Equality and Diversity Management in UK Local Councils: a case study
Abstract

Purpose - This paper introduces a discussion around the key importance of equality and diversity as a workforce issue within UK local councils’. It examines the theoretical concepts and approaches surrounding equality and diversity, their main components, and discusses how local councils approach might be placed within these models.  
Design/Methodology/Approach - A case study has been conducted into the perceptions of managers and staff around council’s approach and its impact. A new model of equality and diversity is formed to create linkages between the organisation’s policies and processes and culture. 

Findings - The study has revealed that despite a lack of promotion of the equalities policy and framework, the ‘hard’ notion of equal opportunity is understood, accepted and embedded in many parts of the organisation.  However, there is little evidence that councils are perceived to have a clear organisational equality and diversity strategy, and there is little activity intended to encourage active discussion and challenge around the issue of sexual orientation in the workplace, inhibiting the development of ‘soft’ knowledge and of confidence in managing day-to-day issues of sexual orientation.
Limitations - Difficulties arose in capturing the perceptions of a statistically significant number of employees and collecting data on a sensitive topic. 
Practical implications - The findings should be of value to policy makers who need to understand the needs of a diverse workforce in order to plan new ways of managing equality and diversity. 

Originality/value - The paper illuminates the effectiveness of equality and diversity management strategies focusing on sexual orientation in UK local councils.
Keywords - Equality, diversity, sexual orientation, local authorities, public sector 

Introduction
Equality and diversity have long been major issues in the public sector, with Government legislation, commencing in the 1970s, requiring public sector organisations to demonstrate fairness and transparency both in their service provision and in their employment practices (Department of Communities & Local Government 2007). More recently, equality has featured as a central tenet of the Government’s modernisation agenda for local government; the 2001 Equality Standard for Local Government established a framework for assessment by Government as part of the Best Value agenda, with publicised rankings for organisations based upon the robustness of their approach to equalities (Employer’s Organisation for Local Government 2001). 
Key Performance Indicators for local authorities have included measures of demographic workforce diversity, and public bodies have had to produce statutory Equality Schemes covering race, disability and gender, outlining how they are ensuring equality for minority groups.

The field of equality continues to be a very active one. Aside from the developments detailed above, the Equality Act 2006 brought together equality bodies into a wider body, the Equality and Human Rights Commission, which is also responsible for sexual orientation, whilst there are signs that a ‘Single Equality Act’ in 2009 could amalgamate and develop upon the various earlier pieces of legislation that surround the equalities field (Dickens, 2007). Whilst the Government continues to refine its performance assessment regime to include measures of community cohesiveness, voluntary organisations have also begun to challenge employers to be more proactive in ensuring equality and promoting diversity within their workforce.  
Stonewall, a leading gay-rights charity and campaigning organisation, has developed a Diversity Champions Programme to encourage employers to make a visible commitment to equality around sexual orientation. It’s annual Workplace Equality Index, rating the “top 100” gay-friendly employers, is widely publicised in the Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual (LGB) press, and takes into consideration both employment practices and staff perceptions of organisations. The increasing publicity surrounding the rankings of employers on this index, and continued Government pressure in the field, means that the issue of equality and diversity management, including the subject of sexual orientation, is of critical strategic importance to UK local councils.

However, it is argued that local councils have highly bureaucratic, paternalistic, hierarchical and inflexible structures established over a century ago, which fails to keep pace with changes in society. Local councils are criticised for being inaccessible, unresponsive and essentially out of touch with the changing patterns in society.

Nevertheless, things are changing. The Modernization Agenda is a major force for the transformation of local councils in the UK. Since 2005, Comprehensive Performance Assessment raises awareness on diversity and the Equalities Standard is adopted by 90 per cent of UK local councils (IDeA, 2005). Moreover, The Employment Equalities (Sexual Orientation) Regulations and the Gender Recognition Bill place obligations on local councils regarding sexual orientation and equality (Monro, 2007).  
UK local councils are powerful organizations, which can shape the environment of the area they are responsible for. They are often the biggest employers in their area. They have a key role in ensuring that government policies deliver practical benefits for citizens. They enable government initiatives to be more efficient identifying ways to make them more workable on the ground. Local councils have the capability to co-ordinate many independent functions in accordance with the needs and demands of the public (Chandler, 2001). 
This research focuses on a local council in London (for anonymity and confidentiality reasons name of the council will not be stated). The council’s equality policy, the “Equality and Diversity Framework”, was introduced in 2005, and has the stated aim of ensuring that the organisation values and builds diversity. It is therefore timely to consider how the council might improve its approach to issues of sexual orientation, and conduct an evaluation of the impact of its approach to equality and diversity in this field.  

