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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 Four 
Is Diversity Training Worth the Time, Trouble and Money?  

You Bet, Andy Hughes Says 

 

Diversity at Openreach is a serious concept – and one we take extremely 

seriously. And well we should. British business lost nineteen million work days, at 

a cost of twelve billion pounds last year to the absences in the workforce attributed 

directly to bullying in the workplace – just a facet of the concept involved with 

diversity.  

Demonstrating that diversity must be taken seriously, Openreach hold Diversity 

Awareness Training, a seminar that lasts for two sessions of two hours. Every 

Openreach employee participates in this training.  

  

Is it worth the time, the trouble, and the money? In my 

view, and those of my colleagues at the training – yes, 

though at first not everyone realised how important it 

would be.  

 

That’s because most people who have worked for a major company have sat 

through a variety of ‘team talks’ ‘pep sessions’ ‘brainstorming beanfeasts’ and 

similar, which are all attempts to make being talked at, as opposed to involved and 

listened to, interesting and worthwhile. So the notion that Openreach are delivering 

their Diversity message to everyone within the organisation was enough to make 

most experienced staff groan.  

Our concern quickly disappeared.  Openreach’s Diversity information is principally 

a spine of short films using actors who portray genuine workplace scenarios and 

dialogue. It was real, it was powerful, and it held everyone’s attention.  

It was scary. There was casual disrespect shown towards individuals because of 

gender, ethnicity, and sexual orientation.   
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And at every level in the workplace, 

there was more  subtle undermining 

with cliques, avoidance, gossip, and 

unfounded rumour-mongering than 

one might imagine would exist in our 

enlightened times.  

 

Still, the unpleasant truth is that we are all guilty of inappropriate behaviour, even if 

only occasionally, and we need to be reminded. Watching characters such as the 

older engineer who is set in his ways - can’t adapt to the idea of women as equals 

or of younger people – is a familiar scene from our workplace but very 

uncomfortable viewing. The same is true of the young engineer who has no 

respect for age or experience, and lacks ability to see that people have underlying 

issues which affect their working lives. No one watching these films can sit back 

and feel comfortable watching this totally unacceptable behaviour.   

The thrust of the argument presented, and 

presented very thoroughly and memorably 

throughout the session, is that every person 

is an individual, with a complex set of needs, 

wants, and wishes to make them happy and 

productive.  

We share the responsibility to ensure that we 

are not adding to the problems suffered, by 

either casual thoughtless offensive speech 

and behaviour, or deeper contrived hostility.   

I have worked for BT as an umbrella company, and the Post Office before it, for 

almost thirty-four years. I have seen my fair share of presentations. I can confirm 

that Openreach have taken the concept of diversity - and the education needed to 

embrace it fully within its workforce - very seriously indeed.  

The financial and emotional commitment of Openreach to this project 

demonstrates that the organisation realises the importance of mutual respect and 

support among everyone within the organisation. And they deliver the message in 

a thought-provoking fashion. Resistance to diversity won’t disappear overnight, but 

as the builders of a worldwide communications network, Openreach realise that 

it’s individuals that make the company, and make the difference – for everyone. 

This training has started everyone who attends on the way.   

 

Andy Hughes is a Senior Engineer with Central Midlands, Openreach  
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