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Executive Summary

Background

This research project aimed to understand what racialized and 
Indigenous individuals experience after an incident of racial 
or cultural discrimination or harassment, and in particular, to 
document more about people’s attempts to access support 
and complaint processes. At our organization, we are regularly 
contacted by individuals from Edmonton’s diverse communities 
who are seeking assistance after such an incident. We know from 
speaking to these individuals, as well as our colleagues at other 
community-based organizations, that people find their way to 
organizations such as ours through varying routes and points of 
contact, and that their journeys have often been frustrating and 
filled with dead ends. 

This situation has existed for some time, and has implications 
for both the individuals who experience discrimination and 
harassment, and the municipalities and organizations that 
provide services and supports to them. In our experience, though, 
understandings of these cases are largely anecdotal and based on 
personal experience. This reliance on piecemeal understandings of 
individual post-incident journeys is currently limiting the capacity 
of service and support providers to create better outcomes for 
individuals. The goal of this research was to improve this situation 
by collecting and analyzing a number of case studies.

Methodology

The research used targeted interviews and both qualitative and 
quantitative analyses over a 14 month period in order to address 
three lines of enquiry: 

1. Identify key organizations accessed by individuals, and document 
any barriers faced by individuals;

2. Document and analyze common characteristics of individual cases; 
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3. Identify ways of removing barriers and improving access to 
information and supports.

We conducted the research over two phases. In the first phase, we 
conducted interviews with ten organizations, and in the second 
phase, we interviewed ten individuals.

Key findings
In comparing organizations, we found that they often operate 
within their own separate networks, but that the Alberta Human 
Rights Commission is a common point of overlap between 
networks. We also found that organizations share similar 
challenges, such as a lack of resources, the complexity of incidents 
they are dealing with, their own experiences with racism and 
harassment, and a lack of legal remedies.

From the individual case studies we collected, we learned that the 
personal impacts of incidents of discrimination and harassment 
are pervasive and recurring throughout the process of seeking 
support. We heard that the experience of being unable to reach 
an adequate service or support is common, and that those 
organizations that are contacted are often bureaucratic in their 
response rather than empathetic. Another common theme was a 
feeling of being reduced to one’s racial, cultural or ethnic identity.

In comparing the various individual cases and organizational 
interviews conducted during our research, five key themes of 
recommendations emerged:

1. Creation of a central point to access assistance and referrals

2. Workplace training, including empathetic listening skills

3. Improved organizational processes

4. Enhanced follow-up and public accountability

5. Continued efforts to enact systems change
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In 2016, the Edmonton Centre for Race and Culture began a 
research project to understand what racialized and Indigenous 
individuals experience after an incident of racial or cultural 
discrimination or harassment. Specifically, we wanted to 
understand more about people’s attempts to access support 
and complaint processes. At our organization, we are regularly 
contacted by individuals from Edmonton’s diverse communities 
who are seeking assistance after such an incident. We know from 
speaking to these individuals, as well as our colleagues at other 
community-based organizations, that people find their way to 
organizations such as ours through varying routes and points of 
contact, and that their journeys have often been frustrating and 
filled with dead ends. 

This situation has existed for some time, and has implications 
for both the individuals who experience racial and cultural 
discrimination, and the municipalities and organizations that 
provide services and supports to them. In their 2012 report Healing 
From Racism: Mapping Anti-Racism Programs in Alberta, the Alberta 
Network of Immigrant Women summarized the difficulties with the 
chain of referrals that individuals often experience: 

“Sending clients to unfamiliar services and programs is frustrating for 
the clients. By the time they are in contact with organizations it takes 
time for the client to gain the organizational trust and painful to share 
their story all over again… This results in resources, program delivery, 
and services being scarce for the victims of racism and discrimination.” 

More recently, the 2014 Come Together Alberta Conference Report 
identified exactly this situation as one of the biggest challenges 
facing institutional stakeholders: “those who need support don’t 
know about the supports available and how to access them.”  

In our experience, understandings of this situation, which could 
help to advance positive change, are largely anecdotal and based 
on personal experience. This reliance on anecdotal understandings 
of individual post-incident journeys is currently limiting the 

Background
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capacity of service and support providers to create better 
outcomes for individuals. Whether solutions involve shifts in policy, 
modifications to operational practices, improved coordination of 
referrals, or other outcomes, there is a vital need for high-quality 
information and analysis about individual post-incident journeys 
that can inform the development of improved policies and 
practices at both individual institutional and coordinated levels.

This research updates and expands on the earlier work of 
organizations and collaborations such as the Alberta Network of 
Immigrant Women (who looked more specifically at the delivery of 
anti-racism programming by non-profits, and healing responses 
to internalized racism) and Racism Free Edmonton (who sought 
to develop a coordinated protocol for responding to incidents 
of racism at institutional and community levels before their 
dissolution). This work seeks to broaden the scope of service and 
support providers to include municipal, community, and non-
profit organizations, and also adds a significant dimension of 
understanding by focusing a line of research enquiry on capturing 
case studies of individual experiences.  

Improving our understanding of the challenges that people face 
after experiencing an incident of racial or cultural discrimination 
is critical to reducing the gaps and barriers between these people 
and service providers such as municipal services, non-profit 
organizations, and the Alberta Human Rights Commission. By 
sharing the results of these case studies and analyses with a 
spectrum of service providers, this project also aims to contribute 
to the sharing of information and best-practice among institutional 
stakeholders, to help create better post-incident outcomes for 
individuals, and help service providers better fulfil their mandate 
for all Albertans.

By fully documenting the post-
incident journeys of individuals as 
they sought to find information 
and access services and support, 
we have sought to create 
documentation that is more 
robust than isolated anecdotes, 
and that benefits from a 
research-based analysis of the 
commonalities between these 
cases. This rich documentation 
and complementary analysis also 
allows us to suggest ways forward 
in removing barriers and closing 
gaps, to increase the accessibility 
of supports and services across 
diverse communities. 
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Methodology

This project aimed to contribute to the removal of systemic 
barriers, create access, and enhance service delivery related to 
resolving incidents of racial and cultural discrimination. Specifically, 
the project sought to achieve three key outcomes: 

1) Identify key points of contact commonly used by individuals 
after a critical incident, and document any barriers faced by 
individuals in accessing those resources;

2) Document and analyze common characteristics of cases where 
individuals experience knowledge gaps and barriers; and 

3) Identify ways of removing barriers and improving access to 
information and supports, including identification of opportunities 
for enhanced collaboration and sharing of information between 
identified points of contact and resource-providing agencies.

The research used targeted interviews and both qualitative and 
quantitative analyses over a 14 month period. 

We began our first phase of research with interviews at known 
points of contact, service providers, and support agencies, in 
order to understand and begin mapping both the “idealized”/
intended landscape of contact and information provision, and 
what is known/perceived of the barriers and gaps that individuals 
may encounter (from a service-provider perspective). This phase 
of research took place primarily over the first five months of 
the project. This portion of the research also assisted with the 
identification of case study participants for the next phase (where 
privacy considerations allowed organizations to assist with the 
referral process).

In the next phase of the research, we worked to identify individuals 
who had an experience of racial or cultural harassment or 
discrimination, in order to collect individual case studies. We 
conducted this phase of the research over a six month period, until 
we met our target of ten case studies. We recruited individuals 
through a flyer that we sent to our organizational e-newsletter list, 
as well as our networks of contacts and partners.
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Our documentation of these case studies focused on capturing the 
journey of the individual from critical incident through all points of 
contact and avenues of support and recourse. All participants were 
provided with an informed consent briefing and document prior 
to the start of the interview, and we recorded and transcribed all 
interviews.

We used semi-structured interviews to elicit information about 
each individual’s experiences, and to aid in our later analysis 
comparing individual cases to the idealized pathways and known 
barriers and gaps identified through the organizational data 
collection phase. 

At the completion of data collection, both members of the 
research team independently completed categorical coding and 
theme identification analysis of the data, using techniques such 
as pawing, cutting and sorting, and matrix building. The coded/
themed extracts from the interview transcripts were collated into 
an Excel spreadsheet to aid the writing of the final report. We 
invited all of the organizations who had been contacted during the 
research process to a ‘soft-launch’ of the research findings, during 
which we solicited feedback on the findings, and any additional 
input or perspectives.

