Review of the Public Sector Equality Duty (PSED)

Note of Site visit: Voluntary Sector Organisation 
The Chair and members of the PSED Review Team visited a voluntary sector organisation and met with the Head of Equality strategy, the Director of Network Operations, a District Manager, an Advice Manager and a volunteer/social policy co-ordinator. The organisation provides advisory services to members of the public and comprises of local advice centres which are supported by a national network. 

Key points from the meeting are below. 
Views from local centre/district staff:

· People seeking advice are asked upfront whether there are any discrimination issues relevant to their situation and a fairly low proportion identify any issues themselves. However, after issues can be identified if probed further particularly in relation to employment related disputes. 
· The local centres collect diversity data on clients to understand the customer base and identify common issues. 
· All of the local centres routinely request diversity data on protected characteristics, particularly on race, age, gender, disability. Some centres have started to collect data on other characteristics such religious background.  

· The organisation has a lot of experience in protecting confidentiality. Staff members receive training on information assurance and data protection. 

· There are a relatively high proportion of disabled clients within the local area in comparison to the numbers within the whole district.
· Data is used by help plan and target projects, at local and national level. 

· EIAs process at local authorities ensured that the implications of a new policy or service had to be thought through. EIAs can be a useful tool for challenging new policies, holding local authorities to account and encouraging engagement. 
· There are variations in the approaches taken by local authorities and this can have a significant impact on equality outcomes. Where there is less engagement, it is more likely that the potential impact of policies have not been thought through.  

· For example, there are higher levels of engagement with the district council in comparison to the county council and this has enabled a constructive dialogue about future decisions. The organisation has been able to offer advice and best practice examples, which has led to better outcomes for diverse groups and local authorities. 

· In addition to EIAs, briefing papers by local authorities can also be good for consultative purposes. 
· A tool is being developed to help staff within local/district centres to produce EIAs. Although not required, EIAs are very useful and have a lot of relevance when identifying issues.   
National Issues:
Overall approach to the PSED
· The Duty gives a good overall framework and helps provide a long-term approach, particularly around aims for progress.

· They used to have separate strand-based equality schemes at a national level, but this did not integrate well with business planning so now use a pan-equality action plan and EIAs of major initiatives instead. The EIAs focus on identifying actions to progress their equality priorities. This includes varying degrees of desk research and analysis around the particular groups and issues in question – proportionate to the business area being assessed.
· Prioritisation: need to assess which groups have the most urgent needs (e.g. BSL users as they have more negative health outcomes).

· Important to be realistic (not to be overly ambitious) in actions.

· Vary their approach to the Duty based on the particular piece of work, for examples those where equality is most relevant.
Protected characteristics
· Data collection is guided by the fact that some people are more comfortable in disclosing certain characteristics, hence why the collection of data on religion and sexual orientation is not mandatory, but is encouraged.
How can they protect the characteristics they don’t have data on?
· They do encourage local offices to collect data on these strands (currently only 10% do so), but this depends on establishing good data collection frameworks.

· They use proxy data (e.g. Census) but also rely on a number of other forms of intelligence. Many volunteers are former clients so they can provide a useful insight into issues and use feedback from projects on the types of clients involved.

· Where the local centres do not routinely ask about these characteristics, advisors take a view as to when to ask certain questions based on the individual case, rather than a one size fits all approach and this is less likely to impact on trust.
· People generally seem happy to provide information if they know why the data is needed and see how it is being used.
Procurement:
· What kind of contracts do they bid for? Usually public sector or large charity contracts.

· Charities are less likely than public bodies to cover equalities issues in tendering processes.

· Government practice is pretty standard around what is requested but the forms vary. Also, there are some variations in contractual terms around what is expected of bidders.
· Not clear on how equality information is used in assessing bids.
· Would be easier if equalities considerations were mainstreamed into the specification rather than leaving this up to the contractors as to how these should be dealt with.
· Feel that completing EIAs is important in terms of the services and systems they develop for the bid, even if it is not used within the bid assessment.
· Equality issues in procurement works well in organisations where equality practices are embedded.
· Equality frameworks should be there to encourage people to think, even if they do not have a huge impact on tenders.

· Difficult for bidders to know what evidence is sufficient in bidding – need some kind of standard to work against.
Funding:

· Do you have to justify the funding you receive, particularly with regards to equalities? This varies between organisations, mostly they just have to meet performance measures but often these are not equality focussed to any depth.
Guidance:

· Do use central guidance but these need to provide more concrete examples and be more sector-specific. 
· GEO guidance is too broad-brush and doesn’t provide any real answers.

· EHRC guidance is useful for experts but could do with being repackaged and is too long.

· Overall, the different sources of information aren’t properly flagged up and people don’t know where to go for guidance. Gov.uk could be better used as the first port of call for the general public.

General comments:

· Do different systems produce different outcomes? Still too early to say what impact the PSED is having.

· Often people do not have enough understanding of equality issues to work outside of standardised systems like the PSED. Need the PSED to prompt people to think about equality issues for those where this kind of action does not come naturally.
· Need to bring business issues and equality issues together to produce the best actions and outcomes.
· The organisation has chosen to adopt the principles of the PSED, despite not being formally subject to the requirements. They do not expect other organisations to be so familiar with equality considerations.
· Local offices have many similarities with SMEs. Although there are challenges in comparison to larger organisations, SMEs could be helped to comply with the PSED and equality good practice if given appropriate sources of accessible easy-to-use how-to guidance and other types of support. 
