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Executive summary

Introduction
The Equality and Human Rights Commission (the Commission) was established
under the Equality Act 2006 to work towards the elimination of unlawful
discrimination, to promote equality of opportunity and to protect and promote human
rights. The Commission believes that equality and human rights are for everyone
and that fairness, dignity and respect are values we all share. Its role is to promote
and enforce the laws that protect our rights to fairness, dignity and respect.
Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) comprise over 99% of enterprises in the
United Kingdom (UK), and account for 60% of employment in the private sector,
however research shows that many SMEs possess no specific expertise on human
resource practices or employment law.1 For these reasons SMEs were the focus of
this research study.

Research Objectives
The aims of the research project were:

1



To understand the knowledge, attitudes and practices of SME employers in
relation to their duties under the Equality Act 2010, for example ensuring
individuals with protected characteristics are treated fairly in recruitment,
promotion and employment.



To understand the knowledge, attitudes and practices of SME employers in
managing human rights issues in the workplace such as just and favourable
remuneration, access to redress, working hours, and a safe working
environment.

www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-2011-workplace-employment-relations-study-wers
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Methodology
The research consisted of two phases of primary research: an initial small-scale,
qualitative exercise among ten SMEs, and a quantitative telephone survey amongst
1,002 SMEs. In both phases the research covered SMEs employing 5-249 staff
across Great Britain (excluding temporary or casual staff, agency staff or the selfemployed).

Knowledge of human rights and equality
SMEs recognise that many day-to-day workplace issues fall under the banner of
human rights matters. In fact, of a list of ten workplace issues read out to SMEs, a
high majority (90%) of SMEs identified at least eight of them as human rights issues.
This suggests that, albeit with prompting, businesses feel that human rights matters
are ‘close to home’. At the same time, nearly all SMEs believed human rights were
relevant to all businesses regardless of size (96%), and most (79%) disagreed that
human rights were mainly a consideration for those operating overseas or with
overseas suppliers.
The vast majority of SMEs felt either very well (38%) or quite well informed (50%)
about their legal responsibilities in relation to equality in the workplace. Despite this,
only just over half (56%) had heard of the Equality Act 2010, only 11% of all
employers felt they had a good understanding of the Act, and 14% were unable to
spontaneously name any of the protected characteristics.
Those SMEs able to spontaneously name protected characteristics were most likely
to identify ethnicity, gender, religion / belief and disability.

Policies and practices
Despite this high level of hypothetical engagement however, only around half of
SMEs had taken specific actions to discuss or promote specifically human rights
issues in the workplace.
SMEs were more likely to have written policies in place relating to equality than
relating to human rights: around half of SMEs (54%) had a formal, written policy on
equal opportunities and / or managing diversity, though 16% had an over-arching
human rights policy.
In terms of what practices businesses have in place, i.e. what they actually do, the
most common relating to human rights issues were ensuring staff were able to raise
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concerns or grievances, and having a working environment that is safe (both
mentioned by 84%). In terms of equality, most businesses had a set procedure to
manage flexible working (74%), a specific person with overall responsibility for
equality (61%) and staff training on equality issues (60%). It was much rarer
however for SMEs to monitor recruitment (21%), pay (12%) or promotion (10%) by
the protected characteristics.

Attitudes towards and capability on doing more
Nearly all SMEs believe that every business has both a legal (95%) and moral
responsibility (95%) to consider issues relating to human rights and equality.
Nearly all SMEs (98%) were confident that their own business treats people fairly
and equally, and 59% did not feel they needed to do more on equality.
20% wanted to do more on equality, though these SMEs were more likely to
describe it as a low priority (14% of all SMEs) rather than an important one (7%).
Businesses said that doing more on equality would move up their agenda if issues
were raised internally by staff (70%) or if clients or customers began asking about
their policies or practices (54%).
An important finding is that only 27% of SMEs agreed that “doing more would benefit
the business”. That means that at their current level of awareness and
understanding, the remaining SMEs did not see a business imperative to do more.

Concerns, complaints and employer responses
Few SMEs had experienced a complaint, or identified issues or concerns within the
business relating to equality or human rights. Where these had been identified
however, most businesses had taken some form of action in response.
Overall 7% of SMEs had experienced a complaint or concern being raised by staff
regarding a human rights related issue, and of these nearly all (97%) had taken
action as a result. Typically this involved investigating their responsibilities and
communicating (more) internally or externally on their performance in the area
raised.
In total, 5% of SMEs had identified concerns in relation to equality in their workplace:
these were most likely to relate to disability issues (22%), and then gender, faith and
religion, equal pay, maternity / paternity issues, and racism (each 11% to 14%).
Equality and Human Rights Commission – www.equalityhumanrights.com
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Three-quarters of businesses that identified concerns on equality issues had taken
action by communicating internally or externally on their performance or changing
their practices or policies in these areas.

Information sources and appetite for advice
34% of SMEs would actively like more information, advice or guidance on managing
equality or human rights issues, with interest particularly high in the Accommodation
and Food Service sector (45%).
Employers felt information, advice or guidance would be useful to be kept up to date
with changes in legislation (28%), practical guidelines to help employers write their
policies and to stay compliant (16%) and advice more generally in all areas (16%).
SMEs would be most likely to use online sources of information if they needed
information, advice or guidance on human rights issues or equality issues (41%
would undertake a general internet searches and 26% would look on GOV.UK). This
preference for online information was borne out when SMEs were prompted with
their preferred means for receiving information, advice or guidance on these issues:
76% were interested in online toolkits and checklists, and 69% in online webinars.
By comparison, lower proportions were interested in telephone support (59%),
paper-based toolkits (55%), face to face seminars (39%) or one-to-one advice
(36%).

SME segmentation
Findings on the knowledge and attitudes of SMEs in respect to human rights and
equality, and their appetite for learning more, suggest four distinct typologies of
SME; (the full analysis of this segmentation is presented in Chapter 9). The four
typologies are:
“Business Champions” (13% of SMEs): these SMEs are keen to go further on
equality and human rights than they currently do (they are also the most likely to try
and go beyond what is required by law on equality), and would like guidance on how
to achieve this. These SMEs are more likely than average to be run by younger,
well-educated owners.
“Persuadable businesses” (39% of SMEs): these employers are generally confident
they are meeting their necessary legal requirements but are not particularly
motivated to do more, and are rarely seeking further information or guidance about
Equality and Human Rights Commission – www.equalityhumanrights.com
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doing so. They have a somewhat ‘tick’ box approach to equality and human rights.
They are the most likely of the four groups to have a dedicated Human Resource
person or team.
“Ambivalent employers” (41% of SMEs): These businesses are less engaged than
average with equality and human rights issues and not particularly motivated to do
more than they are currently doing or to seek out further information. Compared with
SMEs in general they tend to be smaller and more likely to be owner managed.
“Diamonds in the rough” (7% of SMEs): despite being less engaged than average in
human rights and equality issues they are keen for more information and open to
change, indeed they are more likely than the other typologies to feel that doing more
would benefit their business. They are often concerned with the time and resource
that doing more might take, hence there appears to be a role for the Commission
and advice providers to reassure these businesses that it would not necessarily be a
resource-intensive process to implement change.
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Chapter 1 |
Introduction

The Equality Act 2010 protects people from discrimination, harassment or
victimisation because of a protected characteristic (these protected characteristics
are gender, race, age, sexual orientation, disability, marriage or civil partnership,
pregnancy or maternity, religion or belief, and gender reassignment). Businesses are
required to ensure that all aspects of employment including recruitment, selection,
employment and dismissal do not discriminate against individuals on the basis of
these protected characteristics.
In relation to human rights, the United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and
Human Rights2 set out the duties of States and the responsibilities of companies to
ensure that businesses operate with respect for human rights. While they do not
impose additional legal duties on businesses, many human rights relevant to the
workplace are given effect in UK law, for instance the right to a safe working
environment is protected by the Health and Safety at Work Act.
In 2013, the UK government became the first to produce an action plan3 for
implementing the UN Guiding Principles. Importantly, it sets out government’s
expectations of UK business.
The action plan explains that the UN Guiding Principles guide the approach UK
business should take to respect human rights, including compliance with all
applicable laws and respect for internationally recognised human rights, wherever
they operate. It recognises that some businesses have already made the link
between their business activity and respect for human rights and have developed
human rights policies. It also acknowledges that others, less familiar with human
rights, are addressing some issues but calling them by different names such as
labour standards, health and safety and non-discrimination.
Government recognises that different business will need to take different approaches
to embedding respect for human rights and that implementation will need to be
compatible with the resource limitations of SMEs.

2
3

www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/GuidingPrinciplesBusinessHR_EN.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/bhr-action-plan
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Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) comprise over 99% of enterprises in the UK,
and account for 60% of employment in the private sector.4 Many SMEs possess no
specific expertise on human resource practices or employment law. The 2011
Workplace Employment Relations Study (WERS) found that there had been an
increase in the proportion of SMEs with written equality policies (56% in 2011 up
from 36% in 2004) but these policies often had limited practical value, and the vast
majority of SMEs did not monitor recruitment, selection and promotion by protected
characteristics.5
For these reasons – because SMEs constitute a large proportion of UK enterprises
and because many of these businesses know relatively little about equality and
human rights – SMEs were the focus of the research.6
The aims of the research project were:


To understand the knowledge, attitudes and practices of SME employers in
relation to their duties under the Equality Act 2010, for example ensuring
individuals with protected characteristics are treated fairly in recruitment,
promotion and employment.



To understand the knowledge, attitudes and practices of SME employers in
managing human rights issues in the workplace such as just and favourable
remuneration, access to redress, working hours, and a safe working environment.

4

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/377934/bpe_2014_statistical_rele
ase.pdf
5
www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-2011-workplace-employment-relations-study-wers
6
The research excluded those with fewer than five employees. This was simply to increase the coverage of
employees within the research: although firms with 1-4 employees comprise 63% of UK SMEs with 1-249
employees, they only account for 18% of employees in private sector SMEs. The approach of excluding the very
smallest firms is quite common, and has been adopted for example in the Work-Life Balance series of employer
surveys (of which four have been conducted, the latest published in December 2014 by the Department for
Business, Innovation and Skills.
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Chapter 2 |
Methodology

The research consisted of three distinct phases:


An initial light-touch literature review;



A small-scale qualitative exercise with SMEs;



A large-scale quantitative, telephone survey of SMEs.

The literature review
The literature review was conducted to inform the questionnaire design and the
analysis stages of the research. It included a review of the following articles and
papers:


The UN’s Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (2011). These
set out guidance on the implementation of the United Nations Protect,
Respect and Remedy Framework introduced in 2008;



The UN’s Interpretive Guide on the Corporate Responsibility to respect
Human Rights (2012)7;



HM Government’s ‘Good Business: Implementing the UN Guiding Principles
on Business and Human Rights’ (2013)8;



Guides from the Commission, including ‘A guide to Business and Human
Rights: How Human Rights Can Add Value to Your Business’ (2014)9;



Sector reports from the Commission, including a report on an inquiry into
employment and recruitment in the meat and poultry processing sector
(2010)10;



Various academic articles, particularly those covering human rights and
Corporate Social Responsibility.

7

http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/HR.PUB.12.2_En.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/236901/BHR_Action_
Plan_-_final_online_version_1_.pdf
9
http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/sites/default/files/publication_pdf/A%20guide%20to%20busines
s%20and%20human%20rights_1.pdf
10
http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/sites/default/files/documents/Inquiries/meat_inquiry_report.pdf
8
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First research phase: Qualitative interviews with SMEs
As part of the first research phase, ten semi-structured, qualitative interviews were
conducted with SMEs to understand their experiences, views and attitudes on
equality and human rights topics. All but one was conducted face-to-face. The aim of
the qualitative phase was to explore how SMEs defined and understood equality and
human rights and to assist in the design of the quantitative questionnaire (see
second research phase). To this end the qualitative phase sought the views of a
broad range of types of company. Table 2.1 shows the profile of the ten employers
interviewed at the qualitative stage.

Table 2.1

Profile of the qualitative interviews with SMEs
Number

Country:
England

6

Scotland

2

Wales

2

Sector:
Primary (manufacturing / construction / utilities)

3

Business services including finance sector

3

Retail including hospitality and catering

1

Other

3

Number of employees:
5-24

4

25-99

3

100-249

3

A topic guide, i.e. a list of questions and probes to help guide the conversation as
necessary, was agreed with the Commission. This is annexed (Annex A). Interviews
lasted around an hour on average. The discussions were conducted with the person
responsible for human resource issues in the company (described in the screening
as ‘whoever is responsible for staff and their rights and wellbeing’).
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Second research phase: Survey of SMEs
The survey consisted of 1,002 interviews with employers across Great Britain. The
following sections detail the sampling approach, fieldwork, and weighting.

Sampling
Sample was purchased from Dun and Bradstreet’s UK Trading File. This is a very
comprehensive, continually-updated business database, with over 2.8 million actively
trading businesses covering 99.9% of UK economic output. Only organisations with
5-249 employees across the UK were sampled (this was checked at the screening
stage, and larger or smaller companies were excluded).
The survey aimed to achieve 1,000 interviews with SMEs. Rather than simply order
an overall number of employer names to achieve this total (for example by drawing a
random cross-section of employers from the database), the sample was structured
(or ‘stratified’) to achieve a desired profile of SMEs by size, sector and country. The
aim of stratifying the sample, rather than drawing a random cross-section, was to
ensure a sufficient number of interviews were achieved with particular groups of
employers (such as by sector) to enable as reliable analysis as possible by these
variables.
The size categories by which the sample was stratified were:


5-9 employees;



10-49;



50-99; and



100-249 employees.

The sector categories used were:


Primary (covering agriculture, mining, utilities, manufacturing and
construction);



Retail and Wholesale;



Accommodation and Food services;



Finance and Business services, including ICT and admin and support;



Other Private, covering such areas as transport and storage, arts and leisure,
education and human health.

The sampling approach adopted for the distribution of the 1,000 target number of
interviews was as follows:
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A target was set of 700 interviews in England and 150 interviews in each of
Wales and Scotland.
Within country, half the interviews were split evenly across the five sector
categories, and half were split in proportion to the size of each sector (i.e. the
proportion of SMEs size 5-249 within that country falling within that sector).
This ensured the target was higher the larger the sector, but that smaller
sectors are over-represented compared with a distribution determined strictly
in proportion to the population.
Once the sector targets within country had been determined (in the way
described above), size targets within sector were determined on the basis of
the distribution of employment (SMEs size 5-9s account for 30% of total
employment among SMEs size 5-249s, 10-49s for 40%, 50-99s for 6% and
100-249s for 24%).

The target sample frames resulting from this sampling approach are shown in Annex
C.

Fieldwork (and piloting)
Interviews were conducted by telephone from IFF’s telephone centre in London. The
main fieldwork took place from 20th January to 17th February 2015. A team of 26
interviewers worked on the study.
The main stage of fieldwork was preceded by a small-scale pilot of 19 interviews to
test the questionnaire length and wording. This was conducted on 7th to 9th of
January 2015. Following the pilot, a short report was produced discussing the pilot
and making recommendations for changes to the questionnaire. The only significant
change from the pilot to the main questionnaire was a series of cuts in the
questionnaire to reduce the interview length from 28 minutes to 20-22 minutes.
Because no changes were made to question wording or ordering, the pilot interviews
were kept in the dataset. The survey script used is annexed (Annex B).
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Table 2.2

Call outcomes

Outcome

Number

%

Sample loaded

6,490

Ineligible as fewer than 5 staff or 250+

446

Sample excluding ineligibles

6,044

100%

Refusal

1,639

27%

Respondent not available during fieldwork

102

2%

7+ attempts and withdrawn

72

1%

Still live at the end of fieldwork (no answer, or contact
made but told to call back)

2,878

48%

Number not valid

231

4%

Incomplete interviews

120

2%

Full interviews

1,002

17%

Weighting
At the analysis stage the data was weighted to the population of SMEs with 5-249
employees across Great Britain (a total of 435,450 employers). This weighting was
undertaken on a size by sector matrix separately within each country of Great
Britain, hence the results are representative by size, sector and country across Great
Britain, and by size and sector within country. The weighted profile of employers is
presented in Chapter 3.
Some analysis in the report also presents results on an employment basis. For these
results a separate employment weight was applied, again on a size within sector
within country basis. This is a total of just over 8 million employees. Whereas unit
weights show that, for example, X% of SMEs with 5-249 staff have a practice in
place, an employment weight shows that employers with that practice account for
Y% of total employment within SMEs with 5-249 staff.
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The report structure
The remainder of this report is structured as follows:





Chapter 3 describes the profile SMEs interviewed through the survey;
Chapter 4 looks at awareness and knowledge of employers on human rights
issues and equality;
Chapter 5 explores what practices and written policies SMEs have in place;
Chapter 6 covers business attitudes and capability in terms of doing more on
equality and human rights;
Chapter 7 focuses on complaints and concerns raised within SMEs, and any
action taken;
Chapter 8 describes where employers would or do get their information on
equality and human rights, the extent to which they want further guidance,
and what form this might take;
Chapter 9 explores a segmentation of SMEs, and discusses how attitudes
and needs differ across the different typologies;
Chapter 10 presents conclusions.





Annex A shows the topic guide used for the qualitative discussions;
Annex B shows the questionnaire used for the quantitative survey;
Annex C shows the target interview profile for the quantitative survey.








Equality and Human Rights Commission – www.equalityhumanrights.com
Published October 2015

Fairness, dignity and respect in SME workplaces

Chapter 3 |
Profile of SMEs

3.1

Size, sector and country

There are around 435,000 private sector SMEs in Great Britain with 5-249
employees. Their size, sector and country distribution is summarised in Figure 3.1
and shown in more detail in Table 3.1.

