic life and to foster inclusive excellence within and beyond the alliance.
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Background of the report 
This report provides the scientific foundation for developing an inclusive and comprehensive EDI policy within the COLOURS alliance. Through systematic mapping, workshops, research and analysis of existing data and policy frameworks, this report aims to provide an evidence-based understanding of:
1. The key benefits and challenges affecting equity, diversity, and inclusion in higher education across Europe.
2. Reporting of activities and processes that have involved students and staff across the alliance in the research on how we aim to develop EDI within academia.
3. How COLOURS can adapt and implement these insights to create a sustainable, institution-wide approach to EDI.
By consolidating research and best practices, the Emerging Evidence Report aims to shift the focus from isolated diversity initiatives to systemic, embedded changes in higher education institutions. The report will analyse existing EDI policies within COLOURS partner universities to identify strengths and gaps while also reviewing how student participation, governance structures, and institutional leadership influence inclusivity. Furthermore, it will explore innovative methodologies for assessing EDI progress, ensuring that future policies are both responsive, resilient and adaptable to changing academic and societal landscapes.
A key element of this report is its commitment to operationalising EDI principles in a way that transcends traditional categorisations of disadvantaged groups. Instead of focusing on identifying underrepresented groups, which can raise questions about the ethics of researching them, we advocate for an approach that enhances institutional accessibility for all. The underlying philosophy is that true inclusivity is about fostering environments where every individual can reach full potential without systemic hindrances.
Through this report, COLOURS Alliance aims to ensure that EDI efforts go beyond policy declarations and become proactive, effective strategies that drive lasting transformation within participating universities and, more broadly, within the European higher education landscape.

The introduction of EDI
When considering the principles of Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI), it is important to recognise that no single principle can deliver inclusivity in isolation. Equity addresses structural barriers to fair access, diversity expands representation, and inclusion establishes the everyday conditions necessary for participation and belonging. Individuals who experience a sense of belonging and validation demonstrate improved wellbeing, performance, innovation and creativity (Claeys-Kulik, et al., 2019; UNESCO, 2020, Antoninis et al., 2020; Siri et al., 2022; Zuber, C. D. & Moody, L. 2018; Jones, G., Chirino Chace, B., & Wright, J., 2020). The evidence for the positive outcomes of integrating EDI principles into organisations and institutions is strong, though it also highlights several challenges.
It is therefore essential to engage with EDI in ways that are evidence-based and grounded in proven practices. Approaches that are not supported by evidence-based research risk generating backlash and undermining both inclusivity and the sense of belonging. When treated in isolation, each EDI principle can fail, often to the detriment of the most underrepresented groups in society. For instance, diversity without inclusion risks tokenism; inclusion without equity may leave structural inequalities intact; and equity without diversity can result in a narrowing of perspectives (Hellerstedt, Uman & Wennberg, 2024). Non-inclusive cultures persist at both structural and interpersonal levels (Watson et al., 2023), often manifesting in unequal access to opportunities, underrepresentation of marginalised groups, and environments that fail to fully support or value diverse identities and perspectives. Research demonstrates that diverse groups can only realise their full potential when inclusion is intentionally fostered at all levels, and that effective inclusion requires balancing individuals’ needs and equal access to opportunities. This underscores the need for an integrated, system-wide approach of EDI (Nishii, 2013; Shore et al., 2011; Brewer, 1991).

Intersectionality
Intersectionality is a framework that deepens the EDI principles by emphasising the interlocking nature of identity and power. Coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989), intersectionality highlights that individuals experience discrimination or privilege through the combination of multiple identities. For example, consider the experience of a Roma woman in society. If we only focus on her ethnicity, we might miss how her gender also shapes her experience. Similarly, if we only consider gender, we might overlook the ways in which her experience as a Roma person is different from women of other ethnic backgrounds. Intersectionality helps us recognise that her experiences are shaped by being both Roma and a woman. The challenges faced by a Roma woman cannot be fully understood by looking at ethnicity or gender alone; her lived experience is shaped by both simultaneously, along with possible influences of socio-economic status, disability, or migration background. This lens underscores the need for disaggregated data, comprehensive evaluation, and holistic interventions that move beyond single-issue approaches. (Crenshaw, 2022). 
Understanding intersectionality, for instance, can help create more inclusive and supportive environments. It encourages institutions and organisations to recognise that a person's challenges or barriers to success may be influenced by the interplay of various aspects of their identity. For a Roma woman who may face prejudice based on her ethnicity, gender, and possibly her socioeconomic status, support systems that address only one aspect of her identity might not be sufficient to help her overcome the unique obstacles she encounters.
By applying an intersectional lens, institutions, organisations, and societies can develop policies, programs, and resources that address the diverse and intersecting needs of individuals, ensuring that no one is left behind. Intersectionality encourages us to listen to and uplift the voices of those who face multiple forms of oppression, contributing to building a more equitable and inclusive society. By recognising and valuing the complexities of individual experiences, intersectionality helps us move beyond surface-level understandings of diversity and inclusion and toward a more comprehensive approach that respects the full spectrum of human identities.

Equity
Equity is the foundation of the EDI framework. It is grounded in fairness and justice, aiming to correct systemic imbalances that prevent individuals from fully accessing opportunities. Equity acknowledges that learners and staff do not begin from the same starting point due to factors such as socio-economic status, ethnicity, gender, disability, or linguistic background. Unlike equality, which presumes identical treatment, equity requires differentiated strategies that address specific barriers and provide tailored support. Equity, therefore, demands systemic reform. It requires institutions to interrogate the ways in which their structures, policies, and practices perpetuate inequalities, and to take deliberate steps to dismantle these barriers (Siri et al., 2022).

Diversity
Diversity refers to the presence of differences in its broadest sense. It encompasses both visible and invisible characteristics, including ethnicity, age, gender, physical ability, and neurodiversity, as well as sexual orientation, religion, socio-economic status, and lived experiences. Evidence consistently demonstrates that heterogeneous teams outperform homogeneous ones in problem-solving and innovation (Jones, G. et al., 2020). In educational settings, exposure to diverse peers cultivates empathy, critical thinking, and adaptability, which are skills crucial for graduates entering increasingly complex labour markets (Siri et. al., 2022). Yet, diversity in itself does not guarantee inclusion. Without structures of equity and cultures of belonging, diversity risks becoming tokenistic or symbolic, rather than transformative (Hellerstedt, Uman & Wennberg, 2024)

Inclusion
Inclusion extends beyond the recognition of diversity since it entails the creation of environments in which every individual feels valued, respected, and empowered to participate fully. It is not confined to the fulfilment of legal or procedural requirements but requires deliberate and proactive efforts to remove structural barriers and to foster belonging. Genuine inclusion, therefore, demands systems that embrace open dialogue, acknowledge diverse forms of lived experience, enable flexible pathways for engagement, and ensure that marginalised voices are represented in decision-making processes and can shape collective outcomes (Nishii, 2013).
A productive way to conceptualise inclusion in modern societies is through the Quadruple Helix framework, which situates civil society as a fourth actor alongside government, industry, and academia. This model shifts inclusion from a rhetorical commitment to a structural reality, recognising that meaningful social progress cannot occur without the active participation of citizens and communities in general and marginalised groups specifically. Civil society provides the lived insights, contextual knowledge, and social legitimacy necessary to ensure that policies, innovations, and initiatives resonate with societal needs. 
Inclusive practices necessitate proactive measures to ensure that individuals from all backgrounds feel a sense of belonging and can participate fully in academic and social life. Thus, it is both a cultural and structural project. It asks institutions and organisations to move from passive tolerance of difference to active celebration and integration of diversity into their core missions (Watson et al., 2023; Siri et. al., 2022). 
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EDI in the European academic context
Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) have become central concepts in higher education, reflecting the growing recognition that academic excellence cannot be separated from fairness, representation, and belonging (Rome Communiqué, 2020). Equity, diversity, and inclusion are thus principles that address distinct yet interrelated aspects of institutional transformation. At the same time, the framework of intersectionality provides the necessary analytical depth to capture the complexity students experience and find adaptable solutions to meet their needs. Understanding these principles and their interconnections is essential for designing universities that are both globally competitive and socially just (European Commission European Education Culture Executive Agency et al., 2022.)

Background and development of EDI in the European Higher Education
Within the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), EDI has been framed as a strategic imperative linked to both institutional performance and democratic values, as well as shaping national and institutional policies across Europe (Konstantinidou, 2025). This framework reflects broader democratic commitments and aligns with EU-level initiatives that promote equity and inclusion in higher education and research. 
The Bologna Process, initiated in 1999, gradually integrated the principle of the “social dimension” into its framework. This concept asserts that the composition of student bodies applying, entering and completing their studies across Europe should reflect the diversity of society, and that higher education systems must take active steps to remove barriers to participation and completion (Communiqué Rome, 2020; Konstantinidou, 2025). The Tirana Communiqué (2024) reinforced this commitment, explicitly calling for an “inclusive EHEA by 2030,” supported by improved data collection through instruments such as EUROSTUDENT. These communiqués underscore that EDI is no longer peripheral but central to the legitimacy and sustainability of European higher education (European Higher Education Area, 2024).
Parallel EU initiatives reinforce this path. Under Horizon Europe, all public bodies, research organisations, and higher education institutions from EU Member States and associated countries submitting proposals for calls with deadlines from 2022 onwards are required to have a Gender Equality Plan (GEP) or an equivalent strategy in place as a condition for funding eligibility (European Commission et al., 2021). In addition, to foster greater diversity in research and innovation (R&I), the European Commission is expanding its gender policy framework to address intersecting social dimensions such as ethnicity, disability, and sexual orientation (European Commission et al., 2022). This reflects a systemic recognition that excellence in research and education cannot be achieved without addressing structural discrimination and ensuring equitable participation. Eurydice reports further argue for flexible study pathways, lifelong learning opportunities, and institutional governance structures that prioritise inclusivity (European Commission, European Education and Culture Executive Agency et al., 2022).

Equity in European Higher Education
In this context, the first principle of EDI, Equity, is in primary focus. It is closely tied to traditions of social justice and fairness, emphasising the need to redress systemic disadvantage for student and staff. Rooted in critiques of equality as “sameness,” equity highlights how individuals experience differing starting points due to structural barriers such as racism, patriarchy, and economic stratification. Equity calls for differentiated strategies that provide tailored resources and support. In higher education, this translates into interventions such as targeted scholarships for underrepresented students, language support for migrants, accessible digital tools for disabled learners and staff, and transparency in recruitment (European Commission European Education and Culture Executive Agency et al., 2022; UNESCO, 2020; European Commission, 2025). Equity, therefore, embodies both corrective justice and forward-looking reform, demanding that historical inequities should be actively dismantled and not passively tolerated.

Diversity in European Higher Education
Diversity, on the other hand, gained prominence in European education and policy discourse in the late twentieth century and has since become embedded in higher education strategies as part of broader commitments to democratic pluralism and internationalisation (Kivinen, O. & Rinne, R., 1991; Reichert, S., 2009). The expansion of cross-border mobility brought a growing variety of linguistic, cultural, and socio-economic backgrounds into European classrooms. This development highlighted both opportunities and challenges. On the one hand, greater diversity enriched academic environments by fostering intercultural dialogue, global perspectives, and collaborative learning. On the other hand, it also exposed structural inequalities in access, participation, and attainment, particularly for students from marginalised or underrepresented groups. Consequently, diversity became a strategic priority, linked to social inclusion, labour market demands, and the vision of a European Higher Education Area that reflects the diversity of our society (European Commission et al., 2022; Rome Communiqué, 2020; Reichert, S., 2009; McCausland, T., 2021).
Diversity itself encompasses the full spectrum of human difference—visible and invisible—including ethnicity, gender, religion, age, disability, neurodiversity, sexual orientation, socio-economic status, nationality, and lived experience (European Commission European Education and Culture Executive Agency, 2022; EUA, 2023). Herring (2009) provided early empirical evidence of the benefits of diversity, demonstrating that organisations with more diverse workforces perform better in terms of sales revenue, customer numbers, and profitability. While the study was conducted in a business context, its findings have been influential in higher education policy debates, where diversity is increasingly linked not only to social justice but also to institutional performance and innovation. Therephore, fostering diversity in the academic sphere, strengthens global competitiveness when universities that embrace pluralism are better positioned to attract international talent, build transnational collaborations, and maintain relevance in an interconnected knowledge economy. Taken together, within higher education, the concept of diversity enhances knowledge production and enriches learning environments by fostering critical thinking, adaptability, and intercultural competence, skills highly relevant for the European labour market (European Commission, 2025; Claeys-Kulik et al., 2019). 

Inclusion in European Higher Education
UNESCO (2020) and Eurydice (2022) stress that within higher education, inclusion should be seen as an ongoing process that demands sustained commitment and adaptation. Therefore, inclusive practices must be dynamic and evolving in response to new forms of inequality linked to digital divides, migration, or socio-economic transformations. When inclusion is embedded into both institutional structures and organisational cultures, universities can move beyond symbolic gestures towards genuine systemic transformation that redistributes opportunity and power.
At the same time, intersectionality became a framework in European debates, providing a way to understand and address inclusion. It highlights how systems of oppression, such as racism and sexism, do not operate in isolation but intersect to produce compounded and layered forms of disadvantage. European ongoing work of inclusion recognises this complexity, with the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (2024) calling for a multidimensional approach to policy development. Intersectionality and inclusion therefore challenge reductive and one-dimensional policy responses, demanding holistic interventions that reflect the lived realities of marginalised communities.
For higher education, inclusion is particularly significant. It guards against oversimplified understandings of disadvantage and compels institutions to design policies and practices that acknowledge the diverse, overlapping identities of students and staff (FRA, 2024; Crenshaw, 2022). In doing so, it positions EDI as a framework for structural reform and cultural transformation, where inclusion requires both the redistribution of power through participatory governance and curriculum diversification, and cultural change through the dismantling of unconscious bias, stereotyping, and exclusionary norms. 
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The difference between EDI and DEI
As a continuation of the preceding discussion on the principles of EDI in both academia and broader societal contexts, it is crucial to situate this concept within a global framework. A closer examination of inclusion strategies at the strategic level reveals that they are guided by different logics which shape both their priorities and their outcomes. For the COLOURS Alliance, defining an approach that aligns with its democratic values and long-term vision for inclusion requires a clear understanding of the existing distinctions.
A fundamental distinction can be drawn between the widely adopted DEI (Diversity, Equity and Inclusion) framework and the EDI (Equity, Diversity and Inclusion) model. Both encompass the same three pillars. However, their sequence is not a matter of stylistic preference but a strategic and philosophical declaration. DEI, by leading with diversity, places initial emphasis on increasing representation, while EDI foregrounds equity, setting a foundation rooted in justice and structural reform. This ordering profoundly shapes, like previously mentioned, both the methods and the sustainability of inclusion efforts.
DEI often adopts a diversity-first approach, rooted in organisational and business rationales. In much of the organisational and business literature, DEI is the dominant framing. The diversity-first logic underpinning this model suggests that the presence of individuals from varied backgrounds fuels innovation, creativity, and competitiveness (Ju, H., & Kim, Y., 2025; Hewlett, Marshall & Sherbin, 2013). In corporate contexts, this argument has been central to the so-called business case for diversity, where diversity is positioned as a strategic asset that can improve market performance and increase profit (Hellerstedt, Uman & Wennberg, 2024). While higher education institutions also benefit from diverse student and staff populations by gaining new perspectives, intercultural competencies, and broader intellectual horizons, the conclusion is that diversity on its own cannot guarantee equitable participation. Without deeper structural change, there is a risk that representation becomes symbolic, offering visibility but not empowerment (EUA, 2019; Nkomo et al., 2019). 
Hellerstedt, Uman and Wennberg (2024) argue that companies promoting DEI frequently encounter a “revolving door effect” among employees. Individuals may be recruited for their authentic uniqueness but often choose to leave when the organisational environment proves unable to accommodate their perspectives and ways of being. Furthermore, the authors contend that employees from underrepresented groups are frequently required to adapt to the majority culture in order to avoid marginalisation, while simultaneously being burdened with the responsibility of representing their entire social group (ibid.).
By contrast, the EDI model, which is increasingly embedded in European academic and policy contexts, places equity at the forefront. This equity-first approach underscores that genuine inclusion cannot be achieved by diversity alone; rather, systemic barriers must be dismantled, and fair conditions established, before diversity can flourish. Diversity, in this model, is understood as an outcome of equity, not the starting point. Only when equity ensures that opportunities, resources, and recognition are distributed fairly can diverse individuals and groups participate fully and thrive within academic communities (LERU, 2019; European Commission, 2025; Hellerstedt, Uman & Wennberg, 2024).
This distinction is particularly important for European higher education, where universities must balance their dual role as engines of knowledge creation and as civic institutions. On the one hand, diversity is vital: heterogeneous academic environments foster creativity, broaden research agendas, and enhance global competitiveness. In a world where higher education operates within a global marketplace, the ability to attract diverse talent and perspectives is indispensable to maintaining international relevance. On the other hand, if equity is neglected, the benefits of diversity remain fragile and unevenly distributed. Equity ensures that diverse voices are not just present but are empowered to shape teaching, research, and governance. When choosing between EDI and DEI, it is essential to ask questions about what the catalyst of change is for the specific organisation or institution. What are the priorities, and how do we want them to be addressed? And most important of all, what outcomes do we want to see?
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Challenges regarding EDI in Higher Education
Despite notable progress, substantial challenges remain in embedding equity, diversity and inclusion (EDI) across higher education institutions (HEIs). These challenges are multi-dimensional and cut across issues of data, institutional structures, cultural practices and systemic inequalities.
A persistent obstacle is the lack of comprehensive and intersectional data. Many HEIs continue to collect information along singular categories, such as gender or ethnicity, without adequately capturing the ways in which different identity markers intersect to shape disadvantage (European Commission, 2025; Kelly et al., 2022). The absence of such nuanced data limits the development of targeted and effective interventions, as cumulative and overlapping forms of exclusion remain invisible (Guerrina, R., & Slootmaeckers, K., 2023;Varsik, S., & Gorochovskij, J., 2023). Robust, intersectionally disaggregated datasets are therefore essential for advancing evidence-based policy and practice in EDI.
European Commission (2025), through their recent report “Impact of gender equality plans across the European Research Area” highlights that research organisations, HEIs and public bodies should dedicate appropriate resources to the development and implementation of Gender Equality Plans (GEP), embed gender equality principles in the governance framework of organisations and facilitate and demonstrate internal stakeholder involvement. Even where formal EDI structures exist, they are frequently under-resourced and reliant on the commitment of individuals rather than embedded within institutional mandates (Bencivenga et al., 2025). Even though the knowledge about EDI initiatives have increased in recent years, staff members working with inclusion still struggle with lack clarity of mandate, accountability and mechanisms for evaluation. This situation undermines sustainability and risks positioning EDI as peripheral and not integrated to institutional strategy. Because of these structural inequalities, institutional responses often fall short in providing accessible facilities, trained staff, and adequate assistive technologies (Hauschildt et al., 2024).
Beyond structural factors, rooted cultural dynamics continue to hinder inclusivity. Microaggressions and interpersonal exclusion, whether expressed as unconscious bias, subtle insults, invalidations, or more overt acts—remain common in academic environments, contributing to exclusion and undermining belonging (Watson, Ahmed & Bhopal, 2023; Branlæt, 2023). Research demonstrates that microaggressions and unconscious bias in academic environments are subtle yet persistent, particularly affecting students from marginalised groups and minority backgrounds. Such experiences undermine students’ sense of belonging and mattering, even where formal inclusion policies are in place. A systematic review of the literature further highlights that microaggressions contribute to heightened psychological stress, cultural mistrust, and disengagement, thereby weakening students’ academic participation and wellbeing. Addressing these cultural barriers requires sustained reflection, structured training, and ongoing dialogue aimed at transforming the informal norms and practices that enable exclusion (Ogunyemi et al., 2020). As UNESCO (2020) underscores, inclusion should not be regarded as a static end-state but as a dynamic and ongoing institutional process requiring continuous adaptation, reflection and systemic commitment.
The evidence suggests that the primary challenges to advancing EDI in higher education are interlinked: the lack of robust data hampers targeted interventions; under-resourced EDI structures weaken institutional capacity; entrenched cultural dynamics undermine inclusivity and non-structured trainings reinforce the unconscious bias. Together, these dynamics contribute to a pronounced gap between policy rhetoric and practical reality. Addressing them requires a holistic, intersectional and institutionally embedded approach.
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[bookmark: _Toc211351787]Activities in Work Package 5
Building on the EDI framework outlined in the introduction, which emphasises the need for systemic, intersectional and evidence-based approaches, Work Package 5 of the COLOURS Alliance has been designed to provide a structured and research-informed response to the persistent challenges facing higher education. Recognising the interconnection between systemic, structural and cultural barriers, the work package has sought to ground its activities in rigorous academic research, internationally recognised EDI frameworks and local insights from staff members and students across the alliance. The central aim has been to move beyond policy rhetoric and to develop practical, proactive and context-sensitive tools for advancing equity, diversity and inclusion across partner universities.
To this end, Work Package 5 has adopted a multi-layered approach. First, we conducted a systematic review and mapping of existing EDI policies across the alliance to identify gaps, strengths, and opportunities for harmonisation. Second, the project has prioritised the development of measurable indicators linked to EDI, enabling both accountability and comparability across institutions. Third, drawing on design thinking methodologies, the IMAGINE workshops have been used to capture and analyse students’ visions for a more inclusive academic environment, emphasising training and lived experience as central to EDI development. Fourth, through the Group Concept Mapping (GCM) process, staff perspectives have been systematically collected, allowing for an evidence-based understanding of how employees envision the advancement of EDI in their institutions.
Taken together, these strands form a coherent, research-informed strategy that aligns empirical data with participatory methodologies. By combining institutional analysis, up-to-date research and student- and staff-driven insights, Work Package 5 has created a robust framework for embedding EDI as a pathway of academic culture within the COLOURS Alliance.
[bookmark: _Toc211351788]Task number 5.1: Prepare EDI Emerging Evidence Report
The preparation of the EDI Emerging Evidence Report began at an early stage of the project, reflecting the strategic importance of establishing an evidence-based basis for the EDI policy framework. Throughout 2024–2025, continuous efforts have been directed towards the development of this report, with dedicated activities aimed at gathering, analysing, and consolidating data from across the COLOURS Alliance.
During the ongoing development of the EDI Emerging Evidence Report, student participation has been an important, albeit challenging, dimension of this task. While the Student Forum was formally involved, engagement has been constrained by the frequent turnover of student representatives, limiting continuity and institutional memory. To address this difficulty, alternative channels for student voice were actively pursued. Students were engaged through the Imagine workshops, annual conferences, and other large-scale gatherings, ensuring that their perspectives contributed meaningfully to the evidence base.
In addition, the COLOURS Strategy Board (CSB) and Student Forum (SF) were consulted at key stages, providing oversight and ensuring that the findings were aligned with broader alliance priorities. Preparations were also made to present the findings at the COLOURS Convention (CC), thereby ensuring visibility and facilitating dialogue among stakeholders.
At the outset, EDI Officers were appointed at all nine partner universities, ensuring that institutional responsibilities for equity, diversity and inclusion were formally established. These officers have since engaged in regular monthly meetings to monitor progress, exchange best practices, and coordinate joint activities. The first key task was for each EDI Officer to prepare an institutional report outlining the current state of EDI at their respective university. These reports provided insight into local policies, practices, and challenges, thereby offering the necessary foundation for cross-alliance analysis. Building on this, the officers collectively identified policy gaps and areas requiring further alignment or support at the alliance level. The outcome of this collaborative process is a Summary Report that synthesises institutional findings, maps areas of convergence and divergence, and highlights the specific needs of the COLOURS Alliance regarding EDI policy development.
What follows is the Summary of Already Existing EDI-related Policies in the Alliance, which synthesises the key findings from all nine universities. This synthesis places particular emphasis on the policy and practice gaps that were identified through collective analysis. It highlights where additional effort is required to ensure that the alliance as a whole can meet its EDI objectives, and it provides a shared platform from which future policy recommendations and strategic interventions can be formulated.

Summery Report: Already existing EDI-related policies at each University
Introduction
The COLOURS Alliance is working towards a deep and systematic transformation in different areas, focusing on green, social, and techno-digital development. The nine academic institutions, mentioned below, have joined the Alliance to be part of an innovative, value-driven, and sustainable European University. 
The Alliance places Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) at the heart of its governance, reflecting its commitment to these values as core principles. Through a dedicated Work Package 5 (WP5), all nine member universities will actively collaborate to create equitable and inclusive environments in academia. Each University has prepared detailed reports on its current EDI work, such as gender equality policies, legal frameworks, and practices. This document summarises the EDI reports and identifies areas for further enhancement across the COLOURS Alliance.
The following is an overview of how each university within the COLOURS Alliance upholds the principles of Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI). The Universities involved in the Alliance are:

• Paderborn University (UPB), Germany
• University of Ferrara (UNIFE), Italy
• Kristianstad University (HKR), Sweden
• Josip Juraj Strossmayer University of Osijek (UNIOS), Croatia
• Jan Długosz University in Częstochowa (JDU), Poland
• University of Castilla - La Mancha (UCLM), Spain
• Le Mans University (LMU), France
• University St. Kliment Ohridski – Bitola (UKLO), North Macedonia
• Ventspils University of Applied Sciences (VUAS), Latvia

Gender Equality
Gender equality is a central dimension of EDI. All COLOURS universities have an existing Gender Equality Policy (GEP), whereas the current ones have been updated since at least 2021. Many of the elements described in the GEPs are recommendations. It is therefore difficult to say whether they have all been applied and complied with since they were drawn up. Regardless, the GEPs serve as valuable references for understanding the universities' EDI work providing clear insights into their commitments and approaches.
The university has a role to play both as an institution of learning and as an employer. Gender Equality officers are responsible for the implementation of GEP in each institution and on all levels. The GEPs are accessible on the universities' websites and encompass various key areas, offering insights into institutional strategies and priorities for promoting equity and inclusion. Below is a description of identified key areas.

Disparities in fields of study 
All the partners of Colours Alliance have noted the challenging disparities between men and women in different fields of study among the student population. Although women outnumber men in the general student population, they are in the minority in Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) disciplines. Men, on the other hand, are not very present in literary subjects, humanities, and administration. To address this issue, HKRs dedicated strategy, “Equal Opportunity plan 2021–2024”, is gaining a deeper understanding of students' choices by conducting targeted surveys on gender mainstreaming initiatives. These surveys are designed to gather insights into the factors influencing students' academic decisions, enabling more informed strategies to promote gender balance in underrepresented fields. Through a nuanced examination of gender dynamics in educational pathways, HKR aims to disassemble deeply rooted beliefs and stereotypes that perpetuate gender inequalities.
UCLM and LMU are working actively to highlight female role models in the woman underrepresented fields. ULCM have a specific program called “Adventure with scientists at the UCLM”, where primary school students have the opportunity to meet female researchers at the university, enabling secondary school girls to meet female students and professionals from this field. UPB also offers female tutor and mentor programs in the natural sciences and technical subjects, which can be very helpful for first-year students. The mentoring program is also intended for female doctoral candidates to achieve a proportion of female doctorates and habilitations that is at least equal to the proportion of women at the previous qualification level. UPB calls it “The cascade principle”. Doctoral scholarships also contribute to that strategy.
In order to highlight the importance of raising the profile of women in different ways, UCLM and LMU aim to name and rename classrooms and auditoriums in their universities according to famous women in their fields of study. These two universities also organise commemorative days throughout the year, particularly around 8 March, International Women's Day. Moreover, the visibility of women can go through the use of inclusive language in which the feminine appears. UCLM uses this principle in its communications and provides staff and students with guides and training on how to apply inclusive writing. UNIFE also uses inclusive communication. 
Disparities in the fields of study also exist in areas where men are underrepresented, such as literary subjects, humanities, and administrative disciplines. However, there is a noticeable lack of targeted efforts in universities’ EDI reports to address and balance these gender disparities. While significant resources and strategies are dedicated to increasing female participation in male-dominated fields, there is comparatively little attention paid to encouraging men to pursue studies in areas where they are the minority.

Gender balance in executive positions
The analysis of gender balance in executive positions presented in these reports is described in different ways in the institutions, even though an observed imbalance between men and women in decision-making processes within academia is evident across the whole Colours Alliance. 
JDU data shows that gender balance has been achieved among teaching staff, with 51% women and 49% men. However, the data reveals an imbalance in leadership and professorial positions. Decision-making structures remain male-dominated at JDU, with men disproportionately represented in positions such as rector, pro-rector, institute director, department head, chair of disciplinary boards and in the composition of dean's colleges. UCLM and UPB have conducted similar analyses in their respective organisations.
UKLO, on the other hand, is the only one of the COLOURS universities to report gender imbalance with 2/3 of managerial positions held by women. UKLO defines in the report that even before their current policies and strategies on gender equality, they were promoting managerial positions based on accomplishments and competencies. No further information is provided on how the prework has been done. 
All the university's reports demonstrate a strong commitment to addressing these disparities by fostering gender-equal and inclusive academic environments. Various strategies and action plans are highlighted, focusing on increasing women's representation in leadership roles and male-dominated fields. For instance, UPB has set a goal to raise the proportion of female professors by an additional 5% over the next three years. The reports also underscore the importance of tackling gender stereotypes and unconscious biases while promoting the visibility of female role models within academia, especially at HKR and LMU.
UCLM highlights the need to have a balanced composition by gender in each of the evaluation committees and hiring committees and to promote a balanced composition of women and men in coordination tasks of master’s degrees and direction of doctoral thesis. The staff is also encouraged to participate in training courses on equality. UCLM and HKR also stress the importance of keeping a record of employees' pay to carry out a comparative statistical analysis of men's and women's pay year after year.
UPB plans to reach gender parity in the appointment committee and to have the active involvement of the Equal Opportunities Officer in all steps of the procedure. They also recommend inviting the same number of women as men or all female applicants when under-represented, on the condition that they meet the required qualifications defined in the advertisement. During the appointment, the use of guidelines and a checklist in which gender equality aspects are explicitly checked is recommended. 
UNIOS has a “Gender Equality Committee” (UNIOS GEC) that collects gender-disaggregated data to analyse gender distribution across various areas, including leadership positions. However, the report does not specifically mention gender distribution within leadership roles at UNIOS. UNIFE, VUAS, and HKR also describe the challenge of having great policies that stand for equal human rights, equal opportunities, and the same possibilities regardless of gender, yet struggling to implement them in the daily work of the institutions. 

Sexist and sexual violence
Reports from the COLOURS Alliance demonstrate a clear awareness of the issue of sexual harassment and violence within academia. The reports recognise the importance of creating a safe and respectful learning environment for all and, to that, universities have implemented various strategies to prevent and address incidents of sexual harassment or violence.
Combating gender-based and sexual violence is central to the fight for gender equality and it comes back in every GEP of the COLOURS universities. As JDU points out, the first step is to make sure that the information about how to react when facing gender-based or sexual violence and the options of support available are visible and known. 
In general, the universities emphasise the importance of providing support for victims, thoroughly investigating complaints, and taking appropriate action against perpetrators. Several institutions have established dedicated units or designated contact persons to handle issues related to sexual harassment. For instance, LMU's “V2S Unit” supports victims and witnesses while actively engaging in preventive efforts. JDU has appointed a gender equality officer to advocate for violence and harassment issues. UPB and HKR have implemented clear guidelines stating zero tolerance for any form of sexual harassment, including providing support for victims and conducting investigations into complaints.
Some universities stand out for their particularly comprehensive measures. Besides LMU, UCLM has updated its harassment policy to encompass all forms of harassment and established a committee, “COPREDIA”, to manage complaints. Other universities provide more general information about their policies and actions against sexual harassment but consistently emphasise the importance of tackling the issue. VUAS, for example, conducted a survey that confirmed the existence of the problem and committed to creating a safer working environment. UNIOS has adopted a policy addressing harassment and bullying, while UNIFE offers support through a “Listening centre”.
JDU conducted an anonymous survey among its students to assess the prevalence of harassment and discrimination, particularly involving teachers. The results revealed that 72.7% of doctoral students reported not experiencing such issues, indicating that 27.3% had faced harassment or discrimination. Individual responses mentioned behaviours such as malicious scales, jokes, teasing, commenting on a doctoral student's personal affairs, sexist behaviour in class.  These results can be a reason for satisfaction and satisfaction that academic staff represent a high level of culture and professional ethics. Few negative behaviours were also observed by doctoral students from their colleagues - 90.9% of the respondents did not observe such behaviours.  Single indications concerned being ignored and disrespected in the group and harassment by phone calls and emails.  Among the general student population in the country, the figure stood at 21.5%.
Similarly, in 2024, VUAS conducted a survey targeting its employees. While the majority of respondents reported they had not experienced sexual harassment, homophobia, or discrimination from colleagues, a significant minority indicated otherwise. Based on these findings, it was concluded that clear guidelines are essential to help staff understand how to respond to and report such incidents effectively and manage them professionally.
HKR explained being legally obliged to investigate any instances where a student feels harassed or discriminated against while participating in or applying to the university's activities. The program coordinators, department heads, student support centres, and health services are implied, and the university’s rector has the final decision on disciplinary action. During the reporting process, the victim can ask for anonymity. However, the counsellors will explain to them how it can be a limit because it may hinder the resolution process, as detailed information is crucial for a thorough investigation. However, the victim has the final decision. Support structures are available to help the victim simultaneously with the investigation. At UNIOS, just like HKR, a clear procedure for reporting incidents exists with a support system for victims. A tool called “Call your voice” is aimed to report any form of violation of academic integrity and freedom. They adopted a zero-tolerance approach to harassment and bullying.
UPB provides its employees involved in training, teaching, and management with guidance on how to appropriately address incidents of sexual discrimination, harassment, and violence. The institution has established guidelines promoting respectful interactions and protecting against disadvantage, discrimination, sexual violence, and bullying. A complaints office affiliated with the human resources department encourages affected individuals to report incidents and supports witnesses in offering assistance. Additionally, some universities can adjust the working conditions of individuals experiencing harassment. For example, UCLM allows affected individuals to choose their work schedules where possible, authorises increased teleworking, and notifies them in advance if they are likely to encounter the alleged harasser at work due to overlapping roles.
When it comes to preventive work related to sexual harassment and abuse within academia, several universities, including HKR, JDU, UPB, VUAS, and UNIFE, emphasise that a key aspect of these efforts is fostering an inclusive and respectful environment where both students and staff can feel safe and welcomed. UPB, for example, has developed guidelines to ensure that events organised by student councils are inclusive and create safer spaces. For instance, students attending such events are encouraged to look out for one another, remain observant, and assist anyone in need. The guidelines also emphasise the principle of consent, prohibit the use of illegal drugs, and introduce a specific code phrase that participants can use to seek help discreetly. At LMU, something similar exists. It was created by the “Health Relay students” who promote health services among students, and it consists of a safe party label. Its goals are to foster the decrease of risks in the party environment, to encourage student associations to join this movement, to propose training courses to associative members, to give more resources to associations for the organisation of students’ evenings, and to support these associations in terms of safety and prevention. 
Finally, the fight against gender-based and sexual violence also includes LGBTQIA+ people, who are facing a lot of discrimination and abuse. UCLM and LMU created a protocol for the change of name of trans and intersex people at the University. It is downloadable from the university website. They also promote awareness and organise training and prevention of lesbophobic, homophobic, biphobic, transphobic, and interphobic behaviors. UNIFE gives them the possibility to use an alias identity with an elective name that reflects their gender identity. 
In summary, all the universities are addressing discrimination and harassment through clear policies and comprehensive support systems for victims. They emphasise the importance of accessible reporting procedures, thorough investigations, and a zero-tolerance approach to all forms of harassment. Support structures ensure that affected individuals receive the assistance they need while incidents are addressed appropriately. While there are some legal obligations to address harassment issues, the preventive efforts, on the other hand, focus on recommendations and guidelines. Some of them are raising awareness, promoting respectful interactions, and fostering a culture of consent and inclusion. Ultimately, the reports highlight that creating inclusivity and acceptance seems to be essential to preventing harassment and promoting safety and well-being within academia for both staff and students.

