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Thank you for inviting me to participate in this seminar today, and to address the value of diversity in the workforce. I hope that what I have to say will not only be informative and of interest to you, but will engage you with my wider objective of trying to push your thinking a little further on the subject of embedding diversity in galleries.

Runnymede

First, a few words about Runnymede for those who aren’t familiar with what we do. The Runnymede Trust is an independent policy research organisation focusing on equality and justice through the promotion of a successful multi-ethnic society. We were founded in 1968 as a Charitable Educational Trust, and Runnymede has a long track record in policy research, working in close collaboration with thinkers and policymakers in the public, private and voluntary sectors. We believe that the way ahead lies in building effective partnerships, and so we are continually developing these with the voluntary sector, the government, local authorities and companies in the UK and more widely in Europe. We try to stimulate debate and suggest forward-looking strategies in areas of public policy – our attention over the last few years has been directed in the main towards education, the criminal justice system, employment and citizenship.

We run several projects at any one time and more detail about these can be found on our website [www.runnymedetrust.org]. Most recently we produced a cd-rom – This is Where I Live – which takes its title from our project of the same name. Here we were working with groups of young people all around the UK, encouraging them to express their ideas on identity, belonging, heritage and citizenship both in conversation as part of focus groups and also in performance – dance, photography, poetry, video drama and more.  Opinion-gathering of this kind is one example of the kind of work we do, but its presentation as a virtual exhibition of artistic output alongside video discussions with the young people themselves is not our usual ‘product’. I hope you, as artists and educators in the arts and culture sector, will find both the content and the format engaging. 

Also to supplement some of what I have to say today, I would draw your attention to the segment on the cd-rom where Professor Bhikhu Parekh is formulating his thoughts on the idea of ‘emotional bonding’ as a further step in reinforcing the potential and expressing the value of an inclusive society, free from racial discrimination, 

The Context
The usual facts and figures about employment rates and under-representation of black and minority ethnic people in the sector are not what I’m going to be talking about today. Other speakers on this programme will do a much better of job of breaking out the statistics than I could, not to mention that the broad picture is well represented in the report released to you today from engage.

Very briefly, I think everyone here is aware of the low numbers of black and minority ethnic people employed in the nation’s galleries and museums, and the further up the hierarchy one goes the greater the under-representation becomes. Indeed, this lack of diversity is a well-evidenced and recognised fact that has been noted as a ‘key area of concern’ in the government’s current consultation paper on the value of museums (and galleries).
 And the lack of representation of, or the extent of the labour market disadvantage faced by, black and minority ethnic people in Britain is not new; nor is it unique to the arts and culture sector. It is a problem across the board, in all sectors, and the challenge to address this must be shared by all.

Here I am going to focus on the value of diversity as a concept and what this means in practice, first by reviewing the case(s) for promoting diversity in the workforce and, from that, trying to draw out what might be specific to the case of museums and galleries.

Does it matter if we have a diverse workforce?

While I’m not an expert on the arts and culture sector per se – the action research that we have undertaken at Runnymede has focused almost exclusively on the private sector, and my own knowledge has been built up from that research, as well as my previous work and personal studies – I do know a lot about equality as a concept, and as a value on which society should be based, and my remarks stem principally from that perspective. 

The concept of diversity in the workforce has grown in importance for all sectors in the last five years. Discourses of equal opportunities have evolved into a language of diversity and equality, which are the terms now most favoured in organisational workforce development. But is there a real difference beyond the terminology? Does the concept and practice of equal opportunities no longer have value? Let’s just take a look at what we found when we examined some of the language of employment and recruitment in 2003.

The language of equal ops and diversity

In a piece of desk research we conducted in 2003 on the language of equal opportunities and diversity,
 we discovered that there was considerable confusion between the two terms. Sometimes they were used together, sometimes separately and sometimes interchangeably. We decided that useful definitions of these terms and their associated practices would be as follows: 

Equal opportunities is associated broadly with the legislative framework covering race, gender and disability. Its thrust is more towards rights and responsibilities and anti-discrimination. 

Diversity adds an extra dimension to equal opportunities. It encompasses all types of difference beyond those covered by the legislation, and focuses principally on the individual. 

Expanding on these basic definitions, diversity can also be seen as affecting and effecting the culture of the organisation. It is organic in that it runs through the whole fabric, and is not confined to one aspect of how a company performs its work or projects itself into the business community. So it’s not limited to, say, marketing or HR; and it adds value through a form of enlightened self-interest, usually in association with a well-developed business case. 

‘Head and heart’ is a metaphor for how diversity should affect the inner workings of the organisation, and somewhat limited as a way of conveying that the entire organism has to commit to this in order for change to be convincing to those trying to put it into effect, and those encountering an altered perspective on their career prospects. 

