
Association of Accounting Technicians response to the 
Commission on Race & Ethnic Disparities call for evidence on 
ethnic disparities and inequalities in the UK

Association of Accounting Technicians (AAT) welcomes the opportunity to provide a short response to the 
Commission on Race & Ethnic Disparities Commission call for evidence on ethnic disparities and inequality 
in the UK. 

By way of background, AAT employs 260 people and their ethnic background as reported in its 2017-18 Annual 
report1 is 68.4% white, 28.1% BAME and 3.5% “undefined”. 

Perhaps of greater relevance to this call for evidence is the ethnic diversity of AAT’s members. In 2017-18, 87% of 
AAT’s 140,000 members identified as white and 13% from the BAME community2. This is broadly representative of 
the UK population with the 2011 census indicating 86% of the nation identified as being white. 

How can the ways young people (in particular those aged 16 to 24 years) find out about and access 
education, training and employment opportunities be improved? 

Careers advice and guidance 

Careers guidance in the UK has long been a problem. An Ofsted report published in 20133 found that three quarters 
of schools they visited were not delivering effective careers advice.  

In December 2017, the Government published its long awaited Careers Strategy4. 

Whilst there was some mention of improving access for those with disabilities, and much about assisting those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds, the 36 page Careers Strategy does not contain a single reference to ethnicity or BAME 
students. 

However, the Strategy does include the welcome incorporation of the Gatsby benchmarks, which assess providers’ 
careers provision against eight different criteria, ranging from encounters with employers, FE and HE  to the use of 
labour market statistics. The third of these eight benchmarks, is a requirement to “address the needs of each pupil” 
meaning opportunities for advice and support should be tailored to the needs of each individual pupil. This provides 
a real opportunity to challenge stereotypes and ensure young people from all backgrounds, races and genders can 
find out about and access the further education, training and employment opportunities that exist.  

However, publishing a strategy and imposing requirements does little to solve the problem if schools do not or 
cannot implement the requirements. Whether through a lack of awareness, a lack of funding or lack of expertise, or a 
combination of any of these, a not insignificant number of schools are not meeting any of the Gatsby benchmarks 
and many more are only meeting some of them. A state of the nation report by the Careers and Enterprise Company 
published in September 20195 found that 10% of schools failed to meet any of these benchmarks whilst 37% of 
schools achieved at least four. And these headline results mask a more concerning failure in relation to race and 
ethnic disparities because the one directly relatable benchmark, the third benchmark requiring schools to address 
the needs of the individual pupil, is being met by less than a quarter of schools (22%). Ensuring compliance with 
these guidelines, most notably the third benchmark, would clearly be one of the best ways of improving awareness, 
understanding and access to future education, training and employment opportunities for those aged 16-18. 

In contrast, the Higher Education sector appears to be doing much better with regard to the provision of appropriate 
information to BAME students to help inform their future careers prospects, with most providing specifically targeted 
and appropriate information.  

1 AAT Annual Report 2017-18: 
https://www.aat.org.uk/prod/s3fs-public/assets/Creating-progression-AAT-Annual-Report-1-Jan-2017-31-March-2018.pdf  
2 AAT Annual Member Survey 2017 
3 Ofsted, 2013: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/careers-guidance-in-schools-not-working-well-enough  
4 DfE Careers Strategy, December 2017: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/664319/Careers_strategy.pdf 
5 State of the Nation, CEC, September 2019: 
https://www.careersandenterprise.co.uk/news/state-nation-2019  
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For example, dedicated support pages for BAME students like those offered by Queen Mary’s University6 Bath 
University7 and Manchester University8 a wealth of blog activity9 and a range of BAME targeted events10 and 
diversity specific careers fairs11. 
 
Despite this wealth of information, and despite ethnic minority groups in Britain being more likely on average to 
attend university than white students, there is clearly a stubborn and persistent problem as securing a graduate job 
for BAME graduates remains less likely. The available data for 2017/18 shows that over half (53%) of UK-domiciled 
black graduates secured full-time employment, compared to 62% of white graduates. 
 