Gender dimension in research and education
The focus on integrating a gender perspective in academia stems from the current overrepresentation of men in research and other leadership positions. Several of the universities' reports demonstrate a strong commitment to addressing this imbalance by incorporating gender perspectives into both research and education through various strategies and tools, as outlined in their policy documents and initiatives.
LMU stands out as a model by offering an online master's program in gender studies accredited by several universities. They also provide a foundational course titled "Acting for Gender Equality on Campus" and host a seminar specifically addressing the representation of women in academia. Additionally, they have identified the gender pay gap as a critical issue and implemented measures in their gender equality plan, including promoting balanced gender representation in recruitment panels and integrating a gender perspective into traditionally male-dominated programs. VUAS, on the other hand, has developed a gender equality policy covering all operational areas, including research and education. They have also recognised the lack of inclusive study materials as a weakness and are actively working to address this issue. At JDU, a gender equality plan with clear goals has been implemented to support the development of women’s academic careers and ensure balanced gender representation in decision-making processes. The university has observed uneven gender representation across fields, with women underrepresented in leadership roles and men dominating senior academic positions. Gender studies were implemented as a free choice subject for students across the university. Organised Diversity Month to promote successful women and equality in science.
UCLM and HKR stand out by offering a dedicated course for staff focusing on gender and norm-critical perspectives in teaching, research, and management. UCLM has also developed basic and advanced courses on equality, diversity, and inclusion for students, alongside initiatives to promote gender equality in STEM careers by highlighting female role models in these fields, even though none of these training is mandatory.
HKR has designed a plan for gender integration focusing on equitable education and academic career pathways. The university actively works to create a more balanced gender distribution across disciplines and challenges gender stereotypes in its marketing efforts. Also, UNIFE has implemented guidelines to promote gender equality and inclusion in scientific events.
The report from UPB lifts the need to strengthen gender research. They have a “Centre for Gender Studies” that is working to expand its offerings in both research and education. The university has a Master's program in “Comparative Literature” with a focus on Interculturality, Intermediality, and Gender Studies and is planning to launch a new Master's program in "Culture and Society" with a specialization in "Gender Studies". In addition, gender research topics are integrated into seminars and lectures across various disciplines. The university also demonstrates its commitment to fostering the next generation of gender scholars by offering two-year doctoral scholarships in the field of gender research annually.
In general, many of the universities from the COLOURS Alliance have taken significant steps to integrate gender perspectives into research and education. They have developed policy documents, guidelines, and concrete measures to promote gender equality and counteract stereotypes. Regarding to the reports, raising awareness and educating both students and staff about gender perspectives seems to be essential in moving closer to the balance in research and education that these initiatives aim to achieve. 
Health and well-being
Health and well-being are identified as the second crucial aspect in the EDI reports from the COLOURS Alliance, consistently emphasized across all reports, even though described in different ways. The primary goal is to ensure that members of the university community can work or study without their health and well-being becoming a barrier or being damaged. Existing policies and guidelines play a vital role in fostering inclusion and making these universities supportive and inclusive spaces.

Health Support Service for students and staff
Many of the universities place a strong focus on the health and well-being of their students and staff, offering a variety of support services to promote a positive and thriving academic environment. However, some institutions also acknowledge challenges in meeting the demand for mental health support and highlight the need for additional resources and preventative measures.
Psychological counselling services for students are widely available across universities. LMU and UNIOS integrate psychologists, psychiatrists, and social workers into their health services, while JDU has a dedicated “Support centre” staffed with professionals, including psychologists and also an “Office for Persons with Disabilities” and in each department a student accessibility coordinator. UCLM provides psychological support through its “Support Service for Students with Disabilities”, and UNIOS runs a “Psychological Counselling Centre for Students” managed by professors from the Department of Psychology.
Meanwhile, VUAS identifies a lack of adequate support for mental health and burnout prevention, suggesting the recruitment of a dedicated on-site psychologist or specialist to address this gap. VUAS recognise that the limited availability of specialists poses a significant obstacle since the state-funded healthcare system is not optimal. HKR has a similar system of a healthcare centre for students and health support for staff, even though these services are more of an information hub, as it refers to further investigation and treatment within the public healthcare system. 
To maintain a healthy environment, UPB fosters a family-friendly work environment. The strategy is to offer flexible working hours, childcare options, and support for parents. UNIFE demonstrates its commitment to staff well-being through the "UNIFE INCLUSIVA" section on its website, which provides comprehensive information about support services and initiatives for both staff and students. UNIFE also reported offering physical, mental, and social well-being in the form of an inclusion space for staff members who do not feel good in the workplace and psychological support for students who are facing a period of psychological difficulty. At LMU, a prevention officer is also part of the health support service. It works with health relay students (employed by the university) to promote the service and set up preventive actions, such as the safe party label, for example.
A recurring challenge pointed out by several universities is the lack of resources to adequately address the growing demand for health and well-being support as well as the decreased ability to provide proactive actions. Universities recognize the need for a greater emphasis on preventative measures to foster a healthy and sustainable work environment for both students and staff. 
All the universities' reports highlight their efforts to create an inclusive environment for students and staff with disabilities. These services vary in scope and focus, but all aim to ensure equitable access to education and employment. At LMU, a dedicated disability office works closely with the health support service to establish specific accommodations for students with disabilities. The university offers a special contact person for staff members with disabilities, ensuring their needs are addressed. Additionally, LMU as well as HKR, employ students on a contractual basis to assist their peers with disabilities through various tasks, such as sharing lecture notes or transcribing answers during exams.
UCLM provides comprehensive support through its service for students with disabilities and its Specific Educational Support Needs (SAED) service. These services offer personalised assistance to any member of the university community affected by a disability or chronic illness that impacts their studies or work. The support includes information dissemination, hiring sign language interpreters, arranging adapted transport, and more. Furthermore, UCLM organizes training programs for university staff, including teaching and administrative personnel, to better equip them to support individuals with disabilities. At JDU’s disability office is staffed by specialists in various fields, including educational counselling, educational assistance, assistive technology, digital accessibility, and psychological support. Both JDU and UKLO provide financial aid and specialised equipment to support individuals with disabilities. These services are tailored to meet the diverse needs of the university’s community members.
UNIFE offers a comprehensive service charter for its community members with disabilities. Key services include assistance with university facilities, the provision of technological aids (either on loan or through grants), the digitalization of textbooks, access to sign language interpreters, and ensuring the university website is fully accessible. These measures are aimed at fostering inclusivity across the institution. UNIOS has implemented an accessibility policy and operates an office specifically for students with disabilities. This office coordinates reasonable accommodations and provides support services to address the needs of students requiring assistance. The goal is to ensure equitable participation in academic activities for all students.
The universities discussed above are committed to supporting individuals with disabilities through various targeted programs and services. By addressing specific needs—ranging from assistive technology and financial support to staff training and accessibility policies—these institutions strive to create an inclusive and supportive environment. While the scope and implementation of these services vary, their collective efforts underscore the importance of accessibility in higher education.

Facilities for Disabled
The COLOURS universities have all reported ongoing work of providing facilities for staff and students with disability. Most of the universities made significant actions in creating accessible environments for people with mobility impairments. At VUAS, the infrastructure is designed to be particularly friendly for individuals with reduced mobility and wheelchair users. Detailed information about the accessibility of the university's facilities is available on their website. Similarly, UNIFE has ensured that its university facilities are visible and adapted for people with disabilities. To aid navigation, UNIFE has created a comprehensive map for each facility, providing essential details such as accessibility levels, entrance locations, restrooms, and designated parking spots.
Some universities, like JDU, are still in the process of addressing architectural barriers. JDU provides full digital communication and information accessibility. Students take Universal Design classes as a compulsory part of their programme of study.
While many COLOURS universities have made significant improvements for mobility-impaired individuals, the provision of facilities for students with visual or hearing impairments is less developed. For example, while UCLM and VUAS claim to have specialised facilities for blind or deaf students, other universities have not explicitly mentioned this. VUAS acknowledges its shortcomings in this area, stating the need to rethink the accessibility of rooms, building blocks, and indoor mobility for individuals with visual and hearing impairments. To address these gaps, VUAS plans to equip classrooms with large screens, projectors, and improved lighting to better accommodate students with sensory impairments.
Across the COLOURS universities, policies related to health and well-being, particularly those concerning psychological health and physical disabilities, are being actively developed. However, there is still room for improvement, especially in terms of addressing the needs of individuals with physiological disabilities. Notably, UCLM stands out within the network by offering a lifelong learning course specifically aimed at students with intellectual disabilities. This two-year program is designed to provide students with essential skills for both public and private sectors while also creating a bridge between academic training and the labour market. UCLM is currently the only COLOURS university to offer such a program for individuals with intellectual disabilities.
In conclusion, the COLOURS universities have made considerable progress in improving support systems and services for students with disabilities, particularly in terms of mobility and health-related needs. However, there are still areas that require attention, especially for individuals with sensory impairments and intellectual disabilities, to ensure everybody's health and well-being in the academic community.

Financial and Material Support 
The COLOURS universities have multiple programs and services to help their staff and students who need them. Several universities offer financial assistance and welfare services to students facing economic hardships to ensure inclusion and the possibility for everyone to access higher education regardless of socioeconomic situation. 
For example, UCLM has a social support program that is an aid for students in special situations, including students with disabilities. They also propose grants to initiate university studies for students with disabilities who can be in economic precariousness due to that specificity. UNIFE also offers socio-economic support for students who need it, accommodations, and scholarships. LMU has welfare services with two social workers to accompany students who are in precarious situations and need help to know what aid they can get. In addition to direct financial aid, UNIFE and LMU offer discounted cultural, sports, and recreational activities for students and staff. LMU also runs a social grocery service providing free vegetables and discounted meat for students in need, along with a second-hand shop for reduced-price items. 

Support for Migrants and International Students
Some COLOURS universities also have dedicated programs for migrants and international students. JDU and LMU provide a Welcome Centre to assist foreign students with accommodation, medical care, and legal matters. LMU also has a Migrant Student Officer who coordinates support for refugee and migrant students, including French language courses for integration. UPB focuses on reducing language barriers for international students by promoting bilingualism and offering introductory courses. HKR, on the other hand, doesn’t provide dedicated support for migrants since there is a welfare system with dedicated institutions to take care of different parts of welcoming a foreigner into Sweden. However, there is a Welcome Office for international students and those who choose to change their campus to HKR that provides all the administrative and cultural support needed. 

Conclusion
All the universities in the COLOURS Alliance are dedicated to creating equal and diverse academic environments. Regarding the nine EDI reports, the universities are primarily working towards their goal by adopting policies and guidelines that promote gender equality, equal rights, and diversity. All the universities recognise that fostering an environment where differences are respected is crucial for students' and staff's well-being and development, which aligns with European values and guidelines. European Higher Education Area (EHEA) has declared that EDI is a critical strategic focus for improving the higher education sector, influencing institutional culture, research, and teaching, as well as shaping policies that impact both professional and personal spheres (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2022; European Higher Education Area, 2020). 
The universities in COLOURS Alliance have made significant strides in promoting EDI, with initiatives such as gender equality policies, disability support, and socio-economic assistance focusing on underrepresented groups. However, according to research about inclusive academic environments, EDI is not solely about addressing underrepresentation in specific groups but about fostering a wider view of inclusion where all individuals are encouraged to be their unique selves and feel included, supported, valued, and accepted (Siri, Cinzia & Bencivenga 2022; Waite et al., 2024, s. 101809).
Although progress has been made in areas such as guidelines in recruitment processes, visibility of women in research fields, and increasing access for marginalised groups, there is still potential for the development of EDI in the Alliance. In the reports, universities acknowledge the need for more proactive actions when creating an inclusive campus culture. A conclusion could be that, along with the policies and charters, resources should additionally aim to embrace all dimensions of diversity and inclusion, systematically ensuring that every individual feels the EDI-related actions are needed, that they benefit all, and most importantly, that everybody is part of the solution. 
A key component of this vision is the integration of an intersectional perspective (Siri et al., 2022), which considers how various aspects of identity, such as gender, age, body size, ethnicity, disability, sexual orientation, etc. interact and influence individuals' experiences. By increasing awareness of intersectionality, universities can foster a deeper understanding of how diverse identities contribute to the richness of the academic and social environment, as well as realise that intersectionality affects all members of the university community and not only marginalised groups. As most individuals at university are navigating the transition into adulthood and exploring their identities, they are more susceptible to influence from academic and social challenges as well as demands and norms (Montgomery & Cˆot´e, 2003), which makes the student population an important target group. 
According to the European Commission's guidelines on implementing the Social Dimension, European Universities Alliances are seen as a role model in creating an inclusive environment in higher education that fosters equity and diversity, and is responsive to the needs of local communities (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice). (2020). Furthermore, the student-centred approach, along with the provision of lifelong learning and the utilisation of digital technologies to enhance the quality of education, serves as a clear strategy for fostering a resilient society. (ibid).
University students are especially vulnerable to appearance-related social pressures (Grossbard et al., 2009; Yager & O’Dea, 2008) and as university students will often be future leaders with the potential to impact society (Thomas, 2014), identifying and addressing issues relating to wider EDI perspectives is highly beneficial in creating an inclusive and healthy environment for all. Focusing on improving the health and wellbeing of students, not only benefits those enrolled but can have a positive impact on wider society in the long term.
In addition to promoting diversity and inclusion, universities must continue to prioritise creating an inclusive environment not only for students but also for the staff. The League of European Research Universities (LERU) have identified a few gaps in the EDI approach that need to be closed (Siri et al., 2022). One of them is that the focus of many efforts has been either on staff issues or on student issues rather than on addressing the needs of the university community as a whole (ibid). 
Therefore, the first step in the EDI improvement process should be an accessible, easy-to-understand, and target-oriented training program about what EDI principles are and how applying them impacts the environment for both students and staff. Furthermore, the intersectional perspective needs to be considered to increase understanding of the interplay between various individual aspects and their effects. Greater awareness of how intersectionality affects both individuals and groups can enrich the university environment by creating a space where different backgrounds, experiences, and perspectives can meet and exchange ideas. This approach impacts representation and inclusion in decision-making. It is crucial for promoting EDI and addressing homogeneity within leadership, which also has been highlighted as an equality challenge within the Alliance.
Another important aspect of implementing EDI principles via a training program is clarifying how an inclusive environment concerns everyone in the context. While diversity brings people from various backgrounds together, equity ensures that everyone has fair access to opportunities, and inclusion ensures that everyone feels valued and heard. This broadens the academic world's understanding of society and fosters empathy, critical thinking, and problem-solving skills. By educating the students and staff about EDI principles and their effects for all, an environment is created where well-being, development, and innovation can truly thrive.
In conclusion, the COLOURS universities are dedicated to cultivating an environment where diversity is celebrated and inclusivity is woven into the core values of both academic and social life. By reframing the narrative surrounding EDI initiatives, the COLOURS Alliance has the opportunity to take a bold and innovative step toward genuine inclusivity. This involves shifting from the traditional view that EDI is solely relevant to underrepresented groups to recognising that equity, diversity, and inclusion are embracing a universal benefit. Embracing this perspective enriches individual experiences and also strengthens the entire academic community, fostering a culture where everyone can thrive. When equity, diversity, and inclusion are understood as essential for all, they become powerful drivers of innovation, collaboration, and shared success across the academic landscape.
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[bookmark: _Toc211351789]Task number 5.2: Implement EDI – Group Concept Mapping
Task 5.2 focused on the application of Group Concept Mapping (GCM) as a participatory and evidence-informed method to explore how equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) can be improved across the COLOURS Alliance universities. The rationale for using GCM lay in its ability to integrate qualitative insights with quantitative analysis, thereby producing a structured conceptual map of staff perspectives on EDI. This approach enabled the systematic identification of priority areas, grounded in the lived experiences and professional expertise of academic, administrative, and leadership staff.
The GCM process was conducted collaboratively across all nine partner universities, with coordination provided by the appointed EDI Officers. Participants engaged in brainstorming, sorting, and rating exercises that generated a rich dataset of ideas on how to strengthen EDI practices within their institutions. Through multi-dimensional scaling and cluster analysis, six conceptual areas were identified: Providing training and education; Facilitating events, activities and community engagement; Promoting inclusive collaboration; Fostering a supportive and inclusive environment and culture; Ensuring equity in leadership and decision-making; and advancing policy, implementation, and evaluation.
The following section introduces the Group Concept Mapping Summary Report, outlining the methodology, findings, and implications of this task. It constitutes a cornerstone for identifying alliance-wide priorities in relation to EDI and establishes the analytical basis for subsequent tasks and policy recommendations. 

Summary Report: Group Concept Mapping in the Alliance
[bookmark: _Toc202182693]Introduction 
Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) are foundational principles ensuring fairness, representation, and belonging within universities. Equity seeks to address and remove structural barriers; diversity encompasses varied identities, including but not limited to ethnicity, gender, ability, and socioeconomic background; while inclusion ensures that all individuals feel valued, respected, and empowered to fully engage in academic life  (European Commission European Education Culture Executive Agency et al., 2022).
Diversity is a critical priority for contemporary universities. It underpins institutional excellence and enhances the university's capacity to respond to increasing competition across all dimensions of its mission—education, research, and societal engagement. To sustain high standards of performance, universities must be equipped to attract and retain talent at every level. In a globalised and interconnected academic landscape, this necessitates a genuine openness to diversity. Evidence shows that diverse research teams foster greater creativity and deliver superior outcomes, while heterogeneous learning environments are more intellectually stimulating and enriching than their homogenous counterparts (Claeys-Kulik et al., 2019).  This has resulted for example that under Horizon Europe, all public bodies, research organisations, and higher education institutions from EU Member States and associated countries submitting proposals for calls with deadlines from 2022 onwards are required to have a Gender Equality Plan (GEP) or an equivalent strategy in place as a condition for funding eligibility (European Commission et al., 2021). In addition, to foster greater diversity in research and innovation (R&I), the European Commission is expanding its gender policy framework to address intersecting social dimensions such as ethnicity, disability, and sexual orientation (European Commission et al., 2022b). However, despite the growing policy emphasis on gender equality in research and higher education, many institutions continue to face persistent structural and operational barriers that hinder meaningful implementation. A key barrier to both the adoption and implementation of GEPs in higher education institutions (HEIs) and research-performing organisations (RPOs) is the lack of sufficient resources, including dedicated staff, technical infrastructure, time, and funding (European Commission et al., 2025). While external funding schemes may offer temporary relief, sustainable and long-term investment is essential to drive meaningful structural change. Another significant challenge is the limited support from staff and institutional leadership, which often arises from a lack of awareness or understanding of how gender inequality manifests and the broader societal and institutional consequences it entails. Compounding these issues is the absence of systematically collected, robust data, particularly data that account for intersectional dimensions such as ethnicity, disability, and socio-economic status, which impedes institutions' capacity to assess their specific needs and to effectively track progress in advancing gender equality (European Commission et al., 2025). 
Despite increased policy attention and strategic commitments to EDI in higher education, stark inequalities continue to characterise many institutions. Non-inclusive cultures persist at both structural and interpersonal levels (Watson et al., 2023), often manifesting in unequal access to opportunities, underrepresentation of marginalised groups, and environments that fail to fully support or value diverse identities and perspectives. In university settings, it is quite common that EDI efforts are often driven by committed individuals, typically from human resources, academic, or administrative roles, who take on this work voluntarily, despite the absence of a formal mandate (Bencivenga et al., 2025). Even in institutions where EDI structures are in place, such roles are frequently under-resourced, lack formal authority, and are insufficiently recognised or legitimised within the institutional hierarchy (van den Brink, 2020). 
At universities within the Colours Alliance, questions of EDI are increasingly being recognised as vital to creating fair, respectful, and thriving academic environments. Rather than assuming that these values are already fully embedded in institutional practices, it is essential to critically reflect on and evaluate our current position and identify areas for improvement. With this in mind, this study and report sought to identify and assess the areas where staff perceive a need for growth and improvement in relation to EDI. By evaluating our current position, we can ensure that future initiatives are grounded in real needs and informed by the perspectives of those who contribute to the university's operations and development. 
To support this, we conducted extensive data collection involving staff from the nine member universities of the Colours Alliance. Their experiences and insights formed the basis for a thorough mixed-methods analysis that combined both quantitative and qualitative approaches to produce a nuanced understanding of staff perspectives on improvements of EDI.
Aim
The data collection and analysis aimed to generate conceptual areas on how to improve equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) at the universities. The Group Concept Mapping method was used to digitally gather diverse perspectives from all participants and, through structured analysis, merge them into a single map that illustrates key conceptual areas of importance for improving EDI. 
Method
Design
A mixed-method design was employed to collect and analyse data, aiming to investigate the perspectives of university staff in the Colours Alliance on how EDI can be improved at the universities. To ensure that perspectives from all nine universities are represented, a participatory method involving stakeholders at multiple stages of the process was adopted. Consequently, the Group Concept Mapping (GCM) (Kane and Rosas, 2017) was utilised and the web-based Concept System® groupwisdom™ was used for data collection and analysis. GCM aligns with an exploratory sequential approach, as the quantitative phase of the research is informed by and builds upon the preceding qualitative phase (Creswell and Creswell, 2017, Hanson et al., 2005). GCM is a systematic method that the procedure includes the following steps: First planning phase, where the focus prompt is constructed and the inclusion criteria for the participants are decided. Then, the participants are involved in a brainstorming phase, where they brainstorm statements related to a focus prompt (qualitative data collection). The collected statements are then synthesized in a second planning phase, and rating questions are established. Next, the participants are involved in an organizing phase where they are asked to sort the statements into groups based on how they perceive similarities and differences between the statements, and lastly, the participants rate the statements, most commonly according to importance and feasibility (Rosas and Kane, 2012). Afterward, quantitative data analyses are conducted on the participants' sorting and rating. Followed by an interpretation and use phase, where the results may be presented to the people it affects and actions can be implemented. 
Context and participants
The Group Concept Mapping (GCM) process (Kane and Rosas, 2017) was carried out as a collaborative effort across the Colours European University Alliance, composed of nine partner universities located across Europe. The aim of the GCM process was to explore the perspectives of staff within the Colours alliance on how Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) can be improved in higher education institutions. EDI represents a key strategic priority within the higher education landscape, shaping institutional culture, academic research, and pedagogical practices (Siri et al., 2022). The process aligns with the alliance’s overarching mission to promote inclusive academic cultures and institutional transformation through a structured, evidence-informed approach to EDI.
Each partner university appointed a dedicated EDI Officer to coordinate local participation, and administrative, teaching, and research staff from all institutions (hereafter referred to as participants) took part in the process.  
The nine universities participating in this process were:
· HKR – Högskolan Kristianstad, Sweden
· JDU – Jan Dlugosz University in Czestochowa, Polen
· LMU – Le Mans University, France
· UCLM – University of Castilla-La Mancha, Spain
· UKLO – University St Kliment Ohridski Bitola, North Macedonia
· UNIFE - University of Ferrara, Italy
· UNIOS – Josip Jurai Strossmayer University of Osijek, Croatia
· UPB – Paderborn University, Germany
· VUAS – Ventspils University of Applied Sciences, Latvia
The acronyms of the universities will be used frequently throughout the report.
All institutions contributed to each phase of the process, ensuring a representative and comprehensive dataset grounded in the lived institutional realities of the alliance members. The coordination of EDI Officers was instrumental in enabling wide staff participation, thereby ensuring that the resulting concepts are rooted in the perspectives of those directly engaged in the academic environment.
Through this methodology, the GCM process laid the groundwork for a collective knowledge base and fostered a shared understanding of EDI priorities across institutional and national boundaries.
Procedure
In the first planning phase, the focus prompt “One important thing to improve Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) at my university is to…” was constructed.   This open-ended prompt was distributed across all nine institutions, allowing university staff members from various sectors to submit their individual ideas.
The participants from the nine universities took part in brainstorming, where they generated statements to the focus prompt. Brainstorming was conducted individually, and in all, 329 statements were generated. 
In the second planning phase, the 329 statements were reviewed and synthesised. This synthesis phase eliminated redundancies while preserving the conceptual richness of the original input and resulted in 79 statements. These statements were entered in the Concept System® groupwisdom™, and two rating questions were established. 
In the organizing phase, 21 participants from the Colours alliance who are included in Work Package 5 were invited to sort the statements using the web-based Concept System® groupwisdom™. They were instructed to sort the statements into groups according to how they perceived them to relate to each other and label each group according to its content. Hence, each participant conducted a qualitative sorting of the statements' content. This process aimed to capture each participant's subjective understanding of the relationships between different statements and their overall content.
Participants (n=348) from all nine universities rated the statement in terms of importance and feasibility. They were asked to rate the statements according to two separate four-point Likert scales. When rating the statements, they were instructed to compare their rating of the statement in relation to their rating of all the other statements. Importance was rated using the scale 1 = relatively important, 2 = somewhat important, 3 = very important, and 4 = extremely important. Feasibility was rated using the scale 1 = relatively feasible, 2 = somewhat feasible, 3 = very feasible and 4 = extremely feasible. 
Then, quantitative analysis was conducted of each participant's sorting and rating of the statements. First, a similarity map was calculated, and then multi-dimensional scaling (MDS) analysis was conducted to create a two-dimensional point map where all statement was placed on the map. Each point indicates a statement, and the more frequently they have been sorted together by the participants, the closer to each other they will appear on the map. The fit between the similarity matrix and the point map is indicated by a stress value. The lower the value, the better the fit. The stress value in GCM studies often lies between 0.10 and 0.35 (Rosas and Kane, 2012). The way the participants sorted the statements, hence how they perceived the relationships between them, is of particular interest. The aggregated sorting across all participants was calculated and is represented as the Bridging Value (BV). A statement’s BV ranges from 0 to 1 and is used to understand how a statement relates to other parts of the map. A low BV (close to 0) means the statement has mostly been grouped by the participants with nearby statements, suggesting it plays a central role in defining that area of the map. These statements help conceptually "anchor" the cluster they belong to. In contrast, a high BV (close to 1) indicates that the statement has often been grouped by the participants with other statements that are more spread out across the map, suggesting it serves as a link between different areas. 
The BV for a cluster was calculated as the average BV of all the statements within it. A high cluster BV suggests the cluster is more diverse or conceptually mixed (heterogeneous), while a low cluster BV indicates greater consistency among the statements (homogeneous). Graphically, the BV of a cluster is shown through the layering within the cluster. 
Second, a hierarchical cluster analysis was done, resulting in a cluster map. The cluster's labels explain the content of the cluster and were formed by looking at the participants' suggestions of labels, the statements in the cluster, and the anchor statement. 
Third, the rating of the statements was analysed by calculating the average rating by each university and illustrating the average rating in a bivariate scatterplot, a so-called Go-Zone map. These maps present the average scores for each statement and emphasize both the differences and similarities, and are useful for further interpretation and implementation. The go-zone maps are divided into four quadrants based on the mean ratings of all statements. Since the analysis of the ratings was conducted for each university, the mean rating and the four quadrants differ between the ratings from the nine universities. The point for each statement is represented by the colours of its belonging cluster. Statements in the upper-right quadrant, the go-zone, are rated high in terms of importance and feasibility. The lower-left quadrant, referred to as the "o-zone", contains statements that were rated low in terms of importance and feasibility. The upper-left quadrant includes statements that were rated high in terms of importance and low in terms of feasibility. Statements in the lower-right quadrant were rated low in terms of importance and high in terms of feasibility. 
Lastly, the average rating of the statements in each cluster, both in terms of importance and feasibility, was calculated to illustrate the cluster's average rating, which is demonstrated in a so-called pattern match. This was calculated for each university, and a minimum and maximum were set to enable comparison. Both the Go-zone map and the Pattern match are useful in exploring differences and similarities between the two ratings. 
The method provides illustrative maps for interpretation and use in practical application and may be used for guidance in the implementation of EDI strategies. 

Result
The collection of statements through brainstorming with all nine universities resulted in 329 statements, which were synthesised into 79 statements. Table 1 shows each cluster and its associated statement, as well as the clusters and statements bridging values. The sorting is illustrated in a point cluster map, see Figure 1. 
The multi-dimensional scaling analysis resulted in a stress value of 0.25, indicating a good fit between the similarity matrix and the point map. 
The clusters illustrate conceptual areas related to the focus prompt, which focused on what was important to improve EDI at the university. The clusters are as follows; Cluster 1: Providing training and education; Cluster 2: Facilitating events, activities and community engagement; Cluster 3: Promoting inclusive collaboration; Cluster 4: Fostering a supportive and inclusive environment and culture; Cluster 5: Ensuring equity in leadership and decision-making processes in academia; Cluster 6: Advancing policy, implementation, and evaluation (Figure 1).  The layers of the clusters in Figure 1 illustrate the BV of each cluster; the higher the BV, the more layers.

Cluster 1: Providing training and education has a low BV (0,27), indicating a homogeneous cluster. Statement 72, “Create EDI training programs for all staff to ensure understanding of key concepts like gender studies, intersectionality, and equity” has the lowest BV (0,08) and is the anchor of the cluster.  
The cluster illustrates the need to raise awareness and understanding of EDI through training and education to improve equity, diversity, and inclusion at the universities and suggests training and education for students, teachers, and leaders. Different methods for training and education are suggested, including integrating EDI principles into the curriculum and teaching practices, offering micro-credential courses on EDI, hosting workshops and training sessions, and implementing a train-the-trainer system. EDI must be embedded in education, such as the curriculum and teaching practices, and incorporated into communication where an inclusive, gender-sensitive language is used. 

Cluster 2: Facilitating events, activities, and community engagement is the cluster with the lowest BV (0.18), hence, it is the most homogeneous cluster. The anchor statement is number 27, “Organise accessible EDI-related events by offering hybrid formats suitable timings and translations ensuring inclusivity for all participants” with a BV at 0. 
The cluster highlights the need to organise events, activities, and engagement that focus on equity, diversity, and inclusion at universities, deepening engagement with EDI principles and ensuring broad, inclusive participation across and beyond the university. Such as forum awareness days, inspirational lectures and testimonials, as EDI week or diversity month. Engagement in a wider perspective is suggested by raising awareness of EDI beyond the university by organising events that involve not only students and faculty but also the wider community. Dialog between departments, international collaboration, as well as activities and training for local municipalities and other stakeholders, are proposed.    

Cluster 3: Promoting inclusive collaboration is the cluster with the highest BV (0.61), hence the most heterogeneous cluster. Statement 14, “Increase community engagement on EDI by fostering collaborations with local organizations, NGOs, businesses, and external partners and creating opportunities for students and faculty to work together on shared societal issues” is the anchor statement with a BV on 0.35. The statement with the highest BV (0.91) in the cluster is statement 16, “Treat everyone with kindness and respect, valuing individuals for who they are” indicating it is highly related to other areas on the map. 
The cluster illustrates the need to promote collaboration by fostering the positive effects of diversity, emphasising how diversity enriches work dynamics, fosters collaboration, and enhances creativity. Cultivate a culture of respect and kindness by treating everyone with dignity and appreciating individuals for who they are. Also, the need to integrate EDI into everyday practices by fostering discussions on EDI and incorporating inclusive practices in everyday activities, as well as language accessibility by offering more activities in English, are highlighted. 

Cluster 4: Fostering a supportive and inclusive environment and culture has a BV at 0.52, indicating that it is a quite heterogeneous cluster. Statement 17, “Foster a culture of inclusion in higher education where all students and staff feel valued, supported and encouraged,” is the anchor statement with a BV on 0.17. 
The cluster highlights that to improve EDI, a supportive and inclusive environment and culture are needed. EDI may be improved by building a genuinely inclusive university environment that removes barriers, offers tailored support, and celebrates diversity in all its forms. Welcoming, safe, and respectful spaces must be created for open dialogue on EDI issues. A culture of inclusion and respect must be established to foster a culture where students and staff feel valued, supported, and encouraged. Furthermore, openness, tolerance, and recognition of individuals’ knowledge and contributions, regardless of their background, affiliations, or status, must be promoted. An inclusive environment and culture also include expanding access and opportunity for under-represented groups by offering financial support and scholarships to students from underrepresented or marginalised groups and ensuring tailored support services to students and staff, both in terms of mental health support and accessible resources. 

Cluster 5: Ensuring equity in leadership and decision-making processes in academia has a low BV at 0.23, demonstrating that it is a heterogeneous  cluster. With a BV at 0.11, the anchor is statement 33, “Integrate diverse perspectives into decision-making processes by involving underrepresented groups and ensuring their voices are heard on key issues”. 
The cluster illustrates the need to promote EDI across all levels of the institution. This includes an inclusive decision-making process where underrepresented groups are actively involved to reflect diverse perspectives, and diversity is promoted by ensuring equitable representation in decision-making roles and positions of power. There must be transparency in academic processes to ensure fairness and openness in processes like recruitment, promotions, and wages through clear criteria and transparent decision-making. Leaders must be committed to actively prioritising, supporting, and leading by example in diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives. Lastly, funding and resources must be allocated in order to increase and sustain funding for EDI initiatives, ensuring the development and implementation of EDI initiatives, and ensuring sustainability and continuous improvement over time. Also, inclusion may be improved by enhancing campus accessibility through inclusive architectural design, the creation of welcoming environments, and systematic accessibility assessments.

Cluster 6: Advancing policy, implementation, and evaluation also has a low BV (0.26), hence it is a heterogeneous cluster.  Statement 31, “Promote gender equality in academia by addressing gender imbalances in programs fostering diverse leadership and ensuring equitable representation in administrative and governing roles”, is the anchor statement and has a bridging value at 0.08. 
The cluster highlights that to improve EDI, policies and institutional structures must be developed. This involves EDI policies with clear action plans, an effective system for reporting and following up, clear communication of goals and outcomes of EDI initiatives across all university departments, as well as an advisory board for EDI that includes students and staff from diverse backgrounds. Initiatives and changes must be monitored and evaluated by creating indicators to identify underrepresentation and discrimination, collecting and analysing data and feedback from both students and staff. Moreover, inclusivity and representation must be strengthened by promoting gender equality in academia by addressing imbalances and ensuring equitable leadership representation and everyone must take responsibility for EDI.
Table 1. Clusters, statements, and bridging values
	Cluster solution and statements
	Bridging Value

	Cluster 1: Providing training and education
	0.27

	1
	Raise awareness and understanding of EDI across the university community
	0.29

	4
	Raise awareness of EDI issues to reduce discrimination and exclusion
	0.19

	5
	Raise awareness of EDI policies
	0.56

	10
	Reach individuals who are not yet aware of EDI
	0.28

	36
	Integrate EDI principles into curriculum and teaching practices
	0.27

	41
	Use inclusive language in all practices ensuring diversity and gender sensitivity
	0.19

	45
	Offer micro-credential courses on EDI
	0.38

	57
	Inform the university community about how to apply the EDI policy in everyday life through easily accessible information such as webinars and informational leaflets
	0.31

	69
	Implement regular EDI workshops and training sessions for students and staff
	0.12

	70
	Provide mandatory training for all staff to foster awareness and understanding of EDI
	0.15
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	[bookmark: _Hlk200876991]Create EDI training programs for all staff to ensure understanding of key concepts like gender studies, intersectionality and equity
	0.08*

	73
	Develop EDI training for teachers focusing on inclusive teaching strategies
	0.23

	74
	Implement mandatory EDI training for all students
	0.43

	75
	Provide an introductory EDI lecture specifically for first-year students to ensure they understand the principles of EDI
	0.17

	77
	Implement a train-the-trainer system for EDI to equip leaders and staff with the skills to educate others and address biases effectively
	0.44

	Cluster 2: Facilitating events, activities and community engagement
	0.18

	2
	Host regular activities such as forums awareness days and dedicated events
	0.04

	3
	Host inspirational lectures and testimonials from individuals who have experienced discrimination or racism
	0.04

	7
	Raise awareness of EDI beyond the university by organizing events that involve not only students and faculty, but also the wider community
	0.19

	8
	Highlight EDI issues during specific times of the year such as EDI week or Diversity Month through events forums and guest speakers
	0.44

	15
	Enhance internal collaboration on EDI by promoting cross-departmental dialogues workshops and the sharing of best practices
	0.29

	24
	Organise events and activities that promote diversity, encourage dialogue on EDI and celebrate different cultures and perspectives within the university community
	0.06

	25
	Organise events where international students can meet and connect with local students and staff to promote cultural exchange
	0.49

	26
	Organise events with training workshops and interactive activities to raise awareness and exchange knowledge on EDI topics among staff and students
	0.03

	27
	Organise accessible EDI-related events by offering hybrid formats suitable timings and translations ensuring inclusivity for all participants
	0*

	43
	Widen participation by offering inclusive courses
	0.4

	46
	Develop micro-credential courses within existing university programs to provide skills for entry-level jobs
	0.2

	68
	Organise lectures and learning sessions on EDI topics including guest speakers.
	0.06

	76
	Offer EDI training for key partners such as local municipalities and other stakeholders to foster collaboration and shared understanding of EDI principles
	0.08

	Cluster 3: Promoting inclusive collaboration
	0.61

	9
	Promote the positive effects of diversity highlighting how it enhances work dynamics
	0.71

	14
	Increase community engagement on EDI by fostering collaborations with local organisations, NGOs, businesses and external partners, and create opportunities for students and faculty to work together on shared societal issues
	0.35*

	16
	Treat everyone with kindness and respect, valuing individuals for who they are.
	0.91

	37
	Fostering discussions on EDI and incorporating inclusive practices in everyday activities
	0.56

	42
	Offer more student and staff activities in English to broaden participation and enhance team-building opportunities
	0.66

	44
	Market the university by promoting diversity in media exposure
	0.47

	Cluster 4: Fostering a supportive and inclusive environment and culture
	0.52

	6
	Create safe spaces for open dialogue on EDI issues
	0.26

	13
	Provide facilities for parents and caregivers such as changing tables, breastfeeding rooms, and designated playrooms where parents can work/study while their children are entertained
	0.77

	17
	Foster a culture of inclusion in higher education where all students and staff feel valued, supported and encouraged
	0.17*

	18
	Contribute to a culture of openness, inclusion, and tolerance in society where people are valued for their knowledge, experience, and contributions, regardless of their background, affiliations or status
	0.32

	30
	Provide financial support and scholarships to students from underrepresented or marginalised groups
	0.63

	40
	To increase marginalised groups’ access to education opportunities by producing target information about university studies
	0.58

	47
	Create mentorship programs to support underrepresented students and staff
	0.44

	60
	Offer customised job roles for individuals with disabilities
	0.34

	63
	Ensure students have access to tailored support
	0.39

	64
	Ensure mental health support for students by offering resources tailored to diverse needs and culturally sensitive services
	0.73

	65
	Ensure students have access to mental health support by providing tailored resources and dedicated staff for guidance during times of need
	1

	66
	[bookmark: _Hlk201327042]Create a comprehensive support system for all staff including accessible resources and psychological support
	0.55

	67
	Provide support for international students in communication and networking with businesses
	0.32

	71
	Provide concrete EDI tools and resources such as a website, physical toolkits and booklets for students and staff with practical guides and best practices for inclusive behaviour
	0.74

	Cluster 5: Ensuring equity in leadership and decision-making processes in academia  
	0.23

	11
	Reward and recognise the efforts of individuals and groups who actively contribute to EDI offering incentives such as prestige recognition and financial rewards
	0.21

	29
	Increase funding for EDI-focused initiatives
	0.53

	32
	Ensure equality in salary distribution by addressing and eliminating pay gaps
	0.15

	33
	Integrate diverse perspectives into decision-making processes by involving underrepresented groups and ensuring their voices are heard on key issues
	0.11*

	34
	Ensure leadership commitment by encouraging management to actively prioritise, support and lead by example in diversity, equity and inclusion initiatives
	0.13

	35
	Promote diversity in and leadership by ensuring equitable representation in decision-making roles and positions of power
	0.21

	50
	Allocate resources to support the development and implementation of EDI initiatives, ensuring sustainability and continuous improvement
	0.48

	59
	Ensure equity in hiring and promotions by promoting diverse recruitment panels, increasing efforts to recruit underrepresented groups and ensuring transparency in the process
	0.2

	61
	Ensure campus accessibility by improving building designs, creating inclusive spaces and conducting regular accessibility evaluations
	0.18

	78
	Increase transparency in academic processes such as recruitment, promotions and wage equality, ensuring fair and open evaluation criteria and decision-making
	0.13

	Cluster 6: Advancing policy, implementation, and evaluation
	0.26

	12
	Implement and apply concrete actions related to EDI in line with existing laws and guidelines
	0.19

	19
	Develop clear university policies on dress codes to ensure respect and prevent mistreatment, promoting an inclusive and non-discriminatory environment
	0.11

	20
	Collect and analyse student feedback on EDI to identify improvement areas
	0.23

	21
	Collect and analyse employee feedback on EDI to implement and adjust EDI
	0.39

	22
	Collect feedback on the effectiveness on the existing EDI policies
	0.49

	23
	Analyse demographic data on enrolment, retention, and graduation to identify EDI gaps
	0.2

	28
	Be more responsive to employees' needs and foster an understanding of EDI to promote equity within the workplace
	0.39

	31
	Promote gender equality in academia by addressing gender imbalances in programs, fostering diverse leadership and ensuring equitable representation in administrative and governing roles
	0.08*

	38
	Create indicators to identify underrepresented groups (in need of EDI-driven actions)
	0.29

	39
	Develop key performance indicators for EDI, set annual targets, and allocate resources for monitoring and evaluation
	0.37

	48
	Make sure that everyone takes responsibility for EDI
	0.35

	49
	Create an EDI committee that systematically address EDI issues
	0.16

	51
	Ensure clarity and alignment with EDI policies by defining EDI goals, integrating actions into existing systems
	0.15

	52
	Ensure clear EDI initiatives by involving university management and the community, and integrating expert insights into a tangible action plan
	0.22

	53
	Assess and verify the implementation of EDI policies to distinguish between genuine practices and those that are merely symbolic
	0.3

	54
	Establishing a dedicated office for EDI initiatives that has clear goals and sufficient funding
	0.19

	55
	Create an advisory board for EDI that includes students, staff and faculty from diverse backgrounds
	0.41

	56
	Create a strong EDI policy with clear action plans promoting inclusivity and zero tolerance for discrimination in all learning environments
	0.32

	58
	[bookmark: _Hlk201329475]Create an effective system for reporting and following up on incidents of harassment and discrimination
	0.4

	62
	Discuss and define when inclusivity is prioritised and when specific performance standards are necessary to achieve learning goals
	0.14

	79
	Increase transparency in the development and progress of EDI initiatives across all university departments ensuring clear communication of goals and outcomes
	0.14







Figure 1. Point cluster map [image: En bild som visar karta, diagram

AI-genererat innehåll kan vara felaktigt.]