In the council, there has been no previous evaluation in relation to sexual orientation, either in terms of establishing whether it is succeeding in making members of diverse groups feel supported by the organisation, or if it is enabling managers to manage diversity within their services. This research will provide some initial analysis in both of these areas by reviewing existing literature surrounding the area of study, thereby providing a context within which new, empirical research can be conducted.  
Equal Opportunities Approaches
The obligations placed upon local councils by the many pieces of equality legislation can be seen to originate largely from a moral position that all people should have equal access to public services and equal opportunities to join and progress within the workplace, without prejudice based upon irrelevant distinctions (Noon and Ogbonna, 2001). This moral argument is particularly relevant in the provision of public services, whereby the organisation, as a locally based employer charged with a central purpose of improving local quality of life, seeks to encourage employment of locally based individuals within its workforce as part of this task. The council’s area is responsible for one of the most diverse boroughs in the UK; a diverse workforce therefore has a particular moral relevance.

It has been contended that many organisations set about responding to this moral argument by creating equality policies that cover just enough ground to ensure legal compliance (Cornelius et al., 2001). Often, these policies established procedures to treat every employee in the same way, regardless of individual differences, and at their core is an intention for the organisation to be legally compliant.

However, it can be argued that the approach may generate other business benefits, aside from protection against legal challenges and accompanying negative publicity (Kaler, 2001). An equal opportunities approach can be promoted to employees as reflecting organisational values and a desire to ‘do the right thing’. This apparent corporate benevolence may enhance the attractiveness of the organisation to recruit with scarce talent from wider labour pools (Cox and Blake 1991; Kaler, 2001). The organisation may also see increased retention rates, lower absence rates, and higher levels of morale and affective commitment (Kandola, 2004). Ultimately, the organisation will see the development of a demographically diverse workforce.  Diversity can lead to an increase in organisational creativity, innovation and problem-solving ability, as diverse team members bring various experiences, attitudes and tacit knowledge to the organisation (Bowen and Blackmon, 2003).  

In the local government context, a council with a workforce that reflects its community can more effectively achieve its aims of attracting locally-based employees and providing accessible services to the local community. The range of services a council provides require both highly skilled and low skilled employees, and so despite much of the research into the benefits of a diverse workforce lying on large business, these benefits can be seen as being equally relevant for local councils. They are again particularly relevant to areas where there has been mass immigration over the past fifty years, radically changing its demographic composition.

The emphasis placed by the equal opportunities approach upon the moral argument has been criticised as resulting in ‘blind’ organisational structures and processes that enable the organisation to ‘do the right thing’, but that detract from the ability of the organisation to utilise individual difference to obtain business benefits. Critics therefore argue that approaches driven by the use of a moral argument will ultimately fail to realise business benefits, and will thus struggle to gain support from managers who seek to obtain tangible outcomes rather than abstract and unproven benefits (Cornelius et al., 2001).  
Furthermore, discriminatory practices may persist within the organisation despite the existence of procedural equity, and consequently it can be suggested that the mere presence of organisational policies or procedures that open opportunities on an equal basis is insufficient for the realisation of the business benefits; in short, “unfair discrimination cannot be legislated out of existence” (Noon and Ogbonna, 2001:6).  

Nevertheless, legislation-based approaches serve a useful purpose of providing a context and catalyst for deeper organisational action, by setting out the boundaries and conduct within which more complex approaches can be attempted (Noon and Ogbonna, 2001).  Such approaches may include what can be termed ‘diversity management’ approaches (Kaler, 2001).

Diversity Management Approaches

The interest in diversity management is on the increase in organisational studies. However, managing diversity is problematic because it is not necessarily tangible or observable. Bowen and Blackmon (2003) categorise diversity in form of sexual orientation as ‘invisible diversity’ because it cannot necessarily be observable compared with other forms such as gender, age, race, etc. 

