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Indicators of systemic discrimination 
 

Impacts certain groups more than others 

A key characteristic of systemic discrimination is that it impacts one or more groups as a whole 

rather than an individual. Groups negatively impacted are those historically in positions of lesser 

power1.  

Example: Indigenous people, persons with disabilities/disabled people and women may all be 

impacted by systemic discrimination. 

Appears in patterns 

Systemic discrimination shows up in patterns because it impacts a specific group or groups more 

than others and occurs repeatedly, rather than in one isolated occurrence.  

Example: On average, women’s hourly wage in B.C. is 18.6% less than that of men. 

Is based on attributed rather than actual characteristics 

Attributed characteristics are often based on bias and stereotyping and not actual fact. Actual 

characteristics are based on facts about why certain groups can’t participate or are penalized to 

a higher degree. 

Example: Blindness is an actual characteristic that prevents blind people from piloting airplanes. 

Being unable to carry out administrative tasks is a characteristic that may be attributed to blind 

people but isn’t based on fact. A company’s policy to not hire blind people as pilots is not 

systemic discrimination. A policy not to hire blind people in administrative roles because they are 

blind is systemic discrimination. 

Shows up in policies, practices, behaviours and attitudes 

Organizations may have policies that impact a group or groups of people more than others in a 

negative way. 

Example: The shopping mall’s policy in the workshop scenario prevented a higher percentage of 

Indigenous people and people with disabilities from using the mall.  

Although there may be no specific policy in place, the way an organization does things (its 

practices) may impact a group or groups more negatively than others.  

 
1 Groups with histories of lesser power include those protected under BC’s Human Rights Code, among others, such as those identified under 

the category of social condition. Social condition could include factors such as income, employment, housing status, education and literacy 

levels. 
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Example: 46% of Muslim immigrants earn below $20,000 a year, compared to 29% of 

immigrants of other religions. Employers don’t have policies to pay Muslim immigrants less or 

hire them less frequently or to lower paying positions, but the statistics show that many have the 

practice of doing so. 

Negative behaviours and attitudes may impact one or more groups more than others. These 

attitudes and behaviours are often the result of policies and practices. They may also result from 

biases and stereotypes. 

Example: If fewer than half of trans and non-binary youth feel safe at school, it is probable that 

the behaviours of staff and students contribute to this lack of sense of safety. 

Impacts include creating barriers, harms or increased disadvantages 

Systemic discrimination may create barriers that prevent certain groups from participating or 

being included. 

Example: In the workshop scenario, the mall policy created barriers for Indigenous people and 

people with disabilities to access and use the mall. 

Systemic discrimination may result in harm to certain groups.  

Example: Indigenous and Black people are overrepresented in police-involved deaths in B.C., 

which is the province with the highest rate of police-involved deaths in the country. 

Systemic discrimination sometimes increases the disadvantages that certain groups of people 

already face. 

Example: 22% of people in Canada are disabled but they make up 41% of people who experience 

poverty. People with disabilities experience many barriers to participation in society. Poverty is an 

added disadvantage. 

Is based on historical patterns of inequality 

Systemic discrimination doesn’t just appear out of the blue; rather, it is rooted in history. Groups 

that are traditionally in positions of power and privilege tend to develop policies and practices. 

These often also show up as attitudes and behaviours that impact groups with lower levels of 

power.  

Example: Indigenous peoples have been negatively impacted by policies, including the Indian Act 

and residential schools for generations. Negative stereotypes about Indigenous peoples began in 

the past and have continued into the present. Many non-Indigenous people apply these negative 

stereotypes to all Indigenous peoples rather than considering each person individually. This can 

lead to discriminatory treatment of all Indigenous peoples. 
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Increases the power of one group over another 

Systemic discrimination increases the control dominant groups exert over groups historically in 

positions of lesser power. 

Example: More than 52% of children in foster care in B.C. are Indigenous. Policies established 

under B.C.’s child welfare system increase the power governments maintain over Indigenous 

families. 

May be unintentional 

In many cases, systemic discrimination occurs without ill intent. Behaviours may be carried out 

or policies or practices may be put in place without the intent to create barriers or harm. If the 

indicators described above are present, these behaviours, policies and practices may be 

considered forms of systemic discrimination. 

Example: When the restaurant Lauren visited designed the tables, they probably didn’t 

intentionally make them inaccessible for people using wheelchairs. 

Often appears neutral 

A policy, practice or behaviour may appear neutral if it has no negative impacts on the group(s) 

that developed it, even if one or more other groups are negatively impacted. This is especially 

true if the impacts are not noticed by those who are not impacted, or if those impacted are 

assumed to be responsible for or deserving of the impacts. 

