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Introduction
Respectful interaction, a positive view of human beings, equality and non-
discrimination are the cornerstones of democracy  Defamatory, threatening 
and stigmatising speech reduces the desire to participate in social decision-
making  The purpose of this approach is to enable each elected official 
to experience appreciation, respect and participation when serving as an 
elected official in Espoo 

The Constitution of Finland states that everyone has the right to personal 
liberty, integrity and security  Harassment and inappropriate treatment are 
also separately mentioned in the Occupational Safety and Health Act, which 
does not, however, cover persons serving in positions of trust  The Non-
discrimination Act describes harassment as “a degrading or humiliating, 
intimidating, hostile or offensive environment towards the person”  The 
Criminal Code mentions sexual harassment  If, in the course of acting in a 
position of trust, situations arise which may have the hallmarks of a crime, 
it is clear that the matter must be reported to the police and treated as a 
criminal matter  Often, however, the matter is in the ‘grey area’ which means 
that it is not a criminal matter, but a clearly disturbing situation for someone  
Making unfounded allegations can also be harassment 

The Espoo Equality Committee received a mandate from the Advisory 
Committee of the Espoo City Council to create a holistic approach in 
accordance with the values of the Espoo Story, guidelines for preventing 
inappropriate behaviour of elected officials and handling harassment in order 
to safeguard the peaceful working conditions of elected representatives and 
political elected officials (collectively referred to as “elected officials”)  The 
committee appointed a working group from among its members, who, having 
studied the background to the matter, were the first in Finland and the first 
in Europe to start creating such a programme

The Espoo Equality Committee, in cooperation with experts in conference 
technology, created a training material “Ryhmätilanteiden hallinta – 
Kokousmateriaalia arvostavasta vuorovaikutuksesta” (“Management of group 
situations – Meeting materials on appreciative interaction”), which is available 
on the City of Espoo’s website  There is also a link to a related podcast on 
the website  www.espoo.fi > City of Espoo > Decision-making > Advisory 
Boards and Councils > Equality Committee

The ARVOKAS approach is part of socially sustainable development and of 
the work on Agenda 2030 and of the implementation of the European Charter 
for Equality of Women and Men in Local Life 

Objectives
• Every elected official knows the art of early intervention and understands 

the importance of the skills of internal mediation within the body  This 
allows every elected official to dare to express their opinion freely 

“We do not allow comments  
that get personal. Instead, we 

focus on the facts and measures 
that will drive the matter 

forward. What kinds of measures 
could we propose?”

“We may have different views on  
this subject matter, but as the chairperson, 

I remind you that it is our job to find 
constructive solutions to this particular 

issue.”

• An elected official can trust that their freedom of speech and expression 
will be respected 

• An elected official knows that they can, without fear, shame or guilt, raise 
issues that hinder their activities as an elected official  These issues are 
taken seriously and addressed immediately 

• An elected official knows that there is zero tolerance for all forms of 
harassment behaviour, both when acting in a position of trust and between 
elected officials  No disparaging or disrespectful treatment is permitted in 
speech or deed  Making unfounded allegations, for example, is harassment 

• The experience of appreciation, peaceful working conditions, mental 
security and physical integrity are fundamental rights of all elected 
officials 

• We are confident that fostering the peaceful working conditions and well-
being of elected officials will ultimately contribute to the well-being and 
prosperity of all Espoo residents 

• The widest possible realisation of democracy  Everyone has the right to be 
heard, and everyone has the opportunity to make a safe contribution to 
influencing society 

https://www.espoo.fi/en/city-espoo/decision-making/advisory-boards-and-councils/equality-and-non-discrimination
https://www.espoo.fi/en/city-espoo/decision-making/advisory-boards-and-councils/equality-and-non-discrimination
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Monitoring
A clear and brief questionnaire on the value and well-being of the interaction 
in the position of trust is sent to all elected officials by e-mail twice during 
the council term  In addition, the evaluation of council meetings is carried out 
by means of a quick electronic poll on a monthly basis  Any elected official 
may at any time provide oral or written feedback on the activities of the 
group or body to its chairperson or vice chairperson or to the chairperson of 
the council group 

The chairperson of the Equality Committee is responsible for handling 
matters, monitoring, presenting the results and keeping any documents  
Documents collected on the subject will be destroyed at the end of the 
council term 

Starting points
Recognition
It is important to recognise the importance of the work carried out by elected 
officials and to protect its value  This is of paramount importance for the 
functioning of local democracy and for the preservation of social peace  The 
mutual appreciation of elected officials as a community is an important part 
of ensuring peaceful working conditions and preventing disturbances to those 
peaceful working conditions 

