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This year we’re recognising  
Zero Discrimination Day  
on 1st March.

The UN first celebrated Zero Discrimination Day on 1st March, 2014, 
after UNAIDS, a UN program on human immunodeficiency virus 
(HIV) and Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS), launched 
its Zero Discrimination Campaign on World AIDS Day  
in December 2013.

The day has since evolved and is globally recognised to 
celebrate everyone’s right to live a full life with dignity free from 
discrimination. The symbol for Zero Discrimination Day is the 
butterfly, widely used by people to share their stories as a way to 
end discrimination and work towards positive transformation.
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At Co-op we have a zero tolerance for bullying, 
harassment and discrimination of any kind, and want 
to support our colleagues with the right things to do if 
they witness it. 

Within this toolkit you’ll find an overview of:



What is discrimination?

What is discrimination? Return to contents

Discrimination is the unfair treatment of a person or a group  
of people, based on parts of their identity such as their race,  
gender, age, disability or sexual orientation.  

It can take on many forms. It can be committed by  
people, and it can be embedded into corporate or  
societal practices which is known as structural inequality.
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Direct discrimination
This is when you treat someone differently than you would 
treat someone else because of a part of their identity. 
For example, not offering a role to a very qualified disabled 
person and instead offering it to less qualified person who 
is not disabled based on assumptions of their capability. 

Indirect discrimination
       This is when a practice, policy or rule which affects everyone,  
has a worse effect on some people because of their identity.  
For example, stipulating that all colleagues must work at least 
two Saturdays a month could potentially exclude those who 
practise Judaism and observe the Sabbath. 

Harassment
This is when someone behaves in a way that makes someone 
else feel distressed or intimidated because of a part of their 
identity. For example, openly expressing anti-trans opinions  
in the presence of a trans person. 

Identity attributed discrimination
Sometimes discrimination is described and related to an 
identity – such as racism, ageism, ableism, homophobia, 
transphobia or sexism.

Victimisation
Is when someone is treated unfairly as a result of highlighting 
discrimination. For example, somebody raises that they are 
being harassed because they are a gay woman, and as a 
result they are marked down in their performance review for 
not being a “team player”. 

Different types of discrimination
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Structural Inequality - The root cause of discrimination 

What is structural 
inequality?
These are inequalities deeply woven 
into society. They can be seen 
across institutions including legal, 
education, business, government 
and health care systems.

The inequalities occur because of 
an imbalance in the distribution of 
political and economic power. 

Usually one group has historically 
set the rules and law of the land. This 
puts minoritised identities including 
people who are, Black, disabled, 
female, LGBT, Trans or non-binary 
at a disadvantage. This is because 
the systems were not built by or for 
them, and as a result do not cater to 
their needs and experiences.

We can see examples of how these deeply 
rooted inequalities play out in recent history  
and in present day.

In 1980, the HIV/Aids pandemic broke out – a 
virus which attacks the immune system, the 
body’s defence against diseases. Because the 
disease appeared to mostly affect gay men, 
officials initially called it gay-related immune 
deficiency, or GRID.

At the time there was little research and support 
from the government for the gay community, and 
those who contracted HIV. As a result, hysteria 
spread due to the lack of information available 
about the disease and people feared physical 
contact with anyone who was HIV positive.

It wasn’t until it emerged that HIV could affect 
heterosexual individuals, and pressure was 
put on the government by campaigners, that 
thorough research was carried out to find a 
treatment. This was a clear example of how a 
crisis can highlight inequalities in society.

Fast forward 40 years, and we can see how the 
Covid-19 pandemic has similarly caused divides.

President Trump repeatedly labelled it ‘the 
Chinese virus’ or the ‘foreign virus’, attempting 
to shift focus and blame China. This deliberate 
finger pointing also resulted in a mistrust 
towards the Asian American community, 
leading to deep internal divides within the US.

Both pandemics highlight how discrimination 
can occur with those in power influencing the 
beliefs and responses of those they govern, 
creating irrational fear or hatred for a  
targeted group.

It also shows that nature does not discriminate. 
It’s not people’s identity that cause them to have 
poorer health care access, greater exposure 
and more risk in the face of a virus.  
It’s a result of the inequalities and discrimination 
in society.