Whether visible or invisible, sexual diversity is important for organisational effectiveness and has strategic importance because it is tied with issues of political, social and religious justice. Bowen and Blackmon (2003) argue that openness about sexual orientation is widely associated with increased effectiveness because employees who are out and accepted at work are more likely to integrate successfully, be open and honest to colleagues and allocate more time to contribute and get involved at work and less time trying to be ‘invisible’.
In contrast with the equal opportunities approach, with its emphasis on the desire for obtaining social justice through the levelling of organisational procedures, diversity management approaches place prominence on the importance of achieving business advantage through the development and management of a diverse workforce, where individual differences are viewed as critically important to the realisation of business benefit (Kirton and Greene, 2006). The emphasis of the connection between diversity and business benefit may be seen as an attempt gain the support of management.

Kaler (2001) identifies two sub-divisions of diversity management, referred to as the ‘liberal’ and ‘radical’ approaches, which differ in the methods through which they seek to enable organisations to value difference. The liberal or approach is based upon the notion that organisations, motivated to realise the business benefits of obtaining a diverse workforce, will seek to introduce workplace processes to ensure a ‘level playing field’ through which those employees with beneficial perspectives and ideas can progress, regardless of irrelevant characteristics. As a consequence, there will be no structural barriers on progression except for an individual’s own ability to add value to the organisation, and competition for unequal rewards will take place on an equal basis.

This model of diversity management has been criticised for being too idealistic and disconnected from reality; it appears to ignore the embedded inequalities that may exist within societies and organisations and which restrict opportunities for individuals to attain what the organisation views as ‘merit’.  

Furthermore, the contention that the seemingly strong business case for encouraging the development of a diverse workforce through the promotion of equality will drive that organisation towards embracing equal opportunities has been challenged, through an organisation’s self interest. Indeed, it may be suggested that in some circumstances there may be no obvious organisational self-interest to be served by selecting a diverse workforce, such as in areas of unskilled jobs, where the labour supply would be plentiful (Kaler, 2001).

Placing the existing theories of equal opportunities and liberal diversity management into a diagrammatic format, it is possible to observe the proposed link between policy and process formation and the creation of a diverse workforce, via management equipped with knowledge of how to manage diversity. This is illustrated in Diagram 1, below.
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The alternative radical approach to diversity management attempts to address the criticisms of the earlier approaches by seeking to force the creation of a diverse workforce through the use of ‘positive action’, whereby equality of outcome is prioritised over procedural fairness. Individuals within disadvantaged groups are supported to attain qualities which an organisation views as useful, in order that they can then compete on a ‘level playing field’, regardless of the established societal inequalities that may exist.  This link is illustrated in Diagram 2, below.
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However, critics of the approach have questioned this link, indicating that whilst positive action initiatives have created entry routes into organisations, producing demographic diversity, they have had little effect in enabling progression opportunities (Kandola, 2004). Lower-paid levels in the organisation may become largely comprised of disadvantaged groups with no ability to move up as institutional bias remains unchallenged (Wilson and Iles, 1999).  

In addition, the disregard for procedural fairness may have a number of negative and unplanned outcomes; it may alienate the group it aimss to support, in this case LGB employees, by singling them out as requiring special assistance or labelling them as disadvantaged (Agócs and Burr 1996; Gilbert and Stead, 1999). Those excluded from the support may resent being denied opportunities due to administrative political correctness (Richards, 2001). In this respect, the radical approach does little to build commitment to change within the organisation, and may produce counterproductive results, delivering little meaningful change whilst producing resentment from all parts of the organisation.

Although both diversity management approaches suggest that organisations can achieve business benefit through recognising individual difference, the methods selected to obtain this are very different. Whereas the liberal approach attempts to obtain demographic diversity through creating opportunity through the levelling of policies, procedures and practices, the radical approach seeks to overcome societal barriers through forcing demographic diversity to occur.  
Furthermore, the liberal approach treats all individuals in the same way whilst emphasising their differences in merit, whereas the radical approach highlights their inequity of merit, deploying it as a justification to take direct remedial action. Critics of both approaches have argued that they are based upon flawed assumptions that the opening out of organisational processes and the development of demographically diverse workforces will unlock business benefits (Cornelius et al., 2001).

It has been contended that the devaluation and ignorance of difference in the equal opportunities and liberal diversity approaches, and the suppression of difference through segregation in the radical diversity approach, means that consequently none of these approaches will result in the organisation being able to systemically tap into its diverse workforce to produce the business benefits aspired to (Tayeb, 1996).  Without such exploitation, the organisational asset that is a diverse workforce remains untapped and meaningless.

