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Introduction
This Briefing Paper has been produced in the context of issues relating to diversity in
public appointments raised in the Committee for Communities on 15 September 2016.1
The paper summarises the system for public appointments in Northern Ireland and
outlines the profile of boards of public bodies.
The issue of diversity in public appointments is explored and proposed measures for
increasing diversity are discussed.

1

Meeting of the Committee for Communities 15 September 2016: http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/assemblybusiness/committees/communities/minutes-of-proceedings-2016---2017/.

Providing research and information services to the Northern Ireland Assembly

1

NIAR 349-16

2

Briefing Paper

Executive Summary
As at March 2015, 38% of all public appointments were women, although 22% of chairs
were female.
Of appointments made in 2014/15:


44% were female



44% were Protestant, 38% Catholic, 18% other or not known



1% had a declared disability



Less than 2% were from a minority ethnic community



3% were under 30, 24% over 60

Details of socio-economic group are not available.
There is no bar to the number of posts an individual can hold, but appointments are
limited to two terms for the same post.
As at 31 March 2015, 29% of individuals held two or more posts simultaneously. A
survey of 50 individuals holding public appointments in the years ending 2010 to 2014
found that 76% of the sample held one post only and did not move on to another post
during the period of the survey.
Obstacles to participation for members of under-represented groups can be on three
levels: the personal level, interpersonal level and the appointment process. Strategies
to address under-representation need to engage on all three levels and a mixture of
methods will be required in any one context.
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Public Appointments in Northern Ireland
Public appointments are made by a government Minister to the board of a public body.
Appointment are made on merit, based on an individual’s talent and skills, following a
recruitment exercise, which usually involves a public advertisement2.
Overall responsibility for public appointments rests with the Executive Office, which
publishes annual reports on appointments for public bodies under the responsibility of
every government department3. The Commissioner for Public Appointments for
Northern Ireland has a role of providing guidance for departments to make public
appointments, audit and report on appointments processes and investigate
complaints4.
The seven key principles of public appointments are as follows5:
Merit

All public appointments must be made on the basis of merit. Only
those individuals judged to best meet the requirements of the post
will be recommended to Ministers for appointment to public
bodies.

Diversity

The make-up of the Boards of Northern Ireland public bodies
does not adequately reflect the make-up of the population. The
opportunity to appoint the best people is greatly increased when
every potential applicant is attracted and encouraged to apply and
when individual attributes and differences are valued.
Departments should ensure, as far as possible, that Boards are
balanced in terms of skills and experience, and that opportunities
to apply for positions on Boards are open to the communities they
serve.

Equality

Departments must ensure equality of opportunity and equal
treatment of all applicants at every stage of the appointment
process. The ‘Important Notice’ at the start of this document
highlights the importance of adherence to anti-discrimination law.
It is for Ministers and their Departments to ensure that they are
fully versed in these matters.

‘Public appointments explained’, NI Direct website, accessed 28 September 2016: https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/publicappointments-explained.
3
‘Public Appointments’, Executive Office website, accessed 28 September 2016: https://www.executiveofficeni.gov.uk/articles/public-appointments.
4
‘Our role’, Commissioner for Public Appointments for Northern Ireland website, accessed 28 September 2016:
https://www.publicappointmentsni.org/our-role.
5
Commissioner for Public Appointments (2016), Code of Practice for Ministerial Public Appointments in Northern Ireland,
Belfast: CPANI, pp.7-9.
2
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Openness,
Transparency
and
Independence

The practices employed by Departments at every stage in the
appointment process must be transparent and consistent with the
recognised principles of open government.

Integrity

Public appointees must be people who understand, apply and are
committed to the principle of integrity, and who will perform their
duties with moral rigor and honesty without personal or corporate
gain.

Proportionality

Whilst the Commissioner’s Code must be followed for every
appointment, the procedures applied at each stage of an
appointment should be proportionate to the size and purpose of
the public body and to the posts to be filled. The proportionality
principle must not be used to circumvent proper procedures or
avoid good practice.

Respect

Throughout the public appointment process, candidates should be
treated with respect; this applies from the first contact with the
Department through to completion of the appointment process.

All public appointment competitions must include a demonstrable
element of independent participation in the assessment of
applicants.

The Code of Practice states that an appointee may be considered for a second term of
appointment, but appointments to the same post are restricted to two terms6. There is
no upper limit to the number of appointments an individual may hold, but a judgement
is expected to be made by the appointing department regarding a candidate’s
availability. As at 31 March 2015, the maximum of posts any individual held was four
(by three board members), as the following table shows7:

6
7

Ibid., pp.29-30.
OFMdFM (2015), Public Bodies and Public Appointments: Annual Report 2014/15, Belfast: OFMdFM, p.22.
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Diversity and Public Appointments
Profile of Public Appointments in Northern Ireland
At 31 March 2015, 38% of all public appointments in Northern Ireland were held by
women. When broken down by chairs and members, 22% of chairs were female and
39% of members were female8.
Applications and appointments for 2014/15 according to identity or background are
given in the following table9.
Applications 2014/15

