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www.improvingsupport.org.uk/equality
Background

The time is right to talk about and, even better, to take action on equality, diversity and human rights in England. There are plans to dramatically change equality law, the financing and operational environment in which the third sector functions is radically changing, and marginalised groups in the UK feel the need for their voices to be heard as ever before. 
The diversity of the third sector is one of its greatest strengths and the National Equality Partnership has been set up, in this context, to help third sector support providers – umbrella bodies and infrastructure organisations – champion equality, diversity and human rights in England.  And one first step to help the sector ‘walk the talk’ is to check first how we are doing in these areas!
Equality audits are increasingly being used by third sector organisations as a flexible but systematic way to assess performance on equality and ultimately improve how inequality is tackled – internally and externally, e.g. through services, campaigns and work with other organisations and groups. Equality audits can take many forms, but to be successful require considerable investment by the organisation, both in staff/volunteer/trustee time, and in internal openness to change.

Purpose of the project
The equality audit peer learning programme provides an opportunity for learning and collaboration to take place between generalist and equalities support providers, with the ultimate aim being to have a third sector that is better equipped to meet the needs of diverse frontline organisations. 
The purpose of the National Equality Partnership’s equality audit project is:
· To enable organisations within the group to share their expertise – for example a disability support provider might advise the other organisations on access and inclusion, and an organisation with a diverse workforce might share its experience to help the others improve theirs.
· To build long-lasting relationships between support providers so that they continue to share their different expertise and learning on equality and diversity.
· To help organisations benchmark their performance on equality.
Description of the project – the big picture
We will first launch a pilot, which will bring together a small group of third sector support providers – generalist and equality organisations – to carry out equality audits in our own organisations, while sharing our learning with each other. Then, our experience will be cascaded to other support providers and the frontline organisations we support.
National Equality Partnership will facilitate the process and carry out and/or source any additional resources and research needed to support the group in defining the areas to cover, the research methods and logistics.  Support and guidance will be provided as well by other third sector organisations that have valuable experience in carrying out equality audits, adapting equality standards and delivering projects in these areas.
We will capture and disseminate within the third sector the different experiences and the learning and good practice that spins off the project in equality, diversity and human rights.

All participants undertaking equality audits will be encouraged to share their experience with the frontline organisations they support, to in turn encourage and support them to undertake equality audits. This will be enabled within the project through peer support training that will be provided for the participant organisations.
Additional aspects of this project will be:
· Human rights perspective: We will support participants in exploring the links between equality, diversity and human rights and incorporating a human rights perspective in the equality audits.

· Performance management: We will work alongside the Improving Support Performance workstream (www.improvingsupport.org.uk/performance) to support participants in setting up/adapting monitoring systems and to link our work with existing quality systems and standards.

Timescale

The pilot project will take place over six to nine months from February 2009. 

What will the project involve?
Organisations participating in the project will be expected to:

· Attend at least six to eight peer learning sessions to discuss the ongoing audits, share expertise and learning from the process, and obtain training for the purpose of further peer support. We will allow for flexibility as to where these sessions will take place, and we will explore alternatives to face-to-face meetings, such as virtual communications (e-learning, forums), to ease the process.

· Commit to sharing their experiences and learning obtained during the equality audit process, with fellow participants and other organisations they support and have contact with.

· Commit to disseminating the outcome of the equality audit with the participants’ member organisations, to encourage them to carry out their own equality audits.
· Commit to carrying out peer support for equality audits. Each organisation will undertake training to provide peer support to other organisations, so the equality audit process can be cascaded. The organisations providing this support will receive peer support training and payment for attending meetings and for delivering the support. 
If you are would like to participate in the project, the next steps are:
· Establish an organisational commitment to the process: this involves internal discussions within your organisation, to agree that your organisation wants to carry out an equality audit. In LVSC’s experience, for example, ownership from the Board and management was a crucial element in ensuring this commitment and ultimately the success of their equality audit.

· Start discussions to establish a clear picture about:

a. Why your organisation wants to carry out an equality audit, to set a clear purpose for this exercise.
b. What for: what aims you want to achieve with the audit, the changes you want to see in your work, your organisation, your external relationships, etc.
· Reflect upon potential challenges and risks you foresee, so you can start establishing what is under your control (what you can influence), what you have to ensure from the onset in order for the audit to go ahead, what additional support you might need, etc.
We encourage you to think of your audit as a unique exercise: what you look at and analyse will be a result of the aims you have set yourself, what you want to achieve with the equality audit in your organisation and, of course, the resources you have available. It is an opportunity to do something that is practical, realistic, easily applicable and replicable in your work – and we can guide you in achieving this!
Please start thinking about the points above and email me with any queries or comments you may have, and I will tend to them upon my return on 12 January 2009. We can then support you in defining the scope of your audit. If you decide to participate in this project, please let me know and I will set a date for our first meeting and prepare the process.

Macarena Vergara

Learning and Collaboration Officer

National Equality Partnership

Women’s Resource Centre

macarena@wrc.org.uk
Tel: 020 7324 3048


Example of an equality audit process





As a guide, the steps taken by LVSC (during a period of one year) were:





Definition of the purpose and objective of the equality audit


Approval of the audit proposal by Chief Executive and Board. LVSC’s audit had two parts: analysing the “internal” aspects – issues affecting staff and customers – and the “external” – relationships with other organisations


Establishment of an internal equalities working group


Stakeholder involvement: at the start of the process and requests for input and feedback throughout the process


Background research


Design of research tools (in their case, unstructured interviews)


Selection of interviewees


Carrying out of 11 internal and 18 external interviews


Data analysis and reporting: feedback and checks with participants


Currently, the working group aims to implement the recommendations that resulted from the equality audit


In one year there will be an impact assessment and evaluation, which will lead to a review











