Sovereign Mosaic:

small pieces which make up the bigger picture
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Mosaic:

small pieces which make up the
bigger picture
Sovereign is a leading provider of affordable housing across South and
South West England. We own and manage around 36,000 homes, and
have over 83,000 residents, in a range of diverse communities. We also
work with more than 50 local authorities and a range of other partners.
Our aim is to provide homes and neighbourhoods where people want
to live, but we also want to be a sustainable social business, and to
be fair and responsible in everything we do. For these reasons, our
commitment to equality and diversity is central to the way we work.
We strive for excellence in all that we do and focus on achieving
results.
The world in which we live is increasingly diverse and we need to
understand differences and cultures so that our services remain
accessible to all. Embracing diversity will enhance our reputation,
leading to a more diverse employee profile. This in turn will extend our
talent pool and ensure that we maintain our competitive edge.
We aim to make sure that all applicants, residents, employees and
other customers receive fair treatment, free from direct or indirect
discrimination on any grounds. We also aim to make sure that our
services are effectively tailored to the needs of our existing and future
customers, and that all sections of the community have equal access
to those services.
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Since our last Diversity Strategy was adopted in 2009, we have
achieved a great deal but recognise that there is always more that can
be done. Moving forward, we plan to ‘mainstream’ equality and diversity
into everything we do.
This strategy has been produced following consultation with staff,
Board members, partners and residents. We would like to thank all of
those who have contributed.
We are proud of the progress we have made so far and are committed
to further developing our approach to equality and diversity over the
next three years.

John Simpson, Chair of the Board		

Ann Santry, Chief Executive
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Why equality and diversity matter
Our statement
We are serious about equality and treat people fairly.
At Sovereign we are firmly committed to the principles of equality
and diversity. We believe that it really does matter for the following
reasons.

Moral responsibilities
The principles of equality and diversity are about social justice and
fairness and, as such, are the right thing to do.

Business responsibilities
These can be summarised as follows.
• Customer care - equality and diversity is all about customer care. It
is about knowing customers and tailoring services to meet their 		
diverse needs.
• Changing society - the world in which we live is changing and a
forward-thinking organisation must recognise and respond to these
changes to remain successful.
• Recruitment and retention - a workplace embracing equality and
diversity becomes an employer of choice in competitive markets, 		
attracting and retaining the best talent and reducing employee 		
turnover.
• Competitive edge - diverse teams bring different talents and can
recognise the diverse requirements of new customers and new 		
markets.
• Reputation - inclusive work environments encourage loyalty,
teamwork and maximise personal contributions.
• Risk management - we recognise there are certain risks associated
with non-compliance. These risks include the effect on our
reputation, financial cost implications and the impact on those involved.
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Legislative and regulatory responsibilities
The Equality Act 2010 has introduced new equality strands and
replaced previous anti-discrimination laws with a single Act that
simplifies the law, removing inconsistencies and making it easier for
people to understand.
At present, Sovereign is subject to the general public sector ‘equality
duty’ because we carry out public functions. This means that we must,
as a minimum, have due regard to the following when we are carrying
out our functions:
• the need to eliminate unlawful discrimination and harassment
• the need to advance equality of opportunity
• the need to promote good relations and positive attitudes.
The Act helpfully explains that having due regard for promoting
equality involves:
• removing or minimising disadvantages suffered by people due to
their protected characteristics
• taking steps to meet the needs of people from protected groups
where these are different from the needs of other people
• encouraging people from protected groups to participate in public life
or in other activities where their participation is disproportionately 		
low.
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As a provider of social housing, Sovereign works in a regulated sector.
Our Regulator specifies the requirements on housing associations
through its Standards framework. Under these standards, all housing
associations must:
• treat their residents with fairness and respect
• demonstrate that they understand the different needs of their
residents, including in relation to the nine protected characteristics 		
in the Equality Act 2010 and residents with additional support needs.

Personal responsibilities
• We are all human beings and expect to be treated with equal respect.
• We all perform better when we can be open and be ourselves.
• During our lives we have different experiences. We were all young
once and we are all ageing.
• We may have a disability ourselves or know we could become
disabled at any time.
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Equality and diversity business objectives
Embedding equality and diversity across Sovereign is the key aim
of this strategy. To achieve this we have set the following specific
objectives.