At Runnymede, we endorse both these values – equal opportunities and diversity. They have a combined value; they complement each other; and at the same time they make particular and distinctively individual contributions to creating a fairer and more inclusive society.

Convergence and Balance

As the walls come down between different ethnicities, religions, cultures, genders, there is an increasing convergence between equality and diversity that needs to be respected and balanced. 

We advocate that the purpose of the equal opportunities approach should be to ensure that groups which continue to be disadvantaged should gain access to opportunities for full participation in society, with legal sanctions directed against those who violate this principle. So equal ops is about creating common platforms from which to launch the various stages of people’s working careers and job development. 

The diversity strand is a way of valuing individual differences of all kinds and creating a culture that accepts and harnesses those differences to the benefit of individual organisations and to the benefit of society at large. So that the way you do your work, structure or market your company, define who you want to employ, and so on is never so narrow that it is obstructively restrictive. What you will be aiming for is to be constructively and positively expansive. 

The challenge is to create a good balance between the two – between the head and the heart – and cases for promoting equal opportunities and diversity help do this, if they are properly understood.

The case for promoting diversity

Several well-developed arguments exist for promoting diversity which organisations have commandeered to varying degrees and absorbed into their internal and external strategies to make their workforces more representative of the population at large. These include what are referred to as: the legal case, the ethical (or moral) case, the business case and the intellectual case.

1. The legal case

The first, in my view, is the legal case. I say the first because it is the most developed, the best understood, and it has the longest history. It is also, I would argue, the one that provides the impetus for the development of other arguments and actions.

At the simplest level, the legal case is perceived as requiring organisations to promote diversity because they have to, because the law says they must. This is slightly misleading: the law says no such thing. The legal case for diversity is in fact a legal requirement to enact processes and procedures to eliminate existing direct or indirect forms of (racial) discrimination, and, more recently, to promote equality of opportunity and good race relations. It is therefore the basis for the ideas and practices of equal opportunities.

In relation to eliminating racial discrimination and promoting racial equality in the UK, the legal basis is very well developed in comparison to other European countries. At the heart of it is the Race Relations Act 1976, supported by the 2000 Race Relations (Amendment) Act which introduced positive duties on public authorities to promote equality of opportunity and good race relations. With few exceptions, museums and galleries are subsumed within this duty. In addition, new regulations resulting from the implementation of the European Directive on Race Equality and the European Framework Directive (also known as the Employment Directive) strengthen our legislative base in many ways – these include shifting the burden of proof, and providing better definitions of harassment. These regulations, in my view, do not go far enough and have introduced some anomalies into the law, but I won’t discuss these here as I want to keep my remarks focused on the value of diversity in the workforce.

So, why do we have laws like this? In a liberal democratic society such as ours, which claims to uphold broad-based principles of equality and justice as a main pillar of our values and beliefs, do we really need anti-discrimination law?  Does it add value in any way? My answer is yes. We have laws because discrimination occurred and continues to occur. And the elimination and prevention of discrimination is a necessary precursor to achieving equality. 

Despite general acceptance of the principles of equality as a norm within our society – which polls do (thankfully) show to be the case – discrimination persists. Indirect discrimination – of which institutional racism is one particular manifestation – remains a very big problem. Indeed, the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry identified and defined institutional racism as:

‘… the collective failure of an organisation to provide an appropriate and professional service to people because of their colour, culture or ethnic origin. It can be seen or detected in processes, attitudes and behaviour which amount to discrimination through unwitting prejudice, ignorance, thoughtlessness, and racist stereotyping which disadvantage minority ethnic people.’

The public duty to promote equal opportunities and good race relations contained in the RR(A)A 2000 resulted from the findings of this Inquiry. Its recognition that no organisation is immune from institutional racism, and that all must therefore step up their efforts to tackle this endemic predisposition, through what is called a positive duty, and take action in advance of discrimination to ensure it does not happen, decrees that publicly funded bodies, such as museums and galleries, have a responsibility to address their structures and procedures too. The value of the legal framework, if properly complied with, is essentially to protect individuals and promote equality, and thereby enlarge the basis (the shared platform) on which we can effectively build a fairer society.

2. The ethical (or moral) case

The legal case, as alluded to above, is underpinned by (and is reflective of) the ethical or moral case for diversity in the workforce. As members of a liberal democratic society we declare ourselves to be committed to a universal principle of justice and the equal worth of individuals, the pursuit and realisation of which will make for a better society. 