A note on quotes

An important strength of a case study methodology is the 
ability to capture contemporary phenomena within their real-
life contexts. Throughout this report, we have deliberately 
chosen to include a number of direct quotes from our research 
participants, to provide a deeper and richer look at each case, 
and to allow the reader to see more clearly the evidence upon 
which our analysis is based. All quotes from participants are set 
in italics, and are based on recorded audio of our interviews.
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Community non-profit 

Educational institution 

Government 

Settlement agency/other 
service provider 

Not only do we advocate for [a specific] community, but we advocate for the Aboriginal 

community, the African community...because issues are morphed into one. Either they 

fear the police, or they are complaining about something that happened to them, 

and there is no in-between for some reason, there's no grey area. The whole thing is 

convoluted. So it's that kind of a circle—is that racism or is that something else? And if 

the schools don't accept the child, is that racism or is it something else? That is the kind of 

people that I deal with, on a daily basis.

We spoke to a range of 
organizations that provide 
supports and services in 
Edmonton. Our goal was to 
sample organizations from 
across public and non-profit 
sectors, and connect with those 
organizations most likely to 
be reached by an individual 
searching for services and 
supports on their own.

Who we talked to: 
Organizations

We began our research by interviewing some of the organizations that individuals reach out to in 
search of services and supports. The goal of these interviews was to increase our understanding of 
the range of organizational experiences, map some of the landscape of connections and referrals that 
exist between organizations, and learn what organizations know about the barriers and gaps that 
individuals may encounter when trying to access supports and services. 

We began by contacting organizations within our own networks and contacts, and expanded outward 
as we learned of other organizations through the course of the research. In total, we connected with 
seventeen organizations, and conducted in-depth interviews with ten of these.
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Yes, on a website 

Is this information made publicly 
available? 

Most of the organizations we 
spoke with can be contacted 
by phone and email. Just over 
half have an in-person or walk-
in service available. Only two 
have an app or online platform 
available (although some others 
indicated that this option is 
being explored or developed), 
and one is in touch with clients 
through regular meetings.

The vast majority of the 
organizations we interviewed 
track the calls/contacts that 
they receive. Only a few of 
these organizations report this 
information publicly, though. 
For those who don’t, that is 
often a deliberate decision: 
because they know that they 
are only providing services 
opportunistically, or to a small 
segment of those who are 
experiencing these incidents, 
they are concerned that public 
reporting of statistics about 
contacts may misrepresent 
the scope and scale of 
discrimination and harassment 
in Edmonton.
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Organizations: Processes, 
services, and referrals

Our goal is to provide a level of customer service, and that includes empathy, so especially if somebody’s 
upset about something that’s occurred, hopefully, people would feel that they had a good experience with 
us even if we couldn’t help them specifically. That’s our goal.

The response is situational. I would say it’s not terribly formalized. But on the other hand, it’s often based 
on relationship and trust.  I think each of these stories demands a very different response, and that might 
be partly why we don’t have a set way. Maybe there are some pathways that we could establish, but it’s like 
we learn brand new with each one.

You come in once and we do what we call ‘triage and referral’. So it’s issue identification, and also a needs 
identification; so is the person in need of social, psychological supports, are they in need of medical supports, 
are they in need of religious or faith supports—whatever those things may be—and then also process supports. 
Our office provides ongoing support for any complainants in terms of retaliation, so if you feel that a good-
faith complaint you’ve made has resulted in some negative impact on you, my office has the ongoing role 
to protect and preserve those individuals.

We have plenty of processes that spell out the black-and-white of “Here’s the definitions, here’s what an 
infraction looks like, and here’s the path to resolution.” But those are inherently full of power dynamics.   

We spoke to organizations about their processes for responding to incidents of racial or cultural 
discrimination or harassment. Six out of the ten organizations we spoke with have a formal 
responding and reporting process that they follow, while the others have a less formal approach. 
Below are some quotes illustrating organizational processes. 

We also asked organizations about the array of services that they provide (top chart, p. 11). One 
service that all organizations we spoke with provide is referrals to other services and agencies. Those 
referrals are made to a number of different organizations (bottom chart, p. 11), depending both on 
the needs of each individual, and the knowledge and networks of the individual service provider with 
whom the client connects.
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0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

211
Alberta Government (310)

Community coalitions
Human Services

Psychologists
Social media

Indigenous/ethnocultural orgs
Employment Standards

Legal counsel/legal services
Media

EPS/Hate Crimes Unit
Internal branches/services
Non-profit organizations

Alberta Human Rights Commission

Number of organizations reporting referral to this service

Even though we don’t want to necessarily be a referral service, we are, to a 

degree, because people don’t know where to start sometimes.

When organizations aren’t 
able to directly assist an 
individual,  often they will make 
a referral to another agency or 
service instead. These referral 
networks vary between each 
organization, in part because of 
the knowledge and connections 
that individuals rely on to refer 
each case to an appropriate 
resource.

Services provided

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Supportive listening

Social work

Referral to services/other agencies

Legal aid

Filing complaints

Education

Criminal/justice system

Creation of service requests

Counseling

Advocacy

Advice for self-advocacy

Accompaniment/support through processes
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Referrals: Alberta Human 
Rights Commission

Out of the many services and institutions that organizations make referrals to, the Alberta Human 
Rights Commission was by far the most common referral across our organizational research subjects. 
Seven out of the ten organizational participants we spoke with confirmed that they make referrals to 
the Commission, making it a clearly well-known service.

For several of our research participants, their first thought upon hearing of a case of discrimination 
or harassment with a link to racism or cultural identity is the Commission. We also heard, though, of 
difficult experiences in referring clients to the Commission, including challenges stemming from long 
processing times, arduous processes, and negative individual experiences.

I think I have a very naive hope that the Commission, if it can’t help them in a formal complaint sense, would 
have some community connections to get them to the right spot. I don’t know if that’s happening or not.

I’m not trying to denigrate the Commission, but my experience sometimes has been the people who are 
there as investigators don’t realize that they are part of the problem. They’re dismissive to people’s genuine 
experiences, and it can be very disheartening. So particularly, I would say with people who are Indigenous 
and who have experienced racism, they don’t want to necessarily make a complaint, because it’s just not 
going to go well...it’s just going to be further discrimination going through that process, and it’s unlikely to 
resolve in any satisfactory resolution.

We’ve represented lots of people through human rights complaints, but that process is very, very, very, very 
slow and frustrating. So pretty much without exception, I would say the people that we’ve helped through the 
human rights complaint process with issues of racism have not seen a satisfactory resolution, unfortunately.

The statutory goals are laudable and quite broad, and provide not only a vision of the future, but also a 
mechanism for enforcement. But that mechanism of enforcement, it’s used in an improper and an agenda-
based way, based on the fact that it’s intimately tied into a government system that is not geared towards 
its own goals.

So for example, a person who’s got one year to file a complaint gets absolutely no support to understand 
the Human Rights process. The Human Rights principles and moreover the limitation of the Act become a 
barrier right at the outset. So if a person doesn’t understand how to file a complaint, they are immediately 
shuffled. For example, a person who has faced gender as well as racial discrimination, they are put through 
a multistage intake process which creates barriers, and then they get frustrated.
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0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Service is hard to access 
Previous negative experience 

No internal legal assistance 
Lack of internet access 

Lack of immediate assistance 
Hours of operation 

Uncertain if organization is right fit  
Language barriers 

Lack of knowledge about your rights 
Fear of consequences 

Difficulty/shame of sharing traumatic story 
Automated message system 

Lack of awareness of org/service 

What are some barriers for people to access your 
organization? 

Organizations shared their 
understandings of the barriers 
that people face when trying to 
access services and supports 
(top chart, left). We asked a 
similar question to case study 
participants (those results can 
be found in the next section of 
this report).

We also asked about the 
methods that organizations use 
to promote their services to 
the public (bottom chart, left). In 
addition to these varied ways 
that organizations promote 
their services, at least one 
organization shared with us 
that they have chosen to no 
longer actively promote their 
services, as they are already 
receiving more calls than they 
can handle. 

