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Equal Opportunities in the development of people

To understand the basic requirements of indicator 4, we need to consider two other areas of the Investors in People Standard. Firstly, the term ‘development’ in the context of the Standard means any learning activity, which develops skills, Knowledge or attitude. Activities may range from formal training courses to informal on-the-job training, shadowing or coaching. Secondly, indicator 6 of the Standard stipulates that all development activities are aimed at helping individuals and teams help the organisation achieve its aims and objectives. In summary, all training and development (in the context of the Standard) should link to the achievement of organisational goals and targets. 

When considering equal opportunities, practitioners need to clearly focus on people’s development linked to organisational objectives.

In many organisations we find examples of people undertaking some form of development that does not have an explicit link back to ‘plan that defines the organisations aims and objectives’. Examples might include Employee Development Schemes, Post Entry Training and activities aimed at enhancing people’s career prospects. It is our experience that this type of development is often found in the public sector or large public companies. Practitioners have always taken a pragmatic approach to this type of development, generally regarding it as being representative of the spirit of Investors in People, but which goes beyond the requirements of the Standard.

Investors in People UK have recently received several enquiries from Practitioners who are concerned over practices they consider to be contrary to the requirements of the equal opportunities indicator. These concerns mostly relate to different groups being offered different development opportunities to enhance their individual career prospects. Whilst the approach is not one we would condone, we need to extremely careful when linking it to the equal opportunity indicator, which is a particularly sensitive area, particularly in the public sector since the Steven Lawrence enquiry.

So what are we looking for?

Whilst we have now included a specific equal opportunities indicator into the Standard, the focus remains exactly the same as with previous versions. The Standard has always been inclusive, demanding everyone receives the training and development they need to do their jobs; that they are encouraged to identify their own development needs and that opportunities for people to develop are widely circulated.

The key questions for assessors are – Is this organisation doing what is should to ensure everybody gets the development they need to meet the organisation’s aims and objectives? What are the organisation and its managers doing to remove the barriers to people development?

We need to look at part-timers, shift workers and different types of occupations to ensure their training needs are being identified and met. For instance, what does the organisation do to make sure the night shift can effectively access training and developmental activities? What about women with childcare responsibilities? Does the organisation offer flexible learning strategies to meet the needs of people who work limited hours? How do managers make sure that people with disabilities get the development they need to do their jobs?

If the Managing Director states that his principal strategy for ensuring equality of opportunity in the development of people is the consistent and effective application of an appraisal, does the appraisal happen with everybody? However, the Managing Director might explain that the strategy consists of several different processes. It is the Assessor’s role to check that the described strategies are in place and working.

Look for fairness and equity and whether people believe that the organisation is committed to providing everybody with the development they need to do their current job. 

What isn’t covered?

Whilst the Investors in People Standard is, of course, about culture and belief and continuous improvement, it cannot be all things to all people. There always has, and always will be, an element of 'interpretation' involved when implementing the Standard. Whilst we endeavour to keep inconsistency to a minimum this is always difficult when dealing with peoples values and beliefs.

The role of Investors in People Practitioner is look at the twelve indicators of the National Standard. Our role is not to review or enforce Health & Safety, Equal Opportunities or Human Rights legislation. Equally, most of us don’t have the underpinning knowledge or expertise to accurately identify gaps in complex European law. Whilst it might be unpalatable to us all, it might be perfectly feasible for an organisation to meet the requirements of the Investors in People Standard whilst contravening the law. The Investors in People Standard is a benchmark of good practice that links the development of people into the organisation’s aims and objectives – it is not a panacea. How many leading –edge organisations have recently lost tribunal cases?

However, when organisations clearly do not adhere to legislation or their practices are clearly quite unpalatable to the workforce, it is likely that this will impact upon other areas of the Standard, particularly indicators 3 and 9. 

In relation to promotional and job enhancement opportunities, whilst it would be expected that an Investors in People organisation would have polices which gave equal access to anyone within the organisation, this is not covered by the Standard.