For us at Runnymede, our definition of a ‘better’ society was formulated in our report The Future of Multi-Ethnic Britain.
 It is a language which has since found its way into many other reports and government initiatives, and it speaks of a society where each individual and indeed every ‘community’ should feel valued, enjoy equal opportunities to develop their talents, lead fulfilling lives and accept collective responsibility in a spirit of civic friendship, shared identity and a common sense of belonging. 

Setting goals to make organisations more ‘representative’ of the population and enacting processes to reach those goals is, in this argumentation, not just the right thing to do, but the thing to do that will actively contribute to the creation of the good society. It is as simple as that. 

3. The business case

The business case for diversity takes a different angle of approach – as we said above, it is the path of enlightened self-interest. Emerging from the private sector in the United States more than two decades ago, its ascendancy in private-sector organisations in the United Kingdom over the last eight years has been notable – and ‘notable’ is the word I mean to stress here, rather than something like ‘remarkable’ or ‘of great importance’.

The business case argues that organisations need to develop diverse workforces because doing so will ensure they can draw from the best talent available on the labour market. Thereby they are able to build more dynamic and creative teams which will give them a competitive edge, by virtue of which they will be able to demonstrate relevance to wider customer bases, and thereby increase profits. This argumentation is instrumental rather than normative. As such it commodifies diversity – commodifies people and groups and turns us into consumers of equality who choose and then purchase a form of equality. 

References are often made to research (mainly emanating from the United States) of the dollar value of employing diverse workforces and recognising and responding to diverse customer bases – pick up any annual report of a FTSE company and you will find this kind of statement – and the same is now true of any government document referring to diversity.

The business case for diversity is not just the one most actively pushed in the private sector; nowadays it is more and more adapted for the public sector and indeed the voluntary sector. The vigour with which it has been developed and taken up is actually remarkable – but I referred to it as notable just a minute ago. Why? Now, at the risk of sounding like I don’t support the business case and its aims, I must say I am not totally comfortable with this way of depicting the value of diversity, particularly in relation to the public and voluntary sectors, because, quite simply, the business case for diversity does not stand up alone and unaided. 

Its instrumental reasoning undermines universal claims to equality. Both economic prosperity and efficiency are entirely possible within a framework of oppression and discrimination – witness South Africa just over a decade ago to take an extreme example. But there is also research that contradicts the findings that employing diverse workforces brings economic reward. This doesn’t get mentioned much, but imagine what might happen if this kind of evidence were built up? Would businesses then argue that diversity hurts their business and thereby hurts the nation? It is entirely plausible. By way of example, let me share with you some things I heard in interviews I conducted in the not very distant past:

‘I don’t like to put black people in client facing roles because they are not very good at communicating on the phone and in person; I find they tend to like to use email and this is often not appropriate to conduct business’

‘When building a team to make a bid, we pick the best people for the job; sometimes we are aware of the customer’s views about certain kinds of people, you know, and we have to respect that’

These quotes and others like them were collected in 2003 in the United Kingdom.

So, when I say that the business case is notable it is because its ascendance marks for me a shift in the way people are thinking about equality – it is remarkable in vigour and spread indeed, but it is notable (even alarming some might say) in its diversion from a commitment to and understanding of universal principles of equality.

4. The intellectual case

The intellectual case, which in relation to the museums and galleries sector was articulated in Holding up the mirror,
 is connected to the ethical case, which is recognised in the report. It argues that intellectual rigour is essential to and a duty of the sector, and the dynamic nature of culture and heritage – one’s vantage-point in particular – needs to be recognised and reflected in our public collections. 

To quote from that report: ‘Contemporary and retrospective collecting and the recording of associated information needs to be as representative of our diverse communities to provide future generations with the materials they will need to interpret the past’ (p. 16). Intellectual rigour demands that institutions engage and consult with communities and explore different and new approaches, but it does not necessarily, as of right, demand a culturally diverse workforce. As with the business case, it is actually possible to have a gallery or museum establish processes for the collection, recording and interpretation of objects or art without significantly altering the make-up of its workforce.

Four main arguments

So just to recap – there are four main arguments for promoting equality of opportunity and diversity in both the workforce and the provision of goods and services – the legal, the ethical, the business and the intellectual. None of them is sufficient on its own, however, and all should be employed in any strategy by any organisation if we are truly committed to equality and the organisational culture change that would be necessary to reap the benefits of diversity.

A diverse workforce?

But, to go back to the main question – does it matter whether or not we have a diverse workforce in any sector? The legal case reminds us that we have not been able as a society to uphold the fundamental principles of democracy without regulation, and it demands that we do what we can to uphold them. The ethical or moral case brings us back to a better understanding of what the good society would look like and defines that as a better society. It underpins universal claims to equality and, indeed, human rights.