For more current information about HIV and 
Covid-19 visit:

www.tht.org.uk

www.gov.uk/coronavirus

Examples of structural inequality in the UK today

04

https://www.tht.org.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/coronavirus


Co-op Context Return to contents

Co-op Context

We know from our Talkback inclusion 
data that discrimination exists within our 
culture, and there is an opportunity to 
actively tackle and remove it. From our data, 
certain minoritised identities are more likely 
to suffer discrimination. This could be either 
from a colleague, manager or customer.
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Where are colleagues most likely  
to experience discrimination?

Co-op overall 2% 2%

Non-binary gender 10% 4% 3%

Arab 3% 5% 3%

Transgender 13% 4% 2%

Disability 5% 3% 5%

Jewish 5% 5% 6%

Chinese 8% 6% 2%

Black or Black British Caribbean 11% 3% 1%

Gay/Lesbian 7% 2% 2%

Any other Black/African/Caribbean background 6% 5% 3%

White other background 5% 3% 4%

Key
Customer

Colleague

Manager
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For colleagues 
The first step is to share your concerns with your line 
manager. They will work with you and support you to  
resolve the situation.

If you don’t feel you can raise it with your line manager,  
speak to our HR Services team who will help you find the  
most appropriate way to raise your concerns, and get  
your voice heard. 

To get in touch with HRS, call 0330 606 1001, option 1  
or email us at harassmentandbullyingcomplaints@coop.co.uk. 

If you feel that you’re being bullied or harassed, it can 
sometimes be difficult to decide how you want to deal  
with it. It can help to talk this through with someone.  
We have a confidential colleague helpline that you  
can contact for advice on 0844 728 0165  
or harassmentandbullyingcomplaints@coop.co.uk.

Can I not just speak to my people partner? 

We follow a specific process to make sure colleagues get all  
the right support and advice. It’s always better to speak to 
your line manager in the first instance. If the issue can’t be 
resolved that way, then it’s time to speak to HR Services.

Reporting an incident - Colleagues

We take a zero-tolerance 
approach to bullying, 
harassment and 
discrimination. If you 
experience it or witness 
it, we want to know  
about it.

You also have access to 
our employee assistance 
programme, LifeWorks. 

Get free 24/7 confidential 
advice and support  
for colleagues  
on 0800 069 8854.
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Reporting an incident - Line Managers

We take a zero-tolerance 
approach to bullying, 
harassment and 
discrimination. If you 
experience it or witness 
it, we want to know  
about it.

You also have access to 
our employee assistance 
programme, LifeWorks. 

Get free 24/7 confidential 
advice and support  
for colleagues  
on 0800 069 8854.

For line managers 
As a line manager you have an important role to play in 
creating an open, safe environment for our colleagues. 
It’s your job to listen to concerns and take swift action to 
investigate and resolve them. 

When a colleague raises concerns with you, call our ER 
Services team and log a case on 0330 606 1001, option 
2. They will help you work out how to proceed, and  
make sure you’re equipped to deal with the situation. 

If you feel that you’re being bullied or harassed, it 
can sometimes be difficult to decide how you want 
to deal with it. It can help to talk this through with 
someone. We have a confidential colleague helpline 
that you can contact for advice on 0844 728 0165 or 
harassmentandbullyingcomplaints@coop.co.uk.
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The bystander effect

The bystander effect Return to contents

The bystander effect explains that people are less likely to help 
someone in need when there are others present. People can feel 
uncomfortable or unwilling to help for different reasons: 

When no one steps in, it’s a signal to people with problematic 
behaviour – who are in the minority – that there’s nothing wrong. 
They may assume that problematic things they do or say are 
acceptable to everyone else because no-one challenges them. As 
a result they keep behaving in an exclusive and problematic way. 

So, there’s a responsibility on those with healthy, positive behaviour 
to step in and call out discriminatory actions and behaviours, to 
make it clear that they’re not considered acceptable. 

