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We can only make change when 
everyone uses their power 
– as individuals, colleagues, 
managers or leaders – to be 
actively anti-racist. Race equality 
is everyone’s business.
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Scottish Government Race Recruitment and Retention Plan

At a conference in February this year, our Permanent Secretary 
spoke of her impatience around pace, progress and the power 
imbalance regarding race equality. In March 2020, the COVID-19 
pandemic took hold, exposing and exacerbating the deep 
inequalities which disproportionately affected certain minority 
ethnic groups. The killing of George Floyd in the USA sparked 
protests around the world, including in Scotland, rightly demanding 
that Black Lives Matter. Our Executive Team heard sobering and 
impactful testimony from minority ethnic employees about their 

fatigue of explaining themselves and the emotional labour required to help white 
colleagues understand that the issues are real. We were left in no doubt that a step 
change was required. 

I believe this Plan is the first step to making that change. It takes as its starting point the 
recognition that like many other large employers, Scottish Government is not exempt 
from the structural and systemic forces that enable and embed institutional racism. 
Tackling this is complex and calls for a willingness to disrupt our own thinking and 
the usual ways of doing things, to relinquish power and to get comfortable with being 
uncomfortable. I welcome the explicitly anti-racist approach of this Plan which shifts 
the emphasis from ‘fixing the people’ to ‘fixing the system’ – a system which is as much 
about our culture as it is about policies and processes. 

I am optimistic that we will achieve this. We are building a good evidence base of what 
works to increase diversity in recruitment. Our Race Equality Network is thriving and 
providing a valuable space of community and constructive, collaborative challenge to 
do better, sooner. And there is a growing demand from white colleagues to understand 
how to be effective race allies. That matters, because we can only make change when 
everyone uses their power – as individuals, colleagues, managers or leaders – to be 
actively anti-racist. Race equality is everyone’s business. 

I am grateful to the senior race Champions and the Race Equality network for their 
leadership and challenge and their willingness to support and enable change. My 
thanks goes to Trade Union colleagues for working in partnership with the Diversity 
and Inclusion Team to develop a progressive Plan, and to our Critical Friends group for 
offering their time and expertise to shape the Plan. Above all, I would like to thank all 
of you who took part in the survey and focus groups which formed a large part of the 
evidence base of this Plan, who shared their personal stories with my Executive Team 
colleagues and who offer regular blogs on Saltire. Your lived experience and insights are 
the real test of how equal, diverse and inclusive we are as an organisation. I ask all of 
you to continue to hold us to account to deliver the change we need to see. 

Paul Johnston
Director General Education, Communities and Justice
Senior Ally for Race, Religion and Belief

Foreword
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Executive Summary

The Scottish Government Race Recruitment and Retention Action Plan sets out the 
action we will take to deliver on our vision to be a world-leading diverse and inclusive 
employer, where racial equality is achieved. 

It was developed in partnership with the Council of Scottish Government Unions and in 
collaboration with our Race Equality Network and external race-focused organisations. 
Most importantly, at the heart of the Plan are the voices and views of minority ethnic 
employees in Scottish Government, who have the right to flourish in our organisation 
and to be valued because of the diverse experiences, backgrounds and views they bring 
which enrich our organisation and improve our performance. 

The Plan is built around five priorities focused on the whole system, aiming to 
redistribute power and bring about cultural change. 

Key Priority 1: Embedding Responsibility and Accountability
Outcome: There is ownership of the plan at individual, corporate and 
leadership levels, and people are taking effective action to implement the 
Race Recruitment and Retention Action Plan.

Key Priority 2: Leadership, Governance and Decision Making
Outcome: Senior leaders take the lead and champion the Race 
Recruitment and Retention Action Plan incorporating an equity lens in all 
leadership and people-related policies, processes and decision they make.

Key Priority 3: Recruitment and Representation
Outcome: Minority ethnic employees are represented at all levels and in 
all areas, particularly within senior levels and management structures.