So the creation, in the world of work, of environments that counter discrimination, promote equality and recognise the value of difference brings us all closer to the democratic ideal. This matters.

The business case, though I have argued it is flawed by self-interest in its reliance on instrumental claims for equality, does help us to identify in a commonsense way the key benefits of diversity – beyond profit, that is: 

· the use of the full range of talent, the real human potential of individuals; 

· the bringing into existence of more dynamic and creative teams; 

· and a responsiveness to the specific needs of different communities, albeit as customers. 

These all help to foster inclusion, in its many forms.

The intellectual case helps to put the meat on the bones of the ethical case, and like the business case it too begins to foster inclusion.

A diverse workforce in your sector?

My second main question was: is there something different about museums and galleries, something we need to understand that might make the objective of creating diverse workforces even more desirable or more imperative than in other sectors?

To answer that I need to take you back again to 2000, the year when Runnymede’s Commission on the Future of Multi-Ethnic Britain published its report.
 The vision for society we set out then continues to be one we aspire to and promote now. In that report we suggested also that Britain was at a turning-point in its history: it could become narrow and inward-looking, with rifts and divisions amongst its regions and communities; or it could develop as an outward-looking community, at ease with its internal diversity. Obviously, we want it to be the latter; and to that end we believe Britain needed to engage in six overarching tasks that would affect everyone, and every community, organisation, institution and neighborhood. These six tasks are to:

1. rethink the national story and national identity

2. recognise that all communities are changing

3. hold a balance between cohesion, difference and equality

4. address and remove all forms of racism

5. reduce economic inequalities, and 

6. build a pluralist human rights culture.

Museums and galleries need to take on these objectives as well, and we detailed what we saw then as the very specific tasks of the arts and culture sector. I won’t repeat those here, as I want to hold focus on the bigger picture.

Arts institutions – galleries and museums – ‘tell the story of a nation, its people and the whole of humanity’ as Tessa Jowell puts it, in The value of museums consultation paper.
 Just as individuals, families and groups turn the random incidents of their lives into coherent narratives, so a nation creates – and continually recreates – its national story. Like personal memory, social memory is inherently selective, and by its nature seeks and imposes patterns. Beginnings, middles and ends are defined, as are chains of cause and consequence. Selectivity is inevitable, but it is also a matter of human choice. The function of such selectivity is to explain and justify aspects of the present. The essential question is: who feels included in the national story and who does not? Arts institutions play a key role in this selective process. It is critical that the national stories reflect who we have been, who we are today and who we are likely to become.

With globalisation, migration and increasing diversity, those stories must also recognise change internally and externally, locally, nationally and internationally, and within communities and between communities. Culture is not static, and the dynamic nature of culture needs to be recognised in the stories that we tell.

Clearly, the role of galleries and museums in this is great. As the guardians of our artifacts, indeed the artifacts of humanity, whether contemporary or from the past, museums and galleries hold a direct line to the representation and interpretation of human potential. As these guardians, you have a special duty to ensure that the institutions you run or represent or participate in are made up of people that come from all of our communities and reflect the full range of experience, understanding and interpretation that makes up our society. 

Doing so will bring together the commonly understood benefits of a diverse workforce, which I have tried to outline here. As you develop your strategies for diversity, when you make your case for change, do use all the arguments at hand. More importantly, building a diverse workforce will tap into that great human potential which is the true value of diversity. The message I want to emphasise for all of you is that this cannot and will not be thoroughly and convincingly achieved without a strong corresponding belief in the universality of equality and justice, and the equal worth of all. 

When we have truly accepted these values we should see an end to the accusations that some galleries are focusing on diversity at the expense of the mainstream British culture, because it will have been accepted that diversity is the normal state – the norm. And that once there is ease around such acceptance, the specialisms you create within it are to be viewed within this wider, inclusive context and will have more meanings for more of your potential audience as a result.

The stories you tell when you curate an exhibition, revivify an older collection with fresh acquisitions or a new interpretation of the existing artefacts, will often have been modified from those told originally – because facts or dates have changed, because knowledge has been increased through research, because the evidence is now interpreted differently. The way in which you implicitly tell the story of your organisation – through new employment policies, a different style of marketing, revised job descriptions, the food you serve in your cafes, the books you sell to your visitors – will have changed too, because new thinking has been incorporated, because market knowledge has been increased through research, because the legal rules are written differently. And this is worth doing because, in a sometimes arbitrary world, purposeful principled change is an underwriter of continuance and of successful growth.

When it comes to embedding diversity in galleries, I would urge you to ensure that you take the time to think about these values and bring them to the fore. It will be possible to change the culture of organisations only by bringing everyone with you, and this requires, I believe more and more, a reconnection – and an explicit one at that – with the core values of our society. 
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