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Prompted by attendance at Wonkhe’s ‘Living the dream’ conference1, 

this briefing note details the benefits of a diverse workforce within the 

higher education (HE) sector. We cover the main considerations for 

institutions moving forward (section 7), the impact on students and 

staff, and inter-relationship between the two, when discussing equality, 

diversity, and inclusion (EDI). 

 

 

The promotion of workforce diversity should be a principal focus for all 

institutions, particularly when considering unemployment rates within 

society. Today, groups with a declared disability face the highest 

disparity in employment; in 2008, it was ethnic minority groups2. In 

comparison to other sectors, the diversity of the HE workforce has both 

a staff and student angle, and therefore only intensifies the impact this 

can have on the HE population.  

For both students and staff, representation across the protected 

characteristics - age, disability, gender, marriage and civil partnership, 

pregnancy and maternity, ethnicity, religion or belief, sex, and sexual 

orientation – and the intersectionalities which accompany them, is vital 

for a diverse campus which represents the makeup of our 

interconnected and global society.  

 
1 Attendance to Wonkhe’s ‘Living the dream’ conference on 21st October 2021  
2 UCL (2019) Structurally unsound. Exploring Inequalities: Igniting research to 
better inform UK policy: 59-60  

Whilst academic staff have a critical role to play in promoting good 

relations in the design and delivery of courses (and research 

opportunities), pastoral and professional service staff provide student 

support in areas such as wellbeing, faith, and finance. Alongside 

administrative duties in an organisation, human resource (HR) staff 

provide support for HE staff members, including guidance on effective 

employee management and relations, learning and development, and 

recruitment and advancement. 

Acknowledging the impact that demographics can have on a blended 

workforce, we further detail the importance of diversity within the HE 

landscape across different staffing areas.  

 

 

Academic staff are often the first point of contact for students 

regarding their teaching and learning. Additionally, academic staff also 

play a critical role in pastoral care. Due to additional pressures linked to 

Covid-19, the pandemic has only enhanced this pastoral line of support.  

 

Engrained barriers, such as the academic gender pay gaps between 

male and female professors (a 14.6% median gap3) within the UK, 

which is only further exasperated when considered against other 

3AdvanceHE (2020) Staff Inequalities  

2.  An institutional approach to EDI 

1.  Background 

3. Diversity within academic staff 

https://wonkhe.com/events/livingthedream/
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/grand-challenges/sites/grand-challenges/files/structurally-unsound-report.pdf
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/grand-challenges/sites/grand-challenges/files/structurally-unsound-report.pdf
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/guidance/governance/governance-and-edi/edi-challenges-higher-education/staff-inequalities
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protected characteristics4,5, can be argued to greatly influence the 

diversity of academic staff members. 

 

With professors still being mostly white and male (63.5% of professors 
in 2019/20)6, correlations have been found which suggest that the 
diversity of the academic workforce directly influences progression 
rates for some students due to a lack of positive role models within 
academia7.  
 

Diversity and inclusive practice have also been found to influence the 
recruitment of international students8.  
 
 
 

It is important that students have access to a diverse workforce within 

student facing roles which offer support for emotional and 

psychological wellbeing. In addition to the varied support routes which 

should be available to all students9, lived experiences of similar or 

shared issues may help with the management of pastoral stresses 

relating to differential circumstance.  

 
4 Resolution Foundation (2018) Opportunities Knocked? Exploring pay 
penalties among UK’s ethnic minorities 
5 Attendance to WonkHE’s ‘Living the dream’ conference on 21st October 2021 
6 AdvanceHE data presented at WonkHE’s ‘Living the dream’ conference on 
21st October 2021  
7 AdvanceHE (2018) Does diversity of staff impact student outcomes in higher 
education: 6 
8 Equality Challenge Unit (2014) Equality and diversity for teaching staff in 
colleges - Inclusive teaching practice  

With disability disclosure rates increasing for students each year  in the 

UK10, and Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans (LGBT)+ individuals being 

identified as having a set of specific intersectional needs that 

universities need to work to address (such as being more likely to 

declare a mental health condition in their application, with 13% per 

cent of LGBT+ students and 22%of trans students doing so)11, it is 

important that those working in student support services can tailor 

provision in recognition, which may be enhanced by the shared lived 

experiences. 

 

 
 

Senior leadership, management and executive staff often sit on 

committees and governing bodies (including boards, such as trustees) 

within their relevant institution.  Key findings in the 2016 Women 

Count’s report found that women fill less than 40% of the places on 

governing bodies for UK universities12. When reviewing statistics of 

governors in England, from 2,975 members in 2019/20, 75 members 

were black and 90 were ‘mixed’ or ‘other’13.  