Average rating
The participants from the nine universities within the Colours Alliance rated the 79 statements in terms of importance and feasibility, and nine individual analyses were conducted. The average rating of importance and feasibility of each statement is presented in Table 2 for all nine universities. A description of the statements rated highest in terms of importance and feasibility will follow below, and this is also illustrated in individual Go-zone maps for each university (see Figure 2.A to 2.I). The Go-zone maps illustrate the relationships between the average rating of the statements regarding both importance (X-axis) and feasibility (Y-axis). The colour of the point for each statement illustrates the cluster it belongs to. The correlation between the ratings is shown in each Go-zone map and was between r=0.11 to r= 0.61. Mainly indicating a negligible to moderate positive correlation between the rating of the statements. 

Cluster 1: Providing training and education
Eight out of nine universities rated statement 4, “Raise awareness of EDI issues to reduce discrimination and exclusion” as most important, with a rating between 3.14 - 3.47. One university rated statement 1, “Raise awareness and understanding of EDI across the university community” as most important (2.95).  
Only one university rated statement 4 highest in terms of feasibility (3.14). Three universities rated statement 57, “Inform the university community about how to apply the EDI policy in everyday life through easily accessible information such as webinars and informational leaflets” as most important (3.03-3.09). Two universities rated statement 75, “Provide an introductory EDI lecture specifically for first-year students to ensure they understand the principles of EDI” highest in terms of feasibility (2.89-3.27). Another two universities rated “Raise awareness of EDI policies” statement 5, highest in terms of feasibility. Lastly, one university rated statement 73, “Develop EDI training for teachers focusing on inclusive teaching strategies” highest in terms of feasibility. 

Cluster 2: Facilitating events, activities and community engagement 
Eight out of nine universities rated statement 25, “Organize events where international students can meet and connect with local students and staff to promote cultural exchange” highest in terms of importance (2.95-3.47) and one university rated statement 27, “Organize accessible EDI-related events by offering hybrid formats suitable timings and translations ensuring inclusivity for all participants” as most important (2.9). 
Four of the eight universities rating statement 25, “Organize events where international students can meet and connect with local students and staff to promote cultural exchange” as most important also rated this statement as most feasible (3.14-3.42). Two universities rated statement 68, “Organize lectures and learning sessions on EDI topics including guest speakers” as most feasible (3.00-3.05). Furthermore, one university respectively rated statement 2, “Host regular activities such as forums awareness days and dedicated events” (3.00), statement 3 “Host inspirational lectures and testimonials from individuals who have experienced discrimination or racism” (3.11) and statement 24, “Organize events and activities that promote diversity, encourage dialogue on EDI and celebrate different cultures and perspectives within the university community” (3.11) highest in terms of feasibility. 

Cluster 3: Promoting inclusive collaboration 
All nine universities rated statements 16, “Treat everyone with kindness and respect, valuing individuals for who they are” highest both in terms of importance (3.53-3.84) and feasibility (3.46-3.00). This is clearly demonstrated in all nine Go-zone maps where statement 16 is positioned in the upper-right quadrant.  

Cluster 4: Fostering a supportive and inclusive environment and culture 
Three of the nine universities rated statement 65, “Ensure students have access to mental health support by providing tailored resources and dedicated staff for guidance during times of need” highest in terms of importance (3.49-3.36). Two universities rated statement 17, “Foster a culture of inclusion in higher education where all students and staff feel valued supported and encouraged” highest in terms of importance (3.65-3.60) and two universities rated statement 18, “Contribute to a culture of openness inclusion and tolerance in society where people are valued for their knowledge experience and contributions regardless of their background affiliations or status” highest in terms of importance (3.4-3.5). 
Two universities rated statement 65, “Ensure students have access to mental health support by providing tailored resources and dedicated staff for guidance during times of need” highest in terms of feasibility (3.00-3.03). Two universities rated statement 18, “Contribute to a culture of openness, inclusion, and tolerance in society where people are valued for their knowledge, experience, and contributions regardless of their background, affiliations or status” highest in terms of feasibility (2.77-2.97). Two other universities rated statement 71, “Provide concrete EDI tools and resources such as a website, physical toolkits and booklets for students and staff with practical guides and best practices for inclusive behavior” highest in terms of feasibility (2.94-3.17). Only one university rated statement 64, “Ensure mental health support for students by offering resources tailored to diverse needs and culturally sensitive services” (3.14), respectively, statement 66, “Create a comprehensive support system for all staff including accessible resources and psychological support” (2.97), highest in terms of feasibility. 

Cluster 5: Ensuring equity in leadership and decision-making processes in academia 
Five of the nine universities rated statement 61, “Ensure campus accessibility by improving building designs, creating inclusive spaces and conducting regular accessibility evaluations” highest in terms of importance (2.75-3.46). Two universities rated statement 78, “Increase transparency in academic processes such as recruitment, promotions and wage equality, ensuring fair and open evaluation criteria and decision-making” highest in terms of importance (3.24-3.37). Furthermore, one university respectively rated statement 29, “Increase funding for EDI-focused initiatives” (3.24) and statement 32, “Ensure equality in salary distribution by addressing and eliminating pay gaps” (3.63) highest in terms of importance. 
Only one university rated statement 61, “Ensure campus accessibility by improving building designs, creating inclusive spaces and conducting regular accessibility evaluations” highest in terms of feasibility (2.75). However, five universities rated statement 78, “Increase transparency in academic processes such as recruitment, promotions and wage equality, ensuring fair and open evaluation criteria and decision-making” highest in terms of feasibility (2.69-3.37). Two universities rated statement 34, “Ensure leadership commitment by encouraging management to actively prioritize, support and lead by example in diversity, equity and inclusion initiatives” highest in terms of feasibility (2.59-2.79) and one university rated statement 33, “Integrate diverse perspectives into decision-making processes by involving underrepresented groups and ensuring their voices are heard on key issues” highest in terms of feasibility (3.03) 

Cluster 6: Advancing policy, implementation, and evaluation 
All nine universities rated statement 58, “Create an effective system for reporting and following up on incidents of harassment and discrimination” highest in terms of importance (3.29-3.58). 
Only three universities rated statement 58, “Create an effective system for reporting and following up on incidents of harassment and discrimination” highest in terms of feasibility (2.94-3.06). Four universities rated statement 20, “Collect and analyze student feedback on EDI to identify improvement areas” highest in terms of feasibility (2.94-3.16). Additionally, one university respectively rated statement 21, “Collect and analyse employee feedback on EDI to implement and adjust EDI” (3.06) and statement 22, “Collect feedback on the effectiveness of the existing EDI policies” (3.11) highest in terms of feasibility. 

 Average rating at the cluster level
The average ratings at the cluster level are illustrated using Pattern Match, allowing for comparisons between universities regarding the perceived importance and feasibility of each area (cluster). See Table 3 and Figure 3 for the average rating of each cluster. 
Cluster 4: Fostering a supportive and inclusive environment and culture, and Cluster 5: Ensuring equity in leadership and decision-making processes in academia are rated highest in terms of importance by most universities, but also rated lowest in terms of feasibility. Cluster 2: Facilitating events, activities, and community engagement is rated lowest in terms of importance by most universities; however, it is rated high in terms of feasibility by most universities. Cluster 3: Promoting inclusive collaboration, and Cluster 6: Advancing policy, implementation, and evaluation are both considered to hold a mid-level rating regarding both importance and feasibility. All the clusters are, in general, rated lower in terms of feasibility compared to the rating of importance, except cluster two, which is rated higher in terms of feasibility compared to the rating of importance by three universities. 



Table 2. Average rating of importance and feasibility

	
	HKR
	JDU
	LMU
	UCLM
	UKLO
	UNIFE 
	UNIOS
	UPD
	VUAS

	Cluster solution and statement number
	Importance
	Feasibility
	Importance
	Feasibility
	Importance
	Feasibility
	Importance
	Feasibility
	Importance
	Feasibility
	Importance
	Feasibility
	Importance
	Feasibility
	Importance
	Feasibility
	Importance
	Feasibility

	Cluster 1
	2.8
	2.74
	2.96
	2.75
	3.1
	2.58
	2.91
	2.71
	3.08
	3.02
	3.14
	2.82
	2.97
	2.88
	3.04
	2.8
	2.63
	2.55

	1
	3.03
	2.95
	3.03
	2.83
	3.11
	2.74
	3.18
	2.73
	3.24
	3.03
	3.14
	2.8
	3.14
	3
	3.28
	2.77
	2.95*
	2.62

	4
	3.16*
	3.14*
	3.24*
	2.83
	3.41*
	2.97
	3.33*
	2.89
	3.24*
	3
	3.47*
	3
	3.28*
	2.94
	3.4*
	3
	2.76
	2.89

	5
	2.97
	3.11
	3
	2.86
	3.03
	2.85
	3.1
	2.89
	3.11
	3.03
	3.08
	2.91
	3.06
	3.09*
	2.98
	2.85
	2.73
	2.94*

	10
	3
	2.56
	3.05
	2.57
	3.26
	2.26
	3.03
	2.35
	2.61
	3.05
	3.39
	2.68
	2.97
	2.89
	3.24
	2.5
	2.84
	2.26

	36
	2.89
	2.49
	2.97
	2.6
	3.24
	2.49
	2.95
	2.46
	3.11
	3
	3.18
	2.83
	3
	2.69
	3.12
	2.85
	2.51
	2.37

	41
	2.89
	2.72
	2.78
	2.71
	2.83
	2.42
	2.54
	2.57
	3.13
	2.89
	3.16
	2.97
	3.11
	3.03
	3.02
	2.94
	2.68
	2.54

	45
	2.5
	3.08
	2.68
	2.69
	2.68
	2.52
	2.62
	2.81
	3.11
	2.95
	2.71
	2.62
	2.69
	2.86
	2.59
	2.77
	2.03
	2.34

	57
	2.75
	2.97
	2.95
	2.86
	3.03
	3.03*
	2.95
	3.03*
	2.84
	3.08
	3.18
	3.09*
	2.89
	2.97
	2.82
	3
	2.65
	2.89

	69
	2.63
	2.72
	3
	2.76
	3.06
	2.61
	2.77
	2.78
	3.24
	3.11
	3
	2.74
	2.89
	2.89
	3.2
	2.92
	2.49
	2.37

	70
	2.92
	2.42
	2.89
	2.69
	3.14
	2.14
	2.59
	2.54
	3.13
	2.86
	3.18
	2.68
	2.75
	2.71
	2.96
	2.35
	2.68
	2.37

	72
	2.82
	2.56
	2.76
	2.74
	3.09
	2.51
	2.93
	2.92
	3.18
	3.08
	3.21
	2.85
	3
	2.86
	3.12
	2.96
	2.65
	2.51

	73
	3.08
	2.79
	2.88
	2.71
	3.35
	2.51
	3.1
	2.92
	3.19
	2.95
	3.32
	2.82
	3.03
	2.86
	3.29
	3.04*
	2.78
	2.54

	74
	2.42
	2.34
	2.95
	2.83
	2.89
	1.94
	2.73
	2.16
	2.95
	3
	3.05
	2.69
	2.83
	2.63
	2.58
	2.5
	2.24
	2.31

	75
	2.62
	2.89
	3.18
	2.89*
	3.26
	3
	2.88
	2.97
	3.13
	3.27*
	3.03
	3.06
	2.97
	3.06
	2.76
	2.92
	2.84
	2.91

	77
	2.74
	2.41
	3.03
	2.69
	3.18
	2.76
	2.95
	2.67
	2.97
	3
	2.95
	2.62
	2.89
	2.71
	3.18
	2.66
	2.7
	2.34

	Cluster 2
	2.57
	2.68
	2.84
	2.81
	2.92
	2.71
	2.71
	2.76
	3.14
	3.1
	2.98
	2.88
	2.82
	2.82
	2.97
	3
	2.63
	2.54

	2
	2.26
	2.62
	2.89
	3*
	2.86
	2.88
	2.5
	2.72
	2.92
	3.06
	2.7
	2.85
	2.58
	2.71
	2.86
	3.04
	2.41
	2.51

	3
	2.74
	2.73
	2.9
	2.89
	3.09
	3.09
	2.78
	2.92
	3.21
	3.14
	3
	3.11*
	2.71
	2.86
	3.14
	2.96
	2.58
	2.41

	7
	2.47
	2.49
	2.72
	2.6
	2.77
	2.47
	2.85
	2.49
	3.13
	2.97
	2.97
	2.82
	2.94
	2.69
	2.84
	2.83
	2.69
	2.37

	8
	2.3
	2.63
	2.65
	2.94
	2.97
	3.03
	2.49
	3.03
	2.95
	3
	2.68
	2.85
	2.78
	2.69
	2.7
	3.17
	2.43
	2.57

	15
	2.74
	2.62
	2.85
	2.76
	2.88
	2.44
	2.67
	2.57
	3.13
	2.94
	3.11
	2.94
	2.81
	2.89
	2.9
	2.83
	2.46
	2.49

	24
	2.51
	2.66
	2.92
	2.86
	3.09
	3.11*
	2.79
	2.84
	3.22
	3.03
	3
	2.91
	2.72
	3
	3.1
	3.21
	2.78
	2.66

	25
	2.95*
	2.92
	3.05*
	2.97
	3.23*
	2.97
	2.89
	2.89
	3.29*
	3.28*
	3.21*
	2.97
	3*
	3.14*
	3.47*
	3.42*
	3.3*
	3.31*

	26
	2.68
	2.82
	2.95
	2.91
	3
	3.03
	2.73
	2.61
	3.26
	3.16
	3.16
	2.94
	2.97
	3.06
	3
	3.08
	2.62
	2.57

	27
	2.63
	2.59
	2.8
	2.69
	3.17
	2.53
	2.9*
	2.68
	3.16
	3.16
	3
	2.91
	2.72
	2.83
	2.94
	2.85
	2.62
	2.6

	43
	2.67
	2.57
	2.97
	2.74
	2.82
	2.32
	2.62
	2.7
	3.18
	3.14
	3.08
	2.59
	2.92
	2.69
	3.06
	3
	2.68
	2.34

	46
	2.49
	2.72
	2.87
	2.8
	2.91
	2.44
	2.68
	2.78
	3.24
	2.95
	2.89
	2.68
	2.86
	2.69
	2.92
	2.77
	2.59
	2.37

	68
	2.5
	3*
	2.72
	2.86
	2.65
	2.85
	2.59
	3.05*
	3.13
	3.3
	2.92
	3.09
	2.86
	2.8
	2.88
	3.17
	2.65
	2.6

	76
	2.49
	2.53
	2.68
	2.57
	2.57
	2.12
	2.71
	2.54
	3.05
	3.14
	3.03
	2.76
	2.78
	2.63
	2.82
	2.63
	2.35
	2.2

	Cluster 3
	2.93
	2.83
	3.01
	2.78
	3
	2.6
	2.93
	2.74
	3.06
	3.02
	3.05
	2.8
	3.01
	2.95
	3.08
	2.95
	2.76
	2.7

	9
	3
	2.92
	2.9
	2.65
	3.17
	2.74
	2.93
	2.84
	2.92
	2.97
	3.05
	2.86
	2.89
	2.97
	3.04
	3.02
	2.41
	2.63

	14
	2.72
	2.51
	2.9
	2.51
	2.74
	2.21
	2.97
	2.46
	3.08
	2.97
	3.03
	2.62
	2.91
	2.71
	2.94
	2.65
	2.7
	2.51

	16
	3.84*
	3.46*
	3.59*
	3.17*
	3.71*
	3*
	3.54*
	3.32*
	3.54*
	3.16*
	3.63*
	3.14*
	3.53*
	3.34*
	3.82*
	3.31*
	3.73*
	3.17*

	37
	2.66
	2.51
	2.9
	2.83
	2.89
	2.5
	2.93
	2.49
	2.84
	2.92
	3.05
	2.79
	2.86
	2.83
	2.92
	2.64
	2.46
	2.54

	42
	2.51
	2.68
	2.92
	2.66
	2.69
	2.38
	2.43
	2.51
	3.11
	3.11
	2.68
	2.51
	3
	2.83
	3.16
	3.02
	2.76
	2.77

	44
	2.82
	2.89
	2.88
	2.89
	2.83
	2.76
	2.77
	2.84
	2.89
	3
	2.87
	2.88
	2.86
	3
	2.59
	3.06
	2.49
	2.6

	Cluster 4
	2.93
	2.57
	3.09
	2.77
	3.09
	2.48
	3.03
	2.57
	3.26
	2.92
	3.14
	2.73
	3.07
	2.84
	3.22
	2.87
	2.9
	2.5

	6
	2.97
	2.5
	2.95
	2.74
	2.95
	2.66
	2.71
	2.62
	2.58
	2.95
	3.05
	2.91
	3.03
	2.89
	3.27
	2.9
	2.97
	2.69

	13
	2.22
	1.86
	3.13
	2.8
	3.13
	2.03
	2.88
	1.92
	3
	2.43
	3.13
	2.53
	2.81
	2.57
	3.18
	3.02
	2.84
	2.46

	17
	3.65*
	2.82
	3.33
	2.74
	3.33
	2.53
	3.2
	2.65
	3.29
	3.11
	3.34
	2.82
	3.33
	2.94
	3.6*
	2.92
	3.14
	2.66

	18
	3.5
	2.97*
	3.29
	3
	3.29
	2.37
	3.4*
	2.68
	3.21
	2.84
	3.5*
	2.73
	3.22
	2.97
	3.45
	2.77
	3
	2.77*

	30
	2.37
	1.83
	2.73
	2.46
	2.73
	1.82
	2.75
	2.27
	3.42
	2.54
	2.95
	2.31
	3.08
	2.62
	3.06
	2.64
	2.41
	1.89

	40
	2.92
	2.76
	2.89
	2.77
	2.89
	2.44
	2.83
	2.68
	3.39
	3.03
	3
	2.76
	2.97
	2.94
	2.92
	2.85
	2.61
	2.66

	47
	2.32
	2.3
	2.74
	2.62
	2.74
	2.21
	2.8
	2.81
	3.32
	2.95
	2.89
	2.79
	2.75
	2.63
	3.08
	2.85
	2.57
	2.49

	60
	2.89
	2.51
	3.31
	2.6
	3.31
	2.42
	3.25
	2.57
	3.27
	2.78
	3.08
	2.5
	3.11
	2.69
	3.1
	2.52
	3.3*
	2.51

	63
	3.03
	2.68
	3.26
	2.83
	3.26
	2.5
	3.33
	2.76
	3.38
	2.97
	3.22
	2.68
	3.06
	2.77
	3.14
	2.85
	3
	2.51

	64
	3.24
	2.81
	3.18
	3
	3.18
	2.77
	3.1
	2.66
	3.47*
	3.14*
	3.34
	2.85
	3.31
	2.86
	3.45
	2.96
	3.05
	2.43

	65
	3.38
	2.84
	3.49*
	3.03*
	3.49*
	3*
	3.38
	2.59
	3.42
	3.11
	3.34
	2.91
	3.36*
	3
	3.45
	3.06*
	3.11
	2.49

	66
	2.95
	2.61
	3.05
	2.57
	3.05
	2.26
	3.15
	2.47
	3.37
	2.95
	3.18
	2.97*
	3.08
	2.77
	3.32
	2.9
	2.97
	2.17

	67
	2.82
	2.68
	3.05
	2.71
	3.05
	2.71
	2.63
	2.35
	3.34
	3.03
	2.87
	2.56
	2.94
	2.91
	3.12
	2.92
	3.05
	2.68

	71
	2.74
	2.78
	2.87
	2.89
	2.87
	2.97
	3
	2.94*
	3.11
	3
	3.05
	2.91
	2.92
	3.17*
	3
	2.96
	2.65
	2.57

	Cluster 5
	2.94
	2.48
	2.93
	2.55
	2.93
	2.2
	3.04
	2.58
	3
	2.86
	3.26
	2.61
	3.08
	2.69
	3.14
	2.61
	2.81
	2.38

	11
	2.37
	2.16
	2.73
	2.37
	2.73
	1.91
	2.6
	2.53
	2.82
	2.92
	2.71
	2.55
	2.89
	2.76
	2.6
	2.65
	2.32
	2.06

	29
	2.57
	2.11
	2.7
	2.37
	2.7
	2
	2.78
	2.08
	3.24*
	2.81
	3.16
	2.46
	2.69
	2.66
	3
	2.28
	2.43
	1.89

	32
	3.21
	2.59
	3.1
	2.6
	3.1
	2.34
	3.44
	2.97
	3.16
	2.94
	3.63*
	2.56
	3.25
	2.49
	3.36
	2.69
	3.14
	2.51

	33
	3.18
	2.59
	2.97
	2.54
	2.97
	2.44
	3.03
	2.68
	2.97
	3.03*
	3.32
	2.71
	3.06
	2.74
	3.26
	2.64
	2.7
	2.54

	34
	3.05
	2.57
	3.05
	2.71
	3.05
	2.59*
	2.69
	2.68
	2.89
	2.92
	3.18
	2.79*
	2.92
	2.71
	3.14
	2.58
	2.89
	2.51

	35
	2.87
	2.38
	2.68
	2.4
	2.68
	2.29
	3.03
	2.43
	3.05
	2.92
	3.37
	2.59
	3.22
	2.6
	3.22
	2.58
	2.65
	2.34

	50
	2.95
	2.5
	2.9
	2.69
	2.9
	2.3
	3.03
	2.38
	2.89
	2.76
	3.11
	2.63
	3.17
	2.63
	3.04
	2.67
	2.81
	2.26

	59
	2.76
	2.38
	2.93
	2.34
	2.93
	2.26
	3
	2.65
	2.97
	2.84
	3.16
	2.54
	3.08
	2.77
	3.12
	2.66
	2.68
	2.46

	61
	3.26*
	2.69
	3.23*
	2.71
	3.23*
	2.21
	3.46*
	2.42
	2.92
	2.68
	3.42
	2.62
	3.17
	2.74
	3.36*
	2.75*
	3.22
	2.51

	78
	3.21
	2.78*
	3.03
	2.74*
	3.03
	2.53
	3.36
	3.03*
	3.11
	2.78
	3.53
	2.65
	3.37*
	2.8*
	3.31
	2.65
	3.24*
	2.69*

	Cluster 6
	2.85
	2.66
	2.95
	2.67
	2.95
	2.56
	2.91
	2.74
	3
	2.94
	3.12
	2.8
	3.02
	2.87
	3.05
	2.79
	2.68
	2.53

	12
	3.24
	2.97
	2.95
	2.8
	2.95
	2.68
	3.03
	2.86
	2.95
	2.97
	3.24
	2.74
	3.17
	2.91
	3.12
	2.83
	2.73
	2.6

	19
	2
	1.92
	2.68
	2.51
	2.68
	1.97
	2.44
	2.19
	3.03
	2.86
	2.5
	2.45
	2.72
	3.03
	2.08
	2.04
	1.92
	2.31

	20
	3.08
	2.86
	3.15
	2.94*
	3.15
	2.83
	3.05
	2.95
	3.11
	3.16*
	3.11
	3
	2.97
	3.14*
	3.14
	3.08*
	3.03
	2.91

	21
	2.87
	2.86
	3.05
	2.85
	3.05
	2.71
	3.08
	2.89
	2.95
	2.97
	2.92
	3.06*
	3.14
	3
	3.04
	2.9
	2.78
	2.74

	22
	2.89
	2.73
	3.05
	2.94
	3.05
	2.76
	3.08
	3.11*
	2.97
	3.14
	3.21
	2.88
	3.11
	2.86
	3
	2.94
	2.84
	2.66

	23
	2.76
	2.81
	2.77
	2.66
	2.77
	2.41
	2.74
	2.61
	2.89
	2.92
	2.92
	2.91
	2.83
	3
	2.84
	2.65
	2.65
	2.46

	28
	3.08
	2.72
	2.95
	2.62
	2.95
	2.77
	2.97
	2.68
	2.92
	3.03
	3.34
	2.76
	3.2
	2.91
	3.02
	2.92
	2.89
	2.63

	31
	2.84
	2.49
	3.11
	2.69
	3.11
	2.41
	3
	2.86
	2.87
	2.81
	3.45
	2.94
	3.25
	2.77
	3.25
	2.74
	2.57
	2.43

	38
	2.79
	2.47
	2.87
	2.51
	2.87
	2.38
	2.55
	2.68
	3
	2.84
	2.95
	2.82
	3
	3.06
	2.98
	2.79
	2.57
	2.54

	39
	2.67
	2.61
	2.76
	2.66
	2.76
	2.37
	2.78
	2.76
	3
	2.92
	3
	2.74
	2.92
	2.97
	2.98
	2.73
	2.54
	2.54

	48
	3
	2.46
	2.95
	2.2
	2.95
	1.94
	3.08
	2.14
	2.89
	2.65
	3.24
	2.21
	3.09
	2.46
	3.18
	2.23
	3.03
	2.15

	49
	2.41
	2.46
	2.82
	2.69
	2.82
	2.62
	2.7
	2.89
	3
	2.76
	3.11
	2.88
	2.86
	2.97
	3
	2.98
	2.22
	2.29

	51
	3.11
	2.76
	2.75
	2.54
	2.75
	2.56
	3.05
	2.84
	2.97
	3.05
	3.08
	2.85
	2.89
	2.82
	3.1
	2.71
	2.7
	2.71

	52
	2.97
	2.69
	2.9
	2.63
	2.9
	2.71
	2.9
	2.76
	3.06
	2.97
	3.11
	2.86
	2.78
	2.83
	3.06
	2.83
	2.86
	2.4

	53
	2.83
	2.63
	3
	2.71
	3
	2.6
	2.88
	2.62
	2.89
	2.92
	3.05
	2.71
	2.92
	2.71
	3.04
	2.81
	2.86
	2.57

	54
	2.5
	2.37
	2.84
	2.6
	2.84
	2.38
	2.85
	2.51
	3.03
	2.86
	3.26
	2.71
	2.86
	2.71
	3.18
	2.72
	2.11
	1.88

	55
	2.45
	2.55
	2.82
	2.68
	2.82
	2.74
	2.59
	2.76
	3
	2.92
	3.11
	2.88
	2.94
	2.71
	3.18
	2.94
	2.19
	2.4

	56
	3.31
	3
	3.18
	2.89
	3.18
	2.79
	3.38
	2.95
	3.11
	3.08
	3.42
	2.79
	3.26
	2.77
	3.41
	3.08
	3.05
	2.66

	58
	3.45*
	3.06*
	3.41*
	2.8
	3.41*
	2.94*
	3.44*
	3.05
	3.29*
	3.03
	3.47*
	2.82
	3.4*
	2.94
	3.58*
	3.04
	3.44*
	2.97*

	62
	2.65
	2.61
	2.87
	2.69
	2.87
	2.52
	2.59
	2.65
	3
	2.89
	2.95
	3
	2.91
	2.86
	2.85
	2.67
	2.54
	2.74

	79
	2.92
	2.87
	3
	2.54
	3
	2.62
	2.93
	2.78
	3.03
	3.05
	3.03
	2.8
	3.17
	2.89
	3.04
	2.94
	2.78
	2.6


An asterisk (*) indicates the statement with the highest rating value in each cluster in terms of importance and feasibility.
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Table 3. Average rating at cluster level for all nine universities in terms of importance and feasibility
	
	Rating at cluster level

	
	HKR
	JDU
	LMU
	UCLM
	UKLO
	UNIFE 
	UNIOS
	UPD
	VUAS

	Cluster
	Importance
	Feasibility
	Importance
	Feasibility
	Importance
	Feasibility
	Importance
	Feasibility
	Importance
	Feasibility
	Importance
	Feasibility
	Importance
	Feasibility
	Importance
	Feasibility
	Importance
	Feasibility

	Cluster 1
	2.83
	2.74
	2.96
	2.75
	3.10
	2.58
	2.91
	2.71
	3.08
	3.02
	3.14
	2.82
	2.97
	2.88
	3.04
	2.80
	2.63
	2.55

	Cluster 2
	2.57
	2.68
	2.84
	2.81
	2.92
	2.71
	2.71
	2.76
	3.14
	3.10
	2.98
	2.88
	2.82
	2.82
	2.97
	3.00
	2.63
	2.54

	Cluster 3
	2.93
	2.83
	3.01
	2.78
	3.00
	2.60
	2.93
	2.74
	3.06
	3.02
	3.05
	2.80
	3.01
	2.95
	3.08
	2.95
	2.76
	2.70

	Cluster 4
	2.93
	2.57
	3.09
	2.77
	3.17
	2.48
	3.03
	2.57
	3.26
	2.92
	3.14
	2.73
	3.07
	2.84
	3.22
	2.87
	2.90
	2.50

	Cluster 5
	2.94
	2.48
	2.93
	2.55
	3.17
	2.29
	3.04
	2.58
	3.00
	2.86
	3.26
	2.61
	3.08
	2.69
	3.14
	2.61
	2.81
	2.38

	Cluster 6
	2.85
	2.66
	2.95
	2.67
	3.04
	2.56
	2.91
	2.74
	3.00
	2.94
	3.12
	2.80
	3.02
	2.87
	3.05
	2.79
	2.68
	2.53
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Figure 3. Pattern match illustrating average rating at the cluster level for all nine universities. JDU
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Discussion
This study aimed to identify important areas for the improvement of EDI at the nine universities within the Colours Alliance. By using the GCM method, it enabled structured collection and analysis of qualitative and quantitative data as well as the involvement of people working at the universities within the Colours Alliance in several steps of the process. Moreover, the method enabled the collection of different perspectives from all participants and to merge them into a single map illustrating conceptual areas (Rosas, 2017) of importance for the improvement of EDI. The following discussion will be based on these conceptual areas: Providing training and education; Facilitating events, activities, and community engagement; Promoting inclusive collaboration; Fostering a supportive and inclusive environment and culture; Ensuring equity in leadership and decision-making processes in academia; Advancing policy, implementation, and evaluation. 

Raising awareness and understanding of EDI
To improve EDI, there is a need to raise awareness and understanding of EDI and the underlying principles. The result of this study highlights a clear consensus on the need to increase awareness and deepen understanding of EDI through the training and education of students and staff. The training and education can be tailored to the target group and may take various forms, such as workshops, introductory lectures, a train-the-trainer system, or micro-credential courses. This area not only highlights the importance of training and education but also emphasises the need for staff, students, and institutional leaders to be actively engaged in learning about EDI. Hence, facilitating events, activities, and community engagement was identified as an important area for improving EDI. This conceptual area underscores the importance of creating structured opportunities for engagement with EDI principles within university settings. The organising of events, such as awareness days, inspirational talks, and initiatives like EDI week or diversity month, can serve as powerful tools for fostering deeper institutional and community engagement. Such activities not only raise awareness; they also signal the institution's prioritisation and values. By breaking down silos within universities and by including the wider community, such as local municipalities, stakeholders, and international partners, in these events and activities, the universities can strengthen their societal impact and contribute to a more inclusive environment and foster cross-departmental and community collaboration and engagement. 
A larger investigation, including 159 universities in the EU, emphasises that awareness-raising plays a crucial role in preparing staff to engage with a diverse student population, as well as in fostering inclusion among colleagues. While initiatives such as training in inclusive teaching, intercultural communication training, and anti-bias approaches exist, they are predominantly aimed at academic staff and often optional or only required for new employees. Notably, only 23% of institutions provide similar training for administrative staff, highlighting a systemic gap in inclusive capacity building across staff roles. Moreover, 53% stated that lack of information/training was a main barrier for EDI at an institutional level (Claeys-Kulik et al., 2019). 
To increase awareness and understanding of EDI, universities should provide training, education, and opportunities for staff members to participate in EDI-focused events and activities. Enhancing knowledge and insight in this area helps raise awareness of unconscious biases and discriminatory practices that may exist, enabling staff to more effectively identify and address these issues. This is essential for ensuring fair treatment and equal opportunities for all within the academic environment. The importance of equal opportunities is also underscored in the third principle of the European Pillar of Social Rights (European Commission, 2023). Furthermore, EDI training not only enhances awareness of EDI but also enables staff to incorporate diverse perspectives into their teaching and research, making both the curriculum and research more inclusive and reflective of a wide range of cultural and social viewpoints. When staff members are trained in EDI, it improves the work environment for staff and the educational experience for students. 

