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Om
buds 

Prom
ote Fair 

Practices on 
Cam

pus

“The Om
buds Lens of Fairness and the Fairness Triangle” explores the 

essential role om
buds play on cam

puses; they use a special lens to 
exam

ine the com
plex nature of fairness.

An Om
buds Lens of Fairness is im

portant in ensuring fair decision-
m

aking processes; understanding the im
pact of these decisions; 

adm
inistering these decisions in a consistent, clear and tim

ely m
anner; 

and explaining fully and com
passionately, how

 and w
hy they w

ere m
ade. 

It focuses on doing the right thing, prom
oting and sharing best practices.

The Fairness Triangle is a com
m

unication tool to help the parties reflect 
on the various aspects of fairness or unfairness as they w

ere experienced 
and/or applied in m

aking decisions.



v
An om

budsperson is an advocate for system
ic fairness;

v
a specialist in conflict resolution processes; and

v
a teacher of em

pow
erm

ent to resolve conflict inform
ally, w

henever possible.

v
An om

budsperson uses a perspective of both an ethic of care and an ethic of rights.



How
 do our 

clients express 
unfairness?

No one listened to m
e. It w

as as though anything I said w
as irrelevant. I felt they had 

already m
ade up their m

inds and thought they knew
 w

hat w
as best for m

e.

They said I had to receive the sam
e treatm

ent as everyone else even though m
y 

circum
stances w

ere entirely different.

I felt that w
hen I explained m

y circum
stances that it w

as clear it w
as either not 

understood or held against m
e. 

I w
as not provided any inform

ation about w
hat I could present, and w

hat m
y rights 

w
ere to appeal.

I did not receive any advice on w
ho to contact for help, and they also did not explain 

there w
as a deadline.

They just said read the policy online; w
hen I asked for clarification, I felt they w

ere 
rude to m

e. They said it is w
ritten clearly so I should be able to understand it.

I felt bullied, and that the person knew
 that if I com

plained, they could give m
e a 

low
er grade or label m

e as a troublem
aker. I w

as too scared to appeal further.



So w
hat is 

Fairness?

It is w
hat w

e experience as being fair. This varies as w
e are not all the sam

e. 
“Fairness is not sam

eness; it is cultural”. (Shirley Nakata, UBC Om
buds). 

“Fairness depends on the circum
stances and m

eans different things to 
different people at different tim

es” (Fiona Crean, Om
buds Hydro One)

Om
buds see 4  dim

ensions to fairness.

Substantive
–

W
as the decision fair? W

as all relevant inform
ation taken into 

account?

Procedural–
W

as the process fair? W
as all inform

ation given to the parties? 
W

ere their voices heard?

Relational–
W

as I treated fairly (perception of fairness)? W
as I respected? 

Equitable -W
as I on a level playing field (to reduce pow

er differentials)? 



Using the Fairness 
Triangle to Explain 
Fairness

v
The Fairness Triangle w

as created by the Saskatchew
an O

m
budsm

an, and is based 
on the Satisfaction Triangle used by Christian M

oore (2003) in The M
ediation 

Process: Practical Strategies for Resolving Conflict (3
rded) San Francisco, Jossey-

Bass Pub.

v
Adapted by the University of Victoria and other institutions, the Triangle is being 
used to prom

ote fairness conversations on cam
pus.

v
The original Fairness Triangle exam

ines how
 w

e perceive and experience
fair and 

unfair treatm
ent; it explores the substantive, procedural, and relational aspects of 

fairness.

v
O

m
buds recognize that som

e m
ay be blocked to fairness due to intentional or 

unintentional barriers (such as university policies) that are based on system
ic 

inequities that m
arginalize them

.  These inequities have been reinforced by 
inequalities such as racism

, sexism
, and ableism

. Thus equitable
fairness m

ust be 
tied to the Fairness Triangle. Fiona Crean  (2016) cites Judge Rosalie Abella, Canada. 
in The Report of the Com

m
ission on Equity in Em

ploym
ent: “To treat everyone the 

sam
e m

ay be to offend the notion of equality. Ignoring differences m
ay m

ean 
ignoring legitim

ate needs. Ignoring differences and refusing to accom
m

odate them
 

is denial of equal access and opportunity”.

v
Fairness is relative and universal; it is cultural and shifts in context; w

e m
ust alw

ays 
look for system

ic inequities and m
arginalization in our casew

ork.
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Encourage 
best 

practices

Ensure rules 
are applied 
equitably 

A
dvance good 
governance

Protect dem
ocratic rights

Protect basic hum
an rights

The Equitable Fairness Pyram
id –

Fiona Crean, O
m

budsm
an, Hydro O

ne Canada

Procedural and adm
inistrative principles do not act in a vacuum

. Pow
er inequities m

ust alw
ays be acknow

ledged.



