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Understanding equal opportunities in the workplace
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The Equality Act 2010 (the Act) consolidated multiple equal opportunities laws, including the Sex More News/Insight
Discrimination Act 1975, Race Relations Act 1976, and Disability Discrimination Act 1995. It serves as a
cornerstone of workplace equality, protecting individuals from discrimination, harassment, and victimisation. By expertise - By year -

The Act was introduced following the formation of the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) in

2007, which promotes equality, diversity, and human rights in the UK. By type = m

While government guidance exists, what does “equal opportunity” truly mean in an employment context?

What do equal opportunities mean? Links
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* Age Full profile
» Disability

= Gender reassignment

Marital or civil partnership status

= Pregnancy or maternity “ TR
= Race (including colour, nationality, ethnic, or national origin)

= Religion or belief
* Sex

= Sexual orientation

To uphold equal opportunities, every individual should have an equal chance to:

= Apply and be considered for jobs during recruitment.
= Receive training and promotions based on merit.
= Experience fair and equal treatment throughout their employment, including termination.

Employers must make hiring, training, and promotion decisions based on merit rather than bias or prejudice.
The push for workplace diversity, equity, and inclusion is not just a social expectation but a legal necessity.



Key equal opportunities responsibilities

The Act mandates employers to:

» Prevent discrimination, harassment, and victimisation: Employers must actively safeguard
employees against unfair treatment.

» Make reasonable adjustments for employees with disabilities: Workplaces must be accessible and
inclusive, ensuring fair participation.

« Ensure equal pay: Employers must pay men and women the same for the same or equivalent work.
Recent legal cases, such as the retailer Next's six-year equal pay dispute, demonstrate the risks of non-
compliance.

» Protect employee health, safety, and welfare: Employers have a duty of care to ensure a safe and
supportive work environment.

Who Is responsible for ensuring compliance?

Employers bear the primary responsibility for compliance. Simply having an equal opportunities policy is not
enough. To avoid legal risks, businesses should implement effective training and monitoring programmes.
These proactive measures can serve as a safeguard against discrimination claims.

Enforcing equal opportunities: how the law works

If an employee experiences discrimination, they may first raise a grievance with their employer. Many
organisations have internal diversity and inclusion policies designed to address concerns before they
escalate. If a resolution is not reached, the following legal avenues apply:

« Employment Tribunal: Handles employment-related discrimination claims.

= County Court or High Court: Deals with discrimination cases outside of employment.

Strict time limits apply for lodging claims, so prompt action is essential.

Final thoughts

Equal opportunities are not just about compliance—they help create fair, inclusive, and thriving workplaces.
Employers must actively uphold these legal standards to ensure a discrimination-free environment. Staying
informed and proactive can prevent costly legal disputes and foster a culture of equality and respect.

For expert legal advice on equal opportunities, contact Karen Cole, employment partner at RIAA
Barker Gillette (UK).

Note: This article is not legal advice; it provides information of general interest about current legal issues.