Organizational perspectives:
Gaps and barriers 

We asked organizations what they know about the gaps and barriers that individuals can face in trying 
to access supports and services from their organization. Overwhelmingly, organizations agreed that 
the most common issue is a lack of awareness of their organization. Many organizations identified 
barriers that are potentially within their ability to shift, such as hours of operation, internet-based 
services, or the range of services provided, but there were also a number of factors identified that 
are outside of the control of the organization to affect. These include issues such as the difficulty 
individuals may have in sharing a traumatic story, fear of consequences on the part of the individual, 
and lack of knowledge on the part of individuals about the nature of their rights and protections 
under the law. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

Website 

Word of mouth 

Promotional material 

Presentations 

Posters 

Partnerships 

Networks/relationships 

Media campaigns 

Ad campaigns 
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I think a significant gap is that people struggle when dealing with authorities to achieve 

the means of justice that they want. By that, I mean that there is a hesitation sometimes 

to charge individuals with things under the Criminal Code which they could be charged 

for. That’s a significant barrier that we continue to face... it makes it difficult for us to tell 

people to report, if, when they report, nothing happens.

It’s also work. [The assistance we provide] is not a passive thing that we just show up and 

do everything for you...it’s a partnership between the individual and us, because there’s no 

other way to do it, really. 

 I wouldn’t say they don’t see racial discrimination; I think people see it. I think that they 

don’t necessarily assume there’s a remedy for that portion. So they will think, “I could do 

something if my employer fires me without just cause,” but they won’t necessarily think, “I 

can do something, because my employer treated me badly because of my skin colour.”
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We have to help sort things 

out—you know, was it 

racially driven or was it 

Canadian work culture? 

There’s a grey area there.

Lack of resources

Many organizations identified 
a lack of financial and human 
resources as a central challenge 
for them in building their capacity 
to provide better services and 
supports.

Internal experiences

Organizations are staffed by 
diverse individuals, and in some 
cases, staff and volunteers face 
their own additional experiences 
of discrimination or harassment 
while working to be an effective 
advocate for  their clients.

We asked organizations about the challenges they face in being able to provide services and meet the 
needs of individuals, and heard about a number of common concerns across organizations. The top 
challenge identified across many organizations was a lack of staff and other resources. This included 
a lack of specialized staff (such as an in-house lawyer or psychologist) and a lack of financial resources 
(for example, to pay staff who currently volunteer). Participants also identified a challenge stemming 
from the broad spectrum of needs that clients bring to their organization, which requires staff and 
volunteers to be well-versed in a range of skills, knowledge, and service options. Other challenges 
identified ranged from specific unmet needs, to calls for broader reforms and systemic changes.

Organizational perspectives:
Challenges 

A call centre does 

experience difficult callers; 

we also experience callers 

that are discriminatory 

or make racial or cultural 

harassment comments to 

our team members.

Complexity of incidents

A key challenge for organizations 
is the process that is often needed 
to work through each situation 
with an individual to understand 
the various dimensions of their 
experience, and the range of 
options they may be able to 
pursue.

We need more than three of 

us to do this thing...we need 

staff, we need funding, we 

need legal advice. We are 

doing the research, we’re 

doing everything on our 

own. 
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Lack of legal remedies

A common issue identified by several organizations was the limitations of legal recourse available to 
individuals:

If someone calls you a racial slur, which is horrible and offensive, no amount of 

investigating is going to turn that into a criminal offense. People demand consequences. 

We don’t have the mechanism for that.

People experience hate on a daily basis, and there’s no legal remedy for that.

There are many situations that are difficult for us to deal with because it’s unlikely that 

you’re ever going to find the individual; you’re not going to see justice that way, and the 

person’s now very psychologically shaken up. So those are things that we still struggle with 

in terms of how do we best meet the needs of our clients.

The problem is that the Criminal Code of Canada has not defined what a hate crime is. It’s 

not a defined offense.

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Language barriers 

Not sure where to refer people to 

Barriers to prosecuting hate crimes 

Challenges working with networks 

Difficulty sourcing specific skills/resources 

Lack of training for staff 

Not in our core mandate 

Lack of financial resources 

Lack of staffing resources 

What prevents your organization from providing 
supports and services? 
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In the second phase of our research, our focus shifted from the 
experiences of organizations who are working to provide services 
and support, to the experiences of the individuals who have 
sought those services and supports. Here, our aim was to fill in the 
other side of the equation in terms of our own understanding, and 
to also begin to build a richer and more systematic understanding 
of the kinds of post-incident experiences individuals are navigating 
in contemporary Edmonton.

We solicited participation in the research through dissemination 
of a flyer through our e-newsletter and other networks, as well 
as asking our organizational participants in the first phase of the 
project to display and circulate the flyer. 

Our selection criteria to participate in the research were for 
individuals:

• who had experienced an incident of discrimination or 
harassment related to their racial or cultural identity, and 
had sought access to some aspect of support or services 
afterwards

• over the age of 18

• who could speak English or provide someone to assist with 
interpretation

We conducted a short phone screening with interested individuals 
to ensure they met these criteria, and then conducted research 
interviews face-to-face (except for one interview which was 
conducted over the phone).

As in the previous section, direct quotes from our research 
participants are presented in italics. The text on the case study 
illustrations is also comprised of quotes, which have been 
condensed from the interview transcripts, and reviewed and 
approved by each research participant. Each case study presented 
in the following section of illustrations and text has been 
anonymized to protect the identity of the individual, but none 

Introduction: 
Case studies
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Six case studies involve an incident in a 

place of employment

One case study involves an incident in a 

school

Three case studies involve an incident in a 

public place

are composites: each one captures the condensed story of an 
individual, as presented to us during the course of our research. 
Each individual has reviewed and approved the use of their story 
narrative and their quotes for this report.
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I was walking towards a building 

downtown, and a man walking 

towards me looked at me and said 

“She has a bomb.”

I just kept walking, ignoring him. 

I didn’t look back; I didn’t want to 

encourage him. I didn’t think much 

more about it that day.

As I thought more about what had 

happened, I started to wonder where 

someone could go for help with an 

incident like this. I started to call 

various agencies and services, but 

they were not really supportive or 

helpful, and most of them just sent 

me somewhere else or said “We 

can’t help you.”

  

This journey of searching for support 

triggered a previous incident I had, 

where someone followed a friend 

and me, screaming aggressive and 

threatening anti-Muslim statements. 

That time, we called 911 but we didn’t 

feel like the police took us seriously.

I didn’t realize that through telling 

this small story and reaching out for 

support, I actually was becoming 

more traumatized by a lack of 

empathy and support. I was left 

wondering how other people 

navigate this system, and how it 

could be improved.
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English Proficiency
~ Roulette ~

I work with a non-profit membership 

organization, and about a year ago, 

the organization started to require 

English proficiency from members of 

certain ethnic backgrounds. This 

requirement seems very random; the 

work our members do doesn’t require 

language skills, and many of these 

members serve their own 

communities, so they are likely using 

their own languages with their clients.

To them, we would tell them that 

we're just randomly selecting a few 

individuals, and you need to 

provide us with English proficiency, 

but we don't really have any 

official documents regarding this 

requirement, and they are being 

selected based on how their 

name sounds.

There’s no clear information on where 

the English requirement came from, 

or what the standard is that people 

have to demonstrate.

I don't have a voice in this whole 

process; all I have to do is to tell these 

people, "I'm sorry. You got selected. 

You have to meet these criteria for 

English proficiency.”

I felt alone in figuring this out, so 

I reached out to an agency that I knew 

about. I wasn’t sure if it was racism or 

not, and I wanted to talk with 

someone who could offer support, 

and help me feel I wasn’t just 

being paranoid.
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Our case study participants experienced an array of incidents, and came from a variety of 
backgrounds and contexts. We spoke to young people navigating support systems for the first time, 
as well as individuals for whom their current experience was merely the most recent of many. We 
heard from women and men, recent newcomers and multi-generation Canadians, and those who are 
professionally immersed in the arena of social services as well as those whose intersections with this 
work have only occurred because of their personal experience.

One common theme we heard across these diverse individuals was the fundamental difficulty of 
dealing with the topics of race, racism and discrimination; the quotes below illustrate some of the 
dimensions of this challenge.

I was hesitant, to be honest, because when you accuse somebody of being racist, that's not a light accusation.  
A lot of my friends, they say, "I really don't think there's racism. I don't feel that." And maybe that's because 
racism is taking a different form, to my opinion.  The racism wasn't a very direct and violent form, but now, 
can I safely say that it doesn't exist anymore, and what I'm experiencing is actually racism or not.

I wanted to have it on the record somewhere that this incident happened and that it wasn’t comfortable and 
that it was wrong. I said, “I know that this is discrimination, regardless of what the intent was, and it wasn’t 
right, and it shouldn’t have happened, and it can’t happen again. I don’t want other people to go through that.”