Appointments 2014/15

32% female

44% female

68% male

56% male

40% Protestant

44% Protestant

40% Catholic

38% Catholic

20% neither or not known

18% neither or not known

Disability

5% declared disability

1% declared disability

Minority ethnicity

2% minority ethnic

Less than 2% minority ethnic

Age

2% under 30

3% under 30

7% 30-39

10% 30-39

15% 40-49

18% 40-49

34% 50-59

30% 50-59

27% 60 or over

24% 60 or over

16% not known

15% not known

Gender

Community background

Information on socio-economic background of applicants is not available.
As mentioned above, ‘diversity’ is one of the seven principles of public appointments
stated in the Code of Practice. In addition10:

8

OFMdFM (2015), Public Bodies and Public Appointments: Annual Report 2014/15, Belfast: OFMdFM, p.14.
Derived from ibid., pp.20-30.
10
Commissioner for Public Appointments (2016), Code of Practice for Ministerial Public Appointments in Northern Ireland,
Belfast: CPANI, pp.11-12,14, 24, 38.
9
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In the Person Specification - When drawing up criteria for a public appointment,
those involved must recognise the validity of non-traditional career paths, to
encourage applications from as diverse a range as possible;



The departmental appointment plan must include - a section on diversity which
sets out what steps (in outreach and process) will be taken to achieve the best
possible spread of applicants and, ultimately, appointees;



Selection panel members should have received training on equality and
diversity issues;



Publicity for the appointment should ensure that a wide and diverse audience is
made aware of the appointment and encouraged to apply;



The appointing Minister must be made aware of the agreed Executive targets
for diversity in public appointments; and



Social media should be used to encourage diversity of applications.

The Commissioner for Public Appointments announced in April 2016 that the Executive
had committed to11:
 Equal numbers of women and men appointed to boards by 2017/18
 Equal numbers of women and men as board members and chairs by 2020/21
The following measures were to be introduced to achieve this:
- departmental sponsored bodies will be required to review the culture and practice of
their Boards and to ensure that these are conducive to women and other underrepresented groups;
- departments will need to consider, for each of their sponsored bodies, whether the
absence, or level of remuneration is a factor in deterring applications to Board
positions from women and other under-represented groups;
- departments will have to consider whether there is an ongoing need for statutory
nominations to the Boards of their sponsored bodies
The Code of Practice has been amended to the effect that Ministers are to be informed
of the existing gender balance on boards when considering appointments.
Diversity and Public Appointments
Research carried out for the Scottish Government states that evidence shows there are
benefits to having more diversity on public and private boards, including the following12:
11
12

‘Diversity’, CPANI website, accessed 28 September 2016: https://www.publicappointmentsni.org/diversity.
Matthew Dutton and Robert Raeside (2014), Overcoming Barriers to Equality and Diversity Representation on Public, Private
and Third Sector Boards in Scotland, Edinburgh: Scottish Government, pp.8-14:
http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2014/12/3043.
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The external view of a diverse board is a signal of a better company



Diverse boards perform better, primarily because board members of the
majority identity apply themselves more in the presence of ‘other’ identities



Boards can recruit from a wider talent pool, with a greater range of experience
and perspective

However, there are barriers to participation for identities with less representation on
boards. Evidence gathered by the Welsh Government in 2013 to investigate increasing
under-represented groups on boards included the view that boards tend to recruit ‘in
their own image’ and also there was a perception that there was a group of the same
people moving from one board to another13.
A sample of 50 individuals holding public appointments in Northern Ireland was tracked
for the years ending 2010 to 201414. Eight (16%) held two posts simultaneously and
three (6%) held three posts. Four individuals (8%) moved from one appointment to
another, three of whom held multiple posts simultaneously. While there may be a
perception of a small group of people occupying public appointments, 76% of the
sample held one post only and did not move on to another post during the reporting
years 2010 to 2014.
Research for the UK Government Equalities Office (GEO) identified three levels of
barriers to diverse participation on boards15:
1. Individual Level – There was no evidence that people from under-represented
groups lacked the necessary skills or qualifications, but perceived lack of
opportunities may have lowered career expectations and persistent
stereotyping leads to biased perceptions of skills and aspiration
2. Interpersonal Level - Candidates from under-represented groups lack social
capital and networking opportunities and boardroom cultures can be
inhospitable to diversity
3. Appointment Process – Evidence from this level is mainly from boards of private
companies, but applies to public boards to a certain extent, where there is a
perceived lack of transparency, unclear selection criteria and weak links
between candidate search and diversity

13

Welsh Government (2013), Increasing the Number of Women and Other Under-Represented Groups in Public Appointments
– Meeting on Under-Represented Groups in Public Appointments, Cardiff: Welsh Government:
http://gov.wales/topics/people-and-communities/equality-diversity/increasing-diversity-public-appointments/?lang=en.
14
The 50 individuals were selected at random from the 2010 Public Appointments Annual Report and tracked to the 2014
report. Individuals are identified by surname and initial in the reports, so there is a possibility of duplication for some of the
multiple posts reported.
15
Ruth Sealy, Elena Doldor and Susan Vinnicombe (2009), Increasing Diversity on Public and Private Sector Boards: Part 1 –
How Diverse are Boards and Why? London: Government Equalities Office, pp.18-34.
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Measures to Increase Diversity
Broadly speaking, there are two main approaches to increasing diversity on the boards
of public bodies, as follows:


Voluntary - In 2013, the UK Government expressed an intention that half of all
public appointments would be female by 2015. Consequently, an action plan
was published to deliver this aspiration16. Appointments to year ending 31
March 2015 in the UK were 44% female17. The action plan is reproduced at
Appendix 1.



