The Reform Programme

Activity: The voluntary exit scheme
Background 
1. In 2009/10 the Commission introduced the Medium Term Organisation Review (MTOR) to enable the organisation to become an effective modern regulator and establish a world-class intelligence function. The MTOR looked at what the Commission’s role should be and the structure needed to carry out its regulatory activities successfully.
2. Last autumn the outcome of the Government’s Spending Review settlement and review of NDPB’s resulted in the Commission’s budget being cut by around 51% over the period to 2015 from £53m to £26m and proposals for our work to be refocused on core functions of regulating equality and anti-discrimination law in Great Britain, of fulfilling EU equality requirements and of being a National Human Rights Institution.

3. The proposed changes to the Commission’s functions, the changing equalities and human rights landscape in Britain and the budget pressures has challenged us to make fundamental changes to the organisation. These will enable us to become more focused on our regulatory role, make savings and operate more efficiently. As a result the MTOR has evolved into a new Reform Programme. The Reform Programme will move the Commission straight to a new, smaller organisation design for April 2012.  
4. The combination of the need to reduce the number of employees to reduce costs, whilst minimising the risk of compulsory redundancies and to support the organisational changes has led to the introduction of voluntary exit scheme as the first steps of the Reform Programme.
Background to the voluntary exit scheme
5. The Commission’s budget has been cut by around 51% over the period to 2015 from £53m to £26m.
6. The Commission has considered and started to implement a number of other measures in response to the reduced budget. The actions already taken in response to the financial pressures include: 

· Rationalisation of our inherited premises from the predecessor organisations from 18 to 7 and capacity savings on better use of our working space.
· Reduction in the costs of the Commission’s Board by 43 per cent.

· Reduction in discretionary expenditure through savings in relation to travel and subsistence.
· Focusing our programme of work on fewer but higher activities going forward to make better use of our reduced resources.
7. A review has also taken place of consultancy and interim support across the Commission. Only business critical posts have been retained and where possible consultancy and interims have been replaced through internal recruitment or secondments from the civil service to reduce costs.
8. Even with the measures taken above the continued downward pressure in resources leaves the Commission having to look closely at the way it is organised to deliver its objectives, and the number of people needed to do so. It is therefore necessary to reduce staffing numbers in order to manage within our available budget.

9. The reduction of staff numbers by natural wastage would not result in the necessary reductions as it would not take place within the necessary timescale as our staff turnover for 2010/11 is around 9.7%. 
10. The introduction of the VES will enable the Commission to reduce staff numbers in-line with our commitment to avoid compulsory redundancies. A guiding principal for the VES will be to minimise the impact on different staff groups wherever possible. 
11. As the scheme is voluntary it is difficult to identify potential impacts at this stage. Unequal access to the scheme is likely to be the primary impact at this stage in the process. By collating equality monitoring information on staff accessing the scheme we will be able to identify if any disparities have occurred. 
12. Feedback from staff will also be reviewed and considered as the scheme proceeds. 
The Voluntary Exit Scheme
13. The Voluntary Exit Scheme will enable staff across the organisation to leave the Commission under voluntary terms approved by the Cabinet Office, with a view to reducing staff numbers in 2011/12 and make savings. The Voluntary Exit Scheme will be by nature voluntary and there will be no question of any employees being compelled to apply for VE.

14. The Voluntary Exit Scheme will meet the new Civil Service Compensation Scheme criteria and has the approval of the GEO, Treasury and Board. The compensation benefits to employees are covered by the terms of the Civil Service Compensation Scheme.
15. The Voluntary Exit Scheme will follow a two-stage process: 
· In the first stage expressions of interest will be sought voluntarily from employees and a panel will consider the applications against a set of criteria outlined in the VES. Successful applicant will be provided with a quote on their compensation benefits from the Civil Service Compensation Scheme from the Pension Service Centre. Following receipt of the quote eligible employees can then apply for VE. 

