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Leadership 2025 is an intensive 9-month leadership development programme, in part-
nership with Roffey Park, available exclusively to senior leaders from BME backgrounds 
working in the housing sector. At its heart, Leadership 2025 aims to support and em-
power BME senior professionals to become sector leaders of the future. 

However, more than just a leadership programme, Leadership 2025 seeks to positively 
disrupt the housing sector by challenging current perceptions and promoting the fact that 
diversity is not just something that ticks boxes but is actually good for business.

Leadership 2025 has a long-term ambition of supporting the creation of a housing sector 
that is vibrant and diverse at all levels, with better representation of BME individuals at 
leadership levels.

The programme is aimed at senior leaders in the housing sector. The senior leaders can 
include:

•	 Second tier executive members
•	 CEOs of small HAs
•	 Exec and CEO ready individuals

The programme has been supported by a number of major London housing associations, 
and was formed as an initiative by BME London, Optivo and L&Q. It has received positive 
support from the Mayor of London and Greater London Authority. 

Leadership 2025 is a national programme and this review considers the sector beyond 
London. As a result, its recommendations should be accepted UK-wide.
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•	 Alison Muir, Director of Resident Services at Peabody and Leadership 2025 Alumni 
•	 Steve Douglas CBE, Group Chief Executive, Aquila Services Group  
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Leadership 2025 was launched in 2017 by a steering 
group led by BME London Landlords and supported
by a number of major London housing associations.

This is a Business school accredited programme to
support executive and CEO ready senior BME leaders
for social housing providers.  

The objective of the programme is to equip those
individuals to be sector leaders of the future, and in
doing so to help to address the underrepresentation of 
diversity of leadership across the sector. In under two 
years, 11 people have participated in the programme,
with a further 6 due to start in year three.

The successful alumni have confirmed the premise that 
the talent is there but needs to be recognised and
supported as number have gone on to achieve
promotions, or more senior roles in other organisations. 
Some have become board members and one was voted 
professional woman of the year at a prestigious housing 
sector award, with others taking prominent sector
leadership roles.

At the same time the programme was launched, the
Leadership 2025 Steering group were concerned that
unless the approach to supporting, growing and 
appointing diverse talent changed within the sector, then 
the lack of BME people within groups leadership roles 
would remain. An Inside Housing survey in that year, 
identified that there were only three BME chief executives 
(out of 64 associations to respond) and only 4.5% of all 
executives came from a diverse background.

The group commissioned Altair to undertake a review 
of the state of the sector and to make practical, ambitious 
but achievable recommendations for change. The Altair 
review published in 2017 produced a Five Point Plan of 
action and with the support of the GLA engaged with the 
sector on its implementation. 21 organisations have signed 
up to be Leadership 2025 Diversity champions, committing 
to embrace the spirit, if not the letter of the plan.

Two years on, we wanted to assess sector progress, 
both amongst the Diversity champions, and more broadly 
across the sector. Altair were asked to update their report 
and Inside Housing also reran its sector survey on
leadership diversity.

A foreword
by Gina Amoh

The results paint a mixed but generally disappointing 
picture. There are some organisations who have genuinely 
committed to sourcing diverse talent and ensuring their 
boards and executives are representative of ‘the
communities they serve’. There are others who have 
played lip service to the diversity challenge. And others 
still, who appear to have ignored it altogether.

The updated report seeks to highlight where there is good 
and progressive practice within and beyond the sector. 
And once again the review provides practical and
achievable recommendations, based on what has been 
found to work both within and outside of the sector.
 
The GLA’s support in pushing for change in London has 
been invaluable. However, the challenge is a national one 
and all leaders in the sector should ask what more they 
can do, before they are instructed or compelled to do so. 
The sector is facing unprecedented challenge. Now is the 
time to ensure our leaders are the best they can be. That 
means recruiting from the widest possible pool of talent.

Our conclusions, now, as they were in 2017, are that there 
can be no excuses for not making demonstrable progress 
on the issue of leadership diversity. The best organisations 
are already delivering or have real plans to deliver. There is
much to learn from these organisations. The sector should
follow their lead. This report is a salutary reminder that when
it comes to this agenda there is a gap between the sector’s
espoused values on diversity and equality and actual outcomes.
This begs the question as to what extent the diversity gap 
is down to leadership competence, unconscious bias or 
institutional racism. We believe the Trustees of Leadership 
2025 will have a pivotal role to play in shedding further 
light on the underlying causes of this unacceptable position
for a sector that prides itself on its social purpose. We all 
have a responsibility to address a dismal performance that 
has remained largely unaddressed over the last 30 years.

Gina Amoh
Chair Leadership 2025
and Chair BME London
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In 2017, a group of housing organisations, BME London, 
Optivo and L&Q commissioned Altair, a strategic housing 
and regeneration consultancy to undertake an independent
review of the state of black and minority ethnic (BME) 
leadership representation in the social housing sector. 
The Altair Review was published alongside the launch
of Leadership 2025, the business school accredited
programme for executive and CEO-ready BME
senior leaders.  

The report found that there was a serious lack of BME
representation at senior levels within housing associations 
and made ambitious but practical recommendations for 
action, in a Five Point Plan that was widely endorsed by 
the sector. 

Since that time, the Five Point Plan has been adopted
by 21 housing associations. This is a relatively small
number given how important the sector suggests it
values diversity.

Some of the 21 have implemented the plan fully, others 
have adopted parts of the plan while adapting other parts 
to suit their circumstances. However, some have signed 
up to the plan and then failed to implement any of the
elements; and many, many more have neither signed
up to the plan nor adopted their own plan of action. 

This is disappointing since many of those who have
embraced the spirit of the Five Point Plan have been
able to report demonstrable progress.

As a sector there has been improvement in the diversity of
leadership amongst social housing providers. Inside Housing
has updated its sector survey from 2017 and in 2019, 
found that board representation had risen to 13.6% (6.8%: 
2017) and executive representation to 9.1% (4.5%: 2017).

However, the figures should be treated with caution. The 
survey has been completed by a self-selected group of 
respondents and it is likely that those who have a positive 
story to tell are the ones to have completed the survey.

Also, the results mask a significant difference in
performance between the sector overall and those 
espondents with over 10,000 homes where the
picture of improvement is much less positive, with 9.6% 
board representation and only 5.6% representation 
amongst executives.

Our own updated research among the largest 50
housing associations in England shows that only 7% of 
board members and 5% of executives are BME. And that 
40 of those organisations do not provide public 
information that gives a clear indication that they have 
BME representation either at board or executive level. 

In London, despite having one of the UK’s most ethnically 
diverse populations, the picture is equally mixed. Our own
updated research on performance of the G15 group
indicates that there is a higher than national average BME
representation of 12% of board members and 10% of 
executives. However, these figures, mask a less positive 
position overall. Of the 12 G15 organisations, four
organisations, or 33%, have no BME representation at 
board or executive level, and when excluding executives, who
are also on the board, this figure increases to five
organisations or 42%. Overall representation is therefore 10%
at board level (excluding BME executives on the board).

These figures fall short of the 14% of households in
England and Wales who identify as BME ¹, and 16% of
non-white social renting households in 2017/2018.²  

A summary of the statistics are provided below:

Executive
Summary

Board Exec

Inside Housing Survey (2017) 6.8% 4.5%

Inside Housing (2019) 13.6% 9.1%

Inside Housing (2019) statistics 
for over 10,000 homes

9.6% 5.6%

Leadership 2025 review (2019) – 
largest 50 HAs

7.0% 5.0%
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The top three G15 organisations have 62.5% of all BME 
G15 board members. The same can be said for executive 
BME members.

The key message is that whilst some progress is being 
made, BME representation is not equally spread across 
the sector. 

We also found that those organisations who had made 
most progress had adopted the Altair Review – Five Point 
Plan either in whole or in principle.

