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Equity
Equations

Scrapping equity pro-
grams when profits are
down doesn’t add up

by Diane Davies
Reprinted from Human Resources
Professional

Who says the recession has to hamper
employment equity efforts? Cenrtainly
not the respondents to my informal
survey, who confirmed that most equity
initiatives cost little or no money and
reaped exciting results.

Whenreturnoninvestment is dwindling,
many organizations feel it's wiser to
invest in programs that produce
immediate financial results. They may
reason that their employees, worried
about job security, may question why
the company is spending time and mon-
ey on “soft” issues like meeting equity
objectives.

“Everyone in an organization has to be
aware that gearing for future competition
means being able to recruit and keep
the best people fromthe full spectrum of
candidates,” says Colleen Quinn, HR
Manager at Amdah! Canada.

“It's not so much a moral issue as a
business reality: an organization that
wants to survive simply can't afford to
cut back its equity drive.”

Cenrtain equity programs do require a
substantial investment. In such cases,
organizations might re-order their
training and development priorities - and
budget for new equity programs at the
expense of less urgent training.

Companies that provide a range of
equity-related programs needto ensure
that the message is being broadcast
effectively. Good communications will
make employees aware of the programs
available to them - flexible staffing,

staggered work hours and differentkinds
of leaves - which they might not have
known about.

Publishing a pamphlet on aspects of
equity for new and current employees is
a useful educational initiative. But don't
print merely the official policy.

“Equity is not apiece of tormal ‘legislation’
and it shouldn't be allowed 10 get lost in
the policy book,” emphasizes Rose
James, Human Resources Manager at
Warner Lambert.

“Equity is a way of doing business - an
opportunity to be remarkable farinto the
future.”

Informal employee luncheons are
another low-cost way to promote equity.
Typically, the president meets regularly
with employees at casual “brown bag”
luncheons to exchange views with small

Equity is a way of doing
business. . .

groups in the organization. Some
companies have also started information
networks for women managers, the
disabled and other groups.

Others have introduced “skip level”
interviews, which give employees a
chance to talk to managers two levels
up from them. This increases the
employee’s visibility at the senior
management level. As well, it gives the
manager an opportunity to chat
informally, one-on-one, about topics of
interest.

Good external communications are key
too. Like most other companies, Amdahl
Canada places recruitment ads in
publications.

“Wedon't automatically run an ad without
doing some research that makes sure
we get the best value out of our
recruitmentdollars,” says Colleen Quinn.

“As a matter of policy, we find out who

reads the publication and where it’s
distributed, to make sure the ads are
going to reach all potential candidates.
There’s no investment - it costs nothing
to ask a few questions!”

Companies like Xerox Canada consider
their equity targets to be asimportant as
revenue targets. In other words, equity
is an integral part of doing business.
That'sworth underlining if the recession
is prompting thoughts about cutting
equity budgets.

“At Xerox, equity goals are not seen as
‘soft’ targets,” says Debbie Pivnick,
Director of Human Resources Planning.
“If goals are not met, the president has
to be satisfied that there is a very good
reason.”

“We measure the results of our equity
effort around five pivotal areas: Custo-
mer satisfaction; employee satisfaction;
market share; return on assets; and the
environment.”

“Goals are set at the functional level
and, each month, amanagement report
is sent to vice-presidents then to the
CEQ,whodiscussesthe progress being
made. Equity is taken very seriously.”

Companies looking to upgrade their
equity programs will discover a lengthy
list of well-proven - and cost-effective -
options. These include more flexible
working arrangements, including
permanent part-time, which is used
mostly by women.

“Working reduced hours has allowed
some of our employees to do a better
job of balancing their family and work
responsibilities,” notes Marie Tellier,
Assistant Vice President, Human
Resources, at Canadian National. “It's
also given other employees the chance
to pursue their educational goals.”

A starting point for deciding on these
options could be a “work and family”
study. Such surveys have highlighted
for many companies the needs and
concerns inthe workplace. The ensuing
actions have included: compressed work
weeks; extra support for maternity and
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adoptionleaves; elder care counselling;
unpaid parentalleave; on-site child care;
and personal leaves of absence, which
allow employees to take extended time
off to look after serious personal affairs.

“Training that relates to equity, including
diversity awareness, anti-discrimination
and sexual harassment, should be a
partof every organization’s core training
and development program,” maintains
Lynne Furlong, Human Resources Man-
ager at Hewlett Packard.

“The key is to decide what programs are
essential to future growth and success.
Otherwise, an enterprise is likely to find
itself a few steps behind its competitors
in tomorrow’s marketplace.”

Are significant extra training costs a
parallel investment? Not necessarily. It
simply may be a matter of re-ordering
training priorities, with the result that
equity has a bigger place in the overall
training agenda.

The core training program atthe Toronto
Transit Commission now includes
extensive equity training. One intriguing
element is called HART - Hilicrest Area
Rapid Transit, a fictitious transit orga-
nization.

“It's a four-day residential program - a
complete workplace simulation,” says
Estellay Cohen, TTC’s Co-ordinator,
Employment Opportunities Training.”

“We put the participants into the roles of
HART managers who have been as-
signed to deal with a range of human
resource issues, including humanrights
legislation, discrimination, harassment
and diversity awareness.

“Atthe end of the program, participants
undertake a personal contract to help
bring about changes in their workplace
that will achieve equal opportunity. It's
not meant to be a one-time event; we
provide the paricipants with on-going
follow-up and support through a regular
newsletter.”

Not all equity training programs have to
be started from scratch. With a little

tailoring, current programs can provide
career training and development
specifically for women, including short-
term development assignments, jobs
exchanges, job rotation, and “bridging”
programs - to groom qualified women
for key management positions in areas
that have little or no female represen-
tation.

in Canadian National’s bridging program,
for example, a female incumbent learns
the job under the guidance of a senior
manager. At the end of two years, if
performance warrants, she is assigned
to a permanent management job.

An equity programshould not be created
in isolation. An organization’s stake-
holders - governments, universities and
high schools - should be partners. At
Hewlett Packard, aco-op programgives
high school students a chance to take
their learning outside the classroom and
into a working environment.

“This makes the learning more mean-
ingfulandfocused,” says Lynne Furlong.
“And it encourages students to continue
their studies beyond high school.”

“In the past, the students the company
hired typically came from affluent,
middle-class backgrounds and already
had plans to continue their education
beyond high school,” Furlong explains.
“We began to focus on high schools that
were located in less affluent areas and
where the drop-out rate was higher.”

Many of these students, says Furlong,
are new immigrantsto Canada, including
women who are involved in adult re-
entry programs.”

“Today, over 80 per cent of students in
the Hewlett Packard co-op program are
from the designaied (equity) groups.”

Other “outreach” programs, which cost
little and invest in a productive future
work force, include these examples:

e Hewlett Packard has donated
specialized hardware and software
to a school for the blind. As a resulit,
students who were once limited in
their career choices can prepare for
various university programs.

o Xerox Canada partners with com-
munity colleges to design technical
training programs. The community
college provides students with basic
knowledge about electronics and
Xerox provides the practical work
experience. It also structures some
entry-level jobs so they have fewer
technical requirements.

e Warner Lambert works with the
Scarborough Board of Education’s
co-op program for students with
disabilities to integrate them into the
work environment. The schoolboard
trains supervisors and co-workers to
deal with the students and their
individual needs.

The bottom line is that most equity
programs cost virtually nothing to
implement and administer, whichisgood
news, since no company can afford to
be without one!

Diane Davies lives in Toronto and
writes on issues of employment
equity, career counselling and
organizational change. |
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