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Introduction
Women’s	networks	offer	an	effective	means	of	empowering	women	in	SET,	boosting	their	
confidence	and	self-esteem	and	providing	assistance	in	their	career	development.		Many	
businesses,	professional	bodies	and	universities	have	set	up	networks	for	women	in	SET	
to	meet	the	professional	development	and	support	needs	of	their	female	employees	and	
members.	

There	is	a	wealth	of	women’s	voluntary	sector	activity	in	SET	across	all	levels	and	sectors	
and	stretching	back	through	the	last	century.	Much	of	this	work	has	been	hidden	from	
history	through	the	lack	of	resources	to	fully	document	and	evaluate	the	activity.	In	2009	
the	Women’s	Engineering	Society	celebrates	90	years	of	action	to	advance	women	in	
Engineering	and	the	WISE	initiative	marks	25	years	of	work	to	attract	girls	and	young	
women	to	SET.	The	partner	organisations	and	leadership	of	the	UKRC	have	a	strong	track	
record	in	supporting	women’s	access	and	progression	in	technical	skills	since	the	early	
1980s.	UKRC’s	Connect	community	is	a	key	part	of	the	effort	to	showcase	this	ongoing	
work,	learn	from	experience	and	reduce	reinvention.

More	information	on	Women	in	SET	initiatives	from	1970	onwards	can	be	found	in	Alison	
Phipps	book	Women	in	Science,	Engineering	and	Technology	–	Three	Decades	of	UK	
initiatives.	Trentham	Books	(2008)

This	guide	draws	from	best	practice,	and	passes	on	useful	information	about	how	to	help	
make	your	network	have	maximum	impact.	If	you	would	like	to	learn	more	about	setting	
up	a	new	network,	or	would	like	some	tips	on	how	to	improve	your	existing	activities,	
read on!
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Why women’s networks?
Women	are	under-represented	in	the	majority	of	SET-related	workplaces,	both	in	
academia	and	industry.

This	under-representation	and	the	traditionally	male-dominated	culture	of	these	
workplaces	means	that	there	are	particular	issues	which	disproportionately	affect	women	
working	in	these	sectors	and	create	barriers	to	their	progression.

Examples of these include:

•	 Isolation	–	lack	of	female	peers	and	work	colleagues

•	 Exclusion	from	informal	out-of-hours	networking	amongst	colleagues	

•	 Lack	of	part-time	and	flexible	working,	particularly	at	senior	level,	to	allow	women 
	 with	caring	and	family	responsibilities	to	remain	in	work	and	progress	their	careers

•	 Lack	of	female	role	models	at	senior	and	management	level,	discouraging	women 
	 from	believing	career	progression	is	possible

•	 A	culture	which	associates	loyalty	and	value	with	long	hours	and	leadership	qualities 
	 with	traditional	male	behaviour

•	 Expectation	for	women	to	over-perform	to	prove	their	worth	alongside	 
	 male	colleagues

Women-in-SET	networks	can	help	women	to	deal	with	these	issues,	providing	support	
and	encouragement	to	help	them	invest	in	their	personal	and	career	development.	They	
can	help	to	combat	some	of	the	barriers	by	providing	a	platform	for	discussion,	for	
sharing	ideas	and	understanding	different	perspectives,	providing	opportunities	that	may	
not	otherwise	have	been	available	to	women.	Just	knowing	that	other	people	have	the	
same	experiences	or	concerns	can	act	as	a	catalyst	in	boosting	confidence	and	 
causing	change.	

They	enable	women	to	meet	positive	role	models	and	network	within	and	outside	 
their	organisation,	often	building	long-term	relationships	and	opening	up	new	 
business	opportunities.

Networks	can	challenge	the	invisible	structures	and	intangible	barriers	that	hold	women	
back	at	work	by	pulling	together	a	critical	mass	of	women	within	a	company,	industry,	
university,	professional	institute,	region	or	nation	which	can	have	a	positive	influence	on	
culture,	policy	and	practice.	They	raise	awareness	about	women’s	unmet	needs	that	may	
not	otherwise	be	addressed.