Enabling EDI through collaboration and an inclusive culture
To improve EDI at universities, it is essential to actively promote collaboration by recognising and cultivating diversity as a positive force within academic environments. Rather than viewing diversity as a challenge to be managed, the findings emphasize its role as a facilitator of enriched work dynamics, enhanced creativity, and stronger collaborative processes. A report from the League of European Research Universities (LERU) (Buitendijk et al., 2019) highlights that sustained and meaningful improvement in EDI requires a collective, collaborative approach. This aligns with our findings, which stress the importance of inclusive collaboration and everyday interpersonal interactions as central to cultural transformation. The report by LERU points to the power of institutional networks and shared learning in driving change, further affirming that no institution can shift academic culture in isolation, highlighting that “… there is power and opportunity in numbers, (p. 13), underscoring the need for collaborative efforts in EDI improvement.
An underlying aspect of inclusive collaboration is the call to foster a culture where we “treat everyone with kindness and respect, valuing individuals for who they are” (statement 16 in this study). This statement, which was rated highest in terms of importance by all nine universities, reflects an understanding of inclusion not only as a structural or policy-based issue but as a cultural and interpersonal one. This area suggests that everyday interactions and the emotional climate of institutions play a crucial role in improving EDI.
This study illustrates the foundational role of a supportive and inclusive environment in enabling and hence improving EDI within universities. Also, the findings suggest that EDI cannot be achieved solely through policies or formal initiatives; rather, it must be embedded in the very culture and everyday experiences of the academic community. Creating spaces that are welcoming, safe, and respectful and cultivating a culture where inclusion and respect are integrated can lead to environments where both staff and students feel valued, supported, and empowered. Recognising the unique knowledge and contributions of individuals, irrespective of their background, status, or affiliations, helps challenge hierarchical and exclusionary norms, promoting a culture of openness and tolerance.
Embedding EDI into the culture of academic communities, rather than relying solely on formal policies, is considered essential (Hashemi Toroghi et al., 2024). Furthermore, they argue that within work environments in universities, there is a need for a paradigm shift toward organisational compassion. The authors propose the NEAR (Noticing, Empathising, Assessing, Responding) framework as a practical model to foster a compassionate and inclusive environment within higher education institutions. This approach highlights the significance of recognising individual contributions and addressing systemic challenges, thereby supporting the creation of welcoming, safe, and respectful spaces where staff feel valued and empowered. Such an inclusive and compassionate organisational culture is presented as foundational for improving EDI effectively. Moreover, the report Needs and Wellbeing of Students and Staff: Thematic Peer Group Report (European University Association, 2023) underscores the importance of fostering a culture of respect and empathy as a key factor in supporting the well-being of both staff and students. Efforts to improve EDI in academic institutions must therefore focus on cultivating environments and cultures that enable all members of the university community to thrive.
Cultivating an inclusive research culture requires a transformation of the underlying behaviours, values, expectations, attitudes, and norms within research communities (Thomson and Gooberman-Hill, 2024). This perspective aligns with this study's result, emphasising that creating welcoming, safe, and respectful spaces is fundamental to fostering an environment where all individuals feel valued and empowered. By challenging hierarchical and exclusionary norms and addressing systemic barriers that hinder EDI, institutions can promote a culture of openness and tolerance, thereby enhancing the everyday experiences of both staff and students. 

Embedding EDI in leadership, decision-making, and policies
Embedding EDI throughout all levels of the institutional structure and practice is a crucial step in ensuring equity in leadership and decision-making processes in academia, as well as improving overall EDI. A key aspect is the importance of inclusive and equitable decision-making processes. Ensuring that underrepresented groups are actively involved in decisions and that their perspectives are not only included but also influential is essential for developing equity in institutional governance. Furthermore, the findings highlight the importance of transparency in academic processes such as recruitment, promotion, compensation, and equitable access to roles of influence and authority. To improve EDI, leaders must be committed and move beyond rhetorical support for EDI to actively prioritise and support inclusive policies and EDI initiatives. In the absence of strong and engaged leadership, attempts to integrate EDI may remain fragmented, inconsistent, or lack the depth needed for sustainable impact.
The Erasmus+ project, ULEAD4ALL, aims to promote more equitable, diverse, and inclusive leadership in higher education. As part of the project, a literature review was conducted, along with qualitative interviews with university leaders, aspiring leaders from under-represented groups, and stakeholders from outside higher education institutions. The project involved 18 higher education institutions and 16 organisations across 10 countries. The report by Arkins and Kortesidou (2024) summarises the findings of the ULEAD4ALL project, underscoring the critical importance of embedding EDI throughout all levels of institutional structures and practices to ensure equity in leadership and decision-making processes within academia (Arkins and Kortesidou, 2024). The authors highlight that underrepresented groups often face systemic barriers in gaining leadership roles, due to unclear recruitment, promotion, and compensation processes. To address these challenges, a transparent and inclusive decision-making process is needed. Moreover, the report emphasises that institutional leaders must actively prioritise and support inclusive policies and initiatives and play an essential role in driving cultural changes. Without strong and engaged leadership, efforts to embed EDI at all levels in academia may be fragmented and lack the depth needed for sustainable progress and impact. This is supported by a systematic review on intersectional inequalities in Western higher education institutions, which also emphasised the need for leaders, chairs, and deans to take an active role in driving change (Lukkien et al., 2025).  
There is a critical need for advancing, implementing, and evaluating EDI policies and institutional structures to obtain changes and improve EDI, and ensure meaningful and sustainable progress toward EDI within the university context. However, the result of this study highlights that the improvement of EDI cannot rely solely on individual initiatives or good intentions; it must be supported by formalised policies, clear action plans, and strategies that are communicated and implemented across all departments. The establishment of advisory boards, in the development of policies, that include both students and staff from diverse backgrounds, is a way to anchor EDI work in lived experience and ensure that a variety of perspectives inform the policies. The development of indicators to monitor and evaluate EDI improvements enables an evidence-based approaches that allow institutions to identify structural issues and measure the impact of interventions over time. 
An example of using indicators for measuring and evaluating the work on EDI is the Eurydice report, which focuses on the topic of equity and inclusion in higher education in Europe. The report describes an analysis of the current alignment of European higher education systems with ten principles and guidelines. To support the advancement of equity in higher education, measurable indicators were developed for each of these principles. These indicators may serve as tools for collecting and presenting the relevant data when assessing and addressing the progress of higher education institutions in fostering more inclusive and equitable environments (European Commission et al., 2022a).
The need to advance, implement, and evaluate EDI policies and institutional structures to improve EDI necessitates structured strategies and action plans, as this report demonstrates. Additionally, appropriate indicators for monitoring and evaluating progress must be established. By evaluating our current position, we can set meaningful goals and track our development. However, it is important to acknowledge the complexity of improving EDI and the ways in which its various dimensions are interrelated. This is made explicit in the Four-P EDI Manifestation Framework, developed through a focus group study in higher education in Ireland. The framework includes four key components: Philosophy, Policy, Process, and Praxis. Drawing on a systems theory approach, it emphasises the interconnectedness of all levels, ranging from the micro to the macro, within higher education institutions and their wider environment. It also highlights the importance of addressing EDI across multiple dimensions, from abstract philosophical foundations to tangible, practical actions. By incorporating these layers, the framework ensures that EDI is not merely a theoretical or policy-driven initiative, but is integrated into the everyday practices and operational processes of staff in higher education. A comprehensive approach such as this enables the capture and evaluation of all forms of EDI, from high-level conceptual thinking to concrete implementation and real-world outcomes (Carew et al., 2024). 
The complexity of improving EDI is evident in the limited and often unsustainable impact on institutional practices and culture within higher education institutions. Despite a growing number of EDI-related policies, many institutions continue to face structural and operational barriers that hinder meaningful and lasting improvement of EDI. Hence, it becomes paramount that individuals across all roles and levels within academic institutions must develop EDI competencies. Achieving this requires the provision of structured training and adequate resources to enable all members of the academic community, not only those in human resources or dedicated EDI offices, to actively contribute to inclusive and equitable working environments. Two key strategies are proposed to support this objective: (i) the development of EDI competencies at the individual level, and (ii) the establishment or engagement in communities of practice that facilitate the systematic acquisition and application of EDI-related knowledge and skills (Bencivenga et al., 2025).  This educational approach is also reflected in the ULYSSEUS Alliance, part of the European Universities Initiative, which seeks to "fix the knowledge" through targeted training and awareness-raising strategies aimed at enhancing EDI competencies across its institutions (Siri et al., 2022).

Conclusion
The findings of this summary report underscore that achieving meaningful progress in EDI within universities demands a holistic and systematic approach. EDI must be fully integrated across all dimensions of the university’s mission—education, research, and societal engagement. This integration involves not only embedding EDI principles into leadership, policies, and daily practices, but also actively fostering inclusive cultures throughout the institution. While strong leadership, sufficient resources, robust evaluation, and the engagement of the entire university community are essential, the most critical enabler of lasting change is the education and training of staff. Without targeted efforts to raise awareness and deepen knowledge among staff members, it becomes exceedingly difficult to challenge existing norms, shift behaviours, and cultivate the cultural transformation required for genuine EDI advancement. In this context, training is not an optional add-on, but a necessary foundation for any sustainable and impactful change.
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[bookmark: _Toc211351790]Task number 5.3: Conduct EDI – IMAGINE Seminars
Task 5.3 centred on the implementation of Imagine workshops across the COLOURS Alliance as a structured, student-centred approach to advancing equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI). These workshops applied the methodology of Applied Design Thinking, enabling students to collaboratively explore systemic challenges and generate innovative solutions grounded in their lived experiences of higher education. 
The Imagine workshops were conducted across all partner universities facilitated by EDI Officers and trained moderators. Students engaged in iterative stages of empathy-building, problem definition, ideation, and solution prototyping, which culminated in presentations to panels of stakeholders. This methodology ensured that the insights generated were context-sensitive, practically oriented, and reflective of diverse academic and cultural settings. Importantly, the workshops also reinforced the alliance’s broader commitment to challenge-based learning and inclusive institutional transformation.
The following section introduces the Imagine Summary Report, which presents the methodology, findings, and implications of the workshops at the alliance level. It provides a consolidated overview of student-driven proposals and facilitator reflections, thereby offering a shared foundation for understanding student perspectives on EDI. 

Summary Report: Imagine workshops in the Alliance 
Introduction
This report presents a summary of eleven reports from Imagine/IDEATE workshops conducted across ten different universities. Each university from the COLOURS Alliance participated in the activities under Work Package 5 (WP5) with at least one workshop. Additionally, a further workshop was held at Neapolis University Pafos, Cyprus, within the framework of the EU-funded IDEATE project: Inclusion and Diversity Education through Applied Design Thinking for Equity (2023-1-SE01-KA220-HED-000161031). In total, 392 students engaged in a structured Applied Design Thinking process to explore and address specific challenges related to improving equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) in higher education.

The Imagine/IDEATE workshops were held by using a methodology of Applied Design Thinking, customised by University of Kristianstad. The Applied Design Thinking methodology in the workshops follows a human-centred approach and an iterative model of Design Thinking (Bender-Salazar, 2023, Brown, 2008). Students progressed through a series of phases: developing empathy through inspiration and insight, defining core problem statements, generating ideas collaboratively, and presenting their proposed solutions to a local panel of stakeholders. This approach enabled students to engage deeply with the systemic barriers they or their peers may experience and to generate actionable solutions grounded in lived experience concerning EDI. At the same time, these workshops also supported the pedagogical commitment to challenge-based learning (Dikilitaş, Marshall, & Shahverdi, 2025), a key pillar of Work Package 3 (WP3) in the COLOURS alliance. Challenge-based learning aligns with the broader mission of the alliance, as well as with the goals of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) to promote inclusive, engaged, and socially responsive academic environments (Rome Communiqué, 2020).
The use of Applied Design Thinking in this context, within the Imagine/IDEATE workshops, has served two interconnected purposes. Firstly, it functioned as a structured methodology to explore how students wish to develop EDI within academia. Secondly, the approach was evaluated by the facilitators and the EDI Officers from COLOURS alliance, to determine whether the used methodology could contribute to increased knowledge and awareness of EDI. These findings underscore the Alliance’s shared commitment to advancing context-sensitive and collaboratively developed EDI strategies that foster systemic change within academia.

What is Design Thinking?
Design Thinking has emerged as a prominent human-centred approach to innovation and complex problem solving, gaining traction in fields ranging from product development to healthcare and social entrepreneurship (Brown, 2008). Its emphasis on creativity, iterative prototyping, and deep empathy sets it apart from traditional linear problem-solving methods. In parallel, Human-Centred Design (HCD) has become an influential framework that places users’ needs, experiences, and diversity at the core of the design process (Göttgens and Oertelt-Prigione, 2021).
Both Design Thinking and HCD have been lauded for their potential to tackle “wicked problems” – those complex, ill-defined challenges with no clear solution – in innovative ways by reframing problems and engaging stakeholders collaboratively (Bender-Salazar, 2023). This report provides an in-depth exploration of the scientific and theoretical foundations of Design Thinking, focusing on its key stages of Inspiration, Insight, Ideation, and Implementation. It also examines the theory and practice of HCD, analysing how HCD facilitates Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) and intersectionality in design and organisational contexts. 
Origins and Principles
Design thinking is rooted in the practices of designers and engineers, but it has evolved into a general methodology for creative problem-solving and is now applied across disciplines (Bender-Salazar, 2023, Brown, 2008). The concept gained broader recognition through innovation leaders such as Tim Brown of IDEO, who conceptualised Design Thinking as consisting of overlapping phases of Inspiration, Ideation, and Implementation (Brown, 2009).
Design Thinking is not just a strictly linear procedure; it is an iterative, people-centred process characterised by empathy for end-users, collaborative multidisciplinary teamwork, and cycles of prototyping and feedback. (Göttgens and Oertelt-Prigione, 2021).  This approach is particularly well-suited to addressing complex, ill-structured problems that benefit from reframing and continuous learning.
Fundamentally, Design Thinking combines divergent thinking (exploring many possibilities) with convergent thinking (narrowing down to feasible solutions) in repeated cycles (Meinel et al., 2011, Persson, 2025).  Through this process, it embeds elements of organisational learning and reflection, akin to double-loop learning in management science (Argyris, 1977), into the design cycle (Bender-Salazar, 2023). The result is a flexible yet structured method that drives innovation by continuously refining both the problem definition and the solutions through stakeholder feedback and empirical testing (Liedtka, 2018).

Key Stages of Design Thinking 
For clarity, this report adopts a four-stage model of Design Thinking: Inspiration, Insight, Ideation, and Implementation. This structure builds upon the three-phase model of Brown (2009) by explicitly distinguishing the insight or problem-defining phase. This breakdown reflects contemporary frameworks used in innovation training and healthcare transformation (Elgán et al., 2020).
Inspiration (Discover)
The Inspiration stage corresponds to the exploratory phase in which the design team seeks to discover and understand the problem space in depth. This stage is characterised by intensive user research and context analysis—designers immerse themselves in the lives and environments of the people they are designing for, aiming to uncover unmet needs, pain points, and opportunities (Brown, 2009). Inspiration is essentially an investigation period during which problems are studied from multiple perspectives and in context.
The scientific foundation here lies in the use of empathy and ethnographic methods to gather qualitative insights. By observing and engaging with users in real contexts, designers collect rich data about user behaviours, motivations, and challenges (O'reilly, 2012). Empathy-driven techniques—such as interviews, shadowing, and journey mapping—are grounded in social science methods and ensure that problem framing is based on users’ latent needs (Zulaikha et al., 2023).
Studies have shown that design projects benefitting from this stage tend to yield more person-centred and relevant problem definitions (Liedtka and Ogilvie, 2011). In health innovation, for example, HCD and Design Thinking methods prioritise understanding the context of use and the real needs of end-users before attempting to generate solutions (Göttgens and Oertelt-Prigione, 2021). By prioritising the user’s perspective early, the Inspiration stage sets a robust foundation for creativity—it “inspires” the team by revealing the key insights and emotional drivers that any successful solution must address.
Notably, problem-setting—rather than premature problem-solving—is a core activity in this phase. Bender Salazar (2023) found that entrepreneurial teams trained in Design Thinking excelled at problem-setting: outlining all necessary information and context surrounding a challenge before proposing solutions. This ability to properly frame the problem is critical for addressing wicked problems, ensuring that subsequent design efforts focus on the right questions (Dorst, 2011, Bender-Salazar, 2023).
Ideation (Develop)
In the Ideation stage, the design team transitions from problem-finding to idea generation. The aim is to produce a wide range of potential solutions using creative and collaborative techniques. Ideation begins with divergent thinking—generating many ideas without judgment, and gradually moves towards convergent thinking to refine and select the most promising ones  (Tschimmel, 2012, Elgán et al., 2020).
The scientific foundations of ideation lie in creativity research and group psychology. For example, brainstorming techniques rely on the principle that producing more ideas increases the likelihood of finding truly innovative ones (Paulus and Yang, 2000). Additional methods, such as body storming (Jensen et al., 2011) and mind mapping (Bates, 2019) exercises, are employed to break habitual thinking patterns.
As noted in Persson (2025), ideation encourages thinking “outside the box” and challenges assumptions. Importantly, this stage is not simply about creativity for its own sake. It is informed by the insights generated in the previous stage, which act as constraints and guideposts.
Bender Salazar (2023) found that teams using a hybrid Design Thinking model successfully integrated systems thinking and organisational learning into the ideation process. Participants in that study generated solutions that considered both ecological and social dimensions of the challenge, showing that ideation can synthesise diverse knowledge systems.
Ideation concludes with the selection of one or several concepts for prototyping. This selection process is informed by the three lenses of innovation—desirability, feasibility, and viability. Through this stage, Design Thinking transforms a well-framed problem into imaginative and testable ideas grounded in research, creativity, and strategic purpose.
Implementation (Deliver/Test)
The Implementation stage brings ideas to life and tests them in the real world. It involves prototyping, user testing, feedback cycles, and eventually deployment. Rather than being a final, linear step, implementation is iterative—each cycle of testing and refinement contributes to deeper understanding and better outcomes (Brown, 2009).
Design teams develop low- to high-fidelity prototypes to test specific assumptions and gather user feedback. The emphasis is on learning through doing. This approach is informed by experiential learning theory (Kolb, 2015), where knowledge is constructed through cycles of action and reflection. 
Studies in human-computer interaction and engineering design confirm that early prototyping leads to better end results by revealing flaws early in development (Dow et al., 2010). In organisational settings, the iterative testing of ideas reduces the risk of large-scale failure and fosters a culture of innovation.
Bender Salazar (2023) describes this stage as embedding reflective practice into design, aligning with the scientific method through hypothesis testing, feedback loops, and data-informed adjustments. Depending on the nature of the innovation, implementation may also require interdisciplinary collaboration, including business, policy, or engineering expertise.
The implementation stage often cycles back to earlier phases. Feedback may uncover overlooked user needs or flawed assumptions, prompting a return to insight development or ideation. This recursive structure is one of Design Thinking’s strengths since it embraces failure as part of the learning journey and ensures that solutions are robust and responsive.
Applied Design Thinking as a method for improving EDI
Within the targets of Work Package 5, we have adopted Applied Design Thinking (described above) as a structured, participatory method for tackling challenges related to equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) in higher education. Specifically, via Kristianstad University and the European Union–funded initiative IDEATE: Inclusion and Diversity Education through Applied Design Thinking for Equity (2023-1-SE01-KA220-HED-000161031), a workshop was developed to facilitate the application of Design Thinking in support of Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI). This workshop was implemented across 10 universities, engaging a total of 392 students. 
The methodology is closely aligned with the COLOURS Alliance’s equity-first approach to EDI, which recognises that lasting institutional transformation must begin by addressing structural inequalities and centring the voices of marginalised and underrepresented groups. In higher education, EDI is thus understood as a systemic effort where equity is the necessary foundation upon which diversity and inclusion can be meaningfully built. This stands in contrast to DEI frameworks commonly found in the business sector, where the emphasis is often placed on increasing diversity to foster creativity and innovation (Hellerstedt, Uman & Wennberg, 2024). While the diversity-first approach may yield short-term gains, it risks overlooking the fundamental need to ensure that all individuals, regardless of background, feel genuinely welcomed, respected, and supported. Without equity, diversity cannot truly thrive, nor creativity or innovation (ibid).
Human-Centred Design (HCD)
Principles and Theoretical Roots
Human-Centred Design (HCD) is an iterative, collaborative, and people-focused approach to designing systems, services, and products (Zuber and Moody, 2018).
Notably, HCD places an even stronger emphasis on the human being as both the origin and ultimate beneficiary of the innovation process. Core elements of HCD include cultivating user empathy, engaging in deliberate and goal-oriented design, and employing rapid prototyping cycles that integrate user feedback iteratively to produce solutions that are not only feasible and practical but also highly desirable (Salmon et al., 2015). 
It is argued that the essence of Human-Centred Design lies in its premise that innovation must begin with a deep understanding of human needs (Brown and Katz, 2011). From this starting point, the process culminates in implementing solutions specifically crafted to meet those needs. Crucially, HCD asserts that it is the users who ultimately determine a solution's success, reinforcing the central role of human judgment in evaluating innovation outcomes.
Applications of HCD
Over the past decade, HCD has gained prominence in diverse domains, from consumer products to global health. In healthcare, for instance, HCD has been used to design mobile apps for chronic disease management, improve medical devices, and restructure patient-centred care systems (Göttgens and Oertelt-Prigione, 2021). These innovations emerged through direct collaboration with end-users, including patients, caregivers, and clinicians.
The Mayo Clinic, for example, redesigned its prenatal care model by involving expectant mothers in co-design workshops, resulting in a system that focused more on personal wellbeing than routine medical interventions (de Mooij et al., 2018). 
One important distinction between HCD and User-Centred Design (UCD) lies in depth and ownership. While UCD tends to involve users as testers of pre-defined solutions, HCD sees users as equal partners from the start, shaping problem definitions and creative directions alike (Göttgens and Oertelt-Prigione, 2021, Gasson, 2003). This commitment to user agency makes HCD particularly potent in sensitive or equity-focused contexts.
HCD’s Role in Advancing EDI and Intersectionality
HCD’s humanistic ethos aligns naturally with the principles of Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI). By design, HCD involves engaging with a broad range of users, especially those historically underrepresented in design processes. It challenges the idea of a “universal user” and instead embraces human diversity across age, ability, ethnicity, gender identity, and more.
As Persson (2025) explains, inclusive design “fosters equity by recognising different perspectives, avoiding one-size-fits-all approaches, and designing for difference.” Applying an intersectional lens, drawn from Crenshaw’s (1989) theory, enables designers to consider how overlapping social identities (e.g., race, gender, and disability) intersect to create unique experiences of disadvantage (Crenshaw, 2022).
It is essential to acknowledge power dynamics and participant agency within co-design processes. This involves not only ensuring the inclusion of diverse voices but also critically examining who holds decision-making authority and influence throughout the design journey. Neglecting these factors can result in tokenistic or performative practices that undermine the integrity and impact of participatory design efforts (Bauer, 2014, Göttgens and Oertelt-Prigione, 2021, Pratt, 2021).
In this way, HCD serves as a practical and philosophical framework to embed EDI into design and organisational practice. It not only produces more inclusive outcomes but fosters a culture of empathy, shared ownership, and responsiveness—values that are essential in a just and diverse society.
Involving the whole university ecosystem and beyond
Besides the Imagine/IDEATE methodology, which is grounded in Applied Design Thinking and a Human-Centred Design approach, being a tool for student learning and activity, it is also designed to engage and benefit all parts of the university ecosystem. It is structured for external societal actors to get involved. This aligns directly with the COLOURS Alliance’s vision to promote inclusive, challenge-based innovation through a Quadruple Helix model, which brings together academia, government, industry, and civil society in a shared process of knowledge co-creation.
• For students, Imagine/IDEATE offers a platform to apply theoretical knowledge to real-world societal challenges, while simultaneously developing transversal competencies such as critical thinking, communication, teamwork, and innovation. Through their engagement with EDI-focused themes, students also gain a heightened understanding of social justice, inclusion, and structural inequality while building a sense of ownership and agency in driving change.
• For faculty and programme directors, this model provides a flexible and scalable structure for embedding cross-disciplinary, EDI-related innovation within existing curricula. It supports academic staff in connecting their subject areas to broader societal needs and aligns with institutional goals for civic engagement and pedagogical renewal.
• For external stakeholders, Imagine/IDEATE serves as a bridge to the university, offering an opportunity to engage directly with the next generation of professionals and co-create ideas and solutions that matter. By participating in the feedback panels during the Implementation phase, external actors, including municipalities, NGOs, policy makers, and private sector representatives, can easily connect with students and engage in their generated ideas.  
In conclusion, integrating Applied Design Thinking through the Imagine/IDEATE model enables student-centred innovation within an iterative process, grounded in the lived experiences and needs of students.
All the represented universities
Below is the list of universities that participated in the eleven Imagine/IDETAE workshops. All partner universities in the COLOURS Alliance are represented, with the addition of Neapolis University Pafos (Cyprus), which is a member of the IDEATE project. The acronyms of the universities will be used frequently throughout the report.
HKR – Högskolan Kristianstad, Sweden
UCLM – University of Castilla-La Mancha, Spain
UNIOS – Josip Jurai Strossmayer University of Osijek, Croatia
UKLO – University St Kliment Ohridski Bitola, North Macedonia
UPB – Paderborn University, Germany
JDU – Jan Dlugosz University in Czestochowa, Polen
LMU – Le Mans University, France
UNIFE - University of Ferrara, Italy
VUAS – Ventspils University of Applied Sciences, Latvia
NUP - Neapolis University Pafos, Cyprus
The diversity of students
Within the European context, the aim is to operationalise an equity-first approach to EDI as a necessity for genuine inclusion for all. This orientation is rooted in the evolution of the Bologna process (Konstantinidou, 2025), which advances the social dimension with an equitable, diverse and inclusive approach. It refers to the social dimension as an inclusive environment in which the composition of the student body entering, participating in, and completing higher education at all levels should reflect the diverse social profile of society in EHEA countries (Scukanec Schmidt and Onita, 2024, Communiqué Rome, 2020). 
To ensure diversity among the Imagine/IDEATE workshops’ participants, universities were encouraged to involve students from a variety of academic disciplines. This led to a richer diversity, as students also represented a range of genders, ages, backgrounds, and other characteristics. 
Below is a list of the different disciplines represented, along with other diversity factors. 
In total, 392 students from the disciplines listed below participated in the workshop.
1. HKR - Public Health Science and Behavioural Science.
2. UCLM - Master's Degree in Secondary Education, Vocational Training and Language Teaching.
3. UJD - Education, Pre-school and early years in school education, Psychological Prevention and National Security.
4. UKLO - The students were enrolled at first cycle of studies different years.
5. UNIOS - Sociology, History and English language and literature.
6. UPB - Bachelor of Arts, Bachelor of Science, Master of Science, Master of Arts, teacher education students from Bachelor of Education and Master of Education, and international exchange students from different disciplines.
7. VUAS - Intercultural Communication, Computer Science, Bachelor's degree Study Programme "Start-up Management, Bachelor's Study Programme "Business Administration and Master study programme "Business Administration".
8. LMU – Third-year STAPS students, Second- and third-year students from various backgrounds enrolled in the undergraduate course on disability and discrimination.
9. UNIFE - Bachelor Degree, Master Degree and Educators.
10. NUP - BSc in Psychology.

Method
Aim
The workshops aimed to generate diverse ideas from students on how to improve equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) at their respective universities. The authors used Applied Design Thinking as an approach to identify trends in how students envision the improvement of EDI at their institutions and within academia.
Furthermore, this report also aims to capture the reflections of EDI Officers and facilitators of the workshops on the use of Applied Design Thinking as a means to enhance knowledge and awareness of EDI-related issues.

Methodological Approach
This summary report builds on qualitative data collected from the original ten reports of the conducted Imagine/IDEATE workshops. EDI Officers and facilitators wrote the reports. The analysis of the reports involved reading all the material generated through the NABC model, with the aim of identifying patterns and trends. Through this process, two overarching themes and four subthemes gradually took shape. An inductive approach (Braun and Clarke, 2006) was used, which is well-suited to capturing the diversity of student ideas from a bottom-up viewpoint, allowing patterns and trends to emerge from the data.

Participants
A total of 392 students participated in the Imagine/IDEATE workshops. One workshop was conducted at each of the nine partner universities within the COLOURS Alliance, ensuring full participation across the alliance. In addition to these, two extra workshops were held — one extra at the University of Ferrara and one at Neapolis University Pafos in Cyprus. The participants represented a diverse range of academic disciplines and study levels, from first-year undergraduates to master’s students. This diversity was intentionally encouraged to ensure a wide range of perspectives and experiences.
Importantly, the students also had varying degrees of prior knowledge and exposure to equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI). Rather than being a limitation, this variation was seen as a key strength of the process. It enabled the exploration of EDI-related challenges from multiple diverse points of view and cultures, allowing for the emergence of ideas grounded in different lived realities. By including students with varying levels of familiarity with EDI, the workshops captured a more nuanced understanding of institutional inclusion, helping to surface both expected and previously unarticulated barriers and opportunities.

The process and context
To ensure a consistent and high-quality implementation of the Imagine/IDEATE workshops across all partner universities, the process commenced with a comprehensive training session for the appointed EDI Officers and facilitators. These individuals were responsible for planning, facilitating, and reporting on the workshops at their respective institutions. The training was conducted online on 8 July 2025, organised by Kristianstad University within the framework of the EU-funded project IDEATE: Inclusion and Diversity Education through Applied Design Thinking for Equity (2023-1-SE01-KA220-HED-000161031).
The training aimed to enhance participants' theoretical understanding and practical skills in leading a one-and-a-half-day workshop based on the principles of Applied Design Thinking with a focus on EDI. The curriculum covered key EDI concepts, the methodology of Design Thinking, workshop materials, step-by-step guidance through the workshop phases, and included a practice session. Additionally, the training emphasised adaptation to local contexts, reflection, feedback, and ongoing professional development.
Post-training, all EDI Officers and facilitators received access to a comprehensive digital resource package, including manuals, worksheets, and instructions suitable for both in-person and online workshops. The WP5 coordinator provided continuous support throughout the preparation phase.
Each university was encouraged to schedule a workshop involving students from diverse academic backgrounds and study levels to ensure a broad range of perspectives and contextual relevance. The workshops were conducted between November 2024 and March 2025, each spanning 2 days, which included preparatory work by the students. They were facilitated by the local EDI Officer and educated facilitators.
For in-person workshops, printed materials were provided, while online sessions utilised Zoom in combination with the collaborative platform Miro. All workshops adhered to a standardised schedule and a clearly defined methodological structure.
Students worked in small groups through the various phases of the Applied Design Thinking process, focusing on identifying challenges and formulating solutions to improve EDI at their respective institutions. Day one centred on idea generation and selection of a prioritised concept. On day two, the selected idea was further developed into a concrete and actionable proposal, culminating in a pitch presented to a panel of external stakeholders connected to EDI work. These panels varied in composition across universities but consistently comprised individuals who were not involved in the previous workshop. All ideas were only pitched for the panel that provided constructive feedback and invited students to potential collaborations aligned with the Quadruple Helix model.

Data collection
During the workshops, each EDI Officer and facilitator documented the outcomes using a standardised reporting template based on the NABC model (Need, Approach, Benefit, Competition). This approach ensured uniform data collection and detailed documentation of student-generated ideas. Besides students' ideas, the template also included reflections from students on the EDI as a topic, as well as EDI Officers' and facilitators' reflections on both EDI as a topic and Applied Design Thinking as a method to improve EDI and raise awareness of it.  

Results
This section presents a summary of the student-generated ideas collected during eleven Imagine/IDEATE workshops held at ten different universities. Each Imagine/IDEATE workshop resulted in a set of proposals aimed at improving Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) within higher education, drawing directly from students’ lived experiences and institutional realities.
Furthermore, an analysis of these proposals revealed two themes and four subthemes that reflect identified challenges and aspirations among students, regardless of national or disciplinary background. The two identified themes were Inclusive education and Improving EDI with actions. 
The first theme Inclusive education emerged following subthemes: Inclusivity and accessibility and Empathy and experiential learning. The other theme Improving EDI with actions emerged following subthemes: Digital innovation and visibility of EDI and Recognition and training programmes.
Inclusive Education 
The theme Inclusive Education brings together student-driven proposals that aim to transform higher education into a more accessible, equitable, and emotionally supportive environment. The ideas are organised into two sub-themes:
• Inclusivity and Accessibility: These initiatives focus on reducing structural barriers and improving access to learning for all students regardless of background or ability.
• Empathy and Experiential Learning: These proposals use emotional and participatory approaches, such as storytelling, simulation, and shared reflection, to foster understanding and inclusion at a deeper, human level.
Together, these contributions reflect a holistic vision: that inclusion in higher education is not only about removing obstacles, but also about building environments where all students feel seen, valued, and empowered to thrive.
Inclusivity and accessibility
During the Imagine/IDEATE workshops, student groups developed a range of initiatives addressing barriers to participation in higher education caused by disability, socio-economic status, language, geography, and mental health. These proposals reflect a shared commitment to ensuring that all students regardless of background or ability, can access and engage meaningfully with academic life.
At UNIFE, several concepts addressed technological barriers. Team 4 proposed An Inclusive App for Deaf Students, a mobile application translating spoken content into sign language and real-time subtitles, aimed at improving communication and inclusion for deaf and hard-of-hearing students. Team 6 recommended the use of Inclusive Digital Textbooks for All, designed with automatic translation and accessibility features to reduce economic and linguistic obstacles in learning.
At HKR inclusivity was addressed through digital community-building. Team 7 introduced HKR Connect, a platform designed for distance learners to overcome isolation by facilitating connections with peers, mentors, and support services. Team 9 proposed Accessible Lectures—structured, oral literature sessions for students with neurodevelopmental conditions, intended to improve comprehension and reduce dropout rates.
At UPB, Team 2 addressed the issue of grading inequity for international students by proposing Standardised Grading Equivalencies. The aim was to improve academic integration and fairness across exchange programmes by aligning grading systems more transparently. Team 5 proposed the creation of Peer-to-Peer Advice Centres, offering low-barrier academic and emotional support for students, especially those who are anxious, disadvantaged, or unfamiliar with navigating university systems. 
At UJD, students identified spatial inequality as a challenge. Team 4 proposed A Shared Space for Students, creating accessible student zones for studying and resting, particularly aimed at commuter students. The initiative responds to the lack of informal yet structured spaces that foster inclusion and well-being.
At LMU, Team 2 addressed the exclusion of students with disabilities from campus sports through Promoting Adapted Sports Practices. This involved training instructors and providing equipment to support inclusive physical activity. Team 3 also introduced a Poster Campaign on Menstrual Pain and Precariousness, highlighting invisible barriers affecting marginalised students’ comfort and attendance.
At UNIOS, Team 2 proposed an Anonymous Psychological Support Platform, offering accessible mental health resources without stigma. This complements Team 1’s Peer Support Platform, which provides informal assistance in both academic and financial matters, especially critical for first-generation and low-income students.
At VUAS, Team 2 suggested a Latvian Language Course for International Student Integration, aimed at increasing employability and easing social integration. Team 7 proposed establishing an On-Campus Psychologist to address the mental health needs of both local and international students in a timely and accessible way.
At NUP, Team 5 addressed the lack of interaction and connection between student groups and departments by proposing a digital solution centred on social media engagement called Bridging Departments Through Social Interaction. Their aim was to strengthen cross-departmental communication and collaboration by creating online platforms that encourage interaction through interactive posts, discussion forums with students and professors, and collaborative games involving mixed-department teams. The solution was designed to broaden students’ learning horizons, promote interdisciplinary dialogue, and foster a more connected and inclusive university environment.
Finally, at UKLO, inclusivity was approached through systemic advocacy. Team 3 addressed the unequal treatment of Roma children, proposing inclusive education reforms and awareness campaigns to challenge deep-rooted barriers to access and opportunity.
Together, these ideas reveal a shared student-led vision: inclusivity and accessibility must be embedded into the physical, technological, pedagogical, and cultural dimensions of university life to enable all students to participate fully.

Empathy and experiential learning
Several student groups across the COLOURS Alliance developed initiatives designed to foster empathy through direct, emotional, and participatory experiences. These proposals highlight how lived experience and emotional understanding can serve as powerful tools in building more inclusive academic communities.
At LMU, Team 12 proposed A Day in the Life of a Wheelchair User, an experiential activity where students would navigate campus in a wheelchair to simulate the everyday challenges faced by mobility-impaired peers. The initiative aimed to raise awareness through direct physical engagement and personal reflection, helping participants better understand systemic barriers to access.
At UCLM, Team 3 introduced Inside Out: Emotion’s School, a workshop series focusing on emotional awareness and management. The sessions were designed to help both students and teachers identify, articulate, and respond to their feelings about diversity, with the goal of reducing discriminatory behaviours that stem from miscommunication or unmanaged emotions. Team 2 proposed Forest of the Brave, a nature-based programme aimed at combating bullying and promoting emotional connection. Through group activities in outdoor settings, participants would engage in trust-building, empathy exercises, and reflective storytelling. The goal was to enhance interpersonal harmony by creating shared experiences outside the classroom environment.
At UKLO, both Team 1 and Teams 2 addressed the impact of bullying in school enviroments. The first initiative focused on peer-led interventions based on storytelling and collective reflection and the other on the roots, consequenses and solutions regarding bulliyng. By sharing personal narratives and engaging in collaborative problem-solving, students aimed to promote empathy and sustainable behaviour change within school cultures.
At UNIFE, Team 1 developed I Care Lab, a hybrid learning and support environment designed to reduce exclusion of gifted students. It combined creative workshops, psychological support, and peer-led debates. The proposal framed empathy as an interpersonal tool and also as a structural value to be embedded in inclusive pedagogical practices.
At NUP, Team 1 addressed the issue of social isolation and discrimination faced by international students by proposing a storytelling-based initiative aimed at cultural integration. Their solution, Cultural Integration through Storytelling, focused on creating podcasts and public interviews where students could voluntarily share their personal experiences with diversity, discrimination, and integration. By raising awareness through student narratives and promoting empathy-building activities, the team aimed to foster understanding, reduce prejudice, and strengthen social connections across cultures within the university community.
Finally, HKR contributed with Team 3’s Inclusive Education concept, which advocated for annual workshops where students would share lived experiences with teachers. The sessions aimed to foster mutual understanding and improve educators' ability to create inclusive learning environments for students facing language, developmental, or socio-economic barriers.
Together, these proposals show how students view empathy not only as a personal quality but as a pedagogical and institutional strategy. Through storytelling, simulation, and shared dialogue, these initiatives aim to build deeper understanding, challenge biases, and create emotionally aware academic environments.

