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6. Advantages and drawbacks



Equality is a fundamental principle in our liberal democratic 
societies.  

Equality can be interpreted as ‘equal opportunity’: every 
individual should have the same opportunities. If they don’t, 
efforts should be made to create equal starting positions. Of 
course, individuals are free to use these in accordance with 
their own capacities  and ambitions. 

Equality can also be interpreted as ‘equity’: different 
categories/communities in a society should be equally 
represented in all sectors of that society (‘proportionality’). 
This prevents segmentation and segregation, and makes a 
society truly diverse.
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Why is ‘positive discrimination’ an issue? 

Easy answer: to correct for ‘negative discrimination’ 

Reality is more complex: Certain categories of the 
population are systematically underrepresented in specific 
positions, particularly in the more prestigious ones, e.g. in 
science, politics, business.

 
The principle of equality



Major categories concerned are: 

- Women  
- Immigrants and ethnic minorities 
- LGBT persons 
- Persons with a disability 
- Older persons
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The term ‘positive discrimination’ suggests that (negative) 
discrimination is a main cause of inequality, and that this 
needs to be corrected.  

Discrimination = Unequal treatment of individuals or groups 
on grounds that are irrelevant in the given context. 

We differentiate between direct and indirect discrimination.
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There may be many more factors than discrimination that 
explain inequality between different categories in society, 
such as: 

- Differences in educational levels 
- Linguistic competencies 
- Familiarity with a society 
- Lack of networks 
- Cultural characteristics (e.g. low vs. high self-esteem) 
- Bias in selection mechanisms 
- Prejudice (generalizations or one bad experience) 
- Racism (or its alternatives such as ageism, sexism etc.)
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Positive discrimination can actually be seen as ‘reverse 
discrimination’.  

Some argue that this is not a problem, since positive discrimination 
compensates for historical injustice done to certain categories in the 
population (e.g. slavery). The disadvantage that this has entailed may 
perpetuate itself for many generations. 

Others argue that positive or reverse discrimination is also a form of 
discrimination. It discriminates against those who are overtaken by 
the beneficiaries of positive discrimination, and it may bring less 
competent people in senior positions. They are more likely to fail, 
and this may easily confirm already existing prejudices.
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Better overall terms are ‘positive action’, ‘affirmative 
action’ or ‘promoting/ensuring diversity’. 

A variety of instruments exist to achieve this, e.g.: 
- Quota (e.g. universities, workplace - wherever scarcity 

exists); 
- Set specific targets;  
- Targeted recruitment (among specific categories, if 

needed with accompanying measures: scouting, training); 
- Anonymize applications; 
- Make employers report their progress; 
Etc. etc.

 
Instruments to promote more equality



Of course, measures of a more general nature can also 
contribute, such as: 

- More balanced work-family policies (e.g. paternity leave, 
child care facilities); 

- Occupational desegregation (male/’white’ occupations, 
and sectors that are predominantly male or ‘white’ tend 
to be more prestigious).
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Some countries have much more experience than others, e.g.: 

- USA: Affirmative action (often by setting quota) began in 1960s 
as a result of Civil Rights movement, but was later challenged 
as unconstitutional, and therefore strongly mitigated; 

- UK: Strong and effective anti-discrimination legislation, and 
special facilities for ethnic minorities (plus for Northern 
Ireland); 

- Canada and Australia: Employment Equity Act; 
- Sweden: strong and effective work-family policies; 
- Netherlands: some experience with employment equity for 

migrants and people with a disability, but always on a 
voluntary basis.
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More recently, affirmative action policies throughout EU focus 
more strongly on women again. Examples: 

- Politics: legal obligation in some countries to alternate men 
and women on electoral lists; 

- Academia: targeted efforts to recruit more women as full 
professors (also in NL) 

- Business: Targets set in several EU-countries, some even legally 
enforced. 

Such measures show that, in reality, traditional excuses like ‘we 
have done our very best, but we really cannot find them’ are 
often not valid. Recruiters tend to look for clones of themselves, 
often without being aware of it.
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Some advantages of the strive for more diversity: 

- Ethical: fairer opportunities for every individual; 
- Legal: corrects and prevents discrimination; 
- Social: a society’s diversity should be reflected in its 

institutions; 
- Economic: maximum use of talent. 
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Some drawbacks of the strive for more diversity: 

- Risk of letting group membership prevail over personal 
qualities; 

- May stigmatize those who have achieved a position through 
affirmative action; 

- Persons with older ‘rights’ may be disadvantaged; 
- How to account for individual or group preferences?; 
- Designation of target groups may be disputed; 
- Issue of registration of sensitive personal characteristics 

(e.g. disability, sexual orientation). 
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Thanks for your attention. 

Time for questions and discussion.

 
Positive discrimination


