
What the UK population is like (1)
There are almost 61 million people living in the United Kingdom, slightly more women than men. Nearly 31 million of us are working or actively looking for work (most of the rest are under 16 or are retired). These days, the number of women either in, or looking for, paid work is getting closer to the number of men: 14.1 million women compared to 16.7 million men. Seventy percent of women between the ages of 16 and 59 are in paid work outside the home, compared with just 56% in 1971. This includes a majority of mothers with children under 16, whether they are married or living with a partner or on their own. 

Around 3.5 million disabled people are in employment – around one in eight of all working age people in employment. This represents an employment rate for disabled people of 50%, whereas the working-age population as a whole has an employment rate of about 80%. 

The working population as a whole is getting older. Compared to 1971, a higher proportion of the population is aged 30 or older and this is set to continue to grow in the future. The 2001 Census gives the latest definite measure of the UK’s ethnic diversity, and showed that 7.9% of the total population, or 4.6 million people, are from ethnic minority groups. Indians were the largest minority group, followed by Pakistanis, those of mixed ethnic backgrounds, black Caribbeans, black Africans and Bangladeshis. The remaining ethnic minority groups each accounted for less than 0.5% but together accounted for a further 1.4% of the UK population. 11% of the UK population were born outside of the UK. 

The most recent British Social Attitudes Survey shows that 45% of the UK population identify themselves as having no religious belief (though they may hold non-religious beliefs, such as Humanism). 47.5% of people say they are Christian, while 3.3% are Muslim, 1.4% Hindu, 0.5% Jewish, 0.2% Sikh, 0.2% Buddhist and 1.4% other non-Christian religions. 
The majority of people are heterosexual or ‘straight’ and they are attracted to the opposite sex. HM Treasury Actuaries estimate that 6% of people are attracted to people of the same sex (lesbian women and gay men) or both the same and opposite sex (bisexual people). In addition there are a small number of Transgender people.
The impression a business makes
Would you notice if you walked into a small shop and all the customers were women while all the shop assistants were men? Or if all the assistants appeared over 50 but all their customers were teenagers? Might you think this a bit odd? You probably would. We are used to seeing a range of different people while out and about. Any concentration of one type of person can stand out, especially if a contrasting group is close by. Although it can be harder to spot, the same is true for businesses. Its workforce influences how the business is perceived to the world outside. 

Who is employed and what they are like says something about the business to customers, suppliers, contractors and potential recruits, as well as to existing employees and to trade unions representing them. If a company’s workforce is uniform in sex, age, ethnic background, or any of the other characteristics people tend to notice about one another, then that can make a difference to the impression a business makes. 


Positive action, yes: positive discrimination, no
It is important to appreciate the legal distinction between ‘positive action’ and ‘positive discrimination’. Positive action is allowed under existing discrimination law. It is designed to create a level playing field so that historically disadvantaged groups can compete on equal terms for jobs, or for access to services and so on. It can include advertising in a specific place or publication to encourage applications from types of people who have not in the past applied for a particular job, or additional training to help someone show more effectively what skills they would bring to a role, or providing support networks, or adapting working practices. These ‘balancing measures’ reflect the possibility that in some cases, to achieve a fair outcome, a difference in approach and methods to encourage may be required. It is this approach that many of the companies featured here have used to increase the diversity of their workforce. It is essential that the under representation is clearly established before embarking on positive action. 

This type of balancing measure is not the same as positive discrimination. Positive discrimination in the workplace usually refers to making recruitment/promotion decisions solely on the basis of a characteristic someone has, so that their gender or some other characteristic is a deciding factor in recruiting them, irrespective of whether they are in other ways the best candidate for the job. In other words, it ignores merit. This is not generally allowed under European or British discrimination law. 

Treating each other with respect
It is also helpful to understand that treating people fairly and not discriminating does not have to feel like a legal minefield. It is important to get procedures right, but the most important thing is to try to make sure your workplace is one where people treat each other with respect and no-one believes that ‘different’ means ‘worse’. Most of the time, asking your staff to treat each other as they would like to be treated themselves will ensure everyone is treated fairly and in a way that respects and even celebrates diversity. Many of the companies featured in this guide have deliberately taken an additional step, which is to look at whether there is more they could do within the law to make sure their policies and procedures are operating fairly. Sometimes they’ve asked people who already work for them, directly and/or through their union or staff council, what they think, or they have looked for help from outside. They have then made changes to make sure no one is unnecessarily excluded from a job they could do. This has meant either that their workforce has become more diverse, or that people in the workforce feel more valued and supported for who they are and what they bring to their jobs. 


What a diverse workforce looks like
Lack of diversity can occur when employers don’t manage to look beyond the first thing they may notice about a person – that someone is male or female, older or younger, black or white, disabled or non-disabled, and so on – to consider in-depth whether that person has the skills required for the job. Instead, they go for what feels like the safe option of ‘someone like me’. A successfully diverse workforce is one that contains people at all levels who have a range of different characteristics, able to be themselves at work as well as outside it. They will have been recruited or promoted on the basis of their abilities and competence in doing the job, because their employer has focused on this, and not on what they looked like. This guide shows why in the end a business that adopts this approach is likely to benefit. 


The benefits of a diverse workforce
Businesses may begin to look at who they are recruiting to be sure they are meeting the requirements of the law and treating their employees and applicants for jobs and for promotion fairly and not discriminating improperly. Another reason may be to respond to something workers or their representatives in a union or staff association or network have suggested. An equally important motive for treating people fairly and with respect is that it is morally the right thing to do. A socially responsible company will make sure all its workers, including managers, behave towards one another in a way that promotes the company’s positive values. This is not just about avoiding discrimination, harassment and bullying, although this is important. Discrimination in employment, wherever it exists, makes it difficult for people to do their jobs properly or excludes people from a workplace altogether because of an irrelevant demographic characteristic. This wastes individual potential and is also damaging to the business: it fails to recruit potential staff, existing staff leave and may bring tribunal claims, and revenues ultimately suffer – so the moral imperative and the business case go hand in hand. Even more importantly, each of us thrives when we are valued as an individual, including our different experiences and viewpoints, which may in turn relate to our demographic characteristics – age, ethnic origin, disability, religious faith or nonreligious belief, sex, or sexual orientation. This doesn’t just apply to attitudes to employees, but also customers, sub-contractors, suppliers, and the wider community where a business is based. Yet many of the companies featured here have found that what may have begun as a way of making sure they are doing the right thing either legally or morally has had tangible benefits for their core business. These include: 

· Increasing employee satisfaction, which helps attract new staff and retain those already there, reduces recruitment costs, and can increase productivity;   

· Understanding better how the company’s diverse customers think and what drives their spending habits, or how to access markets they have not previously been able to tap into so effectively; 

· Finding enough workers to fill skills gaps in areas with tight labour markets, where there are not enough ‘obvious candidates’ for the vacancies they have. 

Ref: CBI Human Resources Policy Directorate, in conjunction with the Equality and Human Rights Commission and TUC       

(1)  Source: Social Trends 2008 (Office for National Statistics, April 2008). All the figures are for 2007 unless otherwise indicated.  

