CAMBRIDGESHIRE FIRE AND RESCUE SERVICE


GUIDELINES ON EQUALITY AND DIVERSITY
FAQs about Positive Action 
Aim

The aim of these guidelines is to provide employees with accurate information and to encourage understanding of the need for positive action in employment.  These should be read in conjunction with the Service’s Equality and Diversity Policy and other equality and diversity guidelines.

What is positive action?

The term “positive action” refers to certain measures employers can lawfully take to encourage applications from people who are under-represented in particular work or to provide training opportunities for particular under-represented groups.  For example, since women and people from minority ethnic backgrounds are under-represented in firefighting roles there are a number of things that can be done to encourage and help them to apply for firefighting vacancies.  

Positive action focuses on underrepresented groups, irrespective of their gender. 


Example 1: In education, positive action is often used to attract men to 
careers in nursery care and primary school teaching where they are 
very under-represented. 

Example 2:  In some trades traditionally done by men, (plumbing, 
electrician), training courses aimed at women with carer 
responsibilities, may be arranged.  This does not mean that men 
cannot access training but recognises that men and women may have 
different needs in the way training is arranged and delivered.   
What sorts of things are allowed?

The encouragement and help that is allowed in law is limited to providing information and “training to help fit them for the work” and “providing encouragement to take advantage of the opportunities in the area for doing that work.”

In some Fire and Rescue Services this has meant running occasional specific workshops for women and people from minority ethnic groups where they can get an insight to the role of a firefighter and get some advice on what is required in the role.  This provides them with information and support that have always been available to those interested in firefighting opportunities and which is traditionally provided on Fire Stations and mainly taken up by white men who may have relatives or friends in the Service.  It does not discriminate against white men because they have access to information and support by visiting a Fire Station which traditionally they have always done.  But it does acknowledge that if you are thinking about a career in the Fire Service and you are aware that people in that job are not like you (in gender or ethnic group) it can be very daunting to try and find out more information about that job.  It also allows us to promote and raise awareness of a career in firefighting to women and people from minority ethnic groups and to use an “encouraging statement” in job adverts for firefighters.

How can we be sure that in counteracting past discrimination we don’t disadvantage white men?

By continuing to do all the things we already do to encourage talented people to consider firefighting as a career, irrespective of their gender, race or nationality.  The intention is to level the playing field NOT to give one group an advantage over another.  This means using a balanced approach to recruitment advertising and continuing to place adverts where we know men and women will see them.  It means station staff continuing to encourage men and women to apply by providing help and support at the station.  It also means monitoring the impact of any positive action measures to make sure that no particular group feels excluded.  It’s important that we tell everyone that although positive action is an encouragement to women and ethnic minority people who previously believed that Fire Services did not welcome them, it is NOT a discouragement to white men or intended in any way to prevent them from applying.  If we insert an encouraging statement in our recruitment advert it should make it quite clear that anyone can apply if they are attracted to the job and feel they have the necessary personal qualities and attributes. 
How is positive action different from positive discrimination?
Positive discrimination generally means employing someone because they come from a particular group regardless of whether they have the relevant skills and qualifications.  This is unlawful. 
Positive action does not play a part in the selection process.  It’s about bringing people up to the starting line and making sure the process is fair so that everyone has a fair chance.  Once the process starts candidates are judged on the merit of their performance at each of the stages. This is lawful.
Why is the fire and rescue service taking positive action when it’s easy enough for women and people from ethnic minorities to apply like everyone else?

Because we won’t see a change otherwise.  Men have always made up the majority of our applicants.  We suspect that this will probably always be the case but the proportion of women applying needs to increase if we are to be a diverse organisation.  We know from experience that simply saying “anyone can apply” isn’t persuasive enough.  We want to recruit the very best so we need to encourage all people with the required personal qualities and attributes to apply to work for us, regardless of their background. Taking positive action is one way of achieving this.

So why don’t we just draw up separate shortlists for each different group so that we can get a percentage from each group?

Because that is positive discrimination and it’s unlawful.  It’s also unlawful to insert an encouraging statement into an advert containing several different kinds of jobs in the Service because women are not generally under-represented e.g. in Support jobs.
People from any minority group are understandably wary of actions which suggest preferential treatment and tokenism.  All they want is an opportunity to compete fairly with everyone else.

Positive action can easily be misunderstood as showing an intention to discriminate against one sex or ethnic group – usually white men.  The key point is that nothing in the career information, advertisement or application pack should give the impression that during the selection process any particular group is going to be more favorably treated than others. 
The selection process has to be an inclusive one where each candidate’s performance is judged against a set of fair and justifiable selection criteria.  
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