An introduction to
employment equity
Each organization is unique and faces its own set of circumstances, opportunities and challenges.
Sharing a common language and understanding around employment equity is important towards
operating and growing workplaces in ways that are fair and equitable. This introductory infosheet will
help you understand the basics of employment equity, including:
● What is employment equity?
● Why is employment equity important?
● What does employment equity involve?
● What are other terms for employment equity?
● What is the history of employment equity in Canada?

Employment equity infosheet

What is employment equity?
Employment equity is about the actions an employer takes to correct conditions in a workplace that
may exclude and discriminate against some workers and job applicants.
The purpose is so that these excluded individuals and groups can fully participate in equal work
opportunities, and so that workplaces are fair, equitable and welcoming for everyone.

Why is employment equity important?
It’s tied to human dignity
Providing employment opportunities for workers who have been regularly excluded from the benefits
of employment is an important part of fostering respect, fairness and inclusion in our communities.
Throughout modern history, marginalized workers have faced barriers to employment and within the
workplace for reasons having nothing to do with their skills and potential.

It makes good business sense
By hiring diverse employees, employers can be more innovative and increase their organization’s
appeal to wider audiences. Also, when all employees feel a sense of belonging in the workplace, this
leads to greater productivity and commitment. We explore these benefits more in our Economic
benefits of employment equity infosheet.

It’s important from a legal perspective
Employment is one of the areas of life that is protected by B.C.’s Human Rights Code. As an employer,
you are responsible for upholding your workers’ human rights and maintaining a workplace that is free
from discriminatory systems and practices.
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What does employment equity involve?
There are a lot of complex concepts all bundled up into employment equity, so let’s unpack what they
mean.

Equality and equity
Equality as sameness

Equity as fairness

Removing systemic
barriers to equality

Sometimes efforts to create
equality are based on an idea
that fairness is best achieved
by treating everyone the
same. This is sometimes
referred to as “formal
equality.”1

Equity, sometimes referred
to as “substantive equality,”
doesn’t mean treating
everyone exactly the same.
Sometimes we need to
treat people differently
to accommodate for our
different experiences,
abilities and circumstances.
When we take these
differences into account,
we focus on the equality of
outcomes.

Sometimes, various written
and unwritten rules like laws
and policies create barriers
to equal outcomes. To solve
this, we can look at treating
people differently as in the
case of substantive equality,
or, better yet, we can look
at identifying and removing
systemic obstacles.
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Discrimination
Discrimination is the unjustifiable, harmful treatment of people based, at least in part, on aspects of
their identity such as race, age, gender or disability.
It can present in overlapping ways based on multiple aspects of identity, in which case it is said to be
intersectional.
This treatment can be the result of:

Interpersonal discrimination

Systemic discrimination

A person’s conscious or
unconscious actions or
inactions towards others

Obstacles and outcomes
caused by policies, laws,
and practices that reinforce
disadvantages for certain
groups of people

Are you familiar with unconscious bias?
All of us have unconscious biases that operate
outside of our awareness. Unconscious biases are
also called implicit or hidden biases. We can direct
these biases towards ourselves or others in ways
that benefit or harm. Recognizing and addressing
unconscious bias requires holding ourselves and
each other accountable not only for our intentions,
but also for the impacts of our actions and beliefs.
For example, a supervisor is choosing to promote
either Mike or Noor to a position for which they are
equally qualified. While the supervisor believes that
men and women are equal, they aren’t aware that
they have also internalized the stereotype that men
are more capable of taking on leadership positions.
This unconscious bias leads them to select the male
candidate.
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Below, we explore examples of how discrimination can occur on interpersonal, organizational, and
societal levels.

Interpersonal
On this level, discrimination happens as a result of interactions between individuals and can look like:
● Harassment, bullying or other unfair treatment targeting a person’s race, sex, sexual orientation,
gender, ability, ethnicity, religion or other aspects of identity
● Subtle mistreatment followed by others minimizing the harm when it is raised3
● Pressure to act in ways that others might expect based on gender or race-based stereotypes4
A staff member may repeatedly make race-based comments and jokes around their Asian coworker. This may affect group dynamics and influence the behaviour of other staff towards the
Asian worker.
Or, an employer decides not to hire a worker with a disability because they assume they will not
succeed in the job.