Alternative approaches

In attempting to move forward from such criticisms, Cockburn (1989) suggested that on top of equal opportunity and liberal initiatives concerned with procedural fairness and progression on the basis of merit, a transformative approach to diversity management would be required to challenge organisational structures, systems and culture, thereby enabling diverse perspectives to influence organisational activity (Bendick et al., 2001). This resembles a ‘learning-and-effectiveness’ approach where both the differentiation and integration of individuals is recognised (Thomas and Ely, 1996), therefore recognising value in bringing differences together in order to generate continuous organisational improvement, leading to improved business benefits, as seen in Diagram 3.
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One of the avenues highlighted as being a method through which the diverse perspectives in the workforce can be harnessed is through the use of informal staff networking, which can generate interaction and provide the organisation with a mechanism within which to generate improvements to processes, as well as new ideas and initiatives. However, such forums bear a risk of being seen as a diversion from central business goals’, and becoming “whingeing pots”, if they are mismanaged (Kandola, 2004:144).

A substantial portion of the literature leads towards the contention that the approaches adopted by organisations stop short of achieving the purported benefits of a diverse workforce, as they do not seek to enable the harnessing of workforce diversity, but merely attempt to facilitate its creation.  

Despite the promise of the transformative approach going further, there appears to be a lack of empirical analysis of this or of any of the approaches in action, and the literature gives minimal practical insight into how approaches are perceived by managers and employees (Kirton and Greene, 2006), or how they might operate in practice in unlocking business benefit.  

There is minimal discussion of how transferable approaches might be between cultures; this appears strange, given that the arena of discussion will often involve getting different cultures to work together. There is even less literature on discussion of ‘emerging’ equality strands that are the subject of recent UK legislation, such as sexual orientation, with only a few in-depth studies globally available (e.g. Irwin, 1999), although the emphasis in these studies is on the experience of individual discrimination, and not on the organisational approach to diversity.

Therefore, the existing literature poses a problem for organisations of how the creation of a demographically diverse workforce might lead to the business benefits purported by the theories, above. In order to attempt to resolve this problem, this study will empirically examine the perceptions of staff and managers and seek to determine how the council’s procedures and processes are impacting on them.  

Methodology
The research draws on data from a qualitative case study. Qualitative research offers a robust method through which to appreciate the complexity of a particular context (Stake, 1995), and to examine individual perceptions around a particular situation (Yin, 2003).  
Questionnaire method was the primary method of data collection. Given the sensitivity surrounding sexual orientation, particularly within the council’s first year of monitoring workforce composition by sexual orientation, use of a questionnaire offered an advantage in allowing participants to complete their responses discretely.
A purely qualitative approach can be highly subjective and unquantifiable (Yin, 2003). Consequently, the decision was taken to incorporate a number of closed, quantitative questions into the questionnaire, so as to provide a hard evidence base against which interpretation of qualitative data could be set. These questions covered issues such as the level of knowledge around legislation relating to diversity, and the council’s membership of the Stonewall Diversity Champions Programme.  
For the questionnaire, a form of convenience sampling was deployed in selecting the management participants. Participants were selected from both the second tier of council’s management structure (Heads of Service) and the third tier (Senior Managers). These tiers were selected as they are comprised of managers who are primarily tasked with executing operational strategies, and so are likely to be responsible for investigating and hearing most harassment or grievance cases. They were therefore felt to be best-placed to provide informed comment on the authority’s approach to equality and diversity. The two tiers were identified separately, to assist in cross-tier comparison.

Participants were selected from various work locations, including in the office and in the field, across all of the council’s directorates. It was identified that this was an important method to try and generate enough data to draw comparisons between directorates. Participants were broadly mixed in terms of age, gender and ethnicity.  This minimised the chances of bias in these areas. However, managers who openly identified as LGB were selected wherever possible, as it was hoped that they could offer a particular insightful comments based on anecdotal experience. In total, the questionnaire was distributed to 102 managers and 21 staff who were out as LGB.  
The questionnaire was distributed through the council’s internal email system. This was felt to be an effective method for distribution, as all Heads of Service and Senior Managers within the authority have access to the email system, and so it could be distributed to the widest pool of potential respondents.