Improving EDI with actions
Students across the COLOURS Alliance underscored the importance of making EDI both visible and actionable within everyday university life. Two prominent strategies emerged from their proposals: using digital innovation to embed inclusion into academic systems, and introducing recognition and training programmes to support and sustain EDI engagement. These initiatives reflect a shared understanding that long-term cultural change requires accessible tools, institutional visibility, and investment in both competence and commitment from students and staff alike.
Digital innovation and visibility of EDI
Across all different universities, student groups continuously emphasised the importance of proactive communication and incentives to raise awareness of equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI). This is described as a strategy for increasing motivation in participation and enhancing the visibility of EDI initiatives within academia. A significant number of these initiatives focused on innovative digital solutions designed to improve inclusion and foster a stronger sense of belonging. The proposed actions aimed to embed EDI into the everyday operations of university environments through accessible and tech-enabled channels.
At NUP, Team 4 addressed the social exclusion of students with special educational needs and disabilities by proposing an AI-powered educational platform named AI-Powered Inclusive Education for Students with Special Needs. The initiative aims to promote inclusion through personalised learning tools delivered via individual tablets, enabling the platform to assess and adapt to each student’s academic and emotional needs. The solution offers a modern alternative to traditional support systems by leveraging artificial intelligence to create a more inclusive and supportive university environment.
At LMU, Team 7 proposed a mobile application titled "EDI Related Services and Events". According to their NABC model, the app would centralise all EDI-related information, including contacts, event calendars, and support services, while also offering an anonymous reporting tool for discriminatory incidents. It was intended for both students and staff and aimed to make EDI resources visible and accessible from the very first day on campus.
At HKR, students proposed an idea titled "HKR Connect", a digital platform focused on supporting distance learning students. The app would serve as a hub where students could meet, network, and access study-related resources, including livestreamed lectures and EDI-relevant content. The goal was to reduce isolation, support remote learners, and provide an inclusive entry point for new students.
At UNIOS, Team 5 developed "EDI Awareness Week", an annual visual campaign to promote awareness through thematic events, including panel discussions and workshops. Topics would address unconscious bias, financial inequality, disability inclusion, and gender equality in STEM. The team emphasised that recurring campaigns could create lasting cultural change and foster a more inclusive institutional atmosphere.
At VUAS, students presented an idea about a platform they called Ask and Connect. a digital platform designed to support international students. The platform would allow users to ask questions and schedule meetings with peers or university staff, in both Latvian and English. This initiative sought to reduce language and cultural barriers, especially for those who miss orientation, and to promote a smoother, more inclusive transition into university life.
At JDU, Team 1 proposed the Compulsory EDI Course, a mandatory educational module on equity, diversity, and inclusion for all students across faculties. Delivered partly online to ensure scalability and accessibility, the course aimed to provide baseline knowledge of EDI principles, discrimination, and student rights. Unlike optional seminars, the compulsory format was intended to guarantee broad awareness and institutionalise inclusion across curricula
Finally, at UPB students proposed an idea they called SHEEP – Streaming for Higher Education, Engagement and Participation. This initiative proposed livestreaming lectures, uploading recorded sessions and transcripts, and providing technical support. Aimed at students dealing with illness, work, or commuting challenges, the model offered a flexible alternative to in-person attendance and promoted equal learning opportunities through digital inclusion.
Together, these proposals demonstrate a shared understanding among students that institutional culture should be shaped by visible, accessible, and innovative initiatives. Digitalisation in this sense, becomes a strategic tool for inclusion, making abstract EDI principles concrete initiatives across campus environments.

Recognition and training programs
Students across several institutions proposed initiatives that integrate two interlinked strategies for advancing equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) in higher education: formal recognition and capacity-building through training. These proposals demonstrate a shared belief that sustainable EDI implementation depends on both rewarding meaningful engagement and equipping both students and staff with the skills, awareness, and competencies needed to foster inclusive academic environments. Recognition, whether symbolic, financial, or academic, serves to legitimise and motivate participation, while training initiatives lay the foundation for structural and cultural transformation.
At LMU, Team 9 developed a proposal titled “Rewarding University Members Who Commit to EDI”. The concept recommends providing academic credits, certificates, or official commendations to students and staff who actively contribute to EDI initiatives. According to the team’s NABC summary, such recognition would encourage sustained involvement and demonstrate institutional commitment to inclusion.
At NUP, Team 3 addressed the lack of student motivation to participate in EDI-related activities by proposing an incentive-based approach called Incentive-Based Motivation for EDI Participation. Their solution aimed to increase engagement through recognition and rewards, such as certificates, awards, additional academic credits, and other privileges. Verbal encouragement from faculty was also highlighted as a way to support personal growth. The initiative seeks to foster greater participation, enhance academic performance, and equip students with collaborative and communication skills essential for their future careers.
At HKR, Team 1 proposed a Mentorship Programme that connects university students with socially excluded youth (ages 15–29) through long-term, tailored mentorships. While supporting young people to re-enter education, mentors gain valuable experience and credentials that strengthen their employability after graduation. The programme includes digital participation and offers financial compensation, making the mentoring role both accessible and professionally rewarding.
At JDU, Team 2 proposed Stereotype-Free Language, a training initiative aimed at raising awareness of how language can reinforce bias. Through workshops targeting both students and staff, participants would develop inclusive communication skills. These could be recognised through certificates, serving as incentives and valuable qualifications for future academic or professional pathways.
At UPB, Team 1 proposed to implement Sufficiently Providing Support, a programme involving mandatory diversity and inclusion training for teaching staff, complemented by regular office hours with professionals for guidance. The goal is to proactively address discrimination, improve classroom safety, and equip faculty with the tools needed to foster inclusive environments. Unlike existing optional training, this initiative is continuous, preventive, and structurally integrated.
At UNIOS, Team 3 presented an initiative titled Empathy Workshop for Reducing Prejudice. This workshop engages students in role-play, personal storytelling, and intersectional dialogue in a safe, reflective setting. Co-designed with students, the training aims to reduce unconscious bias and promote inclusive behaviours across campus. Unlike standardised diversity training, this initiative prioritises lived experience and emotional engagement.
At UNIFE, Team 2 introduced An Inclusive Future for All: Innovative Training for Teachers, a digital training platform designed to support educators working with students with Specific Learning Disorders (SLDs). The platform offers short, targeted modules, including multimedia materials, self-assessment quizzes, podcasts from students with SLDs, and simulations to build empathy and awareness. The training is designed for scalability and flexibility, ensuring accessibility for busy teachers.
At VUAS, Team 6 proposed the Average Active Student Scholarship, aimed at recognising students who contribute significantly to university life through extracurricular engagement. Unlike traditional performance-based scholarships, this initiative provides monthly financial support (€100–140) based on level of involvement. A mixed committee of students, staff, and external stakeholders would evaluate applications, thereby promoting an inclusive and holistic definition of student success.
Collectively, these ideas illustrate a strong student interest in integrating EDI values both into institutional reward structures and into staff and student training programmes. Students not only called for recognition through certificates, scholarships, and transcript notations, but they also emphasised the importance of sustained learning through structured and innovative training. These combined strategies reflect a dual commitment: to incentivise engagement with EDI and to build the capacity necessary to enact inclusive practices. Together, they represent a comprehensive approach to embedding EDI as a visible, valued, and integral part of the academic experience.

Summary of the survey – students’ view of the method/workshop 
Evaluation of the Imagine/IDEATE method includes both pre- and post-assessments of students’ self-perceived innovation competencies, capturing key takeaways. The overwhelmingly positive statistical feedback indicates that the method increases students’ awareness of societal challenges and enhances their motivation to contribute to inclusive academic and professional environments by improving their problem-solving skills.
The section below summarises the open-ended survey responses provided by students who participated in the Imagine/IDEATE workshops across the ten universities. The focus is on synthesising the main lessons students identified as their top three takeaways, alongside their reflections on what they learned unexpectedly. Drawing from a diverse range of experiences, the analysis identifies key areas that highlight the value of the workshops in advancing understanding of Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI), fostering teamwork and collaboration, enhancing creative problem-solving skills, and empowering action-oriented thinking.

Better and broader understanding of EDI concepts
One of the strongest themes was the substantial increase in students' understanding of EDI-related issues. Students reported that they gained new insights into equity, diversity, and inclusion, with several participants explicitly stating that it was their first time engaging deeply with these topics. 
Many respondents mentioned becoming more aware of the differences between equality and equity, while students from LMU and HKR highlighted a deeper comprehension of nuanced concepts. UNIFE and UPB students also reflected on the importance of inclusion, humanity, and solidarity in academic and societal contexts.
Several students stressed that the workshop opened their eyes to previously unnoticed barriers and challenges their peers faced, reinforcing empathy and the importance of proactive inclusion efforts. Students from VUAS expressed that exposure to international perspectives and communication with diverse groups further enhanced their EDI literacy.
UCLM and UKLO students also gained a new understanding of intersectionality, a concept that helped them better grasp how social identities overlap and shape experiences of marginalisation. Some students from LMU found the workshops to be their first meaningful exposure to inclusion as a transformative value in education.
Overall, the workshops succeeded in laying a stronger conceptual foundation for EDI, empowering students to think critically about systemic issues and the need for active engagement in promoting inclusive environments.
Teamwork, collaboration, and social connection
Across all universities, students consistently cited teamwork, group work, and collaboration as major learning points. Many appreciated learning how to collaborate effectively, respect differing opinions, and combine diverse ideas to reach consensus 
Students from VUAS and UPB described experiences of forming new social connections, overcoming fears of presenting ideas, and gaining confidence in engaging with unfamiliar peers. Some UPB students explicitly stated that they learned how to socialise and share their voice within group settings for the first time.
Others discovered the value of balancing individual contributions with collective decision-making, which helped them feel more confident and less isolated. Students from different academic years and disciplines were able to bring varied perspectives that enriched the group dynamic in UPB and VUAS.
Notably, several students pointed out that working in diverse teams fostered new friendships and improved their ability to communicate across cultural and disciplinary divides. Students acknowledged the role of collaboration for achieving project outcomes and developing a supportive and inclusive community.

Development of creative Problem-Solving skills
Creativity and innovation emerged as another dominant theme. Students across institutions valued learning structured innovation methods within Design Thinking, such as the "5 Whys" technique, efficient ideation methology, and the NABC model.
Participants from HKR and UPB frequently mentioned that brainstorming sessions, problem definition exercises, and reframing techniques helped them think differently, challenge assumptions, and generate actionable ideas. Students discovered how to move from a general complaint to a clearly defined challenge, and then into an idea that could realistically be implemented.
Some students from UPB and VUAS noted how starting with simple ideas and focusing on the structure of problems allowed them to unlock new solutions. The ability to map out ideas visually using tools like Miro was also highlighted as an empowering skill, particularly in team settings.
Students from NUP also highlighted the importance of staying in the “problem phase” long enough to really understand the problem, before jumping into solutions. They also pointed out the importance of critical thinking and that reaching a solution does not necessarily mean that the solution needs to be defined and finalised directly, but rather a starting point for something with potential for development. 
Overall, students discovered their creative potential and learned that innovation is equal about technological advances, social change and inclusivity. 

Empowerment to act and drive change
Many students reflected that the workshop experience motivated them to take action and apply what they learned to real-world contexts. At HKR and UPB they mentioned feeling empowered to transform complaints into solutions and recognised the importance of small steps in achieving larger systemic changes.
Students frequently spoke about how the experience gave them hope and a sense of agency. For instance, UNIOS students noted that the workshop strengthened their belief in the power of group work and community engagement. Others discovered that even small actions, such as improving communication or encouraging diversity in discussions, can lead to a meaningful impact.
The process of identifying problems, working through multiple viewpoints, and arriving at a collaborative solution was eye-opening for many students. Several students from UKLO and UCLM mentioned that they plan to apply these techniques in their studies and future careers, especially in teaching, leadership, and project development.
By combining knowledge acquisition with skill development and social connection, the workshops instilled a sense of agency among participants, reinforcing the principle that meaningful change often starts with individual initiative and collective collaboration. Several participants reflected that they now felt equipped with concrete strategies to develop inclusive and effective solutions.

Unexpected insights and learning moments
The second open-ended question invited students to reflect on something they learned that they had not expected. A strong theme across responses was surprise at their own creativity and problem-solving abilities. Students frequently mentioned discovering that they were “more innovative than I thought” or that brainstorming could yield real, usable ideas.
At UCLM and LMU students highlighted newly acquired knowledge, such as learning about intersectionality, the distinction between equality and equity, and various structured methods of innovation like Design Thinking and NABC. One student at LMU stated that they had no prior knowledge of the COLOURS Alliance or EDI, but left the workshop with both.
Students at UPB and VUAS mentioned being surprised by the amount of background work required before arriving at a good idea, and by the fact that even simple problems could lead to complex and far-reaching solutions. Some were impressed by how small group dynamics, collaboration, and creativity could trigger systemic insights.
Some responses also revealed how the process allowed students to connect emotionally with the subject matter. For example, one student at LMU mentioned realising how disabled sport is not just about accessibility but can serve as a tool for breaking down social barriers. Similarly, UPB students noted learning about design strategies that were entirely new to them, such as the NABC method and working backwards from problems. 
Overall, this question demonstrated that the workshops facilitated had an impact on intellectual growth as well as an unexpected emotional and personal development.
Conclusion
The open-ended student responses demonstrate that the Imagine/IDEATE workshops were highly effective in achieving multiple outcomes: strengthening EDI understanding, fostering collaboration, enhancing creative problem-solving skills, and empowering students to drive change. In addition, the second question revealed that the workshops were rich in unexpected learning moments, often unlocking hidden confidence, creativity, and empathy. Students left the workshops with both new knowledge and tangible skills, as well as a renewed sense of belonging and purpose.

Summary of the EDI Officers' and facilitators' reflections on EDI as the topic of workshops
This section below summarises the reflections on EDI (Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion) as a topic during the Imagine/IDEATE workshops submitted by EDI Officers and facilitators across the ten universities. Drawing from a wide range of institutional contexts, the analysis identifies major patterns of growth, highlights key differences, and offers insight into challenges and opportunities for developing EDI initiatives within Work Package 5 (WP5) and in the COLOURS alliance as a whole. The reflections have been examined to identify common threads and divergences, ensuring that each university's authentic voice is acknowledged by referencing their respective initials. The analysis is organised into four overarching themes that emerged most prominently across the data.

Deepening EDI understanding from awareness to action
A clear shift from basic awareness to deeper reflection on EDI principles was evident across all participating universities. Students entered the workshops with varying levels of familiarity, but almost uniformly reported an increased understanding after engaging in discussions and activities.
For example, UNIOS noted that students initially had only a "general awareness" but through participation "developed a deeper and more personal understanding of EDI”. Similarly, HKR highlighted how students "gained a new understanding of how different perspectives contribute to meaningful solutions," connecting previously abstract EDI concepts to real-world applications.
UPB reported that pre-workshop research assignments—where students explored existing institutional EDI structures—helped frame discussions, leading to a more informed and engaged starting point. In contrast, VUAS reflected that while students demonstrated "basic understanding of EDI," deeper awareness needed further development, particularly around balancing diverse group needs. This was also noted at LMU, where the EDI Officer highlighted how students progressed from initially having limited knowledge about increasing participation in sports for people with disabilities, as they were not disabled themselves, to reflecting on how they can still contribute to creating a more inclusive environment for others. 
The workshops' hands-on nature, collaborative exercises, and exposure to diverse perspectives enabled a transition from passive reception of EDI information to active, critical engagement. Several universities like UNIFE and UCLM emphasised that students absorbed knowledge and began reflecting strategically on how to apply EDI perspectives in broader contexts. At NUP, facilitators noticed that students showed a growth in knowledge about EDI and that they discussed how it can be applied in both their professional and private lives. 
Overall, this theme shows that while starting points varied, all universities achieved notable deepening of EDI understanding among participants—a strong foundation for future WP5 activities and inclusion implementation.

Inclusive innovation and increased creativity
Another strong theme was the role of EDI as a catalyst for innovation, creativity, and interdisciplinary collaboration. Many universities reported that embedding EDI thinking into idea generation led to richer, more socially valuable outcomes.
For instance, HKR described how combining students from Public Health Science and Behavioural Science backgrounds "enriched the discussions" and "underscored the importance of interdisciplinary perspectives in EDI work." Students appreciated that creativity was actively encouraged, allowing "no idea [to be] too wild" before refining concepts.
Similarly, UKLO observed that the Imagine/IDEATE methodology encouraged "open dialogue, creativity, and critical thinking" among participants, resulting in a "refreshing form of collaboration" that was both dynamic and inclusive.
UPB noted that the diverse academic backgrounds of participants "facilitated good exchanges within the groups," anticipating the needs of different student communities in their idea development. Importantly, students collaborated and did so with a visible EDI lens — integrating considerations of mental health, accessibility, cultural barriers, and social belonging into their solutions. For example, UCLM noted practical approaches like cooking and outdoor activities that aimed to blend emotional intelligence and cultural diversity promotion.
This theme highlights that when EDI is intentionally woven into innovation processes, it does increase creativity and significantly enhances it, fostering socially responsible, realistic, and impactful solutions.

Balancing diverse needs in an equitable way 
Beyond general awareness, several universities reported that participants increased their understanding of diverse needs and existing barriers to reach equity and inclusion, as well as the complexity of addressing those issues. Commonly referred issues included mental health support, language accessibility, and social engagement. 
For example, VUAS reported a strong focus on mental health and its impact on "academic performance and social engagement," stressing the need for accessible services. They also highlighted linguistic challenges, with international students needing Latvian skills for employability, while Latvian students requested better English proficiency. Such dual perspectives underscore the complexity of inclusive linguistic practice. 
UNIOS reflected that students became more aware of "less visible barriers" like economic background and mental health, acknowledging how intersecting disadvantages can impact university experiences. At the same time, UNIOS noted that students become more aware of their sense of agency. Many of the responses emphasised the realisation that they too have the power to create change and request changes. 
At NUP, the workshop helped students reflect on their own experiences and recognise how EDI principles can be applied to real-world contexts, enabling them to identify and begin addressing underlying barriers to inclusion in academic and social environments. Many students also noted that the workshop helped them recognise the importance of EDI in terms of promoting positive change in society. 
UPB emphasised students’ sensitivity to ensuring ideas were equitable and feasible by indicating a pragmatic awareness that successful EDI measures must account for real-world constraints. Students discussed the barriers to making ideas feasible in an engaged way. 
Challenges also emerged. VUAS pointed out that when addressing one group’s needs, some teams unconsciously overlooked others. This was described as a complexity of the ongoing tension between targeted inclusion and systemic equity. VUAS highlighted the importance of “ongoing discussions, collaborative initiatives, and university support to ensure that solutions are inclusive and beneficial to all students”. 
In summary, while the workshop increased understanding of barriers to inclusion across the alliance, balancing diverse needs equitably remains an ongoing and complex challenge that we must face and address. As the reflections of EDI Officers and facilitators show, the complexity of different needs is essential to consider when planning the strategic work of EDI and the structure of integrating EDI within the academia and broader.

Transforming educational practices 
A transformative insight from the reflections was the recognition that EDI should be developed from relatively short workshops to be systematically embedded into educational practices, ensuring the participation of different groups and meeting their needs.
UKLO concluded that the Imagine/IDEATE method was so effective that they planned to incorporate it into broader course design, noting it "enriched the learning experience" and strengthened critical thinking skills. Similarly, HKR expressed hope that Design Thinking would be integrated into future curricula, given its success in fostering student-led innovation with an EDI focus.
UNIFE observed that participants moved from personal reflections to strategic thinking about measuring EDI impact, suggesting a growing maturity in understanding the structural aspects of inclusive education. In contrast, VUAS noted that while students engaged with workshops, a deeper and broader integration of EDI concepts into academic life was still needed.
Through interactive activities and real-life scenarios, the workshop at NUP shifted learning from theoretical discussions to practical application, encouraging students to engage with EDI in meaningful ways. This hands-on approach contributed to transforming educational practices by embedding inclusivity into everyday learning experiences.
The EDI Officers` and facilitators' reflections across all represented universities demonstrate a significant advancement in EDI literacy, creativity, innovation and critical thinking among students. Students moved from basic awareness to a more complex and active understanding of EDI principles. They identified mental health, language barriers, and social belonging as structural challenges and embraced interdisciplinary collaboration as a powerful tool for inclusive innovation. Notably, many institutions recognised the need to embed EDI principles into broader teaching and learning strategies to ensure sustainable impact.
While challenges remain, particularly around balancing diverse needs equitably, the foundation laid by the Imagine/IDEATE workshops provides a strong base for ongoing progress within WP5 and beyond. It also provides a comprehensive review of using Imagine/IDEATE as a method to enhance awareness about EDI and develop student-oriented solutions to improve EDI within academia. 

Summary of EDI Officers' and facilitators' reflections from the workshop
Unlike the previous analysis, which focused on the reflections of EDI Officers and facilitators regarding students’ work and understanding of EDI during the Imagine/IDEATE workshop, this analysis summarises the perspectives of the overall delivery of the workshops. The analysis of this section identified key patterns, highlighted institutional differences, and drew out challenges and opportunities for improving the design of future workshops. Each reflection is referenced using university initials to ensure clear attribution. The analysis is organised around four core areas, followed by a dedicated section containing feedback for enhancing future workshops.

Student Empowerment through Participatory Learning
A major theme emerging from the workshop reflections is the empowering effect of participatory, student-led learning approaches. Facilitators consistently reported that giving students ownership over discussions and problem-solving processes led to increased engagement, creativity, and confidence.
For example, UNIOS highlighted that students' engagement "quickly deepened once they were given ownership of the process," fostering collaboration, empathy, and critical thinking. HKR similarly emphasised how students, initially unfamiliar with Design Thinking, adapted and thrived when given space to explore ideas freely and iteratively. At many universities, like LMU, NUP, and UNIFE, for example, the facilitators noticed that the safe and participatory environment allowed students to express themselves, develop critical thinking, and recognise their role in shaping inclusive practices.
Similarly, UKLO noted that the Imagine/IDEATE method "encouraged participation, creativity, and critical thinking" by creating an inclusive environment where students’ voices were valued.
In several cases, facilitators reflected that participatory methods allowed students to move beyond theoretical understanding to practical application of EDI principles. Empowerment, ownership, and active involvement were clearly central drivers of successful engagement across the workshops.

The power and challenges of interdisciplinary collaboration
Many reflections pointed to interdisciplinary collaboration as a significant strength of the workshop model. Bringing students from diverse academic backgrounds together enriched the discussions and allowed for broader perspectives on EDI-related challenges.
HKR praised the combination of Public Health and Behavioural Science students, stating that this "diversity of perspectives significantly enriched the group discussions and solutions." UCLM noted that although participation was high, future workshops could further benefit from an even wider range of academic disciplines to maximise the richness of dialogue and idea generation.
VUAS observed that diverse groups offered "unique perspectives," but also warned that sometimes students focused narrowly on their own field or specific group challenges without considering broader impacts.
While interdisciplinary collaboration strengthened outcomes overall, the reflections suggest it also requires careful facilitation to ensure balance, inclusivity, and cross-disciplinary learning within groups.

Addressing practical limitations in innovation and feasibility
Another shared reflection concerned students’ difficulties in addressing the feasibility and practical implementation of their ideas. While creativity and ambition were strong, several universities noted that students often struggled to think realistically about resource requirements, stakeholder engagement, and financial sustainability. VUAS specifically pointed out that "many proposals lacked a realistic understanding of resource requirements," and that clearer structuring of expectations during the presentation phase could help. 
UPB similarly highlighted that students from more advanced academic years found it challenging to stay in the ‘creative phase’ without prematurely focusing on feasibility, suggesting tension between ideation and implementation phases.
These observations indicate the need to strengthen guidance around feasibility assessments early in the workshops, helping students bridge the gap between innovation and practical application without stifling creativity. 

The importance of contextual sensitivity and institutional realities
Several reflections underscored the importance of adapting workshops to local institutional contexts and student realities. While the general structure was effective, facilitators noted variations in which EDI issues resonated most strongly.
For example, JDU reported that the students had very low knowledge of EDI at the beginning of the workshop. UNIOS noted that economic inequality and class barriers were more prominent concerns among students than ethnicity or disability, reflecting demographic realities. VUAS similarly highlighted that while language inclusion challenges affected international students, local students also faced language barriers in English while developing employability skills.
UPB reflected that highly structured workshop phases could sometimes interrupt organic thinking processes, especially for advanced students, suggesting a need for more flexible facilitation depending on group maturity. Meanwhile, LMU noticed the difficulty of keeping the attention of all students through the theoretical part and suggested inserting an activity, such as a quiz, after learning about EDI.
These insights demonstrate that while the Imagine/IDEATE framework is robust, its delivery must remain flexible and responsive to specific institutional and cultural dynamics.

Feedback for future workshops
Across the reflections, valuable feedback was provided from both students and facilitators on how to strengthen future workshops:
• Extend Workshop Duration: Several universities suggested allowing more time for idea refinement, possibly spreading the workshop over more days.
• Introduce Design Thinking Earlier: A short preparatory session could ease the transition into innovative mindsets, especially for students unfamiliar with the method.
• Balance Group Composition: To foster inclusivity, careful attention should be paid to evenly mixing students from different academic backgrounds within groups. 
• Strengthen Practical Guidance: Structured prompts and clearer example questions for facilitators could help students think more critically about feasibility and stakeholder engagement.
• Coach Training: providing clearer guidelines for coaches on how and when to intervene to steer students towards more inclusive and realistic ideas.
• Hybrid Delivery Considerations: If hybrid models are used, ensure dedicated online support is provided or consider running separate fully online or fully in-person sessions.
• Increase Visibility of the COLOURS Alliance: promoting the COLOURS Alliance’s initiatives, such as Erasmus opportunities, early in the workshops would enhance student connection and engagement.
Overall, the feedback provides a constructive roadmap for strengthening the impact and inclusivity of future workshops, ensuring that both creativity and practical application continue to evolve.

Discussion 
This discussion synthesises key themes emerging from the Imagine/IDEATE workshops and aligns them with current research and the European policy framework on EDI in higher education. It examines how structural inclusion, emotional and experiential learning, digital innovation, and Applied Design Thinking can work together to foster systemic change. By highlighting student perspectives and showcasing institutional examples across Europe, the chapter argues for a multidimensional and participatory approach to building inclusive, resilient, and future-oriented academic environments (European Commission et al., 2025, Watson et al., 2023)

How inclusivity and accessibility can make a difference
Student insights from the Imagine/IDEATE workshops consistently highlight the need for more inclusive and accessible higher education environments. Many of the proposed solutions were grounded in personal experiences of structural and cultural barriers linked to disability, socio-economic inequality, linguistic limitations, and inadequate institutional responsiveness. 
The Fundamental Rights Report further confirms the persistence of intersecting disadvantages affecting underrepresented groups such as Roma communities, people of African descent, Muslim students, and migrants. Structural issues such as energy poverty, digital exclusion, and housing insecurity are deeply intertwined with educational outcomes. Notably, the report stresses the need for disaggregated data and intersectional analysis to inform policy interventions (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2024).
To better understand these barriers and the complexity of student experiences, intersectionality provides a practical analytical framework. Kimberlé Crenshaw explained that intersectionality helps to define how different aspects of a person's identity—such as ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, class, ability, and more—intersect and overlap, producing unique experiences of both privilege and oppression. People do not experience discrimination or advantage based on a single identity category alone; instead, their realities are shaped by the interaction of multiple, interlocking systems of power (Crenshaw, 2022).  Understanding intersectionality in educational settings, for instance, can help create more inclusive and supportive environments. It encourages educators, students, and institutions to recognise that a student's challenges or barriers to success may be influenced by the interplay of various aspects of their identity. 
As the results under the subtheme Inclusivity and Accessibility show, students advocated for systemic developments aimed at enhancing inclusion and accessibility for all, regardless of the identity characteristics mentioned above. These proposals align with a growing body of international research and policy recommendations that underscore the systemic nature of educational exclusion.
The European Higher Education Area (EHEA) highlights that equal access to higher education is essential for addressing societal challenges and fostering inclusive academic systems (Rome Communiqué, 2020) At the ministerial conference in Tirana (2024) the EHEA reconfirmed the importance of “building an inclusive EHEA by 2030” and committed to the improvement of data collection through participation in initiatives such as EUROSTUDENT (European Higher Education Area, 2024).
EUROSTUDENT is offering a database of students’ living conditions, as well as their socio-economic characteristics. The data indicate that 19% of students in Europe report being hindered in their studies by disability or long-term health issues, with mental health being the most frequently cited barrier. One in four students has an international background, and the most frequently reported grounds for discrimination among students are age and gender (Hauschildt et al., 2024). Institutional responses often fall short in providing accessible facilities, trained staff, and adequate assistive technologies. Moreover, students from low-income households are disproportionately affected by financial hardship, which limits their study intensity, housing security, and overall academic success (Hauschildt et al., 2024).
On the other hand, the UNESCO Global Education Monitoring Report reinforces the notion that exclusion in education is frequently the product of structural education design rather than individual limitations. Norms, pedagogical practices, and infrastructure that fail to accommodate diversity are significant contributors to educational disadvantage (UNESCO, 2020). The report advocates for inclusion to be treated as an ongoing institutional process that necessitates structural transformation, supported by data and leadership accountability mechanisms that engage in inclusive polices  (UNESCO, 2020; Antoninis et al., 2020). Furthermore, the report also highlights how inclusive education requires educators to take responsibility for the learning of all students by providing a broad spectrum of learning opportunities that are accessible to everyone, rather than tailoring specific alternatives solely for certain individuals (Florian and Spratt, 2013, UNESCO, 2020). 
Findings from the research conducted by Hayes and Bulat challenge enduring misconceptions that inclusive education impedes the academic progress of students without disabilities. In contrast, their work provides evidence that inclusive educational practices positively influence both the academic performance and social development of students without disabilities. These findings support the growing consensus that inclusive education offers universal benefits by fostering equitable learning environments and promoting instructional approaches that are responsive to the diverse needs of all learners (Hayes and Bulat, 2017). 
A key conclusion is that the successful implementation of inclusive education cannot rely solely on the efforts of individual educators or institutional strategies. Instead, it requires coordinated engagement across all organisational levels, underpinned by a clearly articulated and collectively endorsed vision. This vision must be operationalised through strategic planning and robust institutional policies. Such systemic alignment is essential for embedding inclusive practices in a sustainable manner, ensuring that inclusion becomes an enduring structural and cultural cornerstone of the higher education system.

Practical examples of embedding EDI in academia
Several successful practices from European universities illustrate the feasibility of institutional, national and international proposals. Notably, the University of Aberdeen in the UK has adopted a long-term inclusive strategy articulated in its 'Aberdeen 2040' vision. This strategy embeds inclusion of staff and students as one of the institution's four strategic themes, with specific commitments such as fostering a welcoming and vibrant environment, promoting fairness and transparency, remaining open to change, and engaging with communities at local, national and international levels. In the 2020 Staff Survey, 92% of staff identified with these inclusive commitments, and 90% believed the university was genuinely committed to equality, demonstrating high institutional buy-in and an embedded EDI culture (University of Aberdeen, 2020). As part of this effort to create an inclusive institutional environment, the University has introduced two mandatory training courses for all new staff—Inclusion Essentials and Understanding Race Bias—which must be completed within the first three months of employment. These courses reflect a strategic emphasis on embedding inclusive competencies from the outset of academic employment. 
This example suggests that student-led ideas for creating inclusive education environments can be effectively reinforced through institutional culture development initiatives. By targeting student-facing improvements while also ensuring that all university staff receive structured training in inclusion and bias awareness, higher education institutions can build cohesive and system-wide cultural change. As demonstrated in the case of the University of Aberdeen, such a dual approach has the potential to reach policy-level significance and transformative impact, spanning the horizon of a 20-year strategic inclusion plan. This aligns with the COLOURS Alliance’s strategic framework, which seeks to advance EDI policy and professional development through mandatory training for newly appointed staff. Student-driven proposals for inclusive education environments can thus be seen as mutually reinforcing with institutional efforts to educate and equip staff. Embedding such practices has the potential to generate the impact of long-term strategic proportions, as illustrated by the University of Aberdeen’s 20-year inclusion strategy.
While the University of Aberdeen works intensely with inclusion by changing the culture, in Belgium, the University of Antwerp’s work with inclusion by implementation of accessible practices and flexible learning paths for part-time and working students (University of Antwerp, 2024). This approach to inclusion has been recognised as one aspect of well-being by balancing work-life with academic standards (European University Association, 2023). At the same time, there are universities that promote EDI by rethinking and developing pedagogical approaches such as enriching learning, reducing barriers, and providing accessible educational opportunities. 
One example is the integration of Universal Design for Learning (UDL), a framework that supports accessible and equitable education by proactively addressing diverse learning needs (Rose and Meyer, 2002, CAST, 2018). This approach aims to make education accessible to all learners by proactively designing course content, teaching methods and assessments to accommodate diverse abilities and learning preferences. Research on UDL implementation in higher education shows that the flexibility and inclusivity, together with digital technologies, when thoughtfully embedded, can enhance engagement and skill development among students. A new study involving university students in Mexico demonstrated positive perceptions of digital tools used to support UDL’s core principles: engagement, representation, and action/expression (Veytia Bucheli et al., 2024). These findings suggest that, when aligned with pedagogical theory and quality frameworks, UDL can contribute meaningfully to inclusive teaching and to broader, global educational objectives such as Agenda 2030 and Sustainable Development Goal 4 (Veytia Bucheli et al., 2024, UNITED NATIONS, 2015). 
These practical examples from different European universities about inclusive and accessible education are supported by recommendations from the League of European Research Universities to aim for a systemic approach to EDI, including institutional leadership, policy coherence, and inclusive governance structures (Buitendijk et al., 2019). Eurydice similarly calls for lifelong learning pathways, targeted outreach, and adaptable curriculum design to ensure equitable access to higher education (European Commission European Education Culture Executive Agency et al., 2022). 
A key conclusion emerging from the Imagine/IDEATE framework, current research, and various implementation approaches across Europe is the consistent emphasis on the need for a multidimensional approach to accessibility and inclusion. Accessibility should be conceptualised as encompassing not only physical and mobility-related adaptations for persons with disabilities, but also intersecting cultural and structural dimensions. This broader perspective reflects a growing recognition that inclusion must be systematically embedded within institutional practices, rather than treated as a peripheral or reactive concern. The data indicate that structural transformation is most effective when institutions demonstrate sustained commitment, particularly through staff development initiatives and the integration of inclusive values within governance structures. Long-term strategies, such as the University of Aberdeen’s 20-year inclusion plan, illustrate how consistent efforts can generate systemic change, reinforcing the imperative that inclusion and accessibility must be both culturally internalised and structurally embedded across the higher education sector.