Here I was in a situation again where I’m being discriminated against and I know I’m being discriminated 
against, even if the intent wasn’t to discriminate against me…[but] I just didn’t know what to do, and I didn’t 
know what the safe alternatives were.

One staff member thought that using the term brown to describe someone was offensive. Another said to 
me on the phone, “We don’t really like to talk about race, because we don’t see colour. We’re all Canadians. 
We’re all the same culture, ‘cause really, we’re all Canadian.” I said, “That’s wonderful that you feel that way, 
but I, however, do see colour, and I acknowledge that there are differences and that there are groups that 
need to be supported, so that’s what I would like to see happen.”  It’s a wonderful loophole they’ve found: 
“Let’s call ourselves colour blind, and when an incident happens, we say we’re colour blind, but we don’t ever 
have to support what’s going on.”

I'm a human being; I'm a person; I count.

Who we talked to: 
Case studies
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I’ve been employed on contracts 

every year for the past 8 years. Before 

the end of my current contract, I was 

told they were going to replace me 

with somebody “of their own race 

or ethnicity." 

I initially told and emailed several 

supervisors and managers, and had 

formal meetings about the issue. 

I also filed an internal complaint, but 

it didn’t go anywhere.  

When I realized that this matter 

could not be resolved internally, 

then I thought of filing a complaint 

through the Alberta Human 

Rights Commission.

That process has not always been 

rosy. I got some constructive criticism 

to get myself better prepared, 

but I was also asked to consider 

whether this was the right place to 

file a complaint, and how I could 

handle it if my employer responds in 

their own creative way.

It’s been frustrating in some ways, 

but I still have some other options if 

this doesn’t work out for me.
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I was just walking home from the bus 

stop, and I was being harassed on the 

street from a few people in a truck. 

That happens all the time, actually, so 

I didn't really pay much attention and 

kind of walked away from it.

One of the guys got out and he lifted 

off my hijab, and then he and his 

friends drove off. I didn't get the 

license plate or anything.

I didn't want to tell anybody, but I told 

my family, and they said you should 

probably report it. 

So I went down to the police station to 

report it. They asked me what 

happened, and then they made me 

write down a report. They said that if 

anything comes up, they will contact 

me, but nothing really came out of it. 

I was really frustrated that nothing 

came out of it, but I didn't really 

expect anything much to. 

I didn't really reach out to any other 

organizations, either. I probably 

should have, but I didn't. I've had 

other incidents of street harassment, 

and I've never really reported them 

because I didn't think they'd be useful.
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Individual perspectives: 
Deciding whether to report

We heard from individuals about the factors they consider when deciding whether or not to report 
an incident of discrimination or harassment. There were a number of common considerations that 
individuals spoke about weighing up in making their decision. On the positive side, people often 
thought of the larger impacts that reporting could have, especially in terms of helping to prevent 
future incidents for others, and improving processes at organizations. On the negative side, though, 
individuals expressed concerns about personal and professional repercussions, frustrating processes, 
and a lack of meaningful outcomes.

A lot of people are scared to speak up. I actually talked to people one day. At first, they agree, “Yeah, we’re 
going to write a petition,” but then two days later, they call me: “I believe you’re a righteous person, but don’t 
say anything. The water’s too deep. Let’s not touch this.” They are scared.

A lot of the people that have reported street harassment and stuff, and nothing really comes of it. I guess I 
don’t want to deal with channels and going through processes because I don’t see much worth coming out of 
it, other than emotional support, which I can get from social media or from my friends or something like that.

I guess if people don’t report these things, then organizations won’t be aware of how much goes on and how 
much people are being discriminated against or hurt. They just won’t be aware of that and then they can’t 
take measures to help combat that.

I did not want to be in a situation where people were feeling sorry for me or were feeling that, “Oh, this guy 
is trouble, he’s making complaints.”

I found myself really emotionally vulnerable, and then reaching out for support and not 

finding it...at some point, I started to feel angry at everyone, just this generalized anger 

at every agency. I think that becomes a common experience for people who experience 

racism, and then there becomes this mistrust with the police or mistrust with your 

employer and you think, "What's the point? I'm not even going to report it, because 

nobody cares, or I might get backlash." So there's anger mixed with fear. 
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I was hired as a manager in 

a partnership with several different 

agencies. It was the first time that 

I felt like I was hired specifically for 

my managerial skills. 

The 7 months that I lasted in that 

job, I was never acknowledged as 

a manager. I was never acknowledged 

in any decisions that I made, and I was 

ridiculed and questioned for every 

single thing that I did, to the point that 

I started getting sick. It progressed 

so that when we would have staff 

meetings with all the different 

agencies, this one person would start 

yelling and minimizing me and all my 

staff. And the other staff from the 

other agencies, they would say, 

"That's normal, that’s what we do." 

But that is not normal; you don't treat 

people like that. I might have an 

accent, I might have grammar 

mistakes when I talk, but at the end of 

the day, you will have whatever you're 

asking me, you'll have it done. 

It got to the point that I was always 

caught in the middle, defending 

myself: why did I do that, why did I 

do this. And then you start 

doubting yourself, that maybe I'm 

not good enough. It would be 3:00 

in the morning, and I would be 

reviewing every single e-mail to see 

how I responded, to see did I say 

something wrong? 

I was in fear that I didn't know what 

else I was going to be accused of. 

They tried everything for me not to 

resign, but I think to me, once it 

touches my health, that's it, I cannot 

compromise that.
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I had a job that was focused on 

connecting with clients from the 

Americas, but I was switched to Asia 

recruiter because of an overheard 

comment about my Indian ancestry. 

I had lots of reasons for not wanting 

connections within the Indian 

community: personal, religious and so 

on. It was really, really uncomfortable. 

I was afraid of losing my job because 

I wasn't given an alternative to say 

no. It also felt like a really big insult. 

I thought I was hired because of 

my professional experience and 

qualifications, but in the end, I felt 

like my only worth was my 

ethnic background.

I didn't feel that there was anywhere 

I could go. I'd had experiences in the 

past where I had tried to stand up for 

myself, but I had ended up being 

viewed negatively and my job was 

affected. I didn't really do anything 

about it, because I just didn't know 

what to do, and I didn't know what the 

safe alternatives were. 
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Our daughter had recently transferred 

to a new school and was doing 

a presentation for her class about her 

language and culture. One of the kids 

called her a racial slur during the 

presentation. It was a very, very 

hurtful thing, and she told the teacher 

immediately, but nothing happened.

We went to speak to the principal and 

her teachers a few days later about 

how nothing had been done, and one 

of them admitted "I don't know what 

happened. We dropped the ball. 

Something's wrong." 

So then we started working with the 

principal, and we said, "This has 

happened. What do we do? How do 

we do these things next?" They 

invited us to a staff meeting to help 

them understand what had happened 

and where they went wrong. 

Everything was put back on us to find 

out and improve. 

We were not so much upset with the 

child, because we understand that 

maybe that child didn't understand 

the impact. But we got shuffled 

around so much. And the initial 

response by everyone at the time 

was, "I don't get it. It's just a word,” 

which is just completely inadequate.

It wasn't until I showed up at that 

school and actually explained the 

impact myself about what racism is, 

and that's kind of when it began to 

click for them. 
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Individual perspectives: 
Personal impacts 

A key topic that emerged from our case studies was the personal impacts stemming from an incident 
of racial or cultural discrimination or harassment. These impacts are complex, and may unfold over 
days or weeks after an initial incident. Further, the impact of these incidents is often magnified by 
people’s experiences of seeking supports and services after the initial incident(s) that they experience. 
People spoke to us about some of the deeply personal effects of these incidents, as well as some of 
the ways that seeking services can be re-traumatizing.

My barrier right now is the level of victimization that I’ve experienced. For me, I have difficulty with writing 
just the grounds, addressing it without being an emotional wreck. Writing about the worst thing that ever 
happened to you, I’ve been very deeply traumatized by this entire thing. 

I almost see myself that I have gone back to almost when I came to Canada, that you are very private, nobody 
knows what you are doing. You do your job to the best of your abilities, you give 110 percent while you’re 
there, and then that’s it.

I know some people who have been through different avenues, and it really affects their health.

What I didn’t realize, though, is that as I started telling just even this small piece of the story and reaching 
out for support, I actually was becoming more traumatized because of what I felt was a lack of support and 
maybe a lack of compassion or maybe even knowledge around it.

As that journey happened for me personally and professionally, I was feeling more and more triggered, and 
as I was reaching out for people to see where would be the support, not only for myself, but for them, it 
became more stressful for me than if I had just not even called at all.

