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This report presents the findings from a consultation with public and private sectors employers regarding their satisfaction with key aspects of business support provided by the Equality Commission.  The primary aim of the consultation was to assess the extent to which the services provided by the Commission are meeting employer needs, with a secondary aim of assessing whether or not there has been any change in employer perception since 2004.  The consultation was based on two elements:  a telephone survey of 341 employers, and three focus groups with employers.  The consultation was carried out independently by Social & Market Research (SMR) and conducted between November 2007 and January 2008.  

EMPLOYER SURVEY


Overall Satisfaction with the Commission


On a very positive note, 86% of all employers surveyed were satisfied with the services provided by the Commission. This represents an increase of 9 percentage points on the satisfaction level recorded in 2004 (77%).  


Awareness of Equality Legislation

Among employers, the highest levels of unprompted awareness were recorded for legislation relating to racial discrimination and fair employment (69%), with lower levels of unprompted recall for legislation relating to sexual orientation (20%) and equal pay (21%).  The largest change in unprompted awareness of specific legislation related to race, with unprompted awareness increasing by 17 percentage points from 52% in 2004 to 69% in 2007.  Conversely, the largest negative change in unprompted awareness was recorded for sexual orientation legislation which fell by 7 percentage points from 27% to 20%.  

In addition to unprompted awareness of equality legislation among employers, the survey also measured prompted awareness of specific items of legislation.  The findings point to a very high level of prompted awareness of the various items of equality legislation among employers in Northern Ireland, with awareness levels of 90%+ for legislation relating to: age; Section 75; fair employment; race; sex; equal pay; disability; and, sexual orientation.  These findings are largely consistent with those of 2004, with the positive exception of sexual orientation, which saw an increase of 15 percentage points in prompted awareness from 75% in 2004 to 90% in 2007.  

Employer Contact with the Commission

The survey found that the level of contact the Commission had with employers had increased from 52% in 2004 to 61% in 2007, with a higher level of contact among public sector organisations (93%) compared with private sector businesses (60%).  This increase in level of contact, compared with 2004, can be explained by an increase in Commission contact with smaller (11-50 employees) private sector organisations, up from 41% in 2004 to 61% in 2007.  

Fair employment compliance (50%), and Section 75 (46%), were the main reasons why organisations had contact with the Commission, with advice on employment issues cited as a reason for contact by 28% of organisations.  In relation to advice seeking on general equality areas, the 2007 survey shows an increase in contact relating to multiple areas of discrimination (up from 17% in 2004 to 43% in 2007), with a fall in general advice seeking relating to fair employment (down from 59% in 2004 to 31% in 2007).   Also between 2004 and 2007 there has been a slight increase in the level of contact initiated by employers themselves (up from 50% in 2004 to 55% in 2007).  
In 2007, written contact between the Commission and employers was the most common form of contact (78%), whereas in 2004 telephone contact was most common (76%).  Indeed, the most interesting change between the two survey years has been a more than doubling of the number of employers reporting written contact (up from 35% in 2004 to 78% in 2007).  The current survey also found that compared with private sector organisations, those in the public sector were more likely to have had meetings, and to have had more contact with the Commission through training, workshops and / or networking meetings. 
However, regardless of the different forms of contact, employers rated the quality of their contact with the Commission extremely highly, with almost all (95%+) satisfied with each form of contact.   Similarly, when employers were asked to comment on specific aspects of their contact with the Commission, practically all (97%+) expressed positive sentiments about communication by Commission staff, being given sufficient time to provide the Commission with requested information, and receiving any assistance they required.  Almost all (99%) employers surveyed said that they would readily contact the Commission again.  To further underscore this positive assessment by employers of their contact with the Commission, 99% said that they were satisfied with their overall contact, which represents a positive improvement of 6 percentage points on the 2004 figure of 93%.  


Commission’s Enquiry and Advisory Service

Approximately one in ten (11%) employers had used the Commission’s direct line enquiry and advisory service.  Use of this new service was found to be similar across the different employment sectors, with the vast majority (90%) of those who had experienced using it, rating it as effective.  

Commission Guides and Publications
The survey found that employer awareness of Commission publications and guides was high, with almost four out of five (78%) aware of at least one Commission publication.  Publications on age (40%), race (35%) and fair employment (31%) recorded the highest levels of awareness.
The majority (63%) of all employers were found to have used at least one Commission publication.  Indeed, at least 65% of those who were aware of a specific publication had used it.    

