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‘IF YOU HAPPEN TO BE THE RIGHT AGE, HAVE THE RIGHT 

ELISABET WEEDON, SHEILA RIDDELL, LINDA AHLGREN 
AND JUDITH LITJENS

This paper focuses on the implications of adopting social audit approaches in 
order to implement equality policies in Scottish FE colleges, exploring the tension 
between surface compliance and deep institutional engagement.  It provides a brief 
overview of the Scottish further education context, before turning to a consideration 
of social audit and equalities within the sector.  The data reported comes from 
a research study funded by the Scottish Further Education Unit which examined 
college policies and practices in relation to equalities.  The study involved analysis 
of statistical data, a questionnaire survey of all Scottish colleges and in-depth case 

Key words

This paper explores the impact of audit process on the implementation of equal 
opportunity policies in Scottish Further Education (FE) colleges.  It considers 
whether a focus on legislation and the use of audit processes lead to effective 
implementation at all levels, or to more limited surface compliance.  Before 
examining data from a research study the equality agenda, the Scottish college 
context and the nature of new public management are examined.

Over the past decade, there has been a growing body of policy, legislation and 
regulation focusing on equality issues emanating from the European Union, the 

to explore the possibility of harmonising equalities legislation to cover the six 
equality strands (gender, race, disability, age, sexual orientation and religion/belief) 

equality applied to race, disability and gender (but not age, sexual orientation and 
religion/belief).  In Scotland, equality policy has a wider ambit than the six strands 

in terms of ‘the prevention, elimination or regulation of discrimination between 
persons on grounds of sex or marital status, on racial grounds, or on grounds of 
disability, age, sexual orientation, language or social origin, or of other personal 
attributes, including beliefs or opinions, such as religious beliefs or political 
opinions’.  This has led the Scottish Executive to be pro-active in encouraging 

Unit in the Scottish Executive charged with ensuring that all policy and legislation 
is ‘equality-proofed’.   To ensure compliance with the legislation, there is a growing 
emphasis on social audit in the form of monitoring and target setting.  

This paper draws on data from research commissioned by the Scottish Further 
Education Unit (SFEU) to examine the development of equality strategies in 
Scottish FE colleges, and the extent to which social justice goals can be achieved 
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through the application of social audit principles and practices (Riddell et al.

social audit approaches are able to bring about change within the deep structures 

responsibility to monitor progress.

Scottish Further Education: the wider context

needs of the Scottish economy, although recently there has been a greater focus on 
building social capital, community regeneration and lifelong learning (e.g. Scottish 

the colleges from local authorities.  Each college is now governed by a Board 
of Managers and there is a strong emphasis on the adoption of private sector 
management practices with a major focus on performance management.

were more full-time permanent male members of staff than female and more part-
time female members of staff on part-time contracts and there are considerable 

from a non-white background.  This is broadly in line with the proportion of black 
and minority ethnic people (BME) in the general Scottish population.  However, 

in Scotland are from black and minority ethnic groups compared with older age 
groups, and therefore a steady increase in the proportion of BME staff in further 
education colleges would be expected in the future.  There is currently a lack of 
BME representation at senior level in FE colleges.
(www.sfc.ac.uk/statistics/stats_fe_facts.htm).  

New Public Management, Further Education and Equality

been transformed by the advent of new public management (NPM).  According to 

reshaped the relations between public and private sectors, professionals and 

as consumers and public service organisations were recast in the image of the 

The management of individual and organisational performance was increasingly 

devolved to local level whilst still being controlled from the centre.  In addition, 
accountability regimes were intended not only to ensure service effectiveness 

competing providers, thus fuelling markets.  Public service professionals, rather 
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than being distinct from managers, were increasingly co-opted into managerial 

this caused considerable psychological tension as devices such as appraisal and 
inspection pressurised individuals to internalise responsibility for problems which 
were often structural in nature.

There are ongoing debates about whether modes of working associated with 

et al
&Halford, 1999).  On the one hand, critics of new public management maintain that 
regimes which are intended to foster accountability and transparency may simply 
be used to limit the creativity of professionals, distort performance by encouraging 
minimal compliance with targets and ultimately breed a climate of mistrust (Ball, 

argue that effective public services can only be delivered when appropriate goals 

Despite the misgivings of some, it is evident that equality policy and practice is 
increasingly couched within managerialist rhetoric and practice.  For example, the 

equality.  In order to demonstrate compliance with the legislation, institutions 
must produce action plans which present data on the social characteristics of the 
staff they employ, identify any disproportionalities with regard to recruitment and 
promotion, and set targets for rectifying any inequalities, enabling progress to be 
charted over time.

ethos and practice.  Initially, the introduction of the Scottish Quality Management 
System, the development of new Performance Indicators and the Investors in 
People initiative provided the broad framework for equality policies.  Subsequently, 

gov.uk/publications.asp), and more recently have adopted the approaches set 
out in government guidance on the new statutory duties.  All of these schemes 
were based on the premise that greater equality could be achieved by measuring 

provided the framework within which FE colleges operate, and this too is framed 
implicitly within a new public management discourse, since there is a requirement 

following questions:

  opportunities policies and practices?

  staff and who is involved in this process?

  practice?

