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Introduction 

The Equality and Diversity (E&D) role in Higher Education in the UK ensures that universities are compliant with equalities legislation and that they fulfil their duty to promote equality as these relate to employees and the institution as a whole. Hunter and Swan (2007:403) call for more research to explore how equality and diversity practitioners handle these complex and contradictory (E&D) duties (Healy et al 2010). We also argue that as the UK university context itself faces severe financial challenges, understanding the experiences of HE E&D practitioners/managers becomes more urgent.   

Background 

E&D practitioners operate within a specific political, legalistic and historic context. In the UK E&D practitioners (and the title is significant) highlight how debates of equality have shifted from a social justice agenda to diversity (Healy et al 2010). Equality issues have a discourse that focuses on moral values thereby providing a language of fairness and equity to ensure equal opportunities.  The diversity notion portrays difference as a strategic asset which, if handled correctly, provides a competitive edge, a popular notion that has seen the diversity and the business case come to the fore in business organisations. This viewpoint promotes a discourse of economic value, with the business case used to legitimise organisational actions that aim to reduce inequalities (Zanoni et al 2010:19).

E&D and University Context 

 The economic discourse about diversity is a good cultural fit for universities, who often only ‘take seriously the activities that are attached to financial returns or penalties’ (Ahmed 2007: 596). Thereby paradoxically contributing to the reproduction of systematic inequalities according to critical diversity research (Kalev et al 2006, Lorbiecki 2001, Kirton et al 2007).  Within this context E&D practitioners whose political values and beliefs are  rooted in a social justice agenda can find themselves at odds when promoting organisational policies and business strategies that are more related to a narrower managerial vision of diversity linked to the business case (Jones 2007:388). Ahmed’s critical research on diversity suggests that managerial interpretation of diversity are used by universities as a way of re-packaging the self-image of the university to one that is ‘perceived’ as being inclusive rather than being inclusive (Ahmed 2007:605). 

Jones' (2007:387) research with equal opportunities officers in New Zealand indicates how people performing this role face unique challenges in promoting change.  This is related to the political risks of being associated with challenging the organisation on issues of racism, sexism and inequality, which can include challenging deep-seated perceptions of equality, which is at odds with the elite whiteness of many universities senior hierarchies (Doherty and Manfredi 2010).  Thus promoting change in this environment can mean dealing with senior managers who, at best, may be ambivalent about equality and diversity and generally unsupportive of changes being made in this area. It can also mean working with managers who are also covertly or overtly hostile to these issues. Without managerial support in universities for a social justice agenda there is potential for E&D practitioners to find that the university’s economic priorities, which are more about instrumental compliance, are at odds with their own moral and social values of equity that originally enticed them into this complex area of work. It is this tension between E&D’s political identity and organisational identity that has prompted the adoption of our theoretical framework of the tempered radical (Meyerson and Scully, 1995) which explores how people manage tensions between being both an outsider and insider in carrying out their organisational duties.

Theoretical Framework 
Given the above discussion about the context of E&D practitioners in universities, a theoretical framework is proposed to help make sense of the tension E&D practitioners potentially face in performing their roles and in particular the moral and social values and beliefs, which may be at odds with the dominant organisation.  Meyerson and Scully’s (1995) Tempered Radicalism model is useful for highlighting the contradictory elements of the equality and diversity performance in universities.

According to Meyerson and Scully (1995) tempered radicals are people who work and seek advancement within mainstream organisations and professions but also want to change them, be change agents.  They are committed to challenging and eradicating gender, race, class and other social injustices. But they are also individuals who also struggle to act in ways that are appropriate professionally, in ways that are also ‘authentic’ personally and politically.  For Meyerson and Scully (1995:586) these people are radical not just because they question the status quo but also by being ‘people who do not fit perfectly’ (Kirton et al 2007:1981).They do not fit perfectly not only because of their values and belief, (their political sense of identity) but also because of their personal identity, their race, gender, disability and so on. This suggests an examination of the connections between values and political identity is a key area for analysis for this research. 