Empathy and experiential learning
Throughout the Imagine/IDEATE workshops, students across the COLOURS alliance underscored the importance of empathy and experiential learning as powerful levers for institutional change. Their proposals revealed a consistent emphasis on learning environments that foster understanding of others' lived experiences, including those shaped by systemic inequality, cultural marginalisation, and personal adversity. Rather than conceptualising equity solely as policy implementation, student reflections encouraged a pedagogical approach grounded in mutual recognition, emotional intelligence, and perspective-taking.
Several student groups advocated for experiential learning interventions aimed at cultivating a deeper emotional engagement with EDI themes. Suggestions included empathy workshops led by students with lived experience of discrimination, role-switching simulations (e.g. navigating campus in a wheelchair), and immersive activities such as multilingual communication exercises and intercultural dialogue circles. These forms of active, participatory learning were seen as essential to fostering a campus culture rooted in solidarity and shared responsibility, extending beyond awareness-raising towards behavioural and attitudinal change. This emphasis on a "culture of understanding and empathy" is further supported by recent findings from the European University Association, where students identified such a culture as the second most significant factor impacting their well-being (14.02%) when asked about institutional attributes (European University Association, 2023).
UNESCO (2020) argues that inclusive education must encompass more than structural and curricular reforms and that inclusive pedagogies require educators to foster emotional safety, embrace student voice, and enable spaces for dialogue and uncertainty. This points to a broader tension in equity and inclusion work. On the one hand, the collection of disaggregated data on student populations is essential for uncovering systemic barriers and providing an evidence base to guide meaningful institutional reform (Hauschildt et al., 2024, European Higher Education Area). On the other hand, UNESCO (2020) emphasises that inclusion at the individual learner level is best supported by avoiding categorical labels and assumptions. Instead, inclusive education should focus on understanding each individual’s strengths and their lived experiences of exclusion and inclusion. This approach can be bolstered by comprehensive data collection systems that monitor equity and inclusion without stigmatising the diversity of learners. The emphasis on emotional and cultural learning is further explained by Florian and Spratt (2013), who describe inclusion as a framework of practice where teaching is designed for the benefit of all, not merely as accommodation for specific groups. Such efforts require educators to adopt strategic, intentional, and collaborative approaches to embed inclusive practices effectively within their teaching and institutional environments. This involves proactively designing learning experiences that accommodate diverse needs, fostering supportive classroom cultures, and working in partnership with colleagues, students, and broader institutional structures to ensure that inclusion is sustained and meaningful (Hayes and Bulat, 2017).
A growing body of research highlights the vital role of empathy and emotional connection in supporting students’ engagement and success in higher education. One important dimension of this is the sense of belonging, which has been shown to influence students’ academic performance, psychological well-being, and long-term educational outcomes (Fong et al., 2024, van Kessel et al., 2025).  From this perspective, experiential learning strategies that engage students cognitively and affectively may be key to promoting more inclusive academic environments. 
Activities such as storytelling, embodied simulations, and cultural exchanges, frequently proposed by students in the Imagine/IDEATE workshops, serve as powerful tools for cultivating empathy and relational understanding. These forms of learning foster a sense of shared experience and connection, which in turn strengthens students’ feeling of inclusion and safety in educational settings. By embedding empathy-driven experiences into curricular design, institutions can better address exclusionary dynamics and support students’ holistic development. As the empirical literature confirms, students who feel seen, heard, and emotionally connected to their learning environment are significantly more likely to thrive both academically and personally (van Kessel et al., 2025, Fong et al., 2024).
A key implication emerging from the workshop discussions is that systemic transformation in EDI must engage not only institutional policies but also the affective and cultural domains of learning. Student proposals highlight empathy not as a supplementary attribute but as a pedagogical method and strategic tool for cultivating inclusive academic communities. In this context, experiential learning grounded in emotional and intercultural literacy serves as an essential complement to structural reforms. Moreover, participants emphasised that EDI must adopt a more pragmatic orientation—recognising that education and training for all members of the academic community must go hand in hand with policy development. There is a clear need for institutional policies that explicitly mandate and support comprehensive EDI training and education, ensuring that inclusive values are not only articulated but actively developed and embedded across all levels of the university system.
Innovation, digitalisation and EDI
The student proposals represented in the results subtheme Digital innovation and visibility of EDI, highlight a shared conviction that digital innovation could be a tool for advancing equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) in higher education. Several student-led initiatives, such as an application for connecting between students, streaming live lectures and sharing notifications for different awareness events of EDI initiatives, exemplify how technology can be used to reduce barriers, improve access to support structures, and normalise the visibility of inclusion efforts across campus environments.
These proposals for reducing barriers through technology and innovation align closely with the European Commission’s strategic digital priority for the next decade. The initiative advocates for leveraging digital technologies to enhance both the quality and inclusiveness by, among other topics, keeping people and societies engaged in an increasingly hybrid context (European Commission, 2024). Ursula von der Leyen, President of the Commission, said: “The signature of the European Declaration on Digital Rights and Principles reflects our shared goal of a digital transformation that puts people first.” (European Commission, 2022). The people-centred approach explicitly underscores the importance of digital environments that are designed to be accessible and responsive to diverse learner needs, an intention that is reflected in student proposals to centralise EDI services, offer multilingual content, and design tools for both peer and institutional support.
Similarly, the Eurydice Report about equity and inclusion in higher education highlights that digital infrastructures can serve as powerful equalising forces, but only if their implementation is equity-driven (European Commission European Education Culture Executive Agency et al., 2022). Without this intentional design, however, digital tools risk increasing existing inequalities. Consistent with the findings of a European Students’ Union survey, younger students, those without access to a quiet study environment, a stable internet connection, or adequate learning materials, as well as students with limited digital literacy and reduced social capital, consistently reported greater difficulties in adapting to the conditions imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown. In addition, students experiencing mental health challenges demonstrated significantly lower scores across all indicators of academic and social adjustment. These patterns underscore the compounded vulnerabilities experienced by already marginalised groups, highlighting the urgent need for more inclusive and responsive educational support structures during periods of crisis (Doolan et al., 2021).
According to European University Associations thematic peer group report Needs and wellbeing of students and staff, students are affected differently by the digitalisation of learning, depending on their personal and social circumstances. While some benefit from increased accessibility and flexibility, especially those with disabilities, others face challenges such as digital poverty or lack of digital skills. This highlights the need for institutions to adapt support structures to ensure student wellbeing. Therefore, it is important to notify that while student proposals about improving EDI with digitalisation are ambitious and well-aligned with European policies and priorities, they also rely on universities addressing underlying digital divides through infrastructure, access to internet and general inclusive design (European University Association, 2023).
From a pedagogical standpoint, several proposals regarding digitalisation, innovation and inclusion mirror the principles of Universal Design for Learning (UDL), a framework already mentioned previously in this report, that promotes an inclusive pedagogical framework. UDL emphasises the need to tailor teaching methods to accommodate diverse learning preferences, needs, and abilities. By providing diverse options for engagement, content representation, and ways to demonstrate understanding, UDL enables educators to create adaptable learning environments that respond effectively to students’ differing needs, abilities, and contexts (Cumming and Rose, 2022, Meyer et al., 2014, Coyne et al., 2012).    
A recent study shows that the integration of digital technologies functions as an instrument for strengthening the implementation of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) (Veytia Bucheli et al., 2024). Students’ proposals such as SHEEP (UPB Team 7) and Accessible Lectures (HKR Team 9), which integrate recorded lectures, real-time streaming, and transcripts to accommodate students with varying schedules, abilities, and needs, align with the UDL framework as well as research findings of Veytia Bucheli et al (2024). On one hand, by supporting flexible and responsive teaching methods, technology contributes to more inclusive learning environments that are better equipped to accommodate diverse student needs. On the other hand, the authors (ibid) caution that without ensuring the effectiveness for the different learners, the integration of digital technologies within the UDL framework risks being ineffective or even counterproductive.
The ULYSSEUS Alliance, for example, started a project called D2S@ULYSSEUS to strengthen the development and implementation of digital technologies in higher education (D2S@ULYSSEUS PROJECT, 2023, Ulysseus, 2021). The aim of the project was to promote inclusive, accessible, and innovative digital learning through shared platforms, tools, and pedagogical models across all partner universities in the alliance. The Erasmus+ funded project developed transversal skills that enabled students entering the labour market, enhanced digital skills among both students and staff, and enabled flexible and collaborative learning environments (D2S@ULYSSEUS PROJECT, 2023, Ulysseus, 2021). It can reasonably be assumed that student perspectives have, at least indirectly, informed the digital strategies of the ULYSSEUS alliance, given their participatory ethos. While direct involvement is uncertain, aligning with the principle that those most affected by exclusion should influence the systems intended to support them remains essential (Göttgens and Oertelt-Prigione, 2021). Thus, externally supported initiatives such as D2S@ULYSSEUS are better positioned to meaningfully integrate the principles of EDI in academia, as they allow universities to allocate dedicated time and resources to success. 
While digital platforms enhance access, they may not automatically foster social integration or emotional connection, which puts a second layer of complexity around the concept of EDI and digitalisation. Blended learning must be intentionally designed to integrate digital tools with meaningful opportunities for human interaction and community-building in order to be effective. This principle remains highly relevant in today’s rapidly advancing era of digitalisation, where maintaining a sense of connection and engagement is essential for fostering inclusive and supportive learning environments (Garrison and Vaughan, 2008). This highlights the need for institutions to complement digital education with inclusive on-campus practices that ensure equitable learning opportunities for all students, with or without disabilities (Al-Sulaimani, 2023, Mullin et al., 2021).
A key insight is that aligning digitalisation with pedagogical frameworks such as Universal Design for Learning (UDL) holds significant potential for enhancing accessibility across diverse student populations. This potential is most fully realised when digital tools are intentionally designed to accommodate a wide range of learning needs and preferences. However, digital inclusion cannot be secured through pedagogical strategies alone. An equally important consideration is that digital initiatives must be grounded in an equity-driven approach, ensuring that all students, regardless of socioeconomic background, geographic location, or ability, have access to the necessary technological infrastructure and support to participate fully in higher education.
In sum, digital innovation has emerged as a cornerstone of inclusive higher education reform. The Imagine/IDEATE student proposals demonstrate a sophisticated understanding of both the opportunities and the obligations associated with digital transformation. They emphasise that visibility, access, and flexibility, while important, are insufficient in isolation. Sustainable and meaningful inclusion requires structural alignment, proactive leadership, equity-oriented design, and pedagogical practices that are deliberately inclusive at their core.

Advancing EDI through Applied Design Thinking in Higher Education
The European Commission has established a range of legal and strategic frameworks aimed at realising its vision of an inclusive society. As articulated by Commission President Ursula von der Leyen, this vision entails building a Europe “where you can be who you are, love who you want, and aim as high as you want” (European Commission).
To advance this vision, the European Commission introduced a series of strategic actions. In 2020 and 2021, it adopted five key strategies aimed at ensuring that everyone, regardless of gender, racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief, disability, age, or sexual orientation, has the conditions to live, thrive, and lead.
However, policy alone is insufficient. As evidenced in research, meaningful inclusion must be actively enacted through everyday human interactions and embedded within the broader institutional culture (Tjernberg and Mattson, 2014). This underscores the importance of fostering inclusive values at the structural level as well as within the relational and cultural dimensions. Findings from the Imagine/IDEATE workshops reinforce this perspective. Students repeatedly expressed the expectation that universities should serve as both academic institutions and inclusive, socially responsive communities.
In this context, Applied Design Thinking through the Imagine/IDEATE methodology offers a meaningful and practical way of embedding EDI into higher education curricula. Based on reflections from EDI Officers and facilitators, this methodology has been effective in raising participants’ awareness of EDI issues and in enabling them to recognise how equity, diversity, and inclusion directly shape and influence educational structures, institutional practices, and student experiences. It is established that Design Thinking promotes empathy, critical thinking, collaboration, and resilience, competencies that are essential for fostering inclusive and transformative learning environments (Alvarado, 2025). 
Student proposals from across the ten different universities demonstrate that, when learners are invited to take ownership of the process, Applied Design Thinking can catalyse both pedagogical and cultural transformation. Reflections from EDI Officers and facilitators confirm that this methodology redistributed power in the classroom, encouraging equitable participation and empowering students from diverse backgrounds to co-create new learning pathways. These findings consistently show that Design Thinking enhances learner motivation, creative confidence, and team performance in inclusive pedagogical environments (Yao et al., 2024, Liu et al., 2023, Shé et al., 2022). Moreover, design thinking complements the transition from traditional learning to Challenge-Based Learning, another key pedagogical pillar within the COLOURS Alliance. Both approaches, Design Thinking and Challenge-Based Learning, promote relevance, systemic problem-solving, and student agency. 
For example, the Innovation Challenge Program at Universidad Católica de Santa María (UCSM) in Arequipa, Peru, offers a compelling sample of how experiential, challenge-based education can empower students as agents of social change (Villanueva-Paredes et al., 2024). Initiated by the university’s Vice-Rectorate of Research, the program engages undergraduate students from diverse disciplines in addressing real-world societal challenges through collaborative learning, Design Thinking, and mentorship from national and international experts. By working in interdisciplinary teams with community stakeholders, students develop social innovation proposals that link academic knowledge to urgent social needs. The initiative not only strengthens technical and interpersonal competencies but also fosters responsibility, creativity, and a commitment to sustainable community development. As such, it illustrates how higher education can move beyond traditional paradigms by embedding innovation and inclusion at the core of its educational mission (Villanueva-Paredes et al., 2024). 
The application of Applied Design Thinking within the Imagine/IDEATE framework illustrates its effectiveness as a transformative approach for embedding EDI into higher education curricula. Informed by the reflections of both students and facilitators, and supported by contemporary research, this methodology cultivates inclusive, participatory, and innovative learning environments. As European universities strive to address the multifaceted challenges of the present and advance a more inclusive vision of education, Applied Design Thinking emerges as a promising pathway for cultural and institutional renewal within academia.
Conclusion
The findings of this summary report, supported by current research and insights from the Imagine/IDEATE workshops, underscore that inclusive academic environments have a positive impact on student well-being and learning outcomes. Achieving meaningful and sustainable progress in Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) within higher education requires a deliberate, institution-wide commitment to cultivating an inclusive academic culture. Innovative pedagogical frameworks—such as Universal Design for Learning and Applied Design Thinking—offer considerable potential for embedding inclusive principles into curricula and teaching practices. However, their effectiveness depends on the extent to which academic institutions embrace diversity as a valued asset and promote educational structures that reflect the diverse needs of their student populations. Inclusive learning environments are most successful when underpinned by strong leadership, strategic planning, institutional accountability, and dedicated resources.
Student proposals generated through the Imagine/IDEATE initiative highlight several key priorities. The need for greater inclusivity and accessibility across higher education institutions was consistently emphasised, particularly in relation to the experiences of marginalised groups, including students with disabilities, international students, and those facing economic disadvantage. Suggestions included the development of tailored support services, inclusive events, and targeted educational resources. Many proposals also focused on empathy and experiential learning as vital tools for building awareness of EDI issues. Activities such as immersive cultural exchanges, disability simulations, and empathy-focused workshops were viewed as effective means of fostering deeper understanding among peers and faculty. Enhanced communication and visibility of EDI efforts were seen as critical to ongoing engagement, with students recommending mobile applications, poster campaigns, digital storytelling, and mandatory information sessions to increase institutional transparency and outreach. In addition, digital and technological tools were widely recognised for their capacity to support EDI goals, such as online peer mentoring platforms, multilingual digital materials, and real-time translation apps. Recognition and incentivisation of EDI engagement were also recurrent themes, with proposals advocating formal acknowledgement through academic credits, certificates, and visible public recognition.
In this context, universities within the COLOURS Alliance, and the broader higher education sector, are encouraged to adopt Applied Design Thinking as a participatory framework for advancing EDI. Institutional commitment to the recommendations outlined in this report, particularly the educational activities proposed by students, can significantly enhance EDI practice. By adopting a student-informed and strategic approach and investing in ongoing EDI training, universities can foster genuinely inclusive and dynamic educational environments that reflect the realities and aspirations of all learners.
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[bookmark: _Toc211351791]Task number 5.4: Develop EDI Indicators 
Monitoring Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion: Key indicators report
The COLOURS Alliance is committed to driving deep and systemic transformation across multiple domains, with a focus on green, social, and techno-digital development. The nine academic institutions listed above have joined forces within the Alliance to co-create an innovative, values-based, and sustainable European University.
At the core of the Alliance’s governance lies a strong commitment to Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI). EDI is understood here as a triptych: diversity refers to the presence of difference; inclusion to the active integration and valuing of that difference; and equity to fair treatment, access and outcomes irrespective of identity markers (Karakhan, Gambatese, Simmons & Al Bayati, 2021). These principles are not only embedded in its values but are also operationalized through a dedicated Work Package 5 (WP5). Within this framework, all nine partner universities will work collaboratively to foster fair, inclusive, and supportive environments. This shared mission is formally anchored by a jointly signed charter, underscoring the partners’ unified dedication to advancing EDI.
The Alliance includes the following universities: 

• Paderborn University (UPB), Germany (coordinator) 
• Kristianstad University (HKR), Sweden (WP5 lead)
• Le Mans University (LMU), France (WP5 co-lead)
• University of Ferrara (UNIFE), Italy 
• Josip Juraj Strossmayer University of Osijek (UNIOS), Croatia 
• Jan Długosz University in Częstochowa (JDU), Poland 
• University of Castilla-La Mancha (UCLM), Spain 
• University St. Kliment Ohridski – Bitola (UKLO), North Macedonia 
• Ventspils University of Applied Sciences (VUAS), Latvia

This report will refer to each university by its abbreviation if needed.

a. Context
In recent years, European University Alliances have emerged as innovative and transformative models of cross-border higher education collaboration, supporting the broader goals of the European Higher Education Area (European Higher Education Area, 2020a). Their mission is fundamentally driven by a deep dedication to fostering academic communities that are inclusive, equitable, and diverse (Council of the European Union, 2018; European Higher Education Area, 2020b). This report focuses on Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) indicators, which serve as essential tools for monitoring progress, identifying challenges, and driving meaningful change across partner institutions (Karakhan, Gambatese, Simmons, & Al Bayati, 2021; Chtena et al., 2025).
EDI indicators are measurable data points that help assess how universities perform in creating environments that are fair, representative, and inclusive for all members, students, staff, and faculty alike (Karakhan, Gambatese, Simmons, & Al Bayati, 2021; Chtena et al., 2025). These indicators often cover areas such as gender balance, representation of under-represented groups, accessibility, participation in decision-making, and perceptions of belonging and fairness (European Commission, European Education and Culture Executive Agency, Crosier, & Sigalas, 2022; Inclusive Mobility, 2025).
EDI indicators are important because what gets measured tends to get managed (Karakhan, Gambatese, Simmons, & Al Bayati, 2021). Indicators translate values into operational commitments, making progress observable and comparable across time and institutions (Kincaid & Smith, 2021). They make it possible to objectively assess situations of inequality, thereby making them visible so that they can be remedied. This allows what is sometimes considered an opinion to be transformed into an objective fact, and prevents philosophical debates (Coron, 2018). By systematically collecting and analysing EDI data, alliances can make informed decisions, design targeted interventions, and evaluate the impact of their actions over time. These indicators also foster transparency and accountability, ensuring that EDI is not merely a stated value, but a lived reality across campuses. The fact that indicators are being transformed over time and new ones are added demonstrates a need to objectify inequalities (Coron, 2018).

b. Measuring and promoting the inclusion of marginalised groups in the university and beyond
EDI indicators are especially crucial because not all social groups have equal access to higher education. The European Commission’s Eurydice report (2022) highlights the fact that certain populations continue to face systemic disadvantages. For instance, students with a migrant background are twice as likely to have a low level of education compared to native-born students, and they are also twice as likely to leave school early. They are significantly less likely to access higher education in the first place. Refugees are particularly underrepresented, with only 5% having access to higher education, compared to an average of 39% in the non-refugee population. Students with disabilities are more likely to attain lower levels of education than their peers without disabilities. Gender disparities also persist: women remain underrepresented in STEM fields, limiting their academic and career opportunities. Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated existing inequalities, particularly for students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds, who faced greater barriers to online learning. These students remain more vulnerable in the event of future crises. 
Inclusion makes student be more engaged in their studies and consequently, they have better academic results (Kayyali, 2022). Plus, disparities in access to and success within higher education extend far beyond the academic context. The affected groups are more likely to attain lower levels of qualification, which directly impacts their ability to access stable and well-paid employment. As a result, they are at greater risk of experiencing economic insecurity and social marginalization. This not only hinders individual development and well-being but also negatively affects national and European economic productivity and social cohesion (Riva, Lister, & Jeglinska, 2024).
Promoting increased participation of vulnerable, disadvantaged, and underrepresented groups in higher education generates far-reaching benefits. It contributes to reduced reliance on social welfare systems, better health outcomes, and stronger community engagement. Taken together, these broader impacts help build cohesive, democratic societies grounded in social justice, collective well-being, public responsibility, and upward social mobility (Riva, Lister, & Jeglinska, 2024). Moreover, EDI initiatives that take place at the university also prepare students for the workforce which is more and more diverse. It teaches them how to work with various profiles of people, which is an important skill in today's society (Kayyali, 2022).

c. Prioritizing equity over equality
Addressing disparities in higher education requires more than simply offering scholarships, removing tuition fees, or guaranteeing equal rights on paper. While these measures are important, they do not fully account for the unequal starting points shaped by individuals’ social backgrounds (European Higher Education Area, 2020c; Council of the European Union, 2018). From an early age, children from lower socio-economic backgrounds often face structural disadvantages that affect their academic trajectories: they tend to experience more difficulties at school, receive less educational support at home, and are less likely to develop an interest in long academic paths compared to their peers from more privileged backgrounds (European Commission, EACEA, & Eurydice, 2020). Similar patterns are observed with regard to gender, where girls, due to societal norms and stereotypes, are often dissuaded from pursuing studies in STEM fields (Chtena et al., 2025; Crenshaw, 1989). As a result, inequalities that originate before higher education are further reproduced and amplified once students reach, or fail to reach, the university level (European Higher Education Area, 2020b).
Moreover, public investment in education disproportionately benefits young people from more affluent socio-economic backgrounds. Research shows that these students are more likely to stay longer in the education system and enroll in high-cost, prestigious programs such as medicine, engineering, or law, which often require additional resources like tutoring, preparatory courses, or social capital to access (European Commission, EACEA, & Eurydice, 2023). For example, despite increased funding for higher education, participation rates remain significantly lower among students from disadvantaged backgrounds, who face barriers including lack of financial support, limited access to academic guidance, and fewer role models in these fields (Council of the European Union, 2018).
Therefore, the notion of unconditional or purely formal equality, treating all students the same regardless of their differing starting points, fails to address the structural inequalities embedded within the education system (European Higher Education Area, 2020c). Without targeted measures such as bridging programs, mentorship schemes, or financial aid tailored to specific needs, such policies risk perpetuating and even exacerbating existing disparities (Chtena et al., 2025). In this way, achieving substantive equality requires recognizing and addressing the complex socio-economic factors that influence educational trajectories from early childhood onward.
To ensure that access to, progress within, and completion of higher education are truly independent of students’ socio-economic status, gender, disability, sexual orientation, or migration background, it is essential to distinguish between nominal equality and actual equity. While formal equality guarantees the same rights for all, equity acknowledges that treating unequal situations equally often reinforces injustice (European Higher Education Area, 2020c; Crenshaw, 1989). Equity places the needs and well-being of disadvantaged, vulnerable, and underrepresented groups at the center. It calls for the identification and removal of visible and invisible barriers to participation, and for differentiated treatment that actively works to redress historical or systemic inequalities (Chtena et al., 2025; ENHANCE Diversity Office & Work Package Diversity, Impact and Dissemination, 2024).

d. Adopting an intersectional approach
The EDI indicators used in this report adopt an intersectional approach, recognising that individuals do not experience discrimination or disadvantage based on a single identity factor, but rather at the intersection of multiple identities, such as gender, race, socio-economic background, disability, sexual orientation, and migration status. Coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989), the concept of intersectionality highlights how various forms of inequality often overlap and interact, creating specific and compounded experiences of exclusion or marginalisation. For example, the barriers faced by a migrant woman with a disability in higher education may differ significantly from those faced by a man with the same migration background or a woman without a disability.
Applying an intersectional lens to EDI indicators allows for a more nuanced understanding of inequalities. It helps reveal hidden patterns that might be overlooked when focusing on single identity dimensions in isolation (Crenshaw, 1989). As emphasised by the European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE), intersectionality is essential for designing policies and actions that are truly inclusive and effective in reaching those most at risk of exclusion (European Commission, 2022). By embedding this approach, the COLOURS Alliance aims to ensure that its efforts toward equality, diversity, and inclusion are responsive to the complex realities of all its community members (ENHANCE Diversity Office & Work Package Diversity, Impact and Dissemination, 2024). 
Moreover, universities frequently under-account for disability within EDI (Wolbring & Lillywhite, 2021), while patterns of underrepresentation persist in STEM and in leadership. Despite being a protected ground under anti-discrimination legislation in many countries, disability is often sidelined in institutional EDI strategies, which tend to prioritize more visible or widely-discussed categories such as gender or ethnicity. As Wolbring and Lillywhite (2021) argue, the marginalisation of disability within EDI discourse reflects a broader societal tendency to view disability through a medicalised or deficit-based lens, rather than recognising it as a social and political category shaped by barriers in the environment and in attitudes.
This oversight has concrete implications: students and staff with disabilities continue to face structural disadvantages in higher education, including inadequate accessibility measures, limited availability of assistive technologies, lack of inclusive pedagogical practices, and underrepresentation in governance and decision-making spaces. These challenges are further exacerbated when disability intersects with other identity factors. For instance, a student who is both disabled and from a low-income background may encounter not only physical or digital inaccessibility, but also financial constraints that limit access to necessary accommodations or support services. Similarly, an academic who is both disabled and a racialized minority may experience compounded discrimination that affects recruitment, promotion, and retention.
In this context, the intersectional approach becomes essential to avoid homogenizing experiences of disability. It pushes institutions to move beyond simplistic inclusion metrics and toward a deeper engagement with the lived realities of disabled individuals, taking into account the diversity within disability itself, be it visible or invisible, cognitive or physical, congenital or acquired. By embedding disability more meaningfully into our EDI indicators and strategies, we acknowledge not only the importance of accessibility, but also the value of diverse ways of thinking, working, and engaging in academic life. This aligns with a broader commitment to equity, where inclusion is not a matter of accommodating difference as an afterthought, but of fundamentally reshaping systems to enable full participation by all.

e. Methodology
The development of the EDI indicators was led by LMU, and has gone through several iterative stages. Initially, the indicators were designed based on an extensive literature review, drawing from existing models developed by other universities and institutions. The original scope was relatively broad, including indicators applicable not only to universities but also to the labor market and society at large. However, it soon became clear that some of these elements were not directly transferable to the specific realities of the higher education and research sectors, especially within the European university landscape.
The indicator set was gradually refined to reflect the operational field of the COLOURS Alliance. Input from European Commission reports, as well as national frameworks, such as LMU's disability master plan, provided additional guidance. Several rounds of revision were carried out in collaboration with the other partner universities. Throughout this process, particular attention was given to ensuring that the indicators were not overly specific to the French context. When necessary, they were adjusted to suit the diversity of national contexts within the Alliance and to align with the shared objectives of building a cohesive and inclusive European higher education area.
Finally, this report carefully integrates the findings from two participatory processes conducted with both students and staff in all nine participating universities. By doing so, we ensure that the perspectives of all partner universities were adequately represented and involved at multiple stages of the process.
The first one is the Group Concept Mapping (GCM) method (Rosas, 2017), using the web-based platform Concept System® groupwisdom™ for both data collection and analysis.
GCM aligns with an exploratory sequential research design, wherein the quantitative phase is informed by and builds upon the preceding qualitative phase (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Hanson et al., 2005). This structured methodology comprises several key stages:
• Initial planning phase, during which the focus prompt is developed and participant inclusion criteria are established (“One important thing to improve Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) at my university is to…”);
• Brainstorming phase, where participants generate statements in response to the focus prompt (qualitative data collection, 329 statements were generated and then reviewed and synthesised in 79 statements);
• Second planning phase, in which the collected statements are synthesized, and rating criteria are defined;
• Organising phase, where participants sort the statements into thematic groups based on perceived similarities and differences;
• Rating phase, during which participants (348) evaluate each statement, typically in terms of importance and feasibility.
Finally, quantitative analyses are performed on the sorting and rating data, followed by an interpretation and utilization phase, where findings are shared with relevant stakeholders and can inform future actions or interventions.
The GCM exercise conducted in COLOURS revealed conceptual areas of importance for improving EDI within the alliance’s universities, referred to as clusters:
Cluster 1: Providing training and education;
Cluster 2: Facilitating events, activities and community engagement;
Cluster 3: Promoting inclusive collaboration;
Cluster 4: Fostering a supportive and inclusive environment and culture;
Cluster 5: Ensuring equity in leadership and decision-making processes in academia;
Cluster 6: Advancing policy, implementation and evaluation.
The second one is the Imagine/IDEATE workshops for students, a methodology of applied design-thinking customised by Högskolan Kristianstad. Students advanced through multiple stages, beginning with building empathy by drawing on inspiration and insights, followed by identifying key problem statements, collaboratively brainstorming ideas, and ultimately presenting their proposed solutions to a public. This process allowed them to meaningfully engage with systemic barriers affecting themselves or their peers and to develop practical, experience-based solutions related to equity, diversity, and inclusion. 
Simultaneously, these workshops reinforced the pedagogical emphasis on challenge-based learning, a central component of Work Package 3 (WP3) within the COLOURS alliance. This educational approach aligns closely with the alliance’s broader mission and supports the objectives of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) to foster inclusive, participatory, and socially responsive academic environments (European Higher Education Area, 2020a).
The findings and methodologies employed in both the GCM and Imagine/IDEATE workshops share meaningful similarities with the Alphi process, a participatory framework developed to assess and promote EDI within organizational contexts (Karakhan, Gambatese, Simmons, & Al Bayati, 2021). Like GCM, the Alphi process incorporates structured data collection and stakeholder engagement to generate actionable insights, while also relying on iterative phases of feedback and refinement. Similarly, it resonates with the design-thinking foundation of the Imagine/IDEATE workshops, particularly in its emphasis on co-creation, empathy-building, and solution-oriented thinking. Together, these methodologies underscore a shared commitment to integrating diverse perspectives in addressing structural challenges and advancing institutional change around EDI. 
We also observe similarities between the indicators proposed by experts in the Alphi process in the Karakhan et al. article (2021) and the suggestions made by participants in the GCM process within COLOURS universities to improve EDI. These include measures such as a zero-tolerance policy on harassment, closing pay gaps, and increasing transparency in decision-making and recruitment processes. These are therefore universal EDI concerns that emerge across different professional contexts. While they are likely to be among the most impactful measures, they are not necessarily the easiest to implement.
It is also worth noting that indicators related to ethnic diversity were proposed in the study by Karakhan et al. (2021). However, such indicators raise legal challenges regarding data collection and therefore cannot be easily replicated across our universities. In the context of European data protection frameworks, particularly the GDPR, the direct collection of sensitive data such as ethnic or racial origin is heavily restricted or outright prohibited. For instance, the French CNIL highlights that classifications referencing "race" or “racial origin” are constitutionally banned, even in anonymised surveys, regardless of the intended purpose. Beyond data proxies, institutions can foster representation through actions and events that celebrate cultural diversity without collecting sensitive data. For example, organising diversity days, cultural festivals, heritage months, storytelling sessions, panel discussions, or exhibitions allows individuals to share their backgrounds and experiences voluntarily. These initiatives not only create visibility for underrepresented groups, but also cultivate a sense of belonging and mutual understanding.

The COLOURS indicator set is organised into eight thematic domains: Health & Well‑being; Training and Courses; Life‑long Learning; Reliable Data; Inclusive International Mobility; Social Dialogue; Inclusive Communication; and Strategic Commitment. Within each domain, we specify candidate indicators and definitions. To sharpen focus, two cross‑cutting monitor indicators are elevated ahead of the conclusion as primary levers of change.

1.	Health and Well-being

Health and well-being are increasingly recognized as fundamental components of inclusive and equitable higher education environments. They are preconditions for equitable participation.  This is one of COLOURS's areas of specialization. In the context of the European University Alliance, promoting physical, mental, and social well-being for all members, students, academic and administrative staff, forms a crucial dimension of institutional EDI strategies. The term “well-being” designates “an individual’s ability to fully exercise their cognitive, emotional, physical and social powers” as defined in the Analytical report on student and staff well-being in European higher education institutions (2024) by the international advisory network NESET. The definition can be extended to consider well-being as a multidimensional concept that refers to happiness in general, prosperity, quality of life and life satisfaction. The current focus of the European Commission is to make this concept sustainable and inclusive, with ecological considerations.
While higher education institutions have traditionally focused on academic success and employability, recent research underscores the essential role of well-being as both an enabler and a reflection of inclusive educational settings. Staff and Students well-being issues need to be considered mutually, with a holistic approach, to be more effective since they are part of the same ecosystem (Riva, Lister, and Jeglinska, 2024). Workload, scheduling, and organizational culture affect both populations within a shared ecosystem. Policies that improve one group’s conditions often spill over positively to the other.
A critical gap across higher education is the systematic inclusion of disability in well‑being strategies. Wolbring & Lillywhite (2021) document how disabled people are frequently overlooked in EDI planning, from inaccessible events to digital content that fails accessibility standards. An alliance‑wide approach must therefore embed universal design principles in facilities, teaching, services and communications, moving beyond ad‑hoc accommodations toward anticipatory inclusion.
 As such, systematic efforts to monitor and promote health and well-being are not only necessary but also aligned with the European Pillar of Social Rights and the Sustainable Development Goals.
In the GCM process, cluster 2 "Facilitating events, activities and community engagement" aligns most closely with this theme. Indeed, the anchor statement is "Organise accessible EDI-related events by offering hybrid formats, suitable timings and translations, ensuring inclusivity for all participants". The cluster underscores the importance of organising events, activities, and initiatives that place equity, diversity, and inclusion at the forefront of university life. These efforts aim to deepen engagement with EDI principles and promote broad, inclusive participation both within and beyond the university community. Examples include awareness forums, inspirational lectures, personal testimonials, and dedicated initiatives such as EDI Week or Diversity Month. A broader perspective on engagement is encouraged by extending outreach beyond the university, involving students, staff, and the wider community. This includes fostering dialogue between departments, promoting international collaboration, and offering activities and training for local municipalities and other external stakeholders.
To support COLOURS's universities in integrating health and well-being within their EDI frameworks, the following indicators are proposed:
Indicator 1: Number of awareness-raising events organized per academic year on health and well-being
This indicator captures institutional commitment to fostering a supportive environment through education, communication, and collective engagement. Events, for staff and students, may address a range of topics including mental health awareness, disability and accessibility, fight against sexual harassment, substance abuse prevention, and work-life balance. The frequency and diversity of such events provide insight into institutional priorities and the degree to which well-being is integrated into campus life. These events must be organised in conjunction with various university departments and external stakeholders (local associations, for example). This could be part of the program of EDI events developed in COLOURS in WP10 from 2026 onwards. 
We can note that various ideas proposed by the COLOURS universities students during the Imagine/IDEATE workshops could fit in the events developed under that indicator. Many of these ideas can be categorised under the methodology of empathy and experiential learning, whose aim is to cultivate empathy through direct, emotional, and participatory experiences. For example, the project to spend a day in the life of a person in a wheelchair (LMU) or peer-led interventions based on storytelling and collective reflection to discuss consequences and solutions regarding bullying (UKLO). We also find actions that fit in the category "Improving EDI with actions" with, for example, the "EDI Awareness week" developed by an UNIOS team with the idea of promoting awareness with events, including panel discussions and workshops.
Indicator 2: Existence of a "Time Charter" or institutional policy on working and study time management
The presence of a "time charter" or equivalent policy reflects institutional awareness of the impact of workload, working hours, and time autonomy on well-being. Such charters often include commitments to avoid meetings outside of agreed working hours, promote flexibility, and respect the boundaries between work/study and personal life. This indicator evaluates whether time management is governed by shared values and formal guidelines rather than individual discretion alone. This also resonates with Cluster 4 identified in the GCM process, titled “Fostering a supportive and inclusive environment and culture,” as achieving a good work-life balance helps provide equal opportunities for everyone, particularly for mothers who often sacrifice their careers to care for their children. Academic mothers, in particular, face significant challenges balancing professional demands and family responsibilities, which can affect their career progression and well-being (Kelling, Bartsch, Walther, Lucas, & Santiago-Vázquez, 2024).
A model time charter could be shared within the alliance, based on that of universities that already have one. This document would then be available to all alliance universities, which could adapt it to their local context.
Indicator 3: Effective and inclusive communication on the various services and facilities available at the University on the theme of health and well-being
To ensure that everything that exists on the theme of “health and well-being” is known and used by the university community, there's a need to promote it through effective, accessible and permanent communication on the websites of each university in the alliance. To this end, alliance universities could exchange best practices and draw up clear guidelines. In the reports on the EDI policies of the alliance's universities, it emerged that all had a web page dedicated to the subject. For greater inclusivity, we need to ensure that these pages are available in several languages and accessible to visually impaired and blind people. Some universities, notably UNIFE, had put forward the creation of an interactive map to identify the degree of accessibility of each building on campus, and to indicate accessible entrances, toilets and parking spaces. This type of support could be deployed at other universities. 
Indicator 4: Accessibility of every event for people with disabilities
To ensure greater inclusiveness, it is important to ensure that all interested parties can attend the events organised. This means adapting the event in a number of ways (using professionals, interpreters, subtitles, loaning equipment, using an adapted and large enough font…) to make it accessible to people with disabilities and those who don't speak the language of the event. If the event is subject to registration, requirements can be collected at that time. If not, it must meet the maximum number of inclusivity criteria. This also means making sure that the venue is accessible, especially for people with reduced mobility. If the event involves serving food, it should be suitable for everyone, with several options if possible (taking diets and allergies into account). If the event is being held as a videoconference or hybrid, the sound and video quality must be optimal. Tests can be planned in advance. 
Collectively, these indicators aim to offer a balanced overview of both preventive measures and response mechanisms related to health and well-being within higher education settings. It is important to take in consideration health and well-being of both students and staff as their experiences are interconnected. Institutions are encouraged to contextualize the data collected, taking into account cultural and national specificities, as well as differences in legal reporting obligations. The alliance can facilitate convergence by sharing model policies (e.g., a Time Charter template), an accessibility checklist, and a central repository of inclusive event practices. Short micro‑trainings for event organizers and unit managers should be made available alliance‑wide. Where legal or infrastructural constraints differ between countries, indicators remain comparable via standardized definitions and auditors’ notes explaining contextual deviations.

