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“‚Equal opportunities‘ as a concept is complex, contentious and controversial. It is linked to other important values such as social justice [...] in highly stratified, modern industrial societies any move towards ‘equal opportunities’ would involve a fundamental change in power an reward in ‘race’, gender and disability relations, and the implications these have for people’s life chances and social and economic positions. [...] members of society and particular organizations who have already benefited from inequality [...] may resist ‘equal opportunities’ policies if they feel that their opportunities and prospects are threatened” (Bagilhole 1997: 29). 

A definition of ‘equal opportunities’ is not easy. “Basically equal opportunities is about treating everybody fairly and equally regardless of background and lifestyle” (Collins 1992: 3). Different treatment is not only an unjust way, but it can also be part of the furtherance of ‘equal opportunities’. Bagihole mentions three types of equality. 1.) The ‘equality of opportunity’ means the provision of equal access to institutions and social positions among relevant social groups. 2.) ‘Equality of conditions’ concentrate on the assumption that there should not be only equal access but also equality in circumstances of life for different social groups because all competitors do not start from the same point. 3.) ‘Equality of outcomes’ applies of different policies to different groups in order to transform inequalities of condition at the beginning into equalities at the end. 

While Parekh argues that preferential treatment for disadvantaged groups might solve problems of inequality Cunningham thinks that many inequalities of ‘condition’ start early in life and considerable intrusion on individual liberty and the family is unrealistic and impossible to force.

Positive action focuses on bringing individuals up to a point where they can compete equally with other individuals which does not necessarily mean preferential treatment. 

In practise Bagihole distinguishes between three perspectives. 1.) In the ‘minimalist’ perspective ‘market decisions will maximise fairness, and only individual irrationality and prejudice introduce distortions’. 2.) The ‘liberal’ perspective assumes that ‘equality of opportunity exists when all individuals are enabled freely and equally to compete for social rewards ... policy makers are required to ensure that the rules of competition are not discriminatory.’ 3.) The ‘radical’ perspective ‘seeks to intervene directly in workplace practices in order to achieve a fair distribution of rewards among employees.’

In the public sector in Germany women and disabled persons have to be preferred if they have the same qualification as other candidates. Basically this is a good thing. But I think that in practise it is possible to find some criterias why the not disadvantaged candidate is better suitable. On the other hand it must be avoided that disadvantaged candidates just gets the job because they are disadvantaged although they are not the best candidates. Being objective is a big challenge. The unemployment rate among foreigners is much higher than among Germans which has to do with the failed or more or less not existing integration policy during the last decades, etc.. An employment quota for minorities as in the UK does not exist.

I participated in a conference about ‘managing diversity’. First of all this is done to reach organisational goals not just to make employees happy. But I do not see the problem why it should be negative because of its individualistic approach. Bagihole complains about the fact that individuals are treated on the basis of their group membership, rather than on their own merits.  At the conference I did not get the impression that proper managing diversity would disadvantage people. Contrary, firms with ‘managing diversity’ have so many offers to support their employees that everybody seems to profit from that.

Concerning the implications I agree to Bagihole’s argument that it is more necessary to concentrate on an educational approach – like awareness training (by the way one part of ‘managing diversity’) – which assists in the effective implementation of formal policies and procedures. In many cases no easy solutions and ‘right’ answers can be found and standard models cannot fit the needs of all organizations. Concerning policies in this field ‘liberal’ and ‘radical’ approaches are often mixed. For ‘equal opportunities’ policies organizations have to commit resources to ensure their acceptance and implementation.

