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NHS race equality improving, but ‘hard work still ahead’

Race equality in the NHS workforce has improved over the past year, but officials agree that there is still a lot more to be done.

NHS England’s Workforce Race Equality Standard (WRES) shows that the number of senior staff within the health service from a black and minority ethnic (BME) background has continued to improve but is still short of full representation.

For example, although the number of very senior managers (VSMs) from BME backgrounds within the NHS has gone up by 18% from 2016 to 2017, this still only represents 7% of all VSMs – which is significantly lower than the total BME representation across the workforce (18%).

But there has been an overall positive movement shown by the report, with a steady increase in the number of trusts with more than one board member from a BME background and in the number of BME nurses overall – a pattern that has continued since 2014.

Simon Stevens, NHS England’s chief executive, said the evidence presented by the WRES showed some positive signs yet was also a reminder of the work still to be done.

“Building a more representative workforce is good both for hard working NHS staff and for the diverse patients and communities we serve,” he explained. “As the largest employer in Britain and one of the biggest in the world, the NHS has a particular duty to be fair and supportive for all our employees.


“[The] assessment shows important improvements for our BME staff, but it’s also a clear reminder of the hard work still ahead.”

Tom Sandford, the Royal College of Nursing’s England director, said there was “no room for racism across the health and care sector,” and that findings showed how much more work was left to be done.

“This report is further evidence of the damaging impact of discrimination on the careers of BME nurses and health care support workers. Across England they have less chance of being shortlisted, accessing career development training and are more likely to be formally disciplined than their white colleagues,” he continued.

“When there is racial inequality in the workplace it can affect patient care – it is now time for employers to take robust action to address this systemic problem across the sector.”

Discrimination and disciplinary action
There are still documented problems with discrimination and disciplinary action for people from BME backgrounds. While this is improving, the numbers are still relatively high.

BME members of staff are 1.37 times more likely to enter the formal disciplinary process than white staff, a decrease from the 1.56 figures of last year but still showing a disparity.

In addition, around 14% of these staff have experienced discrimination from colleagues or managers at work compared to 6% of white workers.

Responding to the figures, Marie Gabriel, chair of the WRES Strategic Advisory Group and East London NHS FT, commented: “I am encouraged by the findings of this report as it shows some changes taking place in the system.

“We are not where we would like to be on workforce race equality, but we have moved on from where we started. I am particularly pleased to see the increase in senior leaders and board representation across England, although this still represents a very small number.”

The WRES is an annual review aimed at supporting organisations to understand the importance of engaging with all members of staff, thus ensuring there is fair representation across all levels of the workforce.

England’s chief nursing officer and senior responsible officer for WRES, Jane Cummings, said she was happy that the review was showing improvements for the second year in a row.
She added: “There is still a lot to be done to ensure we see more BME nursing and midwifery staff taking on more senior roles. For the first time, the London region has made some slight improvement, which I hope to see continue in the coming years.”

In the July/August edition of NHE, NHS England’s director of WRES implementation, Yvonne Coghill, wrote about the positive aspects of the review and the tackling the difficult race equality agenda.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Have you got a story to tell? Would you like to become an NHE columnist? If so, click here.
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