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“Many D&I initiatives fail because they are standardised, cut and pasted 
solutions that don’t resonate with all the intended target audiences.”
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Our reality has been turned upside down in 
2020. We are learning to play by new rules, and 
the rules change as we go along. Employers, 
recruiters, RPOs, HR tech providers and workers 
have all been thrust into new ways of working. 

The Black Lives Matter movement has exploded 
following the death of African-American man 
George Floyd under the knee of a white police 
officer in the US; mass rallies around the world 
have highlighted systemic injustice to people 
from black and minority ethnic backgrounds.

How is this climate of uncertainty and change 
impacting on Diversity & Inclusion among UK 
businesses and recruiters? Have the key drivers 
changed? How do employers want recruiters 
and tech providers to work with them to reach 
their goals? What strategies are most effective? 

We approached large employers as well as some 
of the UK’s premier recruitment, RPO and talent 
tech experts, including several D&I judges and 
award-winners from Tthe TALiNT International 
Annual Recruitment Awards (TIARAs).

D&I DRIVERS IN AN UNCERTAIN WORLD
It’s questionable whether employers still see D&I 
as an immediate priority when many 
organisations are struggling to survive. 

Claire Holness, VP, global head of talent 
acquisition at Ericsson and a D&I judge for the 
2020 TIARAs, says companies may pull back from 
events and attraction spend. “Some hiring 
managers may face new hiring volume limits,” 
she says. “This means recruiters will need to find 
new ways of identifying and shortlisting diverse 
candidates, and CVs alone will not suffice.”

James Saoulli, CEO at UK RPO Rullion, says the 

D&I agenda at his workplace has taken a hit, 
alongside other long-term strategically 
important initiatives – at least for now. “When I 
took over in 2017, the executive team was 
completely male, white, and very homogenous,” 
he says. “We are now 50% female, we have 
people from their 30s to their 60s, of different 
experiences, so it’s a real change and that 
permeates throughout the organisation.

“Rullion is very passionate about D&I, but it is 
not getting prominence at the moment because 
we’re not recruiting. We’re focusing on getting 
our balance sheet in order.” Saoulli points out 
that the momentum behind D&I will continue to 
be a key driver at Rullion and other big 
companies in the medium to long-term.

Lisa Cherry, group chief people officer at the 
Post Office, says D&I is more of a priority than it 
has ever been. Building on initiatives such as 
employee-led disability, BAME, and LGBT+ 
networking groups, the Post Office aims to 
achieve 50% gender equality and 14% minimum 
BAME representation by 2024. 

“We’re doing this in three main ways: ensuring 
that unconscious bias is removed from the 
recruitment process in all ways possible; 
ensuring that we have a mix of CVs for all 
employment opportunities; and by developing a 
robust talent pipeline,” Cherry says. 

Some of this involves working with external 
partners specialising in D&I recruitment, which 
Cherry sees as adding the most value in ‘hard to 
fill’ roles such as niche IT, though she adds that 
the Post Office wants to rely less on external 
partners in future.

“And when it comes to tough decisions, these 
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Less than a third 
of workers would 

feel comfortable raising 
a claim in the event of 

discrimination at work.
Source: ADP

have to be made with D&I front and centre,” she 
says. “It can’t be something that gets put to one 
side when things get tough because it plays a 
role in how a business manages tough times.”

THE BUSINESS CASE FOR D&I 
It’s widely acknowledged that effective D&I 
strategies give employers a commercial and 
branding edge – an international Boston 
Consulting Group study found companies with 
more diverse management teams have 19% 
higher revenues due to innovation.

“The business case for diversity has been proven 
without doubt, with countless studies 
demonstrating that more inclusive teams bring 
greater innovation, increases in financial returns, 
and better businesses,” agrees Emily Ayre, MD, 
BRUIN Financial, which won a TIARA 2019 D&I 
Award, and is shortlisted again this year. 

“We’ve been running regular webinars on D&I 
topics and had massive demand from clients,” 
says Ayre. “What we’ve seen over the last few 
months demonstrates clearly to us that 
organisations are now looking at D&I as a 
business issue, not just an HR issue, and 
prioritising it as such.”