By	using	networks	to	boost	their	confidence	and	self-esteem	and	support	their	
professional	development,	women	ultimately	gain	advantages	not	only	for	themselves	 
but	also	for	their	organisation.
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Women’s	networks	are	permitted	under	current	legislation	as	a	form	of	positive	action,	
defined	as	the	deliberate	introduction	of	a	measure	to	eliminate	or	reduce	discrimination	
or	its	effects.	Positive	action	is	not	about	special	treatment	for	any	one	group,	but	is	a	
means	of	ensuring	that	everyone	has	genuine	access	to	the	same	opportunities,	taking	
into	account	the	impact	of	past	discrimination	and	disadvantage.	

See	page	15	for	more	detail	of	Positive	Action	and	further	reference

This	kind	of	positive	action	is	very	different	to	positive	discrimination,	such	as	recruiting	
or	promoting	someone	purely	on	the	basis	of	his	or	her	gender,	which	except	in	specific	
cases,	is	illegal	in	the	UK

The	Gender	Equality	Duty	places	a	duty	on	public	bodies	and	those	providing	public	
functions	to	promote	gender	equality	and	develop	schemes	to	support	and	evidence	this.	

Making	the	business	case	for	women-only	activity	within	an	organisation	can	be	a	complex	
balancing	of	the	legal,	moral,	economic	and	social	rationale	for	the	benefits	of	the	
particular	project	in	each	context.		This	will	be	influenced	by	the	way	equality	and	diversity	
is	being	handled	overall	and	the	level	of	focus	on	specific	gender	issues.	Ensuring	that	
you	have	evidence	and	data	on	the	relative	position	of	women	and	men	in	your	particular	
setting	is	a	vital	part	of	securing	commitment	to	establishing	a	network	and	the	basis	for	
the	benefits	it	will	bring.

You	may	decide	to	link	your	network	to	other	initiatives	on	flexible	working,	wider	
career	development	or	support	for	parents	and	carers	depending	on	the	issues	in	your	
organisation.		It	may	be	suggested	that	women	don’t	want	women-only	activity	and	view	
this	as	special	treatment.	Using	evidence	of	examples	of	other	networks	and	building	
support	among	your	potential	membership	are	important	steps	to	counter	potential	
resistance.	

UKRC	can	help	with	advice	on	making	a	relevant	case	for	positive	action.

Types of women-in-SET networks
There	are	various	types	of	women-in-SET	networks	that	operate	in	different	ways	
according	to	the	needs	of	their	members	and	the	circumstances	in	which	they	began.		
Formalised	activity	amongst	women	working	in	the	SET	sectors	started	in	the	early	
twentieth	century	and	from	the	1980s	a	growing	number	of	groups	emerged	which	
focused	on	helping	and	encouraging	female	SET	students,	those	seeking	technical	 
training	and	professionals.

In	addition	to	the	more	formal	networks	covered	by	this	guide,	many	women	are	part	
of	informal	women’s	networks,	consisting	of	groups	of	friends	or	colleagues	that	come	
together	for	support	and	information	sharing.		These	networks	can	take	place	face-to-
face	in	a	social	environment	or	online	using	social	networking	sites	such	as	Facebook,	
Linked	In,	Myspace	and	Twitter.
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Independent and charitable 
women-in-SET groups
Independent	organisations	exist	which	are	targeted	at	women	in	SET	at	different	
levels	and	sectors	professionals.		They	usually	charge	membership	fees	in	return	for	
the	provision	of	various	services	including	networking,	newsletters,	job	opportunities,	
mentoring	and	events.

