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Foreword 
The challenges presented over the last few years have highlighted the integral 
role that HR functions play in the workplace. McDonald’s is delighted to be 
sponsoring WM People’s Best Practice Report to celebrate all the innovative 
work that teams and individuals have worked on over the last year.

The 2022 Top Employer Awards offer us the chance to reflect on how HR teams 
across different organisations have responded to the myriad challenges that 
the pandemic has presented. And, as more of us return to work, the innovative 
and agile approach teams have taken to implement new ways of working.

This year’s entries have come from a wide range of organisations from 
all sectors, but they all have one thing in common: they put people first. 
Demonstrating a real commitment to Diversity, Equity and Inclusion; flexible 
working; opportunities for women in the workplace; mental health support and 
family is at the heart of great HR. At McDonald’s, we too place great importance 
on these values and as such, we were proud to be recognised with the Best for 
Women’s Career Progression Award in this year’s awards.

Our people are key to our success and our new business and sustainability 
strategy, Plan for Change, outlines various ways that will enable us to continue 
to put them at the forefront. As a business, we’ve committed to helping our 
people and communities gain new skills and open doors through training, work 
experience and equal employment opportunities with diversity and inclusion 
at its heart. I have no doubt that this will be a focus for HR teams across all 
businesses in the year ahead too.

Nikki Remmer – Head of Reputation, Culture and Inclusion
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Introduction
The last year has certainly been another turbulent one, characterised by a huge 
amount of change and uncertainty. Despite the lockdowns and openings, the 
guidance updates, the variants, the sudden pendulum swing from lockdown job 
worries to staffing shortages and everything else that the pandemic has thrown 
at us, we know that many employers have gone the extra mile - and more. 

Our Top Employer Awards are a time to celebrate that work and resilience, to 
share how employers from all sectors have sought to navigate the ongoing 
uncertainty, support their employees and, in many cases, to innovate and 
improve on what they offered pre-pandemic. This Best Practice Report brings 
together the outstanding policies and practice of the winners of our 12th annual 
awards alongside some individual case studies highlighting the personal 
impact that these have had. The aim is to spread that best practice far and wide 
and inspire change.

This year has seen the development and roll-out of hybrid working policies, 
remote first initiatives and more. It’s still early days, but many employers 
have put a lot of time and effort into engaging with their employees and with 
employee network groups to find out what might work best for both employers 
and individuals.

There has been and will continue to be a huge amount of experimentation, of 
testing the way forward, and employers will not always get it right the first time. 
But this is not the time to do nothing and to stand your ground. Turbulence 
is likely to be a factor in the labour market for some time to come, given the 
combined impact of the pandemic and its aftermath, climate catastrophe, the 
tech revolution, Brexit and many other headwinds.
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The second year of Covid began with a national lockdown and school closures 
and ended with the Omicron wave, staffing problems and concerns about rising 
inflation and financial wellbeing. 

In between there were multiple studies on the impact of Covid on different 
groups. The effect on women’s careers was highlighted, with many reports 
showing that women were more likely to take on the lion’s share of childcare 
and homeschooling during lockdowns and tended to predominate in sectors 
which were more volatile due to Covid, such as hospitality and retail. However, 
there was some concern that recovery plans focused mainly on male-
dominated sectors and that childcare was still not considered central to 
economic infrastructure. 

Reports showed childcare costs rising for parents, continued underfunding of 
‘free’ childcare, increasing closures and worries about staffing due in part to low 
wages and workers feeling devalued during Covid. 

There was criticism of gender pay gap reporting, extended for six months this 
year due to Covid, and its lack of teeth, particularly the fact that action plans 
are not mandatory. And while the number of women on the boards of leading 
companies continued to rise this was almost entirely due to non-executive 
women being parachuted in, with the number of women executives on boards 
flatlining. Yet some employers are expanding and extending their pay gap 
reporting to other areas on a voluntary basis and widening it to track, for 
instance, differences in pay due to different working patterns. They can then  
use this data to push for progress.

Flexible working was very much in the news, although mainly focused on 
remote or hybrid working. To such an extent in some cases that flexible working 
almost became synonymous with remote working and other types of flexibility 
fell by the wayside, despite many people not being able to work from home. 
Concern that this would open up a gap between homeworking office workers 
and others is still very much a live issue.

A year of change
Several studies showed that, 
despite growing interest in and 
implementation of flexible working 
and research showing its economic 
value, many employers are still not 
advertising jobs as open to flexible 
working. However, a study found 
that prompting employers to clearly 
advertise flexible working options led 
to a 20% increase in the number of 
jobs advertised as flexible which could 
translate to the creation of thousands of 
new flexible jobs. Zurich also found that 
advertising jobs as flexible or open to part 
time working or job shares led to a doubling 
in applications for part-time options, particularly 
from women. 

On the policy side, the Government published its flexible working consultation 
which included a day one right to flexible working. There was widespread 
support for this, but many argued that it did not go far enough to normalise 
flexible working. Meanwhile, a new government taskforce was set up to look 
at the menopause, including workplace issues, and the Women and Equalities 
Committee is considering whether legislation is needed for women who drop 
out of the workforce due to lack of support. 

On the employer side, a study from Aviva on its equal parental leave policy 
showed dads and mums are just as likely to take parental leave and dads 
have increased the leave they take since the policy was first brought in. And 
a growing number of employers launched pregnancy loss, menopause and 
fertility policies or guidance this year and are showing an increasing interest in 
intersectional issues.



So it was a year of change and challenge and in addition to areas of concern 
around Covid widening already existing inequality on many fronts, there were 
positive signs. Our surveys backed up this complex picture.  

Workingmums.co.uk’s annual survey showed that 73% of working mums were 
optimistic that Covid-19 would mean more flexible jobs being advertised and 
three quarters said that they would be more likely to change jobs as a result.

The survey illustrated how a lack of new flexible job opportunities has held  
back women’s career progression in the past. Indeed, twenty-eight per cent  
of those surveyed said flexible working had affected their career progression – 
although 42% said they aspired to be senior leaders compared to 39% who  
said they didn’t.

The survey of over 1,300 mums also showed women are becoming more 
confident in demanding flexible working and turning down roles that are not 
flexible enough. 

Over half [53%] said they had turned down a job because it was not flexible 
enough for their needs.

Research and insights
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A survey for workingwise.co.uk in November revealed that almost half of  
older respondents admitted to altering their age on their CV to apply for a  
role and one in three feel they have experienced ageism in the interview  
process for a role.

The top area where there was most perceived ageism is in the applications 
process, where 55% felt the applications process did not speak to their  
age group. 

86% of respondents said they have not been promoted in the last five years 
and 54% have had no access to training recently. Nevertheless, 85% said they 
are open to learning new skills. However, when it came to the kind of soft skills 
much sought after by employers which are based on life experience, 75% felt 
these were not valued enough by employers.

Other surveys covered dads’ experience of Covid, remote workers and gendered 
ageism, the latter sponsored by the Financial Services Compensation Scheme 
and backed by a free e-book - sponsored by Equinix - which looked at all the 
issues that contribute to the gender pension gap. A qualitative remote workers 
survey in collaboration with The Changing Work Company showed 80% of 
regular remote workers had not been promoted since working remotely and  
44% had not had access to training. 68% of respondents had not been asked 
about their experience of working from home to help others who switched 
during Covid. 

4

https://www.wmpeople.co.uk/gendered-ageism/
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In addition to surveys, we’ve been busy honing and extending what we do.  
WM People, our umbrella organisation, launched at last year’s awards, has  
gone from strength to strength as it brings together all of our work under one 
roof, showing the links between approaches to different phases of the working 
life cycle. 

We have held a number of events, including virtual roundtables on returners with 
Tech Returners and the Executive Coaching Consultancy, Covid-19’s impact on 
early talent and older workers seeking jobs with Get My First Job, neurodiversity 
at work with Professor Simon Baron Cohen, and ensuring gender diversity in the 
face of Covid-19 with Diana Parkes from Women’s Sat Nav for Success. 

Each of these was written up as a white paper so we could share ideas and 
best practice. We also produced free e-books on the menopause and returner 
programmes as well as our annual Best Practice Report.

In November we held the first National Older Workers Week, sponsored by 
QA, with four online events on different aspects of best practice around 
supporting older workers, from age discrimination and recruitment to managing 
multigenerational teams. We plan to make the Week an annual event and this 
year’s will begin on 21st November.

We have continued our thought leadership work through participation in 
external events, our regular editorial, articles for external publications, media 
work and through contributions to government consultations. We have also 
offered countless parents and employers legal advice and support through our 
expert panel. 

The next year will present different challenges as we seek to rebuild and to 
ensure that we widen choice and improve work for all. We will need to harness 
all the lessons learned from the last two years and use them to ensure 
diversity and inclusion is central to employers’ operational strategy and is fully 
harnessed by them to drive innovation.

ebook
Menopause at work

Other activities

https://www.wmpeople.co.uk/classification/white-paper/
https://www.wmpeople.co.uk/classification/ebooks/
https://www.wmpeople.co.uk/ebook-national-older-workers-week-2021/
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This year’s winners are:

Overall Top Employer Award: McDonald’s Restaurants Ltd 
Based on the winners of all the other categories

Best for Career Progression for Women:  
McDonald’s Restaurants Ltd 
Sponsored by Chartered Management Institute

Best for Mental Health: Aggregate Industries 
Highly commended: Sunbelt Rentals  
Sponsored by Kearney

Best for Returners: Tech Returners  
Sponsored by Resource Solutions 

Best for Flexible Working: Roche 
Sponsored by McDonald’s Restaurants Ltd

Best for Family Support: John Lewis Partnership 

Best for Diversity & Inclusion:  
Financial Services Compensation Scheme  
Highly commended: Inmarsat  
Sponsored by Chartered Management Institute 

Best for Older Workers: QA 
Sponsored by the Financial Services Compensation Scheme

Best for SMEs: Tech Returners

We hope you enjoy reading this report and that it sparks further ideas and 
innovation and helps us to move to a space where we create work that works 
for everyone.