The Research Project

of secondary sources, a survey questionnaire of all Scottish colleges and in-depth 
interviews with a small number of staff in selected case study colleges (Riddell et
al.

The questionnaires were administered to human resource managers since the 
locus of responsibility for these policies appeared to lie with the Human Resources 
Directorate.  The questionnaire survey sought information relating to the nature of 
current policies and methods used to disseminate information about EO policies to 



staff, the analysis and monitoring of the policies and the impact of the monitoring 
on policies, procedures and practices.  The response rate was high for a survey with 
three quarter of the questionnaires returned.

Five colleges, differing in size and geographic location, were invited to 
participate in qualitative research on staff perceptions of equality policies in 

courses.  The staff interviews were organised by the contact person within each 

staff).
In each college, about eight semi-structured interviews were conducted 

support staff and 18 lecturing staff.  Support staff included librarians, administrators, 

interviewed and most had been in post for several years, the longest serving working 

The interviews explored staff knowledge and awareness of equal opportunities 

quotes from individual members of staff indicate only which college they came 
from and whether they were senior managers (SM), support staff (S), lecturing 
staff (L) or trade union representatives (TU).   Staff interviews were arranged by a 
college contact and all staff were volunteers, therefore it is likely that interviewees 
were those most kindly disposed to equalities policies.  It may be that there would 
have been more negative responses if staff had been randomly selected.  
The following sections present data from the analysis of institutional policies, 
questionnaire survey and case study interviews to examine the extent to which the 
audit process has led to surface compliance with legislation or whether there is 
evidence of practices developing as a result of the process. 

Equal Opportunities Policies: strands covered and dissemination to staff

Data from the survey showed that gender and disability were covered by all 
colleges and race was included by all but one the colleges (see Figure 1). However, 

areas covered by some colleges included the rehabilitation of offenders, socio-
economic group and rurality. One college stated that trans-gender issues were 
covered by the umbrella term sexual orientation. 
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Figure 1: Equalities strands addressed in college equal opportunities policies

The questionnaire responses also indicated that there were mechanisms for informing 

reported that they communicated all policies to staff, including management, 
and provided training in equal opportunities for managers.  It appeared that in 
most colleges staff were informed about equality policies at induction or during 
training although this meant that most communication was with new staff and 
those attending training, with the attendant danger, particularly in the latter case, of 
‘preaching to the converted’.  Only a small number of colleges used departmental 
or team meetings or trade unions to inform staff about equality policies, although 
these may provide better opportunities for informal discussion.  Other places where 
information could be found, such as the staff handbook and/or the website, were 
mentioned by about two thirds of colleges as means of communicating with staff.  
However, it is evident that such mechanisms provide few opportunities for debate 
and discussion.

The interview data indicated that staff were aware of the policies and also that 

others:

Legislation was seen as a main driver for policy development:

New legislation on race and disability makes it necessary for the college to 

of the new managerialism where educational establishments are expected to run as 
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businesses with students as the consumers and the top priority for the college is to 
enrol students on courses.

This emphasis on students was also noted in relation to equality training (see 
Riddell et al
necessarily lead to changes in practice.

Whilst staff showed awareness of the policies there was far more limited evidence 
for engagement with policymaking at grassroots level.  There was a strong feeling 
that policy formulation fell within the remit of senior management, and was of 
no concern to staff at lower levels.   Some were not concerned about their lack of 
involvement:

However, another member of staff felt that she would have welcomed the 
opportunity to participate:

There was some evidence of trade union involvement, particularly in one college:

Staff interview responses thus showed awareness of equality policies and they also 
supported the documentary analysis showing greater emphasis on disability, gender 
and race/ethnicity.  Interviewees felt that, whilst the equality agenda was clearly 
seen as important, the concern to maximise income might take priority.  The trade 
union representative quoted above noted that whilst it was vital to have policies 
in place, this did not mean that implementation and action would automatically 
follow.  In addition, there was limited evidence for grassroots involvement in 
development of policies.  For some this was of no concern whilst others would like 
to be involved but had not been included on the relevant committee.