See	the	UKRC	Connect	web	area	for	details	and	access	to	a	wide	range	of	women	in	 
SET	organisations	and	networks

www.ukrc4setwomen.org/html/connect

•	 Development	of	these	groups	is	usually	from	grass-roots	and	in	response	to	an 
	 identified	need.		They	are	based	on	shared	values,	personal	knowledge	and	experience 
	 of	the	issues	to	be	addressed

•	 Management	is	voluntary,	with	funds	running	at	a	minimum	and	dependent	on 
	 membership	fees	or	small	grants

•	 There	is	usually	an	informal	governance	structure,	which	grows	as	the	 
	 network	develops

•	 Groups	may	be	formally	constituted	or	remain	informal

•	 Organisations	are	often	driven	by	high	levels	of	passion	and	commitment	of	a	small 
	 group	of	individuals

•	 Due	to	the	small	number	of	active	individuals,	succession	planning	for	management 
	 and	governance	can	be	challenging	and	time	consuming

•	 Resources	for	paid	staff	are	usually	reliant	on	project	funding	which	is	difficult	 
 to sustain

•	 Time-limited	project	funding	may	affect	the	focus	and	capacity	of	these	groups	 
	 and	lead	to	periods	of	reduced	activity	and	loss	of	momentum.

Some	examples	of	independent	women-in-SET	networks	are	Cambridge	Association	for	
Women	in	Science	and	Engineering	(CamAWiSE),	and	the	Women’s	Engineering	Society	
(WES).	

http://www.camawise.org.uk/
http://www.wes.org.uk/
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Women-in-SET networks 
within parent organisations
There	are	also	a	number	of	professional	associations,	companies,	universities	or	other	
scientific	or	industrial	organisations	which	have	their	own	women’s	networks.	These	
provide	similar	services	and	networking	opportunities	as	the	independent	groups,	but	
focus	on		the	female	members,	employees	or	students	of	the	parent	organisation.

•	 Working	within	an	organisation	means	these	networks	are	able	to	target	their 
	 membership,	and	may	have	a	planned	development	structure	which	is	defined	at	the 
	 early	stages	

•	 They	are	usually	coordinated	part-time	by	a	paid	or	voluntary	staff	member	as	part	of 
	 or	in	addition	to	their	full-time	position,	with	the	support	of	a	steering	group	

•	 The	extent	to	which	the	network	is	linked	to	wider	diversity	and	employment	strategy 
	 within	the	parent	body	will	affect	its	level	of	influence	and	effectiveness

Some	examples	of	women-in-SET	networks	within	parent	organisations	are	IBM’s	 
Women	in	Blue	network,	The	Institute	of	Physics	Women	in	Physics	Group	(WIPG),	and		
the	Women	in	Science	Engineering	and	Technology	Initiative	(WiSETi)	based	at	 
the	University	of	Cambridge.
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Case Study
Sarah Hannis 
Generation Women’s Network,  
RWE npower

The	Generation	Women’s	Forum	is	a	 
company-based	network	which	supports 
	female	employees	across	RWE	npower’s	 
Generation	business,	from	engineering	and	 
scientific	roles,	to	administrative	staff.		 
The	forum’s	main	aim	is	to	provide	 
information,	advice	and	sign	posting	to	 
female	staff	and	to	contribute	to	 
RWE	npower’s	overall	strategy	on	gender.	

The	forum	was	launched	in	2001	and	has	recently	been	reinvigorated	and	a	 
new	Steering	Group	formed.

“The forum is an interesting project, says Sarah Hannis, a member of the steering group. 
“It was a challenge for us to pull together to develop and re-launch the network this year.”

Setting	up	a	women’s	network	involves	several	challenges	ranging	from	the	development	
of	Terms	of	Reference,	aims	and	objectives	and	proposing	a	budget	that	includes	time,	
support	and	resource	requirements.

“We sometimes found that early on we got together for meetings, but didn’t have any 
solid goals to aim for,” Sarah explains.  “We lacked experience in setting up networks 
but found that once we established clear terms of reference, planned our first events and 
allocated roles, things really came together.

“We had the idea of holding forum days, and we’ve found that these are a great way for 
us to channel our energy and gain input from network members.”

The	Steering	Group	found	it	helpful	to	ask	for	advice	and	information	from	a	range	of	
women’s	networks	including	the	UKRC,	Tesco	Women’s	Network,	and	the	Centre	for	
Women’s	Enterprise.