As with other aspects of the service provided by the Commission, employers expressed a high degree of satisfaction (94%) with Commission publications.  The level of satisfaction with this aspect of service has increased by 8 percentage points from 86% in 2004.  Also of significance is the finding that more than one quarter (28%) of employers reported changes to equality / employment practices and / or procedures as a direct result of using Commission publications.  
Equality Training For Business

Providing equality training for business is an integral aspect of the service that the Commission provides to employers.  In the current survey, 61% of employers were aware of Commission provided equality training, which is a fall of 9 percentage points on the awareness level recorded in 2004 (72%).  Whilst all public sector employers were aware of Commission provided training, the awareness level was significantly lower in the private sector (59%), with small (11-50) private sector businesses recording the lowest level (53%).  
Allied to a drop in awareness of Commission training among employers, the current survey also found that attendance levels at Commission provided equality training has also fallen (down from 59% in 2004 to 45% in 2007) among those who were aware of the training [note that the 2004 figure related to training in the previous 4 years whereas the 2007 figure relates to training in the previous 3 years]. Analysis by sector found that among those who were aware of Commission training, employees of smaller private sector organisations were least likely to have attended (37%) compared with employees of public sector organisations who were most likely to have attended (69%).  With regard to course content, training on general equality issues (36%), and recruitment and selection (29%), proved to be the best attended courses.  
The importance of Commission provided training as a catalyst for change within organisations is evidenced by the finding that organisations who had attended training were more than twice as likely (62%) to have instituted change to equality / employment practices and / or procedures, compared with organisations that had not used training services provided by the Commission (30%).  Indeed, 41% of organisations who attended Commission training courses had introduced change to equality practices as a direct result of the training.  
Regardless of awareness and attendance at Commission provided training, it is encouraging to find that almost all employers (99%) were satisfied with this training.  This level of satisfaction is consistent with that recorded in 2004 (96%).  
Commission’s Website

Almost half (45%) of all employers in the 2007 survey had visited the Commission’s website, which represents a significant increase of 19 percentage points on the 2004 figure of 26%.  This finding alone underscores the importance of the website as a resource for employers, particularly those in the public sector of whom 86% had visited the website, compared with 43% of private sector employers.  
General enquiries (43%), and getting information on legislation (35%), were the main reasons why organisations had visited the Commission’s website, with 79% of visitors able to find the information they needed (up 3 percentage points on the 2004 figure of 76%).

There is strong evidence the Commission’s website is meeting the needs of employers, with 92% satisfied with the website compared with 80% in 2004.  

Registration, Monitoring and Article 55 Reviews 
Since 2004 the Commission has given an increased focus to providing employers with advice on monitoring forms in written format.  This explains why there has been a decline in the level of employer contact in this area.

The number of respondents who had been involved in registering their organisation with the Commission was 26% (down from 38% in the 2004 survey).  However, employers’ views on the quality of Commission assistance with registration has remained constant between the two survey periods, with 90% of employers satisfied with this aspect of service.  
Just over one quarter of respondents (28%) said that they had contact with the Commission in relation to fair employment monitoring.  This level of contact is down on the 2004 figure of 45%.  However, although the level of contact may have fallen, all employers in the 2007 survey were satisfied with Commission support with monitoring compared with 92% in 2004.  

The survey also revealed a high level of employer support (78%) for the introduction of online or e-monitoring which will assist employers to complete their fair employment monitoring returns electronically.  

Finally, as was the case with both registration and monitoring, the proportion of respondents in the current survey who had contact with the Commission regarding Article 55 Reviews also fell (down from 44% in 2004 to 19% in 2007).  However, although the level of contact between employers and the Commission regarding Article 55 Reviews may have fallen, the quality of service provided to employers by the Commission has remained consistently high with 93% satisfied.  This represents a slight increase (2 percentage points) on the 2004 figure of 91%.  With regard to the impact of Article 55 Reviews within organisations, 16% of employers had changed equality / employment practices and / or procedures as a result of this statutory duty.  This figure of 16% is down slightly on the figure of 24% recorded in 2004.  
Importance Versus Performance

The 2007 survey provided employers with an opportunity to comment on the relative importance they attribute to different aspects of the service provided by the Commission, as well to express a view on how well they believe the Commission to be performing on the various aspects of service.  Using this approach, it was found that employers rated ‘responding to enquiries effectively’ as the most important aspect of service, relative to other areas.  On a very positive note, employers felt that the Commission is performing best in the service area that is most important to them i.e. responding to enquiries effectively.  It is also worth noting, that both the mean importance and performance scores for each item overall, were relatively high indicating that employers deemed all of the areas to be important with the Commission also deemed to be performing well in all areas.  

Commission Contact And Changes To Employment Practices 

The survey of employers also sought to quantify the impact of Commission services on bringing about change to equality and employment practices within employer organisations.  Given the importance of the Commission as a driver for change, it is encouraging to find that the majority (57%) of those organisations with a significant level of contact (i.e. 3 or more contacts) had changed existing equality / employment practices and / or procedures as a result of their contact with the Commission.  Indeed the importance of Commission contact as a driver for change is underpinned by the findings that organisations with lower levels of contact were less likely to have introduced change to their equality or employment practices.  