· In the second stage if nothing has changed then the applicants will be released provided there is sufficient funding and applicants notified accordingly. The departure date will be agreed taking into account the Commission’s three month notice period. If the funding is not sufficient the VE panel will prioritise release on set criteria outlined in VES.
16. This Equality Impact Assessment will look to ensure that the Voluntary Exit Scheme will be introduced and implemented in a fair, transparent and accountable way and that the needs of all staff have been considered.
Identification of the scope
17. The assessment of our voluntary exit scheme will be considered in three parts:
· The introduction of the scheme

· Monitoring of the scheme during implementation
· Closure of the scheme and improvement action planning
18. The VES is not a standalone activity within the Commission. It will be supported by our existing people management framework which includes our suite of people policies and guidance to ensure that the VES is implemented in a fair and objective way. Our existing ‘Managers guide to reasonable adjustment’ should help managers take a best practice approach to support disabled staff who choose to apply throughout the process.
Consultation 
19. As redundancies were identified as likely during the MTOR the Commission commenced a 90 day consultation period at the start of September 2010. Consultation took place with the trade unions, directors and staff although these were largely based on an Organisational Design of around 400. There was also consultation about the VES process with the directors and the trade unions although a national dispute meant that the unions were unable to consult about the specific terms of the scheme. 
Evidence use to support this assessment

20. Data available - section 5 MTOR EIA- Appendix 1
Assessment of impact- Part one - The introduction of the scheme
21. This equality impact assessment considers the potential impact of the introduction of the scheme on all of the protected characteristics of our staff. This includes age, disability, gender, gender reassignment, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sexual orientation and marriage and civil partnerships. We will also consider any impacts to staff identifying themselves as having caring responsibilities. 

22. As the voluntary exit scheme has not yet been completed the Commission is unable to identify which employees will finally leave. By its very nature the scheme is voluntary and therefore accessible to all staff. This equality impact assessment has considered potential barriers to staff in accessing the scheme and identified mitigating actions where needed.

23. The design and rules of the Civil Service Compensation Scheme (CSCS) means that payment under the VES is based on length of service. As a result there may be a potential differential impact on the number of younger employees who take up the opportunity to leave the Commission under the scheme. Compensation to staff over normal pension age is also limited to 6 months’ salary. The rational for this has been that the compensation is there to be a proportionate financial cushion to those who lose their jobs. There is less need for that financial cushion when an employee is able to draw a pension during the time they are looking for new employment. Further information about the CSCS can be found at
http://www.civilservice.gov.uk/Assets/LetterCSCS-QA_tcm6-38084.pdf
24. No mitigating action is identified as the Commission has to follow the Civil Service Compensation Scheme. 
25. Disabled staff may require additional support to access the VES. This support will be provided through the implementation of our existing people policy framework including our reasonable adjustments guidelines. All staff will be provided support, advice and guidance from a designated ‘early exit’ team within the People Team throughout the process. 
26. As part of the process for voluntary exit interested staff will be invited to submit an expression of interest form. To ensure all staff can make an informed decision about leaving the Commission under the VES, guidance will be provided on the compensation benefits available under the Civil Service Compensation Scheme (CSCS). Access will also be provided to the CSCS calculator so that staff will have an idea of how much compensation they would receive. It has been recognized that the Civil Service calculator is not fully accessible. Additional one to one support will therefore be provided by the early exit team particularly to staff with a visual impairment.
27. The Commission recognizes the importance of providing career transition support to employees who choose to leave. A comprehensive range of resources will be made available. This includes a number of tools, e-learning and workshops. Successful applicants will be provided with a reasonable amount of paid time off work to look for another job or to arrange training. It is recognised that some disabled employees may need longer periods of time off and this will be provided as part of their reasonable adjustments arranged and agreed with line managers.

Conclusion
28. A number of mitigating actions have been identified to ensure that there is no adverse impact to any group as a result of the introduction and implementation of the Voluntary Exit Scheme.  At all stages of the process staff will have access to support from the dedicated early exit team.
Monitoring
29. As we do not yet know who will finally leave under the scheme and as importantly participation in the scheme is purely voluntary no further adverse impacts to any group as a result of the introduction of the Scheme can be identified. We would however expect that final leavers monitoring data would be representative of the diversity profile of the Commission workforce.
30. Therefore, the impact of the scheme on the protected groups will continue to be monitored as its implementation progresses. This will ensure that the selection criteria used by the Commission throughout the decision making process are applied fairly across all groups.
Assessment of impact - Part two - Monitoring of the scheme
31. This part of the assessment looks at the diversity profile of staff who expressed an interest in the voluntary exit scheme (VES), actual VE applications received, offers made, offers accepted and ultimately those leaving the Commission by diversity profile. 
32. The aim of the assessment is to ensure that the selection criteria used by the Commission throughout the decision making process were applied fairly across all groups and that there are no notable findings in the diversity profile of employees leaving the organisation. 
Evidence used to support this analysis

33. The Commission's voluntary exit scheme closed on June 30th 2011 with 45 employees leaving the organisation. Figure 1 outlines the diversity profile of employees who expressed an interest in the VES, who had their interest accepted, who then went on to make a VES applications, who received an offer, accepted the offer and ultimately those leaving the Commission. The most notable findings from our analysis are noted below.
34. 92 employees expressed an interest in the VES and 87 interest applications were approved. Applications that were rejected were done so based on the business needs of the Commission and there is no evidence to suggest that this had a negative impact on any particular profile of employees.