This year we expanded our judging team and welcomed two new judges 
whose expertise in career progression, diversity and older workers has been a 
tremendous asset. They are Bukola Adisa, Founder/CEO of Career Masterclass, 
which helps women and BAME professionals progress in the workplace, and 
Patrick Thomson, formerly of the Centre for Ageing Better and now Policy 
Institute Director at the Shaw Trust. 

We would like to thank all our expert judges - Bukola and Patrick, but also 
regular judges Andy Lake, director of Flexibility.co.uk & Founder of the Smart 
Work Network; Jennifer Liston-Smith, Head of Thought Leadership at Bright 
Horizons; Dave Dunbar, Head of Digital Workspace at the Department for 
Work and Pensions; and Clare Kelliher, Professor of Work and Organisation at 
Cranfield School of Management. 

We would also like to say a huge thank you to the sponsors of this year’s 
Top Employer Awards: our headline sponsors NHS Professionals as well 
as individual award sponsors Kearney, Resource Solutions, McDonald’s 
Restaurants Ltd, the Chartered Management Institute and the Financial Services 
Compensation Scheme as well as Roche, sponsor of the Q & A on the work  
life cycle.

All the employers shortlisted for the Awards have something that makes them 
stand out and choosing a winner among such impressive candidates was 
challenging. 

Headline sponsor:

Top Employer Awards
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Top Employer Award for 

Overall Top Employer
and Best for Career  
Progression for Women  
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Winner: McDonald’s Restaurants Ltd
Selected from the winners of all other categories 

Other steps to maintain or improve gender balance across the organisation 
are outlined in McDonald’s gender pay audit report and include its Women’s 
Leadership Network which provides tools, resources and events to inspire 
women’s personal and professional development. It has also introduced a 
programme where senior leaders in McDonald’s, irrespective of their gender, 
sponsor and mentor female employees. And its global mentoring programme, 
Inspire Mentoring, connects women in the UK and other markets with mentors 
who can support them in developing a successful career at McDonald’s.

In addition, the company has been working in partnership with Women in 
Hospitality, Travel and Leisure (WiHTL) since 2019 on intersectional issues 
relating to underrepresentation. Together they co-created and sponsored 
the first ever Ethnic Future Leaders Programme, the first of its kind across 
the industry. It launched at the end of 2020. The first cohort, introduced by 
McDonald’s UK & Ireland’s then CEO Paul Pomroy, had 28 people on it and 
the most recent had 80 from across the hospitality, travel and leisure sector. 
McDonald’s franchisees have taken part to share their journey. Executive 
sponsors and line managers also participate in the programme which includes 
reverse mentoring.

Zoey Rimmer, Culture & Inclusion Consultant at McDonald’s, is a member of 
WiHTL’s Race and Ethnicity Committee and took part in the programme herself. 
She says meaningful relationships were formed as a result and that it forged 
a significant appetite for change. “It brought about a profound change in me,” 
she says, adding that it opened her eyes to the barriers people from ethnic 
backgrounds face and led to her current role. McDonald’s is also a participant 
in WiHTL’s Ethnic Senior Leaders Programme which launched its first cohort 
this year. Zoey says that the company is aware that it needs to improve its 
representation of ethnic minorities at senior levels and is keen to do so.

 
Gender equality is a vital part of McDonald’s focus on diversity and it has put a 
lot of effort into achieving gender balance throughout its UK operation. In April 
2020 McDonald’s achieved a zero percent gender pay gap across restaurants 
and head office, with 2021 figures being disclosed in April 2022. Of its 140K+ 
employees, 49.5% were male at the end of last year and 50.5% were female.

McDonald’s has also achieved gender balance in its senior leadership roles 
and firmly believes that gender balance brings valuable new perspectives and 
makes for a stronger business. Behind the statistics lies a lot of dedicated  
hard work.

The move towards gender balance is part of a major push by McDonald’s on 
women’s career development since 2005 when just 5% of senior leaders were 
female. That has included active membership of Inclusive Employers and the 
BITC Gender Campaign. By 2018 a third of the senior leadership team were 
women and the company set a 45% target in late 2020 which it exceeded 
by September 2021. Its goal now is to maintain its 50/50 gender balance by 
ensuring gender parity at all levels of the talent pipeline.

Gender balance
McDonald’s is also focusing on gender balance among the business managers 
in its restaurants where it is currently 60/40 in favour of men. To do this, it is 
currently piloting its Empowering Female Leaders programme in company-
owned restaurants over a six-month period. Most of its restaurants are 
franchised so if the pilot, which is for female assistant managers, is successful 
it will be rolled out to the entire business.

The programme is based on research with assistant managers which showed 
the need for the company to change how it was building its talent pipeline and 
address barriers to career progression for women such as confidence and 
feeling like an imposter in an environment perceived as male. The programme 
includes support, career development sessions and mentoring and launched 
late last year based on work with internal and external consultants. Early 
feedback has been promising. A second cohort is running later this year.

Sponsored by
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Unconscious bias training
When it comes to wider issues of inclusion, McDonald’s has collaborated with 
independent experts to develop unconscious bias training specifically tailored 
to the business. In 2019, all office staff attended this training. Since then the 
training has formed part of its ongoing learning and development programme 
for managers. The workshops aim to help managers understand their own 
unconscious biases, the impact these may have in the workplace and how to 
overcome them. It is a global programme, but McDonald’s UK have localised it. 
The company also provides follow-up workshops that focus on developing a 
sense of belonging.

Zoey says addressing bias needs to be a continuous process with enough time 
given for any education sessions to become embedded through wider cultural 
changes.

McDonald’s is not just working internally on diversity and inclusion. Through 
its sponsorship of industry-wide diversity initiatives and events, as well as the 
Women in Business and Tech Expo 2021, it hopes to encourage wider change. 
This external-facing work runs alongside special internal events such as its 
International Women’s Day celebrations when employees are encouraged to 
share their stories, access resources and attend coffee chats and a global 
international Women’s Day Celebration Webcast. Zoey says it is not just the 
right thing to do, but it makes business sense as it helps to get the message out 
that McDonald’s is an equal opportunity employer.

The company will overhaul its recruitment site later this year and will share 
stories from its diverse range of employees and information about its policies, 
including family friendly policies. Pre-Covid the company enhanced its 
maternity pay, increasing the period during which employees receive their full 
salary from eight weeks to 13. The scheme has also been widened to include 
salaried employees who have worked for McDonald’s for at least a year.

A menopause policy has also been introduced and there will be a series of 
related events for employees to learn more about this subject.

Last year McDonald’s also held a working parents coffee chat which was open 
to all 500 office employees, giving them an opportunity to spend time talking 
and discussing the challenges of being a working parent, the impact of Covid 
on families and what support they would like to see from McDonald’s. The 
actions from this meeting were used to help support parents during the unique 
circumstances of the pandemic, with guidance being developed on working 
practices, homeschooling and childcare.

Underrepresented groups
In addition to its support for women, ethnic minorities and working parents, 
McDonald’s also has a range of other innovative initiatives that it is working 
on which aim to help underrepresented groups. It is also about to launch a 
pilot Spear Programme in partnership with a charitable employment company 
Resurgo. Resurgo and McDonald’s share a belief that young people are a source 
of untapped talent and ability. The Spear Programme is a year-long programme 
that equips and supports 16 to 24 year-olds facing serious barriers to 
employment to find and keep long-term employment or enter further education.

The programme uses executive coaching techniques and focuses primarily on 
the attitudinal and behavioural patterns that can hold people back and aims to 
equip them with the hard skills they might need in the workplace. “It’s about 
how we use our space for good,” says Zoey.



Case study: 
Alex Rowe, Learning & Development Officer

“It was an honour to represent McDonald’s on 
such a ground-breaking programme.” 
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Alex Rowe is a Learning and Development Officer at McDonald’s. Her job 
involves facilitating and delivering McDonald’s leadership curriculum across 
the UK and Ireland through project work and planning. She is also a trusted 
business partner to the company’s corporate and operations teams.

Alex, who has been at McDonald’s for 15 years, says the company has always 
supported her ambitions. She says: “At McDonald’s we are driven by our 
values and one of them is inclusion which creates a great culture to work in. 
The company has always offered me opportunities to progress my career and 
helped by supporting me to reach my personal goals.”

One of those goals was to work on the company’s Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion agenda. Alex asked her line manager about how she could do that and 
was told about the Ethnic Future Leaders programme. After speaking to her line 
manager, she was selected to join the programme.