It was anticipated that some qualitative responses to the survey would be of sufficient interest to warrant further investigation via the deployment of a semi-structured interview technique. This would allow clarification of the content of some of the questionnaire results, as well as an opportunity for participants to further reflect upon and develop their views to provide high quality data. Open interview techniques were rejected for being too prone to bias in both questions and responses, with a risk that the conversation could be influenced by the respondent into a recitation of the equalities policy rather than serving a purpose of exploring comments raised via the survey. However, it was felt that structured enquiry could be seen as too threatening given the sensitive and often unfamiliar area of research (Yin, 2003). The flexibility afforded by semi-structured interviews allows better exploration of the perceptions of individual participants, within a wider framework of themes that may emerge through the survey.
Selection of participants for follow-up interviews was also undertaken on a convenience basis, with those chosen being considered by the researcher to have given responses on the survey that were of particular relevance or interest, given the themes that had arisen in the survey responses. This reflected the ambition of the interviews merely to be an opportunity for elaboration of core themes.  In total, five follow up interviews were made with managers who agreed to be interviewed in the survey.

Equality and Diversity at the Workplace
Participants believe the council’s approach is fair in employing a diverse workforce. The results were largely neutral to positive, with no negative responses. The majority of responses indicated a neutral attitude of ‘neither bad nor good’. Those who had replied positively gave similar messages that the organisation was moving in the right direction by acknowledging the need to explore issues of sexual orientation, and that, in the words of one participant, openly LGB senior managers, where they exist, are providing positive role models.  
However, despite the neutral to positive rating scores, other comments appeared to convey a broad dissatisfaction with the authority’s approach, with one respondent feeling that there is a lack of positive messages from senior levels within the authority, and marked variations in practice between directorates. Many views reflected a concern that despite the organisation having a policy on equality, there was little tangible demonstration of commitment to equality in practice.

The comments raised here may add weight to criticism of the equal opportunities and liberal diversity management approaches; the council’s training courses are very much centred on legislation and its deployment through the policy within the organisation, which suggests an equal opportunities approach. However, the council’s Equality and Diversity Framework presses the business case for diversity, and so this can be seen as a sign of a liberal diversity management approach. The sense of disappointment that the approach was not yielding tangible results, which characterised the responses of participants, seems to add evidence to the view that whilst equal opportunities and liberal approaches may create ‘level playing fields’, they do not lead to activity in encouraging the utilisation of a diverse workforce for business gain (Tayeb, 1996).

The level of knowledge of participants of the Employment Equality (Sexual Orientation) Regulations is the main piece of legislation from which statutory duties on employers regarding sexual orientation are derived, was examined. Whilst 90% of respondents were aware of the legislation, differences between directorates emerged when asked to rank their level of understanding.  
Participants in the Neighbourhood Services directorate have returned substantially lower ratings than respondents in other directorates, with all ratings at ‘limited’ or ‘very limited’ levels of knowledge. This suggests that there may be particular issues of awareness within this directorate, which includes large numbers of low-skilled operative workers within services such as Housing, Public Protection, Crime and Anti-Social Behaviour and Environmental services. 

The lack of awareness may be reflective of the workplace culture within the directorate; the traditional, masculine culture in these services appears to have prevented the permeation of the equalities message. Indeed, one manager in this directorate commented that it would be difficult for a member of my staff to work in my ex-manual, mostly male service area and be open about their sexual orientation.  
This seems to echo the contention by Kaler (2001), that organisational self-interest is insufficient to inspire managers to actively engage with an equalities agenda, again supporting the assertion that the existence of a ‘level playing field’ is insufficient within itself to enable the development of a diverse workforce and the obtaining of the business benefits it purports to bring (Kandola, 2004).

Effective Policy Framework
Responses appeared to indicate a degree of cynicism that the policy framework in itself had had much impact.  Some responses indicated that the workplace climate was already very open around sexual orientation, with the policy merely supporting an already positive environment. 
Therefore, whilst a ‘level playing field’ approach may provide a framework around which to base other initiatives, its impact may be seen to be diluted in contexts where there is a pre-existing positive attitude to diversity, and where dealing with customer diversity is part of the day-to-day work, such as in Adult’s, Children’s, Culture and Community Services.  Selection on the basis of merit is seen as par for the course in these areas. A one participant remarked that the basic tenets of my profession [education] would lead most of my staff to practice within a non-discriminatory framework anyway.  
Overall, therefore, it appears the policy has made little additional impact in areas that already offer a positive climate for diversity, whilst in those areas that do not, the policy does not in itself seem to have influenced workplace culture in a positive way. 

Moreover, participants suggested that the policy framework was not well promoted, with one suggesting that people know what is expected of them, although they probably don’t know exactly what the policy says.  This further reinforces the impression of the policy being a necessary framework for legislative compliance, and for stating the organisation’s expectations of managers and staff, but actually not having a proactive impact upon the workplace. Again, the existence of a ‘level playing field’ is seen as not necessarily unlocking the benefits of a diverse workforce.