Organizational
This type of discrimination stems from organizational policies, practices and processes that can cause
harm such as:
● Work schedules that are inflexible and unable to adapt to life circumstances such as caregiving
responsibilities, health needs and spiritual practices5
● Workspace designs that do not account for the accessibility and health needs of employees6
● Staff who do not feel safe from retaliation in case they want to bring attention to instances of
harassment or discrimination7
● Hiring and promotion decisions being made in ways that disadvantage certain people and
benefit others8
For example, people with disabilities requiring a wheelchair can’t get jobs at a certain workplace
because the office is located on an upper floor only accessible by stairs.
Or, a workplace accommodates leave for only one kind of religious holiday without realizing
some workers would want to observe different holidays because of their religious beliefs.
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Societal
On this level, unequal access to education, training opportunities and other social supports can impact
the ability of groups and individuals to seek and access employment. This can result in:
● Those with more financial resources and higher social status having more access to mentorship
and networking opportunities9
● Immigrants not being valued for their work experience and credentials from foreign institutions10
● Political budget decisions creating unequal access to stable housing, healthcare, social services,
childcare and transportation
In places like B.C. where there continues to be a shortage in publicly funded and accessible
childcare, women’s equality in workplaces is disproportionately impacted. Because of the
persistent stereotype that women should be primarily responsible for domestic work and
caregiving, they are more likely than men to experience work interruptions due to a family’s
childcare needs.11

Thinking less about intent and more about impact
It isn’t enough for employers to ensure that workplaces
are free from intentional discriminatory policies and
practices. They also need to consider whether there
are policies and practices that may exclude or harm
certain groups of people even when they are not
designed to do so.
This is because a person or organization can
discriminate without meaning to—even if they
didn’t intend to cause harm, their actions may be
discriminatory. Even if a program or policy is designed
to prevent harm, it still may have a discriminatory
effect. Discrimination is about impact, not intent.
For example, the owner of a restaurant requires
all serving staff to wear a uniform that includes
a specific hat. Making this a requirement would
create a barrier to employment for people who wear
religious head coverings.

bchumanrights.ca | BC Office of the Human Rights Commissioner

Page 6

What are other terms for employment equity?
Currently there are several ways employment equity is talked about in Canada and around the world,
and the exact focus may vary depending on the approach.
Some examples of how organizations may refer to this work include:
● Diversity and Inclusion (D&I)
● Equity, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI)
● Justice, Equity, Diversity and Inclusion
(JEDI)

● Inclusion, Diversity, Equity and Accessibility
(IDEA)
● Equity, Diversity, Inclusion, and
Decolonization (EDID)
● Substantive equality

The most common terms are diversity, equity and inclusion. Understanding these concepts and the
connections between them can help us make sure our good intentions translate into positive impact.
Concept

What is it in a workplace?

How can we achieve it?

Diversity

When employees with various
backgrounds, identities, experiences and
abilities are present12

Consider setting diversity targets and review
practices and policies with the goal of hiring and
retaining a diverse workforce at all levels

Inclusion

An intentional and ongoing process
to create welcoming and accessible
workplaces where everyone can thrive13

Consider how policies, practices and leadership
styles can be used to promote mutual respect,
encourage meaningful participation and make
room for different ways of thinking and doing
things

Equity

Access to employment opportunities
and fair pay for everyone, seeing
diversity represented across an
organization and being part of safe and
inclusive work cultures14

Consider engaging your workforce to identify and
address sources of systemic discrimination and
exclusion, including policies, programs and cultures

Other terms you might encounter when working towards employment equity include:

Accessibility

Justice

Decolonization

Changes needed to remove
barriers that prevent the full
participation of people with
disabilities. These barriers exist
in built environments, policies
and practices, technologies and
attitudes.

Changes needed on a societal
level to correct power
imbalances and to build
economic, political and social
systems that are fair and meet
everyone’s needs.