Case Study to Test for Fairness

An international student is charged w
ith academ

ic m
isconduct (plagiarism

). During the 
investigation, the student does not refute any of the evidence presented by the investigator 
(Associate Dean) because in that student’s culture, it is not respectful to disagree w

ith 
authority figures. The investigator does not explore the student’s background, only presenting 
the “facts” as given by the instructor, and does not ask m

any questions to gain an 
understanding of the student’s perspective. The student is shaking and rem

ains quiet. After 
receiving notification of a heavy sanction for the m

isconduct (tw
o m

onths later), the student 
visits the om

buds to see w
hat can be done. The appeal deadline has passed.

v
As w

e go through the different kinds of fairness charted below, w
e explore how

 the student 
experienced fairness and unfairness in the investigation. W

e can use the Fairness Triangle in 
our conversation w

ith the student to reflect on their situation. W
hen review

ing the Fairness 
Triangle w

ith the decision-m
aker they can look at how

 they could have im
proved the 

process by gaining m
ore inform

ation about the student’s situation; in this w
ay, the 

university can develop best practices around fairness.
v

Om
buds can also use checklists to review

 how
 decisions are m

ade. The second one,  the 
Adm

inistrative Fairness Checklist developed by Nora Farrell (Ryerson om
buds) som

e years 
ago, is another w

ay to talk to decision-m
akers.



Procedural Fairness: 
Due Process

Substantive Fairness: 
Decision

Relational Fairness: 
Respect

Equitable Fairness: 
Recognizing 
Difference

W
as the student given 

sufficient inform
ation to 

know
 the gravity of this 

situation?

Did the decision m
aker 

have the authority to 
m

ake the decision?

W
as confidentiality 

ensured throughout the 
process?

W
as the social 

background/social 
location* of the student 
factored?

W
as the student offered 

access to assistance 
throughout the process?

W
as the decision based 

on the relevant 
inform

ation?

W
as the student treated 

w
ith respect throughout 

the process?

W
as the process 

inclusive?

W
as the student given 

the opportunity to 
present his case? 

Did the decision apply 
the appropriate 
rule/policy?

W
ere the student's needs 

accounted for? 

W
ere the proper 

processes follow
ed 

before rendering a 
decision?

W
as the decision 

oppressive and unjust 
(inconsistent w

ith 
previous decisions of a 
sim

ilar nature)?

W
as the inform

ation 
presented to the student 
in a w

ay that he could 
understand?

W
as the social 

background/social 
location

of the student 
factored,eg, class, 
ethnicity, gender?

W
as the decision-m

aker 
unbiased?

W
as the rationale for the 

decision explained to the 
student?

W
as an apology offered if 

a m
istake w

as m
ade?

W
ere issues of pow

er or 
m

arginalization 
considered? 

W
as the decision 

rendered w
ithin an 

appropriate tim
eline?

W
as the decision m

aker 
approachable and did the 
student feel heard?



Adm
inistrative Fairness Checklist for Adm

inistrators 
Nora Farrell, O

m
budsperson, Ryerson University, 2002



W
hen can w

e 
use the Fairness 
Triangle?
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At Fairness Day on Cam
pus, our om

buds office and the Alberta 
O

m
budsm

an enter into discussions w
ith the University 

Com
m

unity through a variety of fairness activities to teach the 
4 dim

ensions of fairness.

Procedural Fairness –
“M

y prof told m
e not to appeal m

y final 
grade as it w

ould be denied.”Students have the right to 
question a decision and respond to that decision; they also 
have a right to a tim

ely decision.

Substantive Fairness –
“W

hen I received the decision, it w
as 

just one sentence saying m
y appeal w

as denied.” Decision 
letters m

ust be com
prehensive and outline reasons; greater 

details are expected at the highest level of appeals and/or 
w

hen sanctions are m
ore severe. 

Relational Fairness –
“W

hen m
y prof said, you are just a poor 

student and shouldn’t be here, I felt very bad.”Respectful 
response and treatm

ent to inquiries is expected; an open and 
courteous dialogue w

ith the client encourages them
 to speak 

w
ith confidence.

Equitable fairness –
“I w

as told that I could not use m
y 

background status as an excuse to get an extension.”There 
m

ust be consideration of hum
anitarian and extenuating 

circum
stances in a decision to ensure the person’s location and 

status are acknow
ledged and understood.



Using the Fairness Triangle: A Best Practice for 
Com

m
unication and Decision-m

aking

v
The process is inclusive, w

elcom
es a diversity of perspectives, and encourages 

everyone to participate.

v
The Fairness Triangle em

phasizes the im
portance of creating a clim

ate of healthy 
dialogue and respect.

v
The Fairness Triangle helps us to develop and share best practices in our university 
com

m
unity.



accuo.ca
-resources

-publications
-fairness guides

bcom
budsperson.ca/sites

/default/files/OM
B-

FairnessInPracticeGuide-
w

eb.pdf
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