To provide an excellent service that is responsive,
non-discriminatory and seeks to deliver continuous
improvement.
How?
• Providing accessible services which do not discriminate.
• Understanding our communities so that we can improve and tailor
our services more appropriately to meet customer requirements.
• Using customer profiling to drive service improvements.
• Involving a wide range of residents and other customers in shaping
services.
• Collecting, analysing and reviewing information to make sure we
meet our standards.

Establish clear diversity standards for monitoring and improving
services.
How?
• We will deliver our services fairly and honestly.
• We will ask residents about themselves and their household, to
understand their needs, tailor our services and help us comply 		
with equality law.
• If their situation changes, we will talk to residents about what other
services would be of help to them.
• We will act responsibly with the information we hold, and comply
with data protection law.
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Establish effective leadership and governance arrangements to
scrutinise performance on diversity and to make sure that this
strategy is delivered.
How?
• By effectively communicating this strategy across Sovereign, making
sure that key actions are co-ordinated and delivered effectively.
• By ensuring that equality and diversity awareness is a key aspect of
Board, committee, resident and employee training.
• By rolling out mentoring programmes for employees across Sovereign.
• By implementing a new structure and reviewing our equality and
diversity reporting and management structure.

Be an employer of choice by recruiting, supporting and retaining
an effective, talented and motivated workforce that broadly
reflects the communities we serve.
How?
• We will recruit from the widest talent pool to make sure we get the
best candidate for a job.
• By recognising that everyone is different and brings different ideas and that this can improve innovation and creativity.
• By treating everyone fairly, making sure that people can be
themselves at work so they can be more productive and have less 		
absence.
• By being aware of risk. Getting equality and diversity wrong can be
costly in a challenging market. Organisations need to have a 			
competitive edge: equality and diversity can give this added value.
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Doing our bit to promote and encourage equality and diversity in
all areas of our work.
How?
• By making sure that our values are reflected in our procurement
processes and outcomes.
• By working with partners to learn and share good practice.
• By promoting the values of equality and diversity to the widest
possible audience.
• By challenging discriminatory attitudes and behaviours from anyone 		
involved with Sovereign, such as contractors, residents and employees.

Eight Somali residents in Bristol
passed a basic English course
we funded, which aimed to help
them manage their tenancy.
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About Sovereign
Resident profiling
Over the past two years, we have been working hard at collecting
information from all our residents about the protected characteristics
covered by the Equality Act 2010, and adding this to each of our
systems so that we can tailor our services to meet those different
needs. The overall collection rate for this additional resident profiling
information is 74% (across Sovereign) with individual operating
divisions achieving differing levels against the business target of 85%.

Key figures on our residents
4%
6%
26%

Age
ranges
27%

23%

15%

0-15 years
16-24 years
25-44 years
45-65 years
65 years and over
Unknown

Gender and household make up

• 53% of residents are female and 46% are male (with 1% unknown).
• Of the 35,759 homes we own (rather than homes we manage for
others), 32% are households with children and 34% are single 		
person households.
• 16% of single person households are people aged 60 or over.

Ethnicity

• 3% of residents consider themselves to be from a black or
minority ethnic background.

Disability

• 16% of households in homes we own (5,521) state that they
have some form of disability. Of these, 587 households state
that they have a wheelchair user.
Sovereign resident profiling data as at 31 March 2013

9

Key figures on our staff
3% 4%

44%

Age
47%
ranges 49%

16-24 years
25-44 years
45-65 years
65 years and over

Gender

• Approximately 54% of our employees are female and 46% are male.

Ethnicity

• 2.6% of employees consider themselves to be from a black or
minority ethnic background.

Disability

• 1.25% of employees have informed us that they have some form
of disability.

We provide all new starters
with mandatory E&D training
which includes a face to face
induction and two yearly
online refresher. We’re
also rolling out a similar
programme for our Board
members and involved
residents.
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The Equality Act 2010
The Equality Act 2010 is a cross-cutting legislative framework to
protect the rights of individuals and to advance equality of opportunity
for all; to update, simplify and strengthen the previous legislation; and
to deliver a simple, modern and accessible framework of discrimination
law which protects individuals from unfair treatment and promotes a
fair and more equal society.

