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Equality Terms 

Below are terms that you might read or hear when it comes to Equality work. Some of the 
below may not be included within Council documentation but are useful to be aware of when 
performing the duties of a public authority.  

Accessible Format see alternative format 

Accessible Venue A building designed and/or altered to ensure that people, 
including disabled people, can enter and move round freely 
and access its events and facilities. 

Age This refers to a person belonging to a particular age group, 
which can mean people of the same age  
(e.g. 32-year-olds) or range of ages (e.g. 18–30-year-olds, 
‘middle-aged people’ or people over 50). 

Ageism This refers to prejudice or discrimination on the grounds of a 
persons age.  

All Reasonable Steps In relation to harassment of a service user by an employee of 
the service provider, all the things that the service provider 
could reasonably have done to stop the harassment; in relation 
to reasonable adjustments, ‘reasonable steps’ is another term 
for the things that the service provider could reasonably have 
done to remove the disadvantage. 

Alternative Format Media formats which are accessible to disabled people. 

Antisemitism Antisemitism is a certain perception of Jews, which may be 
expressed as hatred toward Jews. Rhetorical and physical 
manifestations of antisemitism are directed toward Jewish or 
non-Jewish individuals and/or their property, toward Jewish 
community institutions and religious facilities.  

Associated with This is used in a situation where the reason a job applicant or 
worker is discriminated against is not because they have a 
particular protected characteristic, but because they are 
‘associated with’ another person who has that protected 
characteristic, e.g. the other person is their friend or relative. 
For example, an employer decides not to recruit a non-disabled 
worker because they have a disabled child. This is sometimes 
referred to as discrimination ‘by association’. 

Association, by As in ‘discrimination by association’. See associated with. 

Auxiliary Aid Usually a special piece of equipment to improve accessibility. 

Auxiliary Service A service to improve access to something often involving the 
provision of a helper/assistant. 

Barriers This term refers to obstacles which get in the way of equality 
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for disabled workers and other workers put at a disadvantage 
because of their protected characteristics. Unless explicitly 
stated, ‘barriers’ does not exclusively mean physical barriers. 
For more on barriers in relation to disabled workers, see duty to 
make reasonable adjustments. 

Black 

 

This term is used in a variety of ways. For example: the term 
black is used to refer to people of African and Caribbean origin, 
it is also used to refer to people of African, Caribbean, South 
Asian and other Asian origin and at other times it is used within 
its political context to refer to individuals or groups who suffer 
discrimination or harassment based upon race, ethnicity, or 
colour. 

Black and Minority Ethnic 
(BME): 

This term is used to include people from minority backgrounds 
such as Black African, Black Caribbean, Asian, Chinese, Dual-
Heritage or Multi-heritage, Gypsy and Traveller.  

 

Bullying Bullying can be defined as offensive behaviour which violates a 
persons dignity, or creates an intimidating, hostile, degrading or 
offensive environment or which humiliates or undermines an 
individual or group. Such behaviour can be vindictive, cruel or 
malicious.  

Code of Practice A statutory guidance document which must be taken into 
account by courts and tribunals when applying the law and 
which may assist people to understand and comply with the 
law. 

Comparator Direct discrimination occurs when an employer treats a job 
applicant or worker less favourably than they treat or would 
treat another worker in similar circumstances because of a 
protected characteristic. The worker with whom the job 
applicant or worker compares their treatment is called a 
‘comparator’. Sometimes there is no actual comparator, but the 
worker can still claim that another worker without their 
protected characteristic would have been treated better by the 
employer. This is a ‘hypothetical’ comparator. 

Detriment See disadvantage 

Disclosure  Disclosure is the process by which an individual declares 
personal equality information, such as their sexual orientation, 
ethnicity or whether they are disabled.  

Direct Discrimination Less favourable treatment of a person compared with another 
person because of a protected characteristic. This may be their 
own protected characteristic, or a protected characteristic of 
someone else, e.g. someone with whom they are associated. It 
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is also direct discrimination to treat someone less favourably 
because the employer wrongly perceives them to have a 
protected characteristic. 

