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“Have you met the new employee?  He’s a mathematical wiz!  
I hear they’re all like that over there. But seriously, why do they 
have to come to Canada and take all our jobs?”  
“Teens have it so much easier these days than when we 
were young.”
“She would look so much prettier without that silly headscarf. 
Seriously, work is no place for religion!!”
“I heard he’s on disability. No wonder he can’t get the job done right.”
“It’s so unfair! Why do gay people get a parade and we don’t?  
They have no idea how lucky they are and now they insist on 
getting married!  What more do they want?!”

“I bet he only got the job
because he’s in a wheelchair.”



respond just as offensively.

Offending our colleagues 
such that they or others are 
stigmatised can leave them 
feeling humiliated, shamed, 
rejected, excluded, alienated 
or isolated. Ultimately, such 
oppressive behaviour qualifies 
as workplace bullying, already 
discussed last month. What is 
especially unfortunate about 
the offensive comments above 
is that we are all valuable 
contributors to society by 
nature of our different lenses 
that are shaped by our varying 
demographics. Marginalised 
individuals should be all the 
more valued because of, and 
not in spite of, their differences.  
Moreover, respecting and 
honouring each other’s 
differences leads to equality 
and, eventually, equity.

EQUALITY AND EQUITY 
Equality means everyone has 
access to the same resources 
and opportunities. It redresses 
historical and contemporary 
social injustices so that a 
particular marginalised group’s 
access to these resources and 
opportunities is no longer 
diminished.

In regards to employment 
equity, that women and 
those from visible or 
invisible minority groups; 

aboriginal people, African-
Americans, lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgendered, people 
with physical or intellectual 
disabilities have access to these 
resources and opportunities first 
ensures a fair distribution of 
resources and opportunities.

Height can also be an example 
of being underprivileged. A 6’6” 
tall man may appreciate his 
unobstructed view when he is 
outdoors but at home and at 
work, he must constantly be 
aware of the constant risk of 
striking his head on doorways, 
a reflex that may develop into 
a hunching of the upper back 
and, consequently, to physical 
health problems. The point here 
is that we are, each and every 
one of us, both privileged and 
underprivileged.

Part of feeling happy at work 
is feeling respected at work 
and thus helping others to 
feel respected. A respectful 
workplace is free of harassment 
and discrimination. 

Some people feel that using 
derogatory terms or comments 
to refer to one marginalised 
group or another is only 
offensive if someone from that 
group is present, as illustrated in 
the above conversations. 
There are several problems going 
here.

The offending person assumes 
that others present share or 
should share the same attitude, 
that it’s okay to be disrespectful 
to a particular marginalised 
group. They assume that others 
present do not belong to or 
know anyone dear to them who 
belongs that group, or they share 
a belief system that age, gender, 
race, ethnicity, religion, sexual 
orientation, religion, physical 
ability, intellectual ability alone 
are enough to respect someone 
or not respect someone.

For fear of losing their job or for 
the sake of preserving collegial 
cohesion, the listener may feel 
pressured to go along with the 
speaker’s offensive statement, 
despite wanting to challenge 
or disagree with it. In fact, the 
listener reluctantly may even 

October is Healthy Workplace month.

The Healthy Workplace Month campaign reminds us of what we 
can do for ourselves and others at work to be happy and healthy at 
our places of employment.

Consulting http://healthyworkplaceweek.ca/en/ can inspire 
employers and employees with various ideas on implementing 
healthier lifestyles like diet, exercise, hygiene at work, on making 
workplaces safer and on improving overall mental health.

It is this last topic that we will look at more closely, especially in 
regards to diversity.



The fact is however, that some of 
us suffer or are more privileged 
than others. This recognition 
can lead employers and wider 
society to compassionately 
support marginalised groups by 
implementing such initiatives 
as employee equity programs, 
wheel-chair accessible buildings, 
beeping traffic lights for blind 
people, Gay Pride celebrations 
and Black History Month.

BEING PART OF THE SOLUTION 
We are all more than just 
employees and yet, it’s important 
to remember that for some 
individuals who cope with 
daily oppression outside and 
even inside their own homes, 
workplaces can offer a sense of 
reprieve from the rest of society 
that seems to undervalue, shame, 
reject and exclude them at every 
turn simply because of a kind 
of uniqueness that they did not 
choose. This is on top of usual life 
struggles that affect most of us 
such as marital problems, raising 
children, paying bills and grief, to 
name a few.

We all have the right to leave 
work feeling no less human 
than when we started their 
shift. It is therefore all the more 
important that we each take 
on the responsibility of making 
our places of employment more 
inclusive and psychologically 
safe for marginalised individuals. 
Respecting diversity in this 
way is a kind of responsibility, 
on the part of both employers 
and employees, which benefits 
everyone; being inclusive 
bolsters morale, cohesion and 
productivity. Here are some ideas 
(taken from www.hrcouncil.ca) 
to foster inclusiveness in the 
workplace:

Cultural Inclusiveness 
Learn about the cultural 
backgrounds, lives and 
interests of employees outside 
of the workplace. Building 
relationships through increased 
understanding and trust helps to 
foster inclusion.