Own and joint responsibility
Each elected official supervises and is primarily responsible for their 
own actions and cooperates with others in a way that is appreciative and 
respectful of both themselves and others  It is good to observe your own 
activities critically and ask your colleagues for feedback on your own 
activities 

An elected official is responsible for ensuring that the culture of appreciation, 
respect and consideration of others is maintained and developed in the best 
possible way when acting together with others on the City Council, boards, 
committees and working groups 

Early intervention with a low threshold
It can sometimes be burdensome to act in a position of trust  A position 
of trust must not become more of a burden than the person is able to 
bear  Even a suspicion of harassment justifies bringing up the matter  It is 
important to intervene immediately 

Internal mediation skills as skills of elected officials
It is inevitable that, particularly when acting as an elected official, opinions 
will clash, and this may cause strong emotions  Even in these cases, people 
must behave appropriately 

Meetings must ensure that all the participants are heard and taken into 
account 

When we are able to take into account our own and others’ needs and 
to search for and find ways of working that meet those needs, we can 
best ensure our shared success  These are the starting points for internal 
mediation within each working group and body 
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Role of chairpersons
The chairpersons of each working group, body and council group have a 
particular responsibility to create a climate of respect, transparency and 
inclusion  Peaceful working conditions are ensured through mutually agreed 
meeting practices 

In addition to other induction, chairpersons must be trained in the 
management of situations that threaten peaceful working conditions  At 
the beginning and during the term of office of bodies, it is the responsibility 
of the chairpersons to remind the members of the body of the values of 
the Espoo Story and of other practices that promote peaceful working 
conditions at meetings  Ultimately, the body has a collegial responsibility for 
ensuring joint success  The chairpersons are also referred to as the “(vice) 
chairperson” 

It is evident that appreciative and respectful treatment of all parties must be 
maintained to ensure peaceful working conditions even in situations where 
constructive contact between the parties can be considered to have been 
significantly impaired or even broken  Even difficult things can be discussed 
and learned from 

In some cases, in order to ensure peaceful working conditions, an informal 
evening session can be organised to discuss the principles governing the 
body’s work 

Reconciliation process in line with 
the values of the Espoo Story
1. A person who has experienced inappropriate behaviour 

points it out
If an elected official feels that they have been subjected to improper 
treatment or harassment, they should immediately raise the matter with the 
person who has behaved improperly and ask them to stop such behaviour  
The person who has experienced harassment can bring another elected 
official to support them in the situation 

If there are several parties to the situation, it may be useful to record who 
was there for later discussion  If necessary, the elected official can discuss 
the situation with another elected official of their choice in order to find 
a good way forward and calm the situation down  The realisation of joint 
success is the responsibility of each elected official 

2. The (vice) chairperson of the body intervenes, the 
chairperson of the Equality Committee is informed of the 
matter if necessary

If inappropriate behaviour persists, the person who has experienced 
harassment informs the (vice) chairperson of the body  The (vice) chairperson 
discusses the situation with all involved parties and, if necessary, instructs 
the person who is considered to be a harasser to comply with the values of 
the Espoo Story  If necessary, the (vice) chairperson of the body informs the 
chairperson of the Equality Committee of the case  If necessary, the body 
may meet in an informal evening session to discuss the working principles of 
the body 

3. The situation is discussed under the chairmanship of the 
vice chairperson of the Equality Committee in cooperation 
with the vice chairperson of the council group

If the inappropriate behaviour persists, the person who has experienced 
harassment informs the chairperson of the Equality Committee and the vice 
chairperson of the council group of the suspected harasser together with 
the vice chairperson of the body  The vice chairperson of the council group 
schedules a discussion with the participants and requests a written and/
or oral account from all parties involved  The chairperson of the Equality 
Committee is informed of the situation 
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The accounts are processed under the chairmanship of the Equality 
Committee within 1–2 weeks of their submittal 

The vice chairperson of the Equality Committee, in cooperation with the 
vice chairperson of the council group, gives a reasoned decision in oral and 
written form no later than one month (30 days) after the consideration of the 
accounts  The written decision is shared with the person who experienced 
the inappropriate behaviour, the person who behaved inappropriately and the 
chairperson of the City Council  The (vice) chairperson of the council group 
and the (vice) chairperson of the Equality Committee also retain their own 
copies of the decision 

The (vice) chairperson of the council group and the parties to the 
inappropriate behaviour, in cooperation with the chairperson of the Equality 
Committee, take measures in accordance with the reasoned decision to 
ensure peaceful working conditions  More detailed measures with regard to 
the council group are described in operating procedure 2 