Key Priority 4: Career progression and promotion
Outcome: Minority ethnic employees experience equality of opportunity 
and are optimistic about being able to fulfil their potential in SG.

Key Priority 5: Building an anti-racist culture
Outcome: Our workplace culture is inclusive, collaborative, accountable 
and enables the skills, talent, experiences and diversity of our minority 
ethnic employees to flourish.
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Introduction

Since 2017 we have been working to increase the racial diversity of Scottish 
Government, and to build an inclusive workplace where employees of all ethnic 
backgrounds can flourish. Despite strong results in some recruitment campaigns, 
people who identify as from a black, Asian, mixed or multiple ethnicity or an ethnicity 
other than white (‘minority ethnic’ for the purposes of this Plan) continue to be under 
represented. 

Our composition is growing, but not fast enough to reach 5% minority ethnic employees 
by 2025 (our target to be representative of the Scottish working age population). We 
know that we can only derive the benefit of diverse talent in an inclusive culture where 
people feel valued, a sense of belonging and able fulfil their potential. Some of our 
measures tell us we have work to do in this regard – reflected in feedback from minority 
ethnic colleagues. 

In March 2020 a commitment was given to developing a Race Recruitment and Retention 
Action Plan (‘the Plan’) in the Race Equality Action Plan Year 2 Progress Report. 

During the summer of 2020, the Scottish Government’s Starter for Ten Action Plan 
was developed by People Directorate, drawing on views and feedback from the Race 
Equality Network (REN) and Council of Scottish Government Unions (CSGU) following the 
Black Lives Matter protests and in response to strong challenge from stakeholders to be 
doing more and at pace. The Starter for Ten Actions have given us a strong foundation to 
build on for further developing the Plan and all Starter for Ten actions will be delivered 
in Year 1.

The plan will:

• Adopt an intersectional approach to analysis and action.

•  Be a live document which is reviewed, updated and amended over time as we 
progress the actions and learn from our experience.

•  Sit within the wider framework of diversity and inclusion strategy and assurance 
and deliver, in terms of race, on our two existing equality outcomes (to become more 
diverse and inclusive).
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Both quantitative and qualitative internal evidence was gathered from SG employees 
during summer 2020 through:

• A Diversity and Inclusion survey which was completed by 1,130 respondents. It 
gathered general evidence of employee experience, perceptions and impact relating 
to D&I in SG and was analysed by diversity; and specific questions around action to 
advance race equality and evidence of impact. 

• Nine online focus group discussions, attended by over 100 employees across 
minority ethnic employees, all staff, line managers and the Race Equality Network. 
The focus groups explored themes relating to power and institutional racism. 

• Analysis of existing SG data, gathered from our electronic hr system (e-HR), People 
Survey, and other available sources.

• Desk reviews: 

• Race in the workplace: The McGregor-Smith Review.

• Addressing the barriers to Black and Asian Minority Ethnic Employee Career 
progression to the top (Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development)

• Poverty and Ethnicity in the Labour Market (Joseph Rowntree Foundation)

• Still Not Visible – Research on Black and Minority ethnic women’s experiences of 
employment in Scotland (Close The Gap)

• A review of poverty and ethnicity in Scotland (Joseph Rowntree Foundation)

The development of the Plan was guided by stakeholder engagement through the 
establishment of a Critical Friends group with representatives drawn from our Race 
Equality Network; the Council of Scottish Government Unions; Equality Unit and Fair 
Work; and external organisations (Council of Ethnic Minority Voluntary Organisation and 
Coalition for Racial Equality and Rights). The group’s purpose was to offer a space to test 
ideas and to provide constructive challenge to ensure the development of a progressive 
plan with an anti-racist approach.