So why are many housing organisations still not acting 
when the reasons for achieving ethnic diversity across 
boards and leadership teams are compelling and have 
been well documented? 

And what can the sector do to get more organisations to 
take real action, either to adopt the Five Point Plan or to 
adopt a plan of their own? 

This report serves as an update two years on from the 
Altair Review, incorporating practical learning points from 
those who have put the Five Point Plan to work in their 
organisations to make significant positive changes in BME 
leadership diversity. It also considers what more might be 
done to promote sector wide change.

As part of this process, we interviewed three chief
executives and requested updated case studies from
several adoptees of the Five Point Plan to explore
their experiences with the plan, understand their
challenges and draw learning from their successes.

Key reflections include: 

Inspired change – a mixed picture 

The results of the Inside Housing survey and updated 
Altair review research suggests that the apparent positive 
results may be driven by a widening gap between those 
housing associations making considerable efforts to pro-
mote leadership diversity and those who have not.

Getting it right 

To continue to make positive steps across the sector, 
more organisations should adopt the principles or spirit of 
the plan and must continue to review, reflect and respond 
to progress made to date, constantly learning from the 
best in the sector and other sectors. 

Key messages to supplement the Five Point Plan were: 
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Average across G15 12.0% 10.0%

Top three G15 organisations 29.0% 26.0%

Bottom 50% G15 organisations 3.0% 3.0%

London BME population (2011 census figures) 40.2% 40.2%

The graph above shows the gap between the current representation levels and the 14% BME population
(census data), depicted with a red line.  Within the G15, the representation is as follows:

A positive outlook 

The Altair Review concluded in 2017 that effective change 
will depend on acknowledging that there is a problem
 It also said that cultural change must be facilitated,
especially taking action to tackle unconscious bias.
Cultural change does not happen overnight and making a 
conscious effort to reflect and respond to progress made 
will help drive continued improvement. 

The sector should acknowledge its progress, but also
the work still to be done. And it must be bold. The talent
exists, and there is a compelling and well documented 
case for achieving diversity in leadership. 

We still believe that with ownership of the agenda by 
current sector leaders, together with continued and wider 
implementation of the Five Point Plan, or similar, a positive 
lasting legacy can be created.

But housing associations should not be the sole owners 
of this agenda. There are a number of sector-wide bodies, 
such as the National Housing Federation, Chartered
Institute of Housing and the Regulator of Social Housing, 
whose support and encouragement can add significant 
weight to the delivery of the recommendations and
aspirations in the Altair Review (2017), following the lead 
shown by the GLA. 

The next steps should be for these agencies to equally 
own the agenda for change and to show demonstrable 
leadership on the diversity challenge.

1	 2011 Census

2	 English Housing Survey 2017/18

1	 Make data collection,
	 aspiration setting and
	 reporting meaningful. 

2	 Don’t tick boxes.
	 The objective should be
	 an intrinsic part of the
	 culture of an organisation.

3	 Diversity should be a
	 leadership wide mandate.
	 Not just the responsibility
	 of the CEO or HR Director 

4	 Use targeted Talent
	 Development Programmes

5	 Include Diversity Standards 	
	 in formal governance
	 and regulation
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Introduction and 
background to
the review

1
In 2017, a group of housing organisations, BME London, 
Optivo and L&Q commissioned Altair, a strategic
housing and regeneration consultancy to undertake an 
independent review of the state of black and minority 
ethnic (BME) leadership representation in the social
housing sector. The Altair Review was published
alongside the launch of Leadership 2025, a Business 
School Accredited Programme for executive and
CEO-ready senior BME professionals, in November 2017 
at London’s City Hall. 

The report found that there was a serious lack of BME
representation at senior levels within housing associations. 
Speaking at the report launch, Paul Hackett, Chief Executive
of Optivo and previous Chair of G15, the group of the largest
housing associations in London said: 

“As current leaders we must take responsibility
for our watch. Lamentable progression rates of my
brilliantly talented BME sector colleagues will hold
back this amazing sector unless I’m prepared to do 
something. I’m going to take this challenge on
the chin. This is my problem. I hope my fellow leaders 
will do the same. We have a strategic problem and, 
like any leader, it’s our responsibility to take
ownership and sort it out.”

The key output of the report was the development of
practical recommendations intended to support social 
housing providers to think and act pro-actively in the
way they attract, retain and develop diverse talent pools. 
Following consultation with the sector’s past and
present BME leaders, and a best practice review of
out-of-sector programmes and initiatives to promote 
BME leadership diversity, several practical
recommendations were collated into a Five Point Plan
for the sector, as shown below. 

The Altair Review Five Point Plan: 

1	 Report annually on key diversity statistics 
2	 Set aspirational targets 
3	 Interview more diverse pools
	 of candidates  
4	 Develop the leadership pipeline 
5	 Lead by example 

Since 2017, the Five Point Plan has been adopted
by 21 housing associations. A relatively small number
given how important the sector suggests it values
diversity. Some of the 21 have implemented the plan 
fully, others have adopted parts of the plan while 
adapting other parts to suit their circumstances. 
However, some have signed up to the plan and then
failed to implement any of the elements; and many,
many more have neither signed up to the plan or
adopted their own plan of action. 

This is disappointing since many of those who have
embraced the spirit of the Five Point Plan have been
able to report demonstrable progress.

Overall, with some notable exceptions, the sector’s
progress, over the past couple years at achieving the
objectives of the Five Point Plan paints a mixed picture, 
with a significant part of the sector’s performance still
uninspiring. This is particularly the case for those with
over 10,000 homes.

Elsewhere the case for diversity in leadership continues
to draw attention. Recently, the UK Government’s Public 
Appointments Diversity Action Plan 2019 said that
“inclusive and diverse boards are more effective, better 
able to understand their customers and stakeholders,
and benefit from fresh perspectives, new ideas,
vigorous challenge and broad experience”. And the
Sport England Code for Sports Governance (Sept 2019) 
says that “diverse, skilled and experienced
decision-making bodies which contain independent voice 
and engage in constructive, open debate enable good 
decision-making”. These findings are consistent with The 
Altair Review (2017). 

So why are housing organisations still not acting when 
the reasons for achieving ethnic diversity across boards 
and leadership teams are compelling and have been well 
documented? And what can the sector do to get more 
organisations to take real action, either to adopt the Five 
Point Plan or to adopt a plan of their own? 

This report serves as an update two-years on from the 
Altair Review, incorporating practical learning points from 
those who have put the Five Point Plan to work in their 
organisations to make significant positive changes in BME 
leadership diversity. It also considers what more might be 
done to promote sector wide change.
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The updated review has adopted the following approach: 

•	 We’ve analysed Inside Housing’s 2019 Leadership
	 Survey of the largest associations in the UK, by stock 	
	 owned, and compared these results to the results
	 from 2017

•	 We’ve supplemented this with a data review of the
	 largest 50 Housing Providers across England, and also 	
	 of G15, London’s largest housing associations

•	 We’ve interviewed a number of the sector’s leadership 	
	 diversity champions about how they have implemented 	
	 the Five Point Plan and practical advice they have
	 for making ethnic leadership diversity a priority
	 and a success 

•	 We’ve revisited the Five Point Plan to test whether it 	
	 continues to actively facilitate a culture shift in the sector 	
	 and that helps tackle conscious and unconscious bias 	
	 in decision-making

This report outlines our updated findings.  

15

Leadership 2025 - Diversity in the Sector

Where do we stand?
Ethnic diversity in housing
associations’ leadership
teams and others

2
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In 2017, we reported that ethnic diversity among leadership 
teams of all types of housing providers across the UK had 
received growing attention in the press. The picture that 
was painted was not a good one, despite social housing 
being a sector that prided itself on its connection with
communities and being a pioneer of diversity in the 1980s. 

Today, in 2019, there has been progress, and a number
of notable examples of real change. However, as a sector,
BME diversity among leaders in social housing still falls 
short of where it should be, given the importance of
community connection to the sector’s stated purpose,
and other sectors are now taking a more visible industry 
wide approach.