The research next concentrated on the perceived benefits of the equality framework, both towards the organisation and to LGB employees. Many participants felt that there were potential benefits to the organisation from having an equalities framework.  However, comments largely cited these benefits as revolving around assuring the organisation’s legislative position and generally laying the groundwork for acceptable behaviour.  
Overall, responses reflected the perception of the framework having a minor impact within the organisation, as highlighted above. Some participants had a more positive view of the framework’s external impact, but referring to the framework as sending out welcoming messages to the local community and the labour market. However it may be possible to question the validity of this view, if the framework is not being actively promoted.  Even if the framework is enabling the organisation to attract talent from a wider talent pool, such benefit can be seen to emerge from the statement itself existing, rather than because the statement made anything tangible happen.

Barriers to Equality and Diversity
Whilst a clear majority of respondents considered there to be barriers to the realisation of benefits, the responses for the Neighbourhood Services directorate are notable, with half of participants indicating that they feel no barriers exist to realising benefits of the framework to the organisation and to LGB employees. Once more, this might be viewed as allegoric of the heavily masculine workplace culture within this directorate, combined with lower levels of employee literacy in some ex-manual services.  
This adds to the earlier indication of a lack of awareness of the complexity of the issue of sexual orientation, both in terms of the legislative position but also in terms of the workplace challenges faced by LGB employees. Where barriers were perceived, many respondents suggested that managers were uncertain about how to manage issues of sexual orientation in a way that differs to managing more ‘visible’ differences (Bowen and Blackmon, 2003); one respondent stated that sexual orientation is usually referred to in one line in a policy.  
Several contended that the organisation’s attempt to mainstream equalities may have resulted in latent homophobia being masked and thus remaining unchallenged; one remarked that homophobic prejudice is there, and is an unspoken barrier to equality.  Some suggested that ignorance may be an issue, with a lack of understanding of what challenges are faced by LGB employees contributing to an inability to address those issues. However, they argued that knowing the legislation does not help managing the issues. They claimed that there are no clear guidelines from the Central Government for tackling the most pressing issues.
This captures an important component of managing diversity that has not been considered by the literature examined earlier.  It highlights a distinction between legislative knowledge and an awareness of the need to operate in an equitable way, which can be termed as ‘hard’ knowledge, and emotional or ‘soft’ knowledge, involving the ability to manage issues of sensitivity, such as sexual orientation, in an appropriate manner. 

This separation of knowledge is important; the development of a suite of equitable policies and processes, emblematic of the equal opportunities and liberal diversity management approaches, may only serve to enhance ‘hard’ managerial knowledge, at the exclusion of ‘soft’ awareness. There is a potential link, however; the results for the Neighbourhood Services directorate seen previously demonstrate that ‘hard’ knowledge, in the form of understanding of legislation, is lacking, and also that ‘soft knowledge, in terms of the perception of barriers, is also deficient.  
In other service areas, where there is a greater awareness of legislation, there is also a corresponding awareness of barriers remaining to achieve business benefits.  Therefore, there may be an argument that whilst ‘hard’ knowledge forms a requisite base for unlocking business benefits, it by itself does not suffice.  This distinction is shown in Diagram 4, below.
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When asked about their experiences of bullying and harassment on the basis of sexual orientation, 86 per cent declared that they themselves had not been the subject of any such discrimination, with the remaining 14 per cent evenly divided in terms of whether they had felt supported by the organisation.  
Those who suggested that they had not been supported by the organisation when harassed felt that there was a lack of guidance about how to seek support when a line manager is perpetrating the harassment, reflecting a view, cited by one participant, that equality on the basis of sexual orientation is not an issue that the organisation promotes.  
Managers were also asked if a member of their staff had been the victim of harassment because of sexual orientation, and also whether they as the line manager felt supported by the organisation in managing the issue. 19 per cent declared to having had this experience; whilst this may be seen as disproportionate, given that only 2 per cent of council’s workforce have declared themselves to the organisation to be LGB, this high figure was anticipated given the voluntary nature of the questionnaire, as those who have had experience dealing with issues of sexual orientation were seen as more likely to respond to the survey.  
None of those reporting this experience felt supported by the organisation, one participant remarking that he was able to stop the harassment but felt ignorant as to why the comments hurt his staff member so much.  Again, this echoes the view that the organisation has adopted a liberal approach and set a ‘level playing field’, but has not enabled managers to utilise workforce diversity.  It also underlines the distinction between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ knowledge, with managers suggesting that they lack the ‘soft’ knowledge of how issues of sexual orientation should be addressed.