Methodology
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Equality data management, analysis, and reporting is at the core of our commitment to 
evidence-based policy making. We analyse race data from a range of sources including 
our electronic HR system (e-HR) where employees can update their diversity information; 
Unless stated otherwise, the diversity information presented in this report has been 
analysed by calendar year and includes Scottish Government Core Departments, 
Executive Agencies and Non Ministerial Departments. Results are presented from the Core 
Scottish Government‘s annual Civil Service People Survey, which helps us understand 
employees’ workplace experiences in the survey undertaken in August 2020 to support 
the development of this Plan, as well as the Diversity and Inclusion. We recognise that 
individuals’ experiences are shaped by their own diverse background and identities, and 
where possible we conduct intersectional analysis as well. 

From this we learned that we have made clear gains in terms of representation and 
inclusion:

• Minority Ethnic staff increasingly comprise more of the organisation’s workforce, 
rising from 1.5% to 2.4% between 2015 and 2020, and this trend is also reflected 
within every pay banding. In 2020 4% of staff in the DG Health and Social Care were 
from minority ethnic backgrounds. 

• In 2020 2.4% of Senior Civil Service (SCS) in Scottish Government came from minority 
ethnic backgrounds (this peaked at 3.4% in 2019). 

• The proportion of minority ethnic recruits rose from 1.8% in 2016 to 3.3% in 2020. 
Our targeted approaches to recruitment, community outreach, marketing, selection 
process have had a positive impact on recruitment campaigns: 

• In our 2018 Band B recruitment, of those 440 interviewed 5.91% were ethnic 
minority people.

• In 2019 Graduate Development programme, 10% of invitees were from ethnic 
minorities compared to 7% in 2017.

• In 2020, 40% of the delegates at our Future Leaders Diversity Conference 
identified as minority ethnic. 

• Rates of minority ethnic promotion have fluctuated over the past two years: in 
2019 bringing minority ethnic staff comprised 1.9% of promotions. Minority ethnic 
promotions in line with minority ethnic workforce composition. However the number 
of minority ethnic promotions in 2020 were too small to report.

• The Inclusion & Fair Treatment theme score within the core of Scottish Government‘s 
2019 Civil Service People Survey was 8.3% positive for minority staff, and at 74% 
their Engagement Index was 6 percentage points above white colleagues. 

However, still inequalities persist when it comes to race:

• At 2.4% of our overall workforce, our proportion of minority ethnic staff is still far 
short of our ambition to be representative of the Scottish population, where visible 
minority ethnic groups make up 5%. We know that at our current rate of growth we 
will fall short of our 2025 ambition.

What does our data tell us?
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• The data appears to show that minority ethnic staff on the whole receive less 
favourable appraisal markings than white colleagues, In 2020, 35.3% of minority 
ethnic and 53.9% of white staff received the two highest appraisal markings (‘highly 
effective’ or ‘exceptional’).

• Minority ethnic staff are under represented amongst employees who have received a 
Temporary Responsibility Supplement (TRS). 

• Our mean ethnicity pay gap is wider than our gender pay gap, at 7.27% in 2020.

• Minority ethnic people still experience higher levels of discrimination than the rest 
of the workforce and we know that where sex intersects with race there are different 
outcomes, too. For example minority ethnic women report higher rates than the 
average, higher than women in general and higher than minority ethnic men. This is 
important to understand and unpack so we don’t risk taking a gender-blind or colour-
blind approach to our interventions. And though falling, bullying and harassment 
levels are unacceptably high.

• Around half of the minority ethnic respondents to the Diversity and Inclusion survey 
said they have equal access to apply for (47.2%) jobs and development opportunities 
(50%) compared with almost three quarters of white respondents.

• In the same survey, minority ethnic respondents were also less likely to agree that 
their current responsibilities are a good match for their experience and skills (56% 
compared with 74.6% of white respondents), and that before they are able to fulfil 
their potential in SG.
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How will we deliver change?