I feel like this country is not for me, it’s not meant for me, and not me only, but many new immigrants. My 
family has even started to hate the country because they don’t feel comfortable. There is no patience in my 
family right now, they are nervous because of all that has happened to me.

Since I moved to Edmonton, I’ve been through some moments, myself or my family, but I was kind of able 
to manage those tiny things so that those things don’t get the best out of me. This time, some people really 
worry about my mental health or stress that I may go through. I’m going to say this is not my only experience, 
but this is really unique and this is really in your face.
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I had an accident on the job, and as 

a result of racial discrimination and 

mistreatment that I was experiencing 

as an Indigenous employee, my 

accident was never reported. 

I've been medically cleared to work 

now, but I need accommodation 

for my disability. My doctor 

recommended that I be allowed to 

work part-time remotely, and have 

flexibility surrounding that. But my 

employer has denied me the 

accommodations that I need. 

Their rationale for denying these 

accommodations is that they already 

have enough problems managing 

their Indigenous employees. 

Even the union has given me bad 

advice, and hasn’t really advocated 

for me with anything, including 

returning to work. I was left on my 

own, and that's when I started 

experiencing even more direct 

harassment aimed at getting me 

to quit.

The effects of this injury have been 

the most difficult thing I've ever been 

through in my entire life. I've been 

pretty much to every legal resource in 

the city, and none have really been 

able to help me. It feels like, as an 

Indigenous employee, I fall through 

the cracks completely.
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I had been with my employer for 

a number of years, and kept applying 

for different positions to move up. 

But even though our union contract 

states that if you meet the minimum 

qualifications and you have seniority, 

then you get the job, they kept hiring 

people with less education and 

experience from outside. 

I could even point to specific 

improvements I had made that 

generated significant revenue, but 

when I asked about getting some 

courses or promotions to a better 

position, I was told that I needed to 

improve my communication skills.

I’ve also put up with a lot of 

microaggressions in my workplace 

—things like referring to terrorists as 

my ‘cousins’, or asking me to explain 

why ISIS attacked France. A colleague 

used to randomly check my cubicle 

and open the cupboard in anger, as if 

I was hiding something suspicious.

I spoke with the diversity consultant, 

who was helpless. I was also pointed 

to some other support options, where 

I was basically told, "You should look 

for another position, another job 

somewhere else."

I started a grievance process, but 

decided to end it once I could see it 

wouldn't have a reasonable outcome. 

I didn’t want any special treatment for 

myself; I just wanted equal and fair 

treatment. If I have the ability to 

perform the job and if I have proof 

that I can do it, then I should get 

hired for one of those jobs at some 

point. But my record shows that’s not 

the case.
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Individual perspectives: 
Work-related incidents

We heard from several individuals about incidents in their workplaces. These individuals spoke to 
us about the circumstances of the incidents they experienced, and also about the obstacles and 
frustrations they faced in trying to follow through with internal reporting and resolution processes.  

We heard about the nature of the incidents that individuals experienced, and how the impact of the 
incidents often continued to build up over a period of time, or manifested in a variety of ways:

As things progressed, my supervisor, I think he was good at listening, but it got to a point that that wasn’t 
enough for me. Okay, you’re listening, you’re agreeing, but when we go to the meetings, I’m left alone there 
to almost defend myself and say why did I spend $30 in a million dollar project.

A lot of the problem was because of how they approached it. If they had said, “We need this help right now. 
Here’s our situation: we can’t afford to create a new position. We know that this other person doesn’t have 
any connection with Asia. Would you feel comfortable shifting roles for a while?” That would have felt a lot 
different. But instead, they just said, “Since you’re of Asian descent, therefore you will be good at doing this 
position,” and, “You must want to do this.” That’s what made it so inappropriate.

Nearly all of the individuals who spoke to us about workplace incidents investigated their options to 
pursue internal processes, and many carried through with grievance and other complaint processes. 

I talked to a few co-workers that I trusted, one who is a manager there, and most people just kind of said, 
“Yeah, you can do this,” but a lot of people just gave you, “Don’t rock the boat”; you know, just deal with it 
and just hope that you can leave the job and try to find something different and move on. 

Now with a disability, I am treated as a problem employee. Even including in returning to work with a 
disability issue--I have to sign employee contracts. They’re more punitive in nature rather than supportive. 

The general perception is that if you file a grievance, people find out, and when they find out, you are labeled 
and your career is done.

If I ever find another job and leaving this organization, I would definitely write something about this before 
I leave, because that’s when I have no fear to speak out. So yeah, I would definitely say something about it 
to HR. And they have to know. No matter whether I can have an impact on this or not, I think they need to 
know what I’m feeling and what they’re doing is unfair.
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What we heard: Unions and labour relations

Unions and other labour relations bodies are a potential avenue of both support and action for 
cases of workplace discrimination or harassment. A few of our case study participants spoke 
about their experiences with unions or other labour relations bodies; unfortunately, these 
individuals did not find these bodies to be an effective mechanism for supporting them with 
incidents of discrimination or harassment related to their racial or cultural identity.

Once the management finds out that you have reached union or labor relations, then you are labeled 
and you have no future.

When I was with the union for one year, I did not see anything where the discussion was around 
addressing discrimination based on religion or race. There was no effort at all. And the only reason I 
remember, when I joined the union, one of the senior members told me, “Oh, yeah, you are good for 
us to represent visible minorities.”

The unions are not really able to do a whole lot or to accomplish much; at best, people get a slap on the 
wrist. This is what happened previously when several of us went, collectively, to the union to complain 
about a particular individual’s treatment of people, and bullying people. We put in a formal complaint, 
as many as maybe 15 staff members, and nothing was done.

There is no support and there is no accountability for the wrongdoing. Despite human rights legislation, there’s 
no accountability for it. My employer, who is aware of the legislation themselves, there’s no accountability 
for them to follow it.

I’ve seen different people who have gone to unions, labour relations, or different avenues, and their health 
has been affected deeply. And I did not want to put myself in a similar situation and become a victim, because 
my health is very important to my family. So I resigned.

I talked to my manager about it; I kind of disclosed my true feeling about this whole thing, and she understands 
my point of view, but it just seems that she cannot do anything that easily.
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I’ve had a number of encounters with 

the police that have left me feeling 

surrounded, constantly observed, 

and stuck.

In one incident, I left my son in the car 

while I ran in to the post office. When 

I came back, I found a police officer 

at the car, telling me I was parked in 

an emergency parking spot. In the 

course of giving me a ticket, he kept 

asking my son questions, and I told 

the officer to leave him alone—that 

his problem was with me, not him. 

Things kept escalating, and I ended 

up being arrested.

Another time, my son had been 

bitten by a dog, and I was told to go 

quickly to Emergency if it started to 

get yellow or bigger, which it did. 

As I was driving him there, I was 

pulled over for speeding. I tried to 

explain that I was speeding because 

of my son's injury, and ended up 

arguing with the policeman. Again, 

things escalated.

Back home, when the police pull you 

over, you can kind of negotiate, you 

can try talk it through, whereas here, 

they don't do that. And I’m not sure 

what education there is for 

newcomers to help them understand 

the legal system here.

I thought that if I started to share 

what happened, the situation would 

get more complicated, but if I chose to 

remain silent, that would be the best 

solution.

Many people ran away from their 

countries, to protect themselves from 

discrimination, from racism, from 

anything that could happen to them. 

But sometimes we feel like we’ve 

found the same thing here.
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What we heard: Interactions with police

Several people’s stories dealt with their interactions with police, either as part of their initial 
incident, or as part of their experience of seeking services and supports afterwards. People’s 
experiences with police were generally similar across cases: they found processes to be rigid 
and difficult to navigate, and they did not feel that police were able to empathize with their 
experiences of racial and cultural discrimination and harassment.

They even said, “Did she threaten you? Did you see any weapons?” and I’m, like, “My God, so do we have 
to wait till we see a weapon to get some support?” I was really frustrated with that question, although 
it’s a good question; I mean, yeah, well, we saw this or that; it’s “She has a knapsack and she’s really 
aggressive and threatening and saying ‘You guys should die.’” Like, I don’t know, do we have to wait till 
we see a weapon?

I’ve faced this situation with a number of clients where they are having altercations with police officers 
and other sort of situations. We were told by EPS that if you do not speak English and you encounter 
a police officer, you can request an interpreter. But in all the instances that I’ve had clients request, 
they always refuse.

