
Employment equity infosheet

Equitable hiring 
and promotion
This infosheet is part of a broader toolkit created by BC’s Office of the Human Rights Commissioner 
(BCOHRC) to help employers learn how to improve employment equity within their businesses and 
organizations. It looks at equitable hiring and promotion and how these processes contribute to 
building fair and inclusive workplaces. Topics covered here include:

 ● What equitable hiring and promotion is

 ● Your legal responsibilities in the area as an employer 

 ● Gaps in workplace representation and obstacles to equity 

 ● Promising practices for equitable hiring and promotion



BC’s Office of the Human Rights Commissioner | bchumanrights.caPage 2

In 2022, BCOHRC conducted research on employment equity in B.C. through:

 ● Hosting focus groups on employment equity with employers from diverse sectors1 

 ● Conducting a poll of a representative sample of over 1,000 employed adults in the province 

Findings from this research help to inform our employment equity toolkit. 

What is equitable hiring and promotion? 
Many employers believe that hiring and promotion decisions are mostly fair, objective and based on an 
applicant’s merit. This belief is related to a commonly held assumption that differences in employment 
outcomes are always a result of different levels of talent, effort and qualifications.

A growing body of evidence shows that our idea of merit is often subjective and biased. Our identities 
play a significant role in how we are treated, and people from marginalized groups face barriers when 
entering and moving up in the workplace.2 They deal with company policies that can be unfair, and 
often face discrimination in day-to-day workplace interactions. This discrimination can be direct or 
indirect, intentional or unintentional.3  

Discrimination can lead to certain groups being underrepresented in the workforce. For example, this 
can mean that even though half of the people qualified for a role are women, they do not make up half 
of the workers in the role.

When hiring and promotion practices 
are equitable, qualified applicants can 
compete for jobs through fair processes, 
and the staff in your organization reflect 
the available workforce. 

As an employer, you can promote 
equity by identifying and removing 
barriers in your policies, practices 
and cultures that may lead to the 
underrepresentation of people from 
marginalized groups in your workforce. 

Did you know?
The term “meritocracy” was coined in 1958 by Michael Young to make fun of the idea 
that class differences can be explained based on merit or talent. Over time, its satirical 
meaning has been lost. 
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Your legal responsibilities in the area as an employer   
Discrimination in hiring and promotion is against the law
B.C.’s Human Rights Code prohibits employers from discriminating against their employees or people 
applying to work for them based on any part of their identity protected by the Code.4  

As an employer, you are responsible for making hiring and promotion decisions based on the 
requirements of the job. If your workplace is unionized, the terms of the collective agreement will also 
apply. You should not make assumptions or decisions based on parts of someone’s identity. 

▶ Visit BCOHRC’s website to learn more about employer responsibilities under the Code.

Special programs can help lower barriers for marginalized groups
It is not discriminatory under the Human Rights Code for employers to create employment equity 
programs to improve conditions for marginalized groups. For example, you may give preference in 
hiring and promotion decisions to applicants from disadvantaged groups. 

Employers with an initiative aiming to lower barriers for marginalized groups may seek a “special 
program” designation from B.C.’s Human Rights Commissioner. Any program or activity granted this 
designation cannot be found to contravene the Code.

▶ Visit BCOHRC’s website to learn more about special programs and how to apply. 

Federally regulated employers have additional responsibilities
If you are a federally regulated employer in British Columbia, you have additional legal responsibilities 
related to employment equity. The federal Employment Equity Act outlines that you’re also required 
to take certain actions to ensure the full representation of members of four designated groups within 
your organization:5

Women
Indigenous 
Peoples

Persons with 
disabilities

Racialized 
people

There is currently no similar employment equity legislation in B.C. for provincially regulated employers.

https://bchumanrights.ca/human-rights/rights-and-responsibilities/employer/
https://bchumanrights.ca/human-rights/special-programs/
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Gaps in representation and inclusion
Despite some improvements that have taken place over time, B.C.’s workforce still reflects inequalities 
present in our society.6  

For example, women and racialized people are underrepresented in leadership and higher levels of 
authority.7 

Also, workers from marginalized groups are overrepresented in low-paying, unstable jobs and have 
fewer opportunities for promotion.8  

When we discuss inequality, we may think about challenges people face based on associating them 
with broad identity groups, such as people with disabilities or racialized people. These categories 
capture a diverse range of identities and experiences. By taking a closer look, we learn more about how 
people within these groups experience inequality differently.