For example, in 2018, the number of black students admitted
at the University of Cambridge reached 61, an all-time high. 
But at just over 2% of the total intake, the University has 
acknowledged that it is still too few and initiatives such as 
‘The Stormzy Scholarship’ are being used to ensure this 
figure keeps growing.  

And new research ³ shows that there are now five BME 
CEOs and three BME CFOs in FTSE 100 companies, both 
groups increasing since 2018 figures, following a strong 
message from the Financial Reporting Council that
diversity of representation matters. 

And in 2017, we reported that research ³ showed that 
ethnic minority representation on FTSE 100 boards had 
flat-lined. However, in 2019, we know that the number of 
BME board members has reached double digits for the first 
time. In 2017 we reported that research from 2015/16
revealed no black academics worked in senior management 
in any British university in the previous three years. ⁵
Updated research from 2017/18 shows that five black
senior managers worked in British Universities.  

Progress is being made in other sectors.

We know that lack of leadership diversity, and visible
representation has considerable implications for the
morale and aspirations of future BME leaders. 2012

research from the Center for Talent Innovation in New York 
City, revisited in 2017 by the Harvard Business Review, 
says that 37% of African-Americans and Hispanics and
45% of Asians say they “need to compromise their
authenticity” to conform to their company’s standards
of demeanour or style. 

This has been acknowledged by housing association
leaders and commentators, but social housing, a sector 
with a rich history of diversity at its core, does not yet have 
an inspiring story to tell. 

While we can say that the data suggests progress across 
the sector has been positive since 2017, the figures 
indicate the number of BME leaders in the sector still falls 
short of BME representation in the population and in social 
housing. From our research, we understand that there is 
a significant gap between those social housing providers 
facilitating cultural shift to promote leadership diversity 
and those who have not, resulting in some organisations 
with very diverse leadership teams and boards, and others 
without much BME diversity at all.

Such a gap indicates that sector performance may be 
driven upwards by the organisations that have made a
real effort to enact change.  

An updated diversity survey by Inside Housing in 2019, 
self-completed by 62 housing associations, shows that 
BME representation at board level has doubled in the past 
two years, from 6.8% (50 of 735 board members) in 2017 
to 13.6% (91 of 669 board members) in 2019. It also shows 
that BME representation at executive level has doubled, 
from 4.5% (15 of 331 executives) in 2017 to 9.1% (29 of 317 
executives) in 2019.

These figures should be treated with some caution.
The participants in the survey are self-selecting and there 
is a possibility that organisations with positive stories to tell 
are more likely to report on performance, while others with 
less positive stories are more likely to remain quiet. 

Our own research on BME leadership diversity among the 

3	 Green Park Leadership 10,000

4	 Green Park Leadership 10,000 (2017 and 2019)

5	 https://www.theguardian.com/education/2017/jan/19/british-universities-employ-no-black-academics-in-top-roles-figures-show 

largest 50 housing associations in England shows that 
only 7% of board members and 5% of executives are BME. 
And that 40 of those organisations do not provide public 
information that gives any indication that they have BME 
representation either at board or executive level. 

The table above illustrates how some of the best
performing⁶ organisations in the largest 50 housing
associations are doing.
 
In London, despite having one of the UK’s most ethnically 
diverse populations, the picture is equally mixed. A paper 
that went to the GLA’s Homes for Londoners Board in
February 2019 noted that at that time eight of the G15 
group of London’s largest housing associations had no 
BME executives and five had no BME board members.

Based on our own updated research of G15 HAs, there has 
been an improvement, with a higher than national average 
BME representation of 12% of board members and 10% of 
executives. However, this does not tell the full story. The
table below shows the top three G15 organisations for 
BME diversity at board and executive level. These figures 
mask a less positive position overall. Of the 12 G15
organisations, 25% have no BME representation at board 
or executive level, and when excluding executives, who are 
also on the board, this figure increases to 42%. With overall 
representation at board level excluding BME executives at 
just 10%. 

The key message in London is the same as the national 
message, that whilst some progress is being made, BME 
representation is not equally spread across all G15 HAs. 

Top Housing 
Associations

BME Board 
Members  
(excluding  
executives)

BME  
representation 
at Board level

BME Board 
representation 
excluding BME 

Executives

BME Executive 
Team Members

BME  
representation 

in Executive 
Team

L&Q 4 (3) 25% 18% 1 17%

Optivo 2 (2) 22% 22% 1 20%

EMH 2 (1) 22% 13% 1 17%

PA Housing 2 (1) 20% 11% 1 20%

Home Group 2 (2) 13% 13% 1 17%

Midland Heart 1 (1) 10% 10% 1 20%

Notting Hill 
Genesis 1 (1) 9% 9% 1 13%

Peabody Trust 1 (1) 7% 7% 1 13%

Metropolitan 
Thames Valley 1 (0) 8% 0% 1 17%

Data is based on the 2019 RSH Statistical Data Return and is cross referenced with Inside Housing Survey 2019. However, where 
there is no information available, data is sourced from publicly available information including websites and annual accounts. 
To ensure the accuracy and robustness of the data we have confirmed all the figures stated with selected organisations
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And across England, even with potential BME diversity 
among boards and executives within the Inside Housing 
Survey at upwards of 10%, the figures still fall short of the 
14% of households in England and Wales who identify as 
BME ⁷, and 16% of non-white social renting households in 
2017/2018 ⁸.  This performance also doesn’t distinguish
between cities with higher BME populations, where
arguably the performance is in fact worse.

These figures are further concerning, given the clear case 
that diversity drives not only inclusion but innovation. In a 
sector with real and growing challenges, it should be doing 
better than it has to date. 

“We need our leaders to provide energy, challenge
and fresh-thinking. This will not be achieved without
much greater diversity at a senior level, across the
housing sector.”

James Murray
London’s former Deputy Mayor for
Housing and Residential Development

 

Top G15 
Organisation

BME Board Members 
(excluding executives)

BME representation at 
Board level (excluding 

executives)

BME Executive Team 
Members

BME representation in 
Executive Team

One Housing 5 (4) 45% (40%) 4 38%

L&Q 4 (3) 25% (18%) 1 17%

Optivo 2 (2) 22% (22%) 1 20%

6	 Have at least 1 BME board members and 1 BME executive, organised by % of BME board members. 

7	 2011 Census

8	 English Housing Survey 2017/18

Taking notes
Practical advice from
the sector and beyond

3
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The sector still clearly has some work to do, and we think 
it important to reflect on the practical experience and 
actions being taken by leaders inside and outside of the 
social housing sector to understand how improvements 
may be made for the future. As part of this process, we 
did two things. 

First, we looked at recent examples of progressive models 
for achieving BME leadership diversity in the private and 
third sectors. 

Next, we engaged with several social housing provider 
leadership diversity champions to learn how their
organisations put the Five Point Plan to practice, including 
drawing on lessons from the opportunities and challenges 
they have encountered and are addressing. 

We also took the opportunity to revisit the Altair
Review Five Point Plan and its continued applicability
and relevance. 

The Five Point Plan 

The Five Point Plan contains five recommendations for
social housing providers, each designed to facilitate 
cultural change and associated actions required to tackle 
potential unconscious bias in organisations. It was
developed and tested with a wide number of stakeholders 
and consultees, including chief executives and directors
of housing associations, legal experts, representatives 
from sector trade bodies as well as the Regulator of
Social Housing. 

The Five Point Plan was developed to support housing 
associations and others to attract, retain and develop 
diverse talent pools into senior leadership positions. It set 
out guidelines based on advice and good practice, but it 
did not prescribe how organisations should action the five 
points. In other words, the Five Point Plan serves as
a guide, but adopters of the Five Point Plan are able to 
take ownership and to identify their own ways of making
it work for their organisations. 