35. 52 employees then went on to make an application to exit the organisation through the VES all of which were approved. Over 50s and disabled staff were slightly over represented in this early stage of the scheme.

36. Of those staff who were approved to exit the scheme 45 of those went on to accept their compensation offers. This resulted in 10 per cent of the Commission’s total workforce exiting the organisation through the voluntary exit scheme.
37. Of those staff accepting their compensation offer and choosing to exit the Commission, the following groups were slightly over represented on exit:  Over 50s, Carers, and Disabled staff

Over 50s

38. Over 50s represent 24% of the Commission’s workforce and 33% of those staff exiting through the VES were aged over 50. While the Commission recognises this as a disproportionate number of staff exiting from this age group, under the Civil Service Compensation Scheme, there is a correlation between age and length of service that would favor this age group. This is most likely to be the cause of the higher number of applications received and accepted by this age group. 
39. This has not affected the age profile across the Commission and the workforce profile of staff aged over 50 has reduced slightly from 24.6 per cent to 23.6 percent post VE. When we compare ONS labour market statistics for December 2010, the total percentage of the UK population employed in the 50-64 age bracket is 25.3 per cent. 
40. In addition, we saw 11 percent of staff aged over 60 taking VE, which is considerably higher then the workforce profile of 6 per cent. 
Disability and Carers
41. Disabled staff represent 23% of the Commission’s workforce and 33% of those staff exiting through the VES had declared a disability.

42. Carers represent 36% of the Commission’s workforce and 42% of those staff exiting through the VES were carers.

43. To understand the reasons for this we have looked at the selection criteria used to assess applications for the voluntary exit scheme. The selection criteria were set out as part of the scheme guidance made available to all employees promoting the transparency of the process. Notably applications were given greater priority that were made by employees who were:

· on long term sick absentee with no planned return date; or had,
·  indicated that they have another reason for their application e.g. health issues, caring responsibilities or other exceptional circumstances? 
44. This may have encouraged an increased number of employees who have declared a disability or have caring responsibilities applying under the terms of the scheme and consequently exiting the Commission. 
45. This has not affected the profile of carers across the Commission and it has changed slightly from 36 per cent to 35 percent post VE. The profile of disabled staff also remains very similar changing from 22.8 per cent to 22.1 per cent. 
Conclusions and lessons learned

46. The assessment identifies that over 50's, disabled staff and carers were disproportionately represented throughout the VES. This could be explained by the terms of the civil service compensation scheme and the selection criteria that were used by the Commission to agree applications made to exit the scheme. 

47. The Commission's workforce diversity profile remains similar at the closure of the scheme across all groups, age, disability, gender, race, religion or belief, sexual orientation and caring responsibilities,(Figure 2).
48. Along with the mitigating factors put in place to reduce disproportionate impact on employee groups during the implementation phase of the VES we have carried out a ‘lessons learned’ exercise to determine what went well and what we could have done better to support staff during the implementation of the VES. These findings will be used to inform similar schemes that are run in the future.

49. The following outlines the findings from our review and includes feedback from employees, our employee staff groups, Managers and other staff closely involved in the delivery of this scheme.
What went well?
50. In the main the process went well and it achieved its objective of staff accepting their VE offer on or before 31 March 2011, ensuring the 2010-2011 budget was used. 
51. There were no grievances as a result of the process. 
What could have been done better?
52. The VE scheme is a complex process and as such an ‘Early exit scheme ‘team were created to support the process. Feedback has indicated that direct line manager input into the practical application of the process would have provided enhanced support to all staff and in particular disabled staff.
53. Due to the complexity of the VE process training all managers to be competent in supporting staff with the complexities of the VE process would have been unfeasible and would have potentially diluted the support made available via the ‘early exit team’. 
54. The early exit scheme, will for future schemes, proactively consider the needs of employees who may require additional support and identify how this support can be delivered. 
Figure 1 Voluntary exit scheme monitoring data 

Figure 2 Commission diversity workforce profile post the Voluntary exit scheme
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