2.	Trainings and courses about EDI

Building inclusive and equitable universities requires not only strong policies but also sustained efforts to develop the knowledge, awareness, and capacities of the university community. Training initiatives are essential tools for fostering institutional cultures that value equity, diversity, and inclusion. They support the transformation of individual behaviours, teaching practices, and institutional environments. Training is one of the most powerful institutional levers for culture change. It equips people with shared concepts, language, and practical tools to redesign everyday practices. At the same time, EDI training demonstrates visible leadership commitment and provides a structure for accountability (Kayyali, 2022). For the Alliance, training is not an optional add‑on but a strategic investment that underpins recruitment, teaching, research, student services, and governance.
In line with the recommendations of the European Commission’s Eurydice report (2022), training and capacity-building activities must be targeted, continuous, and embedded across all levels of the university. While some training programs are designed for all community members, others focus on specific audiences (teaching staff, administrative staff, or students), recognising their distinct roles in creating inclusive spaces.
Moreover, this need emerged as a strong and homogeneous cluster in the GCM process under the title "Providing training and education." (cluster 1). It highlights the importance of increasing awareness and understanding of EDI through comprehensive training and education initiatives aimed at advancing equity, diversity, and inclusion within universities. It emphasises the need to target students, teachers, and institutional leaders, and proposes various approaches, including the integration of EDI principles into curricula and teaching methods, the development of micro-credential courses on EDI, workshops, training sessions, and a train-the-trainer model. In other words, foundational EDI training should reach everyone, while targeted training should address role‑specific needs (teachers, managers, researchers, student leader…). EDI should be integrated into both educational content, such as curricula and teaching practices, and institutional communication, through the use of inclusive and gender-sensitive language.
The literature underscores two key cautions. First, indicators around training must focus not only on inputs (number of sessions) or outputs (attendance) but also on outcomes and use of learning (Kincaid & Smith, 2021). Second, training agendas can themselves become sites of negotiation and power (Coron, 2018; Chappe & Demilly, 2021): which topics are prioritised, who designs and delivers them, and how participation is incentivised are all political choices. Consequently, a balanced framework should combine quantitative monitoring with qualitative feedback and participatory governance of curricula (Huyer, 2021;).
To support the universities in the COLOURS alliance in strengthening their EDI strategies through training, the following indicators are proposed:
Indicator 1: Number of students who took part in EDI trainings during the academic year
This indicator provides insight into how EDI principles are disseminated among the student population. These courses will be run by inter-university tandems. The alliance will develop 3 general EDI courses based on a micro-accreditation system with 1 ECTS per course. These courses could also take the form of mixed intensive programs on the theme of EDI as winter or summer schools with 3 ECTS per course. The number of participants can serve as an indicator of student engagement and institutional outreach. For it to be meaningful, we need a minimum of 1,000 students in the alliance to take part in at least one EDI training course developed in COLOURS.
Indicator 2: Number of staff who took part in EDI trainings during the academic year
This indicator reflects institutional investment in building the capacity of academic and administrative staff to engage with EDI issues. Participation in these trainings should be encouraged and, where possible, formally recognized in career development plans or evaluations. At least 75% of new employees at each alliance university must have taken part in EDI training.
Indicator 3: Number of teaching staff trained in inclusive pedagogy
This indicator focuses specifically on teaching staff who have received training to make their courses more inclusive. Such training can cover inclusive curriculum design, gender-sensitive teaching, classroom dynamics, the use of accessible teaching materials, and how to support diverse learning needs. These initiatives contribute to structural inclusion by helping educators to anticipate and accommodate the diversity of their students. 
Indicator 4: Quality and relevance of the trainings
This indicator aims at collecting learner’s feedbacks on the different trainings. They need to rate the relevance, applicability and cultural fit on a 5 points scale and make an open comment. A post-test questionnaire need to be put in place after all trainings The average number of points obtained will serve as an indicator for each university. Focus groups can also be conducted annually if needed, to reflect how to improve the training courses that received the lowest scores.
Indicator 5: Existence of an institutional strategy or framework for EDI training and capacity-building
The presence of a coordinated and documented strategy for EDI training ensures that such activities are not isolated, but instead part of a broader institutional plan. This indicator captures whether the university has mapped training needs, defined target groups, allocated resources, and monitored the implementation and impact of training activities. A shared EDI training framework could be developed across the alliance, allowing for local adaptation while promoting consistency.
Together, these indicators aim to measure both the reach and the structural integration of EDI training initiatives across the university landscape. As the alliance moves forward, attention should also be given to the quality and outcomes of these trainings (through feedback mechanisms, participant reflections, and links to institutional transformation). 


3.	Life-long learning

Life-long learning is a cornerstone of inclusive and future-oriented higher education. It enables individuals to continuously acquire new knowledge and skills, allowing them to adapt to rapid social, technological, and economic changes. The first principle of the European Pillar of Social Rights affirms that everyone has the right to quality and inclusive education, training, and lifelong learning, which are essential for active citizenship and fluid transitions within an evolving labor market (Council of the European Union, 2018). Within the COLOURS Alliance, life-long learning is conceived not only as continued education for adults, but also as a commitment to widening access to higher education for more diverse populations. This includes learners from underrepresented backgrounds, whose educational trajectories are often non-linear and shaped by structural inequalities. Promoting inclusive life-long learning therefore also requires addressing barriers related to access, recognition of prior learning, and flexible learning pathways (European Commission, EACEA, & Eurydice, 2023; ENHANCE Diversity Office & Work Package Diversity, Impact and Dissemination, 2024).
Moreover, life-long learning plays a critical role in advancing social equity within higher education. It offers a second chance to individuals who may have been excluded from traditional academic routes due to socio-economic status, gender, disability, or migration background. By embracing flexible program structures, hybrid learning formats, and systems for validating non-formal and experiential learning, universities can create more inclusive environments that recognize diverse educational journeys. In this way, life-long learning is not only an economic imperative, it is also a concrete means of democratizing access to knowledge and contributing to the long-term social transformation of higher education systems. Di Bella et al. (2023) show that gender inequalities persist across adult learning pathways, with women over‑represented in lower‑paid sectors and under‑represented in STEM‑related upskilling. Intersectional disadvantages also accumulate: socio‑economic status and migration background interact with care responsibilities and disability to shape participation and success. Consequently, LLL indicators must be disaggregated and designed to reveal structural barriers (Crenshaw, 1989; Wolbring & Lillywhite, 2021).
Promoting life-long learning contributes directly to several key policy goals of the European Higher Education Area, including widening participation, enhancing permeability between education levels, and valorizing non-traditional learning formats. It also contributes to enhancing Europe’s resilience amid rapid and significant change. The alliance seeks to promote a more open and flexible university model that supports all learners, at every stage of their journey.
Among the Council of Europe’s recommendations on key competencies for lifelong learning (2018) is the emphasis on promoting interdisciplinary in educational programs, as well as encouraging collaboration across different levels of education and among stakeholders, including both learners and educators. It is widely acknowledged that all key competencies are equally important, interconnected, and mutually reinforcing.
The eight key competencies defined by the Council of Europe are: literacy competence; multilingual competence; mathematical competence and competence in science, technology and engineering; digital competence; personal, social and learning to learn competence; citizenship competence; entrepreneurship competence; cultural awareness and expression competence. We can note that the EDI trainings developed under WP10 of the COLOURS alliance (see previous section) and which are part of the life-long learning principle, align with the keys competences of citizenship and of personal, social and learning to learn.
To support this transformation, the following indicators are proposed:
Indicator 1: Number of outreach activities conducted in secondary schools to promote higher education and challenge gender/stereotypical career orientations
This indicator reflects the alliance’s commitment to engaging earlier in the educational pipeline to break down barriers to access and aspiration. By organizing awareness-raising sessions in secondary schools, university staff and students can present university study options, demystify the academic environment, and counter gender stereotypes (e.g. girls in STEM, boys in caregiving fields). These interventions can have long-term impacts on student aspirations and the diversity of future university cohorts. Activities should include promoting the values and opportunities of the COLOURS alliance. Initiatives aimed at preparing the transition from school to university have already been developed within the alliance, such as COLOURS Juniors (UKLO) or COLOURS Next Gen (LMU), and could be developed by other partners.
Indicator 2: Existence and use of a micro-accreditation system for non-traditional learners
This indicator evaluates the development and implementation of micro-credentials, which allow learners to gain recognition for short-term learning experiences, outside traditional degree programs. These can include formal courses, online courses, informal and regional innovation activities (such as collaborative research and hackathons), professional development, and lifelong education modules. Micro-accreditation contributes to flexible learning paths, supports upskilling and reskilling, and enhances the accessibility of higher education for working adults, unemployed individuals, and learners with family responsibilities. Consequently, it contributes to the objective to lower barriers for underrepresented groups. Micro-accreditations will be awarded as part of EDI training courses developed by WP10. 
Indicator 3: Number of learners outside traditional degree programs enrolled in university courses per academic year
This indicator captures the degree to which universities are open to learners beyond typical full-time students (e.g. adult learners, workers, retirees, jobseekers). Monitoring this data helps assess the university’s role in offering inclusive learning opportunities at different life stages.
These indicators provide a roadmap for universities within COLOURS to strengthen their contribution to inclusive, life-long education. They encourage a broader vision of the university as an open, dynamic learning space for all, where education does not stop at graduation, and where new learners can continuously join and benefit from academic resources. As with other EDI indicators, these will require testing and contextual adaptation across national systems and university cultures.

4.	Reliable data

Reliable and participatory data collection is a cornerstone of effective, evidence-based EDI strategies in higher education. Beyond simply gathering information, data practices must reflect a commitment to transparency, ethical responsibility, and community engagement (Chtena et al., 2025; European Commission, EACEA, & Eurydice, 2023). In this context, EDI data are not only tools for measurement but also instruments for empowerment and transformation. When designed inclusively and analyzed intersectionally, such data can help uncover systemic inequities and inform targeted, context-specific interventions (Crenshaw, 1989; European Commission et al., 2022).
One of the guiding principles in COLOURS’ approach to EDI is the recognition that data generation should align with the values of Open Science. This includes ensuring that knowledge production is transparent, inclusive, and accessible, and that it actively involves those traditionally underrepresented in decision-making processes. The open science framework promotes the democratization of knowledge and accountability in policy-making, both of which are essential for meaningful progress in EDI, as highlighted in the recent article “Towards an inclusive Open Science: examining EDI and public participation in policy documents across Europe and the Americas” (Chtena et al., 2025).
In line with this perspective, the COLOURS alliance promotes an inclusive and participatory approach to data collection and analysis. It seeks to involve the entire university community, students, academic and administrative staff, in the identification of needs and the design, implementation, and evaluation of EDI-related actions. This co-creative model not only improves the relevance and contextual accuracy of the data collected, but also strengthens collective ownership, trust, and engagement across the alliance. Open spaces for dialogue thus enable a holistic approach to EDI (Gauneau & al, 2022).
Moreover, it is essential to regularly evaluate the actions implemented in order to identify avenues for improvement and adjust them so they can be as effective as possible. This aligns with Cluster 6, which emerged from the analysis of the GCM process results, titled "Advancing policy, implementation and evaluation," and whose suggestions notably include collecting feedback from students and staff as well as creating indicators to identify underrepresented groups and to assess universities’ performance regarding EDI. Data collection is therefore at the core of this cluster. The use of the indicators proposed in this report is also essential to fully explore this theme.
Data are shaped by the questions we ask, the methods we use, and the people we include, as explained by the sociology of quantification (Coron, 2018). Therefore, the COLOURS indicators are designed not merely as quantitative measures, but as reflections of values, participation, inclusivity, transparency, and reflexivity. If it is important to track progress through KPI, we are aware that the EDI efforts can't be reduced to numbers alone (Kayyali, 2022). These data are essential for identifying systemic barriers, tracking progress, adapting strategies, and ensuring that the most marginalized voices are heard and considered.
To support these goals, the following indicators are proposed:
Indicator 1: Use of the results of the Group Concept Mapping (GCM) activity
Group Concept Mapping is a participatory research method that engages diverse stakeholders in collectively identifying and prioritizing key ideas related to EDI. Participants include staff from the alliance's universities (administrative, teaching, technical, etc.). The results of the GCM activity must be used in the development of the WP10 actions, in particular in the design of trainings for students and staff and in the implementation of EDI-related events.
Indicator 2: Use of the results of the Imagine/IDEATE seminar
This seminar is designed to empower students to think critically about inclusion and to contribute actively to institutional change. It also serves as a space for dialogue, reflection, and peer learning. It consists of a theoretical part, during which students learn about EDI, but above all a practical part, during which students have the opportunity to think about actions to improve EDI at the university, while being guided by various activities. The seminar is based on design-thinking methodology. The results of this seminar must be used in the development of the WP10 actions, in particular in the design of trainings for students and staff and in the implementation of the EDI-related events.
Indicator 3: Existence of an annual survey for students and staff to collect their feedbacks on EDI initiatives
This indicator reflects need to regularly evaluating the perceptions, experiences, and suggestions of the university community in relation to EDI initiatives developed in COLOURS. It forms part of a continuous improvement cycle for EDI strategies.
Indicator 4: Number of responses to the annual EDI survey
Beyond the existence of a survey, this indicator monitors its reach and perceived legitimacy. A high response rate indicates trust in the process and suggests that the community feels its voice is valued. Disaggregating this data by role (students, academic staff, administrative staff) and demographic characteristics (e.g. gender, age, disability) can further inform targeted actions.
Indicator 5: Availability and accessibility of EDI data dashboards or summary reports
To promote transparency and collective accountability, EDI data should be made accessible to the university community in the form of dashboards, infographics, or summary reports. This indicator assesses whether such outputs exist, are user-friendly, and are regularly updated. Making data public encourages reflection, benchmarking, and community dialogue.
Together, these indicators aim to strengthen a culture of shared responsibility and informed action within the alliance. They emphasize that data collection is not only a technical task but a democratic process, one that should reflect the diversity of experiences and amplify the voices of those most affected by exclusion. For COLOURS, building EDI strategies with the community is both an ethical imperative and a strategic advantage.

5.	Inclusive international mobility

International mobility is a central pillar of the European higher education experience, contributing to the development of intercultural competencies, academic collaboration, and personal growth. However, access to mobility opportunities is not equally distributed. Participation often mirrors broader structural inequalities, with disparities linked to socio-economic status, disability, gender, or academic field (European Commission, EACEA, & Eurydice, 2020; European Commission et al., 2022). For instance, data indicate that students with disabilities remain significantly underrepresented in international mobility programs, reinforcing their existing marginalization compared to their peers (Inclusive Mobility, 2025; Riva, Lister, & Jeglinska, 2024).
To fully align with the COLOURS alliance's commitment to EDI, it is essential that international mobility is not only promoted, but also made accessible and inclusive for all members of the university community, students, academic and administrative staff alike.
The approach taken in this area draws on key insights from the Inclusive Mobility project, which advocates for the removal of structural and procedural barriers that limit access to mobility for underrepresented groups, especially students with disabilities. Their work emphasizes the importance of embedding accessibility into every stage of the mobility experience, from application and preparation to the actual mobility period and its evaluation. As they argue, inclusive mobility must move beyond individual accommodations toward a systemic transformation, where inclusion becomes a standard, not an exception.
Ideas targeting people from marginalized groups also emerged from the Imagine/IDEATE seminar for students, particularly focusing on students with disabilities as well as international students. Several proposals emphasized the importance of empathy and experiential learning, notably through immersive cultural exchanges that help build bridges between students from different countries and foster better understanding. For example, a team at VUAS suggested a Latvian Language Course for International Students Integration and another one came with the idea of an On-Campus Psychologist to address the needs of both local and International students. The need to include international students also emerged in the proposals submitted during the GCM, notably in Cluster 2 where international students were mentioned: “Organize events where international students can meet and connect with local students and staff to promote cultural exchange,” as well as in Cluster 4 which includes: “Provide support for international students in communication and networking with businesses.”
Inclusion in mobility contributes directly to broader EDI goals by expanding access, dismantling institutional barriers, and enriching learning environments through the presence of diverse perspectives. It also supports the development of more resilient and socially just institutions, where all individuals have the opportunity to participate in and benefit from international experiences.
Monitoring and promoting inclusive mobility requires the collection of disaggregated data, the identification of underrepresented groups in mobility scheme, and the implementation of targeted support strategies, including the promotion of short-term and flexible mobility formats such as Blended Intensive Programs (BIPs), hackathons, CoLabs, and summer or winter schools, which are often more accessible to those facing constraints.
To assess and support progress in this domain, the following indicators are proposed:
Indicator 1: Breakdown of international outward mobility among students by field of study
This indicator analyses participation rates in student mobility programs across academic disciplines, revealing potential disparities or underrepresentation in certain fields. It helps identify fields where specific actions may be needed to promote equitable access and encourage diverse student mobility.
Indicator 2: Breakdown of international outward mobility among staff (academic and administrative)
Understanding staff mobility patterns, including teaching, research, and professional exchanges, allows the alliance to assess inclusivity at all levels. Disaggregating by gender, role, and department supports the identification of barriers and the design of targeted support measures.
Indicator 3: Existence of inclusive mobility guidelines
This indicator evaluates whether universities have guidelines that explicitly promote inclusive international mobility, addressing barriers related to financial constraints, disabilities, language barriers or other factors. 
Indicator 4: Number of events organised per year for international students
This indicator makes it possible to assess the number of actions specifically targeting international students. While the previous indicators focus on outgoing mobility, this one ensures that incoming students have everything they need to fully integrate into the institution they are joining. This may include events to help them identify all university services and departments, especially those related to EDI, so they can better navigate the institution and know who to reach out to in different situations; events to meet local students and facilitate social exchange; as well as networking opportunities. In addition to helping international students integrate more effectively, these events also promote cultural exchange and thus benefit local students as well.
Indicator 5: Accessibility of information for incoming international students
This indicator measures the level of accessibility of university information for the international students they host. This includes the existence of an English version of the website, a welcome booklet in English, and translated poster campaigns.
	These indicators help to ensure that the mobility opportunities offered by the COLOURS alliance universities are known to all, accessible and used by a diverse public (particularly administrative staff and students from all fields of study). This also means promoting short mobility opportunities (BIPs, hackathons, CoLabs, summer and winter shcools, etc.) and targeting less mobile populations. If each university within the alliance completes these indicators, then both incoming and outgoing mobility within the alliance will be as inclusive as possible.

6.	Social dialogue
Effective social dialogue is a fundamental component of inclusive and sustainable EDI strategies in higher education. As emphasised in the European Commission’s Eurydice 2022 report, meaningful collaboration between universities and external stakeholders, including associations, foundations, community organisations, and training experts, enriches institutional approaches to EDI by fostering knowledge exchange, resource sharing, and mutual learning.
Social dialogue is inherently bidirectional. External partners contribute their specialised expertise, grassroots experience, and diverse perspectives to university events and trainings, thus enhancing the relevance and impact of EDI initiatives. Conversely, these partners benefit from the academic knowledge, research findings, and capacity-building opportunities offered by the university community. This reciprocal relationship strengthens both the university’s EDI ecosystem and the broader social fabric.
This idea of social dialogue appears in cluster 3 of the GCM results, “Promoting inclusive collaboration”. The anchor statement is "Increase community engagement on EDI by fostering collaborations with local organisations, NGOs, businesses and external partners and creating opportunities for students and faculty to work together on shared societal issues". This cluster highlights the importance of promoting collaboration by leveraging the benefits of diversity, emphasising how diverse perspectives enrich work dynamics, strengthen teamwork, and boost creativity. It calls for cultivating a culture of respect and kindness, where everyone is treated with dignity and valued for their individuality. Additionally, the cluster stresses the need to embed EDI into daily practices by encouraging open discussions on EDI topics, integrating inclusive approaches into routine activities, and improving language accessibility, such as offering more activities in English.
To assess and promote such dynamic interactions, the following indicators are proposed:
Indicator 1: Number of external stakeholders involved in the organisation of EDI-related events
This indicator captures the extent to which universities actively engage external partners in the planning and coordination of events addressing equity, diversity, and inclusion. Their involvement at this early stage helps ensure that events address real-world issues and reflect diverse community needs.
Indicator 2: Number of external stakeholders who participated in EDI-related events
Measuring attendance by external stakeholders provides insight into the reach and attractiveness of university EDI events beyond the academic community. High participation rates can indicate strong partnerships and a commitment to shared learning.
Indicator 3: Number of EDI stakeholders (internal and external) involved in the design and teaching of EDI trainings
This indicator reflects the collaborative nature of EDI capacity-building efforts. Inclusion of external experts alongside university staff fosters interdisciplinary approaches and bridges theory with practice, enhancing training quality and diversity of perspectives.
Indicator 4: Number of external stakeholders who participated in EDI trainings
Beyond designing trainings, tracking the participation of external partners in these programs illustrates the bidirectional flow of knowledge and professional development. It demonstrates the university’s openness and willingness to engage in mutual capacity-building with its broader community.
Indicator 5: Number of formal partnerships or agreements with external organizations related to EDI
Formalised collaborations highlight institutional commitment to sustained dialogue and cooperation. These partnerships often facilitate resource sharing, joint advocacy, and co-creation of initiatives.
Collectively, these indicators underscore the centrality of social dialogue in fostering an inclusive university environment that transcends institutional boundaries. For the COLOURS alliance, nurturing reciprocal relationships with external stakeholders enriches the alliance’s capacity to address complex inclusion challenges, enhances legitimacy, and expands the impact of its EDI efforts. This also helps to strengthen the communities of practice that are essential to the effectiveness of EDI.

7.	Inclusive Communication
Inclusive communication is a cornerstone of EDI in higher education, ensuring that all members of the university community and external audiences feel represented, respected, and empowered. It goes beyond the simple use of language to encompass visual design, digital and physical accessibility, and the cultural relevance of messages disseminated by institutions and by the alliance.
Effective inclusive communication fosters transparency, combats stereotypes, and actively promotes the visibility and participation of underrepresented groups. It is not only a tool for disseminating information, but also a means of co-constructing an institutional culture in which diversity is valued, and inclusion is a lived, everyday experience. Inclusive communication plays a vital role in challenging normative assumptions and redefining the boundaries of who is seen, heard, and acknowledged within academic spaces. 
Inclusive communication is the entry point for implementing what has been identified as Cluster 4 in the GCM process, namely "Fostering a supportive and inclusive environment and culture". The anchor statement is "Foster a culture of inclusion in higher education where all students and staff feel valued, supported and encouraged". To achieve this goal and foster a culture of inclusion, communication plays a crucial role. On one hand, it involves promoting EDI by highlighting initiatives implemented at the university; on the other hand, it requires being inclusive in the communication itself by using appropriate language and choosing visuals that represent diversity.
In the context of a European university alliance like COLOURS, inclusive communication is also a strategic necessity. With diverse institutional cultures, languages, and student and staff populations, clarity, accessibility, and representation become essential for shared governance, engagement, and cohesion across borders. A culture of inclusion and respect must be cultivated to create an environment where students and staff feel valued, supported, and empowered.
To evaluate progress in this area, the following indicators are proposed:
Indicator 1: Existence of guidelines for inclusive communication
Formal guidelines provide clear standards and practical advice for staff across the institution to communicate in ways that are accessible, respectful, and inclusive. These guidelines typically cover language use, visual materials, representation, and accessibility requirements (e.g., for screen readers).
Indicator 2: Accessibility and inclusiveness of the university website
An inclusive university website ensures that information is available to all users, including people with disabilities and non-native speakers. This includes accessible design features, multilingual content, and diverse imagery.
Indicator 3: Accessibility and inclusiveness of the COLOURS alliance website
Given its role as a key platform for communication and collaboration across partner universities, the COLOURS website must exemplify best practices in inclusive communication. This indicator assesses its compliance with accessibility standards and representation of diverse communities.
Indicator 4: Annual representation audit of imagery 
This indicator ensures a periodic review of stock photos, student stories and external communications for diversity and non‑stereotypical portrayals. Corrective actions must be taken if needed. The purpose of this indicator is to avoid tokenism but to make sure that everyone is represented and seen. Members of the university community must be involved in the selection and review of the Images. This can help ensure that it resonates with the community and accurately reflect the diversity of the university. For example, inclusive photography sessions can be organized to collect a wide range of participants from different backgrounds. 
Together, these indicators contribute to creating a university environment where communication supports inclusion at every level. By systematically integrating inclusive communication practices, the COLOURS alliance can enhance engagement, foster belonging, and promote a positive institutional image aligned with its EDI values.


8.	Strategic commitment

Embedding equity, diversity, and inclusion into the core strategies of higher education institutions is essential to ensure that related actions are not peripheral, temporary, or dependent on individual initiatives. According to the Eurydice 2022 report, a strategic approach to EDI provides the institutional legitimacy and structural support required to drive systemic change. It also signals to all stakeholders, students, staff, partners, and society at large, that inclusion is a shared and long-term priority.
Cluster 5, which emerged from the GCM, clearly reflects this idea. It is titled “Ensuring equity in leadership and decision-making processes in academia” and notably includes the idea of increasing funds allocated to EDI, ensuring equity in recruitment, and transparency in decision-making processes. Also found is Cluster 4, called “Fostering a supportive and inclusive environment and culture,” which suggests various measures and policies to implement in order to create an environment where students and staff feel valued and encouraged. This involves, for example, the creation of scholarships for marginalized students or the establishment of dedicated structures to support university users, such as mental health support.
Within the COLOURS alliance, placing EDI at the heart of institutional strategies involves both symbolic and operational commitments. These must be reflected in official documents, decision-making structures, budget allocations, and monitoring mechanisms. Strategic alignment also facilitates cooperation and coherence across partner universities.
To assess the extent to which EDI is structurally embedded in higher education governance, the following indicators are proposed:
Indicator 1: Existence of an EDI officer 
This indicator assesses whether EDI is dedicated human resources within each university. The presence of an EDI officer shows that inclusion is operationalized through clear roles and responsibilities. This role should be equipped with adequate resources.
Indicator 2: Integration of EDI objectives in the university's strategic plan or mission statement
The explicit inclusion of EDI principles in official university strategies or missions reflects a top-level commitment. This indicator tracks whether EDI goals, such as widening participation, gender equality, or inclusive governance, are part of the institution’s long-term vision and are accompanied by measurable targets. It also considers how often these strategies are reviewed and updated in light of changing needs.
Indicator 3: Annual budget allocation dedicated to EDI initiatives
Financial investment is a tangible sign of strategic priority. This indicator evaluates whether universities allocate specific funding for EDI programs, trainings, staff positions, accessibility measures, or targeted student support. 
Together, these indicators aim to capture the institutionalization of EDI within higher education governance. They recognize that long-term progress depends not only on local projects or individual actions but on structured, strategic frameworks that guide and support change. For the COLOURS alliance, aligning EDI efforts with institutional strategies is essential to ensure sustainability, coherence, and mutual accountability across all partner universities.

9.	Monitor indicators: Core measure for the Alliance

To sharpen monitoring efforts and communicate progress effectively, the Alliance highlights two priority cross-cutting indicators that sit at the core of its change strategy. As demonstrated by the results of the GCM and the Imagine/IDEATE workshop, achieving this objective will require a primary focus on compulsory foundational EDI-related training for staff as well as awareness-raising by the omnipresence of the EDI dimension in all events organized in the COLOURS universities. Cluster 1, "Providing Training and Education" was indeed rated as highly Important by the GCM participants in all nine universities. "Raise awareness of EDI issues to reduce discrimination and exclusion" was one of the highest-rated in terms of importance. These data confirm the needs to develop a coordinated training infrastructure across the Alliance. It is therefore obvious and inevitable that these actions will be at the heart of our EDI policy.
 Therefore, it is appropriate to select two key indicators to serve as monitor indicators:
1. Number of staff attending EDI trainings
Training programs are not merely informational: they are foundational infrastructures that shape how staff design curricula, lead teams, manage processes, and engage with students. Embedding EDI concepts into the practices of faculty and administrators creates a shared language and understanding, crucial for evolving institutional norms and combating systemic biases (Crenshaw, 1989). Research consistently shows that diversity training yields significant improvements in awareness, knowledge, and attitudes, making it one of the few widely validated interventions linked to immediate learning and engagement outcomes. A target has been set for 75% of new employees at each university within the alliance to be trained in EDI.
2. The number of facilitated events incorporating EDI components
Events, such as talks or workshops, with explicit EDI components, serve as dynamic platforms that normalize inclusion and initiate conversations beyond formal policies. They act as social multipliers, embedding EDI principles into the symbolic and lived culture of the institution. The combination of training and such events can create a reinforcing cycle: training deepens understanding, and events disseminate these ideas across broader networks, cultivating an inclusive campus climate.
By raising EDI training and EDI-infused events to their status as central monitor indicators, the Alliance emphasizes both capacity-building and cultural transformation as essential catalysts for systemic change. These indicators will help us assess the effectiveness of our EDI policy, which is primarily based on a training and events program for the university community. EDI trainings enhance institutional capacity by equipping staff with shared knowledge and inclusive practices. Likewise, EDI-infused events help shift campus culture, normalize inclusive behaviors, and broaden the reach of EDI principles to the wider academic community.
Together, these two indicators serve as multipliers, embedding EDI into everyday decisions and behaviors across the institution (Kayyali, 2022; Kincaid & Smith, 2021). Indeed, they don't only produce direct effects but diffuse across the institution, influencing practices far beyond their immediate scope. Training equips individuals with EDI knowledge; EDI-infused events amplify that knowledge, embedding it into collective campus culture. This dual approach ensures both depth (through structured learning) and breadth (through public engagement), making institutional change more durable and pervasive.

Conclusion

This report reflects the COLOURS Alliance’s firm commitment to embedding equity, diversity, and inclusion at the heart of the European higher education landscape. By developing a comprehensive set of indicators across key domains, the Alliance has laid the groundwork for a robust, data-driven approach to fostering meaningful and lasting change.
This report underscores that EDI is not a peripheral concern, but a structural imperative. Creating more equitable and inclusive universities requires more than isolated initiatives or symbolic gestures. It demands coordinated, well-resourced strategies that are formally embedded in institutional missions, supported by strong governance, and informed by the lived experiences of students, staff, and faculty. Institutions need to move past rhetorical commitments and embed EDI as a central strategic priority. 
The indicators outlined in this report serve several critical purposes. First, they provide a common reference point for assessing the current state of EDI across the Alliance. Second, they enable the monitoring of progress over time, allowing institutions to identify persistent gaps and measure the impact of their interventions. Third, they promote transparency, accountability, and mutual learning between partner universities by encouraging the sharing of data, best practices, and innovative approaches. 
Throughout this process, the COLOURS Alliance has emphasized the importance of participatory methods and intersectional analysis. By involving the university community in both the development and implementation of these indicators, and by acknowledging the complex, overlapping forms of disadvantage that individuals may face, the Alliance affirms its commitment to fostering environments that are not only diverse, but also just and empowering.
The report also highlights the broader societal implications of inclusive higher education. Increasing the participation of underrepresented groups does not only benefit individuals. It strengthens democratic societies, enhances social cohesion, and contributes to economic sustainability by unlocking the potential of all citizens.
In moving forward, the COLOURS Alliance envisions these EDI indicators as living tools. They will be refined, adapted, and expanded based on ongoing feedback and emerging needs. Their ultimate purpose is not only to measure inclusion, but to guide and inspire systemic transformation.
In conclusion, the definition of key indicators represents an essential step toward building a truly inclusive European University. The COLOURS Alliance reaffirms its dedication to ensuring that every member of the university community, regardless of background, identity, or ability, can thrive, contribute, and belong. Through shared commitment, continuous learning, and collective action, the Alliance aims to lead by example in reimagining higher education.  
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[bookmark: _Toc211351792]Task number 5.5: EDI Conduct assessment 
Executive Summary
The COLOURS Alliance is establishing systematic processes to generate data that will inform evidence-based decisions on how the consortium’s Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) policy will be further developed and adapted across the partnership. The components described in this section represent one of the many steps towards this goal, providing structured mechanisms that enable the Alliance to monitor practices, identify barriers, and embed inclusivity into future policy development in a consistent and sustainable manner. 
The principled approach ensures that structural barriers affecting underrepresented or disadvantaged groups are addressed comprehensively, rather than privileging a single minority perspective. It is particularly suited to a multi-country alliance, where legal, cultural, and historical understandings of minority status vary significantly, and where an overly narrow lens could obscure other forms of marginalisation and limit the policy’s applicability.
Within this framework, inclusive mechanisms are systematically embedded across documentation, dissemination, and communication. Representation is not treated as an isolated or symbolic gesture, but as an integrated process informed by evidence, institutional consultation, and cross-cutting insights. A central example of this is student engagement. While traditional models of representation risk creating an “elite” of highly engaged individuals, the IMAGINE events extend participation to a broad cross-section of the student body. With 392 students involved across two days, these events provide space for reflection, structured dialogue, and creative expression on EDI themes. The findings are systematically evaluated and incorporated into project outputs, ensuring that student perspectives are embedded in strategic development. By adopting a whole-class co-creation model, the Alliance resists tokenistic consultation and instead ensures that diverse voices directly shape institutional practice.
Representation in power structures has also been carefully considered. Proposals to convene minority representatives across nine partner universities were deemed unfeasible and potentially counterproductive, as contextual differences make it impossible to define minority representation consistently. Such mechanisms risk reinforcing hierarchy and symbolic optics. Instead, the Alliance has prioritised embedding inclusivity into institutional processes, ensuring that representation is meaningful, sustainable, and rooted in co-creation rather than ad hoc initiatives.
A key part of the ethical and legal analysis undertaken within the Alliance focused on the risks of tokenism in data disclosure. Publishing demographic headcounts, particularly in small departments, can reduce individuals to tokens, expose them to disproportionate visibility, and risk breaches of confidentiality. Research confirms that such practices have negative consequences for well-being, career progression, and empowerment, while also heightening stigma and reinforcing stereotypes. Legal frameworks such as the Equality Act and GDPR, together with European equality strategies, require proportionality, anonymisation, and the safeguarding of dignity in data use. In line with these principles, the Alliance rejected reductive demographic metrics and adopted a systemic, participatory, and intersectional approach instead.
One of the deliverables under this work package was the development of the guidance document Enhancing Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) on University Websites: Best Practices for Language and Visual Representation. Produced through consultation within Work Package 5 and formally endorsed by Work Package 6, the document provides practical recommendations on gender-inclusive terminology, culturally sensitive language, ability-inclusive phrasing, LGBTQ+ respectful terminology, and the use of accessible and non-tokenistic imagery. Its adoption into dissemination practices ensures that inclusive communication is established as a standard operational practice across the Alliance.
Taken together, these strategies demonstrate that the Alliance’s EDI policy is both principled and practical. It avoids the pitfalls of tokenism by embedding inclusivity into structures and processes, aligning with European and international guidance, and prioritising systemic change over symbolic optics. By doing so, the Alliance strengthens its internal coherence, enhances its credibility with external stakeholders, and sets a good practice example for higher education institutions across Europe.

Context and Policy Focus
Within the COLOURS Alliance, our EDI policy is grounded in a principled commitment to equality and equity as overarching frameworks. This approach ensures that structural barriers and systemic disparities affecting all underrepresented or disadvantaged groups are addressed comprehensively, rather than centring any one particular minority perspective.
This balanced approach is particularly well-suited to a multi-country alliance, where legal, cultural, and historical understandings of minority status vary significantly. Prioritising a single minority lens could obscure other relevant forms of marginalisation and reduce the broader applicability of our shared policy framework.
Instead, inclusive mechanisms are embedded at all levels of documentation, dissemination, and communication—drawing on evidence, cross-cutting insights, and institutional consultation—so that minority perspectives are integrated systematically and sustainably, rather than through ad hoc or symbolic representation.

Role of Representation in the Alliance
Student Representation and IMAGINE Events
Student representation has been a consistent feature of COLOURS activities. However, one of the persistent challenges is the transitional nature of the student body: graduations, exchanges, and changing responsibilities complicate continuity and can make sustained representation on committees difficult to achieve. Traditional models of student representation tend to rely on small groups of already highly engaged individuals, which risks creating an “elite of super-engaged students” who may not reflect the diversity of the broader student population (Bovill, 2020).
To address these challenges, the IMAGINE events provide a more comprehensive mechanism for engaging a broad cross-section of students at each partner university. With 392 students participating over two days, these events extend far beyond tokenistic consultation. They create spaces for reflection, structured dialogue, and creative expression around EDI themes. The findings are systematically evaluated and directly inform project outputs, ensuring that student perspectives are embedded within EDI strategies rather than treated as supplementary.
This approach aligns with the argument for whole-class co-creation in higher education, which emphasises moving beyond consultation with a small, often unrepresentative group of students to instead involve all learners in shaping teaching, learning, and institutional practices. By embedding participation at the collective level, whole-class co-creation fosters inclusivity, ensures a wider diversity of perspectives, and reduces the risk of privileging only the voices of already highly engaged students. (Bovill, 2020). Whereas many student partnership initiatives focus on small, pre-selected groups of already-privileged students, whole-class approaches actively involve all participants in negotiating aspects of teaching, learning, and institutional practice. Such methods are inherently more inclusive, offering opportunities for students who might otherwise be marginalised or overlooked to shape outcomes (Mercer-Mapstone and Bovill, 2020).
Evidence from co-creation studies shows that whole-class engagement has several benefits: students report greater confidence, motivation, and ownership of outcomes; improved skills such as teamwork and critical reflection; and a stronger sense of belonging to a learning community (Bovill et al., 2011, Deeley and Bovill, 2017). Crucially, it also fosters positive staff–student and student–student relationships, which are central to sustainable engagement (Cook-Sather et al., 2014). By situating IMAGINE within this pedagogical framework, the Alliance ensures that participation is not confined to a token few but extends to a vast, diverse student body in line with principles of inclusion and equity.
In this way, IMAGINE events operate as a practical expression of whole-class co-creation principles. They demonstrate that it is possible to scale up meaningful student involvement, ensuring that insights from nearly 400 students directly shape project development. This not only enhances the quality of the outputs but also models a democratic and participatory approach to EDI, countering the risks of tokenism inherent in narrow or selective student representation models.
Representation in Power Structures
Proposals to convene hybrid meetings of minority representatives in leadership roles across all nine partner universities are not feasible or effective. Contextual differences make it difficult to define “minority representation” consistently, and such meetings risk reinforcing hierarchical dynamics rather than enabling genuine co-creation.
Embedding inclusive mechanisms into institutional processes, rather than convening one-off symbolic gatherings, ensures that representation is meaningful and sustainable.

