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1. Introduction 

This paper presents the report on the Five-Year Reviews of Equality Scheme 

undertaken jointly by 10 public authorities. 

Health and Social Care (HSC) organisations have committed to reviewing their 

Equality Scheme under Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act (1998) every five 

years. Eleven public authorities collaborate closely on equality matters, supported by 

the Business Services Organisation (BSO) Equality Unit. Their equality leads meet 

quarterly at the Equality Forum, convened by the BSO Equality Unit. Ten of these 

organisations jointly undertook their Five-Year Review of Equality Scheme. Further 

information on their functions is available on their websites below. 

➢ Blood Transfusion Service: https://nibts.hscni.net   

➢ Business Services Organisation: https://bso.hscni.net  

➢ Children’s Court Guardian Agency NI: 
https://childrenscourtguardianagencyni.co.uk  

➢ NI Medical and Dental Training Agency: https://www.nimdta.gov.uk/   

➢ NI Practice and Education Council for Nursing and Midwifery: 
https://nipec.hscni.net/   

➢ Northern Ireland Social Care Council: https://niscc.info/  

➢ Patient and Client Council: https://pcc-ni.net/  

➢ Public Health Agency: https://www.publichealth.hscni.net/  

➢ Regulation and Quality Improvement Authority: https://www.rqia.org.uk/   

➢ Safeguarding Board for Northern Ireland: https://www.safeguardingni.org/   
 

These organisations completed their last review in June 2021 (in the case of SBNI in 

September 2023). 

The Strategic Planning and Performance Group (SPPG) in the main falls under the 

Department’s Equality Scheme. As SPPG staff are hosted by the BSO and draw on 

the support provided by the BSO Equality Unit, the SPPG is likewise one of the 

partner organisations and forms a member of the joint Equality Forum. Through this 

mechanism, the SPPG likewise shared and took learning from the joint review. 

The purpose of the Five-Year Review is to take learning by reviewing the way the 

organisations have implemented Section 75 over the past five years. The review is a 

https://nibts.hscni.net/
https://bso.hscni.net/
https://childrenscourtguardianagencyni.co.uk/
https://www.nimdta.gov.uk/
https://nipec.hscni.net/
https://niscc.info/
https://pcc-ni.net/
https://www.publichealth.hscni.net/
https://www.rqia.org.uk/
https://www.safeguardingni.org/
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process of self-assessment. As specified by Equality Commission guidance1, it 

involves looking at what has been achieved, what remains to be done, and lessons 

learned. The guidance likewise stipulates that the review report should cover how 

the scheme’s implementation has benefitted individuals within the Section 75 groups; 

how leaders within the authority are engaged in the scheme’s implementation; 

challenges and how they have been overcome; lessons learned; and good practice. 

As some of these elements are closely linked in practice, this report presents the key 

findings from the review in three combined sections: 

1. Good practice & how the scheme’s implementation has benefitted individuals 

within the Section 75 groups 

2. What challenges emerged and how they have been overcome & how leaders 

within the authority are engaged in the scheme’s implementation 

3. Lessons Learned. 

2. Methodology 

The approach and methodology of the review, developed by the BSO Equality Unit 

and agreed with the partner organisations, is closely aligned with the Commission’s 

guidance. Importantly, it was designed based on the principles of collaboration, 

proportionality, and making maximum use of limited resources.  

The methodology centred on sharing learning and discussions between partner 

organisations at quarterly Equality Forum meetings convened by the BSO Equality 

Unit. The agendas of two Forum meetings during 2025-26 were shaped specifically 

to facilitate focus group discussions on challenges, learning and good practice. Table 

1 below identifies the elements of data collection with reference to Equality 

Commission guidance on ‘kinds of evidence’ (ECNI 2016, p.4) for each of the 

sections in the review report. 