Figure 3.1

Profile of SMEs by sector, size and country

Sector:
Finance and business services
Primary
Retail & Wholesale
Accommodation & Food service
Other services

SCOTLAND

8%

27%
22%
20%
12%
19%

Size (number of employees):

4%
WALES

ENGLAND

88%

5-19
20-49
50-99
100-249
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In total, 88% of businesses are based in England, 8% are based in Scotland and 4%
in Wales.
Of the five sector groups used in this research, the largest is Finance and Business
services (accounting for just over a quarter (27%) of SMEs), and the smallest is
Accommodation and Food services (12%).
Around half of SMEs with 5-249 staff have 5-9 employees (51%), while just 2% have
100-249 staff.
Employment within SMEs with 5-249 staff is just over 8 million. As shown in Table
3.1, the distribution of employment by country and sector closely matches the
distribution of units. For example the proportion of employees in England (88%) is
the same as the proportion of SMEs based in England. The main difference between
the employment profile and the SME (unit) profile is by size of firm: those employing
100-249, despite accounting for just 2% of all SMEs, account for almost a fifth of
employment (19%). The latter is the same proportion as employed by those with 5-9
staff, despite these accounting for half of all SMEs (51%).
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Table 3.1

Profile of SMEs by size, sector and country, and the distribution of
employment

Base: all

Units (%)

Employment (%)

100

100

England

88

88

Scotland

8

8

Wales

4

4

Primary

22

24

Retail and wholesale

20

17

Accommodation and food service

12

10

Finance and Business services

27

28

Other Private

19

21

5-9

51

19

10-19

27

20

20-49

15

24

50-99

5

17

100-249

2

19

Total
Country:

Sector:

Size:

The size profile of employers did not vary significantly by country. For example in all
three countries, just over half of all SMEs employed 5-9 staff (51%-53%) and 2% had
100-249 employees. The sector profile by country also varied little, with the
exception that in England a higher proportion were in Finance and Business services
(28%, compared to 21% in Scotland and 19% in Wales) and significantly fewer were
in Accommodation and Food service (11%, compared with 16% in Scotland and 14%
in Wales).
Differences in the size profile by sector were also relatively minimal, with none of the
differences shown in Table 3.2 significantly different to the SME average.
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Table 3.2

Size of SME by sector

Base: all

Primary Retail and Accommodation
Wholesale & Food Service
(%)
(%)
(%)

Finance &
Business
Service (%)

Other
Private
(%)

TOTAL
(%)

5-9 staff

50

57

54

52

46

51

10-19

26

26

28

27

29

27

20-49

12

12

13

14

18

15

50-99

3

3

3

5

5

5

100-249

2

2

1

3

2

2

3.2

Business characteristics

Table 3.3 summarises results on the age of businesses, ambitions for growth,
whether they have a designated Human Resource department or person, and
whether they see themselves as owner-managed or team-managed.
The vast majority of SMEs had been operating for at least 10 years (85%), with this
higher among larger firms with 50 or more staff (91%). The Accommodation and
Food service sector had a greater proportion of new businesses than other sectors
(14% had been operating for less than five years compared with the 6% average,
indeed 10% had been operating for less than two years) though still most had been
in business for at least ten years (69%). Those with ethnic minority owners and those
with owners aged under 45 were more likely to be younger businesses in their first
five years of operation (13% and 19% respectively).
Around half (46%) of businesses indicated that they had ambitions for significant
growth over the next couple of years. This increases with size to just under twothirds of those with 50 or more staff. Those in the Primary sector were significantly
more ambitious than average (53%), and those in Accommodation and Food service
less so (38%). More recent businesses that had been operating less than ten years
were more likely to have ambitions for significant growth (61% compared with 44%
among older businesses), as did those where the owner / managing director had a
degree or higher (63%).
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Table 3.3

Business characteristics, by size

5-9
(%)

10-24
(%)

20-49
(%)

50-99
(%)

100-249
(%)

Total
(%)

6

6

6

2

3

6

5-9 years

10

10

7

8

6

10

10+ years

84

84

89

91

91

85

42

47

57

63

65

47

Owner-managed

51

38

39

23

31

44

Team-managed

48

56

60

71

64

53

43

53

65

82

89

52

Base: all
Age of business
Less than 5 years

Ambition for significant
growth in the next
couple of years
Yes
Management style

Designated Human
Resource function
Yes

SMEs were somewhat more likely to describe themselves as team-managed (53%)
than owner-managed (44%). Larger SMEs were more likely to describe themselves
as team-managed (64% of those with 100-249 staff). Being team-managed was
more common in the Other Private sector (66%) and significantly less likely than
average in the Primary sector (47%).
Half of SMEs had a designated Human Resources department or person (52%).
Predictably this varied widely by size increasing from 43% of those with 5-9 staff to
89% among those with 100-249 employees. It also varied by sector, and was
significantly lower than average in Primary (43%) and Accommodation and Food
service (44%), and significantly higher in Finance and Business Services (63%).
Team-managed businesses were also more likely to report having a designated
Human Resources department or person (59%) than those describing themselves as
owner-managed (41%).
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3.3

Details of the owner or managing director

Half of SMEs had a single owner or majority shareholder (49%) and most of the
remainder had a managing director. Overall 81% had either a single owner, majority
shareholder or a managing director.
This was significantly less common in Wales (72%). It also varied by sector. Those in
the Retail and Wholesale and the Primary sectors were more likely to have a single
owner, majority shareholder or a managing director (89% and 86% respectively).
The reverse was true of Other Private sector employers (68%).
Figure 3.4 details the age, gender, ethnicity and highest qualification of the single
owner or majority shareholder, or if the former was not present, the managing
director. For simplicity ‘don’t know’ responses are not shown.

Figure 3.2 Demographic characteristics of owner, single majority
shareholder or managing director

Half of SMEs had a single owner or majority
shareholder (49%)

85%

13%

Ethnicity
White
91%
Asian
4%
Mixed
2%
Other
1%

Age:
25-34 years
35-44 years
45-54 years
Over 55 years

Highest Qualification:
Post-graduate
Degree
A levels
O levels / GCSEs
Other qualifications
Professional / industry
No qualifications

Don’t know responses not shown
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In around half of SMEs with a single owner or managing director, this person was
aged 55 and over. Those in Wales had an older age profile, 61% were in this age
bracket off 55 years and over. The Accommodation and Food service sector had by
far the youngest profile with 10% aged under 35, though still 41% were aged 55 and
over. New businesses founded in the last ten years tend to have younger owners/
managing directors (37% had owners / managing directors aged under 45 compared
with 13% among longer established SMEs).
In 13% of cases, the owner or managing director was female. This was higher in
Scotland and Wales (26% and 21%, compared with 12% in England), within
Accommodation and Food service (27%) and the Other Private sector (20%), and
where the owner / managing director was aged under 45 (20%).
91% of owners were white, and this was more common in Scotland and Wales (98%
and 97% respectively). The vast majority of Primary sector businesses had white
owners / managing directors (97%), while in Accommodation and Food service there
was a slightly more varied profile (here 84% had a white owner / managing director).
Around a third of respondents with an owner or managing director were aware this
person had a degree or a postgraduate qualification, and 19% mentioned ‘A levels or
equivalent’ as their highest qualifications (19%) or O level / GCSE qualifications
(20%). In comparison, 7% indicated the owner / managing director had no
qualifications. It should be noted that quite a high proportion (17%) did not know the
highest qualifications of the owner or managing director, with this particularly
common in large firms with 100-249 staff (33%), but also in those with 20-99 staff
(27%). The results are therefore best treated as indicative of the broad balance of
the picture of highest qualification levels. Results suggest that businesses that were
set up in the last ten years are more likely to have an owner or managing director
with a degree or higher level qualification (44%), compared with 31% among older
businesses.
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Chapter 4 |
Knowledge of human rights and equality

4.1

Summary and key findings: how relevant do human rights feel
to SMEs, and how informed are they about their
responsibilities in relation to equality?

The majority of businesses felt that human rights issues were relevant to them; 90%
of SMEs considered that 8-10 common workplace issues raised during the survey
were related to human rights.
Indeed, most SMEs agreed that human rights were relevant to all businesses (96%),
and 95% agreed that all businesses had a legal duty, and a moral duty, to consider
these issues (this is discussed in more detail in Chapter 6).
While nearly all (98%) SMEs agreed that they felt confident that they treated people
fairly and equally, only 47% had taken specific actions to discuss or promote human
rights in the workplace.
Most SMEs felt they were either very well (38%) or quite well informed (50%) about
their legal responsibilities as an employer in relation to equality in the workplace.
Despite this, 44% had not heard of the Equality Act 2010, and of the 56% that had
heard of the Equality Act 2010, some admitted knowing nothing about it beyond the
name (5% of all SMEs) or knew very little about it (12%). Just 11% of SMEs felt they
had a good understanding of the Equality Act 2010. Overall 14% of SMEs could not
name any protected characteristics spontaneously.

Relevance of human rights issues to the average workplace
Employers were read a list of ten common workplace issues (these are listed in
Figure 4.1) and asked if they considered these to be human rights issues. Overall
there was a high level of recognition that each of these considerations are human
rights issues.
Those most commonly considered to be human rights issues, by virtually all SMEs,
were ensuring that staff are not discriminated against (98%), and ensuring that
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workers are not subjected to exploitation or coercion (97%). Over 90% of SMEs
stated that it is a human rights issue for staff to be able to practise religion / belief
(93%), that men and women should be paid the same for work of equal value (92%),
that personal details and staff privacy are safeguarded (92%), and that staff are able
to raise concerns or grievances (92%). Marginally fewer SMEs thought that paying
fair wages, ensuring a safe working environment and ensuring that work hours are
not excessive could be considered as human rights issues (90%, 89% and 88%
respectively). The factor least likely to be identified as a human rights issue was
freedom for staff to join a union, though even here 87% considered this a human
rights issue.
Nearly all SMEs (99%) recognised at least one of the issues as a human rights
issue. Indeed 90% of SMEs considered eight or more of the ten factors as human
rights issues. There was little difference by type of SME in the number recognised as
human rights issues.

Figure 4.1

Whether consider each a human rights issue or not (prompted)

Staff not discriminated against

98%

Workers not exploited or coerced

97%

Staff able to practise religion or belief

93%

Men and women paid the same for work
of equal value

92%

Personal details and privacy safeguarded

92%

Staff able to raise concerns / grievances

92%

Fair wages are paid
The work environment is safe
Work hours are not excessive
Staff are free to join a union

Attitudes to human rights
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Previous research has suggested that some employers consider human rights
issues a matter for those operating overseas (or with overseas suppliers) and / or for
large employers.11 To see how prevalent these views were, respondents were asked
if they agreed or disagreed that ‘human rights are mainly a consideration for
businesses operating overseas or with overseas suppliers’, and that ‘human rights
are relevant to every business, regardless of their size.’
Results are shown on Figure 4.2. Most agree that human rights are relevant to all
businesses regardless of size (96%) and most disagree (79%) that human rights are
mainly a consideration for those operating overseas or with overseas suppliers. It
should be noted that these questions were asked after SMEs had already been
prompted with the type of workplaces issues that might be considered human rights
issues (see Figure 4.1 above). In this context the 17% of SMEs agreeing that human
rights are mainly a consideration for those operating overseas could be considered
relatively high.
Figure 4.2

Attitudes regarding human rights
Disagree

Agree

Human rights are
relevant to every
business, regardless
of their size.

Human rights are
mainly a consideration
for those operating
overseas or with
overseas suppliers.

Strongly Agree

3%

79%

45%

52%

14% 3%

Base: all SMEs (1,002)

11

http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/sites/default/files/publication_pdf/Middlesex%20University%20
Report%2017%20June.pdf (p. 3)
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While nearly all firms believe human rights should concern all sizes of business, this
view is more firmly embedded among larger SMEs (61% of those with 100-249 staff
strongly agreed), compared with 49% of those with 5-9 staff.
A number of other types of business (based on the characteristics of their owner and
the age of the business) were also more likely to agree strongly that human rights
apply to all businesses regardless of size:


Those where the owner or managing director is female (64%), under 45 (60%)
or white (54%);



Those operating for ten years or less (63% compared with 50% among older
businesses);



Those with ambitions for growth (57% compared with 48% among other
firms); and



Team-managed businesses (56% compared with 48% among those ownermanaged).
“They apply to everyone because we’re humans. Everyone
should be treated correctly.”
Wales, 5-24 employees, business services sector

Certain groups of SMEs were more likely to believe that human rights are mainly a
consideration for businesses operating overseas or with overseas suppliers:


SMEs based in Wales (22%), and England (18%), compared with those in
Scotland (10%);



Those with 5-19 staff (19% compared with 13% with 20 staff or more);



Those with ethnic minority owners or managing directors (38%, compared to
15% of those with White owners / managing directors);



Those whose owners’ highest qualifications were no higher than GCSEs or
equivalent (26% compared with 14% of those whose owners had higher level
qualifications).

Equality and Human Rights Commission – www.equalityhumanrights.com
Published October 2015

Fairness, dignity and respect in SME workplaces

4.2

Activities undertaken on human rights issues

As we have seen, the vast majority of SMEs recognised key human rights issues as
affecting workplaces, and felt human rights were relevant for all businesses.
However, a considerably lower proportion of SMEs (47%) had undertaken any
activities related to engaging with or discussing human rights at board / owner level.
A minority had discussed managing their business’s human rights impacts at board
or senior management level (32%) or looked into what human rights issues might be
relevant for their business (27%).
Higher proportions of larger SMEs had undertaken both of these actions: 44% of
those with 50-249 employees had discussed managing their business’s human rights
impacts at board or senior management level (compared to 31% of those with 5-49
employees) and 38% of these larger SMEs had looked into what human rights
issues might be relevant (compared to 26% of smaller companies).
As shown on Table 4.1, Scottish SMEs were notably less likely than those based in
English or Wales to have taken either action.
There were also differences by sector, with SMEs in Finance and Business services,
and in the Other Private sector more likely to have taken both actions. Those in the
Primary sector were much less likely to have looked into what human rights issues
might be relevant for their business than other firms (19% compared to at least 27%
in all other sectors).
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Table 4.1

Activities undertaken relating to human rights
Discussed managing the
business’s human rights
impacts at board or senior
management level

Looked into what
human rights issues
might be relevant for
the business

%

32

27

5-9

%

26

24

10-19

%

39

29

20-49

%

33

29

50-99

%

43

38

100-249

%

45

39

Primary

%

29

19

Retail and Wholesale

%

23

27

Accommodation & Food Service

%

26

29

Finance & Business Services

%

39

29

Other Private

%

37

33

England

%

33

28

Scotland

%

21

18

Wales

%

27

31

Under 45

%

36

34

45+

%

30

25

Degree or above

%

37

32

Below degree level (including no
qualifications)

%

26

23

Total
Size:

Sector:

Country:

Age of owner:

Highest qualification of owner
/ managing director:

SMEs with owners who were younger and more highly educated were more likely to
have taken these actions.
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Across the qualitative interviews there were mixed experiences of having discussed
human rights within the business.
“We have actually discussed it in management meetings. There
were a lot of considerations about safety, and everything, and that’s
probably where we learnt an awful lot in doing that, and how best to
go about protecting both your employees and the business.”
England, 25-99 employees, primary sector

“I don’t think it’s discussed, but I think it’s taken as read they have
to accept that people have human rights. Me being the manager of
this home, I fight for the rights of my staff.”
England, 25-99 employees, other private

4.3

Knowledge of legal responsibilities and the Equality Act 2010

Most SMEs felt they were either very well informed (38%) or quite well informed
(50%) about their legal responsibilities as an employer in relation to equality in the
workplace.
Despite most SMEs feeling well informed about their legal responsibilities in regard
to equality, 44% had not heard of the Equality Act 2010, and 14% could not name
any protected characteristics spontaneously.
Of the 56% that had heard of the Equality Act 2010, some admitted knowing nothing
about it beyond the name (5% of all SMEs) or knew very little about it (12%). Just
11% of SMEs felt they had a good understanding of the Equality Act 2010, as shown
in Figure 4.3.
Feeling very well informed increased with size, from 35% among those with 5-19
staff, 56% among those with 50-99 staff, to 64% among those with 100-249
employees. Predictably, those with a designated Human Resources department or
personnel were also more likely to feel very well informed (47% compared to 28% of
those without).
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There were differences by country, with businesses based in England more likely to
feel very well informed (40%) than those in Scotland or Wales (26% and 32%
respectively).
There was little difference in how informed employers felt by sector.

Figure 4.3

Knowledge / understanding of the Equality Act 2010

11%

27%

Heard
of it
56%

Good understanding
Some knowledge

12%

Very little

5%

Name only
Not heard of it

44%

All (1,002)

Only around a quarter (23%) of those who claimed they were very well informed
about their legal responsibilities in this area felt they had a good understanding of the
Act. This suggests a reasonable degree of over-claiming or over confidence among
SMEs.
Awareness and understanding of the Act is clearly linked with size. Larger SMEs
were more likely to feel they have a good understanding of the Act (45% of those
with 100-249 employees and 30% of those with 50-99 employees compared to 16%
of those with 20-49 employees and just 8% of those with 5-19 employees). Indeed
almost half (48%) of SMEs with fewer than 20 employees had not heard of the Act.
Results also vary widely by sector. Companies in the Primary, Wholesale and Retail
and Accommodation and Food sectors were less likely than average to have heard
of the Act (around a half in each case, compared with around two thirds in the
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Finance and Business services and Other Private sectors). Results by size and
other variables are shown in Table 4.2.

Table 4.2

Awareness and knowledge of the Equality Act 2010

Row percentages

Heard
of the
Act

Know little or nothing
about the Act (including
not heard of it)

%

56

62

27

11

5-9

%

47

68

25

8

10-19

%

61

62

28

9

20-49

%

67

53

31

16

50-99

%

74

39

31

30

100-249

%

80

26

30

45

Primary

%

45

69

23

8

Retail &
Wholesale

%

49

67

25

7

Accommodation &
Food Service

%

52

72

18

9

Finance &
Business
Services

%

65

57

30

14

Other Private

%

66

48

35

17

England

%

56

61

27

12

Scotland

%

51

68

26

6

Wales

%

50

66

25

9

Total

Some
Good
knowledge of understanding
the Act
of the Act

Size:

Sector:

Country:

Knowledge of protected characteristics
All SMEs, whether they had heard of the Equality Act 2010 or not, were informed by
the interviewer that the Act refers to ‘protected characteristics’ meaning that it sets
out that it is against the law to discriminate against people on the basis of particular
attributes or identifying features. They were then asked which attributes they thought
were protected by law. This was asked first as a spontaneous question, and then (for
those characteristics not initially mentioned) on a prompted basis.
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When it came to recalling characteristics spontaneously, some were clearly more
frequently recalled (gender, religion, disability) than others (gender reassignment,
pregnancy and maternity, marriage and civil partnership), see Figure 4.4.