9 UCAS (2021) Support from universities and colleges  

10 HESA (2021) Table 15 - UK domiciled student enrolments by disability and sex 
2014/15 to 2019/20 

11 WonkHE (2021) Universities must meet LGBT+ applicants’ expectations of a 
great student experience  

12 WomenCount (2016) WomenCount: Leaders in Higher Education 2016 
13 HESA (2021) Who's working in HE?  

4. Diversity within professional service staff 
5. Diversity within senior leadership, management, 
and governing bodies 

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/uploads/2018/07/Opportunities-Knocked.pdf
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/uploads/2018/07/Opportunities-Knocked.pdf
https://wonkhe.com/events/livingthedream/
https://wonkhe.com/events/livingthedream/
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/advance-he/01%202018-10_advancehe_staff_diversity_and_student_outcomes_literature_review_v2b_1583412970.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/advance-he/01%202018-10_advancehe_staff_diversity_and_student_outcomes_literature_review_v2b_1583412970.pdf
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/external/e-and-d-for-staff-in-colleges-factsheet-inclusive-teaching-practice.pdf
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/external/e-and-d-for-staff-in-colleges-factsheet-inclusive-teaching-practice.pdf
https://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/student-life/getting-student-support/support-universities-and-colleges
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students/table-15
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students/table-15
https://wonkhe.com/blogs/universities-must-meet-lgbt-applicants-expectations-of-a-great-student-experience/?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Wonkhe%20Mondays%20-%2027%20September&utm_content=Wonkhe%20Mondays%20-%2027%20September+CID_420b915d33ab77237ac6c8a4288c598a&utm_source=Email%20marketing%20software&utm_term=wants%20universities%20to%20ensure%20those%20hopes%20are%20fulfilled
https://wonkhe.com/blogs/universities-must-meet-lgbt-applicants-expectations-of-a-great-student-experience/?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Wonkhe%20Mondays%20-%2027%20September&utm_content=Wonkhe%20Mondays%20-%2027%20September+CID_420b915d33ab77237ac6c8a4288c598a&utm_source=Email%20marketing%20software&utm_term=wants%20universities%20to%20ensure%20those%20hopes%20are%20fulfilled
https://women-count.org/portfolio/womencount-leaders-in-higher-education-2016/
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/staff/working-in-he
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With the tendency for institutional strategies to be dictated and led by 

these staff members14 , it is extremely important that institutions 

ensure that, 1) diverse voices are captured from staff and student 

liaison committees, and that feedback is listened to and acted upon, 2)  

a diverse array of staff members and students are consulted with 

during large scale decisions, and, 3)  there are processes and systems 

embedded within the staff recruitment structures which support 

diversity within governing and executive teams. 

 

 

 

The diversity of the workforce within HE is as important for staff facing 

roles as it is for student facing roles. Whether it be support from HR 

staff regarding personal development, academic visibility or wellbeing, 

it is important that staff (who may also provide the first line of support 

for students) feel adequately represented.  
 

 

 

 

 

 
14 European University Association (2019) Diversity, equity and inclusion in 
European higher education institutions: 19 
15 UCL (2019) Structurally unsound. Exploring Inequalities: Igniting research to 
better inform UK policy: 64 
16 WonkHE (2021) Universities have a key role in ensuring that Black Careers 
Matter  

 

 
 

- EDI needs to be built into the core values of the institution. 

Inclusive practices will inevitably lead to a diverse workforce, which 

will lead to a skilled workforce. Engaging with recognised charters 

such as the Athena Swan, the Race Equality Charter and Stonewall 

may aid this embedding across the institution.  

- Universities may wish to review systemic and institutional issues 

with staff recruitment to help understand engrained structural 

barriers within the wider labour market15, “turning recruitment into 

a force for equality”16, either engaging with an audit of their EDI 

processes, or utilising external guidance on how to explore critical 

questions17. This could also include a review of pay gaps18 and 

language used, potentially moving away from the term ‘EDI’ to 

‘liberation’19. 

