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Pulses

REFLECTIONS IN DIVERSITY

Treating Each Other Respectfully
The ETH Zurich RESPECT campaign supports its community by raising  
awareness of problematic behaviors.

Renate Schubert

How do you encourage respectful interactions in a 
university environment? ETH Zurich in Switzerland 

decided to get everybody’s attention by contrasting 
respectful and disrespectful behavior directly, in a series 
of thought-provoking posters. 

The campaign arose in response to ETH’s most recent 
employee survey, which shed light on some problems in 
the university’s working environment. This indicated to 
the ETH executive board that more transparency, more 
decisiveness and more respect would be required to foster 
satisfaction and productivity. Thus, in October 2017, the 

RESPECT campaign was born. Although similar programs 
have preceded RESPECT in recent decades, this marks 
ETH’s most prominent initiative to date. 

A full stop for disrespect
Written in either English or German, each poster comprises 
two parts—a first sentence written in white text on a black 
background with a positive message, like “We keep every-
one in the loop,” followed by a second clause in grey, like 
“Except you,” demonstrating the type of behavior or inter-
action that ETH wants to discourage. Another variant on 

Adapted from ETH Zurich campaign poster
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 WOMAN.
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the poster theme displays two very 
similar words with very different 
connotations, juxtaposing acceptable 
and intolerable behavior: “Talking” 
versus “Stalking.” 

The two parts in each poster 
are linked by a very visible, color-
ful period or “full stop”—the motto 
of ETH’s RESPECT campaign. 
Appearing in four different colors 
(blue, pink, yellow and red) denot-
ing the four different areas that the 
campaign addresses (discrimina-
tion, sexual harassment, bullying and 
threats and violence), the full stop 
symbolizes the end of disrespectful 
behavior within the ETH community.  

This is also the key message of a 
revised code of conduct “Respect,” 
that was distributed during the 
campaign. The code is backed up by 
sanctions for noncompliance with the 
university’s standards. The RESPECT 
campaign wrapped up in April 2018 
with a university-wide competi-
tion, marking the “full stop” of the 
initiative, in which ETH members 
suggested new poster texts. The three 
most original ideas were awarded a 
prize, and the posters were presented 
to the entire ETH community. 

A community effort
The process of bringing the RESPECT 
campaign to life reflects the spirit of 
the initiative. Different groups of ETH 
citizens—students, Ph.D.’s, alumni, 
research collaborators, professors, 
the HR department, the equal-oppor-
tunity office, security services and 
the communications office—were 
involved in developing the key ideas. 
In addition, a marketing agency made 
two 90-second videos to promote the 
full-stop concept and to make clear 
what respect and the revamped code 
of conduct are all about. 

“Respect cannot be decreed from 
above,” says ETH President Lino 

Guzzella. “Respect has to be sus-
tained and practiced by each and 
every individual.” In this vein, several 
targeted workshops ran throughout 
the 2017–2018 academic year. Some 
workshops were arranged for specific 
ETH groups, such as department 
coordinators, while others brought 
together a broad variety of different 
groups of ETH citizens with differ-
ent goals, problems and experiences. 
Overall, these workshops gave all 
attendees the opportunity to discuss 
in detail how to act respectfully in 
conflict-related situations.

Measuring respect
It’s difficult to measure success when 
the goal is to influence mindsets 
and, consequently, behavior. The 
provocative posters of the RESPECT 
campaign clearly have, however, 
induced discussion among ETH 

members on all levels. The campaign 
stirred emotions and made it clear for 
many in the community that neither 
ETH as an institution nor ETH indi-
viduals can turn a blind eye in cases 
of disrespect. In this sense, awareness 
of “respect” was raised in a broad 
and natural way—hopefully leading 
to fewer instances of disrespectful 
behavior than before the campaign. 

Admittedly, we cannot speak 
to the campaign’s long-term suc-
cess. Every year students graduate 
and new students replace them, and 
future iterations of the RESPECT 
campaign will address that chang-
ing population. Yet flat repetition may 
discourage long-term ETH members, 
and cause them to become desensi-
tized to the topic. New and creative 
approaches are thus needed to catch, 
and keep, the entire school’s attention. 

In pure numbers, ETH has not 
observed a decrease in cases of disre-
spectful behavior in the aftermath of 
its RESPECT campaign—to the con-
trary, in fact. Yet this could be a good 
sign, as it suggests that more people 
are identifying disrespectful behav-
ior and feel sufficiently supported to 
bring it to the table. Moving forward, 
this gives our institution opportu-
nities to identify hotspots and find 
adequate solutions. The group behind 
the RESPECT campaign expects that 
this will help to make ETH’s atmo-
sphere more open and respectful—a 
better place to work, study, teach and 
produce excellent science overall. 

ETH Zurich encourages other uni-
versities to start an endeavor like the 
RESPECT campaign. It will pay off 
in the long run! Visit www.respekt.
ethz.ch/en/ to learn more about the 
RESPECT campaign. OPN
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