Table 1: Key elements of data collection 

Report Sections 
(in line with Equality Commission 
Guidance) 

Approach/Methodology 
(with reference to Equality Commission 
Guidance on Kinds of Evidence) 

1. Good practice & how the scheme’s 
implementation has benefitted individuals 
within the Section 75 groups 

Good practice shared by equality leads at 
quarterly Equality Forum meetings 
throughout the review period 

Annual Progress Reports by each of the 
public authorities 

                                      
1 Equality Commission for Northern Ireland (2016): Guidance on conducting a 5-year review of an 
equality scheme. 
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• “good practice measures that the 
public authority itself has undertaken“ 
(ECNI 2016, p.4) 

• “good practice measures undertaken 
by similar public authorities“ (ECNI 
2016, p.4) 

• “Section 75 annual progress reports 
that the public authority has 
completed” (ECNI 2016, p.4) 

• “the reviewer’s own opinions of these 
matters based on their own practical 
experience of implementing these 
arrangements” (ECNI 2016, p.4) 

2. Challenges and how they have been 
overcome & how leaders within the 
authority are engaged in the scheme’s 
implementation 

Focus Groups at Equality Forum meetings 
in Sept 2025 and Dec 2025 and further 
reflective comments from equality leads 
subsequent to the meetings 

• “the reviewer’s own opinions of these 
matters based on their own practical 
experience of implementing these 
arrangements” 

• “evidence that senior staff are 
complying with their scheme 
commitments and providing 
appropriate leadership” 

• “evidence that decision-makers are 
aware of their obligations” 

3. Lessons learned Focus Groups at Equality Forum meetings 
in Sept 2025 and Dec 2025 and further 
comments from equality leads subsequent 
to the meetings 

• “the reviewer’s own opinions of these 
matters based on their own practical 
experience of implementing these 
arrangements” 
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3. Key Findings 

3.1 Good Practice & how the scheme’s implementation has 

benefitted individuals within the Section 75 groups 

Over the reporting period, the partner organisations have taken a pragmatic 

approach and worked together to promote equality of opportunity and good relations 

through implementation of their respective Equality Scheme commitments, 

undertaking joint work. In addition, on an individual organisational basis, partner 

organisations have developed good practice in their work to improve equality 

outcomes for people across the Section 75 equality groups. Further information on 

both types of good practice initiatives is presented below. 

A: Good Practice - collaboration 

The model of an expert equality service facilitating and supporting partnership 

working including through an Equality Forum allows sharing of information, learning, 

good practice, consistency, and efficiencies in the planning and delivery of equality 

work. This applies in particular to statutory deliverables under the public sector 

duties. 

For example, the BSO and its partner organisations as a collective group worked 

together on the development of their new Equality and Disability Action Plans for 

2023-28. They undertook a collective public consultation exercise on the draft Plans 

in 2023. The consultation exercise was inclusive and followed good practice in 

relation to the undertaking of a public consultations. It included utilising a joint 

consultation list, holding joint consultation meetings, circulating consultation 

questionnaires, online consultation, face to face meetings with staff and key 

stakeholders, and engagement with established staff Networks (such as Tapestry, 

the Disability Staff Network). Consultees’ views were considered and recognised. A 

joint Consultation Report was compiled and published, and consultees’ views 

contributed to the development of discrete equality/disability actions included in the 

Plans. 

With regards to training and awareness raising, the joint training programme 

provides opportunities for staff to draw on expertise and learning from colleagues 

across the range of different organisations both in small group work and plenary 

discussions. Similarly, the partnership arrangements enable staff to link in with 

subject matter leads across partner organisations through signposting by the 

Equality Unit. The centralised publication site for equality screenings, managed by 

the BSO Equality Unit, allows staff easy access to screenings by partner 

organisations that might be of relevance to screenings that they are tasked with 

undertaking. 



7 
 

The Equality Unit and a number of volunteers from the partner organisations worked 

closely together to develop an Equality Portal hosted by the BSO Equality Unit which 

is a joint resource for and accessible by all staff working in the BSO and partner 

organisations. The Portal provides a broad range of relevant equality information and 

resources, covering for instance equality training, and how to access translation and 

interpreting services. Particular emphasis is placed on resources for equality 

screening, including annotated screening templates and guidance for particular types 

of equality screenings. The Equality Portal is an innovative resource tool for staff. It 

is updated on a regular basis with pertinent equality information and advice. The 

development of the Portal is a good practice measure in respect of access to 

equality information by staff. 

With regards to producing outcomes for individuals in the Section 75 groups, joint 

work over the past five years mainly related to disability such as the Disability 

Awareness Days held twice a year with speakers from the voluntary sector, for 

example. 