Changes needed to unlearn
colonial ways of thinking
and being that shape our
organizational policies, practices
and priorities, and to undo the
oppression of Indigenous people.
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What is the history of employment equity in Canada?
“Employment equity” is a term that dates back to 1984 in Canada,15 yet the issues long predate that.
Understanding employment equity in the context of Canada’s history can help you better understand
how historic practices and policies have created inequalities that continue to impact people today.
Canada’s early economic development depended on many laws and practices that were designed to
control people and resources, and resulted in harmful treatment such as:
● Indigenous people being displaced from their lands16
● People of African descent being enslaved17
● Chinese people being exploited to build railways18
● Japanese people being interned during World War II while their property was seized and sold19
All of this history—and more—has created differences in wealth and power that continue to shape
people’s lives today. Below we take a look at some past and present examples of discrimination.

Gender

Indigeneity

During the Second World War, women were
encouraged to enter the paid workforce
in response to labour shortages. Once the
war was over and unemployment became a
concern, the federal Department of Labour
implemented polices that pressured women to
return to their former roles at home or accept
major pay cuts.20

Legislation such as the 1868 Fisheries Act
and the 1876 Indian Act restricted Indigenous
people’s ability to fish, hunt, farm and trap, as
well as to sell their goods. The restrictions as
part of the Indian Act were in place until 1995,21
and the inequalities created by the Fisheries
Act are still in place.22

Disability

Race and ethnicity

In Canadian immigration law, legislators have
labeled people with disabilities as inadmissible
into the country based on assumptions that
they are unemployable.23 While some changes
have been made to address racism, sexism
and homophobia in immigration policies,
policymakers have not yet made similar efforts
to address discrimination against people with
disabilities (this form of discrimination is also
known as ableism).

It used to be legal for employers to exclude
people from employment opportunities based
on race and ethnicity. This included creating
barriers and excluding racialized people and
people of certain ethnic backgrounds from
working in various sectors (such as law,
pharmacy, education and the civil service),
accessing education and owning or operating
businesses.24
For example, B.C. passed a law in 1919 aiming
to “protect” white women by making it illegal
for Asian men to hire them. The government
did not repeal this law until 1968.25
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An emerging trend: The expansion of precarious employment
Due to the pressures of global capitalism to maximize profits and technological innovation,
the way we work is changing. More people rely on work that is unsafe, low-wage, unstable,
and circumvents laws that protect workers in more permanent and stable jobs. This can
include temporary agency workers, undocumented workers, independent contractors and
people working in the gig economy. Women, youth, older adults, racialized people and
new immigrants are more likely to experience precarious employment.26

Where do we go from here?
Thank you for taking the time to read about the definitions, concepts and contexts that help us to
understand how to build employment equity across workplaces in British Columbia.
Explore additional BCOHRC infosheets about employment equity at
bchumanrights.ca/employment-equity-toolkit
For more information on employee’s rights and employer responsibilities in provincially regulated
industries, see:
● Human Rights Code, R.S.B.C. 1996, c. 210, s. 13
● Rights and responsibilities under B.C.’s Human Rights Code
For more information on employee’s rights and employer responsibilities in federally regulated
industries, see:
● Human Rights Act, R.S.C., 1985, c. H-6, s. 7
● Employment Equity Act, S.C. 1995, c. 44
● The Canadian Human Rights Commission
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British Columbia’s Office of the Human Rights Commissioner (BCOHRC) encourages
the dissemination and exchange of information presented in this publication. All
material presented in this publication is licensed under the Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International Licence with the exception of photographs and images,
BCOHRC’s logo, any branding or trademarks, content or material provided by third
parties and where otherwise indicated. To review the licence, visit:
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
BCOHRC recognizes the important relationship between protecting the natural
environment and protecting human rights. One way we reduce our environmental
impact is by limiting print copies of our materials. However, if you have difficulties
reading this infosheet in its electronic format, you are welcome to print it out.
This publication and other employment equity infosheets can be found in
electronic format on the website of BC’s Office of the Human Rights Commissioner:
bchumanrights.ca/employment-equity-toolkit/
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