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6 examples illustrating equity versus equality at work 

By Anjali Patel, Esq., cyberFEDS® Legal Editor Washington Bureau 

IN FOCUS: Agencies must understand key differences between equality and equity in 
federal employment as they implement EO 14035 on diversity, equity, inclusion, and 
accessibility, Oliver Allen, the chief executive officer of Training and Development 
Strategies LLC, told cyberFEDS® in an exclusive interview. 

Equality refers to giving employees the same rules, rights, tools, and opportunities, 
Allen said. However, equity involves giving individuals the specific tools they need to 
access the benefits of the organization, he explained. In addition, by definition, equity is 
often related to justice or proportional fairness, he added. 

Kalijarvi, Chuzi, Newman & Fitch attorney Roshni Shikari said, generally an equity-
based initiative "recognizes that -- because our historical baseline is not a level playing 
field -- different, tailored, approaches are needed to achieve equal outcomes, in this 
case a diversified federal workforce that reflects the country's population." 

To illustrate the difference, Allen said, consider an employer that provides employees 
the same type of bicycle to perform their work regardless of individual differences. 
Although employees are getting equal tools with the same exact bike, the result is 
inequitable because this bike is too small for the tall employee, too big for a much 
shorter employee, and completely unusable for an employee who uses a wheelchair, he 
said. To be equitable, the employer would need to provide the right-sized bike for the 
tall and short employees and a bike modified for someone who uses a wheelchair, he 
explained. 

So, when considering whether an employment practice is equitable, ask whether 
employees are at the same starting point, Allen said. "If you are at the same starting 
point for a 100-yard dash, then you have a chance. But if you are behind, you are 
unlikely to catch up." Equity efforts "bring people to the same starting point," Allen said. 

To show how equity and equality differ in federal employment, Allen and Shikari offered 
these examples: 

1. Hiring. When looking at racial equality versus equity in hiring, Shikari said, an 
"equality approach would say the job is open to applicants of all races [and] nothing 
more is needed." But an equity approach "would recognize that, for reasons that have 
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nothing to do with a lack of exceptional and qualified minority candidates for the role, 
the role is disproportionately likely to be filled by a white applicant." For example, 
because "the bias towards white-sounding names on resumes is well documented," an 
equity approach "recognizes the need to counteract the systemic pull towards hiring a 
white applicant," such as engaging in targeted "aggressive recruiting" and partnering 
with organizations that serve and have access to minority populations. 

2. Networking. Shikari also said that equality and equity differ in the networking 
context. For example, "non-white college graduates are more likely to be first-generation 
college attendees, and therefore less likely to have access to the professional networks 
that can get their foot in the door or their resume at the top of the pile." An equality-
based approach would invite all employees (or members of a particular team or office) 
to networking events, such as informal happy hours or barbeques, conferences and 
seminars, and sports leagues or events, she said. However, "first-generation 
professionals may not know how important going to a certain seminar is for getting a 
promotion in the future or that going to agency baseball game event is crucial for getting 
to know higher level officials." So, in contrast, in an equity-based approach, "a manager 
would recognize that her team may not have equal knowledge of how important these 
events are to their careers and let them all know that these events are important for 
advancement and promotion," she said. 

3. Career paths and advancement. Allen said that the government has many 
mechanisms for ensuring equal employment opportunity, such as ensuring job 
vacancies are posted for all eligibles to apply regardless of membership in an 
underserved community. However, not everyone knows how to become eligible for jobs 
that would take them to the next stage of their careers, he noted. How to get an 
important assignment or reach the next GS level "is somewhat iffy in so many 
instances," which often leaves underrepresented groups at a disadvantage because 
they may not have had a mentor or boss telling them how to achieve their goals, he 
said. To ensure advancement opportunities are truly equitable, agencies would have to 
ensure that all employees know the steps for getting to the next stage in their careers, 
Allen said. Having clear standardized career paths helps reduce the confusion over how 
to get to the next stage and place eligible employees at the same starting point, he 
added. For example, Allen said that the Army provides EEO employees with an outline 
of how to get to the next stage in one's EEO career path, which includes the specific 
training, certifications, and experience an employee needs to get to a higher-level 
position. If the agency does not have set career paths, then managers should create 
them, include specific guidelines so that everyone knows how to get to the next stage of 
their career, and use individual development plans to push employees along their paths, 
Allen advised. 

4. Promotions. In addition, a promotion scheme that "holds everyone, regardless of 
gender, to the same standards, might be equal"but might not be equitable if the work 
environment "makes it more difficult for women to meet those standards," Shikari noted. 
For example, women may not have the same promotion opportunity if the agency 
tolerates sexual harassment, does not ensure equal access to mentorship, or values 
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"rigid work hours and facetime over productivity and efficiency," which often results in 
punishing caregivers, "who continue to disproportionately be women." To make 
promotions more equitable, Shikari added, the agency would need to ensure sexual 
harassment was not tolerated, hold harassers accountable, ensure that women have 
quality and engaged mentors, and allow more flexible hours, where productivity and 
efficiency can be maintained. 

5. Assignments. Allen noted that ensuring everyone gets an assignment might be 
equal but inequitable if some assignments are more beneficial. Consider a situation 
where Jack and Jane are given details but for Jane is given one without formally 
inputting the requisite forms in her personnel file while Jack is credited for the detail in 
his file, he said. Even though both had detail assignments, Jack will be able to use the 
assignment for promotions while Jane will not because her boss did not properly record 
the detail, he added. For equity, Jane would have the same information formally 
annotated in her record with the correct standard form which would allow her to apply 
for the same jobs and promotion as Jack, Allen explained. 

6. Benefits. Inequities also may exist in benefits even when everyone is given equal 
access. For example, "healthcare for transgender, gender non-conforming, and non-
binary individuals is often excluded from insurance coverage by mischaracterizing 
necessary care as elective or cosmetic," such as gender reassignment surgery or 
hormone therapy, Shikari said. Although an "equality approach would focus on whether 
the same health benefits were provided to all federal employees," offering insurance 
that does not cover medically necessary hormone therapy for transitioning individuals 
would only impact transgender employees, she explained. However, "an equity 
approach would examine whether the health needs of all employees are being met, with 
a focus on the outcome - a healthy and productive workforce," such as covering 
medically necessary surgery or hormone therapy for transitioning individuals, she 
added. 
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