FOCUS GROUPS

General Perception of the Commission

Among those who participated in the focus groups the perception of the Commission was extremely positive, with the vast majority of participants seeing the organisation as professional, supportive and flexible.  Participants within the groups, although recognising and accepting the Commission’s responsibility to ensure that employers comply with anti-discrimination legislation, also commented on what they see as the development of a more understanding and improving relationship between the Commission and employers in recent years.  

However, employers felt that to develop this supportive relationship further, the Commission needs to adopt a more realistic attitude towards employers, particularly with regard to having a more appreciative understanding of the constraints that many businesses and organisations operate within (e.g. staffing and general resourcing issues).  Participants also acknowledged the pressures of Commission staff in supporting employers to meet their commitments.  

Awareness of Legislation and Services

In line with the outcomes from the employer survey, focus group participants reported a high level of awareness of both anti-discrimination legislation and Commission services.  In relation to Commission services, some of the participants said that they sometimes find it difficult to get all employees within their organisation to engage and secure ownership of equality issues, and it was felt that this could be an area where the Commission may be able to assist them with in the future.  There were also concerns expressed by some employers regarding the knowledge of equality issues within their organisations, with some calling for Commission support to help them undertake an assessment of internal knowledge which in turn will allow better targeting of training need.  

According to group participants, the priority issues within their organisations at present are age, race, disability and bullying and harassment.  Participants indicated that there were many instances where they had changed their policies and procedures on these issues, as a direct result of advice and guidance provided by the Commission, with examples quoted in relation to recruitment, affirmative action and bullying.  In particular, there was praise for the way in which the Commission has encouraged organisations to develop relationships with bodies that represent the interests of various client groups (i.e. under Section 75). It was suggested that the Commission should continue to encourage and support employers to develop and nurture these relationships.  

Improving Commission Services

Participants in the focus groups were also given the opportunity to suggest areas where the Commission could improve its service to employers.  The suggestions included requests for - more definitive advice in relation to S75; more information on why it is important to submit accurate monitoring information to the Commission; software to support employers with the monitoring returns; any queries the Commission has about returns to be raised promptly after the returns have been submitted; the Commission to provide feedback on any schemes that were submitted to them; the Commission to provide contextual statistics to allow organisations to compare their employee profile and area demographics with other sectors and geographies.

Enquiry and Advisory Service

All of the participants in the groups had used the Commission’s direct line enquiry and advice service, with most using it to get the Commission to endorse their understanding of a particular point or query. All were satisfied with this service, although a number of suggestions were made on how the service could be further improved: improved response times particularly when issues are deemed to be urgent, with a call for the Commission to look at ways of prioritising calls; improvement of direct contact / access to key staff within the Commission, which could be facilitated by having a more detailed organisational structure listed on the Commission’s website; not always guaranteed access to the most knowledgeable staff; and, greater clarity on the Commission’s role as an advice giver, with many participants calling for more specific and directive advice in specific situations.   

Commission Publications

The general view expressed by participants was that Commission publications had greatly improved in recent years, with content seen as both informative and supportive.  However, to further improve the value of publications to employers there were calls for the Commission to be more proactive in notifying employers of newly published materials, to remove unnecessary graphics which use too much ink when printed, to provide explanatory notes at the start of each publication and to provide all publications online.

Commission Provided Training

There was a general view that Commission provided training was of a high quality, and that learning has been acquired.  The provision of training by Commission staff was felt to bestow a certain authority and credibility and was very helpful to HR staff seeking to implement specific policies and procedures internally.  The key suggestions for further improving Commission provided training included:  the Commission developing annual training schedules and bringing these to the attention of employers; reviewing the timing of training that is provided just before new legislation is introduced; improvement of time management within training courses; provide more specific practical information (e.g. case law) as part of training courses; focus on most relevant information / issues to specific organisations; review the locations where training is provided and consider introducing a more regional spread of venues; and, consider more extensive use of e-learning options.

Commission’s Website

The Commission’s website was universally seen as an excellent resource for employers, albeit there were some suggestions on further improvement:  the need for the search facility to be more sensitive and detailed; consider developing and issuing a regular e-bulletin to all employers; difficulty in finding support / resources to support employers with policy development; provide a library of EQIAs; provide an online library providing access to current equality legislation; provide a database of case law / test cases and outcomes; include a link to an archive of media coverage about equality issues; best practice regarding Article 55 Reviews; include a blog on the website to allow employers to exchange information; and, consider establishing a user-group to help quality assure any proposed changes to the website.  

CONCLUSIONS

This research has provided an extremely positive assessment of the services that the Equality Commission provides to employers throughout Northern Ireland.  This is evidenced by the high level of overall satisfaction expressed by those employers who participated in the quantitative survey and the focus groups.  

Moving forward however, the research has also identified specific areas of service delivery which employers and key partner agencies believe can be further improved.  It is anticipated that the outcomes from this consultation will assist the Commission in developing and refining its service to ensure that employer and other stakeholder needs continue to be met to the high standards evidenced by this research.    
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