Perceived Remedies
Participants were asked to provide recommendations on how to improve council’s framework. A majority of responses focussed on the profile of equalities within the organisation, with participants suggesting that there was a lack of visible leadership and championing of equalities at a senior level; one respondent saw the opportunity to make the framework into a living document rather than a corporate statement by active promotion and role-modelling from the organisation’s executive board, and strengthening of its integration into existing processes, such as induction and performance appraisal. Additionally, some participants raised the possibility of targeting heterosexual staff in ex-manual areas, such as Neighbourhood Services, for training and awareness sessions, possibly utilising the organisation’s growing partnership with Stonewall in order to provide guest speakers at team meetings.  
Equally, participants suggested that communication with both LGB and heterosexual staff should be improved to ensure awareness of the support mechanisms available; with one suggesting that an active, upfront and public statement that it is perfectly fine to be LGB should be regularly made.  Some respondents thought that such public statements should be accompanied by images of LGB staff on publicity materials, and interviews in the staff magazine on what it is like to be LGB in the organisation.  Participants felt that the council is far too cagey about these things and that the issue of sexual orientation was not referred to outside of the policy document itself. The message from LGB participants was just as clear, and was summarised by one respondent; make us visible; if we believe in diversity, let’s talk about it.

This last statement highlights a further aspect of the diversity model that requires exploration; the origin of ‘soft’ managerial knowledge. As suggested in the literature, and echoed in Diagram 4, ‘hard’ managerial knowledge can be seen as originating from organisational policies and processes. However, given the comments cited above, the origin of ‘soft’ knowledge about how to manage issues on a day-to-day, interpersonal level appears to relate to the championing of sexual orientation from senior management levels.  
Where there are role-models in the council, they appear to be inspiring confidence amongst managers to look at and address workplace issues.  Where they are absent, such as in the Neighbourhood Services directorate, managers appear to have a more negative outlook. It is possible to suggest, therefore, that the notion of ‘challenge’, explored within the ‘learning and effectiveness’ approach and interpreted here in a wide sense, is of relevance.  
The Challenge
A visible discussion, or ‘challenge’, of the issue of sexual orientation as a workplace issue, as called for by respondents, may be seen as being able to influence workplace culture and provide confidence to managers in managing the sensitive issues present in the subject area.  This notion is therefore attached to the emerging model, as seen in Diagram 5, below.
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Through the analysis of the results, which is supplemented above by comments made during the follow-up interviews, it is possible to identify key themes arising that echo the analysis of the literature above. The council’s approach can be seen as a liberal approach to diversity management, featuring a published equality framework which is designed to act as a levelling factor in the organisation’s policies and procedures.  
This ‘level playing field’ appears to be well-established, with participants acknowledging it’s role without criticism; it is seen to be morally right, echoing an equal opportunities approach, but is also seen as beneficial in being an explicit declaration of organisational expectations. Whilst it has gained support in as far as it goes, the approach does not seem to have inspired managers and staff to develop and harness diversity within the workforce, and has therefore had limited impact. 

The perceptions of participants suggest whilst organisational structures and systems have been levelled, there has been little attempt to really promote the effective understanding and handling of the issue of sexual orientation within the workplace, and as a consequence, managers do not feel confident in managing the issue on a day-to-day level, including utilising their workforce diversity to gain business advantage. 
The realisation of the competitive benefits of a diverse workforce has therefore been hindered by a lack of activity; workplace culture has remained largely unchallenged, impeding the ability of diverse perspectives to influence organisational activity (Kandola, 2004).  With this in mind, it is now possible to consider how organisations may attempt to utilise a diverse workforce.

Best practice organisations utilise staff network groups to drive activity around the issues of sexual orientation (Stonewall, 2008), echoing the suggestion in the ‘learning and effectiveness’ approach that the diversity within the workforce can be utilised to generate the challenge to organisational processes, as seen in Diagram 3.  
This paper has suggested that the organisation has not driven learning around how to manage sexual orientation; therefore, it may be possible that the utilisation of existing workforce diversity represents a positive route through which the organisation can release the competitive business benefits of a diverse workforce. It is possible therefore to build this concept into the model.
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This completed tool is of use to local councils in conceptualising its position in relation to diversity, and therefore in identifying ways to take its approach to diversity management forward. It clearly demonstrates how both ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ management knowledge is vital to unlocking the business benefits associated with a diverse workforce. In doing so it recognises the critical role that line managers play in managing diversity, but it also incorporates a core role for the diverse staff groups themselves, in this case LGB employees.  
The input of the knowledge, perspectives and ideas of these groups can generate an active discussion around the subject of sexual orientation; a constructive ‘challenge’ to the existing organisational policies, processes and culture, which in turn leads to changes in these systems and their adoption as ‘hard’ knowledge, but also influences ‘soft’ knowledge. As knowledge is acquired, managers are given confidence to manage sensitive equality issues. 
Conclusion and Recommendations