The	forum	has	steering	group	meetings	every	two	months	and	organise	around	four	
activities/events	per	year.	These	range	from	whole	day	events	to	lunchtime	networking	
sessions.	Finding	the	right	location	is	key,	as	is	finding	alternative	ways	for	female	staff	to	
communicate	and	network.

“As our staff are spread between various power stations and sites in the UK, it’s difficult to 
find times and venues that are accessible and convenient,” says Sarah.
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The	forum	encourages	members	to	make	use	of	their	intranet	pages	to	help	tackle	this	
issue.	Having	an	online	presence	and	platform	for	sharing	information	and	discussion	is	
key	to	ensuring	members	have	a	contact	point,	even	if	they	are	physically	unable	to	make	
all	of	the	meetings	and	activities.	The	importance	of	the	intranet	has	been	recognised	
with	a	project	to	refresh	and	update	the	current	site	already	underway.

Having	support	from	a	parent	organisation	can	help	groups	develop,	grow	and	feel	
supported.	The	Generation	Women’s	Forum	has	senior	endorsement	and	links	into	RWE	
npower’s	wider	diversity	agenda.	The	forum	has	now	secured	a	budget	and	has	two	
senior	sponsors	who	act	as	ambassadors	for	the	network.		

“npower is very supportive and that has been invaluable in establishing our forum” Sarah 
comments. “Many working women involved in networks at steering group level are 
balancing their roles as full time workers, mothers or carers and have limited free time.  
Having committed members and senior staff that are able to share leadership roles is  
very important.”

The top tips from the Generation Women’s Forum at RWE npower are:

•	 Keep	meetings	brief	and	focus	on	actions

•	 Select	a	dynamic,	enthusiastic	and	fluid	steering	group	

•	 Organise	a	variety	of	events	that	meet	the	needs	of	the	network

•	 Keep	it	simple	and	keep	in	touch!
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Setting up a network  
Establishing a need

The	strongest	networks	are	member-led	and	member-driven.	So	whether	the	impetus	to	
set	up	a	women’s	network	comes	as	part	of	a	wider	diversity	strategy	by	an	organisation	
or	from	a	grass	roots	decision	by	a	small	group	of	women,	it	is	important	to	carry	out	
some	preliminary	market	research	to	gauge	the	level	of	interest	for	the	idea.

This	can	be	in	the	form	of	a	survey,	direct	approaches	to	potential	members	or	running	
focus	groups	amongst	your	target	audience	to	assess	the	potential	demand	for	a	network.	
The	most	appropriate	means	of	carrying	out	this	research	will	depend	on	whether	the	
network	is	to	be	independent,	sector	specific	or	part	of	a	parent	organisation.

Many	women	may	not	have	an	idea	of	what	a	women’s	network	can	offer	–	so	put	
together	a	wish	list	of	services	you	would	like	to	provide	and	ask	women	what	would	
interest	them	the	most.	Use	the	survey	or	focus	groups	to	find	out	how	your	target	
audience	would	like	to	be	communicated	with:	traditional	newsletters,	emails,	text	or	via	
social	networking	sites,	for	example.

Look	around	and	find	out	what	other	networks	are	out	there.	You	may	find	one	in	
existence	which	would	meet	your	needs	and	to	which	you	can	bring	fresh	ideas	and	
members,	rather	than	starting	anew.	You	may	find	one	which	follows	a	similar	model	to	
your	proposed	network	from	which	you	can	gain	ideas	and	best	practice.

If	you	are	seeking	funding	or	endorsement	from	a	parent	or	other	organisation,	use	the	
research	to	prove	the	need	for	your	network	to	support	your	bid.

A network doesn’t have to be big to be effective. The ideal number  
of members depends on what you want to achieve:

	•	0-15	for	encouragement,	problem	solving	and	shared	learning

•	 15-50	for	inspiration,	new	contacts	and	shared	learning

•	 50-500	for	motivation,	new	business	and	shared	learning	and	critical	mass	for	 
	 wider	influence

Aims and objectives
The	research	you	have	carried	out	will	have	given	you	a	clear	idea	of	the	needs	of	 
your	potential	members	and	from	this	you	can	draw	up	the	aims	and	objectives	of	 
your	network.