The programme made a big impact on Alex. She says: “I can’t understate the 
impact that the programme has had on me, both personally and professionally. 
Before taking part in the programme, I’d never had the courage to tell my story 
and openly speak about the challenges I face being part of an underrepresented 
group. I learned a lot through the connections I made with business leaders 
from across business. I particularly valued the chance to partner up with an 
executive-level mentee as part of the programme’s reverse mentoring scheme.” 

She adds: “ It was an honour to represent McDonald’s on such a ground-
breaking programme.” The company was a key sponsor of the programme.

Alex says that, professionally, the programme has made her more confident and 
helped her to better understand the next steps she wants to take in her career. 
She states: “I feel better able to express what my ambitions are for my career, 
and this will be key to helping me to achieve those goals.”

Personally it has given Alex the tools to speak more openly with family, 
particularly her sister, about what it means to be a leader both at work and at 
home. She says: “This is something we’ve never spoken about before, and has 
brought us closer together and we are able to support and respect each other 
more. I have found that I am more comfortable talking about DE&I, especially 
around issues to do with race. This has allowed colleagues and friends to ask 
me questions and learn from my experiences as a mixed race woman.”
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Top Employer Award for 

Best for Mental Health



12

Winner: Aggregate Industries

Addressing stigma
Its work began several years ago on the back of its 2013 Healthy You 
programme when a taskforce of individuals from around the company teamed 
up with a number of specialists, including Health Assured (who provide 
Aggregate Industries’ Employee Assistance Programme), Mental Health First 
Aid England, Mates in Mind and Mind to deliver valuable wellbeing resources to 
the workforce.

The aim was to proactively address the stigma associated with mental health 
and promote mental health tools and resources to ensure employees knew how 
to recognise the signs of mental health issues. 

Just before the pandemic, in January 2020 when the business stopped for a 
safety day after Christmas, Aggregate Industries included start the conversation 
training for all employees and partnered with charity Mates in Mind to deliver 
some bespoke line manager training on mental health during the pandemic, 
given one of the hurdles for men, in particular, was feeling that they could not 
talk to their manager about their mental health. Initially, it had been proposed as 
a half-day session, but people didn’t have time to attend so it was condensed 
into a 1.5 hour session. Aggregate Industries also worked with Mates in Mind 
on a series of Mental Health Toolbox Talks to help get people back to work. 

In addition, the company launched a mental health first aid programme in 2020 
and the number of first aiders has grown significantly – to over 150 – over the 
course of the pandemic as mental health has become more prominent. Many 
volunteers have themselves struggled in the past. 

As the pandemic got under way, Aggregate Industries also re-developed its 
Mental Health and Wellbeing Policy and Early Intervention process. Its Business 
Resilience Team met daily online throughout the pandemic to manage the 
ever-changing government requirements and to cascade key information to 
employees. Areas addressed include peer support for mental health first aiders, 
regular check-ins, e-learning and enhancing the furlough pay and absence pay 
for everyone impacted by the Job Retention Scheme and self-isolation periods.

Mental health issues are a big problem in the construction industry. According 
to the Chartered Institute of Building [CIOB], male construction workers are 
2.7 times more likely to take their own lives than the average person. Its 2020 
report found 26% of construction industry professionals thought about taking 
their own lives in 2019, 97% reported being under stress at least once a year and 
highlighted several work factors that contributed to their poor mental health.

The CIOB says job insecurity, long hours, time away from family and time 
pressures as well as a macho culture are contributing factors. 

The industry knows it has to make progress and one company that is leading 
the way is Aggregate Industries.

Sponsored by



The impact of mental health  
issues
In October 2020, Aggregate Industries ran an extensive survey which showed 
26% of staff felt they needed mental health support, 30% had been sleeping 
worse than normal and 15% had been concerned and worried about money. 
The results of the survey determined six key pillars of focus for 2021, including 
mental health. 

Stephanie Kendrick, Senior HR Business Partner, says its research showed 
mental health issues were the second biggest reason for absence, after 
musculo-skeletal problems, representing a big cost to the business, but also 
a sizable human cost. She adds that the figures are likely to be underreported 
because of the stigma that is still attached to mental health and that she 
wouldn’t be surprised if mental ill health is in fact the top reason. 

The pillars it identified became the foundation for every communication and 
initiative that year with dedicated project working groups. A detailed plan was 
put together for each pillar and expert advice was sought. Stephanie says that 
mental health issues were drip fed into a range of other sessions too, such as on 
sleep problems and health and safety.

To back this work up, Aggregate ran a quarterly mental health survey during 
2021 to track how people were feeling, what they were struggling with and 
how they felt about returning to the office if they worked in one. Each survey 
contained just one question for each pillar: ‘How do you feel on this topic, 
compared to the previous quarter?’ This meant that Aggregate Industries  
could accurately benchmark against the previous survey. 

When it comes to getting messages over about mental health, good 
communication has been vital. During the pandemic Aggregate Industries set 
up a ‘Bring Your Best’ newsletter written and distributed it specifically for the 
different groups of employees (home working, furlough and site operatives). 

Getting to harder to reach  
employees
While it has been easy to get information to office or homeworking staff, it is, 
however, much harder to reach people working on site or in factories. Stephanie 
says one of the big problems is that there are many one-man plants and lone 
workers who are not connected to others. That can exacerbate mental health 
challenges. Ready Mix – the concrete supplier – is one part of the businesses 
where this is a big issue. Ready Mix piloted one-to-one sessions with a mental 
health professional. Employees were booked in for a session and not many 
turned down the opportunity. Stephanie says that many would probably not 
have sought help themselves, for instance, through the company’s Employee 
Assistance Programme.

The company has tried several other creative ways of reaching out to its 
employees. For instance, it launched a podcast with an occupational health 
expert so that those who are on site can listen to it while working. It is looking 
at writing to all employees at their home addresses this year with the idea that 
an employee’s partner or a family member might see the letter and encourage 
them to seek confidential help through the EAP or other signposted support.

Aggregate has also been putting tri-boards on Lamp posts on operational sites 
with posters or QR codes which workers can scan to get information about 
mental health.

Stephanie says all of this is backed by senior leaders and that mental health 
is taken very seriously at the top of the organisation. The Chief Finance Officer 
sponsors the company’s mental health work and is very passionate about 
speaking out about the subject in internal communications. The business also 
hosts group listening circles in partnership with the Equality, Diversity and 
Inclusion team where people can share their stories. “Sharing stories is really 
powerful,” says Stephanie, “and helps to break down the barriers.” 
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Continuing support
At Mental Health Week in May it will put on morning and evenings sessions with 
an external trainer on mental health in children and young people. Feedback 
has shown that many parents are struggling with their children’s poor mental 
health. The company is also hoping to launch a tool kit for line managers and 
teams on its intranet for Mental Health Week.

When it comes to Covid, safety and mental health are linked. The business has 
decided not to lift restrictions such as masks, isolation for Covid positive people 
and social distancing until it knows how the general relaxing of restrictions is 
going. “We want our people to feel safe at work,” says Stephanie. Aggregate 
Industries has also trained managers in managing hybrid teams and supporting 
those who don’t want to return and it is allowing people personal choice on how 
they work.

For the future Aggregate Industries is looking to continue the support it is 
providing, but to encourage more mental health first aiders within operations 
and offer refresher training as well as to extend line manager training to cover 
issues such as suicide awareness and stress risk assessment. The work 
continues, but awareness is building and conversations about mental health  
are becoming less stigmatised.
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Case study: 
Luan Isaac

“Talking about it is good for people’s 
mental health. Knowing I have 
support at home and at work makes 
it easier and I can deal with it better” 
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Luan Isaac was 41 and her youngest son was just a year old when she first felt 
perimenopausal symptoms such as dramatic mood swings, which she tried to 
hide at work. She describes feeling angry, irritable and depressed all the time 
and says it was exhausting concealing how she was feeling.  

Then at 43, Luan, who is PA to the Chief Information Officer and Admin 
Supervisor at construction materials company Aggregate Industries, spoke to 
her GP to get checked out as the symptoms got worse and included brain fog, 
hot flashes, night sweats, anxiety and sleep problems. She would wake up at 
3am and not be able to get back to sleep for hours. Her GP did a blood test and 
found that she was perimenopausal. “I wasn’t expecting that in my early 40s,” 
she says. She now sees a specialist menopause nurse at her GP, who is very 
supportive.

Luan has been with Aggregate Industries since 2005 and working in the IT 
department since 2014. She says her manager is very good when it comes to 
his team’s work life balance. When she started in the department, Luan did a 
reduced day to give her greater flexibility when her sons were younger. She now 
works full time and her eldest son, now 18, and her partner, both help out with 
her younger son, aged eight.

When she spoke to her manager about her symptoms he was also very 
supportive and encouraged her to tell her story to make it easier for other 
women at Aggregate Industries to talk more openly about the effects. The 
response was very good. Luan got a position on Aggregate Industries’ Women 
Empowered Affinity Network, a colleague-lead group focused on improving 
equality for women in the workplace. Luan specifically leads as the person in 
the group focused on doing more on the menopause and female wellness.

Since then, she has not only been involved with network group webinars on 
the menopause and directed women to useful sources through the network’s 
community page, but she has also been tackling wider company opportunities.

