ACPO Equality Sub-committee

Setting up a Support Group 


1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. The following set of guidelines have been created for use by police forces nationally.  The guidelines aim to provide a framework for both individuals wishing to create a support network and for the managers dealing with such requests.  The document has been created at the request of the ACPO Equality sub-committee who identified that although some guidelines exist for specific minority groups there is no general guidance available.

1.2. The aim of support networks for staff who are in the minority although seemingly obvious meets a multitude of needs for staff and supports the principle of discriminated-against groups organising themselves and coming together, this being an important way in which they can tackle discrimination.

1.3. A support network aims to remove the feeling of isolation that an individual may have because of that person’s race, gender, sexual orientation or disability.  The Home Secretary, Mr Jack Straw has stated that he is keen to promote the existence of support groups for all minority staff.  This is contained within the Dismantling Barriers document. 

1.4.  The existence of such support groups is becoming more common within the police service, taking the lead from national groups such as the National Black Police Association (BPA), Lesbian and Gay Police Association (LAGPA), and the British Association of Women Police (BAWP).  This documents aims to support the national bodies in creating more local support networks.

2. EVOLUTION AND PURPOSE OF THE GROUPS

2.1. It should be recognised that the groups and their members are not only proponents of the individual forces equal opportunities policies, they also contribute in considerable measure to the implementation of those policies.  A number of group roles can be identified including:

· Personal support network for members who experience or fear discrimination
· Lobby for the interests of those facing discrimination
· Source of information to the organisation in the formulation and implementation of equal opportunities policies and issues within the force.
· Resource for training and development work on equal opportunities
· Monitoring network providing feedback on the manner and extent to which policies are being implemented, and their effectiveness.
3. SETTING UP A SUPPORT GROUP

3.1. The creation and sustainability of a support group is dependent on the research undertaken prior to it’s launch and the systems that are created to   ensure it’s smooth running.  Time should be taken to consider the following points:

· The project co-ordinator must be a member of the individual group that is represented.   It is vital that the co-ordinator must be comfortable with the key issues for the group  as they are likely to become both a spokesperson and  a role model within that group.

· Make contact with the national group (if applicable) that represents the potential group i.e. LAGPA, BPA, BAWP, etc  Establishing links with the appropriate group is most important both in the short term and for future communication.

· The group should be supported and encouraged by senior officers (preferably ACPO rank), the message that support groups are acceptable and supported at that level is key to the creation of such groups.

· Assistance should be sought from support groups that are already in existence within the force.  Advice from groups that are already in existence will be helpful for the newly formed group and communication between groups should provide valuable advice for the Force.  Advice should also be sought from the Human Resources Department who may have had experience of other networks.

· Undertake a scoping exercise if necessary to ascertain the need and demand for a support group, this can be achieved by:

1. Placing an advertisement in the force newspaper, intranet, etc asking for expressions of interest in creating / joining a support group.

2. Providing a confidential phone line, the confidentiality of the phone line is essential so that staff are confident that they cannot be identified within the force should they wish to seek support and advice.

3. Writing to individuals directly, (this will involve the co-operation of the Personnel Department) asking for their views.

3.2.  It is important to ask relevant staff if they want a support network, how they would like it to operate and to what extent they want to get involved.  There will be unique difficulties related to various groups particularly when staff feel reluctant to identify themselves in the process.

· Secure a confidentiality agreement to protect  those working for the group, personnel using the support group, and the force.

· Secure financial support and administration space (see Funding).

4. SUPPORT GROUPS AND THE POLICE SERVICE

4.1. For support groups to succeed and prosper membership must be encouraged and supported. In order to formalise the relationship between the individual force and support group the following should be considered:

· Each group must adopt and keep up to date a constitution or terms of reference setting out its aims and objectives.  It is advisable to consult with senior officers on this document.

· Each support group should nominate a person and deputy to be the official contact for communication through senior officers.

· Each group should make an annual budget submission by an agreed date accompanied by a summary of proposed activities for the following year, indicating how the budget bid has been constructed.

· Each group should provide the Equal Opportunities Advisor (or equivalent) with an annual written account of its work, including issues of current concern for information purposes.

· The Chief Constable should meet with the group at least once per year in order to discuss key issues of concern / development, etc.

5. FUNDING

5.1. Financial support, particularly in the initial stages is essential.  Networks may become self-financing although this is largely dependent on the size of the group concerned.  Individual subscription fees can be made and sponsorship gained to assist groups.

5.2. A business case outlining the need for financial assistance is an excellent tool for establishing the support network and setting out its aims and objectives.  This document compliments the constitution and reinforces the rationale behind the group’s aims and objectives.

5.3. Although membership fees can be charged it is important to determine how the group will operate with regards to issues such as:

· Attendance at national-level meetings.

· Equipment e.g mobile phone, word processing facility, fax machine, etc.

· Major events such as conferences

· Training events for group members

· Travel costs both within and outside the force area

· Inter-group liaison costs

· Production of literature, posters, etc

5.4.  Although the provision of some equipment, meeting rooms, access to telephone, postal and photocopying facilities, etc may be subject to an informal agreement, it may be necessary for the group to submit an initial request for funding with the business case. It may be necessary to submit budget  bids on an annual basis.

6. OTHER ISSUES

6.1. Managers and supervisors must encourage and support participation of their staff in the work of support groups.  All staff should be advised of the existence of the support groups.  Notices of meetings, people to contact for further information, etc. must be accessible to all and displayed in “public” places.

6.2. Involvement of staff in support groups should always be encouraged; it is recognised that there is a need to maintain a balance between the value of staff participating in the work of the groups and the overall needs of the Force. Therefore to maintain the required balance the following guidelines are suggested:

· Groups should inform managers of key dates at the beginning of the calendar year so that supervisors can be informed.

· To facilitate adequate cover in the workplace, staff who plan to attend group meetings should discuss this with their line manager in good time so that service or work needs can be covered.  If there are a number of staff in department wishing to attend a group meeting during working hours it may not be possible for them all to attend.

· Staff who take on national roles within the groups should negotiate appropriate time requirements with their line managers.  Managers are encouraged to recognise the value of such work for the service as a whole.

· In some situations staff may not wish their manager or colleagues to know of their attendance at a group meeting.  In these circumstances they will need to agree their absence by use of flexitime or other time owed to them.  Managers should recognise that people wishing to attend a Gay and Lesbian support group may prefer their attendance to be treated confidentially.

· Some meetings of the groups are held outside normal working hours to facilitate participation.  Attendance at such meetings may be eligible for time off in lieu.

7. CONCLUSION
7.1. This document aims to provide generic guidance for the creation of all support groups  it is recognised that there are individual differences that will be unique to each particular group and further advice on individual issues can be obtained from national groups such as NBPA, LAGPA, etc.

7.2. Setting up a support group may be a slow process, and the research and preparation involved in creating such a group is vital to its success.  The introduction of such groups can cause friction within the organisation for those who don’t recognise the need for such groups, therefore each group needs complete support from the very top of the organisation.  Once in existence the group can only provide positive results for the organisation.

7.3. Support groups have proved to benefit the members significantly and their success can, in part, be measured by the way various support groups  continue to set up in forces across the country.  In addition the contribution that support groups provide to the organisation cannot be underestimated, the frank exchange of information from minority groups between senior management can only serve to achieve the police services aim to have a workforce that reflects the community it serves.
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