
Understanding equality, diversity and inclusion in the 
workplace

What does an inclusive workplace look like?

An inclusive workplace is one where the human rights principles of fairness, respect, equality, dignity and 
autonomy are promoted and are part of the organisation’s everyday goals and behaviour.

• There is a welcoming workplace culture where everyone is treated with respect and dignity and everyone 
feels valued.

• Policies are in place concerning equality and human rights, working conditions, dignity at work, employee 
welfare and fair recruitment and procurement practices.

• Members of staff at all levels are aware of the inclusive values of the organisation and are actively 
consulted and involved in policy development.

• The workforce is representative of the local community or customers (or if not, under-represented groups 
are encouraged to apply).

• All employees are encouraged to develop and progress, and any barriers faced by specific groups are 
identified and action taken to address them.

• Unnecessary hierarchies and occupational segregation, where groups of employees are congregated into 
certain areas, are discouraged.

• The organisation is aware of any potential tensions within the workplace, and takes action to anticipate 
and address them.

• Inclusive strategies are fully supported and promoted by senior staff.

What are the benefits of an inclusive workplace?

More employers are coming up with solutions to create and promote an inclusive workplace in order to maximise 
productivity, attract new talent and increase employee commitment. Organisations’ action on equality and 
human rights issues can have a significant impact on their brand reputation, so inclusion makes good business 
sense.

Attract new talent

Working teams that are diverse in their make-up are able to come up with a wider range of solutions to business 
problems. Inclusive workplaces that openly communicate their values and strategies on equality, human rights 
and inclusion are capitalising on this as they are able to attract a wider pool of applicants and talent. Candidates 
from minority groups may be put off applying for positions in organisations that do not make their commitment 
to inclusion known.

Retain productive and committed staff

Inclusive workplaces that understand the needs of their employees and make staff feel valued and respected 
also have greater success in retaining staff. Having a range of policies and facilities in place to ensure that all 
employees are able to balance work with other aspects of their lives has a positive impact on job satisfaction, 
productivity and commitment. In contrast, in organisations where stereotypes persist and some groups of 
employees face barriers to success, these issues have a negative effect on the employees’ performance, health 
and wellbeing.
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Create wider customer appeal and access to untapped markets

If your employees come from a diverse range of backgrounds, and your company values are based around 
inclusion and fairness, your business has much greater potential to reach further into different sections of 
the community, appealing to a wider customer and supplier base. This can be done by recognising and then 
embracing and utilising the diverse skills, experience and knowledge that your staff have. These might come 
from the workplace or activities that take place outside of it.

Create culture change that spreads to communities

Inequalities and stereotypes spread into the workplace from the wider society outside its doors, and societal 
barriers to equality, human rights and inclusion can be amplified in the workplace. But this process can also 
work in reverse, with cultural change within the workplace spreading outwards into the wider community, as 
colleagues learn more about each other and pass on this knowledge onto others. Creating change at work can 
bring benefits that spread much further than the confines of one organisation’s walls.

Policies for dealing with discrimination, bullying and harassment

Policies should stipulate the importance of treating others with dignity and respect, set out what equality and 
human rights legislation says, explain what discrimination and harassment are and state what the consequences 
of unacceptable behaviour will be.

• Procedures for dealing with tensions and differences between groups 
If you employ different groups of workers who may be likely to disagree or to have misperceptions 
about each other, you should have procedures in place to deal with this. There should be guidance 
on employing agency or migrant workers, making sure that they are not treated less favourably than 
permanent employees.

• Disciplinary and grievance procedures 
There should be clear disciplinary and grievance procedures in place that are followed by all managers, 
accessible to employees and easily understood. These procedures should be fair to all and not have a 
negative effect on particular groups. Employees should have access to an independent arbitration or 
dispute resolution process if they do not agree with the outcome.

• Policies on flexible working 
There should be procedures in place for dealing with requests to work flexibly in a fair and objective 
manner. There should be options for older workers to continue working after they reach pension age, if 
they wish to do so.

• Procedures for carers, parents and expectant parents 
There should be policies in place for maternity, paternity and adoption leave and pay, breastfeeding, 
parental leave and time off for dependents.

• Sickness absence policies 
There should be a clear policy on sickness absence that is understood by line managers and takes 
into account pregnancy-related sickness and disability. There should be procedures in place to help 
employees back to work and to consider individual needs in doing this.

• Health and safety policies 
There should be clear policies in place on health and safety, with regular risk assessment and 
ergonomic checks to promote staff health and wellbeing. There should be specific risk assessments 
routinely organised, for example for pregnant women or staff working in particular areas of risk.

• Performance management procedures 
There should be clearly set out procedures on performance management that take individual needs and 
cultural differences into account, and are objective and transparent to all employees.
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• Pay and reward policies 
Policies on pay and reward should be clearly organised, based on objective criteria and easily 
understood by employees. There should be clear guidance on starting salaries, bonuses and 
performance-related pay. Equal pay audit should be undertaken to make sure there are no pay gaps by 
gender, disability or ethnic group.