An anti-racist approach sits at the heart of the development and delivery of this Plan. 
This means that:

• We recognise that there is no such thing as a race neutral policy, and that every 
people policy or decision we make has the power to create racial equality or 
inequality for our employees.

• We are focused on changing systems, organisational structures, policies and practices 
and attitudes, so that power is redistributed and shared equitably.

We recognise that the barriers – and hence the burden for change – rest not with 
minority ethnic people but with our systems and cultures. To do this, we need to work at 
individual, team, policy and national levels. 

Sharing – and relinquishing – power, and building collective leadership are critical to 
making systemic changes. We will seek to do this by increasing the representation of 
minority ethnic people in the Senior Civil Service and by exploring structures which 
enable diverse voices to effectively influence decision-making spaces. However, in 
keeping with the principle that we all must change, we will focus on building an anti-
racist mindset amongst senior leaders to enable them to effectively challenge decisions, 
behaviours and attitudes which may result in racial inequity. 

To support that change in behaviours and attitudes, we will build a critical mass of 
race allies across a range of business functions, grades and roles. We will focus on 
creating opportunities for exposure to diverse experiences and ways of thinking; 
building empathy and understanding of others’ perspectives; and engaging to listen and 
understand and act on what minority ethnic colleagues are telling us is their experience. 

Within the detail of the actions in the Plan, we have worked with the Race Equality 
Network to identify the ‘game changers’. A comparatively small number of actions which 
are considered to have the most impact to advancing race equality and inclusion. In the 
action plan they are marked ‘Priority’.

These were selected on the basis of being actions which:

• Signal tangible changes to what minority ethnic colleagues see and feel. 

• Would make significant change to how we recruit.

• Build awareness and understanding of senior leaders, action owners, line managers of 
what it means to be actively anti-racist and 

• Build clarity and understanding of the barriers and opportunities for change.

In delivering the Plan, these ‘game changers’ will be our core focus for delivery but we will 
not lose sight of the remaining actions identified. Through an annual process of progress 
assessment and development of annual delivery of the plans, we will review these 
remaining actions and identify we are in a position to bring those on-stream for delivery.
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Embedding Responsibility 
and Accountability

There is ownership of the plan at individual, corporate and 
leadership levels, and people are taking effective action to 
implement the Race Recruitment and Retention Action Plan. 

We know that we can only be successful in delivering the change we need to see when 
race equality is everyone’s business. Increasing accountability was a strong theme in 
our engagement and evidence gathering, with stakeholders calling for senior leaders 
in particular to be held to high standards and to hear their actions and impact actively 
communicated. We must send a clear message that action on race equality is a core 
element of effective performance, it is expected and it is rewarded. We have identified 
some indicators which will tell us that we are delivering the change we need to see and 
we will work collaboratively with stakeholders to develop further transparent success 
measures which enable effective scrutiny of progress. 
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Leadership, Governance 
and Decision Making

Senior leaders take the lead and champion the Race 
Recruitment and Retention Action Plan incorporating an 
equity lens in all leadership and people-related policies, 
processes and decision they make. 

In our engagement, stakeholders told us that sometimes well-meaning leaders are 
nervous about incorrectly addressing race matters in the workplace. Colleagues also 
pointed to a need for quality Equality Impact Assessment of decisions to ensure 
inclusivity and maximum impact. The actions in the Plan are designed to build 
a confident, anti-racist mind-set amongst senior leaders and support collective 
leadership where diverse voices can effectively influence decision-making spaces. 
They are complemented particularly by actions elsewhere in the Plan to increase the 
representation of minority ethnic employees at senior levels and, in so doing, the 
diversity of perspectives present around the decision-making table. 

47.7% of minority ethnic respondents believe their managers’ decisions are shaped 
by a commitment to equality, diversity and inclusion with the proportion dropping 
to 35.0% for senior leaders.

Around 4 in 10 minority ethnic and white respondents believe senior leaders are 
taking effective action to advance race equality.
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Recruitment and 
Representation

Minority ethnic employees are represented at all levels 
and in all areas, particularly within senior levels and 
management structures.