Disability A person has a disability if they have a physical or mental 
impairment which has a substantial and long-term adverse 
effect on that person's ability to carry out normal day-to-day 
activities. 

Disabled Person Someone who has a physical or mental impairment that has a 
substantial and long-term adverse effect on their ability to carry 
out normal day-to-day activities. 

Disadvantage A detriment or impediment – something that the individual 
affected might reasonably consider changes their position for 
the worse. 

Disadvantaged When someone suffers a detriment or finds an impediment to 
enjoying a benefit in comparison with others because of a 
characteristic of theirs; encountering a pre-existing barrier 
which is inherent in their workplace but which doesn’t have the 
same effect on others. 

Discrimination When a person or group of people are treated more or less 
favourably on the grounds of one or more of their Protected 
Characteristics  

Discrimination arising from 
Disability 

When a person is treated unfavourably because of something 
arising in consequence of their disability.  

Disproportionately Low Refers to situations where people with a protected 
characteristic are under-represented compared to their 
numbers in the population or in the relevant workplace. 

Diversity The differences in the values, attitudes, cultural perspectives, 
beliefs, ethnic backgrounds, sexuality, skills, knowledge and 
life experiences of each individual in any group of people. This 
term refers to differences between people and is used to 
highlight individual need. 

Duty to make reasonable 
adjustments 

This duty arises where (1) a physical feature of the workplace 
or (2) a provision, criterion or practice applied by an employer 
puts a disabled worker or job applicant at a substantial 
disadvantage in comparison with people who are not disabled. 
It also applies where a worker or job applicant would be put at 
a substantial disadvantage but for the provision of an auxiliary 
aid. The employer has a duty to take reasonable steps to avoid 
that disadvantage by (i) changing provisions, criteria or 
practices, (ii) altering, removing or providing a reasonable 
alternative means of avoiding physical features, and (iii) 
providing auxiliary aids. In many situations, an employer must 
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treat the disabled worker or job applicant more favourably than 
others as part of the reasonable adjustment.   

Equal Opportunities 

 

The development of practices that promote the possibility of all 
people starting out in life from a level playing field. All should 
have equal opportunities in life, regardless of where they were 
born or who their parents were. 

Equalities 

 

A short hand term to refer to all work addressing issues of 
discrimination and disadvantage.  

Equality The vision of a society (or aspects of society) where all 
individuals have fair and equal chances to develop their full 
potential in all aspects of life and where barriers of 
discrimination and oppression have been removed. 

Equality Act 2010 The Equality Act 2010 is an Act of Parliament of the United 
Kingdom. The primary purpose of the Act is to codify the 
complicated and numerous array of Acts and Regulations, 
which formed the basis of anti-discrimination law in Great 
Britain.  

Ethnicity An individual’s identification with a group sharing any or all of 
the following: nationality, lifestyles, religion, customs and 
language. 

Gender Reassignment The process of changing or transitioning from one gender to 
another. The Equality Act prohibits discrimination against a 
person who is proposing to undergo, is undergoing or has 
undergone a process, or part of a process, for the purpose of 
reassigning their sex.  

Gender Recognition 
Certificate 

A certificate issued under the Gender Recognition Act  
certificate to a transsexual person who has, or has had gender  
dysphoria, has lived in the acquired gender throughout  
the preceding two years, and intends to continue to live  
in the acquired gender until death.  

Harass To behave towards someone in a way that violates their 
dignity, or creates a degrading, humiliating, hostile, intimidating 
or offensive environment for them. 

Harassment Unwanted behaviour that has the purpose or effect of violating 
a person’s dignity or creates a degrading, humiliating, hostile, 
intimidating or offensive environment for them.  

Impairment A functional limitation which may lead to a person being 
defined as disabled according to the definition under the 
Equality Act 2010.  
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Identity The state of having unique identifying characteristics held by 
no other person.  

