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When Actions Match Words 
How Diversifying the Workforce Opened New Roads to Growth at Openreach 

An In Practice™ Series by Helen Kelly 

 

Article Two 
Achieving Diversity Goals  

Keep Your Eye on Recruitment Ads, Sonny Taank Advises 

Sonny Taank says that if things work out, he’ll 

be out of a job. "Diversity will be our life blood, 

as integral to the system as breathing. When 

that's true, the company won’t need me!”  

 

 

Sonny is Head of Employee Relations at 

Openreach, a BT Group Business. Part of his 

job is diversity – to create a level playing field in 

recruitment - and in this case, it’s no mean feat. 

Openreach maintain the “local loop.”  

That’s phone company speak for the wiring from end user (your home or office, 

say) to first line switching station – wiring that may sit along telephone poles or 

underground and in the past has been the province of mostly white male 

engineers.   

By level playing field, Sonny means equal employment opportunity on ethnicity 

and gender, yes. He also means people from various backgrounds who contribute 

points of view. So right from the start Sonny works on several fronts at once.  

 attract women to the corps of engineers   

 make Openreach attractive to people of diverse backgrounds  

 make sure people know that a diversity of approaches and solutions make 

for a richer company in all the meanings of that word. 

A learning curve 

“Today we’re a family of people from many backgrounds and we’re changing 

perceptions among our employees and our customers,” Sonny reports. “We’re 

benchmarking to the local populations and 10% of our intake is women who are 

engineering apprentices and engineers.  

“But it wasn’t like that at the start,” Sonny continues. “When it came to recruitment, 

we had a learning curve.” Here’s his story.  
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Sonny’s story – equality, dignity and respect 

Openreach was proud to be a new company sufficiently funded and with openings 

for hundreds. They had talent and believed that all employees would find equality, 

dignity and respect. Furthermore, you need only pass three field engineering tests 

and Openreach would train you to do the rest. That is, to become a field 

engineering apprentice, you …  

 don’t fear heights  

 do use email  

 can wire a phone socket  

With the ad agency’s help, women would see it is easy to join this proud 

organisation, right? And in fact with regard to all aspects of diversity, Openreach 

had only to recruit and talented applicants would flock for every slot. Right? 

Unfortunately, wrong on both counts.  

 

Recruitment ads are key 

There were 1500 new positions, 85% of which were for 

field engineers. After early ad campaigns, new intake 

was 1% women and 5% ethnic minority.  

At that point, Sonny said, they took a step back and 

started again, this time with a professional eye on 

marketing.   

Starting with ads targeting women, via focus groups,  

 

 

Sonny learned why the ads weren’t working. 

“They were bland and un-inspring,” he recalls. 

“They didn’t reach out and engage women, and 

in fact they probably had the opposite effect 

and switched women off even more.  

 “But what’s important here is that the 

disappointment was in large part down to us.   
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The agency had worked in traditional 

ways, considering demographics and 

the goal – women working in a man’s 

world. Yet Openreach hadn’t asked 

them to do anything else. And in fact, 

we hadn’t set the brief properly.”  For 

example, Sonny said, they hadn’t...  

  

 

 identified and communicated what drives our target audience  

 mapped our aspirations clearly so the agency could create the right 

messages  

 thought about individuals  

 

Recruitment is a marketing campaign  

“We hadn’t recognised that like any effort to influence 

behaviour, diversity recruitment is a marketing campaign. 

We needed to influence perception of Openreach as a place 

that welcomes diversity, and we needed to sell the idea of 

applying for jobs here. We also needed to smash the 

existing stereotype that engineering is a job for men.  

“And, we hadn’t realised just how much diversity and 

recruitment ads are partners - how important that 

partnership is to diversity success.  

"Once that was apparent, we started in earnest learning 

about - and refining how we learn about - our target 

customer. And, we considered how to project the culture 

such that the people we target will apply for jobs here."  

 

The results show how profitable the partnership can be.  

 10% of our intake are women  

 40% of the Openreach Board are women  

 11% of our senior managers are women  

 new target: 30% of the field engineering intake  

will be women  
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The new ads 

Early ads targeting women for 

field engineering aimed to 

include women in a man’s 

world. The new ads focus on 

women, reflecting awareness 

and sensitivity, demonstrating 

that Openreach value the 

women for themselves. They 

prove that you can do the role 

and not lose your identity.   

Recent Openreach Recruitment Ad Campaign  

To continuously improve learning about the target recruitment populations – 

women and others - Openreach talk with employees about their lives at work.  

One among several initiatives is an annual CARE Survey – a temperature check 

on how people are feeling. That helps the company learn what employees need, 

which in turn helps the agency portray and then project the culture in a more 

accurate, more granular way.  

“We keep the agency up to date with what we 

learn, and keep our eye on images and text, 

layouts, messages and channels." It is a close 

partnership; not a typical part of the Diversity 

Manager’s job but one way Diversity Managers 

can influence the intake of new people.  

“Modern diversity managers need to stay 

flexible," Sonny Taank reminds us. ”They need 

to focus on the external face of the organisation. 

However they should never lose sight of creating 

the right environment internally - one that 

nurtures and promotes difference. Why make so 

much effort to bring in diverse people if you can’t 

then hang onto them?”  

 

The New Look at Openreach 

 for Women Engineers  
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