For example, people with developmental disabilities (such as Down’s syndrome or autism spectrum 
disorder) persistently have lower rates of employment.9 

Also, Black people face higher rates of unemployment than the rest of the population, and this gap 
persists among those with post-secondary education.10 

Many people face multiple forms of overlapping discrimination and disadvantage. This means that they 
face intersectional discrimination.

For example, people with disabilities who are also women, older and racialized often have lower 
employment rates and fewer opportunities for advancement.

Though these gaps may be partly due to differences in individual qualifications, they are also caused 
by stereotypes and biases as well as by unequal access to education, training, jobs and leadership 
opportunities. Implementing equitable hiring and promotion practices can help close these gaps  
over time.

▶ For more information about gaps in B.C.’s labour market, see our infosheet on the state of 
employment equity in B.C.

https://bchumanrights.ca/wp-content/uploads/Infosheet_State-employment-equity-BC.pdf
https://bchumanrights.ca/wp-content/uploads/Infosheet_State-employment-equity-BC.pdf
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Common obstacles to equitable hiring and promotion
There are barriers that cause many workplaces to unknowingly reinforce inequities. To overcome these, 
employers need to consider the negative impacts of using networks to find applicants and understand 
how discrimination and bias manifest throughout hiring and promotion.

Personal connections can benefit some people over others 
Many employers share information about job opportunities by reaching out to people in their network, 
or through “word of mouth.”

Since we usually interact with people who are like us, individuals with greater access to power, resources 
and authority tend to share information and make decisions that favour other people like them. 

This means individuals from advantaged groups get access to opportunities because of who they know. 
As a result, employers miss the chance to find qualified applicants who may not have access to the 
same networks as the dominant group.11

Studies suggest that 70–85% of open positions are filled through networking and relationships.12 

Favouritism can create inequitable access to opportunities 

Employees with similar backgrounds and interests as employers often benefit from privileges once 
they are hired. Leaders are more likely to mentor them because they often see them as having more 
potential. As a result, they receive more guidance, support and access to new opportunities. 

Since men are overrepresented in leadership roles, this type of favouritism can end up looking like a 
“boys club” where men have more access to development opportunities and promotions than others in 
the workplace.  

The “tap on the shoulder”

A participant from BCOHRC’s 
2022 focus groups spoke about the 
“tap on the shoulder” where some 
people are informally encouraged 
to pursue various professional 
development and job opportunities. 
They described it as “basically a 
nightmare for equity” because those 
who get the “tap on the shoulder” 
get experiences, training and 
opportunities while others do not.
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Our biases keep us from making the best decisions 
Stereotypes and biases about different identity groups, even if we don’t recognize them consciously, 
distort how we view people and their qualifications. When we try to ignore our biases or pretend they 
don’t exist, they can impact our decisions without us realizing it.                                                                                                                      

Biases can negatively impact marginalized groups

While white men benefit from biases that make them appear competent, trustworthy and likeable, 
individuals from marginalized groups applying for jobs may face negative biases that mean they receive 
poorer evaluations for similar accomplishments.13  

Evidence shows that when women apply for jobs, they receive fewer interview invitations than 
equally qualified men. This is worse for older women, women with children and racialized women.14 

Further, international education and work experience of racialized immigrants is often undervalued 
or disregarded.15  

There’s also an assumption that people with disabilities are less productive, less competent and less 
likely to fit in with workplace culture.16 

Barriers faced by trans and gender diverse people

BCOHRC’s 2022 poll found that trans and gender diverse respondents were more likely to report 
a large negative impact on their careers due to: 

 ● A lack of learning opportunities

 ● A lack of a professional network

 ● Being treated differently because of their identity

BCOHRC’s 2022 poll found that individuals who are lower income, of African or Afro-Caribbean 
descent, or trans or gender diverse are among those more likely to report unfair treatment or 
discrimination when applying for a job. 