B: Good Practice - individual organisations 

In the following, good practice is highlighted in the main in relation to outcomes for 

individuals in Section 75 groups and some in relation to Section 75 

mechanics/internal infrastructure. Good practice in governance and leadership is 

presented in the later section. Good practice examples abound, many of which are 

highlighted in the organisations’ Annual Progress Reports for each of the five years 

of the review period. The examples included in this report were selected for the 

purpose of highlighting different types of outcomes, closely linked to elements of the 

organisations’ Equality Schemes. 

Most of the good practice initiatives included below have been presented at a 

quarterly meeting of the Client Equality Forum, to facilitate learning for forum 

members, including the opportunity for Q&A and group discussion on the initiative. 

 

Patient and Client Council (PCC) – access and uptake of services 

In its ‘Support in the Community’ pilot project, the PCC has focused on widening 

engagement through outreach work. Across a series of events over 900 people 

engaged with the organisations. The project exceeded its engagement targets, 

successfully reaching individuals from a diverse range of marginalised communities, 

including, for example, older men, Roma people and those from other ethnic 

minorities as well as people with a disability. Engagement was broadly equitable 

across groups, reflecting effective partnership working and culturally appropriate 

outreach strategies. The findings demonstrate that proactive outreach significantly 

improves access compared to passive service models. The range of services 
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provided during and subsequent to the events was well aligned with identified needs. 

Feedback and case studies confirm that interventions were relevant, timely, and 

impactful, often addressing issues that would otherwise have remained unresolved. 

The support in the community led approach contributed to improved confidence, 

understanding, and navigation of health and social care systems. 

The project was originally established as a pilot from October 2025 to March 2026 

but such was the success the Support in the Community programme has become 

“Business as Usual”. Indicators strongly suggest positive impact across multiple 

domains including: 

o Increased Access to Advocacy - Increased advocacy uptake is expected to 

translate into improved health opportunities, empowerment of individuals, 

which links to an increase for better health outcomes. 

o Enhanced Public Involvement and Membership Diversity - The project has 

strengthened pathways into PCC membership and engagement platforms for 

underrepresented groups. 

o Improved Organisational Intelligence - The development of an asset map of 

advocacy and support organisations represents a significant organisational 

gain. This network of networks approach enhances referral pathways, 

reduces duplication, and strengthens system-wide responses to inequality. 

 

Support in the Community has proven effective in reaching individuals who may feel 

hesitant to approach statutory services or navigate complaints systems. By 

embedding advocacy within trusted local settings, Support in the Community has 

built confidence, reduced anxiety, and enabled timely resolution of issues and 

complaints. 

 

3.2 What challenges emerged and how they have been overcome 

& How leaders within the authority are engaged in the scheme’s 

implementation 

With regards to data collection for this section of the review, the methodology drew 

on the ECNI Leadership Guidance and Checklist2. Its key questions were addressed 

in the discussions with the organisations’ equality leads3. 

Many equality leads referred to Board members having a good understanding of the 

public sector Section 75 duties and their role in this regard. However, a number felt 

                                      
2 Equality Commission for Northern Ireland (2018): Section 75. Demonstrating Effective Leadership. 
3 These relate to: awareness of the duties and understanding by SMTs/equivalents and 
Boards/equivalents; level of active scrutiny by senior leaders; inclusion of Section 75 requirements in 
Job Descriptions; allocation of appropriate resources; and organisations working with others and 
using their influence to promote equality. 
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that levels of awareness vary, with some indicating that awareness of the operational 

detail of equality screening / Annual Progress Reports / Action Plans is likely fairly 

limited. Those with new Board members highlighted the commitment to prioritising 

training in Section 75 for leaders. 

Awareness of the duties among leaders was particularly evident in some 

organisations, for example, where equality is a regular or standing item at senior 

team and board meetings, and where an equality and/or disability champion at Board 

level has been appointed. 

All equality leads agreed that the approval of the Annual Progress Reports has 

provided an important opportunity for strengthening awareness amongst senior team 

and Board members, with this agenda item often generating enthused discussion. 

Good governance was identified as key enabler of effective leadership, where Board 

members are provided with assurance that the duties have been implemented in 

each paper presented to Board, by confirmation in a cover paper of completion of 

equality screening. Rather than active in-depth scrutiny by Board members, 

assurance approaches were taken in most organisations. In some cases, summary 

information on the key equality issues and how they were addressed were included 

as part of this process. No instances were highlighted where senior leaders explicitly 

challenged the quality of equality assessments brought to their attention. 

