
FOR DISCUSSION                     The Question:   Which groups should be candidates to receive special 
awards/opportunities designed to promote (a) diversity and/or (b) equity? 

Key issues: 

1. A solid conceptual foundation is needed to justify any decision, because any decision will be 
controversial.  I believe that human rights principles provide this and have not encountered any 
better basis.  These principles were agreed upon over many years, in discussions involving all UN 
countries.  The relevant principles are articulated in accords that have been signed –although 
not necessarily ratified—by almost every country in the world.  (Signing indicates agreement in 
principle vs ratifying which means agreeing to be monitored and held accountable by an 
international body. )  Ethical principles are highly relevant but they are not easy to 
operationalize for the purpose of measurement, and without measurement there is no 
accountability.  
 

2. The following groups are recognized in human rights accords as deserving special protection and 
affirmative action:  groups characterized by race/ethnicity, religion, tribe, caste, language, or 
national origin; socioeconomic status (income, wealth, education); gender; “sexual minorities” 
(sexual orientation, gender identity); disability (mental, emotional, or physical); rural location; 
political affiliation; or other characteristics that have been associated with discrimination, social 
exclusion, or marginalization. 
 

3. Healthy People 2020 (the US Dept of Health & Human Services document laying out its priorities 
and “road map” for the decade ending in 2020) defined health disparities as worse health 
affecting groups characterized by racial/ethnic group, religion, socioeconomic status, gender, 
age, mental health, cognitive, sensory or physical disability, sexual orientation or gender 
identity, geographic location or other characteristics that have been associated with 
discrimination or social exclusion. (ref: Healthy People 2020 disparity definition) 
 

4. Diversity (differences, heterogeneity) is not the same as equity (social justice, the absence of 
unjust disparities).   Diversity can be justified on practical grounds (e.g., a diverse medical 
workforce will be more effective).  The goal of diversity was adopted as a strategy to deal with 
challenges to affirmative action (correcting past inequities).  Equity is an ethical value, which 
may or may not have a practical payoff for all groups, and may be seen as threatening by the 
most privileged groups.  Groups that have experienced inequities (discrimination/exclusion) may 
not necessarily be under-represented in a given area.  We need to be clear whether our goal is 
diversity or equity; in some cases, diversity may be as far as it seems reasonable to go, but we 
should at least consider the case for equity and how that might be different from going only for 
diversity.   
 

• If anyone wants relevant readings, just e-mail me (Paula.Braveman@ucsf.edu) & I will send a pdf or 
2 or 3 
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