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This submission will introduce the difference between Equality and Equity as a means of fairness in society. Understanding the difference between Equality and Equity is important because while the aim of both Equality and Equity is similar the outcomes can be vastly different. This will be further explored through examples of the potential implications of Equality and Equity on the lives of society as a whole and individuals. This submission will focus specifically on disabled people as a means of exemplifying the implications of using Equality or Equity as a strategy for fairness in society.    

The term Equality is defined by the Equality and Human Rights Commission is the act of ‘ensuring that every individual has an equal opportunity to make the most of their lives and talents’ (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2017). This means that everyone is given the same opportunities, support and is treated the same regardless of their circumstances or protected characteristics.  The Measurement framework for Equality and Human Rights measures progress across six areas, these are, education, work, living standards, participation, justice and security and health (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2017). The term Equality therefore attempts to ensure everyone has the same access to these six areas. 

The term Equity is sometimes confused with Equality and the two terms are often used interchangeably. Like Equality the meaning of Equity is grounded in fairness. However, Equity is more about understanding the circumstances and needs of groups and people. Mary Guy and Sean McCandless (2012, p. 5) explain that 'equity is a more flexible measure allowing for equivalency while not demanding sameness'. Equity is about giving them what they need to ensure everyone can achieve the same outcome. When considering how resources are distributed, Martin Bronfenbrenner (1973 p. 10) argues that ‘Equity of distribution is a matter of ethical judgement and therefore subjective’. Unlike Equality, Equity cannot be quantified by how evenly resources are split and is more aligned with ‘principles of justice’ (Bronfenbrenner. M, 1973, p. 10). Equity can therefore be considered subjective in the eyes of society, the people it impacts and the governing bodies who distribute resources. 

When considering Bronfenbrenner’s (1973) ideas in the context of today, it means we should apply a moral and ethical judgement when thinking about how resources are distributed. This places more value on distributing to those who need it and are perhaps living through injustices and discrimination. This theory does however create a problem in that we are then unable to measure if there has been any maldistribution due to the subjectiveness of its application (Bronfenbrenner, 1973). This could be perceived as an issue with the application of Equity overall as some people in society may not consider there to be a need for certain moral applications or the distribution by UK governing bodies may be misaligned to the values of some of the public. Those who disagree may believe more in Bronfenbrenner’s (1973) definitions of Equality of distribution which is far more objective. This application is closely aligned with what we know Equality to be today and uses statistics to evenly distribute resources. While this may be fair in terms of everyone getting their equal share, this fails to acknowledge the disparity in the distribution of wealth and resources that already exists, often influenced by systemic issues such as class discrimination, racism, sexism, homophobia. 

Bronfenbrenner (1973, p. 10) defines Distributive Equity as the ‘appropriate treatment of unequals in view of the differences between them’ this view is similar to that of Guy and McCandless (2012) and acknowledges that not everyone is equal and therefore should be treated appropriately according to their difference in needs. It could be argued that Equity goes a step further than Equality as a means of fairness in society and it therefore more important today. Equality addresses Inequalities that exist and ensures everyone has the same treatment whereas Equity understands the barriers that a group may face and gives them what they need to overcome those barriers. Absence of discrimination is simply not enough to allow everyone to be able to achieve the same quality of life and outcomes. While Equality may seem fair at first, it is often very idealistic in making sure everyone gets the same thing, but this only works if everyone included starts from the same circumstances. As an example, to consider the lives of women at work. It would be very easy for a company to say they have achieved Equality by hiring equal numbers of men and women into a company.  However, if they have failed to put equitable resources in place to support those women through maternity, menopause, and flexibility around childcare then they have not really provided an Equal workplace. In practice this often means that there is a higher proportion of men in senior positions as measures of Equity have not been put in place to ensure that women can overcome their barriers and achieve the same outcome. 
John Rawls (1971) puts forward two Principles of Justice. The first of these is that ‘each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive basic liberty compatible with a similar liberty for others’ (Rawls. J, 1971, p. 60). Rawls theory shares similarities with modern Equity as it acknowledges that there are differences between individuals and that the basic liberty each person requires may differ slightly. Rawls (1971) second principle ‘holds that social and economic inequalities should be arranged to benefit the least advantaged’ and that there should be ‘fair equality of opportunity, which holds that offices and positions must be open to everybody’ (Rawls. J, 1971, p.60). While these ideas understand that there are differences among the needs of individuals it does not go so far as to offer a solution or way that an Equitable solution could be achieved.

Michael Walzer (1983, p. 8) believes that ‘not all distributions can be equal, but because there are separate, multiple spheres, everyone should be able to achieve equality in at least some’. This idea argues that there are simply some aspects of life that are not able to be made equal. An example of this could be seen in competitive sports for example, it could be perceived as unfair to place a disabled athlete into the Olympics against athletes who are able bodied. This could be because regardless of accommodations made it is likely the outcome achievable would not be the same and due to rules of the sport it would not be a fair contest of athleticism. In scenarios such as this we have the Paralympics that allows disabled people to compete in the same way but against athletes of similar ability.  