Taking all of these factors into account, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that employers may be more of an 
issue than education providers.  
 
When examining the issue of employment opportunities, there are many areas in the recruitment process to 
consider, from the language and any images used in adverts to the make-up and capabilities of interview panels e.g. 
are they diverse, have they had unconscious bias training etc. Many employers are also concerned about potential 
employees’ experiences rather than their skill set. Although this is usually well intentioned with a view to ensuring the 
potential employee is a well-rounded individual, this widespread approach can also unintentionally lock in 
inequalities.  
 
AAT agrees with the main findings of the McGregor review of race in the workplace, which concluded, 
“Daylight is the best disinfectant. Employers must publish their aspirational targets, be transparent about their 
progress and be accountable for delivering them.” 12 If all employers were to take such an approach – especially the 
requirement to be accountable for progress - effective and long lasting improvements would certainly follow. 
 
The perception barrier 
 
Approximately two thirds of AAT’s 80,000+ students are aged under 25, which suggests a reasonable degree of 
success in attracting young people to access the education and training it offers.  
 
With specific reference to ethnicity, in January 2020, AAT published research commissioned from Opinium which 
stated 24% of the population believe ethnicity is a barrier to entering the accountancy profession13. This is 
substantially lower than perceptions for Investment Banking (33%) and Law (32%) and marginally lower than 
perceptions about becoming a Business Analyst (26%) but still higher than for careers in education, HR and IT (all 
21%) so there is clearly much more to be done to reduce, and ultimately eliminate such perceptions. 
 
AAT has attempted to specifically target advertising with a view to increasing the numbers of members from the 
BAME community. For example, advertising on the Asian radio network. Regrettably this did not result in any 
increase either in enquiries from prospective students or new members. 
 
AAT has found that a more successful approach has been to ensure its marketing activity features a diverse range 
of people who study AAT qualifications, including school leavers, apprentices, career enhancers and career 
changers, many from the BAME community, seeking to be reflective not only of the communities we serve but the 
diverse range of entry routes to the profession.  
 
AAT also places considerable emphasis on real life case studies, never featuring actors in its advertising or 
communications – with most case studies being women and/or from BAME backgrounds. This authenticity very 
much helps with engagement and attracting prospective students. 
 

 
 
 
 
6 QMU: https://www.qmul.ac.uk/careers/our-support/for-bame-students/  
7 Bath: https://www.bath.ac.uk/guides/equality-diversity-and-your-career-bame-students/  
8 Manchester: https://www.careers.manchester.ac.uk/findjobs/equality/race/  
9 University of Bristol: https://universityofbristolcareers.blogs.bristol.ac.uk/2020/07/03/where-can-bame-students-find-specialised-
careers-development-opportunities/  
10 Reading University: https://blogs.reading.ac.uk/careers/event/you-cant-spell-empowerment-without-women-bame-professionals-
panel-discussion/  
11 Royal Holloway University: https://intranet.royalholloway.ac.uk/students/jobs-careers/events/spring-careers-fair.aspx  
12 McGregor review, Race in the workplace, 2017: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/594336/race-in-workplace-
mcgregor-smith-review.pdf  
13 Accountancy: a profession for everyone? January 2020 
https://www.aat.org.uk/prod/s3fs-public/assets/UCAS-white-paper-January-2020.pdf  
 