Since its introduction in 2017, the plan has been adopted 
by 21 English housing associations, including some of
the largest in the sector. There are over 1,500 registered
housing providers within England. The take-up is
therefore very low.

Those organisations who have adopted the spirit of the 
Five Point Plan have found the process relatively
straightforward, and where implementation has not been 
easy, are learning and are prepared to try different things 
to deliver on their core objective. 

However, for some, adoption of the plan has been a
tick box exercise and for others still, signing up as a 
Leadership Diversity Champion has shown no discernible 
change in either their approach to leadership diversity or 
the representation at either board or executive level.
In the following pages, we’ve compiled some of the
experiences of those organisations who have adopted 
either the letter or the spirit of the Five Point Plan, and
of others, in and out of the sector, to share the learning
and the benefits from its principles. We’ve also included 
case studies on a number of social housing providers
and others who have interesting and inspiring stories to
tell or important roles to play.
   

1	Report annually on key
	 diversity statistics 

The Five Point Plan suggests that reporting annually
on key diversity statistics in organisational annual
reports keeps organisations accountable for
performance and progress in achieving BME
diversity objectives. 

Of course, reporting on key diversity statistics starts with 
good data collection. It is acknowledged that collecting 
accurate, complete and sensitive personal data can be a 
challenge, particularly considering practical barriers such 
as merger or systems changes. However, knowing how 
BME representation looks in an organisation is a
prerequisite for understanding the need for and the ability 
to monitor progress.  

To address data collection challenges, one social housing 
provider interviewed described how they have introduced 
an employee-led self-reporting system that allows staff to 
ensure the diversity data the organisation held was truly 
reflective of who they are. Such a process was
accompanied by prefer not to say campaigns, which 
sought to reassure staff that they would only collect data 
staff felt comfortable providing. 

Once data is collected, the way organisations report
annually and to whom can take many forms.

Some social housing providers interviewed organise data 
by staff level, such as by senior managers, top tier managers 
and board members. They then report on the percentage 
of BME people according to each level. Others have taken 
a staff-wide approach. Others have adopted the same
reporting methodology that they use for gender pay
reporting, to cover ethnicity and other protected
characteristics. These approaches have been straightforward 
to achieve and are widely accepted as appropriate ways to 
collect and report on diversity data.  

In terms of reporting, many of the progressive organisations
interviewed reported their diversity statistics to their 
boards and executive teams, and several also included 
diversity reporting in annual reports and accounts. Those 
organisations which report in annual reports and accounts 
are held to a higher degree of account, and so organisations
not currently reporting publicly recognised that they
should move in this direction. 

Some of the Leadership Diversity Champions have gone 
beyond the Five Point Plan by reporting on ethnicity 
pay gaps in annual reports. Others have mentioned that 
they’ve made diversity data collected transparent, so that 
executives and the board are held accountable by all staff 
and/or customers and not just those staff members who 
hold diversity data. 

Across the UK, the introduction of diversity objectives into 
the 2018 UK Corporate Governance Code, accompanied 
by evolved data collection and monitoring software, has 
meant private sector organisations are doing much better 
at reporting than they have in the past. 

For example, the Financial Reporting Council in 2018
suggested that quality of reporting on board diversity
since being included in the 2012 Code has strengthened
companies’ commitments to diversity policies. Before that, 
56% of FTSE companies stated that they had a board
diversity policy, all of which focused on gender. In 2018, 
98% of FTSE 100 and 88% of FTSE 250 companies had 
one, and roughly a third of these refer to ethnicity as
well as gender. 

2	 Set aspirational targets 

The Five Point Plan identified that setting aspirational 
targets for BME recruitment, retention and progression 
ensures that social housing providers are representative 
of household composition. Our research suggests that 
two years on from 2017, setting aspirational targets is still 
an effective tool that organisations may use to improve
diversity. However, many organisations are not setting 
targets, or are not setting aspirational enough targets to 
challenge the status quo. And as we acknowledged in The
Altair Review (2017), setting aspirational targets is completely
legal as it is not about setting quotas or is it about lowering 
the bar for talent. Setting aspirational targets is about 
challenging organisations to make the changes required 
to focus their efforts on the leadership diversity challenge.

The first task in setting aspirational targets is considering 
different data sources and procedures for measuring
diversity. We found in discussions with diversity champions 
that targets can be set as a percentage of a given
population or can utilise census data, or appropriate proxies.  

The Revised UK Corporate
Governance Code 2018 for the 
first time emphasised the
importance of high-quality board 

composition with a focus on diversity at board level. It 
also states that an organisation’s annual report should 
explain their policy on diversity and inclusion, how it 

links to company strategy, how it has been
implemented and progress on achieving its objectives. 
As the National Housing Federation looks to update 
the NHF Code of Governance for 2020, it should
pro-actively consider how collection of data and
formal reporting requirements could strengthen the 
sector’s commitment to diversity and inclusion.  

Focus on: The National Housing Federation Code 
of Governance – Update 2020 

1 Make Data collection, Aspiration Setting and Reporting meaningful.
2 Don’t Tick Boxes. The objective should be an intrinsic part of the culture of an organisation.

3 Diversity should be a leadership wide mandate. Not just the responsibility of the CEO or HR Director
4 Use targeted Talent Development Programmes

5 Include Diversity Standards in Formal Governance and Regulation
Recommendations
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We also learned from engagement that when setting
aspirational diversity targets as a proportion of a
representative group, organisations used the UK
population, a regional or local population, their own
staff workforce, or even their service users. Of course,
using any of these figures relies on having access to
complete, good-quality data. 

As an example of using regional or local population data, 
one diversity champion told us their organisation uses 
a combination of service user and local census data to 
set workforce-wide diversity targets. At each review, the 
organisation overlays their own resident diversity data 
against local census data to understand the profile of 
service users. From here, they set targets with a goal of 
ensuring their organisation’s workforce diversity is
representative of that of their service users. When it comes 
time to report, a team compares service user and
workforce figures and prepares these in a report to the board. 

Another one of the common ways of setting aspirational 
diversity targets is to commit the organisation to recruiting 
at least the same proportion of BME new staff as the wider 
UK population by a certain date. In 2019, the UK government 
committed to increasing the levels of diversity among
public appointments and has set ambitions for 14% of all 
public appointments to come from ethnic minority
backgrounds by 2022. 

Others did not set aspirational targets according to a 
specific population percentage, but instead considered 
a mixture of their baseline and population-wide statistics.  
For example, most of the leadership diversity champions 
interviewed suggested that their organisations were
setting minimum percentages for BME representation 
ranging from about 8 to 10% at executive and board level. 
This mirrors some private sector approaches. For example, 
in 2017, Lloyds became the first FTSE 100 company to set 
itself a target for ethnic diversity in senior roles, publicly 
committing to increase the proportion of senior roles held 
by BME colleagues to 8% by 2020.

Of course, some have noted that practical barriers, such
as turnover of staff, and “no redundancy” commitments, 
have had implications on achieving these targets,
particularly where there have been mergers. Some
organisations engaged, suggested that strong leadership 
and constant attention to the objectives of the targets 
would help mitigate this potential dilution of the ambition. 

Ernst & Young (EY) is a
multinational professional
services firm headquartered in 
London, England. EY has
historically been and seeks to 

remain a leader in diversity and inclusiveness
in the UK. 

EY’s motto is that: diversity and inclusiveness
are not “nice to haves.” They are business
imperatives. Steve Varley, EY’s UK Chairman
says “Being an inclusive employer is a fundamental 
part of our business strategy and led from the
top of our organisation. That’s because the
future of our business depends on our ability to 
provide innovative solutions for our clients,
which can only happen if we can recognise
and harness the most diverse range of thoughts,
experiences, and skills.”

EY has enforced diversity and inclusiveness in its 
organisation through three main streams of work: 
championing diversity at all levels of the business, 
taking targeted action to level the playing field, 
and creating a culture where different perspectives 
can exist. 