The work of Dworkin (2000) takes an Egalitarian stance which is the belief that everyone is equal and deserve equal opportunities and rights. Dworkin (2000 p. 47) argues that the best strategy to achieve Equality is to aim for ‘equality of resources.’  If all people are given an equal number of resources this still places that emphasis on the person to do what they will with it. This places the responsibility on the individual to do what they want with the resources and therefore if they are not successful it is their own fault.  This approach therefore sits firmly within the bracket of equality as it fails to consider that not everyone would be able to make use of those resources in the same way. There must be some element of Equity to put everyone on the same starting block, not simply by giving them the same resource but by ensuring they can fully make use of that resource. 

While Dworkin’s work is more aligned with Equality, it does have some elements of the application of a moral compass referred to by Bronfenbrenner (1973). Dworkin (2000, p. 347) put forward the idea that we should support those with ‘brute bad luck’. This refers to those who have circumstances who are not their fault, in Dworkin’s definition this includes ‘natural, physical handicaps’ (Dworkin. R, 2000, p. 113). While this theory is more considerate that Equality alone it does not create a completely Equitable distribution strategy. This is because it places the compensation with those who a decision maker perceives to deserve them and inadvertently discriminates upon those who are perhaps disabled through circumstances which they created. An example of this today would be someone with a limb difference. According to Dworkin’s theory, someone born with that difference would be more deserving of resources than someone who perhaps had an accident that was their fault.  Today we would allocate support to all regardless of the reasons behind their circumstances or disability. 

In society, Equality and Equity need to be considered by everyone but specifically, the individuals that are affected, support groups including third sector organizations, community groups, employers, business owners, and government bodies including local and UK or Welsh Governments. Karl Marx (1981, p. 27) put forward the idea that resources should be distributed freely 'from each according to his ability, to each according to his needs’. While this scenario would be ideal in order to achieve Equity, we do not live in the communist society that Karl Marx wanted in today’s capitalist society there are a number of considerations by the UK Government as to how money is distributed.  An Equitable society would mean a fairer society for all, by acknowledging and addressing the barriers people could face up front we enable everyone to achieve the same outcomes. It is only once an equitable solution that has been achieved for all in all scenarios that society could more forward to a place of liberation and removal of systemic barriers altogether. An important measure to accepting Equity into society is for society to understand and acknowledge their privileges. It is important for wider society to consider why a fair distribution of resources isn’t the same as an equal distribution of resources and that in many instances equality does not equate tor fairness. 

Privilege is often described as the absence of barriers. It is essential for wider society to understand and acknowledge the aspects of life where they may experience privilege to make room for Equity to support those who do not. An example of this may be a middle class heterosexual white man should consider his privilege and lack of systemic barriers that he may face to truly understand why a middle class heterosexual black man may be offered more resources. This is closely linked to the idea of intersectionality also. An idea first put forward by Kimberley Crenshaw in 1989, Hill & Bilge (2020) describe Intersectionality as a way of ‘understanding and analyzing the complexity in the world, in people, and in human experiences.’  Kimberley Crenshaw (1989) spoke about Intersectionality through the idea of the multiple identities that one person may occupy. The emphasizes the importance of Equity and varied challenges individuals may face hence why it is the only real fair solution to achieve Equality. Intersectionality acknowledges that some people may face more barriers than others and this should be acknowledged and supported to enable them to achieve.

Disability is a protected characteristic under the UK Government Equality Act (2010). The Equality Act 2010 considers a person to be disabled ‘if you have a physical or mental impairment that has a ‘substantial’ and ‘long-term’ negative effect on your ability to do normal daily activities’ (Equality Act, 2010). This broad definition shows how vast this term can be and the huge array of considerations that would need to be made. In this instance, Equality may place all disabled people in the same bracket and take a blanket approach to provide fairness through ensuring they are not discriminated against. Whereas Equity would aim to understand each condition, and, in some instances, everyone’s needs and aim to address the barriers to fairness that they may face. This is arguably a far fairer solution as ‘Equity is rooted in the idea that each person is equal and has inalienable rights' (Guy. M & McCandless. S, 2012, p. 5).  Under the Equality Act (2010) suppliers of services or goods have a legal requirement to make reasonable adjustments for Disabled People. This is due the fact disabled people often have different requirements in several scenario’s including, public entertainment venues, leisure facilities and workplaces. 