Figure 4.4 Spontaneous and prompted awareness of protected
characteristics
Spontaneous

Race

Prompted

72%

99%

Gender

60%

99%

Religion or belief

58%

98%

Disability

57%

99%

Age

39%

Sexual orientation
Gender reassignment

32%

97%

95%

10%

83%

Pregnancy and maternity

9%

95%

Marriage and civil
partnership

8%

80%
Base: all SMEs (1,002)

Once prompted, most of the protected characteristics were recognised by almost all
(95% plus) of SMEs. The two exceptions were gender reassignment and marriage
and civil partnership, each mentioned on a prompted basis by 83% and 80%
respectively.
An SME explained why they had not considered marriage to be a protected
characteristic in the one of the qualitative interviews:
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I know it wouldn't have occurred to me, because we don’t ask
people. In fact, to be honest, I didn’t think you could. I mean, some
of them are obviously very apparent if you see somebody, but
before pre-, even, interview status, and even in an interview, it
wouldn’t even cross my mind.
England, 25-99 employees, primary sector

Before being prompted, the vast majority of employers were able to name at least
one protected characteristic (86%), and were most likely to mention race (72%),
gender (60%), religion or belief (58%) and disability (57%).
On average SMEs could name three to four protected characteristics unprompted (a
mean average of 3.5). This rose to 4.3 among those with 50-99 staff and 4.6 among
those with 100-249 employees.
There was some variation in spontaneous mentions of each as protected
characteristics by nation:


Scottish and English SMEs were more likely to mention race spontaneously
than Welsh SMEs (80% and 72% compared to 59%);



English SMEs were more likely than average to mention sex / gender (61%
compared with 54% in Scotland and 52% in Wales) and age (40% compared
with 31% in Wales and 27% in Scotland);



Scottish and Welsh SMEs were more likely to mention disability (66% and
64% compared to 56% of SMEs in England).

By sector, companies operating in Accommodation and Food service and in Retail
and Wholesale listed fewer characteristics spontaneously (an average of 3.1 and 3.2
compared to 3.7 in both Finance and Business services and Other Private).
Mentions of religion or belief, disability, age, and pregnancy and maternity were
more common in the Finance and Business sector.
Around 13% of those who claimed to be very well informed about their legal
responsibilities in this area could not spontaneously name any of the characteristics
protected by the Equality Act. Again, this indicates a degree of over-claim among
SMEs when it comes to their knowledge of their equality duties.
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Chapter 5 |
Policies and practices

5.1

Summary and key findings: what are SMEs actually doing?

Many SMEs had certain kinds of equality practice in place: 74% had a set procedure
to manage flexible working requests, 61% had a specific person with overall
responsibility for equality, and 60% provided staff training on dealing with colleagues
or customers. Other equality practices were less common, such as monitoring: only
21% monitored recruitment, 12% monitored pay and 10% monitored promotion by
the protected characteristics.
Over half (55%) of SMEs said that they do take certain protected characteristics into
account when making decisions about which candidates to recruit. 18% said they
had faced difficulties managing their business as a result of employees with
particular protected characteristics, and many of these felt that as a result they would
feel hesitant about recruiting employees from that group in the future.

5.2

Practices: SME management and monitoring

Day-to-day management and monitoring
74% of SMEs operated a set procedure to manage flexible working requests.
However only half (51%) provided reasonable adjustments for people with different
disabilities or impairments. However, it is not clear whether SMEs answering ‘no’ on
these questions were saying this had never been requested in their workplace, or
whether they don’t consider this a practice or approach they would have in place
should it arise.
Medium sized businesses (50-249 employees) were more likely to have a set
procedure to manage flexible working requests (92%) or to provide reasonable
adjustments for people with different disabilities or impairments (74%) compared with
small SMEs with 5-49 employees, as shown in Table 5.1. Those with designated
Human Resources departments or people were more likely to have a set procedure
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for managing flexible working requests (78% did so compared to the 69% of those
without)12.
By sector, Finance and Business Services sector companies were more likely than
average to have a set procedure for managing flexible working requests (80% did so
compared to the 74% average). However, businesses operating in the
Accommodation and Food Service sector were more likely to provide reasonable
adjustments than average (63% did so compared to the 51% average). SMEs in the
Primary sector were less likely than average to offer either reasonable adjustments
(40%) or a set procedure to manage flexible working requests (68%).
Table 5.1

Flexible working procedure, reasonable adjustments, monitoring
pay and promotion
Have set
procedure for
flexible working
request

Provides
Monitor pay
reasonable
by protected
adjustments characteristics

Monitor
promotion by
protected
characteristics

%

%

%

%

74

51

12

10

5-9

72

44

10

10

10-19

73

50

13

10

20-49

73

69

12

10

50-99

92

69

9

11

100-249

91

85

21

19

Primary

68

40

12

10

Retail & Wholesale

69

48

11

13

Accommodation &
Food Service

74

63

14

10

Finance & Business
Services

80

54

11

8

Other Private

76

58

9

10

England

73

52

12

10

Scotland

75

49

14

7

Wales

79

48

6

14

Total
Size:

Sector:

Country:

12

This is true even when size is controlled for and the smallest SMEs are removed from the analysis.
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A minority of SMEs (12%) monitored pay, bonuses and other benefits by protected
characteristics such as age, gender or ethnicity. Even fewer (10%) monitored
promotions of existing staff by these characteristics. Both of these practices were
twice as likely to happen in the largest SMEs (21% of those with 100-249 employees
monitor pay, bonuses and other benefits and 19% promotions compared to 11% and
10% respectively in smaller businesses). Of course in very small companies with
only a handful of staff formal monitoring may seem out of place. Perhaps
surprisingly, companies with a designated Human Resource department or person
were no more likely than those without to monitor these aspects.

Recruitment practices
Overall 38% of SMEs said that they treated overseas qualifications as equivalent to
UK qualifications when recruiting, i.e. they did not discriminate on these grounds.
This was more common amongst SMEs with 20 or more employees, with 49% of
those with 20-249 employees treating overseas qualifications as equivalent
compared to 35% of companies with 5-19 employees, although it may be the case
that smaller employers had not dealt with applications including overseas
qualifications.
It was relatively rare for SMEs to monitor candidates in terms of protected
characteristics such as age, gender, ethnicity or sexual orientation when recruiting
(21% did so). This was more common than the monitoring of pay or promotion by
these attributes as reported in the previous section. Predictably larger SMEs were
more likely to run this monitoring (although it is still a minority), with 28% of those
with 20-249 employees doing so compared to 20% of those with 5-19 employees.
Surprisingly though (as seen in the monitoring of pay and promotion) those with a
designated Human Resource department or person were no more likely to monitor
candidates than those without (21% and 22% respectively).
Businesses with ethnic minority owners/ managing directors were more likely to
monitor candidates’ profiles than those with White owners / managing directors (32%
did so compared to 20%).
55% of SMEs said that they would take protected characteristics into account when
recruiting new staff (typically meaning they would consider not employing someone
for the job on the basis of them having a protected characteristic). Disability was the
characteristic most likely to be taken into account; with 37% reporting they would do
this, as shown in Figure 5.1 below. Age and whether the applicant is pregnant or
has a young family would also be taken into account by quite high proportions.
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Around 5% would take gender into account. Other characteristics would each only
be taken into account by 2% or fewer SMEs.
SMEs with 20 or more employees were less likely to take any protected
characteristic into account when recruiting, although still 45% would do so
(compared to 57% of SMEs with 5-19 employees).
There was also some variance by sector, with those in the Finance and Business
Services sector less likely to consider particular characteristics when recruiting than
those in all other sectors, although 40% still reported taking at least one protected
characteristic into account. Over 68% SMEs in the Accommodation and Food
Service sector said they took at least one characteristic into account when recruiting.

Figure 5.1
recruiting

Whether protected characteristics are taken into account when

Disability

37%

Age

29%

Pregnant or have a young family
Gender
Religion or belief

17%
5%
2%

Any
Base: all SMEs (1,002)
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SMEs were asked for their reasons when they said they would take a protected
characteristic into account. The job requiring physical strength, fitness or mobility
was by far the most common reason given for taking disability into account when
recruiting, and also the single most common reason among those who would take
gender, pregnancy / having a young family or age into account. The following is an
example of age being taken into account during recruitment because of the
(perceived) physical strength, fitness or mobility required for the role:
“It’s strength, and ability to do some of the work. I think sometimes,
certainly with some of the older employees that you get, there’s a
perception that only men can do certain things. Certainly in an
engineering field.”
England, 100-249 employees, primary sector

The only other reason commonly given for taking disability into account was that the
business could not have disabled workers due to legal restrictions. In the initial
qualitative interviews, respondents mentioned that they would take disability into
account due to nature of the job and accessibility of their workplaces.
“The only thing could be, if we had a staff member who was in a
wheelchair access could be a problem. If someone did come in who
was good then we’d do our best. It’s not an easy job to do and
we’ve got limited capacity.”
Scotland, 5-24 employees, other sector

Other reasons often given for taking age into account (in addition to physical
strength, fitness or mobility required for the role) were very young workers not being
suitable for the work, younger workers not having the work experience, training or
qualifications required, or not being able to have young workers due to legal
restrictions.
Alongside physical strength, fitness or mobility, a variety of other reasons were given
for taking gender into account when recruiting, including that they would not fit in with
other workers, and wanting the worker to be gender-matched with their clients. The
following quote is an example of the latter sentiment.
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“We do have a bigger issue here, because most of my clients are
females and don’t want a male carer. So it doesn’t stop me from
interviewing male carers, but I have to respect that if I was to
employ a male carer, how would that then fit into the dynamics of
the choices of the residents.”
England, 25-99 employees, other sector

Among those who took into account whether a candidate was pregnant or had a
young family, the most common reasons after the job requiring physical strength,
fitness or mobility were the small size of the business meaning it is vulnerable to staff
absence e.g. maternity leave, and concerns about continuity and whether pregnant
staff would be as committed or loyal as other staff.
There were some instances of SMEs taking particular protected characteristics into
account due to a deliberate attempt to be more inclusive within the business, or to
encourage applications from under-represented groups (i.e. for ‘positive’ reasons),
though these were relatively rare. One example of positive reasons for taking a
protected characteristic into account is given below: this employer felt that different
aged workers have different skills, so a wide range of ages could help grow the
business.
“They help to grow the business. If you have an open mind then
you’re likely to see opportunities that other people might turn down.
For example, we have just employed an older man, because he
was made redundant he was given free funding for access to IT
training.”
Wales, 5-29 employees, business services sector
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Difficulties managing diversity in the business
Overall 18% SMEs reported that people with a specific protected characteristic had
caused them difficulties in managing their business. A slight majority of these
(equating to 11% overall) said that this experience had made them concerned about
recruiting and retaining people from this group in future.
The characteristics reported as having caused a difficulty for the business (for
example in reconciling flexible working requests with the needs of the business or
managing conflict in the workplace) were employees being pregnant or having a
young family (for 8% of SMEs - and 62% of these would be concerned about
recruiting from this group in future), age (6% - with 69% concerned in future) and
disability (6% - with 57% of these concerned about recruiting this group in the
future).

5.3

Suppliers and clients

SMEs were asked whether they had received queries from clients about their human
rights policies or practices, and whether they had ever asked about suppliers’
practices in this area. A minority of SMEs reported that either had happened: 13%
had asked about a supplier’s practices, and 22% said that their clients had asked
them questions.

Knowledge of supplier human rights practices
Overall 13% of SMEs had asked about a supplier’s business practice in relation to a
human rights issue. The most commonly raised queries were around the working
environment (6%) and staff discrimination (3%); 2% or fewer had raised any other
human rights issues with a supplier.
Larger SMEs were almost three times as likely to have asked about practices as
small SMEs (31% of those with 50-249 employees compared to 11% of those with 519 staff).
SMEs in England were twice as likely to have done so as those in Scotland or Wales
(14% compared to 7% and 6%). There was also variation by sector with those in the
Accommodation and Food Service sector particularly unlikely to have raised any
issue (just 6%) whilst those in the Finance and Business Services sector were
particularly likely to have done so (17%).
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Amongst those that had raised an issue with a supplier, the most common actions
taken were to decide not to work with that supplier (30%) or to review practices or
processes (26%). 32% of those who asked suppliers about their practices had taken
no further action.
One SME at the qualitative stage indicated asking questions on human rights issues
had led them to not use or work with certain suppliers or clients.
“If we came across a potential client who didn’t treat their staff well
or were putting in place the incorrect covers for things like
employer’s liability… we have come across clients where we don’t
like the way they work so we’ve walked away and not quoted for
them.”
Wales, 5-29 employees, business services sector

Client interest in human rights practices
Overall 22% of SMEs said that clients had asked them questions around human
rights issues. As with queries that SMEs themselves had raised with suppliers, the
most commonly raised queries were around the working environment (11%) and
staff discrimination (6%); only 4% or fewer had been asked about any other human
rights issue by a client.
Again, larger SMEs were twice as likely to have dealt with client questions on human
rights (39% of those with 50-249 employees reporting this compared with 19% of
those with 5-19 employees). Those operating in the Finance and Business Services
and Primary sector were more likely to have had client questions than those in other
sectors (31%, 30% respectively). Being asked by clients about human rights was
relatively rare in the Accommodation and Food Service sector (8%).
Amongst those asked about human rights related issues by a client, the main actions
taken were to review practices or processes (48%), to investigate responsibilities in
the area (39%), to change or introduce a formal written policy in the area (33%), to
start communicating on performance in this area (25%), to begin monitoring or
recording data (21%) or to change practices or procedures (19%). Although 29% of
those who had a client question about their practices took no specific action, it
appears that in general client questioning usually does prompt a comprehensive
response.
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5.4

Human rights policies and designated responsibilities

Human rights policies
Having a human rights policy was far less common than having a policy on equality.
Just over half (54%) of SMEs had a formal, written policy on equal opportunities and
/ or managing diversity (discussed in the next section) whereas just 16% of SMEs
had a human rights policy (16%).
It should be noted here that much higher proportions of SMEs had policies in place
to cover specific human rights issues (See Figure 5.2 – for example 84% had a
specific policy relating to ensuring a safe working environment). This current section
is concerned with the presence of an overarching human rights policy, though more
specific policies relating to human rights issues will be discussed later.
The smallest SMEs (with fewer than 20 employees) were the least likely to have
developed an overall human rights policy and to have given responsibility for it to a
senior person, as shown in Table 5.1.
Almost all SMEs in Wales that had developed a human rights policy had given
overall responsibility for it to a senior person (equating to 20% of SMEs in Wales
compared with 13% and 14% respectively of SMEs in England and Scotland).
Businesses operating in the Accommodation and Food Service sector were the most
likely to have human rights policies (23%) and to have given overall responsibility for
the policy to a senior person (21%). Those in the Primary, Finance and Business
Services or the Other Private sectors were less likely to have human rights policies
(15%, 14% and 13% respectively).

Equality and Human Rights Commission – www.equalityhumanrights.com
Published October 2015

Fairness, dignity and respect in SME workplaces

Table 5.2

Prevalence of human rights policy and senior responsibility for
human rights
Developed a Given responsibility for human
human rights policy rights policy to senior person
%

%

16

14

5-9

14

11

10-19

18

16

20-49

19

16

50-99

22

19

100-249

21

17

Primary

15

11

Retail and Wholesale

20

17

Accommodation and Food
Service

23

21

Finance and Business Services

14

11

Other Private

13

12

England

16

13

Scotland

16

14

Wales

21

20

Total
Size:

Sector:

Country:

The owner profile also appears to play a role in whether a human rights policy has
been developed. Organisations with the following types of owner / managing director
were more likely to have developed a human rights policy:


Those with ethnic minority owners / managing director (32% compared to 16%
of those with White owners);



Those with younger owners (23% of those with owners under 45 compared to
16% of those with older owners);



Those with owners who had qualifications at GCSE level or above (16%
compared to just 11% of those whose owners had no qualifications).
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Companies whose owners had these characteristics were also more likely to have
given responsibility for the policy to a senior person within the company.
Those employers that had a written policy covering human rights between them
employed around 1.49 million people13, almost a fifth (19%) of the SME workforce.
This leaves around 6.5 million employees working for an SME where there is no
overarching human rights policy.

Policies for specific areas of human rights
Irrespective of whether they had an overarching human rights policy, SMEs were
given a list of ten human rights issues and asked whether they had a written policy,
statement or procedure in place for each of these (see Figure 5.2).
Figure 5.2 Proportion that have a written policy, statement or procedure for
each of the following ten human rights issues

Staff able to raise concerns / grievances

84%

The work environment is safe

84%

Personal details and privacy safeguarded

74%

Staff not discriminated against

74%

Work hours are not excessive

65%

Workers not exploited or coerced

62%

Fair wages are paid
Men and women paid the same for work of
equal value

54%

Staff able to practise religion or belief

53%

Staff are free to join a union
Base: all SMEs (1,002)

13

59%

Number is rounded to the nearest 10,000.
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While only 16% reported that they had a general human rights policy (see table 5.1),
half (51%) had a written policy, statement or procedure for eight or more of the ten
specific human rights issues explored. One in ten (10%) did not have one for any of
these human rights issues and these employers between them employ around
410,00014 people who therefore were not covered by any formal policies or
procedures in these areas.
The issues most likely to be covered by a written policy or statement were ensuring
staff are able to raise concerns or grievances and having a working environment that
is safe (each 84%), followed by ensuring personal details and staff privacy is
safeguarded and ensuring that staff are not discriminated against (each 74%).
The aspects SMEs were least likely to have written policies or procedures for were
ensuring staff are free to join a union (48%), the extent to which staff are able to
practise their religion or belief (53%) and ensuring men and women are paid the
same for work of equal value (54%).
By size, having around 20 employees was an important watershed in terms of having
written policies in place.15 SMEs with 20-249 employees were more likely to have a
greater number of these human rights issues covered by written policies (60% had
policies for eight or more human rights issues compared to 49% of those with 5-19
employees). Indeed smaller SMEs with 5-19 employees were four times more likely
to have no written policies relating to these issues than those with 20 employees or
more (12% compared to 3%).
This pattern held true across all ten human rights issues discussed in the interview,
with the greatest differences seen in likelihood to have a written policy, statement or
procedure regarding:


Ensuring that staff are not discriminated against (93% of those with 20-249
employees compared to 69% of those with 15-19 employees);



Ensuring working hours are not excessive (80% of those with 20-249
employees compared to 61% of those with 15-19 employees);

14

Number is rounded to the nearest 10,000.
There is relatively little difference between the medium and largest SMEs in the proportions who
had written policies for most areas; companies with 100-249 employees were only more likely than
those with 20-49 employees to have written policies on ensuring personal details and staff privacy is
safeguarded (95% of those with 100-249 employees compared to 86% of those with 20-49
employees) and ensuring staff are able to practise their religion or belief (72% compared to 61%).
15
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Ensuring personal details and staff privacy is safeguarded (88% of those with
20-249 employees compared to 70% of those with 15-19 employees).