Implementing and Monitoring Equality Policies

It was also evident from the survey that for recruitment and promotion monitoring 
purposes, data were gathered principally in relation to gender, disability and race 
(see Figure 3).  Only a few colleges gathered data on religion and sexual orientation 
which were regarded as lying within the private, rather than the public sphere.  
So whilst there were written policies for some of the new strands, the monitoring 
process covered only the old strands.



Figure 3:  Data gathered by HR for monitoring purposes

Policies were thus in place for the strands covered by legislation but a smaller 

Additional documentary analysis from the case study colleges showed that four of 

in relation to disability.  Typically, the race equality plans aimed to monitor and 
review staff and student recruitment to identify any disproportionalities relative 
to the wider population and to use the data to inform future strategic planning.  

effective evaluation procedures’ as one of their goals.  There was no mention in 
this documentation of positive action programmes to increase the participation of 
particular groups of staff or students; however, there was some evidence for it from 
the interview data (see p. 8).

Many of the colleges said that they would adapt work practices, for example, 
making accessibility adjustments for disabled people and reducing working 
hours for those with family or caring responsibilities.  It was noticeable that staff 
discussion or action groups were generally not used and the action plans reviewed 
tended to be aspirational.

Very few complaints or grievances had been reported to the colleges (as the 
employer) in relation to any of the equality strands in the past three years. Of those 
reported four related to ethnicity, three to gender, and one to disability. One HR 
manager declared that ‘most complaints are raised by students’. This suggests that 
the notion of the student as customer has percolated into general awareness, but 
staff were rather less likely to see themselves as having rights in this regard.  Most 
complaints and grievances were handled informally and investigations were carried 

tribunals, external investigations or external tribunals had been used on only one 
occasion or never, and only one college reported that formal grievances had been 
increasing.

impact of equality policies. Since patterns of recruitment and promotion were 
used as performance indicators in relation to equality policies, the college human 
resources department was generally responsible for the gathering and analysis of 
data.  Information was subsequently disseminated to a range of college committees, 
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for example the equality and diversity committee, the senior executive team, and 
the Board of Management.  It appeared that most information dissemination was to 
management committees particularly those involved in personnel, and grassroots 
staff were not necessarily kept up to date with data and trends, nor were they 
engaged in discussion of possibly controversial areas.

The majority of the colleges used the data collected on the social characteristics 
of staff newly recruited or promoted when writing HR reports, for benchmarking 
activities and to inform policy decisions.  Around half of the colleges reported 

information when setting targets for employment of under-represented groups.
To summarise, the survey data showed that colleges appeared to have made 

considerable progress in the development of equal opportunities policies and their 
information systems; however, formal data collection was restricted to areas which 
were deemed to lie within the public domain and were covered, or were about 
to be covered, by the public sector duty.  There was clearly a greater degree of 
nervousness in seeking data on the sexual orientation and religion and belief, which 
were regarded as relating to the private sphere.  Information about equality policies 
was disseminated to staff through formal channels such as induction programmes 
and handbooks, and there did not appear to be a great deal of grassroots engagement 

various tiers of management.  Legislation was clearly driving an audit process that 
had led to the development of policies that were required by law, there were systems 
for monitoring equal opportunities in certain areas and staff were informed of the 
policies.  However, the monitoring process did not seem to feed into action plans 

groups.  In a sense the audit process could be considered incomplete; in addition, 
whilst staff were informed of policies it was not clear the extent to which policies 

The Daily Impact of Equality Policies 

The interviews explored the extent to which staff felt that equality principles 

basis. In relation to gender, there were mixed views.  In two of the colleges there 
had been an increase in the number of female staff in senior management, however, 
this did not represent the national scene as there had been little change in the pattern 
of women’s representation in senior management: 

It was acknowledged in the same college that there had been very little change in 
the gender balance of staff in particular subject areas:

There seemed to be a perception amongst staff that there were more women in 
promoted post but statistical data does not fully support that.  In addition, there is 



contracts that men and women have with far more women on part-time contracts.  
In spite of this, none of the colleges seemed to have any positive action plans to 
encourage more women into the most senior positions or to deal with contractual 
issues.  This could suggest that whilst policies exist and monitoring takes place, there 
is limited action taken to address more deep-seated structural gender inequalities.

to disability and race.  Generally staff felt that issues relating to disability had 
been addressed, however, further discussion revealed that disability was viewed 
narrowly in terms of physical impairment:

It was also noted by one respondent that adjustments had to be requested rather 
than being automatically provided:

Whilst in one college it was felt that there was good representation of BME staff, 
this was not the case in the others.   In particular, under-representation in senior 
posts was noted:

And:

There is evidence of some positive action in relation to BME staff but a senior 
manager in another college implied that colleges could not be expected to shoulder 
responsibility for the low proportion of BME staff.  In addition, there was a 
suggestion that attitudes towards BME staff were not necessarily positive and that 
measures to redress the imbalance were not needed:

And:

Awareness in relation to religion and belief focused almost entirely on provision 

provision was seen as adequate by some, since prayer facilities were available: 
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However, another member of staff in the same college felt that there was a lack of 
in-depth awareness of issues in relation to religion and belief:

This sense that there was a difference between what was seen on the surface and 
deeper attitudes also emerged strongly in relation to sexual orientation.  This was 
regarded as a sensitive topic pertaining to the private sphere of people’s lives, and 
should therefore not impinge on work activity.