Though increasing, the proportion of minority ethnic employees in Scottish Government 
as a whole or at SCS still isn’t representative of the wider working age Scottish 
population. 

Minority ethnic colleagues told us that the current recruitment process presents 
structural barriers and recycles the same Scottish Government / United Kingdom 
Government ‘type’, preventing new ways of thinking from coming in. And while 
increasing in diversity is an important outcome for minority ethnic colleagues, they’re 
not seeing it translate into action around them. 

We believe firmly that a diverse organisation performs better and makes better 
decisions for the people of Scotland. We also believe that it is a driver for recruiting 
the best talent. So the Plan will focus on increasing the overall proportion of minority 
ethnic employees and representation at all levels, including emphasis on the Senior 
Civil Service. We know that this will mean understanding the systemic barriers in 
our recruitment processes and developing a strategy which advances our diversity 
ambitions. And we will support managers to take effective action to increase race 
diversity in recruitment. 

Only a small proportion of minority ethnic respondents who joined the organisation 
in the last 4 years agreed that strong diversity and inclusion messaging featured in 
their recruitment (16.7%) induction (13.9%) experience. 

Our protocol of always recruiting internally first, 
doesn’t help – means we are recruiting from the 
same non-diverse pool instead of bringing in 
external talent and more diversity.

Focus Group Participant

“”
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Career Progression 

Minority ethnic employees experience equality of 
opportunity and are optimistic about being able to fulfil 
their potential in SG.

“You can’t be what you can’t see”. A lack of minority ethnic role models was called out 
by stakeholders during engagement. It impacts both one’s sense of confidence and self-
worth, and one’s belief that achieving the highest positions of power is realistic and 
achievable. Minority ethnic colleagues have amongst the highest rates of Engagement 
in Scottish Government, but are less positive about feeling that their current 
responsibilities are a good match for their experience and talents. 

During engagement, stakeholders cited the need for consistent and sustained support 
from managers on career progression, promotion, performance assessment. We also 
learned that meaningful mentoring, sponsorship and peer support are particularly 
valued by minority ethnic colleagues. The Plan contains actions to improve the talent 
and development offer to minority ethnic colleagues and to build inclusive leadership 
capability. 

47.2% of minority ethnic respondents believe they have equal access to apply for 
jobs (73.3% of white respondents).

74.2% minority ethnic respondents believe they are treated fairly according to their 
needs to (82.6% of white respondents).

Exit interviews should be taken into 
consideration especially for minority 
ethnic people to understand why they 
leave the Scottish Government.

Focus Group Participant

“”
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Building an Anti-
Racist Culture

Our workplace culture is inclusive, collaborative, 
accountable and enables the skills, talent, experiences and 
diversity of our minority ethnic employees to flourish. 

We know that an inclusive culture where difference is valued and can flourish is critical 
to harnessing the benefits that diversity brings. Colleagues told us that it’s not enough 
not to be racist; that we need to do more to promote an anti-racist environment and 
create safe spaces for calling people out. While minority ethnic colleagues report 
high Inclusion and Fair Treatment in our People Survey, we saw that some of the core 
elements our definition of inclusion (e.g. feeling valued for your unique perspective) 
are not as strongly felt amongst the minority ethnic colleagues who responded to our 
D&I survey. 

The goal of anti-racism is to challenge racism and actively challenge the policies, 
behaviours and beliefs that perpetuate ideas and actions. Racism is a societal system 
of inequality and therefore solutions must involve everyone. We will capitalise on the 
strong individual commitment to advance race equality at work which emerged through 
our survey and will focus on delivering cultural change through allyship. We will create 
opportunities to build empathy and to gain exposure to different perspectives, and we 
will ensure we are engaging minority ethnic colleagues so that their lived experience 
and insights shape what we do. 