Specific initiatives at EY include their CareerWatch 
and Future Leaders Programme, which provide 
high potential female and BME talent with mentoring 
and sponsorship from the firm’s senior leaders as 
well as their mandatory diversity target setting and 
monitoring for leaders in the business. EY have 
also developed an inclusive leadership training 
programme which has been rolled out to more 
than 2,000 business leaders. It offers a range of 
tools and techniques designed to identify and 
understand default behaviours, tendencies and 
unconscious bias, and set personal strategies to 
improve how the leaders interact with colleagues 
and clients.

Focus on: Private Sector 
Leaders, Ernst & Young 

Some organisations have gone beyond the Five Point Plan 
by setting targets on the number of under-represented 
people on speaking panels. Such initiatives reinforce the 
goal of other points in the Five Point Plan, such as
“Developing the leadership pipeline” through public 
speaking experience and “Leading by example” by
promoting individuals with a diverse range of
backgrounds to lead sector events. 

3	 Interview more diverse
	 pools of candidates 

The Five Point Plan suggests that social housing providers 
should interview more diverse pools of candidates, as 
well as by making other conscious efforts to make
recruitment in their organisation support BME diversity 
goals. Examples of this are by ensuring that interview
panels are also diverse and by integrating diversity
initiatives into the curriculum for interview training. 

Some organisations have done this by employing rules of 
thumb, such as the “Rooney Rule”. The Rooney Rule says 
that organisations should interview at least one BME 
candidate for every role. One diversity champion
interviewed said that their organisation utilises the Rooney 
Rule for board, top and second-tier manager appointments. 

Organisations with whom we engaged have utilised 
several approaches to achieve positive results for
leadership diversity from recruitment exercises. 

One diversity champion interviewed suggested that their 
organisation is actively running targeted diversity-driven 
recruitment campaigns through social media and other 
channels. Another diversity champion said that their
organisation uses hyper-local communications channels 
and local employment and training programmes to ensure 
they have a pool of diverse potential recruits. 

One of the key challenges facing organisations is ensuring 
their recruitment policies and processes are equitable but 
effective. It should be noted that none of the organisations 
we engaged with as part of this process have lowered 
standards or appointed based on BME status. This is
positive discrimination and is illegal. Instead, diversity 
champions and their teams are looking at ways to nudge 
their organisations to attract BME candidates to seek a 
seat at the table. And then to nudge their organisation to 
think differently about the perspective, skills and style that 
they are seeking to appoint. 

For example, one of the diversity champions said their 
organisation is looking at ways to include some targeted 
wording in recruitment packs, such as “BME people are 
underrepresented at this level and are particularly
encouraged to apply”.

While these approaches are positive steps in the right 
direction, one of the diversity champions said that a key 
challenge facing their organisation is translating initiatives 
such as the Rooney Rule into appointments. They

We understand that much of the work being done 
to recruit our sector’s leaders is through specialist 
recruitment agencies. This is one of the reasons why it 
is essential that diversity initiatives are not only being 
led by housing organisations themselves, but also by 
those actors in the sector that have a real impact on 
who enters and progresses into the sector. 

There is a clear market for diversity-minded recruiters. 
Comments from organisations engaged in this update 
have indicated that they have considered diversity 
recruitment track records when making the choice of

a recruiter. Others have actively commissioned
diversity-driven recruitment agencies and BME
head-hunters to ensure diversity is a core principle
of any new appointment. 

A number of the sectors’ leading recruitment
agencies have signed up to a Recruiter’s Diversity 
Pledge to help social housing providers develop more 
diverse pools of candidates. However, when final
decisions are made, many report that leadership teams 
and boards still revert to appointing ‘people like us’. 

Focus on: Recruitment Agents 

1 Make Data collection, Aspiration Setting and Reporting meaningful.
2 Don’t Tick Boxes. The objective should be an intrinsic part of the culture of an organisation.

3 Diversity should be a leadership wide mandate. Not just the responsibility of the CEO or HR Director
4 Use targeted Talent Development Programmes

5 Include Diversity Standards in Formal Governance and Regulation
Recommendations
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suggested ensuring that rules of thumb and other targets 
are reinforced by work on unconscious bias at interviews, 
such as through e-learning, and having diverse interview 
panels to provide challenge to institutionalised
presumptions and assumptions. 

4	 Develop the leadership pipeline 

The Five Point Plan recognises that BME leadership 
sector diversity is not achieved overnight, and that
conscious, structured programmes and plans are
necessary to develop the pipeline of future BME leaders.
For this reason, the plan includes an important point on
investing in and training less senior BME staff within 
organisations to upskill and grow diverse talent within
the organisation. 

One diversity champion noted that their organisation has 

tried to do just this by taking an inclusive and comprehensive
approach to staff development, ensuring that all staff 
have a learning and development plan that reflects their 
own aspirations. To ensure this goal is seen through, the 
organisation has been keeping track of progress on who 
in the organisation has a learning and development plan. 
Currently, over three-quarters of staff have a plan, and the 
organisation plans to keep improving this figure to ensure 
all staff are supported and prepared if they want a future
in leadership.  

Other diversity champions discussed more targeted
management training programmes to ensure staff are 
prepared for more senior positions. By setting targets 
for a percentage of participants to come from BME
backgrounds, organisations are better able to ensure
BME talent are provided opportunities to develop their 
skills for the future. 

It was noted by proactive diversity champions that the 
fringe point between middle managers and senior
leadership is a key gateway for ensuring BME diversity
in executive teams. As a response, some organisations
have developed succession plans for executive teams
that actively encourage under-represented groups to 
prepare for leadership roles, either within their
organisation or in others. 

“People from different backgrounds, with
different experiences and viewpoints, bring
a richness of knowledge that delivers better
service to our residents.”

Kate Dodsworth
CEO Gateway Housing Association 

In and out of the sector, diversity leadership programmes 
are being utilised by organisations and individuals to 
ensure BME talent is provided with the tools, training and 
support necessary to fill leadership roles. 

For example, through its Diversifying Leadership
Programme, the higher education sector is supporting
early career academics, professional services staff, 
lecturers and senior lecturers from BME backgrounds
to prepare for leadership. The programme is both module 
and sponsor-based, and allows participants to build
confidence, feel empowered and expand their
professional strengths.

Unify is a collection of BAME groups working 
together across the housing sector to: share 
information, promote initiatives, host BAME 
network events pooling resources to maximise 
impact and increase BAME senior management 
opportunities through cross housing BAME
mentoring and coaching. 
 
Unify’s overarching goal is to increase inclusion
opportunities at all levels, ensuring the diversity of 
staff is reflected throughout all areas of Housing. 
UNIFY currently includes five London based 
Housing Associations: Clarion, Notting Hill
Genesis, Peabody, Metropolitan Thames Valley 
and L&Q. 

UNIFY, rebranded in 2018, are presently holding
outreach events to engage dialogue between 
G15 housing association chief executives about 
what they are doing and their plans to overcome 
the distinct lack of opportunity for BAME people 
and their career progression, despite their
ambition and capability.  

Focus on: 
UNIFY (BAME) Network

5	Lead by example 

A key principle of the Five Point Plan is that Chief Executives
and boards should take a pro-active and visible role in 
promoting the initiatives contained within the plan in order to
draw attention to and facilitate cultural shift across the sector.

As CIH President, Steve Stride, Chief Executive of Poplar 
HARCA, launched a Diversity in Leadership Presidential 

Commission in 2015. At the time he said, ‘We need greater 
diversity in our profession - not as a token but because 
diversity drives positive change and enhances governance, 
business, workforces and communities.’  Over 100 organisations 
signed up to the ‘CIH challenge 10’ by 2020. The initiative 
set out 10 challenges to improve diversity at all levels of 
the organisation, spearheaded at the board and executive 
level. Since then, the sector’s progress has fallen short of 
meeting that challenge. 