By sector, there were some notable differences in specific areas, with SMEs in the
following sectors less likely than average to have written policies in place:


Those in the Finance and Business Services sector were less likely to have
written policies on ensuring fair wages are paid and ensuring staff are free to
join a union if they wish (51% and 42% respectively);



Those in the Accommodation and Food services sector were less likely to
have a written policy on ensuring staff are able to raise concerns or
grievances (78% - they were more likely to have a policy or procedure to
ensure fair wages are paid (73% compared to the 59% average);



Those in the Retail and Wholesale sector were less likely to have a written
policy on having a work environment that is safe (79%) or the extent to which
staff are able to practise a religion of belief (47%).

Equality policies
Just over half (54%) of SMEs had a formal, written policy on equal opportunities and
/ or managing diversity. Overall 5.37 million employees within SMEs (67% of the
total) were covered by a formal, written equalities policy.16
Over three-quarters of these SMEs with an equality policy (78%) had a policy which
explicitly mentions protected characteristics. This equates to 42% of all SMEs having
a formal written policy which explicitly mentions protected characteristics.
Having a formal, written equality policy and it explicitly mentioning protected
characteristics was both more common in larger SMEs (see Table 5.2 below). For
example, 75% of those with 20-249 employees had an equality policy compared to
48% of those with 5-19 employees.
By country, SMEs based in Scotland were less likely to have equality policies than
those in England or Wales (43% compared to 55% in both other nations). Similarly
SMEs in Scotland were the least likely to have a policy which explicitly mentioned
the protected characteristics.
Companies operating in the Accommodation and Food sector were the least likely to
have formal, written equality policies in place (see Table 5.2). This contrasts with the

16

Number is rounded to the nearest 10,000.
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finding earlier in this chapter that SMEs in this sector were most likely to have a
human rights policy (see Table 5.1).
Table 5.3

Prevalence of equality policy and policy that explicitly mentions
protected characteristics
Have an equality
policy

Policy explicitly mentions
protected characteristics

%

%

54

42

5-9

43

31

10-19

58

50

20-49

73

54

50-99

76

68

100-249

85

78

Primary

55

41

Retail and Wholesale

49

38

Accommodation and Food Service

44

33

Finance and Business Services

58

46

Other Private

58

48

England

55

43

Scotland

43

32

Wales

55

49

Total
Size:

Sector:

Country:

61% of SMEs had a specific person with overall responsibility for equality in their
business. This was more common in smaller SMEs (61% of those with 5-19
employees had a person responsible compared to 37% with a written policy). This
may indicate that there was not necessarily a lack of interest in pursuing equal
opportunities in smaller companies; it may just be on a less structured footing. The
reverse was true in larger SMEs which were more likely to have a formal, written
policy than to have a specific person with overall responsibility for equality (75% of
those with 50-249 employees had a person responsible compared to 59% with a
written policy).
As seen with their higher likelihood of having a human rights policy, businesses with
ambitions for growth were more likely to have a formal written equality policy (59% Equality and Human Rights Commission – www.equalityhumanrights.com
Published October 2015
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and 47% had one which mentions protected characteristics - compared to 50% and
38% respectively of those without growth ambitions).
Results also vary between age and qualification level of the owner / managing
director:


A higher proportion of SMEs whose owners were highly qualified (to at least
degree level) had formal written policies, 61% compared to 49% of those with
lower level or no qualifications.



Businesses with an older owner / managing director (aged 55 or over) were less
likely than those with younger owners to have either an equality policy (50%
compared to 60%) or a person responsible for equalities (56% compared to 67%).
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Chapter 6 |
Attitudes towards and capability on doing
more

6.1

Summary and key findings: do SMEs want to do more, and
what would prompt them to go further?

This report so far has looked at SME awareness of human rights and equality issues
and the practices and policies they have in place in these areas. This chapter looks
at SME attitudes on human rights and equality, exploring first businesses’ overall
attitudes, then focusing on what SMEs thought about ‘doing more’, and whether they
felt their business was capable of doing more, or needed to.
SMEs felt that consideration of equality and human rights issues was very important
and something that all businesses should be doing: 95% believe, for example, that
every business has a legal duty and a moral responsibility to consider issues relating
to human rights and equality. However, doing more is not a priority for the majority
for SMEs. 60% do not feel they need to do more on equality, and among the 20%
that want to do more, it was usually a low priority (14%) rather than an important one
(7%). SMEs were particularly likely to expect to need to respond and react if issues
were raised by staff, suggesting most SMEs are responsive to internal pressures.
Indeed, where issues or concerns had been raised (albeit rarely), most SMEs had
taken some form of action, particularly if issues had been raised by staff (more so
than if questions had been asked by suppliers or clients).
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6.2

The importance of considering human rights and equality
issues

Nearly all SMEs agreed that every business has a legal duty (95%) and a moral
responsibility (also 95%) to consider issues relating to human rights and equality. 17
32% agreed strongly that firms have these duties (see Table 6.1).

Table 6.1

Agreement that it is every business’s legal duty and moral duty to
consider equality and human rights issues
Legal duty

Row percentages

Moral duty

Disagree

Agree

Agree
strongly

Disagree

Agree

Agree
strongly

%

3

62

32

4

62

34

5-19

%

4

63

31

4

63

32

20-49

%

1

60

39

3

52

44

50-99

%

<1

60

38

2

66

32

100-249

%

2

58

39

3

58

39

Primary

%

5

72

20

5

65

28

Retail and Wholesale

%

5

57

35

5

64

30

Accommodation & Food
Service

%

1

60

38

-

59

41

Finance & Business
Services

%

<1

68

31

4

65

31

Other Private

%

6

48

44

3

52

45

England

%

4

61

34

4

61

34

Scotland

%

3

74

22

5

69

26

Total
Size:

Sector:

Country:

Wales
%
1
67
30
2
61
Rows do not add to 100% since those answering ‘don’t know’ have not been shown, and
also because of rounding. ‘Disagree’ combines those answering ‘disagree strongly’ and
‘disagree’.

17

It should be noted, as previously, that while there is no legal duty on businesses in relation
specifically to ‘human rights issues’ in the workplace, there are human rights issues relevant to the
workplace that are given effect in UK law. For instance, the right to a safe working environment is
covered by the Health and Safety at Work Act, though this legislation does not refer specifically to
‘human rights’ issues.
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With such high levels of agreement there was little variation by type of employer in
the proportion agreeing with each statement, though there were differences when
looking at how strongly employers held these views. As shown on Table 6.1, the
proportion agreeing strongly was lower on both measures in Scotland, among those
with 5-19 employees, and among those in the Primary sector (particularly for it being
a legal duty).

6.3

SME interest in doing more on Human Rights and Equality

Respondents were asked which of four statements most closely reflected their own
company’s position on doing more on equality.


We don't feel we need to do more in this area;



We could do more but are unlikely to take action unless we have to;



We want to do more but it's a relatively low priority;



We want to do more and it is an important priority for us.

The majority of businesses felt they did not need to do any more on equality (60%).
Overall 20% wanted to do more, though these SMEs were more likely to describe it
as a low priority (14%) rather than an important priority (7%).
Those most likely to consider doing more an important priority were larger SMEs with
50-99 (14%) or 100-249 staff (20%), and those in the Other Private sector (13%),
see Table 6.2.

Table 6.2

Views on doing more on equality
Don’t feel
need to
do more

Row percentages

Total

Could do Want to do
Want to do
more but more but a more and an
unlikely to low priority
important
take action
priority

%

60

19

14

7

5-19

%

62

18

13

6

20-49

%

53

22

18

6

50-99

%

55

13

14

14

100-249

%

43

14

22

20

Size:

Sector:
Equality and Human Rights Commission – www.equalityhumanrights.com
Published October 2015

Fairness, dignity and respect in SME workplaces

Primary

%

57

27

12

2

Retail and Wholesale

%

73

13

10

5

Accommodation & Food Service

%

61

13

16

9

Finance & Business Services

%

57

20

14

7

Other Private

%

53

16

18

13

England

%

60

19

14

7

Scotland

%

54

23

14

9

Country:

Wales
%
73
8
15
Rows do not add to 100% since those answering ‘don’t know’ and giving other responses
have not been shown, and also because of rounding.

Where the business owner had a degree or higher, there was higher appetite for
doing more and it being a priority (10% compared with 1% where the owner or
managing director had qualifications no higher than GCSEs or equivalent).
SMEs were asked whether they agreed or disagreed that they already comply with
UK legislation in these areas so do not need to do anything further. A majority (78%)
agreed that because they complied with UK legislation on equality and human rights,
they did not need to do anything more.
Overall 14% of SMEs disagreed: care is needed with interpretation because
disagreement could be a negative (that they do not comply with current legislation)
or a positive (they do comply but feel they need to go beyond what is required by
law). The fact that large SMEs with 100-249 staff were the most likely to disagree
(25%), and the most likely to agree with the statement ‘on equality issues we try to
go beyond what is required by law’ (60%) suggests it was generally being
interpreted as their being compliant and wanting to go beyond the legislation.

What do SMEs want to do more of?
The 21% of SMEs that wanted to do more regarding equality were asked what
exactly they would like to be doing. The most common answer to this open question
was regular training for all levels of staff in order to keep them up to date on equality
issues (given by 30%). This was of interest to more employers in England (32%)
than in Scotland (17%) or Wales (11%).
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Other answers given included having a formal policy in place and keeping it updated
(17%, rising to 24% among SMEs with 5-9 staff), more monitoring by protected
characteristics18 (12%), and employing more people that fall into the protected
characteristics, or from minority groups (10%). 8% wanted to spend time making
sure they met government directives / legislation, something of particular interest to
SMEs in Wales that wanted to do more regarding equality (30%).

18

Note they may not specifically have used the term, and often referred to minority groups or to a
number of the specific characteristics.
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Figure 6.1

What SMEs wanting to do more on equality wish to do

(spontaneous)
Regular staff training for everyone including
senior staff to keep up to date

30%

Have a formal policy in place and keep it
updated

17%

More monitoring on protected characteristics

12%

Continue employing (more) who fal into
'protected characteristics' / minorities

10%

Continue doing what we are doing with regards
to equality

8%

Make sure we stay in-line with the government
directives / legislation

8%

Make sure all staff, current or newly recruited
are aware of our policy
EHRC should send out a guide / update to
refer to

5%
4%

Don't know

13%

Base: SMEs wanting to do more regarding equality (238)

What might make doing more on equality and human rights a higher priority?
SMEs that felt they could do more on equality but were unlikely to take action unless
they had to (19% of SMEs) or wanted to do more but considered it a relatively low
priority (14%) were asked what might make doing more on equality a higher priority.
The most common answer was that they would act if an issue was raised by a staff
member or an internal issue arose which meant that doing more became necessary
(31%). Less commonly SMEs said that doing more on equality would be a higher
priority if they were to take on more staff (18%, rising to 28% among very small
SMEs with 5-9 staff), if their workforce were to include someone from a minority
group or someone who fell under a particular protected characteristic, for instance, if
the business employed a staff member with a disability (17%), or if it became the law
to do more (17%). Relatively few expected to be motivated by being sued or
threatened with an employment tribunal (6%) or by clients or customers asking them
about their equality policies or practices (6%).
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Later in the survey, SMEs were prompted with statements about what might
encourage them to do more within their business in terms of both equality and
human rights. Businesses were asked to what extent they agreed or disagreed with
the statements ‘this issue is only likely to move up our agenda if it was raised by staff
/ internal issues arose’ and ‘this issue is only likely to move up our agenda if clients /
customers started asking about our equality practices or policies’. In both cases a
majority agreed these would be key stimuli to greater action, though, confirming
spontaneous findings about equality, this was more commonly felt in regard to
internal pressure (70%) than external pressure from clients and customers (54%).
Large SMEs (with 50-99 staff and particularly 100-249 staff) were less likely to feel
equality and human rights would only move up their agenda due to client / customer
pressure or internal issues. Small employers (and also those operating in the
Primary sector) were more likely to be influenced by these factors, see Table 6.3.

Table 6.3

Factors that would prompt equality and human rights issues to
move up the firm’s agenda (prompted)
Only if an internal issue
arose

Base: all (1,002)
Row percentages

Only if clients / customers
asked

Disagree

Agree

Agree
strongly

Disagree

Agree

Agree
strongly

%

28

59

11

43

48

7

5-19

%

25

61

12

41

49

7

20-49

%

35

54

8

48

41

6

50-99

%

41

49

9

57

41

2

100-249

%

45

48

6

59

38

3

Primary

%

24

64

9

33

60

2

Retail and Wholesale

%

27

57

14

45

41

12

Accommodation & Food
Service

%

23

64

11

44

46

9

Finance & Business
Services

%

30

60

10

45

48

4

Other Private

%

34

50

12

49

40

8

England

%

29

58

11

43

47

7

Scotland

%

19

74

7

45

52

3

Total
Size:

Sector:

Country:
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Wales

%

28

58

14

39

53

3

Yes

%

34

55

10

53

41

5

No

%

21

63

12

33

55

8

%

24

61

12

35

55

7

Designated Human
Resources function:

Management type:
Owner-managed

Team-managed
%
29
58
10
50
41
Rows do not add to 100% since those answering ‘don’t know’ have not been shown, and
also because of rounding.

How doing more would affect the business
Most SMEs did not feel that doing more with regards to equality would benefit their
business (69%), and approaching half felt that doing more on equality would take up
too much time and resource (42%). This is shown in Figure 6.2 below.
Figure 6.2

How doing more on equality would affect the business
Disagree

Agree

Agree Strongly

Doing much more than we
do on equality would take up

54%

32%

10%

too much time and resource

Doing more than we
currently do would

69%

23%

4%

benefit the business

Base: all SMEs (1,002)

It seems significant that a larger proportion of SMEs are not persuaded by the
business case rather than the resource capacity to do so. This suggests that there is
significant scope for the Commission and support providers to present the business
case to SMEs to help change perceptions.
Results differ by size. Larger businesses with 20 or more employees were more
likely than average to believe that doing more would benefit the business, though
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this was still a minority (25% of those with 20-49 staff, 38% of those with 50-99 staff
and 43% of those with 100-249 staff).
In terms of sector differences, those in the Accommodation and Food sector (34%),
and the Other Private sector (37%) were more likely than all sectors (Primary 23%,
Retail and Wholesale 20%, Finance 24%) to feel that doing more on equality would
benefit the business.
In addition the following types of employer were all more likely to see the benefits of
doing more on equality, and these may be more forward thinking, progressive
employers:


Having ambition for growth (34% compared with 20%);



Being team-managed (31%) as opposed to owner-managed (23%);



Having an owner or managing director aged under 45 (36% compared with
20% among those aged 55 plus).

The ability of SMEs to do more
We have discussed the extent to which SMEs want to do more on equality and
human rights, or feel that they need do, what might bring about this change, and
whether SMEs felt that doing more would benefit the business or not. This section
now looks at SMEs’ perceived ability to do more than they are currently doing in
terms of knowledge and resource.
Although most did not feel that knowledge was a barrier, still 29% admitted they
would not know where to start with doing more on equality and human rights. This
was higher among the smallest firms (31% among those with 5-19 staff) as shown in
Table 6.4.
Table 6.4

Agreement with ‘We would not know where to start with doing
more in this area’

Row percentages

Disagree

Agree

%

69

29

5-19

%

67

31

20-49

%

74

23

50-99

%

83

17

100-249

%

83

16

Total
Size:

Designated Human Resources
function:
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Yes

%

73

24

No

%

65

34

%

66

32

Management type:
Owner-managed

Team-managed
%
72
26
Rows do not add to 100% since those answering ‘don’t know’ have not been shown, and
also because of rounding.

Not having the time or resources to look into equality and human resources issues
was an issue for 40% of SMEs. Predictably this was more of an issue for the
smallest SMEs (46% with 5-9 staff). It was also more of a (perceived) barrier for
Primary sector employers (46%).

Going beyond what is required by the law
The Commission does not require or expect SMEs, or indeed any businesses, to go
beyond what they need to do by law in relation to equality. However the survey did
explore this topic a little further, by asking to what extent businesses agreed or
disagreed with the statement ‘on equality issues we try to go beyond what is required
by law’.
Just over half of SMEs said they did try to go beyond the law (53%). This did not
differ significantly by size of SME, but was highest among SMEs in Scotland (63%)
and those in the Other Private sector (63%, compared with 45% in the Primary
sector where agreement was lowest).
Those SMEs that try to go beyond the law were asked why they did this. Most
commonly they said it was their personal belief, or that of the management team, or
that going beyond the law was ‘right’ thing to do’ (39%), or that it was simply the
ethos of the company to try and do more (33%). 29% cited benefits to the company
as a result of promoting equality issues which leads to happier employees. Figure
6.3 below shows these responses and all others mentioned by more than 2% of
employers.

Figure 6.3

Why try and go beyond the law on equality (spontaneous)
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My / management team belief that equality
should be promoted

39%

It is the ethos / nature of the company

33%

Promoting equality leads to happy employees
& benefits the company
Need to stay compliant with the law / cover
ourselves
Good for our reputation / relationship with
customers or clients

29%
10%
9%

A diverse workforce brings business benefits

6%

Helps attract people to the company

3%

The law only sets out the minumum
requirements

3%

Don't know

4%
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Chapter 7 |
Concerns, Complaints and Employer
Responses

7.1

Summary and key findings: how common are complaints and
concerns, and what do SMEs do in response?