Indirect Discrimination Where an employer applies (or would apply) an apparently 
neutral practice, provision or criterion which puts people with a 
particular protected characteristic at a disadvantage compared 
with others who do not share that characteristic, unless 
applying the practice, provision or criterion can be objectively 
justified by the employer. 

Judicial Review A procedure by which the High Court supervises the exercise 
of public authority power to ensure that it remains within the 
bounds of what is lawful. 

Less Favourably Worse – so ‘less favourable treatment’ means the same as 
‘worse treatment’. 

Marriage and Civil 
Partnership 

Marriage is defined as a 'union between a man and a woman'. 
Same-sex couples can have their relationships legally 
recognised as 'civil partnerships'. Civil partners must not be 
treated less favourably than married couples. 

Migrant:  

 

This refers to an individual who has relocated her/his activities 
from one place to another.  Migration can be international. 

Monitoring Monitoring for equality data to check if people with protected 
characteristics are participating and being treated equally. For 
example, monitoring the representation of women, or disabled 
people, in the workforce or at senior levels within organisations. 

Monitoring Form A form which organisations use to collect equality monitoring 
data – from, for example, job applicants or service users. It 
records information about a person’s sex, age, disability, race, 
religion, or sexual orientation. It is kept separately from any 
identifying information about the person. 

More Favourably To treat somebody better than someone else. This is unlawful 
under the Act if it is because of a protected characteristic 
except in very limited circumstances. The law requires an 
employer to make reasonable adjustments for a disabled 
person to remove any disadvantage caused by their disability, 
and this often requires treating them more favourably. An 
employer can also chose to treat a disabled worker more 
favourably in other ways, e.g. by automatically short listing 
them for a job, even if they are not at a particular disadvantage 
on the relevant occasion. The law can also require pregnant 
workers to be treated more favourably in some circumstances 

Nationality The state of belonging to a particular country because you 
were born there or have been legally accepted as belonging to 
it. Nationality can be different from cultural heritage/ 
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background. 

Normal Retirement Age This is the retirement age at which, in practice, employees in a 
particular job and workplace would normally expect to retire. 
Normal retirement age can differ from the contractual 
retirement age. If it is under 65, it must be objectively justified. 

Occupational Requirement An employer can discriminate against a worker in very limited 
circumstances where it is an ‘occupational requirement’ to have 
a particular protected characteristic and the application of the 
requirement is objectively justified. There are two particular 
occupational requirement exceptions where employment is for 
the purposes of an organised religion or the employer has an 
ethos based on religion or belief, but very specific requirements 
need to be fulfilled. 

Palantypist Also known as 'Speech to Text Reporter'. A palantypist 
reproduces speech into a text format onto a computer screen 
at verbatim speeds for Deaf or hard of hearing people to read. 

Past Disability A person who has had a disability as defined by the Equality 
Act 2010. 

Perception This refers to a belief that someone has a protected 
characteristic, whether or not they do have it. Discrimination 
because of a perceived protected characteristic is unlawful. 
The idea of discrimination because of perception is not 
explicitly referred to in the Equality Act 2010, but it is 
incorporated because of the way the definition of direct 
discrimination is worded. 

Physical Barriers A physical feature of a building or premises which places 
disabled people at a substantial disadvantage compared to 
non-disabled people when accessing goods, facilities and 
services or employment. See also physical features. 

Physical Features Anything that forms part of the design or construction of a place 
of work, including any fixtures, such as doors, stairs etc. 
Physical features do not include furniture, furnishings, 
materials, equipment or other chattels in or on the premises. 