 Meyerson and Scully (1995:599) also argue that these individuals are ‘tempered’ because they are angered by the incongruities between their own values and belief about social justice and values and beliefs that are enacted in their own organisations, in our case the universities. Thus they have to manage their anger and sense of incongruity in order to avoid alienating significant others and to survive in their organisation.  As a result they have to resort to living with ambivalence, in effect, they have to use it to their advantage by choosing to seek compromise or accept some co-option in order to survive and battle on.  This theoretical framework indicates that dealing with ambiguity and the emotional burden of this process in a shifting university context is another important theme for analysis (Meyerson and Scully 1995:593). 

 Nevertheless tempered radicals as people can be organizational catalysts for change as they unite insights drawn from both being an insider and outsider to challenge the dominant organisational logic and use their multiple identities as both outsider/insiders to help make sense of competing logics, in this case the business case with social justice, to help them pursue institutional legitimacy, for equal opportunities’ change.  Fundamental to this is their access to multiple networks that help to sustain them in performing their role and alleviate ambiguity and dissonance as they support each other.  In this process they also learn from others outside their institution about how to mobilize important others towards change (Meyerson and Tompkins 2007).  This seems to indicate that exploring how E&D practitioners operate as organisational catalysts for change as well as dealing with their multiple identities as insider/outsiders is also an important element in understanding the E&D practitioners’ interpretation of their complex role. Consequently, these four categories have been used to frame the research findings.  

 In light of these tensions, the current paper aims to examine the experiences of equality and diversity practitioners within UK higher education. In particular we explore how they navigate and reconcile their roles within these changing organisations. 

Methods

The current study used email interviews to explore E&D practitioners' perspectives on their roles within higher education. This approach enabled interviews to be conducted with geographically dispersed participants who could respond at times convenient to them. The participants were 12 E&D managers and practitioners who responded to our call for participation through the Higher Education Equal Opportunities Network, UK.  These research subjects responded by email to a structured interview schedule but responses were followed up and further individual questions were asked based on their particular comments (Meho 2006).  This permitted us to gain more insight into the role and start to create more of a dialogue between the researchers and the respondents. 

Respondents Research Profile 

The socio-demographic profile of the 12 E&D practitioners tallied with the mainstream literature on E&D, which highlights the feminised nature of this role. Nine of the twelve interviewees were women.  The average age was forty-five and of the 10 that disclosed their ethnic background four were from minority groupings in the UK. Political and social activism underpinned respondents' motivation for becoming E&D practitioners apart from one respondent who didn’t comment on this issue. One also identified as homosexual. Five respondents identified as disabled. As one female respondent who was from a minority ethnic background and disabled commented when talking about senior management attitude towards her E&D work and also acknowledging her own marginalised profile, which is often a feature of E&D employees:

   It is okay as long as I make their jobs easier or ensure that there is minimal compliance with the Equality Act. I am their tick box and token!’ (1). 

Political Identity 

My personal values make me passionate about EO, it gives me tenacity, drive and resilience (9) 

The E&D practitioners considered that personal values were fundamental to their work.  It was what drove them into the career and gave them the energy to continue to strive for change even in a university context that seemed to be shifting away from valuing a social justice agenda of equality. However all the respondents mentioned some element of activism from their own experience, their own upbringing or witnessing injustice to others that had helped them to construct their political identity and commitment to a social justice agenda:

It came from my family I suppose (particularly my Dad, who was a socialist and a trade unionist; my Mum was also a socialist but less politically involved – reflected the sexism of the times!?).  Got involved from the age of 16 in anti-racist work at school (if can call it that – it was more like defensive street-fighting at the time). This was based on my growing awareness of racist attacks against fellow Asian school pupils who started to arrive at my school in Leicester (via “bussing”) following the Kenya Asian “crisis” of 1968 and who were being beaten up by other pupils. An “all white” school had suddenly started to become multi-cultural almost overnight and was full of racial tensions. My growing awareness and activism continued at university and into student political activities against apartheid and campaigns against the (then) rise of the National Front during the early 1970s. These were formative experiences for my future career “choices”.(6)

The respondents' choice of careers was shaped by their exposure to social activism whether it was their parents’ social or political activism or as a result of awareness of visible forms of inequality such as disability, race or class status. This background helped to shape their political identity which was influential in motivating them to become an E&D practitioner and to help address inequality and injustice.  The witnessing of activism indicates important aspects in creating an identity as it illustrates how for these E&D practitioners personal values are rooted in a discourse that focuses on moral values thereby providing a language of fairness and equity to ensure equal opportunities. These values have shaped their interpretations of equality and diversity and also made them critical about equality and diversity discourses and how they are interpreted. 