I told them I just wanted to see if either the police or the peace officers were tracking areas of the city 
where some of these comments were happening. I was told quite clearly they could not help me, and they 
tried to find the anti-bullying number for me, but there was no empathy, and they were very dismissive.

In the end, what happened was one of the police basically said,”If it’s a hate crime, you call this number, 
and if it’s not a crime but it’s this, you can call this number.” So there was a series of maybe three 
numbers that you can call, which I never did end up calling because I thought, “I’m exhausted.”

When you’ve been impacted, (a) you just want somewhere to vent; (b) you want someone to listen and 
feel like you’re being listened to and not saying, “Okay, this has happened. I’m sorry.” And sometimes, 
that’s what happens when it gets to the police. I’m not saying they’re not taking it seriously, but if from 
their information, they can’t move forward with it, you feel like you’ve been let down, because you feel, 
“There was enough information there. I know I was victimized, but they don’t feel there’s information 
there. They’re not continuing on with this, so I feel let down.” 
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Individual perspectives: 
Services and referrals

Services sought

Our case study participants 
sought to access a range of 
services and supports after 
their experiences. Many did 
not know exactly what service 
they were seeking, and instead 
hoped to find someone with 
that knowledge who would 
listen and connect them.

Contacts/referrals

Individuals made connections 
to a wide variety of sectors 
and organizations in each of 
their journeys to find some 
resolution to the incident they 
experienced. There was no one 
key contact organization that 
emerged across the various 
case studies; instead, the 
points of contact and referral 
varied greatly, depending on 
factors such as the nature of 
each incident; the previous 
experience and knowledge of 
each individual; the individual’s 
own existing personal and 
professional networks and 
connections; and the extent to 
which an individual continued 
to pursue their case beyond 
barriers.
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What we heard: Contacting media

We asked individuals whether they had thought about contacting the media to bring attention 
to their experiences. While a few people had sought media coverage or posted on social 
media about their experiences, for most people, the media (both print/online and social media 
networks) were seen as inaccessible, ineffective, or a last resort option due to possible negative 
repercussions. 

I think the other counter-thought was what might be the backlash for me. Yes, you might get a lot of 
support from people who live in the city, professionals and just citizens, but what if there’s now a backlash 
from those people who are racist or who now see your face, they know your name, they maybe know 
where you work--what might come of that? So there’s fear that comes into that as well.

To me, it’s almost like I don’t want to ruin my reputation, because now I’m scared that maybe nobody’s 
going to give me a job.

What I’ve learned is that the media doesn’t report on things like this. 

I had thought about media. I find with [my employer], I know that they’ve got extremely powerful lawyers, 
and very, very powerful media relations type of people, so getting them involved in a scandal? I mean, 
you might never work again if that happens. Yeah, I considered it, but it didn’t last very long, because I 
have a certain idea about what the outcome of that could be, and it generally doesn’t end well for me, 
so I didn’t want to go that route.

Nobody will talk about [my employer], whichever media they are, they will not. I did reach out to a 
couple of journalists in different media outlets, and it didn’t go anywhere. It was just a waste of time.  

If we thought we could actually get something and could really impact a change, we would have done it.

2 out of 10 case study participants sought media coverage 

for their incident

2 out of 10 case study participants posted about their 

experience on social media

37

RESEARCH REPORT



What we heard: Alberta 
Human Rights Commission

In addition to broader referrals, we also asked people about any experiences they had with the 
Alberta Human Rights Commission specifically. We heard from individuals about their process of 
considering whether or not to pursue a complaint through the Commission, what they had learned 
from any interactions they did have with the Commission, and the barriers that they faced in 
accessing the Commission (which stem from both the design of the Alberta Human Rights Act itself, and 
the Commission as an institution). 

Some participants we spoke with had direct experience with the Commission, and spoke about 
aspects of this experience:

I called the Human Rights Commission and they only wanted a formal file of complaint. When I asked if there 
was any support for just talking with someone, the woman who answered the phone, she indicated, “No.” 
I said, “Do you know, are they tracking these behaviours in the city at all? Are there any verbal supports?” 
and she was just really, I don’t know, I wouldn’t say abrupt, but just kind of, you know, it was kind of like the 
police thing: if it’s not a formal complaint, we really can’t help you.

If dealing with Alberta Human Rights Commission, be prepared to receive constructive criticism (and not 
compassionate listening or sugar-coated info). So you have to have some pre-knowledge about how this 
country works: three different levels of government, what is legal and what is not legal--things like that, so 
that you get less frustrated. 

Something you may call racism can be really subtle, so you do your own homework, accumulating your own 
kind of evidence in writing, or your co-workers’ kind of evidence; kind of like that. And you secure some people 
around you and let them know that at least when you go through Alberta Human Rights Commission that it 
is illegal to retaliate against the complaint and whoever helps the complaint. So you should feel somewhat 
protected by the law, not by the sense of what is right or what is wrong.

Others told us about why they decided not to pursue a complaint through the Commission:

What I’ve seen and what I’ve experienced, what I’ve observed from other people’s experiences, is that it was 
a waste of time and energy, so that’s why I didn’t pursue the Human Rights Commission. 

I think there is a general distrust filing a complaint: the filing process is too formal, most people don’t think 
that they’re going to be heard. They might think, should I trust the Human Rights Commission if I file a 
complaint? Will there be a result? Maybe it’s just like throwing a stone in the water and there’s nothing much 
happening after. 
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It sounds like a very, very formal process. What if somebody is just not capable of documenting their situation? 
It just seems far away from ordinary people.

I should have [considered going to the Human Rights Commission], and I didn’t think about them at the time. 
I think mainly it was just because you usually think that with the way [my workplace] is structured, you need 
to kind of go from within and then escalate things if necessary, but not necessarily to jump through all those 
hoops. I think it never occurred to me for that reason.

Even if I had all the information, I don’t think I would file anything formal unless there was some support 
through the process, like, “We’ll help you do it. We really understand. We have people who will help you and 
support you through the process,” because it’s stressful. What if you had someone to walk that journey with 
you, the same way that if you go to court, there’s someone there to help you through the process.

I don’t know if I would go to the Human Rights Commission. Like, how does the process go? Is it just the same 
as the police, or do they follow up more? If they did, then yes; if not, then I guess not really.

We also heard about some of the specific obstacles particular groups face in accessing the 
Commission and the complaint process:

There’s no support for people who are experiencing disability and lodging a complaint. And what I became 
aware of as well with my experience is that the Indigenous population, who is experiencing the most type of 
discriminatory actions, have concerns that wouldn’t even be heard if the person doesn’t have the educational 
level to be able to file the complaints. So how can these people be heard?

If a homeless person went, what would happen with their complaint, and especially with both Commissions’ 
requirements that the person maintain an address and a phone number as well? It keeps out a whole bunch of 
people that are already suffering, and they are the ones that are most likely to experience discrimination and 
unfair treatment. They should provide more targeted support in those areas where people are experiencing 
more discrimination.

Having some sort of support to help people write their complaints--you know, counselling through that. It 
doesn’t need to be a lawyer, it just needs to be training people to have this as a support service for people 
that need it. Perhaps put parameters in place to screen for people that would most likely need extra support, 
taking into consideration the educational level.
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Both our organizational and individual research phases made it clear that there are a diverse range of 
incidents that people continue to experience in Edmonton related to their racial or cultural identity. A 
key goal of this research was to understand what we can learn about improving supports and services 
by better understanding the commonalities that cut across this broad range of incidents individuals 
are experiencing.

Several participants spoke to us about their sense of being sent in circles, or of being unable to reach 
an organization or individual that was able to adequately respond to their needs:

Every time we went to a person that could have helped us, like the teacher or the principal, or we called 
the superintendent’s office and we went through all their networking, we just kept hitting roadblock after 
roadblock after roadblock.

Many organizations gave me work to do. Things like “Can you check this number? or “Can you phone this 
number and see if it’s working?” I just thought, “You guys are giving me homework to do to figure out this 
convoluted, confusing, stressful system, when some of you are sitting on a committee together.”

There needs to be a sense of safety that people feel and confidentiality and responsiveness, so that if they 
actually do reach out, it’s a good response; they don’t have to now call five other people and tell their story 
ten more times. 

Even if I share the incidents with anybody, I wouldn’t be able to do anything, because this is the situation, 
this is how police officers treat people, and they underestimate newcomers. They treat them as second class 
citizens. And I feel like if I shared with the average person, their response would be, “This is the situation here. 
If you want to remain here, you just stay. If you don’t like it, go back to your country.”