The survey data suggested that colleges were reluctant to gather data on sexuality 
and this reluctance to engage with the issues was also evident amongst staff.  
However, the extent to which colleges will be able to ensure equality in this area 
may be hampered by this reluctance to be open about the issues.

Engaging Hearts and Minds

in general engaged with equality issues.  Some felt that it was not seen a top priority 
and, as can be seen from above, the focus on students and teaching may serve to 
make equalities for staff less important:

A further reason for the lack of staff engagement was a general lack of awareness 
of minority group experiences:



In contrast to this, a number of members of staff indicated that the colleges were 
trying actively to promote the equality agenda.  One of the colleges had recently 

issues within the colleges.  One college had undertaken research to explore 
how they could encourage more applications from BME staff.  However, when 
interviewees were asked about the extent to which staff in general were aware of 
and supported equalities issues, there was a sense that there was limited ‘buy-in’ 
and that, amongst teaching staff, there were other priorities.

The aim of this paper was to consider the impact of the social audit process on the 
implementation of equal opportunities for staff in Scottish colleges by considering 
the following questions:

  opportunities policies and practices?

  staff and who is involved in this process?

  practice?

has been made in relation to formulating equality policies in Scottish colleges.  
There have been some limited changes with regard to the representation of women 
in senior management positions, and all colleges now have equality policies in 
place and are engaged in some form of monitoring.  Discussions with staff revealed 

a more equal society, and responsibility for residual inequalities could not be laid 
at their door.  However, the extent to which this permeates practice across all areas 
is unclear.

In relation to the second question, monitoring of equal opportunities is taking 
place and action plans are being developed.  However, recruitment data tend not to 
be systematically analysed and the patterns in staff recruitment are not fed back to 
staff.  In addition, action plans are often couched in rather vague terms and generally 
do not include targets derived from the quantitative data which are available.  From 
one perspective it could be argued that that audit process is having a benign impact 
but that it is not fully embedded.    Proponents of social audit might also argue 
that once target setting becomes more precise, then the system will become more 
effective.

Responding to the third question, a more critical look at the data suggests that 
there is still further work to be done in terms of embedding awareness of equality 
issues in everyday practice and ensuring that staff are actively engaged with the 
issues, so that compliance does not remain at a minimal level.  In most colleges, 
responsibility for equality tended to lie with senior managers, with the human 
resources directorate taking the lead in formulating and monitoring policy.  Whilst 
there is clearly an important role to be played by human resources staff, the danger 
is that other staff may come to regard equality issues as lying outwith their domain. 

academic and support staff and there was little evidence of active staff engagement.  
There was a strong suggestion that the homogeneity of staff, particularly at senior 
levels, might lead to a lack of awareness of structural inequalities.  Some issues were 
viewed rather narrowly, for example, in some colleges it was felt that the provision 

the grounds of religion or belief.  Perhaps most importantly of all, staff felt that 
time pressures within the college meant that core activities such as teaching had to 
take priority over more peripheral issues such as promoting equality.  
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Questions arise about the effectiveness of applying new public management 
approaches to the equality agenda.  On the one hand, advocates of equality and 
human rights have grounds for great optimism in that their concerns are no 
longer seen as marginal to the mainstream political agenda.  Despite the problem 
associated with the culture of audit embodied in new public management, there 
remain strong arguments for using targets to monitor progress towards equality.  
For example it is easy for institutions to express a rhetorical commitment to 
equality, but unless hard evidence is gathered against benchmarks over time, these 

equalities are now being gathered, it is evident that in many institutions they are 
not being closely interrogated and used to inform future strategy.  A commitment 
to gather hard evidence signals a new seriousness in relation to achieving greater 
equality, but clearly there is a danger that the adoption of managerialist approaches 
may reduce the equality agenda to an area where formal compliance is prioritised 

if the equality agenda associated too heavily with quality audit it may become yet 
another form of regulation and surveillance.  However, equality movements have 
always been driven by a desire for social transformation, and preserving this spark 
will obviously be a major challenge as the new layers of legislation and regulation 
come into force.
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