Gateway is a small, growing housing 
association based in London’s
diverse East End. Gateway believes
that to attract the best talent and 

represent their community they need diverse staff. 

While not a BME housing association in the traditional 
sense, the culture and ethos of Gateway is under-
pinned by inclusivity. Gateway’s diversity starts at the 
top. The Gateway Board has set bold targets on board 
representation - 50% of future recruitment are to be 
women and/or BME to ensure diversity in perpetuity.
And three of Gateway’s five directors are BME.

Gateway’s CEO, Kate Dodsworth, is a founding
member of Leadership 2025. As a result, Gateway has 
signed up as diversity champions and has adopted the 
Five Point Plan. Gateway actively develops talent and 
supports all emerging leaders to train; build networks 
and engage with the sector through external platforms. 

Gateway’s focus going forward is to continue
improving on its already diverse culture, including at
its core the triangulation between board, executive 
team and HR to ensure diversity is always on
the agenda.

Case Study: Gateway Housing Association 

Sebert is currently the chairman 
of Karbon Homes, one of the 
largest housing associations in 
the North, owning and managing

nearly 30,000 homes regionwide. Sebert is also a 
mentor for the Leadership 2025 programme and an 
NHF Board Member. 

Sebert was the Chairman of the Places for People 
Group and of its predecessor Board (North British 
Housing Group). During his time as Chairman he led 
the organisation through several strategic changes, 
making it one of the UK’s leading housing and regeneration 

agencies. Sebert was on the panel for the 2001 inquiry 
into racial equality in social housing, which was led by 
the NHF and sponsored by the Housing Corporation. 

“As Chairman of the Board, it’s crucial I ensure there is 
a good mix of skills among board members and never 
has this been more true. And it’s not just a wider range 
of skills that we need, we also have to ensure there 
is diversity among board members themselves – that 
we come from different backgrounds and walks of life. 
This is a big passion of mine, but it is up to all board 
members to encourage people from diverse
backgrounds to take up the role.”

Focus on: Sebert Cox OBE, Chairman of Karbon Homes 
and Board Diversity Champion

1 Make Data collection, Aspiration Setting and Reporting meaningful.
2 Don’t Tick Boxes. The objective should be an intrinsic part of the culture of an organisation.

3 Diversity should be a leadership wide mandate. Not just the responsibility of the CEO or HR Director
4 Use targeted Talent Development Programmes

5 Include Diversity Standards in Formal Governance and Regulation
Recommendations
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As for Leadership 2025, so far 21 housing associations 
have signed up as leadership diversity champions and 
have stated that they have adopted the Five Point Plan. 
This is not a significant number, and as with the CIH
commission a number of organisations that signed up to 
the pledge have not then adopted either the letter or the 
spirit of tackling sector diversity leadership.

It was noted by several chief executives interviewed that 
it is important that diversity initiatives are not personal 
projects led only by the Chief Executive and/or HR team. 
Instead, diversity initiatives should be led by all of the
most senior executives in the organisation and overseen 
by the board. They should also be owned by all staff
and managers. 

As a response, the chief executives we interviewed all 
expressed the view that they have made efforts to ensure 
additional accountability and visibility by others in their 
organisations, such as for public speaking and outreach 
events. One organisation organised a talk during National 
Inclusion Week, where one of their directors talked about 
female BME progression in a historically male dominated 
area of the sector. 

The UK government is signalling to the wider market
that they are committed to making diversity in leadership
a priority. Mirroring the findings from the Altair Review,
the UK Government’s Public Appointments Diversity
Action Plan 2019 has concluded that inclusive and
diverse boards are more effective, better able to
understand their customers and stakeholders, and
benefit from fresh perspectives, new ideas, vigorous
challenge and broad experience. 

It was mentioned by diversity champions that other
bodies in the sector should take a more active lead in pro-
moting BME diversity initiatives, including the Regulator of 
Social Housing, National Housing Federation,
Chartered Institute of Housing and others. 

Home Group is one of the
largest housing associations 
in the UK with over 55,000 
homes. Home Group provides 
a range of housing, health
and social care services. 

On progress, Home Group Chief Executive, Mark 
Henderson said “The sum total across the sector 
was poor and despite some really well intentioned 
action by leaders, sometimes it was a short burst of 
energy that failed to sustain itself in the organisation
and the steps forward dissipated over time”                                                                                                                                            
         
Home Group recognises that achievement against 
the Five Point Plan is an ongoing journey and 
whilst they have had some great successes, they 
know they can and should do more to promote 
leadership diversity. 

Specific actions taken to promote diversity in 
leadership positions at Home include setting 
aspirational targets ranging from 8% ethnic and 
BME representation at senior management and 
board level to 22% ethnic and BME representation 
at group level by 2025. Home Group have also 
recently launched their ‘Being Brilliant’ Leadership
Development Programme where they target
applications from underrepresented groups, and 
they have also created a checklist for recruitment 
to remind hiring managers of their role in ensuring 
diverse panels are used. 

Following targeted interventions deriving from
the Five Point Plan, 75% of the senior roles
advertised have had BME candidates short-listed 
and additionally, 33% of these roles resulted in a
BME candidate being appointed. 

Case Study: Home Group
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Findings and recommendations 
to keep attracting, retaining
and developing diverse
talent pools into senior
leadership positions
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We said in 2017 that the housing media have in the 
recent past been pro-active in shining a light on 
sector performance. They have clearly responded 
to the agenda over the past two years, and are 
continuing to play such a role, including reporting 
performance at board and executive level across 
the sector and serving as a centre point for diversity 
thought leadership and accountability in the sector.   

Since launching its diversity conference in May 2018 to
highlight best practice in the sector, 24Housing has
held the conference again in 2019. They also run a
24Housing Diversity twitter account, which has  over
1,000 followers and tweets about diversity in the sector.

As it has in the past, Inside Housing has continued to 
carry out and report on a survey on diversity at board
and executive levels. Inside Housing also launched its
Inclusive Futures Campaign in January of 2018, which
aims to promote positive role models and publish 
diversity audits of Inside Housing coverage to address
lack of diversity at senior levels in the housing sector. 

We encourage the housing media to continue 
this momentum built on addressing the diversity 
agenda. This could include reporting on non-self-
selected diversity data similarly to publicising
executive pay and development performance.  

We would also encourage all of those agencies,
including Ocean Media, Social Housing and the 
NHF, involved in sector conferences, seminars and 
public events to adopt the Future of London (FoL) 
Speaker Diversity Pledge, which includes signing up 
to at least two commitments such as holding public-
facing events which include under-represented
demographic groups as speakers, encouraging 
other organisations to host diverse events and 
avoiding participation in sessions which feature
only one demographic group. 

We also encourage housing media to work with 
organisations like FoL to develop a pool of BME 
leaders who can speak on wide speaker platforms.  

Focus on: Housing Media
In 2017, the Altair Review originally sought to deliver a 
step-change in ethnically diverse leadership across the 
housing sector. In 2019, we see the sector has been
taking some steps to achieving more diverse and
representative sector leadership.

However, for some, and for the sector as a whole,
there is clearly some way to go. 

Feedback from the Five Point Plan suggests that in 2019 the
plan is being used among some adopters and in a variety
of ways. And across the board, organisations interviewed 
and researched felt that actioning the Five Point Plan has had
and will have positive results for their culture and for BME 
representation across their businesses. Saying this, almost 
everyone we engaged with said there was much more that 
needed to be done, both in their businesses and in the sector. 

To continue to make positive steps, the sector must continue 
to review, reflect and respond to progress and performance 
to date. In this section, we’ve summarised five key findings 
from the update and have made some targeted
recommendations for the sector to address to continue to 
improve sector wide progress going forward. 

Make data collection,
aspiration setting and
reporting meaningful 

Good data collection, monitoring, and wider integration 
with other processes is one of the ways organisations
are held to account. However, widespread, sophisticated 
data collection is not necessary to make reporting on 
diversity meaningful. 