Luan, along with the Network Lead and HR have produced a company-wide 
policy on menopause, which covers office and on-site employees, and outlines 
the reasonable adjustments that can be made to help women going through the 



menopause. These include things such as flexible working, PPE for women,  
and better ventilation, including the provision of handheld fans on building sites.  
In addition, she has recorded a podcast with her manager and is keen to do 
more with other women and their line managers to help women feel more 
comfortable talking about it.

“Talking about it is good for people’s mental health. Knowing I have support at 
home and at work makes it easier and I can deal with it better,” she says.

Aggregate Industries also has a menopause support group which offers a safe, 
confidential space where women can go for a chat and a coffee. This is online 
currently. “Just knowing that it is there helps women to feel more at ease and 
supported at work,” says Luan.

This year, Luan, who is also a mental health first aider, has been working on 
getting further training for line managers so that they understand better what 
women might be going through.

Another focus is on hearing from men about their experience of supporting 
women going through the menopause either at home or as managers at work.

“I’m a little bit gobsmacked by how well it has gone,” she says. “I am proud that 
I have pushed this agenda forward and that Aggregate Industries has taken it  
on board.”

Hazel Mooney, Senior HR Business Partner and EDI Lead, adds: “Menopause 
has historically been a topic everyone has been aware of, but few really 
considered the impact to colleagues or organisations. Reported data tells us 
that menopausal women are the fastest growing workforce demographic and 
from an AI perspective that equates to around 8% of our colleagues. Having 
Luan and the network raise this topic has enabled us to put a spotlight on an 
important matter and work together to create a policy that not only supports 
both menopausal colleagues but also enables managers to positively support, 
signpost and have conversations which they may have avoided.” 
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“I am proud that I have pushed this 
agenda forward and that Aggregate 
Industries has taken it on board.”
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Top Employer Award for

Best for Returners
and SMEs
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Winner: Tech Returners

The talent lead for the BBC was there and looking for a project that  
addressed diversity and inclusion in tech. After further conversations, Tech 
Returners won the contract for the project against stiff competition from global 
training providers because its model addressed the barriers many returners 
faced, including cost and flexible learning, and because it aligned with the  
BBC’s values.

“I believe we provide an alternative talent solution in an untapped market,” says 
Beckie, adding that Tech Returners aims to educate employers about the value 
returners bring and focuses on the returner experience. “I have been through 
career breaks twice. Making companies aware that making the decision to 
come back may be daunting and that traditional recruitment may not address 
their confidence issues is vital,” she says.

How the programme works
To be eligible for the programme returners need to have had a career break 
of between nine months and eight years. They have to have established 
experience in software engineering and want to transition back to employment 
in the sector. Unlike some other returner programmes which offer short-term 
contracts or projects, Tech Returners programme ends with interviews for 
permanent roles with their partner employers. Between 2020 and late 2021, they 
enabled over 61 people to return to careers in tech with 85% of people employed 
after completing the programme.

They offer two weeks of ‘mini sessions’ before the programme starts which 
aim to give people time to assess whether it is the right time for them to return. 
“We’d rather they go through these sessions and decide than have them start 
the programme and pull out,” says Beckie.

The programme lasts eight weeks with, typically, four weeks devoted to 
software fundamentals and four weeks to front or back end development, 
depending on the needs of the employer who is funding the programme.  
Half of the programme is given over to career support, such as helping to 
develop a growth mindset and confidence and resilience work through  
one-to-one coaching. 

Tech returners has been going for just five years, but in that time its free 
returner programme has helped scores of people back into the tech industry, 
supported by expert coaches and upskilling.

The accessibility of the programme – not just the fact that it is free for 
returners, but that it is location agnostic – combined with the focus on creating 
genuine employment possibilities led to it winning the Best for Returners award. 
The judges said that “there is a real sense of passion driving Tech Returners’ 
mission”. 

Tech Returners was born out of founder Beckie Taylor’s personal experience. 
She has spent 18 years in HR, 15 of them in the tech industry, helping employers 
to scale. At one company she was the only woman on the leadership team and 
eight years ago when she had her first child she became the first parent. She 
was in a unique leadership position in terms of understanding the challenges of 
transitioning back into such a fast-paced industry after a break. “I realised how 
it can affect you in terms of confidence. It led me to explore what support there 
was out there,” she says.

She co-founded the Women in Technology North community group in 
Manchester and over the last five years it has become the third largest women 
in tech organisation globally. The conversations about women’s experience in 
the industry that emerged made it very clear how little support there was for 
women returning to tech after a break.

Beckie joined forces with a former colleague, James Heggs, who, like her, 
had gone into consulting in 2017. They decided to explore what upskilling 
opportunities there were for people transitioning back into the industry. They 
set up two pilot projects which highlighted the demand for support. They then 
had to work out a viable model to take the projects forward and decided that  
all the funding should come from the employers they worked with. They  
started speaking about what they were doing at different events, including  
one in Manchester. 

Sponsored by
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Tech Returners creates profiles for its returners rather than cvs. Beckie thinks 
the cv is outdated and biased against people who have taken a career break.  
“It doesn’t really tell you much about the individual,” she says, “and biases come 
into play.” She adds that returners often play down what they have done in their 
career break, including caring for people, volunteering or doing project work. 
“We want to create a document which gives a holistic view of the person and 
their skills,” she says, adding that the profiles are still being developed and Tech 
Returners is still learning, in partnership with the employers it works with, how 
to get the most out of them. “We have had lots of positive feedback. We want to 
be a game changer in the long term,” says Beckie.

Best for SMEs
Tech Returners was also voted Best for SMEs in the Top Employer Awards 
and the judges praised in particular its focus on training and hybrid working, 
including its use of asynchronous communications. They said: “There is a 
strong sense that Tech Returners treats its people like adults and does not 
micro manage them.” 

Tech Returners is a very flexible business that has been built around Beckie’s 
and James’ young families. Beckie is very clear that flexibility is not a one size 
fits all thing. During the pandemic, the company created a flexible working 
manifesto after a discussion of what flexible working means to its employees 
and how it can work better. The company uses asynchronous communications 
so people can catch up on group discussions when they can. Individuals set 
their status so everyone can see if they are not working at a particular time. If 
there is an urgent problem, Beckie is at the end of a phone.

Once a month everyone comes to the office for a team building day. All 
employees have keys to the office in Manchester and can use it when they want. 
One team member has relocated to Wales and another lives in London.

Onboarding is done in person and there are regular one-to-ones and a ‘feedback 
culture’ with employees having to get a piece of constructive feedback from 
someone on the team before each one-to-one meeting. Each member of the 

team is given a one thousand pound budget a year for personal development. 
This can be used for anything from career-based training to counselling or 
mental health help. The focus is on the individual as a whole as Beckie says 
all of this affects people’s performance. Tech Returners also has a book club 
and pays for a book a month for employees. In addition, there are ‘brown bag 
lunches’ to share learnings and monthly sessions on personal development.

Beckie says that the organisation’s agile structure means that it was able to 
adapt very quickly to the Covid lockdown. It has also allowed the company 
to scale more as they previously did their returner programme in person. 
Indeed it is currently expanding from 14 employees to 17. “There are so many 
opportunities to change more people’s lives,” says Beckie. It has not all been 
easy, however. In the early days of the pandemic, several employers had 
recruitment freezes. The programme still continued, but Tech Returners put 
more into engaging with returners and finding out what they wanted to  
achieve. Employers also continued to provide information about working in  
their companies and what a typical day might look like. 

Beckie, who lost her father in the pandemic, says the experience has brought 
the team closer together. Last year the situation at the beginning of the 
pandemic flipped completely as employers began to worry about labour 
shortages. Tech Returners sold all its partnership programme slots early last 
year for the whole of 2022. “Demand is rife for tech talent and companies have 
come back stronger,” says Beckie, who says the company is looking to go 
international in the longer term. “It’s a very exciting time.”

“There are so many opportunities  
to change more people’s lives” 
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Case study: 
Shahana Khundmir 

She was lucky to find a few organisations 
that worked specifically with returners. They 
understood the barriers that she was facing and 
were working to help people like her back into 
careers. In early 2021 Shahana was selected for 
a place on the Tech Returners programme. After a 
year of training, working and continuing to apply for 
jobs she was beginning to become disheartened and 
the opportunity came at just the right time.

She says: “I loved my time on the programme. It was a 
supportive environment that gave me the insight I needed to feel 
more comfortable moving forward. Recruitment coaching paired with technical 
upskilling provided the right balance for me to excel. And I simply loved coding 
again, talking tech with colleagues and learning.”

Three months later she secured a position as a Software Developer with  
The Telegraph who were one of the sponsors of the programme. After a nearly 
20-year break, she was a developer again. She states: “It’s hard to describe just 
how much this meant to me. I had set a goal, which in all honesty I thought was 
unachievable, and I achieved it. I humbly took in the moment.”

During her time with the Tech Returner programme she had attended lightning 
talks by The Telegraph which helped her to understand their work culture. She 
was attracted to The Telegraph’s strong engineering team. “I could see that 
they were a process-oriented and skilled department and I had been craving 
direction for my next steps,” she says.

The last months have been a steep learning curve, but also exciting. “There 
is a great joy in being able to do what you love. But you also want to do what 
you love well and that requires time and patience,” she says. “It is important to 
remind yourself of where you were six months, a year or two years ago. I try to 
be guided not by how far I have to go, but by how far I have come in the hope 
that this will keep me humble but also increase my confidence.”