A Hays survey conducted in August-September 
highlights the importance of D&I in candidate 
experience; 73% of UK candidates viewed D&I 
policies as important when considering a new 
role, and 74% think their company should have a 
voice on issues like Black Lives Matter. 

D&I dialogue is becoming more meaningful, as 
companies accept it is no longer enough to 
launch a glitzy PR campaign which glosses over 
inherent failings in company culture. Remote 
and flexible working has widened opportunities 

for many, including women with children, people 
with disabilities and those working outside 
major cities while rising unemployment is 
impacting big sectors of society, like young 
people.

“Covid has led to many organisations reflecting 
on what they want to look like and what 
workplace they want to create once we come 
out the other side of this pandemic,” says Guy 
Hayward, CEO at recruiter Goodman Masson.

“Conversations are happening on a wider scale 
than we’ve seen previously and in a manner that 
seems to be about making change and taking 
action for the long-term. Since George Floyd’s 
death and the rise of the BLM movement, there 
has been a significant increase in clients asking 
us questions like: 'How many BAME candidates 
have you placed in the last year?' We feel there 
is a recognition from corporates that they must 
and want to make it clear that they are anti-
racist and being vocal about their views.”

Melanie Hayes, the new Chief People Officer at 
Harvey Nash Group, agrees it has become more 
acceptable to raise issues about lack of 
inclusivity and to call out poor behaviour. “There 
has been a spotlight on gender and equality, and 
BLM has put a spotlight on racial inequality, so 
organisations are now considering whether their 
ethnic mix reflects their local area, their clients 
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and their customer base,” she says.

Tiffany St James, founder of UK digital 
consultancy Transmute, says organisations are 
seeking to evolve rather than switch back to 
pre-Covid ways of working. She believes there is 
a fundamental opportunity for change now and 
in the next two years, but critically before a 
financial downturn makes it impossible for 
change to happen at scale.

WHY THE SYSTEM IS BROKEN
Introducing measures such as blind CVs or 
diverse candidate shortlists makes little 
difference if not part of a holistic approach.

Despite much talk about a commitment to 
diversity, just 52 out of 1099 of the most 
powerful roles in the UK are filled by non-white 
people – less than 5%  – according to The Colour 
of Power 2020 report by executive search and 
diversity consultancy Green Park. There has 
been little progress since it conducted the same 
study three years ago, despite ethnic minorities 
representing 13% of the UK population. 

Green Park CEO Raj Tulsiani says little will 
change without a different type of thinking 
influencing boards: “We consistently find that 
many organisations simply don’t know how to 
respond to the diversity challenges they face. 
The common theme is a deep discomfort in 
confronting the issues of D&I with credible 
candour and relevant data, often disguised by a 
well-honed facility for talking about and around 
the subject – the recruitment industry being a 
fabulous example of talking it up.

“Many D&I initiatives fail because they are 

standardised, cut and pasted solutions that 
don’t resonate with all the intended audiences.” 
The first step is making a conscious effort to 
move away from lip service and PR puffery.

“There is no point in making a song and dance 
about being a diverse and inclusive employer 
unless that is actually happening on the frontline 
– otherwise your diverse workforce will feel 
misled and excluded and will not stay,” says 
Derek Skelton, Meridian Business Support chief 
executive. “This needs to happen top down so 
that – especially at board level – diversity and 
inclusion is seen to be part of how things are 
done. Get awareness and good practice into the 
business and promote the stories, ideas and 
business values that happen as a result.”

An authentic narrative around staff experience 
can be a powerful employer tool. Melanie Hayes 
from Harvey Nash says: “People want to feel like 
they are joining a diverse organisation and one 
they feel where they can belong – that’s really 
important. I’ve seen organisations that have put 
in place processes to counteract issues they have 
identified internally through looking at data, but 
I’ve also seen organisations that have really been 
able to tell stories that help people connect with 
their business and want to join.”

“Recruiters need to find new ways of 
identifying and shortlisting diverse 

candidates, and CVs alone will not suffice.”