• Recruitment and promotion procedures 
Procedures for recruitment and promotion should be transparent and equally accessible to all 
applicants. Job descriptions should focus on objective criteria that are solely related to the job in 
question, and not negatively affect particular groups. If some groups are under-represented among 
staff, there should be strategies in place to change this.

• Policies on training and development 
There should be regular training in place on equality and human rights. Procedures should be in place to 
ensure that all employees have access to development and work-related training, and these procedures 
should take the particular needs of certain groups of employees into account.

• Service provision and customer equality policies 
If you are a service provider, there should be a strategy in place to make sure that all customers are 
treated equally and fairly, and that needs of customers from diverse backgrounds are all recognised and 
met. Staff at all levels should be engaged in creating a human rights culture.

• Informal or unwritten working practices 
Examining informal working culture can be difficult to do, but the aim is to find out if there are gaps 
between what is written in policies and what is actually happening during everyday working practices 
within an organisation. Some areas to think about include:

Staff attitudes and behaviour

• Is there an open and understanding working culture where everyone is treated with dignity and respect?

• Are staff aware of the importance of equality, human rights and inclusion; the antidiscrimination policies 
currently in place and the procedures for acceptable behaviour?

Take-up of employee provisions

What are the take up rates of the provisions you have in place for flexible working, time off for dependents 
or access to religious facilities and requirements? If they are low, it may be that the working culture in your 
organisation is not supportive of the provisions in place, or that staff are not aware of what is available.

Working patterns and segregation

Do staff from diverse backgrounds and different groups work together in teams and divisions, or are similar 
groups of staff clustered into the same teams, shifts and areas of work? If the latter is the case, it is likely that 
there may be divisions within the workforce on the grounds of gender, ethnic background, age, religion or belief, 
language, culture and class.

Activities

Are there any activities in place to bring staff together and to promote inclusion and understanding? If so, are 
they well attended? Are they planned with the access requirements of different groups in mind, as well as caring 
responsibilities and cultural differences?

Recruitment and retention

Despite clear policies on recruitment and promotion, do some groups remain at the bottom of the career ladder? 
Do you find that employees from minority groups are more likely to leave than those who make up the majority? 
If this is the case, it could be that workplace culture is creating barriers for these groups.
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Staff consultation and participation

Are there clear procedures through which staff can communicate with managers and directors? Are staff and 
their representatives consulted on changes to policies and practices that would affect their working lives? Are 
they actively involved in initiatives around working culture? If this is not the case, it is more likely that efforts to 
create inclusive working would not succeed, because employees may feel that measures are being forced upon 
them without the chance to give their opinions.

Actively involve all employees

• Consultation and participation.

• Encourage employees to take part in monitoring, and promote the reasons for doing so.

Building a culture of inclusion and respect

• An organisation’s core values should include a commitment to equality, human rights and inclusive 
working.

• All policies should be equality proofed.

• Immediate action should be taken to address and tackle discrimination, harassment and bullying.

• All staff should be trained on inclusive working, human rights and equality.

• Inclusion should be a key management approach.

• Equality and human rights champions should be appointed.

• Employee networks and forums should be encouraged.

• Culture-changing initiatives should be promoted.

An inclusive approach to recruitment, promotion and development

• Equality, diversity, human rights and inclusive working should be part of job descriptions.

• There should be equality and human rights training for all staff involved in recruitment and a fair and 
transparent selection process.

• Candidates from the widest pool available should be attracted.

• Talent and achievement, rather than stereotypical indicators of success, should be rewarded.

• Skills achieved outside the workplace should be valued.

• Development for all should be encouraged and enabled.

• Mentoring opportunities should be offered to junior and new staff.

• Exit interviews should be conducted.

Encouraging engagement with the local community

• Employer assisted volunteering.

• Actively involve all groups of employees.

In order to create a working culture of inclusion, respect and opportunity for all, it is essential that everyone in 
the organisation, from senior management to the most junior staff, is engaged with and involved in the process 
of creating this culture, and feels that their opinions and experiences are valued. Measures to promote inclusive 
working need to be thought of positively among employees, not as something that is ‘done’ to them. There are 
several things to think about in this respect.
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Encourage employees to take part in monitoring

Making sure that employees understand the importance of equality monitoring, and the key role it can play in 
helping to develop an inclusive workplace, for generating staff involvement and engagement. Ensure that they 
know what information will be collected, why this will be done and how the data will be used.

Take extra measures and make reasonable adjustments

Encouraging and enabling participation and consultation might involve putting extra measures in place so 
that some groups of staff can be actively involved. For example, it may be necessary to provide and present 
information, and to receive feedback, in a range of alternative formats for employees who are disabled or whose 
first language is not English.

Build a culture of inclusion and respect across the workplace

The organisation’s core values should include a commitment to equality, human rights and inclusive working.

Equality and Human Rights Commission Guidance – An employer’s guide to Creating an Inclusive workplace.
Published March 2010. ISBN 978 1 84206 267 8
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