I didn’t know what I was looking for, which is really hard to have and ask. So all I did was describe the 
situation, and I just kept repeating that I needed help until I got to somebody! It was a bit frustrating, but 
that’s okay, they were trying to help.

Another key commonality that emerged from many stories was the need for an empathetic response 
(rather than a purely bureaucratic or procedural one):

All I needed was for someone to really hear what happened and to genuinely be empathic and to at least 
say, “We’re going to try our best to see what we can do with this so that not only you in the future (and God 
forbid it happens again) but that anyone else might have somewhere to go.

Individual perspectives:
Common experiences
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Finally, I said this is the last call I’m making, and it was the most compassionate, responsive, empathic 
response I got from anyone. I mean, I get emotional when I think of it, because that’s really all I needed.

I felt such a sense of relief after phoning [an organization], where I was just, like, “Okay, I’m done, and it’s 
good, and somebody really heard me and understood me, and it’s really not my job to do this.”

If you’ve suffered something that feels traumatic to you or just feels really disturbing, it’s upset you, for 
someone to really just be able to hear the story and to be able to respond empathically is so important. Just 
that initial response of “That’s terrible what happened to you,” because it was terrible. You just feel like, “Oh, 
another human being gets it.” 

After all that’s happened, nobody has ever asked me again, “How are you doing?” or “How has this affected 
you?” They think that’s fine and life goes on.

A third common theme across many of the case studies was a feeling of being reduced to one’s racial, 
cultural, or ethnic identity:

I have a lot of research background, I have a masters degree as well-- just to explain what I bring to the table. 
So to then, in the end, feel like all your worth is your ethnic background, that’s the only value that I bring to 
the job--it’s, like, that’s really, really insulting.

Everything that I’ve worked so hard for, that I’ve overcome and surmounted, like the most difficult of life’s 
circumstances to get a degree, all because I’ve been told my whole life that education will bring me equal. 
And that’s not true.

You want to be recognized for your professional skills or your academic abilities or all of those kinds of 
work-related skills that you bring, that’s what you want to be seen for. Not for the colour of your face or your 
ethnic background or things like that. 

Normally, if weird things happen at work, I would never have attributed it to racism, even if it was. Maybe 
I’m oblivious, but in that particular case, I realized it’s specifically because of my ethnicity that I’m being 
asked to do a position.

I feel that it doesn’t matter what you do to supposedly be Canadian or adjust yourself to the best of your 
abilities to live in a country that is not yours, but you’re grateful for whatever they have given you. But at the 
end of the day, it still doesn’t matter what you do, you’re never going to be accepted.

7 out of 10 case studies involve someone seeking 

supportive listening and/or advocacy
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Individual perspectives:
Gaps and barriers

As with the first phase of the research, we asked individuals about 
the gaps and barriers that they faced in trying to access supports 
and services from various organizations. By looking at recurring 
experiences, we aimed to help point the way towards areas 
for improvement, as well as identifying gaps in understanding 
between organizational perspectives and individual experiences. 

The top barrier identified by individuals was a lack of awareness 
of organizations and services (see chart, below, for range of 
responses). We also heard that a significant issue for many of our 
participants is the minimization or denial of the incident or issue 
by others. One participant explained it this way:

I’ve reached out to people at higher levels, because they actually know 
each other and they’ve worked together, and it still has gone nowhere, 
because they’re, like, “No, our policy’s all-inclusive, and we really want 
to be that.” 

Another participant shared this perspective:

[Organizations], they often will counter these kinds of things, with, “But 
we do this, and this, and this, therefore, we don’t understand why this 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6

Unsure what you're looking for

Language barriers

Lack of appropriate internal complaint processes

Lack of accountabil ity in legislation and policy

Hours of operation

Gaps in formal services (such as EPS)

Cost of education options

Uncertain if organization is right fit for a problem

Nature of complaint processes

Minimization of incident/issue by self

Lack of information provided to newcomers about rights and processes

Getting the 'runaround' from providers

Burden on individual to find resources

Triggering/retraumatizing

Previous negative experience

Minimization of incident/issue by others

Lack of awareness of org/service

What barriers and gaps did you experience in accessing supports and services?
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is happening to a lot of people.” I don’t care what you guys are doing; 
this is still happening and people are still facing discrimination and 
people still have these issues. They’re not being given the tools and 
the resources that they need to know what to do about it and to be 
protected from losing their jobs or from experiencing hardship at their 
jobs if they do lodge these kinds of complaints.

Another significant issue for many individuals that prevents them 
from accessing support, services, or complaint/reporting processes 
is the re-traumatizing nature of that process. As one participant 
explained:

I had to relive a lot of racism from my youth just to get through all this, 
which I had no desire to do. I put a lot of that behind me.

We also looked at the broader question of who is successful in 
connecting to services. From the cases we looked at, those who 
were able to connect to services and supports were educated, 
connected to networks of their own, and holders of social capital. 
However, those factors do not ensure success in reaching services 
and supports (that is, being educated and having networks 
does not guarantee that an individual will successfully connect 
to services and supports). And perhaps most importantly, 
those factors do not insulate people from experiencing racism, 
discrimination, and harassment.
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What we heard: Where the journey stops

For most of the individuals we spoke with, there was no clear resolution to the incident(s) they 
experienced. A few individuals were still in the process of pursuing resolution to their case 
through formal channels such as a Human Rights complaint or other institutional processes. For 
most of the participants, though, processes had been abandoned, and we sought to understand 
the reasons behind individual decisions to stop pursuing their case. What we heard is that, 
much as the decision whether or not to report an incident is sometimes driven by a fear of 
repercussions or frustration with lacking processes, these same concerns continue to be a factor 
as people navigate systems. That is, the decision to pursue reporting, options and outcomes 
is a continuous one, and for most individuals, there is no clear or satisfying resolution to their 
journey.

In the end, I just thought is it really worth it? Because in the end, it’ll probably just lead to job loss and 
discomfort, and what’s the point? You just kind of give up.

We’re not typically the kind of people that give up, but we’re at a fairly frustrated point of all of this, 
because now we’re at the point where we’re just screaming and no one’s listening, it seems.

I said to myself, she is a high profile employee, she is a woman of colour, she is very well educated, most 
of her education in Canada. And if she’s being treated like that, then who am I?

And I’ve given up, because I’m applying again and again and again, and it’s not getting anywhere.  
What happened is that you are involved into this fight and you want it to go somewhere and you want 
fairness; it doesn’t go anywhere, it disappoints you, it affects your health, so I said no. I have a family, 
I have kids, I’m just focusing on them.
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When we commenced this research, our understanding of the 
potential ways forward was informed by our individual and 
organizational perspectives; from our vantage point, we could see 
pieces of the situation, and from there we could certainly suggest 
some next steps. But a central aim of this research was to move 
beyond the micro-level views of any one individual or organization, 
to begin to see things from the larger-scale view that would 
emerge with cross-case comparisons.  

In comparing the various cases collected during our research and 
the recommendations made by all of our research participants, 
five key themes emerged. The rest of this section describes each 
of these themes, illustrated by explanatory quotes from both 
organizational and individual case study participants.