This chapter covers SMEs’ experiences of concerns and / or complaints in relation to
equality and human rights, and examines what the concerns or complaints covered
and how employers responded.
A minority of SMEs had experienced a complaint or concern regarding human rights
or equality issues, though where these had been highlighted, nearly all took some
form of action as a result. When taking action, SMEs most commonly investigated
their own responsibilities.
7% of SMEs had experienced a complaint or concern being raised by staff regarding
human rights related issues, though this rises to 24% among SMEs with 100-249
employees.
The vast majority of these SMEs had taken action as a result of these staff concerns
(97%), typically investigating their responsibilities (86%) and communicating (more)
internally or externally on their performance in the area raised (53%). Around a third
had responded to staff concerns on human rights issues by reviewing their practices
or policies though not actually changing them (38%), changing their policies or
practices (35%), and starting to monitor or record data in these areas (33%).
5% of SMEs had identified concerns in relation to equality in their workplace, rising
to around 10% SMEs with 100-249 staff. These SMEs were most likely to have
identified concerns on disability issues (22%), followed by gender, faith and religion,
equal pay, maternity / paternity issues, and racism (each 11% to 14%).
The majority (75%) that had identified equality-related concerns had taken action in
response: these employers had most often starting communicating internally or
externally on their performance (39%) or changing their practices or policies in these
areas (34%).
Equality and Human Rights Commission – www.equalityhumanrights.com
Published October 2015

Fairness, dignity and respect in SME workplaces

7.2

Staff complaints or concerns regarding human rights issues

SMEs were asked if staff had ever made complaints or raised concerns in any of the
areas that could be considered human rights issues discussed in Chapter 4 (see
Figure 4.1 for a list of the issues explored). A minority of SMEs (7%) reported that
staff had ever made complaints or raised concerns in any of these areas.
No single issue dominated staff complaints or concerns with regard to human rights
issues, as shown by the issues mentioned by at least 1% of SMEs:







Discrimination (including bullying) (2%);
The ability to raise concerns or grievances (2%);
Working hours (1%);
Safety at work (1%);
Fair wages (1%);
Whether men and women are being paid the same for work of equal value (1%).

The likelihood of any human rights related complaints or concerns being raised by
staff increases with the size of SME, from 6% among those with 5-19 staff, to 11%
among those with 20-99 staff, up to 24% among those with 100-249 employees.
Although this is to be expected given larger SMEs clearly have more staff to raise a
concern, it is interesting that the incidence did not vary significantly between those
with 10-19, 20-49 and 50-99 staff (11%, 10% and 13% respectively).
Results varied relatively little by sector, though were higher in the Other Private
(15%) category which covers such areas as transport, storage, arts, entertainment
and recreation.19

19

SMEs in the ‘Other Private’ category had a similar size profile to the other sectors, hence this higher
figure is not a result of the size profile of this sector.
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Table 7.1

Whether staff had ever raised complaints or concerns on human
rights related issues, by size, sector and country

Base: all (1,002)

%

Size:
5-9

3

10-19

11

20-49

10

50-99

13

100-249

24

Sector:
Primary

5

Retail and Wholesale

6

Accommodation and Food Service

4

Finance and Business Services

6

Other Private

15

Country:
England

8

Scotland

5

Wales

3

7.3

Action taken as a result of staff complaints or concerns
regarding human rights issues

Almost all SMEs (97%) had taken action following the complaint or concern (it should
be noted that this does not necessarily imply they had responded to every instance
where an issue had been raised). This was most often investigating their
responsibilities (86%), followed by starting to communicate internally or externally on
their performance (53%). 35% changed or reviewed their practices or policies as a
result of the staff complaint / concern. A similar proportion (38%) indicated that they
reviewed their policies or practices but made no subsequent change. Results are
summarised in Figure 7.1.
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Figure 7.1 Nature of action taken following concerns or complaints raised by
staff (prompted)
86%

Investigated responsibilities
Started communicated internally or externally on
performance

53%

Reviewed practices or policies but did not change
them

38%
35%

Changed or reviewed practices or policiies

33%

Began monitoring or recording data

9%

Sought external advice

6%

Disciplinary action
Some other action
Nothing happened

1%
3%

Base: all SMEs where staff have raised concerns or complaints (89)

Although base sizes are small, Finance and Business services sector SMEs were
significantly less likely than other employers to have taken any action in response to
a concern or complaint being raised on human rights related issues (87%, and the
figure falls to 65% among those in this sector with 20 or more employees).
There was a couple of mentions throughout the qualitative interviews of complaints
in relation to human rights and how this was tackled. One example is illustrated
below.
“There’s been one instance since I’ve been in post, where
somebody wasn’t happy with the relationship with the person that
they were working with, and had the perception of, perhaps, being
bullied. So we moved one person who wasn’t comfortable with that
relationship and they’re much happier, and have a much better
relationship with the same person now, as a result.”
England, 100-249 employees, primary sector
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7.4

Concerns and complaints with regards to equality

5% of all SMEs, rising to 10% among larger SMEs with 100-249 staff, had identified
areas for concern in relation to equality. This could have been due to a comment or
concern raised by staff, or identified by the employers themselves.
The cause and effect regarding the fact that those that felt very informed on equality
were more likely to have identified concerns is hard to determine. On the one hand
these SMEs may have become well informed about equality as a direct result of
investigating or following concerns being raised. On the other hand it may be their
level of knowledge on equality is what has led them to be more likely to identify
potential areas where action may be required.
The most common area of concern was on disability related issues (22% of those
that had identified concerns), see Figure 7.2.
Figure 7.2 Nature of concerns identified with regards to equality
(spontaneous)
Accommodating those with disabilities

22%

Gender equality

14%

Issues surrounding faith and religion

12%

Equal pay issues

12%

Maternity / paternity issues

11%

Issues / allegations of racism

11%

Ageism

6%

Issues surrounding recruitment processes

5%

Issues surrounding sexuality

5%

Nationality issues

3%

Client discrimination against staff

3%

Sexual harrassment issues

1%

Consistency amongst management

1%

Other
Don't know

8%
3%

Base: all SMEs that identified concerns with regards to equality (62)
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Examples of some of the detailed comments made by employers are given below.
“We’re a construction company so disability is a difficult area
for us, we work at height which is highly dangerous, epilepsy
and amputations are a problem for us.”
England, 20-49 employees, primary sector

“Religious issue: one person of a particular denomination,
another person didn’t seem to get on with that person
particularly well; religion was used to make a point about
something.”
Wales, 20-49 employees, wholesale and retail

“We've got a gender diversity project because we've found
that we have very few women in higher level positions.”
England, 100-249 employees, primary sector

There were also examples presented in the initial qualitative phase, with diversity
and equality issues surrounding gender mentioned.
“Certain aspects I think are really difficult, I’m really conscious
we’re an engineering firm, and to, say, look at gender. There
aren’t many female engineers. We should have more women
engineers, but it stems from the core of girls when they’re
coming from schools, to university, to whatever.”
England, 25-99 employees, primary sector

7.5

Action taken as a result of equality concerns

Three-quarters (75%) of SMEs that had identified concerns on equality issues had
taken action as a result. There was no particular pattern by size, sector or country.

The two most common responses were communicating more internally or externally
on performance in equality areas (39% of those that took any action) and changing
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or reviewing their practices or policies (34%; this much higher than the 11% that
reviewed but then did not change their practices or policies). Around one in twenty
that had taken action had initiated a formal investigation (6%). Figure 7.3 shows
results on this spontaneous question, based on those employers saying they took
action as a result of a concern about equality being identified.

Figure 7.3 Nature of actions taken as a result of identifying concerns with
regards to equality (spontaneous)
Started communicated internally or externally on
performance

39%

Changed or reviewed practices or policies

34%

Began monitoring or recording data

13%

Reviewed practices or policies but did not
change them

11%

Changed a formal written policy or introduced
one

7%

Spoke with individual concerned

7%

Formal investigation (inc. police action)

6%

Put action plan together

3%

Arranged training

2%

Some other action

2%

Base: all SMEs that took action as a result of identifying concerns with regards to equality (48)
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Chapter 8 |
Information sources and appetite for
advice

8.1

Summary and key findings: what information sources do
SMEs use, do SMEs want further guidance, and how should
this be delivered?

SMEs would most commonly use the internet or online sources to find out more
information with regards to human rights and equality (58%), with quite a high
proportion specifically mentioning the GOV.UK website (26%). Use of business
advisors (18%) was also quite common.
34% of SMEs would like more information, advice or guidance on managing equality
or human rights issues.
These employers felt information, advice or guidance would be useful to be kept up
to date with changes in legislation, and on practical guidelines to help employers
write their policies and to stay compliant.
As to the preferred means of receiving information, advice and guidance on these
issues, online channels were the most favoured: 76% would be interested in online
toolkits, checklists, case studies and guidance, and 69% in online toolkits. Face to
face one-to-one advice was much less popular; only 36% of SMEs were interested in
this.

8.2

What information sources do SMEs most commonly use?

All SMEs were asked which organisations or information sources they would use if
they needed information, advice or guidance on human rights or equality issues. The
most common response was simply searching on the internet / online (41%). A
quarter mentioned the GOV.UK site (26%), and it was quite common for employers
to mention business or legal advisers (18% and 13% respectively), as well as Acas
(13%). Overall 6% said they would try to source information from the Commission.
Figure 8.1 details the information sources SMEs would use.
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Figure 8.1 Organisations or information sources SMEs would use if they
wanted further information on equality or human rights (spontaneous)
Search online / internet

41%

GOV.UK

26%

Management consultant / business…

18%

Lawyer / legal adviser

13%

Acas

13%

Business association

10%

Sector or trade association

8%

EHRC
Talk to business colleagues

6%
4%

Internal resource

3%

Citizens Advice

3%

Local authority

2%

Other

2%

Don't know

6%

Base: all SMEs (1,002)

There were some differences by size. Small SMEs with 5-19 staff were more likely to
search online (43%, compared with 25% of SMEs with 100-249 employees). Large
SMEs on the other hand (with 100-249 staff) were more likely than average to say
they would use Acas, a lawyer or legal adviser, or a business association (39%,
36%, and 25% respectively, compared with 10% 12%, and 10% of SMEs with 5-19
employees).
There was also some variation by sector (also see Table 8.1):


Those in the Accommodation and Food Service sector would be more likely to

use GOV.UK (33%);
 SMEs in the Primary sector were more likely to use a management consultant or
business advisor (24%);
 The Retail and Wholesale sector would be more likely to use a Business
Association (17%)
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Table 8.1

Sources of information, advice and guidance by sector
(spontaneous)

Retail & Accommodation
Primary Wholesale & Food Service
(%)
(%)
(%)

Finance &
Business
Other
Service Private) TOTAL
(%)
(%)
(%)

Search online /
internet

41

41

39

40

44

41

GOV.UK

24

29

33

24

22

26

Management
consultant / business
advisor

24

15

15

19

16

18

Lawyer / legal advisor

14

10

10

16

18

13

Acas

13

12

13

13

14

13

Business association

7

17

7

9

11

10

Sector or trade
association

7

6

5

8

11

8

EHRC

7

4

7

5

5

6

Talk to business
colleagues

3

4

6

4

2

4

Internal resource

2

2

4

6

1

3

Citizens Advice

1

3

5

3

3

3

Local Authority

-

1

8

1

4

2

8.3

Appetite for further information and guidance

A third of SMEs (34%) indicated that they would like more information, advice or
guidance on managing equality or human rights issues (30% agreed and 4% agreed
strongly). This proportion did not differ by size of business or by country. However by
sector 45% of SMEs in the Accommodation and Food Service sector said they
wanted more information, advice or guidance on managing equality or human rights
issues, much higher than found in all other sectors.
SMEs that wanted more information, advice or guidance were asked as an open
question what kind of advice they would find the most useful. A fairly wide range of
responses was given (as shown in Figure 8.2), with the most common desire being:
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To be kept up to date with changes in legislation (28%);



Practical guidelines to help employers write their policies and stay compliant
(16%, though significantly higher among Finance and Business Services
employers (25%);



Advice in all areas (16%). This was more likely to be mentioned by very small
employers (21% of those with 5-9 staff) and those in Scotland (31%);



Legislative updates / information in hard copy form (12%, rising to 18% in the
Accommodation and Food Services sectors 6%).

Within each of these areas, some employers mentioned that they would like specific
information on the Equality Act 2010 itself (around 10% of SMEs). These SMEs
commonly mentioned they would like to receive simplified, “layman’s” or summary
versions of the Act (often by email), or versions that relate directly to employers so
that they can check they are meeting the minimum requirements and check their
policies against it. It appears that following questions about the Equality Act, some
employers felt they should know the specifics in more detail.
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Figure 8.2 Suggestions made by SMEs of information, advice and guidance
that they would find most useful (spontaneous)
Being kept up to date with changes in
legislation
Practical guidelines to help employers write
policies and stay compliant

28%
16%

More general guidance on all areas

16%

More hard copies of legislative updates /
information
More information on Equality / Human Rights
law
Clearer / simplified information on Equality /
Human Rights law

12%
9%
8%

Online reference / website to refer to

6%

Being kept up to date with any compulsory /
optional training

5%

More updates / information via email

4%

More information on specific subjects

4%

Case studies / examples of best practice from
other firms
Template for making company policy

2%
1%

Other

5%

Don't know

14%

Base: all SMEs that would like more information or guidance (343)

There were some types of information mentioned in the qualitative interviews that
SMEs would find useful.
“I would like to have a clear, easily understood document that
everyone could refer to and it would clearly lay out where we
wanted to be as a company, what people could expect from us and
the procedures they went through if there were any issues.”
Wales, 5-24 employees, other sector
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“It would be nice to have a jog on all of it. I haven’t needed to but
there are things like wages which have changed and I know I can
look them up but I just don’t get time.”
Wales, 5-24 staff, primary sector

8.4

Preferred means for obtaining information, advice and
guidance on equality issues

Respondents were read a list of possible ways of obtaining information, advice or
guidance on managing equality issues and asked which would be of interest. Online
channels were the most popular with 76% expressing interest in online toolkits,
checklists, case studies or guidance and 69% interested in online webinars.
Telephone advice was a format of interest to around 59%, though this was of
particular interest to mid-size SMEs with 20-49 staff (69%).
Face to face options proved least popular: just 36% were interested in face to face,
one to one advice and face to face seminars or workshops (39%). However this is
largely driven by a lack of interest among the smallest SMEs; looking at those with
more than 20 employees shows that just over half would be interested in face-to-face
seminars or workshops (see Figure 8.3).

Figure 8.3 SMEs interest in specific channels for information, advice and
guidance on equality issues (prompted)

Online toolkits, checklists, case studies or
guidance

76%

Online webinars

69%

Telephone advice

59%

Paper based toolkits, checklists, case
studies or guidance
Face to face seminars or workshops
Face to face, one to one advice
Base: all SMEs (1,002)
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There were also some differences in channel preference by sector. SMEs in the
Finance and Business Services sector were most interested in online methods,
particularly online toolkits, checklists, case studies or guidance (83%). SMEs in the
Accommodation and Food Services sector demonstrated an interest in all channels
of communication suggested, which is in line with their increased appetite to find out
more information about human rights and equality issues. Table 8.2 details the
interest each sector showed in each of the proposed channels of advice.

Table 8.2

Means of obtaining information of interest, by sector (prompted)

Base: all (1,002)

Finance
and
Retail and Accommodation Business Other
Primary Wholesale
and Food Service Private
(%)
(%)
Service (%)
(%)
(%)

Online toolkits,
checklists, case studies
or guidance

74

70

81

83

73

Online webinars

66

66

76

70

70

Telephone advice

61

54

65

54

66

Paper based toolkits,
checklists, case studies
or guidance

54

51

77

44

61

Face to face seminars or
workshops

33

32

46

41

46

Face to face, one to one
advice

30

32

51

29

47
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Chapter 9 |
SME segmentation

9.1

Introduction

Throughout the report we have seen quite varied views and practices of SMEs on
equality and human rights, and different patterns of behaviour by, for instance, size
and sector.
This chapter aims to group SMEs into four types of profiles by exploring how SMEs
differ in terms of their knowledge and attitudes towards human rights and equality
(horizontal axis) and their ‘appetite’ for getting more advice or doing more on human
rights and equality (vertical axis). Each of the axes run from a value of 1 (more
favourable attitudes / higher appetite) to 4 (less favourable attitudes / lower appetite).
A mean score on each axis was calculated for each SME. These mean scores were
calculated by selecting a range of questions to feed into each axis.
Knowledge and attitudes towards human rights and equality


Agreement / disagreement with “It is unclear whether our policies and
practices comply with the Equality Act”;



Agreement / disagreement with “Human rights is mainly a consideration for
businesses based overseas”;



The degree of knowledge about the Equality Act 2010;



Whether SME is engaged in any discussions of / research into human rights
within the business, i.e. whether the businesses said ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to doing any
of the following:
o Researched / looked into what human rights issues might be relevant
for your business;
o Discussed managing your business’s human rights impact at board or
senior management level;
o Developed a human rights policy;
o Supplied information on your human rights approach to a client,
potential client or supplier;
o Discussed other aspects of human rights.
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Appetite for getting more advice or doing more on human rights and equality


“How does your business feel about doing more on equality issues?”



Agreement / disagreement with “Doing more than we currently do on equality
would benefit the business”



Agreement / disagreement with “We would like more information, advice or
guidance on human rights or equality issues”.

For each question, each SME was assigned a standardised score between 1 and 4
based on how ‘favourable’ or ‘unfavourable’ their answer was. The mean of these
questions was then calculated for each respondent and plotted on the matrix.
The resulting segmentation matrix in Figure 9.1 shows the proportion of businesses
scattered across the two axes. The four quadrants take account of 977 businesses,
as 25 businesses fell exactly on the middle point.
The remainder of the chapter explores each of the four quadrants, and describes the
business characteristics, attitudes, knowledge and practices of the SMEs within
each.