When talking about the role of E&D the respondents usually separated the two definitions recognising how they are underpinned by different economic and social discourses, even if this was not the approach of their university. However there were feelings of anger coming through at universities' attitude to E&D (and in one case wider social attitudes to equality), which linked into their outsider perspective on the issue. This fits within a tempered radical framework, as indicated in the below quotes which highlight the dissonance between the organisational approach and their own personal values of social justice:

I was informed in February this year by the new Vice Chancellor that E&D work was no longer a priority and he was only interested in the institution meeting “minimum legal requirements” (by which it was clear he meant that we should do very little! (6)

 Prior to the new vice chancellor arriving, I believe the work that I did was taken seriously – not always acted on but listened to. Equality and diversity has now fallen off the university agenda (2)
While the role of E&D has always been challenging, the above quotes indicate that priorities in relation to this agenda are shifting and while compliance remains important to the universities according to the respondents going beyond that is becoming increasingly difficult.
Organizational catalysts for change 

While the above would seem to indicate that some universities seems to be downplaying E&D issues, this shift is not matched by the E&D practitioners views upon change and their role.  They continue to see their role as a catalyst for change; ‘my role  is speaking the  truth to people of power and act as a change agent and ask awkward questions (2). This notion of a change agent is in accord with Kirton et al’s work with other E&D professionals (2007). However, given the apparent decreased important of E&D and the business case, practitioners reported feeling frustrated with progress for change.  This situation can then challenge their feelings of authenticity in respect of their multiple political identities. 

Some E&D practitioners felt they were able to employ strategies to achieve change, utilising business case arguments to their advantage to expand the E&D social justice agenda:  

My main strategy is to identify how the E&D work that I want to do will add value to the business (whether at corporate, faculty/department or business unit level) and use that as a lever for engagement.  So for example In reviewing the Sickness Management Process I identified that there were deficiencies in the procedure for identifying and providing reasonable adjustments for disabled staff.  I persuaded my manager of the need to address this (pointed out the risk of not doing so in terms of potential discrimination cases, staff morale, employee relations and the benefit in terms of tangible evidence of compliance with public sector equality duty) and then got the agreement of our Disability Services Team that they would extend the service they provided to students to include staff (persuaded them that new business would consolidate their existence in uncertain times and build their reputation) and of their manager (argued consistency of service across the University and opportunity to save the University money).  Success ensured by understanding and using the different motivations of the various parties ( 4). 

The above respondent also talks about her lack of success in introducing an Equality Analysis process and the university's reluctance to demand a change in behaviour, and the very slow pace of change in this area. The success in the Sickness Management Process is in accord with Meyerson and Scully (2007:595) defence of small gains as a viable strategy for change and identity maintenance. It helps E&D practitioners by breaking down the E&D agenda to more manageable chunks. It also permits them to strategically choose their targets because as individuals they only have a limited resources and energy to drive change. So, while seizing opportunities for change, practitioners have to take advantage of available resources, be aware of shifting power alliances as well as combat resistance by employing a discourse that is more likely to persuade senior managers to support changes. This approach is demonstrated in the above quote where the E&D practitioner has used business case arguments to convince managers of the need for change.   However, uniting all of this in order to advance specific change indicates the degree of difficulty that individuals face in performing this role in an organisational context: 

Management are supportive but not pushing for this agenda enough. It depends a lot on individual members of the senior management team.... It can get demoralising when things are not moving forward because of lack of senior management support. Also can be difficult to drive this agenda forward (7)
Another aspect of small wins is that when it is a success, as above, it helps E&D practitioners to not only maintain their identity but also feel authentic, they are still living up to their ideals of social justice and this is appreciated by others. But the tedious rate of change can also lead to feelings of exhaustion , and if not successful,  demoralisation and guilt as they struggle to maintain the duality of their political and organisational identities.   
Ambiguity and the emotional burden  

The ambiguity of the E&D role and the dual identities comes to the fore in the following quote when the respondent talks about his involvement in community and human rights activities that he considered to be fundamental to E&D issues:

It gave me strength of conviction to undertake the role but hindered my understanding of how organisations (as collections of human beings) worked (11)
As tempered radicals E&D practitioners experience a constant state of ambivalence as they reconcile the dualities of their multiple identities and this has both strengths and weaknesses (Meyerson and Scully 1995:588).  So while the above E&D practitioner is clear about his attachments and identity as an outsider, these moral values are both a strength but also a weakness as an insider. However, his insider status provides him with a platform for change, which is its strength but his lack of ability to speak as an insider is a weakness.  He considers that there are issues with his role as a change agent and this may be connected to his community affiliations. This pressure can result in some E&D individuals forfeiting some of their ambivalence and shifting towards organisational assimilation, whereby they surrender some aspects of their ‘outside’ identity and commitment in order to limit the effects of this ambivalence as a tempered radical. 

Movement on the insider/outsider continuum towards being co-opted into the dominant university identity maybe thwarted in this respondent’s case by his marginalisation and biculturalism as an African-Caribbean man working in a university setting. Another respondent too comments on the organisational isolation of the role but also highlights how outside support helps them to deal with the emotional burden of this: 

I have support from my assistant and the Director of HR and the chair of the E&D Sub-committee, but that is it really! I feel quite isolated. I have more support from my peers in the Regional Equality officers Network and from ECU (Equality challenge Unit) and from friends (1)

in society for other groups – based on social class, gender, disability, etc (6).,
 Thus in trying to reconcile the ambivalence of these dual identities individuals may experience isolation. Emotionally they lack support as insiders to deal with the frustration of trying to achieve change in a realm, which is not necessarily supportive. In order to reconcile this as tempered radicals they look outwards for support.  When talking about external support and networks, affiliation to other groups was fundamental to participated number of other participants : 

My voluntary work and personal networks provide a much needed source of challenge and support at times when those things have been lacking in the work environment. (6)

And for the really tough times I have brilliant support networks and sufficient self-awareness to know when I need to access them (4)

The multiple networks of the E&D practitioners which include the former Equality Opportunities Commission (now the Equality and Human Rights Commission), the Equality Challenge Unit- a national network  and other regional and local networks all  help to nurture the political identity of the E&D practitioners as marginalised insiders. It helps to sustain them in their commitment to their political identity and their commitment to be catalysts for change within a challenging organisational context and to continue to be critical of that context while also working within it.

Conclusion 
The research indicates equality and diversity practitioners/managers within UK higher education feel a sense of frustration in fulfilling their E&D role. This frustration was over interpretations of E&D and the priority given to economic discourses rather than social justice discourse when it came to acting in this organisational context. They were also angry that their specialist expertise was not valued by the institution. The marginalisation that underpins their outside perspective meant that E&D practitioners/managers needed constantly to assert the case for E&D and their own expertise. As such the respondents, while commenting positively on individual support, found the role was not always valued, this was found to be dispiriting in light of their personal beliefs. 

The frustration the respondents reported despite evidence of some small wins is important to in the current climate of change to higher education in the UK. The danger is that if E&D becomes less visible, this will have implications for universities' legislative duties in terms of the Equality Act and the widening participation in the student body.  While this was a pilot study more research is needed to examine whether the above is happening in some institutions as E&D practitioners struggle with managing the tensions between their political identity and organisational identity which leads them to be tempered radicals. 
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 Respondents Profile 

	No,
	Gender
	Age
	Ethnicity
	Sexuality 
	Disability 
	Activism

	1
	Female
	50
	pakistani
	hetero
	yes
	Yes in feminist org

	2
	Female
	40+  est
	-
	-
	
	Quaker b/grd

	3
	Female
	41
	White british
	-
	yes
	Activism in school governance and supporting disadvantaged students

	4
	Female
	49
	White british 
	lesbian
	yes
	Feminist activism /social justice 

	5
	Female
	33
	British pakistani
	hetero
	no
	Criminal justice diversity panel

	6
	Male
	58
	White british
	
	no
	Student politics and racism

	7
	Female
	24
	White French 
	hetero
	no
	Activism amnesty intl

	8 
	Male
	65
	White British 
	hetero
	yes
	t/u activist

	9
	Female
	56
	White 
	hetero
	no
	Activist on race 

	10
	Female
	36
	White 
	-
	yes
	Academic study only

	11
	Male
	58
	African/caribbean
	hetero
	No 
	Human right activist

	12
	Female
	30+
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