https://www.qmul.ac.uk/careers/our-support/for-bame-students/
https://www.bath.ac.uk/guides/equality-diversity-and-your-career-bame-students/
https://www.careers.manchester.ac.uk/findjobs/equality/race/
https://universityofbristolcareers.blogs.bristol.ac.uk/2020/07/03/where-can-bame-students-find-specialised-careers-development-opportunities/
https://universityofbristolcareers.blogs.bristol.ac.uk/2020/07/03/where-can-bame-students-find-specialised-careers-development-opportunities/
https://blogs.reading.ac.uk/careers/event/you-cant-spell-empowerment-without-women-bame-professionals-panel-discussion/
https://blogs.reading.ac.uk/careers/event/you-cant-spell-empowerment-without-women-bame-professionals-panel-discussion/
https://intranet.royalholloway.ac.uk/students/jobs-careers/events/spring-careers-fair.aspx
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/594336/race-in-workplace-mcgregor-smith-review.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/594336/race-in-workplace-mcgregor-smith-review.pdf
https://www.aat.org.uk/prod/s3fs-public/assets/UCAS-white-paper-January-2020.pdf


AAT is far from alone in taking this approach. The UK advertising industry has greatly improved in recent years with 
the proportion of BAME people in advertising more than doubling from 12% to 25% since 201514. Lloyds Banking 
Group has done some good work in this area and their Ethnicity in Advertising report15 provides some useful insight 
into the subject.  
 
Tackling misconceptions, flawed perceptions and stereotypes is key to success and many employers, professional 
bodies and education providers are making significant achievements in this area.  
 
However, if the perception is accurate, and for some jobs it may well be, then clearly a much bigger task lays ahead. 
As the McGregor Review highlighted, blatant discrimination and outright racism continues in some workplaces 
despite being wholly illegal. In such circumstances legislation already exists so further legislative intervention is 
unlikely to produce much benefit. Instead, it is a matter of education and enforcement that will deliver improvements. 
 
Can you suggest other ways in which racial and ethnic disparities in the UK could be addressed? In 
particular, is there evidence of where specific initiatives or interventions have resulted in positive 
outcomes?  
 
Although the ethnicity pay gap in the UK continues to narrow,16 eliminating this long standing and much neglected 
issue would certainly help address ethnic disparities in the UK. AAT appreciates that it is a considerably more 
complex and challenging undertaking than gender pay gap reporting but also believes it is not just possible but 
essential.  
 
AAT noted with interest that in the aftermath of the George Floyd killing in the USA, Health Secretary Matt Hancock 
said, "...we’re one of the most tolerant and open societies in the world but there’s always more that can, and must, 
be done to empower people so they can achieve their potential’.  
 
The following day, in relation to the Black Lives Matter movement, Prime Minister Boris Johnson said, "...yes of 
course I hear you, and I understand17” 
 
Given these public pronouncements, it seems curious at best as to why Government has continually failed to publish 
its response to the October 2018 public consultation on ethnicity pay gap reporting and consistently refused to give 
any commitment to taking action on this important issue. 
 
Over the last two years, numerous MPs and Peers from the Labour Party, SNP, Liberal Democrats and 
Conservative Party have repeatedly asked Parliamentary questions on the subject and been told a response will 
follow "soon" or "in due course" and yet no response has been forthcoming.  
 
AAT has long campaigned on this issue and firmly believes that Government should introduce compulsory ethnicity 
pay gap reporting as soon as possible. 
 
Such requirements should apply to all companies employing more than 50 employees, not 250 as is often 
suggested.  
 

This is because over 99% of UK companies are SMEs (employing less than 250 people) and whilst change at a 
small number of large companies is helpful, it does not solve the problem for most affected workers.  

 

The argument is strengthened by the fact that, according to figures quoted in the Government’s 2018 ethnicity pay 
gap consultation document, a mere 8% of SMEs are voluntarily reporting on ethnicity pay.   

 

It is also worthy of note that findings from the AAT Ethnicity Pay Survey 2018, a survey of AAT members, 
demonstrated that a very clear majority favour a reporting threshold well below the 250 threshold currently in place 
for gender pay gap reporting. 