Overall, this research has indicated the council is already channelling some positive effort in relation to sexual orientation in the workplace; many participants have suggested that the organisation is a positive place to be open about sexual orientation, and that behaviour is reinforced by appropriate policies and frameworks.  
However, the study has also indicated that potential problems remain around the spread of knowledge, particularly in some service areas, and that sexual orientation remains an invisible issue across much of the workforce. This has been revealed to have had an impact upon the ability of managers to unlock the benefits of their diverse workforce.  
This study has presented a new model of diversity management, which clearly offers the organisation a route to improving its approach to sexual orientation in the workplace, and towards releasing the competitive business benefits of a diverse workforce.

The study has revealed that despite a lack of promotion of the equalities framework, the ‘hard’ notion of equal opportunity is understood, accepted and embedded in many parts of the organisation. However, there is little evidence that the council is perceived to have a clear organisational equality and diversity strategy, and there is little activity intended to encourage active discussion and challenge around the issue of sexual orientation in the workplace, inhibiting the development of ‘soft’ knowledge and of confidence in managing day-to-day issues of sexual orientation.  
Initiatives such as the Stonewall Diversity Champions Programme, monitoring of the workforce by sexual orientation, and the development of the Staff LGB Panel, are not widely understood across all areas of the council, and whilst they may satisfy organisational requirements to obtain a ranking on Stonewall’s Index, they will not on their own enhance ‘soft’ knowledge. 

Therefore, a primary recommendation would be for the organisation to attempt to expand from its written policy to actively promote its commitment to diversity, and spread ‘soft’ knowledge, through a range of internal communication channels. The council’s emerging Staff LGB Panel might be a suitable forum for driving forward such promotional work, and as part of this could have a role in driving forward the ‘soft’ knowledge required by management to successfully unlock business benefits.  

The council’s Staff LGB Panel can organise and promote informal sexual orientation awareness sessions for managers, in order to supply create a cultural ‘challenge’ and lead to the development of ‘soft’ knowledge. Whilst the organisation benefits from having a number of openly-LGB managers who are able to champion sexual orientation to an extent, the study suggests that there is a lack of visible championing of diversity from the top level of management in the organisation. In order to get managers to adopt the ‘soft’ learning from the cultural ‘challenge’, such senior commitment is required.  
Consequently, senior managers should visibly give their support to these sessions, thereby enabling managers to feel confident about deploying this ‘soft’ knowledge alongside existing ‘hard’ knowledge to manage diversity within the workforce. As highlighted throughout the discussion and analysis of findings, the results of the study suggest that there are inconsistent levels of ‘hard’ awareness amongst managers around the legislation and issues relating to sexual orientation.
In addition, the council, through its HR Learning and Development function, and with the support of the Staff LGB Panel, should consider revision of its training strategy, with a view to taking targeted action to address the lack of awareness within certain service areas.
These recommendations are continuous processes, as highlighted by the model developed in this study, and can therefore commence at any stage in the future.  However, it may be beneficial for the council to consider aligning these actions to the timescale of publication of Stonewall’s Workplace Equality Index; entrants to this list must submit an application in September of each year, for entrance into the index in the following January. Were these recommendations pursued to a stage where they could be part of the organisation’s submission to Stonewall, public recognition of progress would be obtained, which in itself would help to provide visible commitment to diversity.
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Diagram 1: Equal Opportunities and Liberal Diversity Management Approaches





Diagram 2: Radical Diversity Management Approach
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Diagram 3: ‘Learning and Effectiveness’ Approach
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Diagram 4: Showing the distinction between types of knowledge 


      within a wider approach to equality and diversity
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Diagram 5: Showing the role of ‘challenge’ in producing ‘soft’ knowledge and in improving robustness of policies, processes and culture
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Diagram 6: The utilisation of a diverse workforce through continuous 


      improvement in realising business benefits
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