Positive Action If an employer reasonably thinks that people sharing a certain 
protected characteristic suffer a disadvantage connected to 
that characteristic or have different needs, or if their 
participation in work or other activity is disproportionately low, 
an employer can take any action (which would otherwise be 
discrimination against other people) which is a proportionate 
means of enabling or encouraging those people to overcome or 
minimise their disadvantage or to participate in work or other 
activities or meeting their needs. For example, an employer 
can put on training courses exclusively for workers with a 
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particular protected characteristic. An employer is not allowed 
to give preference to a worker in recruitment or promotion 
because they have a protected characteristic. 

Positive Discrimination Positive discrimination occurs when one person or group of 
people is treated more favourably than another person, or 
group, would be treated in the same situation, based on a 
protected characteristic. Positive discrimination is unlawful in 
Britain and Europe, unless there is a genuine occupational 
requirement. Positive discrimination is sometimes confused 
with positive action, which is lawful. 

Pre-Employment Disability 
and Health Enquiries 

Generally, an employer must not ask about disabilities or  
the health of a job applicant before they have been                                                      
offered the job. If the employer does ask such questions                                                 
and then fails to offer the applicant the job, the fact that                                                       
the employer made such enquiries will shift the burden                                                       
of proof if the applicant brings a claim for disability                                                       
discrimination. The Equality and Human Rights                                                       
Commission can also take legal action against the                       
employer if such enquiries are wrongly made. 

Pregnancy and Maternity Pregnancy is the condition of being pregnant or expecting a 
baby. Maternity refers to the period after the birth, and is linked 
to maternity leave in the employment context where special 
protections apply. 

Procurement The term used in relation to the range of goods and services a 
public body or authority commissions and delivers. It includes 
sourcing and appointment of a service provider and the 
subsequent management of the goods and services being 
provided. 

Proportionate This refers to measures or actions that are appropriate and 
necessary. Whether something is proportionate in the 
circumstances will be a question of fact and will involve 
weighing up the discriminatory impact of the action against the 
reasons for it, and asking if there is any other way of achieving 
the aim. 

Provision, Criterion or 
Practice 

Identifying a provision, criterion or practice is key to 
establishing indirect discrimination. It can include, for example, 
any formal or informal policies, decisions, rules, practices, 
arrangements, criteria, conditions, prerequisites or 
qualifications. 

Public Sector Equality Duty The duty on a public authority when carrying out its functions to 
have due regard to the need to eliminate unlawful 
discrimination and harassment, foster good relations and 
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advance equality of opportunity. Is often abbreviated to ‘PSED’.  

Protected Characteristics This is the collective term for groups which are protected under 
the Equality Act 2010. These are Age, Disability, Gender 
Reassignment, Marriage and Civil Partnership, Race, Religion 
and/or Belief, Sex, (previously Gender) and Sexual Orientation.  

Race Refers to the protected characteristic of race. It refers to a 
group of people defined by their colour, nationality (including 
citizenship), ethnic or national origins. 

Racial Harassment: The Equality and Human Rights Commission defines racial 
harassment as “violence which may be verbal or physical and 
which includes attacks on property as well as on the person, 
suffered by individuals or groups because of their colour, race, 
nationality, and ethnic origins, where the victim believes that 
the perpetrator was acting on racial grounds and/or there is 
evidence of racism” 

Racism 

 

Refers to a set of attitudes, behaviours and actions towards 
people from a different ethnic group than oneself.  The Stephen 
Lawrence inquiry report defines racism as "....conduct or words 
which disadvantage people because of their colour, culture, or 
ethnic origin"  

Reasonable What is considered reasonable will depend on all the 
circumstances of the case including the size of an organisation 
and its resources, what is practicable, the effectiveness of what 
is being proposed and the likely disruption that would because 
by taking the measure in question as well as the availability of 
financial assistance. 

Religion or Belief Religion has the meaning usually given to it but belief includes 
religious and philosophical beliefs including lack of belief (e.g. 
atheism). Generally, a belief should affect your life choices or 
the way you live for it to be included in the definition. 