Marginalized individuals face barriers to growth

Individuals from marginalized groups are often overlooked in the workplace and have fewer 
opportunities to develop their skills. This limits their career progress.

For example, women receive fewer career development opportunities such as challenging projects 
partly because they are seen as less capable and less committed to their work.17 
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Unfair expectations lead to equal work being undervalued

Individuals from marginalized groups often face higher levels of scrutiny and must prove themselves 
repeatedly to be deemed competent.18 

For example, to be seen as equally competent, women must provide roughly twice as much 
evidence of competence as men and Black people must provide roughly twice as much evidence 
of competence as white people.19  

Also, the qualifications of women and racialized people are undervalued and they have a lower 
chance of getting promoted despite the same levels of effort, performance, mentoring, experience 
and social connections as others.20  

Promising practices for equitable hiring and promotion
Create a hiring and promotion equity plan to improve workplace representation 
One of the most effective ways you can improve the representation of marginalized groups in your 
workplace is to set proactive targets and timelines for hiring and promotion. When you implement a 
hiring and promotion equity plan, you help counteract favouritism and bias. 

Depending on the size of your organization, consider the below steps to develop your hiring and 
promotion equity plan. 

Collect and analyze demographic data on your workforce

Begin with the identity groups protected under B.C.’s Human Rights Code. Compare representation 
in your workplace to representation in the labour markets where you hire to see where gaps exist.

An intersectional analysis often helps identify gaps in the representation of individuals who 
experience multiple forms of discrimination and disadvantage at the same time.21 

Engage your staff to help identify barriers in your policies and practices

Prepare to have difficult but helpful conversations about how staff experience your workplace. 
Recognize that this work can be emotionally draining, especially for those from marginalized 
backgrounds or those who are repeatedly asked to have these conversations.

Staff participation must be voluntary, and make sure workers can participate during their  
paid hours.

Set hiring and promotion targets with specific timelines

Base these on labour market representation. Some employers set quotas to hire a fixed number of 
individuals into certain roles, while others set flexible targets. 

Co-develop strategies with staff

These strategies should include: 

 ● Plans to remove existing barriers in hiring and promotion

 ● Measures to increase representation where required, including within higher levels of your 
organization where there tends to be less diversity 
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Measure your progress 

Monitor your rates of hiring, retention, promotion and turnover. Address any gaps you find.

Have a plan to address resistance

Help your staff understand what is and is not changing because of your plan. To address potential 
resistance, you can:

 ● Clearly communicate the benefits of a diverse workforce, such as greater innovation  

 ● Dispel misconceptions about equitable hiring, such as the idea that unqualified people will be 
hired for the sake of diversity

▶ See our infosheet about the benefits of employment equity for more information on why a diverse 
workforce is good for business.

Invest in future talent

To widen and diversify your applicant pool over time, offer development opportunities such as training 
or paid internships to individuals from marginalized groups.

Avoid creating a “glass cliff”
Sometimes employers hire or promote individuals from marginalized groups into 
leadership positions when times are difficult and there is a higher risk of failure. This is 
known as the “glass cliff.”

Avoid this pitfall by ensuring new leaders have the support they need to succeed.22 

Some resources to assist with creating your plan

▶ Visit the Government of Canada for: 

 ● More on how to analyze workforce data  ● An equity plan template

▶ View our infosheets on:

 ● Labour market availability in B.C.