This case study is edited from an article written by Shahana for The Telegraph’s 
Medium page

Shahana Khundmir was in her early teens when she first started to code and 
she coded pretty much for the next 10 years until her graduation and loved it. 
She says: “I was a high achiever, goal-orientated and a logical thinker and loved 
the problem-solving nature of software development.” 

She began her career as a Java developer and then took an extended break to 
have her first two children. A few years later when she was ready to return, the 
industry had moved on considerably and she was no longer sure of her skills 
and fit. She spent the next 13 years raising her children, working part time 
and most recently running her own business. As the gap in her IT career grew 
bigger, she came to accept that the door to that part of her life was closed. But it 
always irked her that she had given up something that she loved.

It was in 2019 that her now 19-year-old daughter was deciding which path 
to pursue at university and she spoke to her about her own experience in IT. 
In November that year, she encouraged Shahana to attend a Women in Tech 
event at IBM. That evening the two women heard talks from many inspirational 
women who were doing amazing things in the industry and loving it. Shahana 
was shocked by what she heard that night; it wasn’t the same industry she had 
left years earlier.

Over the next few weeks as the conversations about tech careers continued in 
her home, Shahana quietly decided to try her hand at coding again. She was 
sure that she would struggle. She started with a Python course on YouTube 
and was hooked from the first day. After a few months of learning Python she 
decided to retrain and return to the industry. She closed her business and 
took a lengthy Python course. She started looking at job roles and speaking to 
whoever she could for advice. “I was totally out of my comfort zone, but knew 
that I needed to persevere and be patient,” she says.

A year later she began applying for entry-level roles as a Python developer. She 
must have applied to more than 50 positions, but I didn’t get a single response. 
She realised that her lack of quantifiable experience was holding her back. So 
she took the initiative and began working on real-life data analysis projects 
and volunteering for a data analysis group. In 2020 she secured a short-term 
analysis contract in the charity sector.
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Top Employer Award for 

Best for Flexible 
Working 
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Winner: Roche

When Covid struck, pharmaceutical company Roche was ready for the change it 
would mean for how we work. It had just piloted its How we roll flexible working 
programme and had done the groundwork for location agnostic recruitment in 
the UK.

That work aims to embed guilt-free flexibility. The rationale for the How we 
roll programme sprang from a desire to ensure greater fairness when it came 
to flexible working. While Roche has long had a flexible culture, as in many 
organisations there were pockets where flexibility was more routine than in 
others. The company wanted to create a more consistent approach. In 2019 it 
decided that it needed a new programme which could get everyone on board, 
address the sceptics, ensure consistency and take away the guilt some people 
were feeling about flexible working – the feeling that, despite all the policies and 
practice, they needed to justify working flexibly.

Another aim was to give people a fear of missing out if they didn’t embrace 
flexible working and get them motivated about it. “We wanted to expand 
people’s horizons and see that flexible working works both ways and is about 
more than working from home,” says Sam Eustace-Smith, Employee Experience 
Partner at Roche. “We wanted to build people’s trust and ensure that flexible 
working was guilt-free. We knew we had a good culture, but we wanted to look 
at what else we needed to do and what was missing.”

Agile working principles
From conversations that began in HR the company put together a sprint team 
from across the organisation based around agile working principles. They 
researched what other companies were doing and their learnings from that as 
well as taking advice from HR industry groups and they tried to adapt all of that 
for Roche. They discussed different scenarios, but the main thrust behind the 
programme was the general rule that, if the culture was right, it could work for 
most people. They came up with a pilot programme.

They then faced what Sam calls the ‘red face test’ – could they justify it to 
clients. The pilot, which involved a mix of teams – from those whose managers 

“No other companies are doing it in the way 
we have to the best of my knowledge” 

Sponsored by

were involved in the sprint to those which were less flexible – helped them to 
see what people did as a result and what they thought about flexible working. 
“We had to make it something that was understood and could be used by 
everyone. We knew a blanket policy risked alienating some people,” said Sam. 
“Different teams needed the time and space to embrace it and think how it 
could apply to them.”

The company spent a lot of time sharing case studies which showed how 
the programme worked for everyone. This helped people to understand it in a 
deeper way than it just being a policy document. The pilot finished in January 
2020 and worked well. The team worked on more case studies, some tweaks 
and some FAQs to bring it all to life. There was a soft launch from January 
to March 2020 and then Covid happened. “We had done all this work about 
working flexibly and then suddenly most of us were working from home,” says 
Sam. “We had everything ready.”

By September 2020 when restrictions were easing a little, Roche did a hard 
launch, building on what had been learned about flexible working from the first 
lockdown, for instance, leaders having walking meetings, people having phone 
meetings to vary from zoom, people working around childcare…Covid also 
showed how important flexible working is.
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Location agnostic
During the pandemic Roche has also become location agnostic [in the UK] for 
recruitment purposes. This, including the potential risks, had been worked on 
before Covid – indeed in the week before the first lockdown. It enables Roche to 
reach the widest talent pool and open ‘a whole new door’, as Sam says. It also 
helps with retention following structural changes which entailed bringing some 
field-based staff who lived further away into head office positions. Roche pays 
for their travel costs if they have to come into head office and specifies that they 
might have to come in up to 26 days a year.

Sam is very proud of the policy. “No other companies are doing it in the way 
we have to the best of my knowledge,” she says. She adds that the external 
environment is not up to speed with the kind of changes that people are 
demanding and that Roche is happy to be at the forefront.

When it comes to the widespread move to hybrid working, Sam says that 
at Roche it is about teams working together on when in-person meetings 
are needed and where and how work can be done in the most efficient way. 
She says Roche doesn’t want to mandate returns to the office, but rather to 
help people see the benefits of both remote and in-person working and to 
understand that flexible working is about more than remote working. Head 
office was refurbished during the pandemic to create more collaborative and 
hybrid working spaces.

Roche is also constantly monitoring any issues that might come up as a result 
of the easing of restrictions through a bi-weekly survey that includes questions 
about work life balance. This is in addition to its annual engagement survey.

“We are trying to have conversations – in a way that is consistent and takes 
account of equal opportunities and access issues – about what brings us 
together,” says Sam. Her team, for instance, has a hub day in the office and a 
shared calendar so everyone knows who is in and can block time to catch up.

The next step is a wider conversation about how all of Roche’s policies fit 
together which will be reflected in its soon-to-be-launched people strategy. It 
has recently, for instance, launched a menopause policy, updated its carer policy 
and launched policies on domestic abuse and pregnancy loss. Sam says How 
we roll underpins it all. “Everything is based around inclusion,” she says.
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Case study: 
Louise Moloney

company had to work from home. It was rolled out more 
widely from September 2020.

Although more people have been going into the office 
of late, numbers on site have been limited for Covid 
reasons. Louise started going in once a week before 
Christmas to get a mix of the best of homeworking 
– being able to drop her children off and start work 
immediately – and the buzz of the office. Her office 
building is being refurbished and will have a free 
gym. Louise acknowledges that the office needs to 
become more of a “destination” to attract people back. 
“People have started to question more what the office is 
for,” says Louise, adding that when she went to the office 
before Christmas it was all about interacting with and chatting 
to colleagues. She says she has also become more efficient in the 
way she uses the office, for instance, she may no longer come in for whole days.

Despite the lifting of restrictions in the wake of Omicron, she says there are 
lasting cultural changes that remain from the last two years. The main one, 
thanks to How we roll, is that people no longer feel in any way micromanaged. 
No-one has to ask permission, for instance, to go for a walk between meetings.

Louise says Covid has accelerated that change. It also means colleagues have 
seen inside people’s houses and understand the kind of pressures outside work 
they might be under whereas before these were hidden. Louise, whose children 
are aged seven and nine, spent much of the first lockdown living in her bedroom 
because her house was being renovated and homeschooling her children.

Roche has also brought in a location agnostic hiring process during Covid 
so they can get the best talent wherever it is. One of Louise’s colleagues, for 
instance, is based in Northern Ireland and has caring responsibilities. “They 
add so much to the team,” she says. More remote colleagues are encouraged to 
come to the office occasionally, but this is not mandatory and advance warning 
is given.

For Louise, there are not many downsides to the new ways of working. For 
some, working from home can make it more difficult to distinguish work and 
home life, but Louise recommends walking around the block or closing the door 
on work to mark the end of the day. “What works for each individual is different 
and How we roll acknowledges that,” she says.

Pharmaceutical company Roche was already fairly flexible before Covid, but has 
recently rolled out a pilot programme which takes that flexibility a step further. 

Louise Moloney is not only a beneficiary, but was in the group who piloted the 
programme. She is one of several Group Heads of Safety Operations at Roche 
and has been at the company for 22 years. She says that, although Roche 
was more flexible than most employers before, the degree of flexibility offered 
depended a lot on individual line managers. Before Covid, she would generally 
be in the office three days a week, but sometimes she would be in more often if 
her work demanded it. In the past employees would have to ask for permission 
to take a longer lunch off to take time off for the doctor or dentist.

“We had more flexible working than many other organisations, but it was not as 
full and true as it is now where we are empowered to make our own decisions,” 
says Louise.

She was part of a small group, which included HR representatives and people 
from different parts of the business, who came together because they were very 
passionate about improving work for everyone. They discussed doing away 
with a flexible working policy and replacing it with three guardrails around when, 
where and how you work, looking after yourself and supporting your colleagues. 
For instance, if working on a global project with US colleagues you may need 
to ensure you are working in a time period where you cross over. The look after 
yourself guardrail was to prevent people overworking by, for instance, doing 
compressed days on a regular basis.