 

 
 
 
 
14 Lloyds Bank, Ethnicity in Advertising, 2018: 
https://www.lloydsbankinggroup.com/globalassets/documents/our-group/responsibility/ethnicity-in-advertising/lloyds_banking_group-
ethnicity_in_advertising.pdf  
15 Lloyds Bank, Ethnicity in Advertising, 2018: 
https://www.lloydsbankinggroup.com/globalassets/documents/our-group/responsibility/ethnicity-in-advertising/lloyds_banking_group-
ethnicity_in_advertising.pdf 
16 Office for National Statistics, 12 October 2020: 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/articles/ethnicitypaygapsingreatbritain/
2019  
17 Prime Minister’s message on BLM, 8 June 2020: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/prime-minister-message-on-black-lives-matter 
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47% would like this to be applied to companies employing more than 50 employees and notably almost one in five 
(19%) would like to go even further with ethnicity pay reporting requirements to be imposed on all companies 
employing more than 10 people. AAT does not recommend going as low as 10 employees or anything less than 50 
employees because doing so is likely to raise legitimate questions about statistical usefulness, this applies whether 
for ethnicity or gender pay gap reporting. As an extreme example of this, one company recently reported having a 
50/50 gender pay gap split which creates the impression of a great achievement but was statistically dubious and 
subsequently revealed that there were in fact only two employees, a husband and wife who jointly owned and 
worked for the same company. 
 

The same survey illustrated that the 250+ threshold was supported by 27%. A small number (6%) did not know what 
number the threshold should be set at.  

 

AAT appreciates the difficulty policymakers would have in requiring companies with 50+ employees to report on 
ethnicity pay whilst having a different figure of 250+ for gender pay gap reporting. The obvious solution to this 
conundrum would be to ensure pay reporting for both gender and ethnicity was set at 50+ rather than taking the 
easy option of using the existing 250+ gender pay gap reporting requirements as an excuse to use the same 
threshold for ethnicity pay.  
 

Another vital aspect of any new ethnicity pay gap reporting requirements is that employers with disparities in their 
ethnicity pay must be required to publish an action plan for addressing these at the same time as submitting their 
pay gap reports. 
 

Gender pay gap reporting simply requires companies to report their pay gaps, there is no requirement to do anything 
about them – there isn’t even an obligation to produce an action plan, although a minority of employers voluntarily do 
so. 

 

Those companies that voluntarily produce a gender pay gap action plan are the types of companies that take these 
issues seriously and are committed to improvement anyway, the same will be true of ethnicity pay reporting. By 
compelling such action those companies that seek to do the bare minimum will be rightly challenged to do much 
more and held to account.  
 

It would be illogical to repeat the failure to require gender pay gap action plans with any new ethnicity pay reporting 
requirements.  
 

AAT’s members firmly support such a requirement, with the AAT Ethnicity Pay Survey 2018 demonstrating more 
than two thirds (68%) supported a legal obligation on companies to publish an action plan compared to 19% who did 
not and 13% who answered, “don’t know”.  
 

Finally, the Commission may wish to consider that whilst many other countries are considering introducing 
mandatory ethnicity pay gap reporting, none have yet done so. This presents the UK with an opportunity to 
genuinely be considered a world leader in this area. 
 

About AAT 
 

AAT is a professional accountancy body with approximately 50,000 full and fellow members and over 80,000 student 
and affiliate members worldwide. Of the full and fellow members, there are approximately 4,250 licensed 
accountants who provide accountancy and taxation services to over 400,000 small British businesses.  

 

AAT is a registered charity whose objectives are to advance public education and promote the study of the practice, 
theory and techniques of accountancy and the prevention of crime and promotion of the sound administration of the 
law. 
 
 

Further information 
 

If you have any queries, require any further information or would like to discuss any of the above points in more 
detail, please contact Phil Hall, AAT Head of Public Affairs & Public Policy: 

 

E-mail: phil.hall@aat.org.uk  Telephone: 07392 310264  Twitter: @PhilHallAAT 
 

Association of Accounting Technicians, 140 Aldersgate Street, London, EC1A 4HY   
 

Tuesday 10 November 2020 
 

 

 
 