Firstly, from our research we have found that most
organisations are not setting aspirational targets or are 
setting them very near their baseline without a clear
strategic direction. It is important that organisations
commit to their efforts and set truly aspirational targets
to constantly drive results. 

Organisations interviewed used a wide range of metrics 
to calculate diversity data, but the most meaningful ones 
were those organisations which could show how specific 
interventions led to real improvement, and how those 
improvements compared to truly aspirational targets set. 
Meaningful reporting answers questions about why a

metric is being used to evidence progress, how a figure 
has changed over time and why, and how far the
organisation plans to go and how. 

Gender pay gap reporting will also apply to race from 
2020, so there will be a legislative requirement to record 
data on ethnicity within all compliant organisations. But 
what organisations do with this  data will be the real test. 
Feedback from Leadership Diversity Champions suggests 
transparency and clarity about these figures, particularly 
with staff and customers, will drive accountability and
promote motivations to improve by executives and the board. 

Recommendation:
Collect the necessary data, to enable meaningful
reporting on performance and then set owned
action plans where performance falls short.

Don’t tick boxes 

The Five Point Plan should not be seen just as an initiative 
that someone is tasked with delivering. Although progress 
and change for some who have adopted the plan has 
been rapid. The plan sets out the principles driving best 
practice efforts to promote diversity in leadership across a 
range of sectors. For this reason, organisations have had 
to truly embrace the principles, make considered actions
and enact genuine culture change to utilise the Five Point
Plan most effectively. 
 
Our findings suggest that when organisations see the
elements of the Five Point Plan as important, they are 
more willing to look at and try different ways of executing 
the plan. This process drives embedded cultural change.  

For example, it was recommended that to ensure recruitment
initiatives are truly impactful in translating more BME short-
listed candidates into appointments, organisations may 
wish to utilise methods that try to  address unconscious 
bias. Such methods include unconscious bias training and 
reverse mentoring, which sees fewer senior members of 
staff partnered with chief executives. The goals of reverse 
mentoring are twofold: to allow less senior BME staff to 
share their experience and perspectives with senior leaders 

One Housing owns and
manages over 17,000

homes across London and the South East and
is a member of the G15 group of London housing 
associations. Not only is One a high performing 
large housing association in the sector in terms 
of board and executive-level diversity, it is also a 
Leadership Diversity Champion and has signed
up to the Five Point Plan. 

BME representation across the whole workforce
is 53%, and crucially, 38% representation at the
Executive Team. One Housing has also achieved
a 50/50 ethnicity and gender representation at 
board level within one year. 

Specific actions to promote diversity at the 
executive and board level have included quarterly 
analysis of diversity data by NEDs, unconscious 
bias and recruitment skills training for staff and the 
implementation of the Rooney Rule for recruitment 
of a large number of management posts. Staff from 
across One produce an annual diversity plan and 
there is also a lot of emphasis on a broad range of 
personal and leadership development within the 
organisation. One’s offer to staff combines
professional qualifications with confidence building 
as a result of research that it conducted last year
into perceived barriers to progression. Specific 
development programmes have been designed 
to coach people to recognise limiting self-beliefs, 
strengths-based leadership and resilience. 

At a Diversity Roundtable, hosted by 24housing, with 
support from Altair,  Ria Bailes, One Housing Group’s 
Director of People, said that HR teams, together with 
the CEO and Board, play an important role. “It is all 
very well having a board or CEO
saying this is a focus. But when it comes to 
actually holding people to account or changing 
those processes, it is quite often down to the
HR teams to push it.”

Case Study: One Housing
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and to allow senior leaders to better understand the
barriers, both real and perceived, faced by BME individuals.

Recommendation:
Leadership Diversity Champions should fully embrace
the principles of the Five Point Plan. Those across the
sector who are not yet champions should proactively
respond to the CIH challenge and the Five Point Plan.

Diversity should be a
leadership wide mandate 

Feedback from Diversity Champions was clear: diversity 
should not be an initiative reserved exclusively for the 
Chief Executive and/or HR team. Instead, diversity should 
be embraced by leaders in the widest sense, including the 
CEO, board, HR and leadership teams. 

We suggest that going forward, organisations focus on 
engaging leadership teams as a whole and facilitating 
partnership and collaboration with others outside

of their organisations. 

An example of partnership and collaboration, the G15, a 
group of the 12 largest housing associations in London, is in the
process of setting up an intra-organisational BME network 
to promote wider talent pools and share experiences.
Riverside are also looking at drawing on such an approach 
for potential intra-organisational working in the North West. 

Strategic integration of diversity objectives into wider plans
for the business should be a joint effort between non-executive
and executive directors and staff. Organisations that link 
targets to strategic goals, and work to monitor and achieve 
those targets, are best placed to achieve positive results. 
This is currently being done in the private sector, such as at 
EY, where the UK Chairman and Senior Partners meet with 
senior business leaders every month to review progress 
on Diversity & Inclusion targets. 

Recommendation:
Make diversity objectives or targets a part of
performance appraisals/reviews for leadership 
team members. 

The Chartered Institute of Housing (CIH) continues to 
have a role in improving diversity in leadership across 
the sector through its “Leading Diversity by 2020” 
challenge. CIH also publishes blogs on good practice 
in promoting organisational diversity. As in 2017, we 
again suggest that the CIH strengthens measures 
specifically relating to BME leadership by improving 
transparency/accountability through greater reporting 
and publicity.

This could be done in a number of ways including 
publishing a report on the outcomes of the 10 by 20 
leadership challenge when it concludes in 2020 and/or 
publishing a state of the sector report in 2020 and 2025.  

The National Housing Federation (NHF) has recently 
unveiled a new national group to collaborate with it 
on the key issue of diversity, equality and inclusion in 

the sector. The group is being tasked with co-creating 
a programme of work with the Federation to help 
show leadership when it comes to diversity – aiming 
to drive a shift in culture which “goes to the heart” 
of all it stands. In the past, the NHF has provided a 
platform for diversity, including running a conference 
on diversity and setting up a BME national network. 
To go further, the NHF could do more to support the 
implementation of the Five Point Plan across the sector 
and should ensure full attention is given to diversity 
within its updated Code of Governance – scheduled 
for 2020.

In addition to incorporation of diversity initiatives into 
the new NHF Code of Governance, it has a role as a 
champion of practical recommendations in this report. 
It could, for instance, provide advisory materials on 
how to achieve BME leadership diversity. 

Focus on: Trade and Professional Bodies can promote 
diversity in sector leadership 

Recommendation:
Appoint a strategic board diversity champion who 
reports on diversity objectives and performance to 
board and Nominations or People Committee.

Use targeted talent
development programmes

The talent for BME leaders clearly exists but accessing 
these individuals and ensuring they are given the
preparation needed to succeed in more senior roles
in the sector is one step being undertaken by several 
groups throughout the UK. 

One of the ways organisations are doing this is by providing 
in-house learning and development tools and programmes 
targeted specifically at BME members of staff. This may be 
done by empowering HR teams to have specific talent 
development programmes, for example for certain targeted
groups in their organisations at certain points in their 
career that require some support for future leadership.

In addition, in and out of the social housing sector,
organisations are utilising external talent development
programmes to develop their pipeline of future BME leaders.
These programmes seek to provide a combination of 
mentorship and/or module-based training to under-
represented groups. These efforts give under-represented 
future leaders the edge needed to earn a seat at the inter-
view table.
  

Recommendation:
Housing providers should develop specific targeted 
programmes to support the next generation of
talent to feel connected to their organisations
and the sector as a whole. 

Include Diversity Standards
in formal governance
and regulation 

A recommendation made by several diversity champions, 
suggested incorporating diversity standards and actions 

into formal sector governance and regulation, which
would be in line with the private and third sectors.

According to our research, most good governance codes 
have diversity as an important aim of the code, including 
the UK Corporate Code, Sport England Code and Higher
Education Code of Governance. 