Make	sure	you	articulate	these	clearly:	write	them	down	in	black	and	white.	If	you	are	
part	of	a	parent	organisation,	you	may	also	need	to	show	how	your	aims	and	objectives	
contribute	to	that	organisation’s	diversity	or	business	strategy.
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Aims	are	usually	general	goals,	for	example:	to	provide	support	for	women	working	within	
mechanical	engineering,	bioscience	or	chemistry	to	progress	their	careers.

Objectives	are	usually	more	specific,	for	example:	to	run	quarterly	networking	lunches,	
with	a	target	regular	attendance	of	20	women.

While	your	aims	are	unlikely	to	change,	as	they	articulate	your	values	and	vision,	the	
means	by	which	you	work	towards	those	aims	–	your	objectives	–	are	likely	to	evolve	as	
external	circumstances	change.	Set	objectives	for	an	agreed	time	period	and	then	review	
and	adapt	them	as	necessary.	

Use	evaluation	and	feedback	from	your	members	to	determine	how	successful	you	are	in	
achieving	your	objectives		and	whether	new	or	revised	objectives	are	needed.	 
(see	Communication	and	evaluation	below)

Funding and endorsement
Different	kinds	of	women-in-SET	networks	will	have	different	funding	needs.	Informal	or	
social	networks	may	not	require	any	external	funding,	independent	networks	will	need	to	
find	funding	to	develop	their	services,	whereas	networks	supported	by	a	parent	body	may	
have	an	allocated	annual	budget.

Some ways to raise funds are: 

•	 Annual	membership	fees	

•	 Event	entry	fees	

•	 Corporate	sponsorship	

•	 Selling	advertising	on	your	website	or	in	your	newsletter

•	 External	funders	(the	network	may	need	to	adapt/change	its	focus	dependant	 
	 on	the	funder’s	criteria)

Ways to save:

•	 Ask	colleagues,	friends	and	members	to	be	speakers	

•	 Get	free	meeting	rooms	through	member	contacts

•	 Small	networks	can	meet	at	people’s	homes	or	businesses

There	is	funding	and	support	available	for	charitable	organisations	from	a	range	of	
sources.	However,	funding	applications	are	time	consuming,	competitive	and	usually	 
for	specific	projects	not	to	cover	general	running	costs.		
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For	support	on	sourcing	funding	&	writing	funding	applications	contact	the	UKRC	or	the	
range	of	specialist	organisations	that	exist	to	help	charitable	groups	diversify	their	funding	
streams.		Examples	include	the	Women’s	Resource	Centre	and	National	Council	for	
Voluntary	Organisations	(NCVO).	

If	your	network	is	part	of	a	larger	parent	organisation,	it	is	very	important	to	get	senior	
level	endorsement	from	that	organisation	for	your	activities.	This	will	both	smooth	the	
way	politically	and	practically	for	you	to	gain	access	to	resources	such	as	meeting	rooms	
and	make	it	more	acceptable	for	women	within	your	organisation	to	join	the	network.	
Your	network	will	also	be	more	effective	in	changing	the	culture	of	your	organisation	if	 
its	work	has	influence	at	senior	level	and	ties	in	with	other	diversity	activities.

For	independent	networks,	endorsement	from	senior	and	respected	figures	within	the	
target	sector	is	also	important	for	similar	reasons.	Who	are	the	most	well-known	women	
in	your	field	–	can	you	recruit	them	as	founder	members?

Every	successful	network	can	benefit	from	a	champion	to	lead	the	way	and	inspire	
members.		This	person	may	be	paid	or	voluntary	dependant	on	the	network’s	size	and	
resources.