Protected characteristics
The Equality Act seeks to outlaw unlawful discrimination against a
person, or group of people, because of:
• race
• sex
• sexual orientation (whether being lesbian, gay, bisexual or heterosexual)
• disability (or because of something connected with their disability)
• religion or belief
• being a transsexual person (this is where someone has changed,
is changing or has proposed changing their sex – called ‘gender 		
reassignment’ in law)
• having just had a baby or being pregnant
• being married or in a civil partnership
• age
These areas of diversity are known as the ‘protected characteristics’. In
addition to these, Sovereign also takes into account the needs of other
groups such as carers.
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What have we achieved so far?
New website - we launched our new website in 2013 which meets the
AA standard for web accessibility. The accessibility is not just about
those with a disability; it is about everyone being able to access the
site. From any page, users can access information regarding text size,
layout, contrast, links to text only, audio options, translations and our
accessibility statement.
Resident profiling - we have a new resident profiling form, which is
easier for our colleagues to use. It can be used during the lifetime of
a tenancy, at times such as new tenant interviews, tenancy audits, a
mutual exchange/ transfer or part of any future stock transfers.
Tenancy support matrix - we have a tool to help us be proactive in
providing the right help and support to vulnerable residents and
residents whose tenancy may be at risk. For example, housing officers
can make early checks on any arrears, anti-social behaviour reports or
repairs we’ve made to homes and then visit residents to give them the
best chance of keeping their home.
Tailoring our communications - following a recent review of the way
we communicate with residents to make sure they receive documents
in the right format, we’ve seen a 30% reduction of resident requests
for large print. One of the reasons is that residents are requesting
communication by audio CD or tape instead.
Equality and diversity training - we’re developing a new suite of equality
and diversity taster sessions to improve our colleagues’ knowledge and
understanding based on real-life examples of diversity.
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Welfare reform - to reflect its importance, we produce welfare reform
information in different ways so all affected residents can understand
what help and support is available. This includes subtitled animations,
audio, translations and DVDs. We made direct contact with over 90% of
affected residents and enlisted the help of a partner agency to help us
contact and collect any missing household information for our Black
African residents in the West of England. As a result of this work, three
families who we were missing household information for were
identified as likely to be affected by the benefit cap.
Ways to pay - we’ve extended the range of ways residents can pay
their rent, so they can choose a method that is easiest for them. In
particular, the remote, online, text/phone methods will be easier for
those with mobility problems.
Recruitment - we’ve recruited 15 apprentices between 16-24 years,
including three residents. This has had a positive impact on Sovereigns
age profile and will enable us to build and develop skills for the future.

Employees have volunteered
their language skills to be
held online in a central
location in order to assist
colleagues with minor
translations.
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Key actions
We have an Equality and Diversity Action Plan 2010-13 which focuses
on the key actions that we want to take to continue developing the
way in which we deliver services fairly and equitably to residents, other
customers and our employees.
This action plan is shaped around the Equality Act and the protected
characteristics, and applies to all parts of our business: from customer
services to staff recruitment and our Board and governance. We
recognise that developing and improving access to our services is
a journey which will be continued over time. Good progress is being
made on key areas of work, such as collecting information about the
residents who live in Sovereign properties and the employees who
work for us, and on using this information to tailor our services. The
key actions we have planned are shown in the ‘Delivering our Vision’
document.
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Responsibilities and monitoring
Whilst everyone at Sovereign has a responsibility for delivering this
strategy, the key inputs are as follows.
• The Board is responsible for making sure that this strategy
is delivered and will monitor performance annually. The Board
has appointed a Champion to promote equality and diversity
amongst Board members and also to represent them on the 			
Equalities Forum.
• The Executive has overall responsibility for delivering the key
actions that flow from this strategy. In addition, the Chief Executive
has specific responsibility to chair the Equalities Forum.
• Managers and other employees are responsible for actively
championing and promoting equality and diversity in all areas of 		
their work, and for delivering the action plan.
• Oversight of the strategy will be carried out by the Sovereign
Equalities Forum (SEF) which is made up of senior managers from 		
across the business and several resident members. This forum will 		
meet at least four times a year. Its main roles will be:
- to receive evidence that the key objectives are being met
- to share good practice
- to identify changes in legislation
- to keep up to date with external best practice through
		 independent speakers, and
- to consider whether the objectives need to be updated or
		expanded.
• The strategy will operate within a three-year time frame.
• Regular progress against the action plan will be provided to the
Equalities Forum.
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• A report will be taken to the Board annually, providing an update on
progress.
• Employees and board members will be regularly updated through
bulletins from the Equalities Forum.
• Residents will be updated through the Sovereign magazines.
• Successes will be communicated and celebrated.
• Following the three-year period, a full review of the strategy will be
undertaken.

Equality assessments for the
bedroom tax and the benefit
cap have been carried out to
help us identify the impact
welfare reform will have on
our residents and to highlight
any particular groups that are
disproportionately affected.
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