The guardrails were shared with line managers and line managers were given 
different scenarios so they could think about what they would do if different 
circumstances presented themselves.

Louise said the guardrails led to team discussions where issues of fairness 
were openly debated and a reasonable solution found. They also mean that 
Roche employees are treated like adults rather than told what they can and 
can’t do.

The programme that emerged from the pilot was dubbed How we roll and it 
only began two months before the Covid lockdown in 2020 when many in the 
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Winner: John Lewis Partnership

Last November, John Lewis Partnership became the first UK retailer to offer six 
months’ equal parenthood paid leave and two weeks’ paid leave to any Partner 
who experiences the loss of a pregnancy at any stage during their pregnancy. 
The policy was announced in June as part of a new package of support for 
Partners – its employees jointly co-own the business.

It came about as a result of feedback from within the business about what 
mattered most to people and it supports John Lewis Partnership’s vision to 
become the UK’s most inclusive business for both Partners and customers.

The aim is to recognise how modern families are set up and that they consist of 
different shapes and sizes and each individual’s journey on how they become 
a parent can vary hugely. The company wanted to recognise that a loss of a 
pregnancy can happen in many ways.

The new commitments include:

• 26 weeks paid leave (14 weeks at full contractual pay and 12 weeks at 50% 
contractual pay) for all parents once they have worked for the Partnership for 
one year.

• Two weeks’ paid leave for any Partner experiencing pregnancy loss and 
access to emotional support through the Partnership’s free counselling and 
mental health services.

• All job vacancies will be advertised with a flexible working option, unless there 
is an operational reason why this is not possible. John Lewis Partnership 
is also providing more support for part-time career progression through its 
internal Part-Time Advisory Group.

Since the introduction of the Equal Parenthood Leave, the average duration 
of leave taken by a co-parent is 18 weeks compared to two weeks before the 
policy change. When it comes to pregnancy loss, the majority of people are 
taking one of the two paid weeks leave available. 



27

John Lewis Partnership says the policy has wide ramifications in terms of talent 
attraction and retention as well as wellbeing, with many dads asking for flexible 
working as a result of having more time with their families. This greater sharing 
of care makes for greater equality at work. 

John Lewis Partnership also has a strong working parents network which 
helped shape the policy. It has collaborated with other networks, for instance, 
on anti-racism or on imposter syndrome with the gender equality network. 
Cross-collaboration recognises that people have multiple identities.

The network also links up with other similar groups in other organisations. 

When it comes to flexible working, John Lewis Partnership announced a 
Flexible First policy last summer which means all job vacancies are advertised 
as flexible, unless this is operationally not possible. The following paragraph 
is added to all vacancies, which acknowledges that working flexibly means 
something different to everyone: “We have a number of different ways to work 
flexibly so at your interview feel free to talk about what flexibility means to you. 
There are no guarantees, however, it may open the door to not only a new role 
but a new way of working.”

Zoe Hailey, Partner & Technical Lead (Policy & Benefits), says: “We had a 
fantastic reaction internally and externally when we announced this approach. 
It can be challenging to be truly flexible in areas of the business which have 
set operating hours and sufficient cover is needed to meet the needs of our 
customers. However, we are encouraged by the approach our hiring managers 
are taking. It’s often easier to consider a range of options to suit Partners for 
entirely desk-based roles.”

“From candidate feedback it is evident that the offer of flexible working with 
any job advert is vital to the majority of job seekers. Increasingly we are seeing 
candidates seeking flexible working for their own well being, and not in relation 
to care responsibilities which has often been the case in the past.” 

“From candidate feedback it is evident that 
the offer of flexible working with any job 
advert is vital to the majority of job seekers”

John Lewis Partnership created its Part Time Partner Advisory Group in 
November 2020, following on from a number of listening sessions with part-
time Partners. Zoe says: “We knew from feedback that their experience was not 
always as positive as that of our full-time Partners and we wanted to look at 
how we could improve that.” 

The diverse group supports and contributes to positive improvements for part-
timers and acts as a sounding board and test bed as well as actively advocating 
for change, such as the introduction of a flexible working hub on the company’s 
internal intranet with specific guidance on types of flexible working and job-
sharing of seats on its internal democratic structures. 

The group has also stimulated conversations in every business unit about how 
it feels to be part time and what local change needs to happen to ensure all 
workers, regardless of the hours they work, can thrive. Hailey says John Lewis 
Partnership has several part-time leaders, including a long-term job share in the 
post of Director of Learning & Talent.

The company is currently reviewing a range of its benefits to consider the needs 
of different Partners and what would make the biggest difference to them. 
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Case study: 
Rebecca Candy and Leanne Chalmers

“We never had any expectation of what we 
might get and what we got was way beyond 
anything we had hoped for” 

Rebecca Candy is Change Manager at John Lewis Partnership and Co-Chair of 
its Working Parents Network and has personally benefited from its new offering 
on family friendly working. 

She says conversations about the company’s parenting policy have been going 
on for a number of years as John Lewis Partnership has been seeking to get 
the balance right. The company’s gender equality network had been receiving 
requests for more parental leave for co-parents and hearing that parents were 
struggling with the complexities of Shared Parental Leave. Dads wanted more 
support, but a strong business case needed to be made to justify the costs of 
an equal parental leave policy. Covid has also played its part.

“The last two years of Covid have given us a laser-like focus on purpose and 
inclusion,” says Rebecca. “We are really serious about being the most inclusive 
workplace and in order to be inclusive we need to address the gender pay gap 
and one part of that is the disparity in parental leave for co-parents. Equal 
parental leave will free mums to come back and allow dads to bond with their 
children and set family life differently from the outset. It’s not just about money 
and benefits, but the value we attach to being serious about inclusion.”

Leanne Chalmers, the other Co-chair of the Working Parents Network, said their 
network had regular meetings with HR and looked at what external companies, 
such as Aviva, were doing. “We never had any expectation of what we might get 
and what we got was way beyond anything we had hoped for,” she said.

The network has heard that the policy has been very well received with more 
dads thinking to take it up.

The working parents network covers lots of different parts of the business and 
there is a buddy directory which enables new parents to team up with a parent 
who knows the ropes. The network both influences the business and supports 
working parents by connecting them to each other, supporting and informing 
them. There are a number of peer support groups that have spun off it, including 
a Covid support group where parents could come together to offload.

This year has seen the restarting of a peer support group on tweenagers which 
covers everything from online bullying to puberty. Other groups include one for 
those becoming parents during the pandemic and a dads group.

The network has a small budget and can pay for 
external guests. There is a monthly plan of 
topics to be discussed, for instance, there 
was one on back to school confidence 
last year. This year’s include teenagers’ 
mental health and a session covering 
surrogacy, adoption and fertility.
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Best for Diversity  
& Inclusion 
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Winner: FSCS
 

Recruitment
Diversity and inclusion starts with recruitment and the FSCS ensures all 
language in job adverts is gender neutral and avoids language or phrases that 
may signal to people that they may not feel safe or welcomed in the workplace. 
The organisation also avoids listing excessive requirements, for instance, that 
a job applicant must have a degree or 10 years’ experience and consciously 
challenges hiring managers to ensure that any aspects listed in job descriptions 
genuinely matter. It recognises that skills can be flexible and that many can be 
learned on the job.

The FSCS has also looked at the processes it is not directly involved in, such as 
the sifting process for applications conducted by its main external recruitment 
agency – which is well aware of FSCS’ culture. The organisation has consulted 
experts on inclusive recruitment, for instance, to attract people with disabilities. 
And it has provided e-learning opportunities for people who need a skills 
booster in order to apply as well as targeting managers with short videos to 
educate them about diversity.

On its work on disability, Katherine Hoppins, People & Inclusion Manager, says: 
“Disability tends to be less of a focus for most companies when it comes to 
diversity and inclusion. So we have put the focus on that recently and are 
reviewing our interview questions to see if they are inclusive for neurodiverse 
applicants.”

She adds: “We are thinking about how we interview people and training up 
a group of people from diverse backgrounds who could sit on recruitment 
panels to ensure that there is greater diversity. We are also looking at providing 
interview questions ahead of the interview and how we word questions so that 
we can level the playing field. We are open to everything.”

She says that hiring managers are being asked to think more about what the 
interview process is measuring – the ability to prepare, what someone thinks 
about a particular issue or their ability to think on their feet. They are also 
looking at using the chat function so people can answer questions online. 

“Policies like equal parental leave do not 
just impact our staff, but their partners 
and children.”

The Financial Services Compensation Scheme may not have a dedicated 
diversity and inclusion team, but they make up for that with the passion and 
commitment they bring to everything they do. 

That passion is shared from the very top of the organisation to the bottom. 
Caroline Rainbird, the CEO of FSCS, promotes diversity and inclusion in 
her weekly messages to staff and indeed one of the things that impressed 
the WM People judges was an account by a member of staff of how the 
CEO had contacted her personally after a discussion about the impact of 
microaggressions.