Claire Holness, VP, global head of talent acquisition, Ericsson

Top 10 Ways Employers 
Can Boost D&I
1. Combining a top-down and bottom-up
2. Ensuring strategic decision-making is not 
confined to a homogenous group
3. Aiming for buy-in at every level
4. Pinpointing best practice throughout the 
talent pipeline
5. Appointing a Chief Diversity Officer
6. Partnering with a specialist RPO
7. Tracking diversity metrics over time
8. Employee-led networking groups 
9. Working with external organisations 
10. Introducing a D&I lens to all internal 
processes and policies
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experiments, we have been able to build 
improvements, enabling us to deploy our 
learnings more quickly on a larger scale.”

Tiffany St James at Transmute says there had 
been a rise in great talent start-ups, locating and 
finding more diverse talent, amalgamating data 
to create diverse teams, serving more 
automated talent pitch videos for more useful 
qualitative feedback and finding niche skills or 
qualifying people at speed and scale.

Transmute has embraced virtual working for 
years – one team member continued to work 
full-time after moving to Barbados – and prides 
itself on embracing D&I. “Our fluctuating project 
teams consist of a wide age range of talented in 
individuals from different backgrounds, 
ethnicities and commercial disciplines bringing 
equally valuable experiences to bear on our 
programmes,” St James explains. “As a digital 
consultancy, we’re used to testing before scaling 
and we will test internal initiatives and ensure 
we get those right in makeup of skills and 
diverse thinking for client programmes.”

However, tech platforms aren’t a magic wand for 
removing unconscious bias, warns Chief Science 
Advisor Lara Montefiori from recruitment tech 
company Arctic Shores. 

“We’re in a great position to halt the downward 
spiral of unconscious bias – we’re already seeing 
exciting data on how, with support, companies in 
typically less diverse sectors like technology can 
outperform their competitors with a much 
higher proportion of BAME individuals in their 
new cohorts,” Montefiori says.

“Diversity will be hampered by any tool that’s 
too heavily focused on acquired knowledge, 
rather than on potential. Ultimately, whether 
remote or in-person, unconscious bias is rooted 
in the underlying mechanisms of an assessment 
method. It won’t increase or dissipate just as a 
result of using an online platform. Eradicating 
unconscious bias requires a genuine 
commitment to change”.

James Saoulli, Rullion CEO, points out that there 
has always been a disconnect between senior 
stakeholders and hiring managers. While those 
higher up in an organisation are typically more 
concerned about D&I, those on the shop floor 
are under pressure to deliver against deadlines 
and candidates who fit with the right skill set.

The Post Office’s Lisa Cherry says it is difficult to 
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Green Park proposes organisations commit to no 
major strategic decisions being made by a 
leadership team which is all-male or all-white – 
if this is unavoidable, this should be minuted and 
noted in the annual report – and that larger UK 
firms follow the US trend of appointing a Chief 
Diversity Officer or outsourced D&I partner.

“It is crucial that leadership consider diversity an 
absolute business priority,” says Suki Sandhu 
OBE, founder and CEO of INvolve. “They need to 
be rewarding (financially and in other forms) 
behaviours that are in line with inclusive cultures 
and clamping down on behaviours that are not.  

“It is also important to understand the lived 
experiences for diverse people already within 
the organisation – as well as those recently 
joined. Letting these individuals talk openly 
about the challenges they face and putting 
forward solutions to those problems will help 
diverse thinking to permeate at all levels.

“Collecting data on the make-up of the 
organisation and tracking this over time will 
show whether there is equality in employment 
and progression at all levels for minority groups 
and allow targeted actions to be taken.”

WHERE DOES TECH FIT IN? 
Vinda Souza, VP of Global Communications at 
recruiting software company Bullhorn, says 
businesses should take this opportunity to 
rethink the meaning of diversity: “It’s not just 
about race and gender, but socioeconomic 
background, parental status, disability, and all 
sorts of other characteristics.  

“A real commitment to DEI means going beyond 
the checkboxes to create a genuine feeling of 
belonging. Metrics are useful for understanding 
the areas that need improving, but a staunch 
adherence to targets and checkboxes misses the 
point. Nothing compares to a real commitment 
to diversity with buy-in at every level.”