 ● Collecting and working with demographic data in the workplace

▶ Additionally, there are many resources available about the unique barriers diverse groups 
face and promising practices to improve inclusion, including the following on:

 ● Older people

 ● Indigenous Peoples

 ● Black people

 ● Racialized people

 ● LGBTQ2SAI+ individuals

 ● People with disabilities

 ● Women

https://bchumanrights.ca/wp-content/uploads/Infosheet_Economic-benefits-employment-equity.pdf
https://equity.esdc.gc.ca/sgiemt-weims/emp/WeimsEET.jsp?lang=en#3/
https://equity.esdc.gc.ca/sgiemt-weims/emp/WeimsEET.jsp?lang=en#5a/
https://bchumanrights.ca/wp-content/uploads/Infosheet_State-employment-equity-BC.pdf
https://bchumanrights.ca/wp-content/uploads/Infosheet_Disaggregated-data.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/corporate/seniors/forum/reports/older-worker-exploring-addressing-stereotypes.html#h2.12
https://www.canada.ca/en/government/publicservice/wellness-inclusion-diversity-public-service/diversity-inclusion-public-service/knowledge-circle/many-voices.html#toc16
https://blacknorth.ca/blacknorth-initiative-and-boston-consulting-group-launch-racial-equity-playbook/
https://www.ohrc.on.ca/en/policy-and-guidelines-racism-and-racial-discrimination/appendix-%E2%80%93-workplace-policies-practices-and-decision-making-processes-and-systemic-discrimination
https://prideatwork.ca/hiring-across-spectrums/
https://publications.gc.ca/site/archivee-archived.html?url=https://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2011/cfp-psc/SC3-156-2011-eng.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/corporate/reports/women-symposium.html#h2.1-3.1
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Establish fair and inclusive standardized processes
Research shows that bias is more likely to creep in when hiring and promotion practices are informal 
and employers rely on intuition to make decisions. For example, without establishing selection criteria 
beforehand, people tend to adjust their rationale to fit or match with the person they want to hire. This 
tends to favour advantaged groups.23 

Creating standardized hiring and promotion practices that are fair, inclusive and transparent helps 
avoid biased decision making.24 It gives you the tools to fairly assess a candidate’s qualifications and 
make better hiring and promotion decisions. 

Some employers don’t know how to standardize their processes or where to begin. The guidelines 
below can help you start. Many are relevant to both hiring and promotion, but some focus on hiring 
because it often involves more steps.  

General guidelines for hiring and promotion processes

 ● Develop the selection criteria and application process before starting the competition 

 ● Document the process and keep records on file

 ● Share information about reasonable accommodations to applicants and provide 
accommodations in the hiring process

 ● Increase trust and reduce bias by being transparent about the steps involved in the application 
process and the amount of time it will take to apply, so that candidates can assess whether to 
proceed given their personal commitments

Extensive recruitment processes can be exclusionary for those with care responsibilities or 
multiple demands on their time, which can be inequitable for single parents, women and 
low-income people.

 ● Provide hiring managers access to the training and resources they need

For example, training can teach hiring managers how to craft fair and inclusive selection 
criteria or avoid common pitfalls when screening applicants. 

What workers value in hiring and promotion

BCOHRC’s 2022 poll found that workers value standardized, fair and inclusive hiring practices. 
Over half of the respondents said that the following factors are very important to ensure hiring is 
fair and inclusive:  

 ● Employers should make a commitment to equity and inclusion 

 ● Pay ranges should be clear and standardized for all workers

 ● Hiring processes should be clearly communicated

 ● There should be direct human contact throughout the hiring process

 ● How people advance should be consistent and publicly shared
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Guidelines for creating job descriptions 

About your organization 

 ● Introduce your organization and its goals

 ● State your organization’s commitment to diversity, equity and inclusion

 ● If you have a hiring and promotion equity plan, indicate hiring preferences and invite applicants 
from marginalized groups to self-identify in their application