- Development structures may also need to be reviewed to ensure 

that they do not limit the advancement from staff who may have 

additional responsibilities or restrictive working practices due to 

protected characteristics. For example, frameworks which allow for 

individuals to manage and track progress towards levels of 

recognition are welcomed, such as the Women’s Academic 

 
17 Association of Heads of University Administration (2021) Board diversity: 
developing a toolkit for professionals 
 

19 Attendance to WonkHE’s ‘Living the dream’ conference on 21st October 
2021 

6. Diversity within staff facing roles 

7. Main areas of consideration 

https://eua.eu/downloads/publications/web_diversity%20equity%20and%20inclusion%20in%20european%20higher%20education%20institutions.pdf
https://eua.eu/downloads/publications/web_diversity%20equity%20and%20inclusion%20in%20european%20higher%20education%20institutions.pdf
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/grand-challenges/sites/grand-challenges/files/structurally-unsound-report.pdf
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/grand-challenges/sites/grand-challenges/files/structurally-unsound-report.pdf
https://wonkhe.com/blogs/universities-have-a-key-role-in-ensuring-that-black-careers-matter/?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Wonkhe%20Mondays%20-%2018%20October&utm_content=Wonkhe%20Mondays%20-%2018%20October+CID_31d28093a42a9052f222aa03550722b4&utm_source=Email%20marketing%20software&utm_term=presents%20new%20research%20on%20how%20universities%20and%20employers%20can%20ensure%20that%20Black%20graduates%20thrive%20in%20the%20labour%20market
https://wonkhe.com/blogs/universities-have-a-key-role-in-ensuring-that-black-careers-matter/?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Wonkhe%20Mondays%20-%2018%20October&utm_content=Wonkhe%20Mondays%20-%2018%20October+CID_31d28093a42a9052f222aa03550722b4&utm_source=Email%20marketing%20software&utm_term=presents%20new%20research%20on%20how%20universities%20and%20employers%20can%20ensure%20that%20Black%20graduates%20thrive%20in%20the%20labour%20market
https://www.ahua.ac.uk/board-diversity-developing-a-toolkit-for-professionals/
https://www.ahua.ac.uk/board-diversity-developing-a-toolkit-for-professionals/
https://wonkhe.com/events/livingthedream/
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Returners Programme at the University of Sheffield20. Evidence for 

promotion could also include wider involvement and engagement 

with institutional EDI initiatives, alongside “strategic appointments” 

to help build a staff profile and governance structure that more 

closely mirrors student demographics21,22.  

- Ensure that governing bodies and boards are diverse, where 

inclusive employment practices are utilised for these in addition to 

traditional staffing roles. 

- When utilising data to monitor staffing trends, institutions need to 

question where increases and decreases in diversity statistics are 

within the hierarchal faculty rank – for example, was there a 

change in senior management or other entry-level roles?  

- If there is a lack of EDI expertise within HR, experts / expert advice 

should be sourced from reputable external sources. General 

signposting for external support services which offer access to 

diverse networks and channels should also be available for both 

staff and students. 

- Mandatory and ongoing comprehensive training for all staff23 is 

important as it can aid the understanding of differential 

circumstance, particularly if diversity is limited within a staffing 

area.  

- Following the unprecedented and challenging time throughout the 

Covid-19 pandemic, it is of utmost importance that sustained 

 
20 The University of Sheffield (2021) Women Academic Returners' Programme 
(WARP)  
21 WonkHE (2021) Wonkhe community survey 2021: equality, diversity, and 
inclusion  

action for diversity across the staff population at every level, for all 

protected characteristics, is continued and prioritised. 

 

 

For further information on how we can help, such as offering EDI based 

audits, or for any other aspect of Uniac’s internal audit and assurance 

service, please do get in touch.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

22 AdvanceHE (2021) The value of a diverse governing body 
23 European University Association (2019) Diversity, Equity and Inclusion in 
European Higher Education Institutions - Results from the INVITED project: 29   

Elly Holmes 

Audit and Assurance Consultant 

t: : 07718111849 

e: eholmes@uniac.co.uk 

www.uniac.co.uk 

We can help 

https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/hr/equality/support/warp#:~:text=The%20Women%20Academic%20Returners'%20Programme,at%20the%20University%20of%20Sheffield
https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/hr/equality/support/warp#:~:text=The%20Women%20Academic%20Returners'%20Programme,at%20the%20University%20of%20Sheffield
https://wonkhe.com/blogs/wonkhe-community-survey-2021-equality-diversity-and-inclusion/
https://wonkhe.com/blogs/wonkhe-community-survey-2021-equality-diversity-and-inclusion/
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/guidance/governance/governance-and-edi/edi-challenges-higher-education/value-diverse-governing-body
https://eua.eu/downloads/publications/web_diversity%20equity%20and%20inclusion%20in%20european%20higher%20education%20institutions.pdf
https://eua.eu/downloads/publications/web_diversity%20equity%20and%20inclusion%20in%20european%20higher%20education%20institutions.pdf
http://www.uniac.co.uk/