Figure 9.1

4

SME segmentation matrix

“Diamonds in

Higher appetite for
advice, guidance or
doing more

the Rough”

“Business
champions”

7%

13%

Less
favourable

More
favourable
attitudes

attitudes

39%

41%

3

“Persuadable

“Ambivalent
businesses”

Lower appetite for
advice, guidance
or doing more
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9.2

Business champions

Type 1: “Favourable and keen for more information/change”
This group of SMEs is keen to go further on equality and human rights than they
currently do, and would like guidance on how to achieve. 13% of SMEs fell into this
quadrant. While the Commission’s remit is to ensure businesses comply with
legislation (rather than specifically trying to encourage businesses to go beyond what
is required by law), this is a group that is eager to listen and could be held up as
examples of good practice for other businesses to follow.
SMEs of this type (and of type 2) were more likely to be larger businesses than
SMEs in type 3 and type 4, i.e. size does play a part in SME attitudes and practices
towards human rights and equality.

Figure 9.2

Business champions

“Business champions” 13%
More favourable attitudes & higher appetite for
information & change
Firmographics
More likely to be:
•
•
•

Attitudes
•

Managed by younger, well-educated
owners
Team managed
Ambitions for growth
•

Knowledge
•
•

More likely to have heard of the
Equality Act and to have a good
understanding
Most likely to have identified areas of
possible concern within the business
– appear very ‘switched on’

Practices
•
•
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The most likely to say they take the
protected characteristics into account
when recruiting because they have
an inclusive approach, rather than
because of concerns related to
particular characteristics
The most likely to try to go beyond
what is required by law on equality
(three quarters vs c. half in other
quadrants)

More likely than average to have
training in place for staff
More likely to monitor by the
protected characteristics when
recruiting and promoting
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9.3

Persuadable businesses

Type 2 “Favourable but lower interest in more information/change”
These SMEs appear to approach equality and human rights issues in a slightly more
‘tick box’ fashion than the more ‘idealistic’ quadrant 1. Overall 39% of SMEs fell into
this quadrant. The SMEs in this quadrant are confident they are meeting the
necessary legal requirements but are not motivated to ‘do more’ and are not seeking
any further information or guidance about doing so. While this should not be
considered a negative attitude in itself (the Commission does not require businesses
to go beyond what is required by law), it’s possible that there may be areas that the
Commission and the advice sector can help these businesses with.
For these businesses, legislation is key and therefore communication with Human
Resources departments about anything they ‘need’ to be doing would be likely to be
taken on board.
Figure 9.3 Persuadable businesses

“Persuadable businesses” 39%
More favourable attitudes / lower appetite for
information/change
Firmographics
•

The most likely to have a
designated HR department or
person

Attitudes
•
•

Knowledge
•
•

The most likely to feel ‘very
informed’ about legal responsibilities
regards equality
The quadrant least likely to say they
were unclear whether their
policies/practices complied with the
Equality Act

Practices
•

Equality and Human Rights Commission – www.equalityhumanrights.com
Published October 2015

The most likely quadrant to say they
already comply with legislation so
don’t need to do anything else
Most likely to say certain protected
characteristics have caused them
difficulties when managing the
business

Appear to be somewhat ‘tick box’:
they know exactly what needs to be
done and they do it. Fewer SMEs in
this sector appear to ‘go the extra
mile’, and tend to be driven by being
compliant with legislation.

Fairness, dignity and respect in SME workplaces

9.4

Ambivalent businesses

Type 3 “Less favourable and lower interest in more information/change”
Overall 41% of SMEs fell into this quadrant. SMEs in this quadrant would be
especially useful for the Commission and the advice sector to try and engage with,
as it is likely that improvements could be made within these businesses in terms of
human rights and equality. However they may be difficult to engage.
These businesses are less engaged with equality and human rights issues and
appear a little ‘set in their ways’: they are less ambitious for growth and they are not
motivated to do more than they are currently doing or to seek out further information.

Figure 9.4

Ambivalent businesses

“Ambivalent businesses” 41%
Less favourable attitudes / lower appetite for
information & change
Firmographics
•
•
•
•

More likely to have older, less
educated owners
More likely to be owner managed
Smaller
Less likely to be ambitious for
growth

Knowledge
•
•

The least likely to agree that
human rights are relevant to all
businesses regardless of size
Least likely to have identified any
areas of concern within the
business

Attitudes
•

Least likely to try go beyond what
is required by law

Practices
•
•

The only group to have SMEs
with no equality related practices
in place
The least likely to have taken
action following concerns
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9.5

Diamonds in the rough

Type 4 “Less favourable but keen for more information/change”
In total 7% of SMEs fell into this quadrant. There could be a role for the Commission
and advice providers to reassure these businesses in terms of what else they need
to be doing, and to convince them it will not be a resource-intensive process for the
business to implement change.
While a relatively low proportion of businesses fall into this quadrant, it still
encompasses a large number of SMEs across the UK. This, combined with the
willingness of these businesses to engage, and the subsequent considerable
improvements to be made within these businesses, suggests such engagement
would be particularly worthwhile.

Figure 9.5

Diamonds in the rough

“Diamonds in the Rough” 7%
Less favourable attitudes but higher appetite for
information/change
Firmographics
•

Like Business champions, particularly
high proportions have ambitions for
growth

Attitudes
•
•

Knowledge
•
•

Like the Ambivalent businesses,
most had not heard of the Equality
Act
The most likely not to be able to
name any of the protected
characteristics spontaneously

Practices
•
•
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Like Business champions, more likely
to feel that doing more on these
issues would benefit the business.
Likely to perceive it would be a
struggle to do more (half agreed that
doing more would take up too much
time/resource).

Few have a formal written policy on
equal opportunities
Unlikely to have asked questions
about their suppliers’ business
practices.
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9.5

Differences by size, sector, country, and business and owner
characteristics

Differences by size, sector and country
The four typologies are found in approximately equal degree by country and sector,
though differences exist by size band (see Table 9.1). The percentages that differ
significantly from others in the same row are emboldened and underlined.

Table 9.1

SME segment differences by size, country and sector

Column percentages

Type 1 Type 2 Type 3 Type 4

Base:

128

392

412

70

Size:

%

%

%

%

5-19

71

72

84

81

20-49

16

18

12

12

50-99

7

7

2

5

100-249

5

3

1

2

England

86

89

88

88

Scotland

10

6

8

9

4

5

4

3

Primary

18

22

24

17

Retail and wholesale

11

20

21

28

Accommodation and food service

13

10

12

15

Finance and business services

26

30

25

23

Other Private

32

18

17

17

Country:

Wales
Sector:

Differences by characteristics of the business
The four typologies show patterns by certain business characteristics. Appetite for
further information seems to be linked to ambitions of growth, with higher proportions
of ambitious SMEs falling into typologies 1 and 4 (“business champions” and
“diamonds in the rough”) than into typologies 2 and 3 (“persuadable businesses” and
“ambivalent businesses”), see Table 9.2.
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Whereas, the overall ‘favourability’ in terms of their knowledge and attitudes towards
human rights appeared linked to their management style; typologies 1 and 2
(“business champions” and persuadable businesses”) were more likely to be team
managed.
As discussed, the “persuadable businesses” with a favourable, albeit ‘by the book’
attitude but little appetite to do more, were the most likely group to have a
designated HR department or person.

Table 9.2

SME segment differences by business characteristic

Column percentages
Base:

Type 1 Type 2 Type 3 Type 4
128

392

412

70

63

52

38

62

Owner-managed

36

38

48

50

Team-managed

62

58

49

50

50

65

43

52

Ambition for significant growth in the
next couple of years
Yes
Management style

Designated Human Resource function
Yes

Differences by characteristics of owner or manager
Table 9.3 shows differences between the typologies in terms of the characteristics of
the owner or manager of the SME (if there was a single owner).
While the majority of all SMEs had white owners or managers, “persuadable
businesses” (type 2) and “ambivalent businesses” (type 3) had a higher proportion of
white owners or managers than the other types.
“Business champions” (type 1) and “diamonds in the rough” (type 4), which had a
higher appetite for receiving further advice, also had higher proportions of Asian
owner / managers than the other typologies.
In terms of the age of the owner or manager, as aforementioned, SMEs in type 1
(“business champions”) were more likely than other types to have younger owners.
“Persuadable businesses” (type 2) and “ambivalent businesses” (type 3), which had
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a lower appetite for further information, were more likely than the others to have
older owners.
Qualification level of the owner also appeared to be linked to business typology:
owners of the “business champions” (type 1) were most likely to have a postgraduate
qualification, whereas owners of “persuadable businesses” (type 2) were most likely
to have a degree. Owners of “ambivalent businesses” (type 3) most likely had
GCSEs as their highest qualification level, whereas the owners of “diamonds in the
rough” (type 4) were most likely to had A-levels as their highest qualification level.

Table 9.3

SME segment differences by owner / manager characteristics

Column percentages
Base: All with a single owner

Type 1 Type 2 Type 3 Type 4
100

332

333

57

White

89

93

91

79

Black

0

1

<1

0

Asian

7

2

5

10

Mixed

1

1

1

6

25-34

7

3

3

4

35-44

19

15

12

7

45-54

38

31

33

34

55 +

31

50

51

46

Postgraduate qualification

20

13

10

10

A degree

18

26

19

22

A levels or equivalent

15

17

19

36

GCSEs or equivalent

11

18

25

8

3

8

8

<1

Ethnicity

Age

Qualification *

No qualifications

* Qualification percentages do not add up to 100%, as small proportions of owners said they had
professional / industry qualifications, or some other form of qualification. There were no differences
between these so they have been left off the table. Some SMEs also said they didn’t know.
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Chapter 10 |
Conclusions

The objectives of this research were to understand the knowledge, attitudes and
practices of SME employers, both in relation to their duties under the Equality Act
(for example ensuring individuals with protected characteristics are treated fairly in
recruitment, promotion and employment), and in managing human rights issues in
the workplace (such as just and favourable remuneration, access to redress, working
hours, and a safe working environment). The most important findings are
summarised in this chapter.

Relevance of human rights to SMEs
SMEs recognise that many day-to-day workplace issues fall under the banner of
human rights matters. In fact, of a list of ten workplace issues read out to SMEs, a
high majority (90%) of SMEs identified at least eight of them as human rights issues.
This suggests that, albeit with prompting, businesses feel that human rights matters
are ‘close to home’. Mirroring this, the vast majority (96%) of SMEs agreed that
human rights are relevant to all businesses regardless of size or sector, and that all
businesses have a legal (95% agreement) and a moral (95% agreement) duty to
consider these issues.
Despite this high level of hypothetical engagement however, only around half of
SMEs had taken specific actions to discuss or promote specifically human rights
issues in the workplace.

Understanding legal obligations with regards to equality
The findings suggest that while SMEs think that they know their obligations in
relation to equality in the workplace, many are unaware of the legislation
underpinning these responsibilities. While a large majority of SMEs (88%) said that
they understood their legal obligations in the workplace with regards equality, 44%
went on to say that they had never heard of the Equality Act, and 14% could not
spontaneously name any of the characteristics protected by the Act. It feels
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therefore that there is a continuing need to promote SMEs’ awareness of their legal
responsibilities.

Consideration of protected characteristics during recruitment and day to day
management
Despite the high proportion of SMEs saying they understood their legal obligations,
over half (55%) of SMEs said that they did / would take certain protected
characteristics into account when recruiting, most often disability (37%), age (29%),
and pregnancy (17%). The reasons given were largely related to the physical nature
of the job and uncertainty over whether an older or pregnant staff member, or one
with a disability, would be capable of doing the role. Some SMEs also felt that their
small business would be vulnerable if staff members left for periods of maternity
leave. Only a very small proportion (around 1% overall) of SMEs gave reasons
related to inclusivity, i.e. they took these characteristics into account because they
wanted to try and recruit from under-represented groups.
18% of SMEs reported that they had encountered difficulties managing the business
because of certain protected characteristics: 8% mentioned pregnancy or staff
having a young family, 6% disability and 6% age. It is striking that the majority of
SMEs that had had difficulties said that, as a result, they would have some concerns
about recruiting staff from these groups in the future.

Equality related practices in place
There was wide variation in the incidence of measures relating to equality. The
majority of SMEs had: a set procedure to manage flexible working (74%), a specific
person with overall responsibility for equality (61%) and staff training on equality
issues (60%). It was much rarer however for SMEs to monitor by the protected
characteristics, either in terms of recruitment (21%), pay (12%) or promotion (10%).
Around half (54%) of SMEs had a formal written policy in place on equal
opportunities or diversity.

Doing more on equality and human rights
Doing more on equality is not a priority for most SMEs: 59% said that ‘we don’t feel
we need to do more’. For some this is a result of believing that “doing more would
take up too much time and resource” (around half agreed with this statement). For
others it arises out of a belief that there would be no business benefit in doing more:
indeed only 27% of SMEs agreed that “doing more would benefit the business”. This
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is not to say that they felt that doing more would be detrimental, but that for most
there is no business imperative to act. This suggests the importance of ‘making the
business case’ for acting on equality and human rights.
That said, the majority (70%) of businesses said that doing more would move up
their agenda if issues were raised internally by staff, or by clients or customers
(54%). The survey findings support this, in that where concerns had been raised
(particularly by staff), the vast majority of SMEs had investigated their
responsibilities, reviewed or changed their practices, or began to monitor or record
data in these areas.
It seems therefore that while most SMEs are not inclined to do more proactively,
SMEs are responsive to issues that arise, and where there is a ‘business case’ to do
so.

Preferred sources of information and advice on equality and human rights
When they do want to find further information or guidance on equality and human
rights issues, SMEs mainly approach online sources of information. This preference
for online information was borne out when SMEs were prompted with channels for
receiving guidance: 76% said they would like to use online toolkits and checklists
and 69% were keen to use online webinars.

SME segmentation
SMEs were split into four typologies based on their position on two axes on:
1. Their attitudes and awareness around human rights and equality;
2. Their appetite for receiving more guidance in this area, or doing more.
Performance on the “attitude / knowledge” axis was largely driven by size, i.e. it was
broadly the larger businesses that had the more favourable attitudes, whereas an
SME’s position on the “appetite” axis was driven by factors other than size, for
instance the personal attitudes and approach of the owner.
The four segments were as follows:


“Business champions” – more favourable attitudes, higher appetite for
learning and doing more. These SMEs were likely to be run by younger,
well-educated owners, and were the most likely to have an inclusive attitude
to recruitment, to have staff training in place and to monitor by the protected
characteristics. 13% of SMEs fell into this typology.
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“Persuadable businesses” – more favourable attitudes, but lower appetite
for doing anything further. These SMEs appear quite ‘tick box’ in their
approach; they want to comply with the law but are not motivated to go
beyond that. This group is likely to say they feel they are ‘very informed’
about their legal responsibilities but then lower proportions said they had a
good knowledge of the Equality Act. 39% of SMEs fell into this typology.



“Ambivalent” – less favourable attitudes, lower appetite for learning and
doing more. These SMEs were likely to be smaller and to have older owners
with lower qualification levels. They were the least likely to have identified
areas of concern and the group least likely to take action following any
concerns raised. 41% of SMEs fell into this typology.



“Diamonds in the Rough” – less favourable attitudes but higher appetite
for learning and doing more. These are small but ‘dynamic’ businesses, in
that they have young, well-educated owners and ambitions for growth. They
have few practices and policies in place, and have concerns about their
ability to do more due to resourcing issues – however, crucially, they are
more likely than the other typologies to feel that doing more would benefit the
business. 7% of SMEs fell into this typology.
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Annex A |
Qualitative topic guide

Introduction
Introduce self, and IFF Research and the work we are conducting for EHRC
 Confirm respondent has received confirmation e-mail
 Thank respondent for agreeing to take part in this valuable piece of research.
 The interview will take around an hour.
Confidentiality
 All the information we collect will be kept in the strictest confidence and used
for research purposes only.
 We will not pass any of your details on to any other companies. It will not be
possible to identify any individual or individual business in the results that we
report to EHRC and the answers you give will not be traced back to you.
 This is the first stage of the research and is helping us develop our thinking
and understanding of the issues facing SMEs. It will feed directly into the next
stage which is a survey of 1,000 SMEs
Recording
 Seek permission to record.
Subject
 Today’s discussion will focus on equality and human rights in the workplace,
and issues affecting SMEs in this area
Respondents’ role / about the firm
 Can you say a bit about the business – What you do / make, nature of
customers/clients/service users, supply chain, number of staff (and main
roles), geography of operation (local, regional, national, whole of UK etc.).
 Respondent’s day-to-day job role and responsibilities?
 How long they have worked there?
 And thinking about [the owner] –
o How old? Gender?
o And what is their highest qualification?
o How would you describe their management ‘style’ or ‘philosophy’?
o i.e. How much control do they retain over operational issues? How
much autonomy / freedom do your employees have to carry out tasks?
How much does the owner / you like to be kept informed on operational
issues? Do they [you] like to sit back and ‘let them get on with it’ or do
they [you] prefer to instruct more on how things should be done?
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Equality
Explore general knowledge about equality and what it means in the workplace
 When people talk about “equality in the workplace” what do you understand
by this term / what do you take it to mean?
 From your understanding, what legal responsibilities do businesses in general
have in terms of equality in the workplace?
 What do you consider to be your legal responsibilities as a business in terms
of equality in the workplace?
 How does this impact your business / what business activities does it affect?
When do you need to think about these issues? ALLOW SPONTANEOUS
ANSWER, THEN PROBE: thinking about… staff, contractors, clients,
customers...
 How familiar are you with the Equality Act 2010? What, if anything, do you
know about it, and what it covers?
 What groups of people do you think are protected by law under the Equality
Act?
 What comes to mind if I say the phrase ‘protected characteristics’?
 SAY: These are the grounds upon which discrimination is unlawful. What sort
of characteristics do you think these are?
[Note: Age; Sex; Sexual orientation; Disability; Religion and belief; Race;
Pregnancy / maternity; Gender reassignment; Marriage and civil partnership]
 FOR EACH NOT MENTIONED: would you have considered these as
‘protected characteristics’? Why / why not?
Explore how different groups are viewed in the workforce:
It’s of course understandable that equality issues can take up time and resource,
particularly for smaller businesses – I’d like to just look at the different protected
characteristics and explore which are more or less likely to be a consideration for
you, and what sort of an impact these considerations have on your business
This is in no way any kind of ‘test’; we’re just trying to understand how businesses
feel when faced with this kind of regulation…
INTERVIEWER TAKE EACH CHARACTERISTIC IN TURN, AND FOR EACH ASK