 ● If your goal is to improve certain gaps in representation in your organization, communicate that 
individuals from specific marginalized groups may be preferred in hiring

The language

 ● Communicate clearly using plain language and avoid using jargon or acronyms 

 ● Use gender-neutral language

 ● Carefully consider whether you are using words or phrases that send the message that you have 
a certain type of candidate in mind based on stereotypes

For example, men are often seen as more “competitive” and younger workers are often seen 
as more “energetic.”25

The job duties

 ● Describe the job duties accurately

Did you know?
Studies suggest that while men often apply to jobs where they only meet 60% of the 
requirements, women tend to only apply if they meet 100% of the requirements.26 Avoid 
this pitfall by only including necessary requirements in your job description where 
possible, or at least by clearly indicating factors that are preferred rather than required.

Make sure requirements and 
preferences are fair and reasonable
If possible, only list the specific knowledge, 
skills, and abilities required to do the job. 
Clearly differentiate between things that 
would be nice to have, but are not necessary. 

Make sure requirements and 
preferences are complete 
The hiring committee should not 
consider factors that aren’t listed 
in the job description.
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The requirements and qualifications

 ● Ensure that any requirement related to Canadian work experience is based on the actual  
job needs 

Directly or indirectly requiring Canadian work experience, including by only accepting 
Canadian references or discounting work experience from abroad, may constitute illegal 
discrimination based on place of origin.

 ● Be inclusive of applicants who may have gained qualifications in ways that are different from 
what you might expect

The pay

 ● Set the pay amount or a pay range for the position and post it to ensure transparency

You may come across applicants who didn’t gain their qualifications in the ways you might expect, 
but their experiences and credentials mean they may be qualified for the role. To make sure you 
consider them, think about the following:

At BC’s Office of the Human Rights Commissioner, for example, we state in our job postings that 
we will consider equivalent education and experience in place of a specific degree requirement 
and that we will consider relevant lived experience.28

Experience

 ● If you are open to considering 
experience that is equivalent to a 
required qualification, decide what you 
will accept before you screen applicants. 

 ● Recognize different kinds of experience, 
including lived experience if it relates 
to the job requirements, by inviting 
applicants to share relevant knowledge, 
skills, or abilities gained from personal 
experience. Clearly indicate that you are 
not asking applicants to share difficult 
experiences or past trauma.

Education

 ● If academic credentials are required 
to do the job, broaden the types 
of credentials you will accept. For 
example, instead of requiring a 
degree from a certain field, you may 
be able to accept diplomas or other 
types of credentials. 

 ● If academic credentials aren’t 
required to do the job, list the 
specific skills, knowledge, and 
abilities you are looking for.27 

Applicants with qualifications from non-traditional paths
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Guidelines for posting job openings

 ● Use welcoming and inclusive language 
to attract applicants from diverse 
backgrounds

 ● Leave postings up for a predetermined 
length of time, ideally long enough that 
a broad range of people with different 
schedules have time to see and respond 

 ● Circulate information about promotional 
opportunities widely within your 
organization 

 ● If you are hiring internally, ensure all 
employees within your organization—
including staff who are on leave—receive 
the same information about the role and 
have a fair chance to apply

 ● If you are hiring externally, conduct 
targeted outreach and work with 
community groups to reach marginalized 
groups, for example by attending  
in-person events

 ● Advertise widely using different channels

Guidelines for reviewing applications 

 ● Have at least two individuals screen 
applications

 ● Use predetermined, objective selection 
criteria to screen and score applicants

 ● Do not discount applicants who have 
absences from paid employment for 
reasons such as caregiving or medical leave

 ● Aim to interview multiple applicants from 
marginalized groups29 

Guidelines for interviewing applicants

 ● Where resources allow, have a hiring 
panel with at least three people to reduce 
bias and balance out power dynamics in 
decision making

 ● Ensure individuals on the hiring panel have 
diverse backgrounds and value equity30 