Machine learning, AI and talent tech are integral 
to many D&I strategies, specifically by over-
riding unconscious bias. 

Claire Holness at Ericsson says they have 
accelerated hiring diversity through technology 
alongside a focus on personalised attraction and 
unconscious bias awareness. “In 2019 we 
launched a new approach, using behavioural 
science to better understand how candidates 
and hirers act in order to drive decision making 
with D&I,” she says. “Through a series of small 

Melanie Hayes, 
Harvey Nash

identify any one initiative as being ‘most 
successful’. “Creating a truly inclusive culture 
requires the D&I policy to touch almost 
everything about a business,” she says. “And of 
course, it’s being able to talk about anything 
with your network group; it’s about 
enfranchising everyone when they join with the 
knowledge that they can help shape the D&I 
agenda if they so choose. It’s about community 
and demonstrating that everyone is valued; 
everyone has a voice; our policies reflect that.”

HOW CAN RECRUITERS DRIVE D&I?
While savvy recruiters have been pushing D&I 
for years, internally and externally, the statistics 
show there is still a huge task ahead. What do 
companies expect from recruitment partners 
and how can they more effectively drive D&I?

Claire Holness from Ericsson says the talent 
industry has a significant opportunity to enable 
companies to deliver on their people priorities: 
“Diversity in recruitment practices no longer 
requires ‘best efforts’ but is now essential for 
customers and candidates. Recruitment partners 
will only be successful if they deeply care about 
D&I and it is embedded in all that they do.  
Recruiters need to dig deeply into each and 
every candidates’ broader experiences, coupled 
with the conviction to drive this topic with hiring 
decision makers.”

Recruiters can be important agents for change, 
tapping into new or under-used talent pools, 
and setting an example for their clients.

“We sit at the centre of how organisations grow 
by finding great talent and should be 
instrumental in helping them access talent from 
more diverse backgrounds,” says Guy Hayward 
from Goodman Masson, adding that his 
company’s Programme for Change started last 
October, when the internal D&I team set out 

clear objectives to support gender diversity, an 
accepting environment for LGBTQ+ employees 
and a race-inclusive culture.

“As an industry our search and advertising 
techniques need to reach the widest and most 
diverse talent pools. Recruiters need to be 
confident in their language around D&I, have a 
strong understanding on what bias is and hold 
knowledge of how to reduce unconscious bias.”

BRUIN’s Emily Ayre says a big part of the process 
is educating clients on best practice for the 
entire candidate pipeline – from how to write 
inclusive job descriptions to conducting CV 
assessments and interviews. “We’re regularly 
asked by clients to present to their senior 
leadership teams on how diverse talent 
management strategies can be implemented and 
have on a number of occasions designed their 
RFIs for other suppliers,” she says. 

“It’s also our role as recruiters to give our clients 
the fullest possible picture of the market, so 
alongside the standard market information 
about hiring trends and salary, we’re supporting 
our clients by highlighting diversity charters, 
programmes, and sector focused initiatives that 
they can get involved in which strengthens their 
brand and employee proposition.”

Raj Tulsiani from Green Park says the coronavirus 
and BLM have highlighted inequalities but also 
given HR and talent leaders a unique 
opportunity to transform UK working culture. 
“We can accelerate digital transformation and 
create a more flexible and inclusive working 
environment," he says. "We can take advantage 
of the slower market and wider talent pools to 
build and improve our employee brand, culture 
and company values, recruitment and HR 
processes, and build more diverse teams moving 
forward."

TALiNT International Sept / Oct 2020

Recruiter launches 
campaign to improve 
workplace racial equality
Diversity and executive recruitment consultancy 
Green Park has partnered with The Collaboratory 
and Black History Month to launch a not-for-profit 
community interest company to improve racial 
equality in the workplace. Formed in response to 
the Black Lives Matter movement, Race Equality 
Matters aims to turn declarations of commitment 
and support from organisations and individuals 
into meaningful change. The company plans to 
launch an annual UK-wide Race Equality Week, 
taking place in February. 

52 out of 1099: 
The number of 

leadership roles in the UK 
filled by non-white people

Source: The Colour of 
Power 2020, Green Park
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