Minority ethnic staff feel significantly less comfortable talking about their race 
issues at work (35.0%) than white staff (62.2%).

Around 85% of both minority ethnic and white respondents understand the 
difference being ‘not racist’ and being actively ‘anti-racist’.

We need to put real energy into the ‘hearts 
and minds’ battle rather than the policy 
and formal processes.

Focus Group Participant

“”
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Supporting people to identify and develop their capabilities and apply what they learn 
to their work and prioritising Scottish Government’s business must be a high strategic 
priority.

Building capability is vital to establish a sense of collective ownership. It is a key 
engagement platform to delivering all aspects of the Plan and is a robust way of 
equipping employees to hold leaders and other people accountable. We will provide 
employees with opportunities to develop their confidence, knowledge and skills, 
equipped with the right tools to challenge and take effective action.

Equipping our work force is the core focus of the first two years of the Plan as it 
underpins the successful delivery of every priority in the Plan. We have to take the 
time to get this right and to raise the capability of leaders, managers, those creating 
people policy and individuals on what it means to be inclusive, the impact of negative 
behaviours, how to ensure fairness in decision-making and the need to consider all of 
these as essential in creating a diverse, inclusive culture.

Capability Building
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The best way to begin tackling racism is to talk about it. For many, race is a difficult 
subject matter of conversation. It can be uncomfortable and sometimes highly sensitive, 
deeply emotional and can trigger strongly held beliefs about identity and fairness. 

There can be a well-meaning desire not say the ‘wrong’ thing, but without discussion 
and listening to each other we cannot make progress. We must normalise race as part 
of our workplace conversations, in a way which is safe and respectful. Doing so raises 
awareness, brings light to previous unspoken beliefs, builds empathy and creates a 
shared language to discuss racial equality and inclusion. 

Open and transparent communications are also critical for accountability, and the Plan 
includes actions to deliver regular updates around the actions senior leaders are taking 
and the impact it is having. 

Communication

The importance of [the] widening out this 
conversation to all employees and normalising 
conversations/criticisms of how our processes and 
structures could be reinforcing inequality.

Focus Group Participant

“”
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By publishing the Plan internally, we seek to be transparent about the action we are 
taking, the progress we are making and the challenges we are facing. We do this to hold 
ourselves accountable and to be held accountable by all. We will be open about our 
data, publishing as much as we can and inviting scrutiny and challenge. 

We will work in collaboration with our Union colleagues under recognised partnership 
agreements, and with our Race Equality Network so that we build and deliver the Plan 
with those who are most affected by it. 

Colleagues from both groups will be invited to sit on the governance group which will 
oversee the implementation of this Plan. The Plan will be followed by annual delivery 
plans and we will publish progress every 6 months. 

Delivery and Reporting
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Measuring Progress

If we are successful, this is what we would expect to see, hear or feel:

Outcome 1
•  Evidence of high quality race-related D&I objectives that advance race equality. 
• Key Performance Indicators for senior leaders
• Employees are positive that action is being taken and positive change is felt. 

Outcome 2
•  Employees are positive that senior leaders are taking action that is leading to 

positive change. 
•  Evidence of race equality shaping decision-making.
•  Evidence of institutional restructuring based upon anti-racist analysis.

Outcome 3
•  Minority ethnic people represent 5% of workforce composition and at each level. 
•  6% of new entrants into the SCS are minority ethnic people by 2025
•  The ethnicity pay gap reduces

Outcome 4
•  Evidence of equality of opportunity in career progression, access to 

development and learning
•  Increased confidence amongst minority ethnic employees of fulfilling potential
•  Reduction in performance appraisal gap for minority ethnic employees

Outcome 5
•  Reduction in discrimination, harassment and bullying scores in People Survey, 

including intersectionally. 
•  ‘Inclusion’ measures demonstrate that strong sense of inclusion amongst 

minority ethnic colleagues.
•  Employees are confident to discuss race equality 
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