Example: The mall administrators in the Gladys scenario considered the security policy to be 

neutral. It was developed to increase the safety of people using the mall. B.C.’s Human Rights 

Tribunal ruled that it wasn’t neutral because it made it more difficult for Indigenous people and 

people with disabilities to use the mall. 
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Systemic or interpersonal discrimination? 
  

 

 
 
 

 

 

    

 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 

       

 
 
 

  

Are there barriers or harm based on a personal 

characteristic such as race, gender or ability? 

Did this occur in a single or a few isolated 

incidents? 

Are only one or a few members of a group 

impacted?  

Is there a pattern 

of discrimination? 

Has it occurred 

repeatedly over 

time? 

Are all or most 

members of a 

group impacted? 

Does it show up 

in policies, 

practices or 

widely accepted 

behaviours? 

Are these groups 

historically in 

positions of lesser 

power? 

AND 

AND 

Not discrimination 

Interpersonal 

discrimination 

Systemic discrimination 
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Sources of statistics and scenario 
 

Sources of statistics 

1. Compared with men, women earn 68 cents for every dollar and are more likely to work part 

time.   

Drolet, Marie and Mandana Mardare Amini. “Intersectional perspective on the Canadian gender 

wage gap.” Studies on Gender and Intersecting Identities, Statistics Canada. Last updated 

September 21, 2023. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/ n1/pub/45-20-0002/452000022023002-

eng.htm.   

2. People with disabilities are twice as likely to live in poverty than those without disabilities.  

Disability Poverty in Canada: A 2023 report card   

https://www.disabilitywithoutpoverty.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/DWP-Report-Card-23-

FINAL_compressed.pdf  

3. 63% of jobseekers 45 and older are unemployed for more than a year, compared to 36% of 

people aged 18 to 24.  

It’s harder for GenX, people aged 45 and older to land jobs, new study finds, CTV News, July 

2021, https://www.ctvnews.ca/lifestyle/it-s-harder-for-gen-x-people-aged-45-and-older-to-land-

jobs-new-study-finds-1.5526586  

4. 62% of 2SLGBTQAI+ students across Canada feel unsafe at schools. 

  

Peter, Tracey, Christopher P. Campbell, and Catherine Taylor. Still In Every Class In Every School: 

Final Report on the Second Climate Survey on Homophobia, Biphobia, and Transphobia in 

Canadian Schools. Toronto, ON: Egale Canada Human Rights Trust, 

2021. https://indd.adobe.com/view/publication/3836f91b-2db1-405b-80cc-

b683cc863907/2o98/ publication-web-resources/pdf/Climate_Survey_-

_Still_Every_Class_In_Every_School.pdf.  

5. 68% of children and youth in care in B.C. are Indigenous. 

  

Ministry of Child and Family Development. “Performance Indicators.”; Statistics Canada. “Table 

98-10-0293-01 Indigenous identity population by gender and age: Canada, provinces and 

territories, census divisions and census subdivisions.” Last updated November 15, 

2023. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=9810029301.  
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6. At 17% and 21%, Arab and Black Muslims face the highest levels of unemployment in Canada, 

compared to 7% for white Christians.   

  

Nabil Khattab; Miaari, Sami and Mohamed-Ali, Marwan.  Visible minorities in the Canadian 

Labour Market: Disentangling the effect of religion and 

ethnicity, https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1468796819847750?download=true#:~:t

ext=With%20an%20unemployment%20rate%20that,and%2021%25%2C%20respectively).  

  

7. Indigenous and Black people are overrepresented in police-involved deaths in B.C. which. has the 

highest rate of such deaths in Canada.  

Singh, Inayat. “2020 Already A Particularly Deadly Year for People Killed in Police Encounters, 

CBC Research Shows,” CBC, July 23, 

2020. https://newsinteractives.cbc.ca/fatalpoliceencounters/. 11 Brend, Yvette. “B.C. has 

country’s highest rate of police involved deaths, ground-breaking CBC data reveals.” CBC News, 

April 5, 2018. https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/police-related-deaths-canada-

bcvancouver-boydedey-database-1.4603820.   

 

Source of the scenario 

https://www.canlii.org/en/bc/bchrt/doc/2005/2005bchrt302/2005bchrt302.html

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1468796819847750?download=true#:%7E:text=With%20an%20unemployment%20rate%20that,and%2021%25%2C%20respectively
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1468796819847750?download=true#:%7E:text=With%20an%20unemployment%20rate%20that,and%2021%25%2C%20respectively
https://newsinteractives.cbc.ca/fatalpoliceencounters/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/police-related-deaths-canada-bcvancouver-boydedey-database-1.4603820
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/police-related-deaths-canada-bcvancouver-boydedey-database-1.4603820
https://www.canlii.org/en/bc/bchrt/doc/2005/2005bchrt302/2005bchrt302.html
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