Diversity and inclusion is something the organisation works at daily: everything 
is monitored and the statistics show the progress being made. Approximately 
a third of employees now come from Black, Asian, Minority Ethnic (BAME) 
backgrounds. 67% of the Board are female and the Executive Team is made up 
of 12.5% LGBTQIA, 25% BAME and 75% female. When it comes to managers, 8% 
are LGBQT+, 43% are female and 16% are Black, Asian, Minority Ethnic.

Moreover, 11% of new recruits in the past 12 months were older workers. The 
age of employees in the organisation ranges from 16 to 74. The FSCS has also 
increased female representation in traditionally male-dominated areas such as 
IT and Data Management from 8% to 12.5%, with a target of 20% by 2022.

All of this is backed up by FSCS’s annual People Survey where 91% of 
employees agreed with the sentence “I believe this company is an inclusive  
and caring employer”.

Sponsored by
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From unconscious bias training  
to development support
FSCS addresses the issue of diversity and inclusion in multiple ways and at 
multiple levels. For instance, in the last two years it has refreshed and extended 
its offering on unconscious bias training to take account of developments in 
thinking on diversity and inclusion. It used to be face to face for all employees 
and now it is done via e-learning with most employees having been through two 
modules while more are being developed. 

Ad hoc sessions are run throughout the year and the FSCS works with leaders 
in the field, such as Business in the Community [BITC] on their Race at Work 
Charter to which it was a founding signatory. It was also an early signatory to 
Change the Race Ratio and is a Disability Positive Employer, a Mindful Employer, 
a Menopause Friendly Employer and has signed up to the Women in Finance 
Charter. The organisation now has a gender pay gap which, unlike so many 
financial services employers, favours women. “We have done a lot of work to 
get to that position and have had lots of conversations about issues such as 
everyday sexism,” says Katherine.

Another way it is addressing the gender pay gap is through male ally workshops 
which help both to encourage conversations with men about different aspects 
of the barriers women face at work and to show how they can help.

FSCS also provides development opportunities for high potential women 
through its Women’s Leadership Programme RISE. The second session has 
recently finished and involved two cohorts – one for managers and one for the 
level just below where the focus is more on personal development. It is aimed 
at women who want to succeed in leadership and helps build their visibility 
and their network. Katherine was on the programme and was promoted 
to management as a result. “The aim is to build the organisation’s people 
management skills,” says Katherine, adding that the FSCS is looking to extend 
the programme to men too, with a focus on inclusive leadership.

Last year FSCS also launched its Black Talent Sponsorship programme after 
encouraging conversations about race in the wake of the Black Lives Matter 
movement where people could share their stories and colleagues could listen. 
From that came focus groups with black colleagues on what might make a 
difference. Then the FSCS developed the programme and listened to feedback. 
It was keen that black colleagues did not feel the onus was all on them to come 
up with solutions. “We didn’t just want to put out a statement,” says Katherine. 

“We wanted to do something that would have an impact and bring meaningful 
change.” The programme aims to provide more opportunities for black 
colleagues, give them space, create a network and provide visibility. People 
can nominate themselves and they are matched with an executive sponsor and 
become mentors for the Aleto Foundation, an organisation for young people 
with high potential.

The FSCS is also looking to ensure everyone in the organisation can progress in 
the way that suits them and launched its career pathways programme last year. 
It involves employees working with their line managers to identify the pathways 
that work for them and the steps they need to take to get to where they want 
to be. Through this anyone can be nominated by their manager as a person of 
‘high potential’ and can be assessed for their engagement, ability and ambition. 

A flexible culture
All of this activity is backed up by a very flexible culture – all roles have been 
offered on a flexible basis since 2016. Flexible working is specifically mentioned 
in all job advertisements and FSCS’s recruitment partner also discusses this 
with all candidates. All employees structure their days and weeks as best works 
for them, something that is reinforced by messages using the tagline Your 
Day, Your Way. Senior leaders also role model this flexibility, with almost 10% 
working part time or compressed hours.

Alongside a flexible culture, the FSCS is keen to promote a family friendly 
approach to work. Its equal parental leave policy which offers 26 weeks of leave 
at full pay for parents from day one aims to address another part of the gender 
pay gap challenge and so far has had 100% take-up by dads in the last year. Its 
dependents leave policy, which was temporarily increased from five to 20 days a 
year during Covid to take the pressure off those with caring responsibilities, has 
become permanent. The organisation will use its surveys to monitor who takes 
it up and whether it needs to target messages more at men to ensure they know 
it is for them. 

The aim is to encourage greater gender equality at home and at work. So far 
it seems to be working and there is a strong feeling, evidenced by the People 
Survey, that the organisation cares for its workforce as well as a good sense of 
allyship. For instance, its menopause sessions have been well attended by men. 

Katherine says: “Policies like equal parental leave do not just impact our staff, 
but their partners and children. I want our workforce to be as happy as possible, 
but we also have a responsibility to wider society.”
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Case study: 
Alethea Beharie-Campbell

“FSCS was incredible. Not only was I able 
to cope with looking after my mum, but  
I was able to progress at work.”

I have felt that I could express myself and be listened to and not fear I would  
be misjudged.”

Alethea attended two sessions, attended by at least 200 people, including 
senior managers. “It was very impactful to know that people from all levels of 
the organisation cared enough to join and it was not just a tick box exercise,” 
she says. She found the first session she attended inspiring. “It was incredible 
to hear other people’s stories and not to feel isolated,” she says. In the second 
session she shared her own experiences of everyday racist stereotyping. 

Alethea says she has always felt conscious about being perceived as ‘the angry 
black woman’ and has made it her mission in life not to allow anyone to put 
her into that stereotype. She spoke about an occasion at a post office at the 
beginning of the pandemic, at a time when some of the press were suggesting 
that people from ethnic minorities were spreading the coronavirus. A cashier in 
the post office told her not to come near him, shortly after serving a white lady 
within close proximity. Alethea couldn’t understand why he would say that and 
wanted to ask him why, but people started backing away from her as if she was 
being aggressive. 

When she spoke about the incident, she received positive responses from 
colleagues, one of which was from the Chief executive, Caroline Rainbird, who 
emailed to thank her for sharing her experience. “It was an unreal moment,” 
says Alethea. “I never thought that that was something I would be able to share 
at work.”

Alethea then applied for the FSCS’s Black Talent sponsorship programme 
which aims to get more black employees into senior positions. Those on the 
programme are sponsored by someone from the senior executive team on a 

Alethea Beharie-Campbell began working for the Financial Services 
Compensation Scheme in February 2020, just a few weeks before everything 
moved online and through the aftermath of George Floyd’s murder. 

The experience has shown her what a difference it makes to have an employer 
who genuinely listens to and engages with employees. 

When everything moved online she was anxious that she had not had enough 
time to create a good support network. But by April she was delivering a big 
project which exposed her to senior stakeholders in the organisation. Their 
positive feedback made her feel more confident in her role. She was also 
becoming more immersed in the FSCS’s culture. 

She attended a conference on women in finance around the same time and 
heard from other organisations who made statements to the effect that they 
knew more needed to be done when it came to equality. She was aware that the 
FSCS had signed up to the Women in Finance Charter and became conscious of 
the FSCS’ efforts to fulfil their commitment. Alethea was also impressed by the 

FSCS’s proactive response to the killing of George 
Floyd which included creating spaces where 

colleagues could openly discuss their 
experiences of racism and discrimination. 

Alethea was in touch with friends in 
other organisations and none of their 
employers were being as proactive. 
Some told her that their managers 
were fairly defensive. 

That is not what she experienced 
at FSCS and she found that senior 
managers were actively listening and 

engaging with issues around anti-
racism in these spaces. “People were 

responding in the chat,” she says. “It felt 
like a safe place. It’s the first time in my 

professional career that I have felt that, where  



one to one basis. Alethea was sponsored by Rainbird and met with her once 
a month for a year. Through the programme she worked on a project, with the 
Aleto Foundation, which looked at how FSCS could improve understanding of 
financial products and FSCS among BAME people aged 14-19. 

Through her sponsorship relationship Alethea was seconded to the legal team. 
She had previously studied to be a barrister, and was called to the Bar in 2017, 
but later that year her mum was diagnosed with cancer and she didn’t complete 
her pupillage training as a result. In December 2019 she was told that her 
cancer was terminal. “Everything changed,” says Alethea. She was contracting 
at the time in Crawley. She needed somewhere closer to home so she could 
be around for her mum and applied to FSCS. In April 2020 hospital home visits 
were cancelled and Alethea’s caring responsibilities grew significantly. 

The FSCS had increased its dependents’ leave during the pandemic from three 
to 20 days a year - which it has made a permanent change since. Alethea didn’t 
realise at first that this might apply to her situation as she thought it was more 
to do with childcare. She had never spoken about her mum at work as she 
didn’t want colleagues to feel sorry for her, but she connected with People and 
Inclusion Manager Kathy Hoppins when she took part in a workshop as part 
of the RISE programme for women at FSCS. RISE connects women across the 
organisation. For Alethea it was another safe space. 

Kathy told her that she could take dependents’ leave, saying she did not need 
to compartmentalise her home and work life. Alethea also told her line manager 
who was similarly supportive and told her family comes first. Although she 

didn’t take her full entitlement, the extra leave allowed Alethea to work more 
flexibly around caring for her mum without her salary being affected. Without it, 
she thinks she would have had to leave the FSCS. “It was becoming too much to 
juggle. I would not have been able to mentally survive without that extra time,” 
she says. “FSCS was incredible. Not only was I able to cope with looking after 
my mum, but I was able to progress at work.”