Ethical & Legal Analysis
Tokenistic Risks in Data Disclosure
Publishing demographic headcounts, especially in small departments, risks reducing individuals to tokens. Research has long shown that individuals from minority groups can experience disproportionate visibility and pressure when they are the only representatives of their identity within an organisation. More recent studies confirm that this remains a persistent problem, with evidence demonstrating that tokenism has enduring negative consequences for wellbeing, career progression, and sense of belonging, while also heightening stigma consciousness and undermining empowerment in academic settings. Taken together, these insights confirm that disclosing raw headcounts risks exacerbating the very dynamics EDI seeks to overcome (Kanter, 1977, Childress et al., 2024, Lambert et al., 2025, Liu et al., 2024).
Legal Frameworks
• Equality Act 2010: Requires proportionality in addressing equality issues and mandates that equality data collection respect dignity and confidentiality (https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents).
• GDPR: Special category data, such as ethnic origin, disability, or sexual orientation, must only be processed with strict safeguards, including necessity, consent, and anonymisation. Publishing identifiable headcounts in small cohorts may constitute unlawful processing (https://gdpr-info.eu).
• EU Anti-Racism Action Plan (2020–2025): Calls for disaggregated equality data but stresses safeguards against misuse and overexposure (European Commission, 2020a).
• European Commission Guidance Note: Stresses proportionality, anonymisation, and the “do no harm” principle (European Commission, 2021).
• Sector Charters: Initiatives such as Athena SWAN (https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/equality-charters/athena-swan-charter) and the Race Equality Charter (https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/equality-charters/race-equality-charter) also caution against narrow or tokenistic metrics, instead requiring aggregated and contextualised data.
Ethical Balancing
The ethical challenge is balancing the imperative of transparency with the obligation to protect individuals from harm. On one hand, data disclosure can support accountability and signal institutional commitment to change. On the other hand, it can produce tokenistic visibility, breach confidentiality, and erode trust. Evidence from corporate governance shows that the appointment of a small number of women to boards often creates symbolic rather than substantive change, a pattern that mirrors the risks in higher education if demographic counts are prioritised over structural reform (Nakajima et al., 2025). The Eurydice report emphasises the importance of contextualised, aggregated, and intersectional approaches (Crosier, 2022).
Taken together, the contemporary evidence shows that tokenistic disclosure is both ethically hazardous and legally precarious. It undermines equity by shifting attention to symbolic numbers rather than systemic barriers. A rights-based and intersectional approach to EDI, therefore, requires resisting reductive demographic counts and instead embedding inclusion through structural, cultural, and participatory practices.

Methodological Critique
Tokenism and Numerical Reduction
Raw demographic counts can reduce individuals to symbols of diversity and obscure systemic barriers. They risk reinforcing stereotypes (“diversity box-ticking”) and flattening complex identities into single categories.
Expanded Tokenism Risks
Recent scholarship provides compelling evidence that tokenism remains a significant risk when institutions rely on superficial mechanisms such as publishing raw demographic headcounts or implementing narrow participation schemes to demonstrate progress on EDI. One study argues that higher education institutions often default to box-ticking frameworks, where diversity and inclusion are demonstrated through symbolic gestures rather than substantive structural reform (Graham and Lindsay, 2025). Their analysis highlights how the voices of marginalised students are frequently absent in assessment design, governance, and curriculum development. Instead of engaging in genuine co-creation, universities risk presenting token participation as evidence of inclusivity, thereby reproducing the very hierarchies and exclusions they claim to challenge.
This critique echoes in another study, which cautions that student voice initiatives can easily devolve into tick-box exercises when institutions prioritise metrics and compliance over authentic dialogue and shared decision-making (Louth et al., 2019). These thoughts resonate in another study that likewise emphasises that engaging students as partners in learning and teaching requires a fundamental shift in power relations; anything less risks positioning students as passive consultees rather than active collaborators (Cook-Sather et al., 2014). This reinforces the position by showing that genuine co-creation at the whole-class level can transform higher education practices, but only if institutions are prepared to confront the embedded structural inequalities that constrain participation (Bovill, 2020). 
Applied to EDI monitoring, these insights reveal that publishing demographic headcounts operates in the same tokenistic mode. Statements such as “three professors from ethnic minority backgrounds” or “two Roma students enrolled in this programme” do not illuminate systemic barriers; rather, they present individuals as symbols of diversity, reinforcing the impression that their value is tied to demographic identity rather than their academic contributions or learning potential. For students in particular, such practices risk intensifying stigma by positioning them as representatives of their community, rather than as learners with diverse, individual experiences. This visibility can exacerbate pressure, reinforce stereotypes, and legitimise deficit narratives suggesting that under-representation stems from a lack of capability or aspiration, rather than systemic exclusion.
Moreover, when demographic counts are reported at the level of small departments or faculties, there is a clear risk of re-identification and breaches of confidentiality under GDPR. Such practices undermine dignity and can erode trust, particularly where disclosure of personal characteristics depends on whether individuals feel safe from discrimination (Claeys-Kulik et al., 2019). Importantly, these headcount approaches also conflict with an intersectional EDI perspective by flattening overlapping and multidimensional identities into singular categories such as “gender” or “ethnicity.” This risks erasing those who live at the intersections of multiple disadvantages, including, for instance, women of colour, LGBTQ+ students with disabilities, or first-generation migrants from low-income backgrounds.
The European Commission’s Anti-Racism Action Plan (European Commission, 2020a) and Guidance Note on Equality Data (European Commission, 2021) both reinforce these concerns. While stressing the importance of equality data to expose discrimination and support accountability, they equally underscore the principles of proportionality, anonymisation, and the “do no harm” approach, warning that careless use of statistics can perpetuate rather than dismantle inequalities. When numbers are presented without nuance, context, or safeguards, they risk reinforcing tokenism, obscuring structural inequities, and creating the appearance of inclusivity without addressing the underlying cultural and institutional barriers that sustain inequality.
Contextual and Comparative Challenges
The  INVITED report (Claeys-Kulik et al., 2019) shows that underrepresentation varies across Europe: in some contexts, gender dominates, in others, socio-economic or ethnic dimensions are more prominent. Applying a one-size-fits-all metric across nine partner universities would be misleading and ultimately not functional, as it would obscure the significant cultural, legal, and demographic differences between institutions. Such an approach risks flattening complex realities into a single framework, producing data that lacks validity, comparability, and practical value for guiding meaningful EDI strategies. From an intersectional perspective, this is particularly problematic because it erases the overlapping and context-specific identities that shape how exclusion and discrimination are experienced. Metrics that focus narrowly on isolated categories, such as gender or ethnicity in isolation, fail to account for the compounded disadvantages faced by, for example, migrant women from low-income backgrounds or LGBTQ+ students with disabilities. By imposing uniform indicators, institutions risk both misrepresenting the lived realities of underrepresented groups and overlooking the structural barriers that differ across local contexts.
Data and Monitoring
The INVITED report notes that while most universities collect gender/age data, far fewer collect socio-economic (35%), ethnic/cultural (28%), migration (27%), or sexual identity data (9%) (Claeys-Kulik et al., 2019). This reflects both legal restrictions and ethical sensitivities. As the report states:
“Besides legal restrictions with regard to the collection of certain data, questions about data protection and sensitivities around disclosure also play an important role in this regard. While some personal characteristics, such as physical disabilities, might be visible to everyone, others, such as sexual orientation or socio-economic background, might not be, and disclosure depends on how safe from discrimination the person feels. This also points to the question what and in which cases data is actually needed for the purpose of fostering diversity, equity and inclusion” (Claeys-Kulik et al., 2019, p. 32).
Practical barriers are also significant: 53% of HEIs find data collection challenging, and 58% struggle to identify target groups. These limitations reinforce the risks of tokenistic interpretation and highlight the need for careful contextualisation.
Proportionality and Safeguarding Against Harm
The European Commission’s Guidance Note (European Commission, 2021) underscores that equality data must be collected proportionately, with safeguards against misuse. The “do no harm” principle prohibits data practices that could reinforce stigma or discrimination.
Static headcounts fail this test: they erase intersectionality, obscure systemic inequities, and risk re-identification in small academic contexts. The EU aligns with the OHCHR’s human rights-based approach to data, which stresses participation, transparency, accountability, and privacy (Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), 2018). Therefore, equality data should be employed to empower individuals and communities, safeguarding their dignity and building trust, rather than exposing or isolating those it seeks to support.
Conclusion
The COLOURS Alliance deliberately chose not to define numerical headcounts of underrepresented groups or assess minority representation in positions of power across partner universities. This decision aligns with EU and international guidance, responds to legal and ethical constraints, and prevents tokenism.
Our EDI strategy prioritises systemic, intersectional change rather than symbolic optics. By embedding inclusivity into structures and processes, we ensure that equity and dignity are upheld, avoiding reductive practices that risk harming those we seek to support.
Assessing EDI in Relation to the Quadruple Helix Framework
The Quadruple Helix framework emphasises collaboration between four key societal actors: academia, industry, government, and civil society. Assessing equity, diversity and inclusion (EDI) within this model requires examining how inclusivity is conceptualised, implemented, and safeguarded across these spheres, and how power relations shape participation.

Academia
Universities play a critical role in shaping EDI through research, education, and institutional culture. However, as highlighted in the INVITED Report (Claeys-Kulik et al., 2019), EDI in higher education is often constrained by challenges in data collection, varying national legal frameworks, and the risks of tokenism if underrepresentation is measured solely through headcounts. The IMAGINE events within the COLOURS Alliance exemplify how whole-class co-creation can operationalise EDI, embedding diverse student voices into project outputs in ways that resist elite or tokenistic representation. This aligns with the broader human rights–based approach to data, which prioritises participation, dignity, and proportionality (Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), 2018).

Industry
Within the industry, EDI often manifests as diversity targets in recruitment or representation at the board level. However, evidence suggests that numerical targets alone risk tokenism, as appointments can become symbolic rather than transformative (Nakajima et al., 2025). The challenge, therefore, is to move from compliance-driven diversity metrics towards systemic inclusion, where workplace cultures enable equal participation, progression, and innovation. In knowledge-intensive industries, this means recognising the value of intersectional perspectives as drivers of creativity and resilience.

Government
Governments set the regulatory and policy frameworks for EDI. The EU Anti-Racism Action Plan (2020–2025) (European Commission, 2020a)and Gender Equality Strategy (2020–2025) (European Commission, 2020c) provide strong foundations, underscoring the importance of disaggregated equality data while also stressing proportionality and safeguards against harm. The implementation reports based on the two frameworks indicate progress, but also highlight persistent barriers in translating commitments into local practice (European Commission, 2024, European Commission and Directorate-General for Justice Consumers, 2025). In the Quadruple Helix context, governments must strike a balance between accountability and protection, ensuring that equality data collection empowers communities rather than exposing individuals.

Civil Society
Civil society organisations, including NGOs, advocacy groups, and patient organisations for example, are often at the forefront of driving EDI agendas by amplifying marginalised voices and holding institutions accountable. Evidence indicates that when marginalised groups are included only in symbolic or “box-ticking” ways, their contributions are often sidelined, leaving them without real influence over decisions. This kind of superficial inclusion reflects the dynamics of tokenism, where representation is achieved in numbers but not in substance, creating the appearance of progress without addressing structural inequalities. Such practices risk reinforcing existing power hierarchies and undermining the transformative potential of EDI initiatives (Graham and Lindsay, 2025). Civil society thus plays a corrective role, challenging tokenism and pushing for structural transformation. In the Quadruple Helix, their involvement ensures that EDI is grounded in lived experience, not just institutional optics.

Integrative Assessment
Across the Quadruple Helix, a key risk is that EDI becomes a symbolic performance, demonstrated through headcounts, diversity statements, or compliance reports, rather than a transformative practice. Tokenism undermines trust, erodes dignity, and reinforces the very inequalities it seeks to dismantle (Childress et al., 2024, Liu et al., 2024, Lambert et al., 2025). 
To achieve a meaningful impact, EDI must be integrated across all activities, rather than being treated as an isolated add-on. This requires genuine participation of diverse groups in shaping decisions, a proportional approach that balances benefits and risks, attention to the intersecting identities that shape lived experiences, and strong safeguards to ensure that actions do not inadvertently cause harm. Genuine participation, in this context, goes beyond the symbolic presence of underrepresented individuals. It is characterised by processes that enable participants to actively influence outcomes, rather than being invited merely to demonstrate diversity. Unlike tokenism, which produces the appearance of inclusion without redistributing power, genuine participation is substantive, sustained, and grounded in power-sharing. It involves ensuring that diverse voices are not only heard but are embedded into decisions, policies, and practices through mechanisms such as co-creation workshops, structured feedback loops, and ongoing collaboration. The IMAGINE events within the COLOURS Alliance provide an example of this approach: rather than relying on a small group of student representatives, they engage hundreds of students in structured dialogue and creative exercises, with findings systematically integrated into project outputs. This ensures that student perspectives shape outcomes in a meaningful way, demonstrating participation that is both authentic and transformative.
When these principles are applied, the Quadruple Helix becomes a powerful framework for advancing EDI. It enables academia, industry, government, and civil society to act not in isolation, but as partners in systemic change, ensuring that inclusivity is not reduced to symbolic representation, but becomes a driver of innovation, legitimacy, and social justice.

Beyond Tokenistic Representation
As part of the objective to evaluate the use of diversity-sensitive language across partner universities’ websites, HKR developed a guiding framework that assesses both language and imagery and translates this evaluation into a practical guidance document. The purpose of this framework is not only diagnostic but also developmental: it provides partners with concrete tools for improving inclusivity in digital communication. Importantly, the approach is forward-looking. Rather than imposing the burden of retroactively revising extensive archives of existing material, which may be both impractical and risk being perceived as symbolic gestures, the framework prioritises the integration of inclusive practices into all future communications. This aligns with broader European equality strategies, such as the EU Anti-Racism Action Plan 2020–2025 and the EU Gender Equality Strategy 2020–2025, which emphasise the importance of embedding inclusivity systematically into institutional practices (European Commission, 2020a, European Commission, 2020b). It also reflects international and European guidance on equality data, which emphasises proportionality, participation, and safeguards against harm (European Commission, 2021, Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), 2018). By avoiding superficial updates to legacy content, the consortium reduces the risk of tokenistic representation, where individuals or groups are highlighted in ways that create the appearance of inclusion without addressing underlying systemic issues. Research demonstrates that such practices can undermine trust, stigmatise participants, and reinforce existing hierarchies, whereas forward-looking integration fosters authenticity and structural change (Childress et al., 2024, Graham and Lindsay, 2025, Lambert et al., 2025, Liu et al., 2024). In this way, the consortium not only aligns with European policy priorities but also signals to internal and external stakeholders that inclusivity is a guiding value embedded in institutional practice, rather than a performative add-on.
Following the drafting of the document Enhancing Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) on University Websites: Best Practices for Language and Visual Representation, a carefully designed process of consultation and approval was undertaken within the consortium to ensure both quality and legitimacy. All members of Work Package 5 were invited to review the draft in detail, contribute feedback, and propose revisions. This open approach allowed the work package to draw on the diverse expertise of its members, who represent a range of disciplinary backgrounds, institutional contexts, and national frameworks. By providing every partner with the opportunity to contribute, the process avoided privileging particular voices and instead fostered a genuinely collaborative ethos. Importantly, the consultation was not a symbolic exercise but a meaningful engagement that resulted in substantive changes to the text. As a result, the final version reflected a collective perspective, embedding the insights and priorities of multiple stakeholders rather than a single authorial vision. Once this stage was completed, consensus was reached within the work package, and formal approval was secured.
The next step was to ensure that the document had practical impact across the consortium. To this end, the text was presented to Work Package 6, which carries responsibility for communication and dissemination activities. Their role in the project includes developing guidelines for external communication, ensuring coherence across outputs, and safeguarding compliance with wider European requirements for inclusivity and accessibility. After a thorough review, Work Package 6 endorsed the document, acknowledging its strategic value as a resource for embedding EDI principles into communication practices. Endorsement at this level signified recognition that inclusive language and imagery are not only ethical imperatives but also essential components of effective communication in international, multi-stakeholder projects. The guidance was therefore formally integrated into the consortium’s communication framework, elevating it from a stand-alone piece of work to an operational standard that will shape all public-facing outputs.
The significance of this process extends beyond procedural approval. First, it demonstrates participatory governance, where authority is not centralised but shared across the partnership. This reflects best practice in collaborative international projects, where accountability and ownership are strengthened by inclusive decision-making processes. Second, it evidences a commitment to mainstreaming EDI. Rather than treating equity, diversity, and inclusion as the responsibility of a single work package, the integration of the guidelines into the communication framework ensures that EDI becomes a cross-cutting principle shaping the project as a whole. This mainstreaming approach prevents EDI from being siloed and ensures that its influence reaches areas such as branding, website design, and external dissemination. Third, the process provides an important safeguard against tokenistic representation. Communication strategies that focus on simply showcasing diversity through images or isolated demographic statistics risk reproducing stereotypes or reducing individuals to symbols of inclusion. By contrast, the adopted guidelines emphasise systemic integration, encouraging partners to consider how language and imagery can promote dignity, respect, and authenticity. The fact that these guidelines are now embedded within the official dissemination framework means that the consortium has moved decisively away from ad hoc or superficial adjustments towards a sustainable model of inclusive communication. Finally, the process highlights the importance of sustainability and scalability. By aligning the specialist knowledge of Work Package 5 with the dissemination remit of Work Package 6, the consortium has ensured that inclusive practices are not confined to internal documents but extend to the project’s public identity. This not only enhances internal coherence but also strengthens the project’s credibility when engaging external stakeholders, including universities, policymakers, civil society actors, and the wider public. The integration of EDI guidelines into communication practices positions the consortium as a model of good practice within the European Higher Education Area, demonstrating how inclusivity can be operationalised at both governance and dissemination levels.
The development and adoption of the guidance document on diversity-sensitive language and imagery also demonstrates how EDI principles can be operationalised in ways that move beyond tokenistic gestures. Genuine participation is achieved when diverse groups are not only represented symbolically but actively shape the standards and practices that govern communication. In this case, the consultative process within Work Package 5 and the subsequent endorsement by Work Package 6 ensured that the guidance reflected collective expertise rather than the perspective of a narrow group. By embedding these principles into future-facing communication practices, the consortium avoided the pitfalls of performative inclusion, where diversity is showcased superficially without redistributing power or addressing structural barriers. Instead, the approach provides a concrete mechanism for embedding inclusivity as an ongoing, participatory practice, reinforcing the distinction between authentic integration and tokenism.
The consortium’s approach is further detailed in the guidance document Enhancing Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) on University Websites: Best Practices for Language and Visual Representation. This document provides the practical foundation for the strategy by outlining concrete principles and recommendations on inclusive language and imagery. It emphasises the importance of respectful, precise, and non-stereotypical communication, and sets out detailed guidance on areas such as gender-inclusive terms, culturally sensitive phrasing, ability-inclusive expressions, and LGBTQ+ respectful language. Equally, it highlights the role of inclusive imagery in portraying authentic diversity, avoiding tokenism, and ensuring accessibility through practices such as descriptive alt text and community involvement in image selection. By embedding these guidelines into communication practices, the consortium translates its high-level EDI commitments into actionable standards that directly influence how partner universities present themselves to their communities and the wider public.

Enhancing Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) on University Websites: Best Practices for Language and Visual Representation

Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion
Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) are foundational principles that aim to create fair and respectful environments where every individual has the opportunity to thrive. These principles are particularly vital in university settings, where diverse populations of students, faculty, and staff come together to learn, teach, and conduct research.
1. Equality refers to ensuring that everyone has equal access to opportunities and resources, enabling them to achieve their full potential. This involves identifying and removing barriers that can prevent certain groups from fully participating in academic and professional life.
2. Diversity encompasses the presence of differences within a given setting, including but not limited to race, ethnicity, gender, age, sexual orientation, disability, socioeconomic status, and cultural background. A diverse university community brings diverse perspectives and experiences, enhancing the educational experience for all.
3. Inclusion is creating environments where any individual or group can feel welcomed, respected, supported, and valued. Inclusive practices ensure that diverse individuals can fully participate and are given equal footing to contribute and succeed.

Importance of Inclusive Language in EDI
Inclusive language is a critical component of EDI. It refers to language that is free from words, phrases, or tones that reflect prejudiced, stereotyped, or discriminatory views of particular people or groups. Inclusive language promotes respect, acknowledges diversity, and avoids exclusion or marginalisation of different identity groups.

Inclusive Language
1. General Principles
· Respect and Dignity: Use language that respects and dignifies all individuals, avoiding terms that may be considered offensive or derogatory.
· Avoid Assumptions: Do not make assumptions about a person's gender, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, ability, or other identity factors based on their name, appearance, or other characteristics.
· Clarity and Precision: Use clear and precise language to avoid ambiguity and ensure that all users understand the content.

2. Gender-Inclusive Language
· Gender-Neutral Terms: Use gender-neutral terms whenever possible. For example, use "spouse" instead of "husband/wife," "parent" instead of "mother/father," and "firefighter" instead of "fireman."
· Pronouns: Use gender-neutral pronouns such as "they/them" when referring to a person whose gender is unknown or unspecified. Respect the pronouns that individuals use to identify themselves.
· Titles and Honorifics: Use inclusive titles and honorifics. For example, use "Mx." as a gender-neutral title and avoid gendered titles such as "Mr." or "Ms." unless the individual's preference is known.
· Avoid Gendered Language: Avoid language that unnecessarily distinguishes between genders. For example, use "students" instead of "male and female students".

3. Culturally Sensitive Language
· Ethnic and Racial Identity: Use the terms that individuals and communities prefer to describe their ethnic and racial identities. Be aware that these terms can vary and evolve over time.
· Avoid Stereotypes: Do not use language that reinforces stereotypes about any cultural, racial, or ethnic group. Be mindful of the context and connotations of the words used.
· Respect for Names: Respect the proper pronunciation and spelling of names from different cultures. Avoid anglicising names unless specifically requested by the individual.

4. Ability-Inclusive Language
· Person-First Language: Use person-first language to emphasise the individual rather than the disability. For example, say "person with a disability" instead of "disabled person."
· Avoid Negative Connotations: Avoid terms that imply pity, helplessness, or negative connotations, such as "suffering from" or "victim of." Instead, use neutral terms like "living with" or "has."
· Specificity and Accuracy: Be specific and accurate when describing disabilities. For example, say "person with a visual impairment" instead of "blind person" if the individual is not completely blind.

5. LGBTQ+ Inclusive Language
· Inclusive Terms: Use terms that are inclusive of all sexual orientations and gender identities. For example, use "partner" instead of "boyfriend/girlfriend" or "husband/wife."
· Avoid Assumptions: Do not assume someone's sexual orientation or gender identity based on their appearance or behaviour. Use inclusive language that acknowledges all possibilities. 
· Respect for Identity: Respect and use the terms and pronouns that individuals use to describe their own sexual orientation and gender identity. Avoid outdated or offensive terms.

6. Age-Inclusive Language
· Avoid Ageism: Use language that respects people of all ages and avoids stereotypes related to age. Avoid terms like "elderly" or "senior citizens" and instead use "older adults" or "people of all ages."
· Age-Neutral Terms: When age is not relevant, use age-neutral terms. For example, use "person" instead of "young person" or "older person" unless age is a necessary distinction.

Inclusive Images
Inclusive images are vital to promoting Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) on university websites. Visual representation can significantly impact how individuals perceive their inclusion and belonging within an academic community. Here, we outline the principles, best practices, and strategies for using inclusive images effectively.

Principles of Inclusive Images
1. Diverse Representation
· Reflecting Reality: Ensure that images represent the actual diversity of the university community. This includes showing people of different races, ethnicities, genders, ages, abilities, socioeconomic backgrounds, and sexual orientations. For example, implement the Inclusive Photography Sessions in the section Community Involvement to generate a true representation of the university community. 
· Avoiding Tokenism: Include diverse individuals in meaningful and natural contexts rather than as mere tokens. Tokenism can be counterproductive and may reinforce stereotypes rather than challenge them.

2. Contextual Sensitivity
· Cultural Relevance: Use images that are culturally appropriate and relevant. Avoid images that perpetuate cultural stereotypes or misrepresent cultural practices.
· Avoiding Stereotypes: Select images that challenge and move beyond traditional stereotypes. For example, portray women in leadership roles and men in caregiving roles to promote gender equality.

3. Accessibility
· Alt Text Descriptions: Provide accurate and descriptive alt text for all images to ensure accessibility for individuals using screen readers. The alt text should describe the image content and its context.
· Visual Clarity: Choose images that are clear and not overly complex to ensure they are accessible to individuals with visual impairments. High contrast and simple composition can aid visibility.

4. Positive Representation
· Empowering Portrayals: Use images that portray individuals in a positive and empowering light. Highlight achievements, strengths, and contributions rather than deficits or needs.
· Inclusive Settings: Show diverse individuals participating in various university activities, such as studying, teaching, conducting research, and engaging in campus life, to reflect the inclusivity of the academic environment.

Best Practices for Using Inclusive Images
1. Diverse Photo Libraries
· Curated Collections: Develop or source photo libraries that include diverse and inclusive images. These collections should be regularly updated to reflect current diversity standards and university demographics.
· Inclusive Stock Images: When using stock images, select collections known for their commitment to diversity and inclusion. Platforms specialising in diverse representation can be valuable resources.

2. Image Selection Criteria
· Relevance to Content: Ensure that images are relevant to the accompanying content. For example, use images of students during discussions for articles about classroom engagement or collaborative learning.
· Balanced Representation: Strive for balance in representation across different pages and sections of the website. Avoid over-representation of any single group, ensuring a holistic view of diversity.

3. Community Involvement
· Feedback and Consultation: Involve members of the university community in the selection and review of images. This can help ensure that the images resonate with the community and accurately reflect its diversity.
· Inclusive Photography Sessions: Conduct photography sessions that involve a wide range of participants from different backgrounds. Encourage voluntary participation to capture authentic and diverse moments.

4. Regular Review and Updates
· Continuous Improvement: Regularly review and update images on the website to maintain relevance and alignment with evolving diversity standards. Replace outdated images with more current and representative ones.
· Responding to Feedback: Act on feedback from the university community regarding the inclusivity of images. Address any concerns and make necessary adjustments to improve representation.

Conclusion
In conclusion, fostering Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) within university settings is crucial for creating an environment where all individuals can thrive. By adopting inclusive language and imagery on university websites, institutions can better reflect their commitment to diversity and ensure that all members of their community feel valued and respected. Implementing best practices for inclusive language involves using respectful, clear, and precise terms that avoid stereotypes and acknowledge the diversity of identities. Similarly, using inclusive images that accurately represent the university's diverse population, avoid tokenism, and ensure accessibility can significantly enhance the sense of belonging among students, faculty, and staff. Continuous efforts to update and improve these practices are essential for aligning with evolving diversity standards and genuinely promoting an inclusive academic environment.


References 
BOVILL, C. 2020. Co-creation in learning and teaching: The case for a whole-class approach in higher education. Higher education, 79, 1023-1037.
BOVILL, C., COOK‐SATHER, A. & FELTEN, P. 2011. Students as co‐creators of teaching approaches, course design, and curricula: implications for academic developers. International Journal for academic development, 16, 133-145.
CHILDRESS, C., NAYYAR, J. & GIBSON, I. 2024. Tokenism and its long-term consequences: Evidence from the literary field. American Sociological Review, 89, 31-59.
CLAEYS-KULIK, A.-L., JØRGENSEN, T. E. & STÖBER, H. 2019. Diversity, Equity and Inclusion in European Higher Education Institutions: Results from the INVITED Project. European University Association.
COOK-SATHER, A., BOVILL, C. & FELTEN, P. 2014. Engaging students as partners in learning and teaching: A guide for faculty, John Wiley & Sons.
CROSIER, D. 2022. Towards Equity and Inclusion in Higher Education in Europe. Eurydice Report. European Education and Culture Executive Agency, European Commission.
DEELEY, S. J. & BOVILL, C. 2017. Staff student partnership in assessment: Enhancing assessment literacy through democratic practices. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 42, 463-477.
EUROPEAN COMMISSION. 2020a. A Union of equality : EU anti-racism action plan 2020-2025 [Online]. https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/beb25da4-e6b9-459e-89f7-bcdbd3a8f0c8_en?filename=a_union_of_equality_eu_action_plan_against_racism_2020_-2025_en.pdf.  [Accessed 17 September 2025].
EUROPEAN COMMISSION. 2020b. A Union of Equality: Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025 [Online]. https://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/just/items/682425/en.  [Accessed 17 September 2025].
EUROPEAN COMMISSION 2020c. A Union of Equality: Gender Equality Strategy 2020–2025 (COM/2020/152 final). Brussels: European Commission.
EUROPEAN COMMISSION 2021. Guidance Note on the Collection and Use of Equality Data Based on Racial or Ethnic Origin. Publications Office of the European Union Luxembourg.
EUROPEAN COMMISSION 2024. Report on the implementation of the EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025 and on national action plans against racism and discrimination (COM/2024/419 final). Brussels: European Commission.
EUROPEAN COMMISSION & DIRECTORATE-GENERAL FOR JUSTICE CONSUMERS 2025. 2025 report on gender equality in the EU, Publications Office of the European Union.
GRAHAM, L. & LINDSAY, S. 2025. From tokenism to transformation: Acknowledging the missing voices of marginalised students in higher education, beyond box-ticking frameworks. Open Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, 4.
KANTER, R. M. 1977. Men and women of the corporation. New York, 209.
LAMBERT, J. R., SMITH, G. P., YEATTS, P. E. & DZVURUMI, W. 2025. Token effect beliefs, stigma consciousness and the organizational attractiveness of homogeneous firms among women employees. Equality, Diversity and Inclusion: An International Journal, 44, 72-88.
LIU, D., BJAALID, G., MENICHELLI, E. & SUN, X. 2024. Empowering women in academia: navigating institutional dynamics, gender roles, and personal pursuits among female researchers in Norwegian higher education. Journal of Asian Public Policy, 1-17.
LOUTH, J., WALSH, K. & GOODWIN-SMITH, I. 2019. “Making sure that the students aren’t just a tick box”: Evaluating the Student Voice Australia Pilot.
MERCER-MAPSTONE, L. & BOVILL, C. 2020. Equity and diversity in institutional approaches to student–staff partnership schemes in higher education. Studies in Higher Education, 45, 2541-2557.
NAKAJIMA, K., SHIRASU, Y. & KODERA, E. 2025. Tokenism in gender diversity on board of directors. Journal of the Japanese and International Economies, 75, 101342.
OFFICE OF THE UNITED NATIONS HIGH COMMISSIONER FOR HUMAN RIGHTS (OHCHR) 2018. A Human Rights-Based Approach to Data: Leaving No One Behind in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Guidance Note to Data Collection and Disaggregation. Geneva: United Nations.


[bookmark: _Toc211351793]Task number 5.6: Conduct EDI Policy Research (EDI Research Perspectives) 

Research and scientific evidence have been consistently integrated across all processes within WP5. This reflects the conviction that robust research perspectives are indispensable in guiding the alliance’s efforts, ensuring that EDI work is grounded in evidence and aligned with international guidelines as well as best practices. Research has thus been deliberately embedded in order to validate methods, discuss different approaches and evaluate outcomes, enabling the alliance to progress with confidence towards its objectives.
The overarching aim of WP5 has been to identify and dismantle barriers hindering the participation of underrepresented groups in higher education. Through a range of methods and research approaches, the alliance has worked towards creating a European University rooted in EDI principles. This framework ensures that institutions commit to providing equal access to education, value diversity as a reflection of society, and guarantee inclusive environments where all students and staff can reach their full potential.
Task 5.6 demonstrates that research permeates all aspects of WP5, informing both the processes undertaken and the outputs generated. This EDI Policy Report incorporates four different, thorough reports: the mapping of existing policies, the GCM summary, the Imagine summary, and the Indicators report. Each of these reports adheres to a structured format comprising an introduction, results, and discussion. The results were presented in pedagogical and accessible ways through graphs, thematic clusters, and tables, while the discussions situated findings within broader academic, scientific and policy debates. Good practice examples from other European universities, EU legislation, and international policy frameworks were integrated to ensure alignment with existing structures, avoid duplication, and reinforce legitimacy. This triangulation of research, practice, and policy provides a robust foundation for the joint COLOURS EDI policy.
The first step in this process involved mapping the current state of EDI policies and guidelines across the partner universities. Each institution, through its dedicated EDI officer, contributed to a comprehensive review exercise. The findings, consolidated in the Summary of the Already Existing EDI-related Policies, demonstrated that all universities were already addressing major concerns. Those concerns included gender mainstreaming, anti-discrimination legislation, support for students with disabilities, and adaptations for those facing physical barriers. A notable gap, however, was the absence of mandatory education on EDI and its role in cultivating a university culture of belonging for all.

To address this gap, research was conducted into shifting the focus from merely identifying underrepresented groups towards fostering an inclusive environment benefiting all members of the university community. By engaging large numbers of students and staff in co-creative processes, the objective was to strengthen authentic diversity practices while avoiding tokenism. All with the purpose of identifying the essence of what can be defined as an open and inclusive university environment for both staff and students.
One of the key methodologies employed was the Imagine workshops, which engaged nearly 400 students across the alliance around the prompt: “How can we make our university more inclusive for all?” The Imagine workshops were based on scientifically validated co-creation methodology, utilising Design Thinking and a Human-Centred Approach as methods (Bender-Salazar, 2023, Brown, 2008). This approach enabled the generation of bottom-up solutions that reflected the lived realities of diverse students, while ensuring that inclusion was not reduced to numerical representation, as explained in Task 5.5. Feedback collected from participants has consistently been positive, reinforcing the practical value of the approach for shaping EDI policy in the alliance while using scientifically proven methods.
In parallel, Group Concept Mapping (Kane and Rosas, 2017) was also applied as a research method, involving at least 35 staff participants from each of the nine universities. Through the prompt "One important thing to improve Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) at my university is to…” staff members generated ideas that were subsequently clustered and prioritised, yielding insights into systemic and institutional challenges. Research evidence demonstrates that individuals engaged in participatory processes gain a stronger sense of ownership and are more likely to support implementation (Bencivenga et al., 2025), a finding that was clearly reflected in the engagement of staff. Participants of the GCM process are spread across teaching, administration, leadership, and governance roles. Importantly, the methodology ensured representation beyond those already engaged with EDI. Both the GCM and Imagine workshops engaged a wide range of participants, thereby broadening inclusivity within the process and enriching diversity.
The research dimension also extended to the development of indicators for monitoring EDI initiatives. Collected and collaboratively reviewed across WP5, these indicators were refined through several iterations to ensure their applicability across the diverse institutional contexts of the alliances. By linking them to the quadruple helix model, spanning academia, industry, government, and civil society, the alliance positioned EDI not only as an academic concern but as a driver of societal transformation. This systemic framing strengthens the sustainability and adaptability of EDI work across the alliance and beyond, and is rooted in scientific argumentation. 

Conclusion
By integrating the perspectives of staff and students, grounding decisions in scientific evidence, and aligning with broader European frameworks, the alliance has produced an EDI Policy Report that is both academically rigorous and contextually authentic. The work undertaken provides strong assurance that EDI is being advanced in a manner that is sustainable, inclusive, and impactful. Moreover, the alliance is confident that this sustained commitment to research-led EDI will foster more open mindsets towards diversity and inclusion, particularly through its engagement with the Quadruple Helix. In doing so, the COLOURS alliance will expand opportunities for underrepresented groups to access higher education and fully participate in academic life. This commitment is also expected to nurture more open mindsets towards diversity and inclusion, particularly within the Quadruple Helix framework, thereby further enhancing opportunities for underrepresented groups to access higher education.
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[bookmark: _Toc211351794]Task number 5.7: EDI Monitoring 
Effective monitoring mechanisms have been central to ensuring that the work of WP5 progresses in a structured and transparent manner. From the outset of the project, EDI Officers were appointed at each partner university to act as representatives of the alliance’s EDI efforts. Their role has been pivotal in bridging institutional practices with the collective goals of the COLOURS alliance, while also serving as key advocates for underrepresented groups by drawing on their expertise and contextual knowledge of EDI within their respective institutions.
Monthly meetings have been established as a core element of the monitoring process. These gatherings serve multiple purposes: to follow up on the progress of WP5 tasks, provide regular updates from each institution, ensure accountability, and maintain transparency regarding the direction and development of the work. The meetings also function as a platform to distribute responsibilities fairly, clarify expectations, and guarantee that no partner or representative is left without guidance or information. Each partner university submits monthly progress reports, which are compiled to provide a comprehensive overview of achievements, challenges, and next steps.
In addition to the regular coordination meetings of the EDI Officers, WP5 has participated in other, broader meetings involving the leads and co-leads alongside a wider group of colleagues engaged in EDI matters. These gatherings allow for deeper discussion of major deliverables, timelines, and cross-cutting issues. They provide a space to address larger strategic questions and to align local activities with the alliance-wide objectives.
Beyond WP5, the monitoring framework has been reinforced by ensuring that EDI developments are systematically presented at higher levels of governance. The WP5 lead and co-lead regularly report on progress and emerging issues to the Steering Committee, involving the Student Forum, and other alliance-wide meetings such as annual conferences. This ensures that EDI is firmly embedded within the strategic dialogue of the alliance, strengthening both local accountability and alliance-wide coherence.
In line with the original project plan, monitoring activities have ensured that the targets in each task are reached within the proposed timings, that progress status is reported consistently to the COLOURS Steering Board (CSB), and that the EDI approach is embedded as an integrated component across the alliance. From Month 1 to Month 24, regular progress reports have been prepared and delivered on time to the CSB, providing transparent updates on the advancement of each task in WP5. Overall, the monitoring of EDI activities within WP5 has functioned in a structured and effective manner. The combination of monthly reporting, inclusive meetings, and systematic upward reporting to governance bodies has created a  framework that supports transparency, accountability, and inclusivity. This process ensured that EDI remains a visible, integrated, and strategically significant component of the alliance’s development.
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