To what extent do you need to consider [XXX] within your business?
What sort of an impact does considering issues relating to [PROTECTED
CHARACTERISTIC] have from your business’s perspective?
What experiences have you had interviewing or employing people in this
area?
o Age
o Sex
o Sexual orientation
o Disability
o Religion and belief
o Race
o Pregnancy / maternity
o Gender reassignment
o Marriage and civil partnership
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Explore the processes, policies or actions in place regarding equality
 What, if anything, does your business currently do in relation to equality? Is
there anything you plan to introduce in the future?
 What challenges and limitations do you face in implementing processes,
policies or actions with respect to equality?
 Do staff receive training on these issues? (IF YES: discuss the nature of this)
PROMPT:
 ‘Equal opportunities’ employer? IF YES: What does this involve? Is there any
mention of this on your website? Do you mention it when recruiting?
 Do you have any formal policies regarding the following, relating to
equality…?
o Recruitment and selection of candidates
o Dealing with harassment
o Pay
o Working Hours
o Monitoring performance and progression
o Redundancy / dismissal procedures?
 And do you have any more informal practices / ways of working relating to
equality, in the same areas, or any other areas? PROBE:
o Recruitment and selection of candidates
o Dealing with harassment
o Pay
o Working Hours
o Monitoring performance and progression
o Redundancy / dismissal procedures?
 For each area where policies / procedures are in place, which protected
characteristics (if any) are explicitly mentioned?
 Who drives these processes within your organisation?
 Who is most / least ‘on board’?
 Who is responsible for actually over-seeing / enforcing these procedures on a
day to day basis?
 What data or information is collected / recorded, if any, in this area?
 Is this data analysed or used internally? How? By who?
o Have any changes come about as a result? What?
 How are these communicated to staff, if at all?
o Are they written in contracts? Verbally aware? Built into staff training?
Raised at team meetings?
 Have any changes come about within your workforce since having these
policies in place?
Explore grievance and complaints procedures in place
 If a member of staff had concerns about an equality issue, either relating to
themselves or someone else, what would they do?
o PROBE: Are there procedures set out that explain how this should be
approached, or is it more informal than that? Talk me through it.
 Have you received any concerns / complaints in this area? What happened?
How were these resolved?
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Do you record / collect any information relating to equality, and complaints
received surrounding these issues?
Is this analysed and / internally? How? For what reason? By who?
o Can you give an example?
o Have any changes come about as a result of using and analysing this
information?

Explore attitudes on equality
INTERVIEWER NOTE: COVER THE BUSINESS’S ACTUAL POLICIES QUITE
QUICKLY SO AS TO THEN MOVE ON TO WHAT THE BUSINESS ACTUALLY
DOES IN PRACTICE, AND WHAT THEY FEEL ABOUT THIS.
So we have talked about what your business does in relation to equality, I’d now like
to explore a little more about why you do these things, and how doing these things
either helps or hinders your business..
 Why do you have the processes in place that you do?
o PROBE: are they motivated only by adhering to the law, or whether
they do/want to go beyond this
 What challenges do you face in doing these things? Talk me through them.
o PROBE: Are there any challenges in translating your policies / ideals
relating to equality into practice / reality?
 What would motivate you to do more than you currently do?
 What would you like to do, in an ideal world?
o What challenges would there be if you were to do this? Could these be
overcome?
 If you needed more information about equality issues in the workplace, where
do or would you look for information? What sort of information do you think
this might be?
 If you needed advice about equality issues, where do or would you go?
o Have you needed advice before? What advice might you need / want in
the future?
 Generally speaking how difficult is it for your business to adhere to equality
legislation?
o IF DIFFICULT: Tell me a bit more about this. What does it mean in
terms of money and time for your business (how much of each)? Be
as specific as you can about the issues it causes for you.
 Are there any opportunities or business benefits that you gain from your
equality-related activity?
o IF YES: Talk me through the opportunities and benefits you have
experienced so far.
o ALL: What about any opportunities and benefits you think you might
experience in future. How might these come about?
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Human Rights
Explore understanding / consideration of human rights
 What do you understand by the term “Human Rights”?
 … And what about in relation to the workplace? Are you aware of any
expectations for businesses to respect human rights?
 What sort of activities do you see this as potentially covering in relation to the
workplace? Generally for SMEs? Specifically for your business?
 In which way (if at all) are these human rights expectations different for larger
companies compared to SMEs?
 As far as you are aware has your organisation ever explicitly discussed or
considered ‘human rights’ as an issue, for example at board level, in any
written policies you have, when considering suppliers or bidding for work,
etc.?
o IF YES: can you say a bit about this?
 Was this an issue raised by a member of staff or something they
wanted to proactively consider (and if so, why?)
o IF NO: Although human rights might not explicitly have been
discussed, have issues been discussed or raised which may relate to
human rights issues?
If there has been some consideration of human rights, explore procedures /
what they do
 What does your business do on the back of these discussions /
considerations of human rights?
 Are human rights impacts or risks ‘assessed’? How? At what level?
 What is monitored, and how?
 What action have you taken where you have assessed human rights impacts
or risks?
 How do you communicate these issues, and your procedures, if at all:
o Internally?
o Externally?
 What access to redress is there?
Explore the following examples:
Take a look at the following examples of issues that employers might need to
consider… [SHOW CARD]






Health and safety in the workplace - the right to a safe working
environment
Periods of rest / working conditions - the right to rest and
leisure / right to a safe working environment
Freedom of speech / expression at work - freedom of thought,
conscience and religion / right to hold opinions, freedom of
information and expression
Privacy - the right to privacy

How much, if at all, do you think that you need to consider each of these in
within your business?
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PROBE: Think about how these things might affect employees, fellow
partners, suppliers / supply chains, etc.
What does your business do in this area?
o Formal policies / procedures? What are they?
o More informal practices? What are they?
IF BUSINESS HAS FORMAL / INFORMAL PROCEDURES / PRACTICES IN
PLACE: are these policies / procedures communicated to anyone else inside
or outside the business? I.e. would it be communicated to…? (How? Why?)
o Staff
o Clients
o Suppliers
o Customers

Explore whether they would ever consider these ‘human rights’?
 What term would you use to describe these kinds of issues?
 Would you ever think of these as ‘human rights’?
o IF YES: Which ones? Under what circumstances?
o IF NO: Why not?
USE CARD AS REMINDER:





Health and safety in the workplace - the right to a safe working
environment
Periods of rest / working conditions - the right to rest and
leisure / right to a safe working environment
Freedom of speech / expression at work - freedom of thought,
conscience and religion / right to hold opinions, freedom of
information and expression
Privacy - the right to privacy

Explore monitoring
 Do you have any procedures in place for recording any complaints relating to
the kind of issues shown on the cards? USE CARD AS REMINDER:



Have you experienced any occasions where employees have raised any
complaints or issues in relation to these types of issues? Or alternatively have
they had any positive feedback regarding this?
How, if at all, do you use complaints or positive feedback to inform your
business decisions? Can you give an example?

Explore their awareness of UN Guiding Principles with regards to human
rights
 Do you feel sufficiently informed about human rights or about equality
guidelines for businesses?
o IF NO: What specific issue would you like to have more information
on?
 Where do or would you look for information on human rights in the workplace?
 If you needed advice about equality issues, where do or would you go?
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Have you heard of the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human
Rights?
o IF YES: what do you know about them?
Have you heard of the UK Government’s action plan on business and human
rights?
o IF YES: what do you know about it? Did you feel it had any implications
for your firm?

Attitudes regarding human rights
 Generally speaking what are your views on whether businesses have a
responsibility to respect human rights issues? Why do you say that?
 Here are some things businesses have said about human rights. To what
extent do you agree or disagree with each. Explain why.
o We have a duty not to break the law but we’re not going to go further
than this
o We haven’t got the time or resources to look into these issues in detail
o My business is under a moral obligation to respect human rights
o We’re just a small employer, human rights issues don’t really apply to
us
o We would only get more involved in looking into human rights issues if
a key client asked about it, if it became a legal requirement, or if an
employee raised it
o Our customers expect us to take human rights seriously, not doing so
would be a risk to our business sustainability
o There wouldn’t be any financial or other advantages for us to do more
than we currently do on human rights (if disagree: what advantages
would there be?)
 What sort of things might move human rights higher up your business’s
agenda? What else? Why would these things make a difference?

Final wrap up
Check whether there is anything else they’d like to add that hasn’t been discussed
about Human Rights and Equality with regards to their business?
Thank and close. I declare that this survey has been carried out under IFF instructions
and within the rules of the MRS Code of Conduct.
Interviewer signature:

Date:

Finish time:

Interview Length:
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Annex B |
Quantitative survey script

S Screener
ASK TELEPHONIST
S1

Good morning / afternoon. My name is <NAME> and I'm calling from IFF Research. Please
can I speak to [IF 25+ the person responsible for human resource and personnel issues such
as recruitment [the HR or personnel director / manager]; or alternatively the person
responsible for general management issues [the owner or managing director]. [IF <25 the
owner or managing director / alternatively the person responsible for human resource and
personnel issues such as recruitment]
Transferred

1

Hard appointment

2

Soft Appointment

3

CONTINUE
TAKE NAME AND JOB TITLE
& MAKE APPOINTMENT
TAKE NEW NUMBER

Referred to another site / address

4

Refusal

5

Refusal – company policy

6

Refusal – Taken part in recent survey

7

Person not available in deadline

8

Constantly engaged / not answered /
answerphone

9

Fax Line

10

Dead line

11

Residential Number

12

Company closed

13

Other (SPECIFY)

14

ASK ALL
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S2

We’re carrying out some research for the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC)
amongst small businesses, on fairness and respect in the workplace.
EHRC know about how large businesses are dealing with these issues but need to
understand more about how small businesses are affected by these issues, so they know
how to support them in the future.
You have been called randomly from a large list of small UK businesses, and this survey is in
no way any kind of test of your knowledge or practices.
Continue

1

CONTINUE

2

TRANSFER AND REINTRODUCE

Referred to someone else at establishment
NAME_____________________________
JOB TITLE_________________________
Hard appointment

3

Soft appointment

4

Refusal

5

Refusal – company policy

6

Refusal – taken part in recent survey

7

Not available in deadline

8

MAKE APPOINTMENT

THANK AND CLOSE

S3

This call may be recorded for quality and training purposes only.

REASSURANCES TO USE IF NECESSARY
The interview will take around 20 minutes to complete.
All data will be anonymised and your answers will not be reported to our client in any way that would
allow you or your organisation to be identified. We work strictly with the Market Research Society
Code of Conduct.
The survey is covering 1,000 small and medium employers across Great Britain
If respondent wishes to confirm validity of survey or get more information about aims and objectives,
they can call:

MRS: Market Research Society on 0500396999

IFF: Gill Stewart and Helen Rossiter on 0207 250 3035 or gill.stewart@iffresearch.com and
helen.rossiter@iffresearch.com

EHRC: Verena Braehler on Verena.Braehler@equalityhumanrights.com
The EHRC’s mission is to be a catalyst for change and improvement on equality and human rights.
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S4

First, how many employees does your organisation currently employ across Great Britain as a
whole, excluding temporary or casual staff, agency staff or the self-employed?


INCLUDE FULL AND PART TIME
READ OUT IF NECESSARY. SINGLE CODE
None

1

1 to 4

2

5-9

3

10-19

4

20-49

5

50-99

6

100-249

7

Over 250

8

THANK AND CLOSE

DON’T KNOW

9

THANK AND CLOSE

REFUSED

10

THANK AND CLOSE

THANK AND CLOSE
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S5

And how many temporary or casual staff, agency staff or self-employed, if any, do you currently
employ or utilise?
PROMPT IF NECESSARY. SINGLE CODE
None

1

1 to 4

2

5-9

3

10-19

4

20-49

5

50-99

6

100-249

7

Over 250

8

DON’T KNOW

9

REFUSED

10

A Human rights
ASK ALL
This first section of the survey is about human rights.
It can be difficult to define what ‘Human Rights’ actually means, and we’ve found that
people have very different opinions on this.
So first of all, we’re just interested in what you think would be included under the
description of ‘Human Rights’ – I’m going to just read you a list of workplace issues and
if you could say yes or no, i.e. whether you think it would be a Human Rights issue, or
not.
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So starting with…
A1

[TEXT SUB: each iteration of A1] – do you think of this as a human rights issue?

A2

DELETED

A3

Some businesses have written policies on these issues, and some don’t – I’ll read
through these issues again, and could you just tell me whether your business has a
written statement, policy or procedures on this, or not? <READ OUT EACH>?
A1

A3

Yes

No

DK

REF

Yes

No

DK

REF

Having a work environment that
is safe

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

Ensuring working hours are not
excessive

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

Ensuring fair wages are paid

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

Ensuring staff are free to join a
union if they wish

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

Ensuring that staff are not
discriminated against

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

Ensuring personal details and
staff privacy is safeguarded

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

Ensuring staff are able to
practise their religion or belief
Ensuring men and women are
paid the same for work of equal
value
Ensuring staff are able to raise
concerns or grievances
Ensuring workers are not
subjected to exploitation or
coercion
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A4

Has your business ever had a complaint or concern raised from staff in any of these
areas? IF YES: Which (PROMPT IF NECESSARY)?

A5

And has a client ever asked about your business practices in any of these areas? IF YES:
Which (PROMPT IF NECESSARY)?

A6

And has your business ever asked about a supplier’s business practices in any of these
areas? IF YES: Which? (PROMPT IF NECESSARY)?

A4
Complaint raised
internally

A5
Client questions
about the
company’s
practices

A6
Had
concerns
about a
supplier

No / not that I’m aware of

1

1

1

Safe working environment

2

2

2

Working hours (are not excessive)

3

3

3

Fair wages are paid

4

4

4

Staff being free to join a union

5

5

5

Staff not being discriminated against

6

6

6

Personal details and staff privacy

7

7

7

Staff are able to practise their religion
or belief

8

8

8

Men and women are paid the same
for work of equal value

9

9

9

Staff able to raise concerns or
grievances

10

10

10

Workers not being subjected to
exploitation or coercion

11

11

11

Other area (specify)

0

0

0

Can’t remember what the question,
concern or complaint was about

X

X

X
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A7

A8

A9

IF STAFF HAVE RAISED CONCERNS [IF A4 NOT 1 OR NOT X] ASK A7
You mentioned that staff had raised concerns [ADD UNLESS CODE X AT A4: about [TEXT
SUB: areas mentioned at A4]]. Did any of the following things happen as a result…READ
OUT (CODE ALL THAT APPLY)
[NOTE DO NOT SHOW CODE ‘You decided not to work with that supplier or partner’ OR ‘You
asked them to change their practices]
IF CLIENT HAS ASKED [IF A5 NOT 1 OR NOT X] ASK A8
You mentioned that a client has asked about your business’s practices [ADD UNLESS
CODE X AT A5: in regard to [TEXT SUB areas mentioned at A5]]. Did any of the following
things happen as a result of these questions or concerns…READ OUT (CODE ALL THAT
APPLY)
[NOTE DO NOT SHOW CODE ‘You decided not to work with that supplier or partner’ OR ‘You
asked them to change their practices]

IF HAVE ASKED ABOUT A SUPPLIER’S BUSINESS PRACTICES [IF A6 NOT 1 OR NOT X]
ASK A9
Did any of the following things happen as a result of your business asking a supplier
[ADD UNLESS CODE X AT A6: about [TEXT SUB areas mentioned at A6]]
[NOTE DO NOT SHOW CODE ‘You investigated your responsibilities in this area’ or ‘You
began monitoring or recording data in this area’]

A7

A8

You investigated your responsibilities in this area

1

1

You changed your practices or processes in this area

2

2

2

You reviewed your practices or processes but did not
change them

3

3

3

You began monitoring or recording data in this area

4

4

5

5

5

6

6

6

You started communicating internally or externally on
performance in this area
You changed a formal written policy, or introduced one, in
this area

A9

You decided not to work with that supplier or partner

7

You asked them to change their practices

8

Some other action? (specify)

9

9

9

Or did nothing happen?