Create multicultural calendars 
to avoid scheduling important 
meetings on major cultural 
holidays.

Include opportunities for staff 
to interact in settings outside 
of work so that employees feel 

more comfortable. Be creative, 
flexible and look for new ways of 
doing things.

Organize collective meals where 
employees can learn about one 
another’s cultures by sharing 
food.

Be aware of, and provide time off 
for, culturally significant events 
and holy days. Consider offering 
a float day for employees to use 
at their discretion to observe 
such events or days.

Acknowledge all faiths present 
in your workplace.

Permit flexible schedules so that 
employees who observe religious 
practices can arrange their 
schedules around their beliefs 
like Muslims requiring time to 
pray five times daily.

Recognize and acknowledge 
special days and events such 
as Chanukah (December) and 
Black History Month (February).

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and 
Transgender inclusiveness. 
Don’t assume everyone is 
heterosexual.

Acknowledge the relationships 
of staff equally by ensuring 
that anniversaries, births and 
marriages or union ceremonies 
are celebrated in the same way.

Use the term ‘partners’ when 
inviting spouses to social 
activities. This is a more 
inclusive and non-gender-
specific term and includes 
same-sex couples.

Never reveal a GLBTTQ person’s 
sexual orientation or gender 
identity without permission.

Recognize and acknowledge 
local Gay Pride celebrations 
(usually during summer 
months).

Visual Impairment 
Inclusiveness 
Identify yourself and anyone 
else with you. If you have met 
before, state the context of 
the previous meeting to jog 
the person’s memor. If you are 
speaking in a group, name 
the person to whom you are 
speaking. Speak in a normal 
tone of voice.

Clearly indicate if you are 
moving from one place to 
another or the conversation has 
ended. Clear paths of obstacles.

Describe the surroundings 
to advise the person of their 
environment. For example, 
say ‘There is a chair one metre 
to your right.’ or ‘Step down.’ 
or ‘The door is to your right.’ 



Reduce or eliminate disruptive 
background noises, tapping 
pens or shuffling paper,  since 
amplification devices are 
very sensitive to ambient 
noise. Converse in a quiet 
environment, or move to 
one, in order to facilitate 
communication

Physical Disability 
Inclusiveness 
Rearrange furniture or objects 
in a room to accommodate 
wheelchairs, scooters, or other 
mobility aids.

Avoid leaning on someone’s 
mobility aid.

If you need to have a lengthy 
conversation with someone in 
a wheelchair consider sitting so 
that you can make eye contact.

Know your workspace. Be aware 
of what is accessible and not 
accessible to people who use 
mobility aids.

Push someone in a manual 
wheelchair only when asked.

Give directions that include 
distance and physical obstacles. 
For example, you might give a 
location as 20 metres away, or 
mention that there are stairs or 
a curb or a steep hill.

Developmental or Learning 
Disability Inclusiveness 
Offer and provide needed 
assistance. Repeat information 
when necessary. Speak directly 
to the person and listen actively 

Use plain language. Provide one 
piece of information at a time. 
Ask the person to repeat the 
message back to you to confirm 
they understand

Be patient as some may take 
longer to process information 
and respond. 

Try to provide information in a 
way that takes into account the 
person’s disability.

Language or Speech Impediment 
Inclusiveness 
Be patient - don’t interrupt or 
finish the individual’s sentences. 
Don’t assume that an individual 
with a speech impairment 
also has another disability . 
Try to allow enough time to 
communicate with the individual 
as they may speak more slowly

Mental Health Inclusiveness 
Get to know the person so you 
can include them in social 
or organizational events. Be 
confident, calm and reassuring. If 
the person appears to be in crisis, 
ask them to tell you the best way 
to help. Help in crowded, noisy 
environments or high-stress 
situations.

or ‘There are some obstacles in 
front of you on the left.’

If offering to act as a guide, invite 
the person to take your arm and 
walk about a half a step ahead 
of them. Then listen or ask for 
instructions.

If appropriate, offer to read 
written information.

Guide dogs are working 
dogs; speaking or interacting 
with them is distracting and 
inappropriate.

Plan ahead to allow adequate 
time to prepare printed material 
in alternate formats, Braille, large 
print, audiocassette, or digital 
format.

Hearing Impairment 
Inclusiveness 
When securing a sign language 
interpreter, specify the 
language(s) required.

Attract the individual’s attention 
before speaking. Speak clearly 
and at a pace that allows the sign 
language interpreter to interpret 
for the person who is deaf and 
to allow this person to respond 
through the interpreter.

Don’t shout. Consider captioning. 
Write notes or use gestures 
for one-on-one discussions. 
Face the person to facilitate lip 
reading. Keep hands and other 
objects away from your lips 
when speaking.

Speak clearly, slowly, and 
directly to the person, not to the 
interpreter.

Don’t assume that the individual 
knows sign language or can read 
lips