The Equality Act 2010 also outlines the various types of discrimination a disabled person could face (also applicable to other protected characteristics). One of these is direct discrimination, this describes the more obvious, blatant acts of discrimination (Equality Act, 2010).  For example, if a disabled person is refused access to a venue due to their disability or if explicitly harassed or victimized. Another, less obvious form of discrimination is Indirect discrimination (Equality Act, 2010).  The foundation of Indirect discrimination is that everyone should be treated the same. Examples of indirect discrimination are often seen in the building designs and infrastructure as well as documentation and media. One example would be a reception desk of a building being at a height where a wheelchair user may not be able to see over or be seen by the reception staff. While the design of this desk was likely not intended to discriminate against wheelchair users, the lack of consideration in the design has meant that the person is indirectly discriminated against. To consider an Equitable solution in this instance, it would be sensible to have a lower desk installed. This would not remove anything from wider society but would ensure wheelchair users would have a fair experience. 

Another measure taken by companies in recent years to attempt to achieve Equity is called Positive Action (Equality Act, 2010). Positive action aims to ‘stop past patterns of discrimination’ and is legal under the Equality Act (Equality Act, 2010). Positive action can be implemented in several ways. In personal examples, Positive action has been used to provide additional opportunities for learning and development for those from underrepresented groups so that they have a fair chance at gaining promotion and can compete alongside others. Another example is where the company have asked staff to take a test to understand their future career potential, a lower pass benchmark has been applied for those from groups that are underrepresented in senior positions. In this example, women, disabled people, and black and ethnic minority colleagues. This is often well received as there is an acknowledgement that senior management are not representative of the workforce or customer base that they serve. However, there are sometimes colleagues who do not perceive this as fair and believe that the same benchmark for all would be more equal. These perceptions are often found in those who have a certain amount of privilege feeling that other are having things given to them more easily. However, these perceptions are often more focused on the individuals’ own emotions than acknowledgement of the aims of positive action to ‘stop past patterns of discrimination’ (Equality Act, 2010).  

When considering disabled people as an example of the implementation of Equality and Equity, Dworkin’s idea of Brute bad luck can be linked to Medical Model of disability (Disability Wales, 2022). The Medical Model places emphasis on the person and focuses on the things that can’t do in society because of their disability. The equal distribution of resources mentioned by Dworkin in this circumstance would be unequitable. This is because the use of the resources is still at the will of the individual in a world that often hinders them from using them fully. The Social Model of Disability has become more prevalent in the past several years as a replacement or counter model for the Medical Model (Disability Wales, 2022).  This model places the emphasis on society and explains that disabled people are only disabled by the barriers in society and can be closely linked to Equity is the Social Model of Disability. The Social Model places responsibility on wider society to make life more accessible and argues that disabled people are only disabled by the inaccessibility of the world around them and not by their condition or impairment. While Equality may have addressed these barriers through making reasonable adjustments and legally enforcing Equality. The Social Model and implementation of this Equitable solution and means we all must try to create an inclusive society instead of placing the person as the problem. Examples of this may include better designed buildings including enough seating, lower or adjustable desks, lifts, automatic doors, and education for employers to not see disabled people as a problem to be accommodated but to instead look at the whole person and their skills. The Social Model aims to remove the responsibility from the disabled person for not being able to succeed and place this fault onto society including governing bodies, employers, and wider society. To achieve a more Equitable society there are several considerations needed by policy makers. These include funding, training, public campaigns, and resources to ensure that public money is spent where it is needed most. 

In conclusion, this submission finds that Equity is more supportive of a fairer society when compared with Equality. While Equality and Equity have different definitions, they are still closely linked in that they both strive for fairness. Equity is arguably a much more rounded strategy. To achieve Equality, we first need to ensure everyone has true equal opportunities and that any barriers that prevent them getting there are removed or addressed. To effectively implement Equity, we need to ensure we fully understand the needs of each group or individual to ensure the correct moral judgements are being made. It is important that all aspects of society can be accessed by everyone but especially in workplaces and decision-making authorities. It is essential that everyone’s voice is heard and there is representation to ensure true have diversity of thought. To make it fairer for all we need to implement Equity strategies and interventions to break down past inequalities and provide a step up for those who have been impacted by them to put everyone on the same starting block. In the examples shared throughout this submission the implementation of Equality and Equity initiatives can be seen to impacts marginalized groups. However, it also impacts wider society as they must acknowledge and understand the need for some of these initiatives and support their implementation. To achieve true Equity, the needs of everyone, whatever their circumstances need to be considered in all aspects of life. When designing buildings, roads, training programmes, floor plans of shops, transport and much more. 

To support this change, it is essential that Governments acknowledge the need for them and allocate funding appropriately. While reasonable accommodations have been important, it is now essential that as we move forward that the needs of marginalized groups do not feel an afterthought. The ability to access goods, services and resources for underrepresented people should not feel like an extra requirement but should be at the heart of every company and governments decisions from the start. 
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