For example, the UK Corporate Code says:

“A company’s culture should promote
integrity and openness, value diversity and be
responsive to the views of shareholders and
wider stakeholders."

“Appointments to the board should be subject to
a formal, rigorous and transparent procedure [and] . . . 
should promote diversity of gender, social and
ethnic backgrounds, cognitive and
personal strengths.”

Recommendation:
Strategic wording about the importance of diversity
in leadership, including ethnic diversity should be
included in the new National Housing Federation
Code of Governance. 
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Housing providers in England have not been
compelled to provide diversity information since 2011, 
as it is no longer considered part of the regulator’s 
remit. The regulator is primarily focussed on economic 
regulation, in line with its statutory role and objectives. 
While not exclusively in their remit, more could be 
done by Homes England to signal that diversity and 
equality are still important issues. Equally government 
could give a mandate to the Regulator, to give greater 
emphasis on diversity and inclusion.

The Scottish Regulator continues to take a more 
pro-active role on diversity. Their approach includes 
collecting annual information from social landlords on 
equalities indicators relating to its Charter standards. 
As we did in 2017, we continue to urge the English 

Social Housing Regulator to use appropriate
opportunities to encourage organisations to consider 
the transparency with which they report across a range 
of relevant areas, including, for example, on diversity 
statistics and actions to address diversity challenges.
The GLA has shown real leadership in shining a
spotlight and setting expectations on leadership 
diversity in the social housing sector. They have taken 
a number of reports on performance of the significant 
developing housing associations to their Homes for 
Londoners Board and the Deputy Mayor has met with 
chairs and CEOs to discuss progress and what more 
can be done. It is not surprising that the G15 is now 
responding as a group to tackle the issue of low
representation amongst their number. 

Focus on: The Regulator of Social Housing, Homes England and GLA
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Conclusions,
recommendations
summary and next steps   

Working with a group of housing organisations Future 
of London and Altair are looking to  reach out to 
underrepresented groups to offer an inclusive entry 
point for a greater diversity of graduates into Lon-
don’s housing and  regeneration sectors.
 
Supported by the GLA, the programme will  seek to 
engage underrepresented groups/communities in 
London, increase understanding of the range of ca-
reer options in the sector, attract people to the sector 
through a strong branding exercise, provide a direct 
link to the Future of London Leaders course, offer a 
two-year programme and rotation through partner 

organisations and create opportunity to cross-fertilize 
between Local Authorities, Registered Providers, 
consultancies and private developers. 

UK graduates who are under-represented in the built 
environment sector - women,  BAME, LGBTQ+ and 
people from disadvantaged backgrounds, will be the 
core audience for the programme. The programme 
will work closely with universities as a source of 
graduates but also explore non-academic routes.   

Focus on: Developing the Pipeline with Altair and Future of London’s 
proposed Graduate Programme 
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Conclusions 

This report sought to provide an update on the state of 
ethnic diversity in leadership in the social housing sector 
and to revisit the Altair Review’s Five Point Plan based on 
the learned experience of social housing providers who 
have adopted and used it over the past couple of years. 

As part of this process, we interviewed three chief executives 
and requested updated case studies from several adopters 
of the Five Point Plan to explore their experiences with the 
plan, understand their challenges and draw learning from 
their successes. Key reflections include: 

Inspired change – a mixed picture 

Although updated data gathered from the 2019 Inside 
Housing Diversity Survey suggests that BME representation 
has increased from 6.8% to 13.6% BME at board level and 
from 4.5% to 9.1% BME at executive level over the past two 
years, our research gathered on the ground and by
speaking with the sector’s leaders indicates a not so
inspiring story.

These apparent positive results may be driven by a
widening gap between those housing associations making 
considerable efforts to promote leadership diversity and 
those who have not, resulting in some organisations with 
very diverse leadership teams and boards, and others 
without much, if any, BME diversity at all.

Our own research on BME leadership diversity among the 
largest 50 housing associations in England shows that 
only 7% of board members and 5% of executives are BME. 
These figures fall short of the 14% of households in
England and Wales who identify as BME ⁹, and 16% of
non-white social renting households in 2017/2018. ¹0   

In London, the picture is even more mixed, with a small 
number showing significant improvements, with boards 
and executives that have in excess of 30% representation 
on both ethnicity and gender, whilst others have little or no 
representation. Amongst G15 housing associations in
September 2019, 33% have no BME representation at 
board or executive level and 42% had no BME board
members, excluding BME executive directors, at all.

This picture is likely to be similar in many of our largest cities.

Getting it right 

Feedback from the Five Point Plan suggests that the plan 
is being used effectively by some adopters and that across 
the board, those organisations felt that actioning the Five 
Point Plan has had and will have positive results for BME 
representation across their business.

But to continue to make positive steps across the sector, 
more organisations should adopt the principles or spirit of 
the plan and must continue to review, reflect and respond 
to progress made to date, constantly learning from the 
best in the sector and other sectors. 

Key messages to supplement
the Five Point Plan were: 

1	 Make data collection,
	 aspiration setting and
	 reporting meaningful 

2	 Don’t tick boxes

3	 Diversity should be a
	 leadership wide mandate 

4	 Use targeted Talent
	 Development Programmes

5	 Include Diversity Standards
	 in formal governance
	 and regulation

A Positive Outlook 

The Altair Review said in 2017 that effective change will 
depend on acknowledging that there is a problem. It also 
said that cultural change must be facilitated, especially 
taking action to tackle unconscious bias. Cultural change 
does not happen overnight and making a conscious effort 
to reflect and respond to progress made will help drive 
continued improvement. 

The sector must be bold. The talent exists, and there is 
a compelling and well documented case for achieving 
diversity in leadership. We still believe that with ownership 
of the agenda by current sector leaders, together with 
continued and wider implementation of the Five Point Plan, 
a positive lasting legacy can be created.

But housing associations should not be the sole
owners of this agenda. There are a number of sector-wide 
bodies, such as the NHF, CIH and the Regulator of Social 
Housing, whose support and encouragement can
add significant weight to the delivery of the 
recommendations and aspirations in the Altair Review 
(2017), following the lead shown by the GLA. 

We ask these bodies to fully consider the findings and 
recommendations of this report. 

“The collective goal of every housing association 
should be to have a board and organisation that pro-
portionately reflects the diversity of the communities 
in which it operates at every level” 

Geeta Nanda
Chief Executive of Metropolitan Thames Valley
and Vice-Chair of the G15. ¹1 

Next Steps

Monitoring of progress will fall to the Leadership
2025 Steering Group and the Leadership 2025
Foundation, once established, and we would
hope that there would be a direct link between the
work of this group and key agencies and organisations 
who have a key role to play on diversity. These include
the GLA, G15 in London; Homes for North, Northern
Housing Consortium, or equivalent in the North; and the 
NHF’s new Diversity Advisory Group, amongst others,
and we call on these bodies to discuss how they can
promote diversity of sector leadership more widely
across their members. 

9	 2011 Census

10	 English Housing Survey 2017/18

11	 Via Inside Housing, 02/07/2019

Recommendations:

Collect the necessary data to enable meaningful
reporting on performance and then set owned
action plans where performance falls short.

Leadership Diversity champions should fully
embrace the principles of the Five Point Plan. Those 
across the sector who are not yet champions should 
proactively respond to the CIH challenge and the Five 
Point Plan.

Make diversity objectives or targets a part
of performance appraisals/ reviews for leadership 
team members.

Appoint a strategic board diversity champion
who reports on diversity objectives and
performance to board and Nominations or
People Committee.

Housing providers should develop specific
targeted programmes to support the next generation 
of talent to feel connected to their organisations
and the sector as a whole.

Strategic wording about the importance of diversity
in leadership, including ethnic diversity should
be included in the new National Housing Federation 
Code of Governance.
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Participants and speakers
at Leadership 2025 launch events.
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