Retirement Age The age at which an employee retires or is expected to retire. 
This may be the default retirement age of 65 (until abolished on 
1 October 2011), or an age which is set in the employee’s 
contract of employment or the normal retirement age in that 
employment. The employer may also impose a retirement age 
on workers who are not employees, but this must be objectively 
justified even if it is 65 or above. 

Right to request Flexible 
Working 

Employees with at least 26 weeks’ service have the right to 
request flexible working under a formal procedure in order to 
care for children or certain adult relatives. This is simply an 
entitlement to go through a formal procedure to have the 
request considered in a meeting and to receive written reasons 
for any refusal. The substantive right to be allowed to work 
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flexibly for care reasons applies more widely to workers and is 
covered by indirect sex discrimination law under the  
Equality Act 2010. 

Separate Services Services only provided for one sex. 

Sex It refers to whether a person is a man or a woman (of any age). 
Sex has replaced previous terminology of ‘Gender’ under the 
Equality Act 2010.  

Sexual Harassment Any conduct of a sexual nature that is unwanted by the 
recipient, including verbal, non-verbal and physical behaviour, 
and which violates the victim's dignity or creates an 
intimidating, hostile, degrading or offensive environment for 
them. 

Sexual Orientation Whether a person's sexual attraction is towards their own sex, 
the opposite sex or to both sexes. 

Single-Sex Facilities Facilities which are only available to men or to women, the 
provision of which may be lawful under the Equality Act 2010. 

Social Model of Disability: The social model of disability makes the important distinction 
between “impairment” and “disability”. It holds that disability is a 
social phenomenon, and while many individuals have physical 
or sensory impairments or learning difficulties or are living with 
mental health needs, it is the way society responds to these, 
that is the source of “disability”. The alternative model, often 
called the “Medical Model of Disability” encourages 
explanations for the discrimination and disadvantage 
experienced by disabled people in terms of the features of an 
individual's physical or mental impairments. The social model, 
however, encourages explanations in terms of how society is 
organised.  

Stereotyping Is a, false or generalised assumption about a particular group 
or person and believing the assumption to be true 

Substantial This word tends to come up most in connection with the 
definition of disability and the duty to make reasonable 
adjustments for disabled workers. The Equality Act 2010 says 
only that ‘substantial’ means more than minor or trivial. This 
means that disabled workers do not need to be put at a huge 
disadvantage before an employer’s equality duties are 
triggered. 

Text Phone A type of telephone for deaf or hard of hearing people which is 
attached to a keyboard and a screen on which the messages 
sent and received are displayed. 

Transgender This relates to a person whose self-identity does not conform 
unambiguously to conventional notions of male or female 
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gender 
 

Transsexual A person who emotionally and psychologically feels that they 
belong to the opposite sex.  
 

Two Ticks Symbol A sign awarded by Jobcentre Plus to employers who are 
positive about employing disabled people and are committed to 
employing, keeping and developing disabled staff. 

UK Text Relay Service Text Relay is a national telephone relay service for deaf, 
deafened, hard of hearing, deaf blind and speech-impaired 
people. It lets them use a text phone to access any services 
that are available on standard telephone systems. 

Unfavourably The term is used (instead of less favourable) where a 
comparator is not required to show that someone has been 
subjected to a detriment or disadvantage because of a 
protected characteristic – for example in relation to pregnancy 
and maternity discrimination, or discrimination arising from 
disability. 

Unlawful Not permitted by law (as distinct from illegal which means 
‘forbidden by law’). On occasions, unlawful and illegal may be 
synonymous, but unlawful is more correctly applied in relation 
to civil (as opposed to criminal) wrongs. 

Unreasonably Not reasonable, beyond what’s practicable.  

Victimisation Subjecting a person to a detriment because they have done a 
protected act or there is a belief they have done a protected act 
e.g. bringing proceedings under the Equality Act 2010; giving 
evidence or information in connection with proceedings under 
the Act; doing any other thing for the purposes or in connection 
with the Act or making an allegation that a person has 
contravened the Act.  

Victimise The act of victimisation. 

 