Social influence/identity: The idea that if no one else is doing 
anything, the victim isn’t ‘one of us’ or doesn’t belong 

Audience inhibition: Fear of being embarrassed or standing out 

Fear of retaliation: Feeling too unsafe, or that it’s too risky, to 
intervene

Diffusion of responsibility: Assuming someone else will act

Pluralistic ignorance: Feeling that getting involved is the right thing 
to do, but not acting, because of a worry that other people think it’s 
unacceptable or wrong

An active bystander is someone who steps in to challenge discriminatory behaviour.  
Being an active bystander can sometimes take courage, but it always takes action. 

What stops people from being an active bystander? 
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What makes an active bystander?

What makes an active bystander?

Active bystanders are not afraid to challenge negative behaviours and support 
victims. They assess each situation carefully and try to understand it, before 

deciding when and how to intervene.

Notice the event Interpret it as  
a problem

Feel responsible 
for dealing with it

Possess necessary 
skills to act

They witness a situation 
and the negative behaviours 

demonstrated. 

They don’t assume the 
problem has been solved 

or underestimate its 
significance. 

They empathise with the 
victim and understand that not 
stepping in means being part 

of the discrimination. 

They are confident 
in their ability to 

step in. 

3 421

10 Return to contents



Assess the situation 
What’s the best way to intervene? Do you need to act 
immediately, or have you got time to plan your approach?

Support the victim 
Privately support the victim and listen to their experience  
if they want to share. It might be that they want to plan 
how to give feedback to the aggressor. 

Call out the behaviour 
Publicly support an aggrieved person. 

Name or acknowledge an offense 
If someone makes a racist remark, call it out as racism 
to let the aggressor know it is unacceptable. 

Change the subject
If challenging in the moment isn’t possible or appropriate,  
it may be better to change the subject and follow up later. 

Intervene as a group
When suitable, in settings like a meeting, more than 
one person can show their disagreement. 

Report the incident 
Sometimes, doing your part means escalating 
and reporting the offensive behaviour. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

What you can do:
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Ways to challenge

Call in 

Question someone on what they’ve said to get them to 
think. This is useful when someone isn’t aware that what 
they’ve said could be harmful.

• I’m curious, what was your intention when you said that?

• How could the impact of your words or actions be  
different from what you meant?

• How did you come to that decision?

• Do you know the history here, and why this issue  
is sensitive?

• Do you think your assumptions could be influencing 
your views here?

• Would someone else see this differently?

• Could someone else misinterpret your words/actions?

• I don’t think you realise how your words and actions  
might come across. Can we talk about this together?

Call out 
Challenge something offensive. This is useful for 
stopping a conversation when someone has said 
something intentionally harmful.

• It sounds like you’re making some assumptions 
about race there, let’s talk more about this.

• As your colleague I feel obliged to tell you that  
your comment wasn’t ok.

• That behaviour doesn’t align with our culture  
here. Those aren’t our values.

• That word is offensive, please be mindful and  
pick another word to use.

• I need to push back on that I don’t agree.

• I’m not going to be part of this conversation  
if it’s going to continue down this road.

? !
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Session  Discrimination: ‘The root cause’ with Naomi 
Osei, hosted by Saleem Chowdhery,  
Director of Internal Audit

Date   Monday 1st March

Time   3.00 – 4.00pm

Session  How to be an active bystander 

Date    Monday 2nd March                          

Time   4.00 – 5.00pm                

Sessions to book

Contact us:   inclusion@coop.co.uk                

Sign-up:   Inclusion mailing list here    

Further learning:  If you have access to sharepoint, visit our inclusion hub for further resources.  
If you don’t have access explore MyHR > MyLearning  > Learning communities > inclusion
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Sessions to book

Book your space here Book your space here

Naomi Osei, is a renowned global 
speaker who uses her voice to champion 
for change, transformation, equity 
and inclusion. Using a combination 
of real-life experiences, thought 
provoking analogies, and data, Naomi 
will be discussing the root cause 
of discrimination, to help us better 
understand structural inequality.

Join us for this webinar where we’ll look  
at how to be an ‘active bystander’ when  
you see exclusion occurring.

We will cover: 
•  What is the ‘bystander effect’?
•  The impact on individuals who experience 

exclusion and our workplace culture
•  Practice techniques for how we can ‘step 

in’ and tackle excluding behaviour

Return to contents13
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