The first of the five key recommendations that emerged from our 
participants was the establishment of a central point to access 
assistance and referrals when an incident occurs (and adequate 
promotion of this resource so that there is widespread knowledge 
of it). At present, there is no one organization or service that has a 
core mandate to assist individuals with the range of incidents they 
are experiencing. The need for such a resource is evidenced by the 
experiences documented in our case studies, as well as the nature 
of referral networks described in our research on organizations:

I would love it if there’s a hotline or I could call somebody and ask 
these questions. Sometimes it’s just a few simple questions.  I would 
expect that they can do something about it, or at least direct me to 
some resources. Or maybe connect me with somebody with the same 
situation, so that I don’t feel alone in this. (Case study participant)

If these agency websites popped up and just said, “Has there been an 
incident? Here are some great resources and steps you could take,” 
then it would have instantly gotten me where I needed to go. But it 
didn’t. Somebody needs to be able to have some centralized point. 
(Case study participant)

Moving forward
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For us to have a clearer process of this is Alberta Human Rights, so 
this is the area that these kinds of complaints would go to, then we 
could give a specific definitive answer to a citizen; that’s helpful for us. 
(Organizational participant)

When people think, “Who do I call?” it’s Alberta Health Care Services, the 
police—sort of those bigger agencies. So the responsiveness needs to 
be there, and those people should at least be empathic and responsive, 
and then to say, “This number is a really a good one. I’d really encourage 
you to call. They want to be helpful not only to you, but people coming 
in the future with these experiences.” (Case study participant)

There should be an area which is a safe disclosure place to the employees 
where they can go. Where they can speak about their concerns openly 
without any fear, and where they can be helped out. (Case study 
participant)

You have to create independent organizations that are focused on 
dealing with the real problem and they have their own expertise to 
find the solution.(Organizational participant)

In the absence of one central organization to handle these 
incidents, individuals are turning to a wide range of service 
providers and community organizations, as well as internal 
processes, in an attempt to rectify situations and seek supports 
for their needs. The second key recommendation is the need 
for workplace training, including empathetic listening skills 
across these many points of contact who are likely to encounter 
individuals seeking assistance with these incidents:

It’s more than receiving a workshop about discrimination or racism. It’s 
more than that; it’s understanding, I think, what a person goes through. 
My manager was listening, right? But actively within the agency, you 
don’t feel protected. (Case study participant)

A key finding that emerged from 
the research is that the gaps that 
people are experiencing are due to 
more than just a lack of knowledge 
or awareness: there is in fact 
no central point to access the 
spectrum of assistance, support, 
and referrals that is needed for 
individuals who experience racial 
or cultural discrimination or 
harassment in Edmonton.
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Wouldn’t it be lovely if any of these places could not only be a supportive 
listener, let you debrief, and just be empathic, and maybe say, “Here’s 
some counselling places,” or “Here’s places where you can go.” So the 
Hate Crimes Unit for example: It doesn’t have to be a crime, but they’ll 
listen to you, they want to know what happened. I don’t know if they 
do that now.  It’s not going to be a perfect system, but every year, there 
would be advancement towards a more collaborative approach where 
people do feel more supported, and they would start to make some 
headway in terms of lessening racism and the impact. (Case study 
participant)

It’s so important for people to have a place that will understand, that 
won’t question me, like, “Are you sure that that’s happened?” or “Maybe 
you didn’t really understand.” Creating those places that people will 
feel supported. (Case study participant)

In terms of response, at the time of the incident, it would be nice to have 
someone who actually had some training, even if it was limited, to be 
able to alleviate some of the pain or fear or whatever the emotional 
response at the time is. And then to actually have an organizational 
response, to educated others, or just have a one-on-one with somebody 
who was more knowledgeable on the subject. (Organizational participant)

Everybody here assumes that because they’re from everywhere or 
because they’re travelled or worked abroad or whatever, that they’re 
not racist and that they have good cross-cultural skills. But they don’t. 
You have to intentionally go out and get those skills; they don’t just 
come to you magically. (Case study participant)

If they had already been trained, then they would have already known 
how to handle this situation, and if they already had a policy to fall 
back on, they would have known, “We need to do this, then we need 
to contact this person, and we need to do this follow-up.” (Case study 
participant)

There’s no training available for current employees who have been 
here for several generations, and they don’t understand other people’s 
perspectives. I think we have a really good policy, written by knowledgeable 
consultants, but there is no one who is following that policy. (Case 
study participant)

Alongside the need for increased individual skills and capacities, 
the third key need identified by both case study and organizational 
participants is for improved organizational processes for 
handling complaints and other services related to incidents of 
discrimination and harassment. These include processes for 
handling contacts by clients and members of the public, as well 
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as processes for filing grievances and complaints (both internal 
to organizations, and for external parties such as Human Rights 
complaints):

Was I supposed to stop the guy and say, “Excuse me, I’m going to file 
a formal complaint, so can you give me your name and number and 
your ID”? ...Even if I had all the information, I don’t think I would file 
anything formal unless there was some support through the process, 
like, “We’ll help you do it. We really understand. We have people who will 
help you and support you through the process,” because it’s stressful. 
(Case study participant)

Usually, in terms of when it comes to specifically racism or cultural 
discrimination, the walk-ins or phone calls we get, for sure I know 
they come from people who are of lesser income, and they’re probably 
working two or three jobs--newcomers, immigrants. So for them to be 
navigating systems or be talking to bureaucracy, it’s something that’s 
totally out of their reach. (Organizational participant)

I often have to convince people that it’s in their best interest and in 
the interest of the public to report this, because you’re not the only 
victim, but whatever community you happen to belong to is also being 
victimized by this incident. That’s the big difference between hate crimes 
and other crimes; it’s a form of social terrorism, because everyone is 
fearful as a result of what’s happened. (Organizational participant)

The human rights complaint process...looks at a specific egregious wrong 
to identify with this one terrible, bad thing; it doesn’t look at the overall 
system and how it just crushes people. (Organizational participant)

But what if the Human Rights area had a restorative justice option? An 
alternative option where you meet face-to-face. I think a lot of newcomers, 
and business, too, are steeped in restorative justice processes, and they 
come here and they see this adversarial system as really tiring and 
maybe not even that productive, ultimately. You get money, but you 
don’t get your dignity back. (Organizational participant)

If they do call us and we don’t have a really clear process, then that’s 
not really helpful either. (Organizational participant)

One of the things that I would say is out of scope is people who have 
certainly been harmed and certainly been impacted, but their experience 
wouldn’t meet our definitions of discrimination or harassment. So 
although that’s not out of scope because they’re a community member 
and we’re there to support them, those contacts look less like “Here’s 
your process” and look more like “How can we support you in improving 
your workspace and better communicating?” (Organizational participant)

We heard from both the 
organizations and the individuals 
we spoke with that people need 
more options than currently 
provided by legislation and policy 
options.
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I think an improved Commission has to create an access point and 
larger public participation which has a lot of social interaction, either 
through social media, or through ways in which people can give their 
evidence and their information in a transparent way in which you can 
have accountability through alternative means. We’re not trying to 
emulate the criminal justice system—which is broken in itself. (Case 
study participant)

What’s the sense of all this research if these institutions aren’t going to 
pay attention to it, which is there are certain segments of the population 
that are experiencing higher levels of discrimination, and yet aren’t 
receiving the supports they need. Can’t both of the Commissions, both 
provincially and federally, target those groups and offer the support 
they need? (Organizational participant)

The fourth area for improvement that has emerged across our 
research cases is enhanced follow-up and public accountability. 
For individuals, there is a need for improved communication 
processes between themselves and institutions, while for 
organizations, external accountability will help situate their 
work within larger contexts, and contribute to efforts to monitor 
progress on reducing these incidents. For the broader public, 
increased accountability and transparency will also help build 
greater awareness of the levels of racism and other forms of 
identity-based discrimination and harassment within society:

I guess to just follow-up as well, even if they don’t find any just let them 
know that “We haven’t found anything about this person yet,” and then I 
guess refer to other organizations who might be able to help afterwards.
With new immigrants, it’s totally hard and difficult to get used to the 
system quickly. No one is helping by giving them information that would 
help them to adapt to the new country, to help them understand their 
rights when dealing with police officers. (Case study participant)
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What if the police or the Human Rights or any of these places would 
say, “If this happens in the future, you did the right thing to not look 
back at the person and to not engage them.” (Case study participant)

Unions, they need to be more transparent in terms of their reporting 
of how well they are performing every year. They should come up with 
performance metrics which should be part of their quarterly bulletin 
sent out to their membership to show their progress and performance. 
(Case study participant)

Every year, there should be some sort of reporting in terms of key 
issues. For example, one year it might show that 20 percent of people 
reported harassment by their immediate supervisor, and they have 
felt discrimination, and next year it’s down to 15 percent, which will 
show they have dealt with these cases and have made different people 
accountable for their actions. There has to be some action instead of 
talk. (Case study participant)

And finally, some participants discussed the need for larger, 
systems changes. These changes are at the heart of making 
lasting impacts on the reduction and elimination of racism and 
cultural discrimination in Edmonton and Alberta:

I think the main root of it is they want the person to be uncomfortable 
and not to be walking away scot-free and think it’s okay. They want 
that accountability. And even if it’s just a warning from the police, 
even more, like a fine or something, they want...some sort of justice. 
(Organizational participant)

I have to tell you, race should basically deal with the Indigenous population 
first—First Nations first, and then once we get that right, we can get 
everybody else right. Because their historical disadvantage is proof 
positive. As a society, we are completely discriminatory against every 
element of that group—every element. (Organizational participant)
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