 

Leadership, operation and governance
Every	network	needs	a	dedicated	and	devoted	leader	to	illustrate	the	need	for	the	
network,	and	develop	it	in	line	with	the	mission	and	objectives.	Leadership	qualities	are	
important	to	ensure	that	members	and	supporters	feel	comfortable	with	the	network	
and	the	drivers	behind	it.		Leading	a	women’s	networks	involves	time,	motivation,	
perseverance,	empathy	and	commitment.	The	leader	will	need	to	be	realistic	about	how	
much	time	can	be	committed	to	the	network	and	be	fully	aligned	with	what	the	members	
need.		The	network	leader	is	likely	to	become	the	‘face	of	the	network’	and	will	be	
responsible	either	solely	or	jointly	for	its	progression	and	sustainability.

Networks,	whether	independent	or	supported	by	a	parent	body,	will	benefit	from	a	clear	
governance	structure.		This	may	vary	from	a	steering	group,	management	committee,	or	a	
formal	board	of	trustees.		A	governance	structure	helps	the	founders/leaders	manage	the	
activities	of	the	network	and	delegate	responsibility	where	appropriate.		More	advice	on	
governance	and	leadership	support	can	be	found	in	the	free,	online	resources	provided	by	
the	NCVO.	

Most	networks	are	run	by	a	small	number	of	active	members,	who	organise	and	 
publicise	the	events,	manage	the	database	and	communications	and	keep	the	energy	 
and	momentum	going.

http://www.wrc.org.uk/default.aspx
http://www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/askncvo/TrusteeGovernance/
http://www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/governanceandleadership.asp
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For this group:

•	 Sharing	the	same	values	and	expectations	is	key

•	 Establish	ground	rules	and	systems	for	the	operation	of	the	group	for	 
	 an	agreed	period	and	review

•	 Allocate	roles	to	ensure	everyone	is	clear	on	the	work	they	need	to	do

•	 Ensure	good	communication	links	for	the	management	group

•	 Encourage	active	members	to	support	each	other	in	tasks

•	 Play	to	the	strengths	and	expertise	available

Each	network	will	provide	activities	and	services	to	suit	their	particular	membership,	
sector	or	organisation.	Your	initial	research	will	have	shown	the	kind	of	activities	most	
of	interest	to	your	potential	members.	It	will	soon	become	clear	what	works	and	what	
doesn’t	with	your	target	audience.	

Some key tips for successful events are:

•	 Be	realistic	about	the	level	of	attendance	needed	to	make	it	a	success	 
	 –	and	don’t	assume	everyone	will	turn	up

•	 Cabaret	style	is	a	popular	choice	for	networking	events	to	encourage	circulation

•	 Allow	plenty	of	time	for	networking	in	the	meetings

•	 Ensure	speakers	promote	an	interactive,	learning	environment

•	 Invite	members	to	give	a	talk	about	their	own	interests

•	 Encourage	interaction,	movement	and	energy

•	 Ensure	there	is	a	real	hook	to	engage	busy	people

•	 Vary	your	focus	and	topics	to	maintain	interest

•	 Provide	food	and	drink	to	encourage	a	relaxed,	informal	environment
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Communication and evaluation
A	successful	network	will	have	good	communication	in	place	to	keep	members	informed	
of	what	is	happening	and	to	enable	regular	contact	between	members.

Your	research	will	have	shown	what	forms	of	communication	your	members	prefer.	Keep	
good	records,	with	up-to-date	contact	details	for	your	members	and	information	on	how	
they	wish	to	receive	information.

Make	the	most	of	new	technologies	to	make	your	life	easier	and	think	creatively.	Use	the	
internet,	email,	social	networking	groups,	text	messages	to	get	word	to	your	members.	
Make	it	as	easy	as	possible	for	them	to	get	information	about	what	is	happening	and	to	
keep	in	touch	with	each	other	between	events.	