She says her mum is very pleased to see her back doing law. “She felt guilty 
about me not pursuing a career at the Bar. Now seeing me happy at work has 
made her very happy,” says Alethea. “I never thought I could make it back into 
law.” She has now been offered a permanent position within the legal and 
recoveries team. 

Alethea says her experience at FSCS has been very motivating. She feels the 
organisation goes out of its way to engage with employees through a series 
of actions and questionnaires that “plant seeds”. “It’s so nice to have that 
engagement and support,” she says. “It makes you want to go much further in 
your work and to be a reliable employee who goes the extra mile. You believe in 
the organisation and you feel supported by it in turn. This organisation is worth 
100% of my effort.”

33
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Best for Older Workers 
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Winner: QA
All line managers have taken workshops in managing multigenerational teams 
with the company focusing on best practice in this area. It is also looking 
to develop a reverse mentoring pilot where senior directors can nominate 
themselves to be mentored by diversity, equity and inclusion champions.

Menopause support
With rising awareness of workplace issues relating to the menopause, QA 
has taken decisive action. Last year, after a one-off menopause forum before 
Covid, it set up a menopause community following interest from all levels of the 
business. The community is now 80-people strong, is employee-led and hosts 
regular meetings and events. It has had a lot of support from senior leaders, 
including the chief people officer and the executive diversity champion who 
have attended meetings to speak about the menopause at work in order to 
normalise conversations.

QA is looking to train menopause advocates to share knowledge and signpost 
people to support. The group is now the biggest and most interactive network 
at QA, offering a forum where people can share stories and provide informal 
mentorship. Ben says that the buzz about the network and QA’s menopause 
friendly status is such that some new starters are asking to join the group as 
soon as they start.

QA is developing a management training curriculum to help managers have 
difficult conversations about different personal issues including domestic 
abuse, racism, sexual harassment, with menopause being one topic. When it 
comes to the menopause, the aim is to empower managers to listen, make any 
necessary adjustments and signpost people to further support if needed. QA is 
also looking to train menopause advocates to work in the business.

The focus on conversations and listening is also how QA is approaching 
wellbeing, performance and development issues with a diversity and inclusion 
lens, using its performance management tool, Clear Review provided by the 
Clear Company. Every quarter employees have a development conversation to 
plan for the future.

People tend to assume that the tech sector is for younger generations. But tech 
training and skills provider QA’s workforce puts paid to that assumption.

The company, whose mission is to help its colleagues, students and clients 
“win in the digital revolution”, is proud of its multigenerational workforce 
and monitors age among other protected characteristics. In fact, 10% of its 
workforce will reach retirement age by 2029 and 20% of the employees who 
deliver its learning services will reach 65 by 2029.

QA is also keen to address myths that older people can’t learn new skills. 
“Everyone gets older and just because you are older doesn’t mean you can’t 
learn new skills,” says Talent Management Consultant Ben Dixon.

He adds that people are increasingly likely to have several careers and to want 
to try something different, particularly given greater longevity. QA tries to make 
it easier for people to switch course and try different possibilities at any age.

“A lot of emphasis and investment goes into people’s early careers and training. 
Often once you have learned a trade and get to management level you are 
ignored, but managers are calling out for development,” says Ben. “Often it is 
just assumed that leaders don’t need to update their skills because they have 
years of experience.”

QA adopts an age inclusive approach at all levels of the organisation, starting 
with its apprenticeships which are open to all ages, with 59% of new apprentices 
being older workers. When it comes to diversity and inclusion, it uses the 
Diversity and Inclusion consultancy the Clear Company’s framework, known as 
Clear Assured, to help navigate inclusion in a more structured and systematic 
way. Within six months of using it, QA had achieved Bronze Accreditation linked 
to processes and practices that are inclusive to all, including older workers.

In addition, all hiring managers are trained in the kind of reasonable 
adjustments they can make to ensure the workplace is accessible to all and that 
the assessment process is fair for all applicants. QA has also created a Dignity 
at Work policy that states its code of conduct and defines discrimination and 
signposts how to act, specifically defining ageism and microaggressions to be 
aware of.

Sponsored by



36

Flexible working
Flexible working is a key part of the company’s wellbeing approach. During the 
pandemic the company created a hybrid working conversation on the Clear 
Review system so that parents could get a better work life balance, which has 
significantly improved its employee engagement.

In 2021 the company launched a hybrid working scheme which is about 
employee-led conversations that allow people to talk about their priorities and 
to find a way forward that works for them and their team. Line managers were 
offered training with regard to return to work conversations, with employees 
falling into one of three categories – 100% office, 100% remote or hybrid. If 
the category doesn’t work the employee can have a conversation and change 
it. That policy is now being reviewed. QA is cross referencing its hybrid 
working survey with its engagement survey to see if there is any difference 
in engagement related to a person’s pattern of working so they can spot any 
potential challenges. Meanwhile, training has become hybrid too, with Covid 
being a spur to improving the technology involved.

QA is also keen to do more to promote age inclusivity not just internally but 
through its training programmes and it works with its trainers to avoid age bias.

Over 41% of participants in its recent Teach the Nation to Code programme were 
older workers. Its StandUpStandOut programme is a nine-week programme 
which arms unemployed older people with digital skills. It also works with the 
Department for Education on its Bootcamp programme which teaches data 
skills and machine learning. Out of last August’s cohort of 522, 309 starters 
were over 40.

External activity 
QA has partnered with the Tech Talent Charter to deliver Hackathons to reskill 
older workers and get them into tech and its work with the Department for 
Culture, Media and Sport includes a 12-week programme targeted at career 
changers and people returning from career breaks.

It is also beating the drum externally for older workers. QA sponsored the 
first National Older Workers Week in 2021. Ben says this not only signalled to 
potential talent that the organisation is inclusive, but sent a broader societal 
message. He says: “We want older workers not to feel their options are limited. 
We want them to feel they can start new careers, change jobs and access 
lifelong learning. We want to show that we care and that older workers and the 
experience they bring is valued.”

“Everyone gets older and just because 
you are older doesn’t mean you can’t 
learn new skills” 

https://www.workingwise.co.uk/events/national-older-workers-week/
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experience them and what line managers 
can do to support women going through the 
menopause or perimenopause, for instance, 
being flexible about start times if someone has 
had a poor night’s sleep. Karen Orr, director of 
people and engagement looked at the guidance 
and decided it should be incorporated into QA’s 
wellbeing policy. 

Just before Christmas, the menopause group did a survey to find out how 
many people were affected and what support they needed. Now Jo is looking to 
secure budget for menopause mentors or to train existing approved listeners for 
mental wellbeing to understand the menopause. There is also a greater focus 
on line manager awareness. Jo is designing an education programme for them 
and would like to see that become part of the mandatory line management 
training programme.

In addition, the survey found that women wanted more events on issues ranging 
from nutrition to HRT. And there is also an interest in exploring the impact of the 
andropause on men and setting up an associated group.

For Jo, the work she has been doing on the menopause – all in her normal 
working hours – is all about normalising something that many women 
experience. “I know I was getting to a point where I wondered if I could keep 
doing my job,” she says. “Now by having these conversations and doing the 
research the anxiety I had has been taken away. That is really refreshing and 
has given me new energy. QA has always been very supportive and inclusive, 
which is why I have been here for 16 years, but this has given me a way to help 
others and to make it an even better place to work.”

Case study: 
Jo Saunders

“This has given me a way to help others 
and to make it an even better place  
to work.”

Over a year ago, Jo Saunders, a senior delivery manager at QA, began 
experiencing severe brain fog which brought with it a feeling of intense anxiety. 
She would start a sentence and not be able to think what words should come 
next. “I have always been a very practical, goal-oriented person, but I could not 
get my thought processes into gear,” says Jo, who manages a team of  
26 trainers. 

Worried about what might be causing it, she spoke to her boss and said she was 
not sure what was going on, whether it was just extreme fatigue or burn out or 
early onset dementia or something else. Her boss suggested she speak to her 
GP who told her it sounded like the perimenopause. Jo is 47. She says that was 
like “a bit of a slap in the face”. “You want to be like Peter Pan. I felt I was not 
ready for this,” she says. 

As time went on she had more and more symptoms. She found it difficult to 
sleep, for instance. She spoke to a colleague in another team and jokingly 
mentioned the perimenopause only to find that she too was going through 
much the same thing. They spent the call talking about the impact it was having 
on their lives.

They decided that they could not be the only people in QA suffering these 
symptoms so, having researched the idea, Jo approached HR last July and 
asked if they could set up a perimenopause/menopause group as part of the 
organisations diversity, equity and inclusion work. HR said it was a really good 
idea and would allow people to share their experiences and any tips on how 
to manage symptoms. So an MS Teams site was set up in August to create a 
sense of community and membership went from 0 to 70 people in just two days.

“It lifted off so quickly,” says Jo, “and most of the initial comments were about 
how relieved people were that they were not alone.” Jo noticed that many of 
those who had symptoms were reticent to speak to their managers about them. 
“They felt they almost had to whisper about them and thought their bosses 
wouldn’t know what to do,” she says.

Later that month, Jo decided to draft a menopause guidance document 
to explain to line managers what the main symptoms are, what it is like to 
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