Race and Class — Working
in Public Service

T

‘

alent is equally distributed regardless of race,

gender, sexuality or other key characteristics. Equality
of opportunity is not.’
Greater Manchester made a commitment to tackling race equality across
our public sector workforce on 5th June 2018 and we have signed an
agreement to do this collectively across our public sector organisations.
A signature is not enough, but it is a beginning and at the heart of it all is
the opening statement to this blog.

Public Sector Sign Up Across Greater Manchester

This blog will focus on the issues of race and to a lesser extent class, I realise there
are other issues across other groups but for the purpose of this article accept that the
focus is on those two dimensions.

If we look at the opening statement I think the modern British narrative is one which
generally agrees with the first sentence on principle but struggles with the 2nd
sentence. Britain is seen as a meritocracy, a former empire that learnt its flaws
quickly to accept the diverse talents of its citizens and amended its ways. The truth is
far more chequered than that and has come under increasing scrutiny following
issues such as Brexit and the recent Windrush scandal.

I started secondary school in Salford during the mid/late 80s living in inner city
poverty. Our community felt the government at the time had disowned us — my dad
worked until he was 84 (he was 63 when he had me!) in low paid work and we were
trapped in a life few desire. I know some of the decisions I made weren’t always the
best advised but they were firmly rooted in my environment. My dad, who was a
large part of the reason I am where I am, was insistent that I take the grammar
school exams for Bolton and Manchester Grammar. After studying intensely in an
inner city primary, where no one did this sort of thing, I went along for the exams
with the weight of expectation of the school and my family pushing me along. When I
arrived for the obligatory tour of the institutions I was greeted by school masters and
mortar boards and primary school children in blazers with all of their friends. I didn’t
sound like these kids and most of all I didn’t look like them in my knee worn pants,
talking shoes and hand-me-down coat. I distinctly remember thinking to myself — I
do not belong here, I am not good enough for this place and these people know I am
not good enough. I promptly spent both exams hiding in the toilet and thinking I’d
be better off in my local comprehensive. Such was the power of how I felt I was

prepared to let down my school teachers and my dad — and for those who know me,
you would know they represented pretty strong drivers for me to let down.
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If this sounds like a woe is me story I can tell you it is not. I’ve done quite ok in my
later years and I can’t grumble at all, but my experience serves to remind me of the
drag that poverty has on the potential of people. I am fortunate enough to be white,
so whilst there were times I was visibly poor and niched and excluded for it, I was
never excluded on the basis of race unlike some of my friends. The lack of visible role
models had a serious impact on my choices growing up and acted as a barrier to
opportunity — for people from Black, Asian and Ethnic Minority backgrounds this
was and is also the case which takes me to my next point.

In Greater Manchester today there are approximately 16% of people from a Black,
Asian or ethnic minority background. Accepting that talent is equally distributed and
that we live in a socially mobile society we should see around 6 People from BAME

communities in Chief Executive roles across our public sector. Currently there is not
one person at the head of a public sector organisation (as a chief executive) from a
BAME background in Greater Manchester — that covers the police, the fire service,
local authorities, the NHS or transport. If that provides pause for thought then if we
look at the likelihood of someone from a BAME background getting a job after being
shortlisted then white applicants are 1.5 to 2 times more likely to be appointed at
interview. This leads to few or no role models, and organisations which look seriously
skewed.

Consequently we have large numbers of BAME people in lower grades in
organisations with glass ceilings stopping them from progressing. There is a similar
effect in regard to class whereby if we look at a local service in a deprived area we
find people from the local community occupying the lower pay grades whilst the
higher pay grades are disproportionally represented by people from out of area and it
is no mystery that people from BAME communities are also far more likely to be
working class.

When we look at addressing these inequalities in recruitment the common trope is
that any focus on addressing this will result in us not giving jobs to the best people
for that job. Positive discrimination, people say, will result in lots of people of colour
getting jobs which white people could have been better at. The reality, at the
moment, is starkly the opposite — you are less likely to get a job than a white
counterpart at interview no matter your talent, so I refer back to the opening
statement — if we believe that talent is equally distributed then we cannot continue to
stack the deck against sections of our society. Ultimately, people are just asking for a
fair deal and to celebrate and benefit from diversity of thought as opposed to
continue with white, able bodied, middle class and upward, straight men being the
only people with any power in the establishment.

If you take a look at the England Men’s Football Team this supports much of this
thinking. Role models from previous generations have meant that for black African
and black Caribbean men the life of a footballer is achievable and desirable, and
indeed a large proportion of our players come from those backgrounds as 2nd, 3rd or
4th generation individuals. It is also interesting to note that we have no Asian
footballers in the men’s team, but Germany have plenty (although recent issues in
regard to this should be acknowledged) and when it comes to coaches there are very
few men from a BAME background in management positions. This narrative only
serves to highlight the complexity of race and class in our society and the importance
of opportunity, fairness and role models.
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I believe there are five reasons why we should tackle these issues across our
workforce:

1. Quality

2. Financial

3. Ethical

4. Economic

5. Legal

In terms of quality and financial performance discrimination is harmful. For
example, surveys of NHS staff and inpatients of acute trusts show that the prevalence
of discrimination against BAME staff is one of the strongest predictors of lower
scores on multiple indicators of patient satisfaction and quality.1 The quality of
healthcare and economic efficiency can also be reduced when the senior leadership of
healthcare organisations does not reflect the ethnic diversity of the communities they
serve (2–3).

Diversity in teams has many benefits, including improved innovation, creativity, and
decision making, which can lead to breakthrough discoveries and improve corporate
profits (4–7). Several studies show that racially diverse groups outperform
homogenous groups in decision making tasks that require information sharing (8).
Positive staff experiences also predict better outcomes for the organisation, including
employee engagement, improvements in workforce, and job satisfaction (9). This
pattern is likely to be evident across all parts of the public sector.

If I have not convinced you as yet — allow me to look at the economic argument. To
propagate inequalities due to race and class in order to preserve a status quo that
those in power are happy with costs this country billions in lost talent. Prisons,
welfare, mental health units, A&E departments and food banks are all over
represented by working class people and people from BAME communities. This is
not because they are feckless or less talented, but because the game of life is rigged.
Unrigging the game will bring benefits to everyone economically, instead of spending
money on addressing social ills of our own making. This was something strongly
supported in the Manchester Independent Economic Review and further explored by
the Centre for Local Economic Studies (10).

Finally, the ethical argument. We wish to claim we live in a meritocracy in this
country and we propagate the myth that — ‘talent is equally distributed, and if you
work hard you will get your rewards as evenly as the next person’. If that statement is
true then we would see easy and free social mobility, fairness and a world where
when we say we’re in this together, when times are hard, it wouldn’t just be the poor
in society who suffer. We have a duty to serve our local people as employers — by
paying the living wage, attracting local people to work in our services and train as
professionals and by having a workforce which looks like the community it serves all
the way to the top. This is social justice in action and I cannot think of anywhere
better for social justice to start than within our public services.

Devolution offers us a real opportunity to work across our services enabling talented
people to rise easily through the system and attract people from our local
communities into jobs in public services which make a real difference to people’s
lives across Greater Manchester.
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