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Introduction
Human Resource Management and EDI is a free course provided by OpenLearn, based
on adapted material from B810. This course will highlight why equality, diversity and
inclusion (EDI) are key for the practice of Human Resource Management (HRM) today.
This includes the promotion of the following dimensions in the workplace: fairness and
equity, diversity and innovation, talent management, and legal compliance. Furthermore,
this course will also show HR professionals how to embed EDI in the workplace,
especially through HR policies and training.

This OpenLearn course is an adapted extract from the Open University course
B810 The role of the human resource professional, which forms part of the OU’s
MSc in Human Resource Management.
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Learning outcomes
After studying this course, you should be able to:

● reflect on the link between the role of HR and HR practice and EDI
● discuss how EDI is important to organisations and how each element supports, but is

different from, the others
● debate how and why EDI relates to the role of a professional HR practitioner
● understand key HR policies and training in relation to EDI.
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1 What is EDI, and why is it so important for HR
professionals and HRM today?
This section introduces you to the issues of equality, equity, diversity and inclusion.
Equality, or equity, along with diversity and inclusion are generally grouped together and
abbreviated as EDI.

You will consider how and why these four issues are important for organisations and how
they are defined. You will also consider how they relate to the UK’s Equality Act 2010
(EqA 2010), to issues of positive discrimination and affirmative action, and to the concept
of intersectionality.

1.1 Equality

Equality is considered to mean that everyone irrespective of, for instance, their age,
ethnicity, gender and physical ability, has the same access to resources and opportunities.
Equality means that a person is not discriminated against because of their characteristics.
Many countries have some form of equalities legislation. In the UK, the issue of equality at
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work is governed by the Equality Act 2010, which is a development of the Equal Pay Act
1970, the Sex Discrimination Act 1975 and the Race Relations Act 1976.
In the UK, implementation of the EqA 2010 is overseen and monitored by the statutory
body the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC), established in 2007.
Enforcement of this Commission’s mandate varies, but is stronger in the public sector
where there is additional legislation (Klarsfeld et al., 2012). Public sector organisations
are required to set equality and diversity objectives and monitor progress. Diversity
activities receive formal attention in the public sector and consequently are often better
resourced and have greater breadth and coverage compared to within the private sector
(Tatli et al., 2008); but discrimination still persists (Colley et al., 2021).
The EqA 2010 states that:

The following characteristics are protected characteristics:

● age
● disability
● gender reassignment
● marriage and civil partnership
● pregnancy and maternity
● race
● religion or belief
● sex
● sexual orientation.

(Equality Act 2010)

Each of these protected characteristics identified in the EqA 2010 has related specific
legislation that protects individuals having that characteristic from discrimination. The EqA
2010 provides further guidance and explanation concerning each of these protected
characteristics. Finally, it provides for the duties that are required of employers,
organisations and institutions, particularly those in the public sector.
Note that the legislation allows for some flexibility of interpretation. There may be
individual cases where discrimination against a protected characteristic may be
considered to have been proportionate and, on occasion, different protected character-
istics may conflict.
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1.2 Equity

Equality is not the same as equity. While the former ensures that people have the same
access to resources and opportunities, it also assumes that everyone has the same
needs, abilities and so on. Equity focuses on assessing the needs of an individual and
ensuring that they are suitably supported to achieve the same outcomes and have the
same opportunities as other people.
Equity in the workplace may be enhanced through, for instance, mentoring programmes
for under-represented groups, family- and carer-friendly policies that allow flexible
working patterns (Collins et al., 2021), and additional training, support and resources. In
the UK positive discrimination and in the USA affirmative action are considered ways to
promote equity. In either case, preferential treatment is given to people from an under-
represented group, for example to increase their representation in the workforce. This
treatment is more active in its approach than simply, for example, basing recruitment
decisions on neutral and objective criteria.
In the UK, positive discrimination is considered as a potentially discriminatory practice.
Employers and HR practitioners must abide by the EqA 2010 and not discriminate in
relation to protected characteristics. The policy of 50/50 recruitment of Catholics and
Protestants in the police force in Northern Ireland, considered as an act of positive
discrimination towards Catholics, ended in 2011 in favour of ‘recruitment on merit’.
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1.3 Diversity

The academic interest in diversity may be traced back to a concern expressed in
Workforce 2000 (Johnston and Parker, 1987) that in the USA women and ethnic minority
groups would by the mid-1990s comprise a larger fraction of the US adult workforce than
the traditional white males who had historically been the majority. Managers would
therefore be faced with having to manage a diverse workforce. Work processes also
became more complicated, requiring an increasing use of multifunctional and multi-skilled
teams often drawn from different parts of an organisation.
Collaboration, team work and an ability to manage people with different skills, knowledge
and abilities have increasingly become part of a manager’s work. While diversity includes,
for instance, age, ethnicity and race, physical disability and gender, it may also be
extended to include economic class, marital status, sexual orientation, education level,
mental health, etc. Some of these may be visible (ethnicity), others invisible (education)
and many may be open to change (marital status); some refer to the characteristics of the
individual (age), while some may be concerned with the beliefs, norms and values of a
group (religion). (It may even be the case that a visible characteristic (for example, age)
can suggest an invisible one (people in particular age groups may hold the generally-
ascribed values of that age group.)) In addition, in recent years attention has increasingly
been paid to specific aspects affecting a particular category of people – for instance,
looking at how women are affected by the menopause (Atkinson et al., 2021; Jack et al,,
2019).
In work, diversity of thought may also be important. It may help to broaden the
understanding of an issue and reduce the potential for groupthink. It may also help an
organisation to find creative and novel solutions to problems and issues.
Diversity thus can be understood to mean that staff have different personal, social and
cultural backgrounds and characteristics.
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1.4 Inclusion