If the (vice) chairperson of the council group and the (vice) chairperson of 
the Equality Committee disagree on the decision, both decisions must be 
recorded 

4. Follow-up under the chairmanship of the (vice) chairperson 
of the Equality Committee

The (vice) chairperson of the Equality Committee 
together with the (vice) chairperson of the 
council group agree on a follow-up meeting no 
later than six (6) months after the decision is 
given 

The material created during the process is 
confidential  The appropriate retention period is 
the council term, after which all accumulated 
material will be destroyed  The chairperson of 
the Equality Committee bears responsibility 
for the whole: taking care of the progress of 
the process, keeping statistics and archiving of 
cases and disposing of material at the end of the 
council term 

Operating procedure
1. Operating procedure for the vice chairperson of the body
The role of the (vice) chairperson is to promote a constructive operating 
culture 

The tools available are:

1  Discussions with a balanced composition

2  Oral warning

3  Written warning

4  Informal evening session

2. Operating procedure for the vice chairperson of the council 
group

The role of the (vice) chairperson of the council group is to promote a 
constructive operating culture  The council group’s own rules limit the 
powers of the (vice) chairperson 

The tools available are:

1  Discussions with a balanced composition

2  Oral warning

3  Written warning

4  Expulsion from the council group in accordance with the council 
group’s rules 
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3. Process description

Harassment 
experience

The harassed 
person asks for the 

harasser to stop 
the harassment

Does the 
harassment stop?

Does the 
harassment stop?

Does the 
harassment stop?

Has a crime been 
reported?

The harassed person informs the 
(vice) chairperson of the body 

accordingly  If necessary, the matter 
is discussed in their own body

If necessary, the (vice) chairperson 
of the body informs the chairperson 

of the Equality Committee of the 
matter

Processing of the situation
Monitoring

No

No

No

No

Yes

Yes

Inappropriate 
behaviour stops

During the 
authorities’ 

investigation, 
ensuring peaceful 

working conditions 
at the institution

Examining the 
authorities’ decision
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4. Assessment methods and surveys
Twice a council term, the Equality Committee sends an ARVOKAS survey to 
the city’s elected officials  The aim is to gather information on the situation 
of the elected officials in relation to inappropriate behaviour  In addition to 
the survey, a quick electronic poll is conducted of each City Council meeting 

It is not intended to ask for satisfaction with the decisions taken, but with 
the appropriateness and good spirit of the discussion and meeting work that 
has taken place  Similar surveys are carried out for meetings of the boards 
and committees, although answers are collected from several meetings so 
that there are at least 50 answers 

Local Government Act
Section 85 (29 December 2016/1484) Wrongful acts in a position of trust

When performing their duties, elected officials are subject to liability for acts 
in office and are subject to the provisions of the Criminal Code (39/1889) 
concerning offences in office 

If there is probable cause to suspect that an elected official has, in a position 
of trust, committed an offence in office or otherwise acted contrary to his 
or her obligations, the local executive must demand an explanation from the 
party concerned and, if necessary, notify the local council of the matter  If an 
offence in office has manifestly been committed, a report of an offence shall 
be completed without delay 

The local council may suspend an elected official for the duration of the 
investigation or legal proceedings, unless they withdraw from the office of 
their own initiative  Before the local council meets, the council’s chairperson 
may make an interim decision concerning suspension  A suspension decision 
may be put into effect immediately 

During the preliminary investigation or trial of a suspected offence in office 
by an elected official, the local council must suspend the elected official 
if this is necessary in order to ensure the credibility and reliability of the 
municipality’s decision-making, taking into account the seriousness, possible 
repetition and other factors of the suspected offence  A suspension decision 
may be put into effect immediately 

When a municipal authority is preparing a decision in accordance with 
subsection 3 or 4, it has the right to receive notice of the initiation of the 
criminal investigation as referred to in Chapter 3, Section 6 of the Criminal 
Investigation Act (805/2011) for an offence in office of which an elected 
official is suspected 

Section 86 Criminal acts outside a position of trust

If an elected official is charged with a crime where the nature of the crime or 
the way in which it was perpetrated suggest that the official cannot attend 
to his or her position of trust in the required manner, the local council may 
suspend the elected official for the duration of the legal proceedings  A 
suspension decision may be put into effect immediately 

If an elected official is sentenced to at least six months in prison under a 
legally valid judgement after being elected, the local council may remove him 
or her from the position of trust  The decision shall take effect immediately 
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