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What voluntary and community organisations need to know about...

Why is it important?

The Equality Act 2010

Voluntary and community 
organisations should familiarise 
themselves with the Equality 
Act 2010.

Although obligations on 
employers remain largely 
the same as previously, 
organisations should review 
policies and practices and 
update them where necessary.

The Equality Act 2010 became law in October 2010. It harmonises 
and replaces previous legislation including The Race Relations Act 
1976, The Equal Pay Act 1970, The Sex Discrimination Act 1975 and 
the Disability Discrimination Act 1995, bringing together all the legal 
requirements  relating to equality. 

The purpose of the Equality Act is to assert that everyone has the 
right to be treated fairly whether at work as an employee or in using a 
service. 

Employers must avoid all unlawful discrimination. Smaller and larger 
employers may operate differently but equality law applies to all.

Organisations of all sizes have responsibilities if they provide goods, 
facilities or services to the general public or a section of it, regardless 
of whether these are free or paid for.

12

Introduction

Who is protected?

The Act protects people from discrimination on the basis of certain 
characteristics:

• Disability
• Gender reassignment
• Marriage or civil partnership
• Pregnancy and maternity
• Race
• Religion and belief
• Sexual orientation
• Sex
• Age

These are now called ‘protected characteristics’.

Further information:

www.homeoffice.gov.uk
www.equalityhumanrights.com
www.acas.org.uk
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Local development & support agencies
www.mvda.info  
www.rcvda.org.uk   
www.srcga.co.uk  
www.teesvalleyrcc.org.uk

Understanding discrimination

Employers and service providers must avoid discrimination, 
harassment and victimisation and, where necessary, make reasonable 
adjustments for disabled people.

Organisations should be aware of the following definitions:

Discrimination is treating a person less favourably than someone else 
because of a protected characteristic.

Indirect discrimination can occur when a rule or policy that applies to 
everyone disadvantages someone with a protected characteristic.

Harassment is unwanted behaviour that has the effect of violating a 
person’s dignity or creates a degrading, humiliating, hostile, intimidating 
or offensive environment for someone with a protected characteristic. 

Victimisation is treating someone unfavourably because they have 
made or supported a complaint under the Equality Act.

The law also protects people from:

Discrimination by perception 
Being discriminated against by someone who wrongly perceives them 
to have one of the protected characteristics.

Associative discrimination
Being discriminated against because they are associated with someone 
who has a protected characteristic, eg the parent of a disabled child.

Points to note

Age

After April 2011, the Act prevents 
employers having a default retirement 
age of 65.

Disability

This has a new definition. It is 
now unlawful (except in specific 
circumstances) for employers to ask 
about a candidates health before 
offering them work.

Harassment

Employers are potentially liable for 
harassment of their staff by people 
they don’t employ.