Research has considered both the persistence of discriminatory practices in work in spite
of decades of equality legislation and how and why EDI initiatives may fail in organisations
(for instance, Colley et al., 2021; Dobbin and Kalev, 2016; Noon and Ogbonna, 2021).
Many organisations have policies and initiatives concerned with improving and supporting
EDI and some, like public sector organisations, are required to do this. Organisations
whose boards of directors and senior management teams comprise only people whose
gender, economic status and ethnic group reflect a privileged elite within society are not
representative of society broadly. They may not have experienced how work policies and
regulations may affect a diverse staff and, in some cases, may oppose the inclusion of
people on the board of directors who have an identity, experiences or needs different from
their own.
Inclusion, while related to equality, equity and diversity, moves from a focus on who is
present in an organisation to a focus on how and where they are involved and
represented. At its most basic, an organisation may have equal proportions of men and
women in its employ, but the organisation may be discriminating against women if they
are disproportionately excluded from senior, decision-making roles. Inclusion means that
everyone should be welcomed and valued in the organisation.
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1.5 EDI and intersectionality

Individuals have many different characteristics and how these may interrelate and affect
us to create interdependent systems of discrimination and disadvantage is considered as
an issue of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991). The disadvantages that a Black
neurodivergent woman may face may be different from those of a white neurodivergent
woman and also different from those of a neuro-typical Black man. The whole story of
discrimination may not simply be understood by ‘unpacking’ the individual protected
characteristics in isolation of the others. Intersectionality underscores how discrimination
is amplified through the crossing over and meshing of the experience of those
characteristics.
It is not enough to understand the discrimination faced by a neurodivergent Black woman
by considering her as a woman, or as neurodivergent, or as Black, or as a neurodivergent
woman, or as a Black woman, or as a neurodivergent Black person. For intersectionality,
the important issue is how gender, neurodiversity and race and ethnicity, for instance,
combine to discriminate against the life chances of a neurodivergent Black woman in
ways that are different from a neuro-typical Black woman, or a neurodivergent Black man,
or a neurodivergent white man, and so on. Those disadvantages are dynamic and
affected by social, cultural and historical contexts. The concepts of diversity and
intersectionality put into sharp relief that EDI is an issue of power at work and in society
more broadly. Those who are better able to exercise power are more able to determine
what work is, who performs it, and where and how.
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Activity 1 Thinking about EDI and intersectionality

Choose two equality characteristics, one visible and one invisible. Use information
freely available in the public domain to find out what policies an organisation of your
choice may have concerning EDI and those two characteristics.
Based on your research answer the following questions:

1. What does the organisation do to include people at work with the two
characteristics that you chose?

2. If you were appointed as the organisation’s HR director what, if anything, would
you do about EDI in the organisation?

Record your notes, up to 150 words, in the text box below.

Provide your answer...
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2 Key HR practices in relation to EDI: the
example of bullying and harassment
So far you have considered what EDI is and both the legislation and organisational
policies that may exist concerning EDI. However, HR practices are diverse. Specifically,
HR professionals develop practices of applying the EDI legislation.
For example, people may face discrimination and exclusion not only because of
organisational and institutional issues but also because of the actions of individuals. While
the latter may be the actions of an individual rather than an organisation, an HR
professional may nonetheless be required to mitigate those actions. What you will now
consider is how you might take positive action in the workplace to reduce bullying and
harassment.
In the UK, bullying is not unlawful but harassment is unlawful when it relates to the
protected characteristics under the terms and provisions of the EqA 2010. Harassment is
unwanted behaviour that may make a person feel offended or intimidated and may
include:

● unfair treatment
● creating and spreading malicious rumours
● regularly picking on or undermining someone
● denying someone promotion or training opportunities.

While harassment, and particularly harassment because of protected characteristics, may
be unlawful, it is nonetheless common in work environments and may even be considered
as acceptable in some organisations. For example, Kensbock et al. (2015) discuss the
sexual harassment of room attendants in five star hotels, Good and Cooper (2016)
describe sexual harassment in service sector employment, and Ozkazanc-Pan (2018)
discusses sexual harassment at work post the #MeToo movement. Indeed, prior to
#MeToo, harassment was normalised in some sectors whereby a victim’s employment
could end if they objected. There is a long history of, for example, women being sexually
harassed at work who then found that their employment ceased when they complained.

Activity 2 Dealing with harassment

1. Use the internet to find advice for employers on workplace policies to deal with
harassment. One example is provided by the Advisory, Conciliation and
Arbitration Service (ACAS) here:
Handling a bullying, harassment or discrimination complaint at work. You may
use this example, or if you prefer to you may find and use your own.

2. Choose one of the nine protected characteristics in the EqA 2010. Based on
the information you have gathered suggest three steps or practices that an
employer may undertake to protect an employee with the protected
characteristic from harassment at work. Record your suggestions in the text
box below.

Provide your answer...
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Conclusion
During this OpenLearn course you have reflected on the issue of EDI at work. You were
introduced to these terms plus the related concepts of equity and intersectionality. You
were also encouraged to consider how implementing EDI in the workplace involves a
variety of HR practices that are important for the work of HR professionals.
This OpenLearn course is an adapted extract from the Open University course
B810 The role of the human resource professional, which forms part of the OU’s
MSc in Human Resource Management.
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