Compulsory - In France, gender parity laws have applied quotas to
appointments to public bodies. A law of 2012 required at least 40% of either sex
to be represented on boards of public bodies, extended in 2014 to quotas for
sporting bodies, chambers of commerce and consultative bodies18.

In addition to these broad approaches, there are initiatives which can be undertaken to
increase diversity. These include19:


Increasing public awareness of the role of boards



Wider advertising of vacancies



Training, mentoring and networking opportunities



Reporting on equality targets

The evidence suggests that there is no ‘one size fits all’, and different methods will
work to varying degrees to different circumstances. The research carried out for the
GEO, referred to above, mapped initiatives to increase diversity to the three levels of
obstacles to participation. The initiatives suggested are20:


Board-ready training for under-represented groups



Professional networks



Development programmes



Databases of potential candidates

16

Cabinet Office (2013), Increasing Diversity in Public Appointments, London: Cabinet Office:
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/increasing-diversity-in-public-appointments.
17
‘Percentage of public appointments made to women: April 2014 to March 2015’, Cabinet Office 14 October 2015:
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/467910/20151014_Percentage_of_New_Pu
blic_Appointments_made_to_Women_in_2014_2015.csv/preview.
18
See Research and Information Service Briefing Paper 86/14 Act for Real Equality between Women and Men – France, 22
September 2014, pp.5-6: http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/assembly-business/research-and-information-serviceraise/research-publications-2016/research-publications-2014/.
19
Matthew Dutton and Robert Raeside (2014), Overcoming Barriers to Equality and Diversity Representation on Public, Private
and Third Sector Boards in Scotland, Edinburgh: Scottish Government, pp.16-19.
20
Ruth Sealy, Elena Doldor and Susan Vinnicombe (2009), Increasing Diversity on Public and Private Sector Boards: Part 1 –
How Diverse are Boards and Why? London: Government Equalities Office, pp.13-32.
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Mentoring schemes



Diversity charters



Legal remedies



Mandatory equality legislation

The table below shows these initiatives mapped according to obstacles21.
Types of initiatives which seek to improve representation on boards

21

Ibid., p.12.
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Appendix 1: UK Action Plan 2013 - Increasing Diversity in Public
Appointments

The Centre for Public Appointments:
The Government has established the Centre for Public Appointments (CPA) in the
Cabinet Office to co-ordinate across Government and promote roles on Public Boards to
a range of candidates with diverse skills and backgrounds.
The CPA is also working with the Commissioner for Public Appointments who is
committed to increasing the diversity of appointments through his role as regulator and
his work with Public App ointments Assessors.
Raising Awareness:
The CPA is encouraging applications from candidates by:
contacting potential candidates about suitable opportunities;
advertising all opportunities on the public appointments website, Twitter and
distributing a fortnightly newsletter on upcoming appointments;
simplifying adverts and using language which will encourage candidates to apply;
working with both the executive search industry and representative networks to
encourage prospective applicants from diverse backgrounds;
providing a dedicated resource to help potential candidates understand and
prepare for the application process; and
raising awareness of public appointments by hosting events and raising the
profiles of existing role models.
Job adverts and specifications:
In order to make job adverts and specifications clear, concise and accessible, the CPA is
ensuring that:
job adverts and specifications use plain English and avoid jargon to appeal to the widest
field of applicants;
job adverts and specifications promote diversity by emphasising, where possible, a
candidate’s ability rather than previous experience;
job specifications should focus on key skills and should not rule out or deter potential
candidates by being too restrictive in the criteria; and
applications must request CVs and supporting statements rather than lengthy forms
Diversity within the recruitment process:
In order to reinforce the need for diversity throughout the process, the CPA is ensuring that:
Ministers are aware of the diversity of the existing Board at the start of a campaign;
Ministers meet with those involved in the campaign, including the Chair of the panel
and executive search firm (if used) to ensure that all parties are clear on the
requirement to find a diverse field of candidates;
Ministers see details of the field before competitions close, to decide if they are content
with the diversity of applicants;
Ministers are reminded of the diversity of the existing Board when given details of all
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candidates who were deemed appointable at interview;
Ministers agree panels with independent panel members who will provide an external
perspective;
feedback is provided to candidates
strong candidates who are not appointed are encouraged to apply for other roles; and
reappointments are the exception rather than the rule, to encourage greater diversity
in new appointments.
Monitoring progress
We are monitoring our progress by:
publishing six monthly reports on Departments’ performance on appointing women to
public appointments.
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