Hopefully,	your	membership	will	continue	to	grow	as	your	network	develops.	With	a	
changing	membership	may	come	changing	needs	and	expectations.		Make	sure	you	
maintain	your	network’s	success	and	effectiveness	through	regular	evaluation	to	ensure	
members	are	getting	what	they	want	from	the	service.		Some	methods	for	getting	
feedback	from	your	members	are:

•	 Interactive	group	sessions	

•	 Written	evaluation	forms

•	 One-to-one	discussions	

•	 Emails	

•	 Online	questionnaires	posted	on	your	website	

•	 Forums	and	debates

Ensure	you	take	feedback	into	account	and	communicate	back	to	your	members	the	
outcome	of	any	survey	or	evaluation	after	an	event.	This	will	reinforce	to	members	that	it	
is	worth	filling	out	the	forms	and	making	the	effort	to	send	in	their	views	and	ideas.

Use	the	results	of	the	evaluation	to	feed	into	the	regular	review	of	your	objectives	and	
adapt	your	activities	accordingly.

If	you	are	interested	in	setting	up	a	network	for	women	in	SET,	or	require	support	
in	developing	or	reviving	an	existing	network,	please	contact	the	UKRC	for	support,	
signposting	and	advice.
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Positive Action
Positive	action	is	the	deliberate	introduction	of	measures	to	eliminate	or	reduce	
discrimination,	or	its	effects,	including	gender	stereotyping.	Positive	action	goes	beyond	
a	‘non-discriminatory’	approach.	It	is	not	about	special	treatment	for	any	one	particular	
group,	but	the	fair	treatment	of	all	people.	It	is	concerned	with	‘levelling	the	playing	
field’	and	taking	account	of	the	effects	of	past	discrimination	and	disadvantage,	so	that	
everyone	has	genuine	access	to	the	same	opportunities.	The	qualification	floor	remains	
the	same.	

There are three main types of positive action measures: 

•	 action	that	reveals	potential	discriminatory	practice	through,	 
	 for	example,	the	assessment	of	policies	or	monitoring.

•	 action	which	changes	discriminatory	practice	in	light	of	any	findings	through 
	 for	example	the	introduction	of	non-discriminatory	selection	procedures,	training 
	 programmes	or	policies	aimed	at	preventing	sexual	harassment

•	 action	which	attempts	to	counter-balance	the	under-representation	of	a	particular 
	 group	through	for	example	the	use	of	methods	such	as	mentoring	schemes,	networks, 
	 outreach	work,	target	setting	and	training.

The	term	also	applies	specifically	to	two	provisions	of	the	SDA	-	Ss47	and	Ss48	for	
positive	action.	Current	legislation,	the	Sex	Discrimination	Act	(SDA),	permits	special	
single-sex	training	initiatives	either	to	equip	people	to	work	in	jobs	more	often	carried	
out	by	members	of	the	opposite	sex	(in	the	past	12	months),	or	to	return	to	work	after	a	
period	at	home	looking	after	children	or	other	dependants.	The	SDA	also	permits	special	
encouragement	where	few	or	no	members	of	one	sex	have	been	doing	particular	work	 
(in	the	preceding	12	months).

Positive	action	is	not	the	same	as	positive	discrimination,	an	example	of	which	would	be	
recruiting	or	promoting	someone	purely	on	the	basis	of	his	or	her	gender.	It	is	illegal	to	
recruit	someone	purely	on	that	basis,	unless	there	is	a	genuine	occupational	requirement	
(GOR).	

However,	the	law	relating	to	disability	is	fundamentally	different	from	other	equalities	
legislation;	it	is	lawful	for	employers	to	advertise	certain	posts	as	only	being	available	to	
disabled	people.

Note: The Equality and Human Rights Commission has information about 
legal matters. www.equalityhumanrights.com and can advise on the up to 
date position

Equalities	legislation	is	currently	under	review	and	it	is	anticipated	it	will	be	replaced	by	 
a	Single	Equalities	Act	in	due	course.	The	Bill	will	be	considered	in	parliament	in	2009.

Acknowlegement:	This	definition	is	based	on	the	A	to	Z	(on	equality	and	diversity)	
produced	by	the	ECU	which	can	be	downloaded	from	their	website	(www.ecu.ac.uk)	
Nevertheless,	the	wording	we	have	used	is	the	UKRC’s	responsibility.
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