10

10

10

(DO NOT READ OUT) Don’t know

X

X

X
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ASK ALL
A10 Thinking about your business generally, has it ever done any of the following…?
READ OUT
Yes

No

DK

1

2

X

1

2

X

1

2

X

1

2

X

1

2

X

1

2

X

Researched / looked into what human rights issues might be
relevant for your business
ONLY IF NECESSARY: By human rights we mean that people are
being treated with dignity, respect and fairness, for example nondiscrimination, safe working environments or fair pay
Discussed managing your business’s human rights impact at
board or senior management level
ONLY IF NECESSARY: By human rights impacts we mean the harm
that a business does (or may do) to people’s dignity or respect as a
result of its operations, for example accidents at work, bullying or
harassment of particular groups or failing to pay the National
Minimum Wage.
Developed a human rights policy
IF DEVELOPED A POLICY: Given overall responsibility for the
policy to a senior figure in the company
Supplied information on your human rights approach to a client,
potential client or supplier
Discussed other aspects of human rights (IF YES specify)
A11 DELETE A11
A12 DELETE A12

ASK ALL
A13 I’m interested in your views as to how the type of human rights impacts we’ve been
discussing relate to small and medium sized enterprises like your own. To what extent
do you agree or disagree with the following statements:
SINGLE CODE
PROBE: IS THAT STRONGLY AGREE/DISAGREE OR JUST TEND TO AGREE/DISAGREE
RANDOMISE THE ORDER

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Human rights are mainly a consideration for
businesses operating overseas or with
overseas suppliers

1

2

Human rights are relevant to every business,
regardless of their size

1

2
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DK

3

4

X

3

4

X

Agree
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B Equality
ASK ALL
Thanks so much for your input so far, we really do appreciate it. We are moving onto the
last section now, and moving away from Human Rights and onto the specific topic of
Equality. Some of the questions I ask might seem similar to those I’ve asked before, but
that’s because we are thinking specifically about equality now, rather than Human
Rights.
B1

B2

B3

Of course, businesses will have very different levels of knowledge in this area, some will
need to know more, and some much less. Can you tell me how well informed you feel
your business is about your legal responsibilities as an employer in relation to equality
in the workplace...? READ OUT
Very

1

Quite

2

Not very

3

Or not at all

4

(DO NOT READ OUT) Don’t know

X

ASK ALL
And can I just ask whether you have heard specifically of the Equality Act 2010?
Yes

1

No

2

Don’t know

3

ASK B3
ASK B4

ASK IF THEY HAVE HEARD OF THE EQUALITY ACT 2010 (YES AT PREVIOUS QUESTION)
Which one of the following statements comes closest to what you know about the
Equality Act 2010…READ OUT (CODE ONE ONLY)
Nothing – I’ve only heard of the Act

1

Very little

2

I have some knowledge of what it covers

3

I have a good understanding

4

(DO NOT READ OUT) Don’t know

5

(DO NOT READ OUT) Other (SPECIFY)

6

ASK ALL
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B4

The Equality Act 2010 refers to ‘protected characteristics’ – which means it sets out that
it is against the law to discriminate against people on the basis of particular attributes or
identifying features.
Which of these attributes, if any, are you aware of, i.e. what kinds of people do you think
you cannot discriminate against by law? Which others?
DO NOT READ OUT. CODE ON GRID BELOW

B5

ASK IF DID NOT MENTION ALL (B4=1-9) OF THE PROTECTED CHARACTERISTICS
The following are also classed as protected characteristics under the Equality Act 2010,
and are therefore protected by law. Were you aware that it is unlawful to discriminate on
the grounds of…READ OUT (DISPLAY THOSE NOT MENTIONED AT PREVIOUS
QUESTION)
(For prompted question do not show parts in
brackets below)

Spontaneous

Prompted

Age

1

1

Sex (gender)

2

2

Gender reassignment

3

3

Marriage and civil partnership

4

4

Sexual orientation (IF NECESSARY: whether
someone is straight, a lesbian, a gay man or
bisexual).

5

5

Disability

6

6

Religion and belief

7

7

Race (ethnicity)

8

8

Pregnancy or maternity

9

9

Other (SPECIFY)

0

At B4: None / don’t know any
At B5: Didn’t know about any of these

X
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B6

ASK ALL
I am now going to read out a list of practices. Can you tell me which, if any, you have or
do in your business? If you feel any are not applicable please say so. So do you…READ
OUT
YES

NO

DK

Not
applicable

1

2

3

X

1

2

3

X

1

2

3

X

Thinking about rates of staff pay, or bonuses or
other benefits, do you monitor the age, sex,
ethnicity, etc., of the staff that receive these?

1

2

3

X

Provide reasonable adjustments for people with
different disabilities or impairments

1

2

3

X

Operate a set procedure to manage flexible working
requests

1

2

3

X

Provide training or guidance to staff on dealing with
colleagues and/or customers so that they do not
discriminate

1

2

3

X

Have a specific person with overall responsibility
for equality

1

2

3

X

Have a formal, written policy on equal opportunities
and / or managing diversity

1

2

3

X

1

2

3

X

Treat overseas qualifications as equivalent to UK
qualifications when recruiting
When you recruit new staff, do you monitor the
candidates’ age, sex, ethnicity, sexual orientation,
etc.
ONLY IF NECESSARY: By “monitor” we mean to record
and review the makeup of your workforce
When you promote existing staff, do you monitor the
age, sex, ethnicity, etc., of those you promote?
ONLY IF NECESSARY: By “monitor” we mean to record
and review the makeup of your workforce

IF YES
And does the written policy explicitly mention
equality of treatment or discrimination on any of the
protected characteristics previously discussed,
such as age, gender
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B7

ASK IF HAVE NO PRACTICES IN PLACE (NONE = 1 AT B6)
What are the main reasons for not having any of these practices in place?
DO NOT READ OUT. CODE ALL THAT APPLY.
We don’t need formal policies and practices

1

We don’t have time, finances or resources / it would cost too much

2

Considering them / not got round to it yet

3

We’re too small to need these practices / we’re only a small company

4

Other (please specify)

0

Don’t know

X

B8

B8 DELETED

B9

ASK ALL
Have you identified any areas of possible concern with regards to equality within your
business?
Yes

1

No

2

ASK B10

ASK B13
Don’t know

3

IF IDENTIFIED CONCERNS (B9=1)
B10 What were the concerns?
PROBE: Which area of the business? Which types of employees did they relate to?
WRITE IN

Don't know

1

IF IDENTIFIED CONCERNS (B9=1)
B11 Did you take any action to address these concerns?
Yes

1

No

2

Don’t know / not yet

3

ASK B12

ASK B13
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ASK IF TAKEN ACTION FOLLOWING CONCERNS (B11=1)
B12 What action was taken? DO NOT READ OUT
You changed your practices or processes in this area

1

You reviewed your practices or processes but did not change them

2

You began monitoring or recording data in this area

3

You started communicating internally or externally on performance in
this area

4

You changed a formal written policy, or introduced one, in this area

5

Some other action? (specify)

6

Or did you take no action?

7

Don’t know

X

ASK ALL
B13 We’re nearing the end now, thanks so much for your time so far. I’d now just like to
move on to how you get the right people for your business. Can you say whether you
would take into account any of the following attributes when recruiting new staff, for
whatever reason?
FOR EACH ‘YES’ RESPONSE IMMEDIATELY LOOP TO B14
YES

NO

DK

The age of the candidates

1

2

3

Whether they are male or female

1

2

3

Their sexual orientation (IF NECESSARY: whether someone is
straight, a lesbian, a gay man or bisexual,).

1

2

3

Whether they have a disability

1

2

3

What religion the prospective candidates belong to

1

2

3

The ethnicity of prospective candidates

1

2

3

Whether they are pregnant or have a young family

1

2

3

Whether they have undergone gender reassignment

1

2

3

Whether they are married or in a civil partnership or not

1

2

3
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IF ANY YES AT B13 – ASK IMMEDIATELY AFTER EACH “B13=YES”:
B14 Why is this a consideration for your business when recruiting new staff? DO NOT READ
OUT
The person would not fit in with the other workers

1

Our work is not suitable for older workers

2

Very young workers aren’t suitable for the work we do

3

Our building is not easily accessible for someone with a disability

4

We want to encourage applications from under-represented groups

5

We have an inclusive approach to all recruitment

6

The job requires physical strength, fitness or mobility

7

Small size of business means it is vulnerable to staff absence (maternity leave / long
term sickness)

8

The job involves personal care and so staff must be gender-matched with clients

9

Other (SPECIFY)

10

Don’t know

X
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ASK ALL
B15 And thinking about the same characteristics, have any of the following caused you
difficulties in MANAGING your business?
IF NECESSARY: For example, reconciling flexible working requests with the needs of the
business or managing conflict in the workplace?
YES

NO

DK

Their age

1

2

3

Whether they are male or female

1

2

3

Their sexual orientation (IF NECESSARY: whether someone is
straight, a lesbian, a gay man or bisexual,).

1

2

3

Whether they have a disability

1

2

3

What religion the employee belongs to

1

2

3

The ethnicity of employees

1

2

3

Whether they are pregnant or have a young family

1

2

3

Whether they have undergone gender reassignment

1

2

3

Whether they are married or in a civil partnership or not

1

2

3

ASK IF FACED ANY CHALLENGES WITH EXISTING STAFF IN PROTECTED
CHARACTERISTICS – REPEAT FOR EACH ITERATION WHERE B15=1 (ASK B16
STRAIGHT AFTER EACH CHARACTERISTIC IN A LOOP)
B16 To what extent has this experience made you feel concerned about recruiting and
retaining people from this group in the future?
A lot

1

A little

2

Not at all

3

Don’t know

4
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ASK ALL
B17 Which one of the following best describes how your business feels about doing more on
equality issues…?
READ OUT. CODE ONE ONLY.
We don’t feel we need to do more in this area

1

We could do more but are unlikely to take action unless we have to

2

We want to do more but it’s a relatively low priority

3

We want to do more and it is an important priority for us

4

(DO NOT READ OUT) Don’t know

X

(DO NOT READ OUT) None of these (SPECIFY)

V

ASK IF WOULD LIKE TO DO MORE TO PROMOTE EQUALITY (PREVIOUS QUESTION
CODES 3-4)
B18 What more would you like to be doing regarding equality?
WRITE IN (COULD DEVELOP A LIST – develop a written policy; etc. like the list of procedures;
plus check if we have good practices; check if we comply with the law

Don't know
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ASK IF WOULD LIKE TO DO MORE BUT A LOW PRIORITY (PREVIOUS QUESTION CODES
2-3)
B19 You mentioned that doing more on equality is a low priority for your organisation. What
do you think might make it a higher priority?
DO NOT READ OUT. CODE ALL THAT APPLY.
Advice / guidance about how best to improve equality/ develop policies and practices

1

If clients / customers started asking about our equality practices or policies

2

More buy-in from the directors / the board

3

If HR became less busy / more time

4

If we were sued / threatened with an employment tribunal

5

If it could be shown it would bring us benefits

6

If it became the law to do more

7

If it was raised by staff / internal issues arose

8

If a minority group started working for us (e.g. someone who was gay, disabled, nonwhite, etc.)

9

If we had more staff / if the company grew substantially

10

Other (SPECIFY)

0

Nothing

V

Don’t know

X

ASK ALL
B20 To what extent do you agree or disagree that…
RANDOMISE THE ORDER OF THE FIRST TWO

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

DK

Doing more than we currently do on equality
would benefit the business

1

2

3

4

X

Doing more than we currently do on equality
would take up too much time and resource

1

2

3

4

X

On equality issues we try to go beyond what is
required by law

1

2

3

4

X
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IF DO MORE THAN LEGALLY REQUIRED (B20_3=3 OR 4)
B21 Why do you try to go beyond what is required by law?
DO NOT READ OUT. CODE ALL THAT APPLY.
It is my personal belief / belief of the management team that equality should be
promoted in the workplace

1

It is the ethos / nature of the company

2

Promoting equality leads to happy employees which then benefits the company
(e.g. staff retention, productivity)

4

Good for our reputation / relationship with customers or clients

5

Helps attract people to the company

6

A diverse workforce brings business benefits

7

Other (please specify)

0

Don’t know

X
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ASK ALL
B22 We’re almost at the end now. Just before that, I’m interested in your views as to how the
equality AND Human Rights issues we’ve been discussing relate to small and medium
sized enterprises like your own. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the
following statements:
SINGLE CODE
PROBE: IS THAT STRONGLY AGREE/DISAGREE OR JUST TEND TO AGREE/DISAGREE
RANDOMISE THE ORDER BUT ASK _9 LAST

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

DK

We already comply with UK legislation in
these areas so don’t need to do anything else

1

2

3

4

X

We would not know where to start with doing
more in this area

1

2

3

4

X

We haven’t got the time or resources to look
into these issues in detail

1

2

3

4

X

We are confident our business treats people
fairly and equally

1

2

3

4

X

It is every businesses’ MORAL duty to
consider these issues

1

2

3

4

X

It is every businesses’ LEGAL duty to
consider these issues

1

2

3

4

X

This issue is only likely to move up our
agenda If clients / customers started asking about
our equality practices or policies

1

2

3

4

X

We are unclear whether our policies and
practices comply with the Equality Act 2010

1

2

3

4

X

We would like more information, advice or
guidance on managing equality or Human
Rights issues

1

2

3

4

X

This issue is only likely to move up our
agenda If it was raised by staff / internal issues
arose

1

2

3

4

X
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IF WOULD LIKE MORE INFORMATION (B22_9=3-4)
B23 You mentioned that you would like more information, advice or guidance on managing
equality or Human Rights issues. What information, advice or guidance would be most
useful?
WRITE IN

Don't know

1

ASK ALL
B24 And just moving on to a couple of questions about what information sources you like to
use. If you needed information, advice or guidance on Human Rights issues, OR equality
issues, what organisations or other information sources would you be most likely to
approach or use? Do not read out. Code all that apply.
Acas

1

Citizens Advice

2

GOV.UK

3

EHRC

4

Bank

5

Accountant

6

Lawyer / legal adviser

7

Management consultant / business advisers

8

Our insurance provider

9

Business association (e.g. Chamber of Commerce, Institute of Directors, CBI)

10

Sector or trade association

11

Talk to business colleagues / acquaintances

12

Talk to clients

13

Search online / go on the internet

14

Other (please specify)

0

Don’t know

X
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ASK ALL
B25 Which of the following ways of obtaining information, advice or guidance on managing
equality issues would be of interest?

Yes

No

Don’t
know

Face-to-face, one-to-one advice

1

2

3

Face-to-face seminars or workshops

1

2

3

Telephone advice

1

2

3

Online webinars

1

2

3

Online toolkits , checklists, case studies, or guidance

1

2

3

Paper based toolkits, checklists, case studies or guidance

1

2

3

Are there other ways obtaining information, advice or guidance on
these issues that would be of interest (IF YES: please specify)

1

2

3

C Firmographics
C1

ASK ALL
How would you describe your main business activity?
PROBE FULLY:


What exactly is made or done?

WRITE IN. CODE TO 4-DIGIT SIC 2007.

C2

Is there a single owner of the business or an individual with a majority shareholding?
Yes

1

No

2

Don’t know

3

ASK C4

ASK C3
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C3

IF NO / DON’T KNOW AT C2
Is there a managing director?
Yes

1

No

2

Don’t know

3

ASK C4

ASK C8

C4

C5

IF YES AT C2 AND C3
Are they…
Male

1

Or female

2

(DO NOT READ OUT) Don’t know

3

IF YES AT C2 AND C3
Are they white, Black, Asian, Mixed, or of other ethnic origin?
White

1

Black

2

Asian

3

Mixed

4

Other

5

(DO NOT READ OUT) Refused

X

(DO NOT READ OUT) Don’t know

V
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C6

C7

C8

IF YES AT C2 AND C3
And are they…
Under 25

1

25-34

2

35-44

3

45-54

4

55+

5

(DO NOT READ OUT) Don’t know

X

IF YES AT C2 AND C3
And do they have any of the following qualifications…(SINGLE CODE – ONCE FIRST
MENTIONED SKIP TO NEXT QUESTION)
A post graduate qualification such as a doctorate or an MBA

1

A degree

2

A levels or equivalent

3

O levels / GCSEs or equivalent

4

Other qualifications (SPECIFY)

5

No qualifications

6

(DO NOT READ OUT) Don’t know

X

ASK ALL
Would you describe the business as owner-managed or team-managed?
Owner-managed

1

Team-managed

2

Other (specify)

3

Don’t know

4
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C9

ASK ALL
And approximately how long has the business been operating? PROMPT IF NECESSARY
Less than 2 years

1

2-4 years

2

5-9 years

3

More than 10 years

4

Don’t know

X

ASK ALL
C10 Are there ambitions for significant growth over the next couple of years?
Yes

1

No

2

Don’t know

X

ASK ALL
C11 Does the business have a designated HR department or person?
Yes

1

No

2

Don’t know

3

C12 What is your job title?
Owner

1

Managing Director

2

HR manager / HR director

3

Other (specify)

0
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D Thank and Close
Name:
RECORD DETAILS OF
RESPONDENT WHO
COMPLETED
INTERVIEW
Email address:

D1

D2

Thank you very much for taking the time to speak to us today. Would you be willing for
us to call you back regarding:
This particular study – if we need to clarify any of the information

1

Other research studies which may be relevant to you

2

Neither of these

3

IF CONSENT TO RECONTACT (D1=1 OR 2)
And could I just check, is [NUMBER] the best number to call you on?
Yes

1

No - write in number

2

ASK ALL
THANK RESPONDENT AND CLOSE INTERVIEW

Finally I would just like to confirm that this survey has been carried out under IFF instructions and
within the rules of the MRS Code of Conduct. Thank you very much for your help today.
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Annex C |
Quantitative survey: target interview
profile

England

5 to 9

10 to 49

50-99

100-249

TOTAL

Primary

45

53

22

29

149

Retail & wholesale

43

50

21

28

141

Accommodation & food service

34

39

17

22

112

Finance and business services

48

56

25

33

161

Other

41

48

20

27

137

TOTAL

210

245

105

140

700

5 to 9

10 to 49

50-99

100-249

TOTAL

Primary

10

11

5

6

32

Retail and wholesale

9

11

5

6

30

Accommodation and food service

7

8

4

5

24

Finance and business services

10

12

5

7

35

Other

9

10

4

6

29

TOTAL

45

53

23

30

150

Wales

5 to 9

10 to 49

50-99

100-249

TOTAL

Primary

10

11

5

6

32

Retail and wholesale

9

11

5

6

30

Accommodation and food service

7

8

4

5

24

Finance and business services

10

12

5

7

35

Other

9

10

4

6

29

Scotland
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TOTAL

45

53
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150

Fairness, dignity and respect in SME workplaces

Contacts

This publication and related equality and human rights resources are available from
the Commission’s website: www.equalityhumanrights.com
For advice, information or guidance on equality, discrimination or human rights
issues, please contact the Equality Advisory and Support Service, a free and
independent service.
Website

www.equalityadvisoryservice.com

Telephone

0808 800 0082

Textphone

0808 800 0084

Hours

09:00 to 20:00 (Monday to Friday)
10:00 to 14:00 (Saturday)

Post

FREEPOST Equality Advisory Support Service FPN4431

Questions and comments regarding this publication may be addressed to:
correspondence@equalityhumanrights.com. The Commission welcomes your
feedback
Alternative formats
This guide is available as a PDF file and as a Microsoft Word file from
www.equalityhumanrights.com. For information on accessing a Commission
publication in an alternative format, please contact:
correspondence@equalityhumanrights.com

© 2015 Equality and Human Rights Commission
Published October 2015
ISBN 978-1-84206-658-4

Equality and Human Rights Commission – www.equalityhumanrights.com
Published October 2015

equalityandhumanrights.com

2
Equality and Human Rights Commission – www.equalityhumanrights.com
October 2015