Beyond the general requirements included in all job descriptions to “Assist the 

organisation in fulfilling its statutory duties under Section 75 of the Northern Ireland 

Act 1998 to promote equality of opportunity and good relations.”, most partner 

organisations reported that specific Section 75 requirements were not added to job 

descriptions as a key duty / responsibility of the postholder. In two organisations 

these are included for equality leads, however, and in one for the Chief Executive. 

Many felt that resources were a barrier to meaningful implementation of the duties, 

particularly for the smaller organisations. For these organisations, statutory 

requirements can be difficult to navigate amongst competing pressures from other 

statutory and corporate requirements. Often, equality is seen as being only the 

responsibility of the equality lead. Efforts are being made in some organisations to 

mitigate this by building capacity amongst staff so that the responsibility for equality 

belongs to everyone. 

Equality leads raised the duplication of resources involved when adopting regional 

policies by all organisations, including consultation, screening and approval. They 

highlighted the significant scope for efficiencies, pointing to the need for initial 

equality screenings to be undertaken by those developing policies at regional level to 

evidence how equality considerations informed the development of the regional 

policy. These would then inform screenings at organisational level. 
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Overall, equality leads in partner organisations felt they are supported by their 

leaders. Some caveated this support with recognition that there are a wide range of 

other corporate and statutory responsibilities, all of which require support by leaders, 

and equality does not get any more or less support than these. 

One organisation reported that the Chief Executive chairing the internal Equality 

Forum signalled strong senior leadership commitment, reinforcing that equality leads 

had their full support. In another, Board members demonstrated their support for 

equality through endorsement of a new project to explore how the organisation can 

best make progress in promoting equality in the delivery of its functions. This support 

was then further underlined by their participation in a workshop alongside senior staff 

and a group representing service users and carers, to explore equality issues in 

relation to the organisation’s functions. 

The extent to which organisations influence others to promote equality varies 

significantly across partner organisations, with the larger organisations 

demonstrating a greater capacity to do so. For example, those who have 

responsibility for commissioning services build equality requirements into contracts, 

such as equality monitoring of service users. One organisation highlighted that their 

role of inspecting a range of services brings about opportunities to require/influence 

others to promote equality and human rights. Another reported that they are 

beginning to introduce equality monitoring when working with voluntary sector 

organisations. 

3.3 Lessons Learned 

In line with ECNI Guidance, the review identified key lessons learned, predominantly 

by drawing on the assessment of equality leads in the10 organisations, based on 

their practical experience of implementing the Section 75 arrangements. 

Firstly, it emerges that over the past five years the importance of senior level 

commitment to the implementation of the requirements within Equality Schemes has 

become increasingly evident. Organisations where the mainstreaming of Section 75 

requirements is strongly embedded are those where robust governance 

arrangements are in place. Governance arrangements, agreed by senior leaders, 

were essential to ensure that equality screening of policies was carried out 

consistently and meaningfully by policy leads and decision makers. 

In addition, partner organisations with an internal equality forum in place found 

benefits in mainstreaming through the opportunities for shared learning across teams 

and shared ownership of the equality duties, rather than responsibility only of the 

nominated equality lead. 
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Some partner organisations commented on their experience of the volume of work 

associated with the statutory obligations under Section 75, and the steep learning 

curve this brings for new staff. 

One organisation highlighted the ongoing challenge in recruitment of attracting 

applicants from diverse backgrounds, to achieve a workforce that is more 

representative of the population. Another noted the ongoing challenge of incomplete 

staff equality monitoring data, despite considerable efforts to encourage staff to 

update their information. Benefits of partnership working among the ALBs, led by 

dedicated staff in the BSO Equality Unit, has been highlighted in previous Five-Year 

Reviews. This review has again concluded that partnership working has continued to 

bring about benefits in relation to value for money through economies of scale, and 

making best use of available resources through the removal of duplication of effort 

across similar organisations facing similar challenges. 

4. Conclusions 

This report has presented the key findings from the Five-Year Review of Equality 

Scheme undertaken jointly by the BSO and its partner organisations. 

It highlights the benefits of close collaboration between public authorities facilitated 

and supported by a specialist team of equality practitioners. 

 

Úna McKernan 

PCC Head of Operations 
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