 ● Send applicants interview questions ahead 
of time where possible

 ● Conduct structured interviews and ask all 
applicants the same predetermined set of 
questions based on the knowledge, skills 
and abilities required for the role31 

 ● If applicants who have absences from 
paid work tell you they gained valuable 
knowledge, skills and abilities that would 
be beneficial for the role, take that into 
account in their assessment

 ● Avoid asking unnecessary personal 
questions during the interview

For example, instead of asking about 
immigration status, ask if they are 
legally entitled to work in Canada. 
Similarly, instead of asking their age, 
ask if they are old enough to legally 
work in B.C. and give information about 
the legal requirements.32 

 ● Avoid asking about pay history or salary 
expectations

 ● Ensure the interview is accessible and ask 
applicants if they have any accommodation 
needs beforehand

 ● Only inquire about a criminal charge or 
conviction if it relates to job duties 

▶ Visit BCOHRC’s website to learn more 
about hiring a worker with a criminal 
charge or conviction. 

https://bchumanrights.ca/human-rights/rights-and-responsibilities/employer/
https://bchumanrights.ca/human-rights/rights-and-responsibilities/employer/
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Guidelines for reviewing and selecting applicants 

 ● Use predetermined, objective selection criteria to screen and score applicants

 ● Debrief and make decisions about applicants as a group to ensure accountability and 
consistency in applying the selection criteria

 ● Avoid using subjective criteria such as whether the candidate feels like a “good fit”33 

 ● If you have an equitable hiring and promotion plan and you find that applicants have similar 
scores, select the candidate from an underrepresented group—ensure that your plan is 
transparent about this process

 ● Communicate decisions to applicants in a timely manner

 ● Offer to speak with applicants who were not offered the position about the rationale behind 
the decision

Some resources to assist with your hiring and 
promotion processes

▶ The Ontario Human Rights Commission offers 
guidance about human rights considerations in 
different stages of hiring and promotion 

▶ The federal government’s What Works Toolkit 
offers information on leading hiring practices

▶ The Canadian Human Rights Commission offers 
guidance on screening and selection

▶ Accessible Employers offers an interview checklist 
to promote inclusion for applicants with disabilities

▶ View our infosheets on:

 ● Equitable compensation

 ● Accommodations in the workplace

https://www.ohrc.on.ca/en/human-rights-work-2008-third-edition/iv-human-rights-issues-all-stages-employment
https://whatworkstoolkit.elementor.cloud/talent-processes-tool/
https://www.chrc-ccdp.gc.ca/sites/default/files/publication-pdfs/screen_1.pdf
https://accessibleemployers.ca/resource/inclusive-interview-checklist/
https://bchumanrights.ca/wp-content/uploads/Infosheet_equitable-compensation.pdf
https://bchumanrights.ca/wp-content/uploads/Infosheet_Accommodations-in-workplace.pdf
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Please note that this infosheet provides general information. It is not legal advice. We hope you find it 
useful but encourage you to seek legal advice about how to implement our guidance in your workplace, 
including how collective agreement terms or other legal obligations must inform your efforts.

There is no one size fits all approach to employment equity. As an employer, your organization’s size, 
maturity, composition, challenges and needs will inform the strategies that will help advance equity in 
your workplace.

Equity means looking at more than just hiring and promotion
Hiring and promoting individuals from marginalized groups is only one part of the journey. Ensuring 
people are entering an environment that is ready to welcome them is crucial for success. This means 
you are working on building a safe, healthy workplace culture that values equity, justice, diversity and 
inclusion. It also means equitable polices are in place. These include policies for fair compensation, 
accommodation, professional development, and a process for complaint resolution. 

As one focus group participant from the Health and Social Services sector explained:

“If you post on every job board, go to every event, have the most perfectly written job 
descriptions but when somebody gets there and they are still experiencing microaggressions, 
and racism and ableism, it’s not really going to work.”
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