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DIVERSITY IS THE  
“WHAT”. INCLUSION  
IS THE “HOW”. THIS  
IS THE FIRST KEY  
LESSON WE LEARNED 
WHEN BEGINNING  
OUR RESEARCH.
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In December 2021, ADS mandated Wilbury Stratton to explore key issues and member 
firms’ perspectives surrounding diversity. A standard approach, and one that is often taken 
in research of this nature, would be to compare gender and ethnicity statistics for each 
business and sector.

INTRODUCTION

Upon talking with ADS members, however,  
it was clear that some businesses had moved past 
ticking boxes and focusing on diversity figures alone.  
The key theme, from sources across management, 
engineering, HR, CSR and D&I, is inclusion.

Gone are the days where businesses fulfil their 
gender pay gap obligations and leave it at that.  
Given that the Aerospace, Defence, Security  
and Space sectors have traditionally struggled  
to bring in women and those from under-represented 
backgrounds, companies within the industry must 
be, and increasingly are, proactive in their approach 
to tackling these topics. Even the phrasing and 
terminology used by most of our sources – such as 
changing Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) to Inclusion 
and Diversity (I&D) – has clearly demonstrated that 
inclusion is the main priority when it comes to their 
policies and goals. 

To better represent this inclusive and intersectional 
approach to I&D, this report is structured to reflect 
the employee journey – from outreach and 
apprenticeships through to recruitment, onboarding 
and employee experience. It contains examples 
of best-practice and case studies from member 
companies, as well as the key issues which will be 
important for all businesses to tackle in the coming 
years. Finally, we will address the main things your 
company can be doing to address I&D head-on.

While we have approached both large multinationals 
and SMEs, there is, of course, a difference in the 
time and resources a company can commit to I&D 
initiatives. We have reflected this in the report, 
particularly in the 'Challenges and Successes' and 
the 'Five things your company should be doing to 
move the conversation along' sections.
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CHALLENGES & SUCCESSES WITHIN THE INDUSTRY
DATA 
COLLECTION

NO EXEC  
BUY-IN

LACK OF 
SUPPORT

BUDGET 
CONSTRAINTS

DECENTRALISED 
APPROACH

It can be hard to quantify 
diversity issues within a company 
as data is not always collected. 

Collecting data itself can be 
problematic, especially when it 
comes to legal restrictions for 
multinational companies.

For SMEs, this is compounded 
by the smaller workforce size 
which can skew diversity stats.

One company uses cultural 
indicators and the idea of 
inclusion as opposed to 
categorising people in the name 
of diversity.

Executives may fail to see the 
need  for I&D policies.

Without executive buy-in, 
policies won't have longevity. 

In smaller businesses, executive 
leaders have far more influence 
on the wider culture. Equally, 
they are often more accessible 
and so it is worth considering if 
they would be more amenable 
to a frank conversation about 
the need for inclusion. 

Companies with 'sponsors' from 
the executive committee have 
seen more success in pushing 
forward new initiatives. 

Focusing on diversity over 
inclusion can lead to majority 
groups feeling 'forgotten' or 
'passed over'. 

It will result in more harm than 
good without the majority of the 
workplace being in favour of 
inclusion values.

SMEs cannot and should not 
neceesarily copy every policy 
that international companies are 
doing as they may be irrelevant 
to their workforce.

Allyship training and an awareness 
that nobody is being forgotten or 
left behind can mean that everyone 
is on board with inclusion. Focus 
on what is needed and can be 
changed such as local initiatives 
like discounts at shops.

Without the budget to support 
resource groups and new 
initiatives, ideas can be dead in 
the water before they begin.

This can be hard to rectify, 
especially without executive buy-
in, as the C-suite could question 
the worth of initiatives.

Often, I&D policies will 
come out of existing budgets 
like sustainability and HR. 
Collaboration is even more vital 
for smaller organisations.

Companies have collaborated 
with external organisations to 
bolster their own resources and 
be supported in their events 
and programmes.

Some companies do not 
have a  'Head of Inclusion & 
Diversity' and the function is not 
empowered to enact change.

This means there is no centralised 
overview of what is happening and 
some regional centres will do more 
than others. 

For SMEs this might not even be 
an option and it will often fall 
under HR, marketing or 
elsewhere. These functions often 
have a lot of responsibilities and 
so it is hard to prioritise I&D.

Companies that have an 
empowered Head of I&D can 
compile all the good work being 
done and help standardise it 
within the framework of the 
company as a whole.

ADS member companies operate 
in industries and sectors that 
traditionally have far less diverse 
talent pools.

With many companies working 
to diversify their workforce, 
companies are all fishing in a 
very small pond.

This can particularly be the case for 
SMEs who might be based outside 
of hubs like London or Manchester 
and so are limited geographically.
Many companies reported that the 
ball is in the candidates’ court and 
employers do not have the freedom 
to handpick their new recruits.

Some companies have been 
proactive to increase and 
diversify the talent pool and bring 
in employees who may have 
previously been overlooked.

LIMITED  
TALENT POOL
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INCLUSION 
ALONG THE 
EMPLOYEE 
JOURNEY
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Supply is the largest 
challenge – especially for 
Defence and Engineering. 
The second challenge  
is about inclusivity.

OUTREACH

It is one thing to attempt to be an inclusive workforce 
– but how do industries which typically have a very 
homogenous talent pool ensure they are able to tackle 
systemic barriers to entry? This can mean adapting 
existing employees’ ways of thinking (for instance, 
splitting a role into two for a maternity returner) as well 
as being proactive in the market, sometimes at a very 
early stage. 

Businesses can also reach previously untapped  
talent by diversifying routes to entry. Thales takes  
on placements with The Apprentice Trust. The 
business has expanded its previous hiring method 
of degree-educated graduates. It collaborates 
with schools and organisations to bring in higher-
apprentices and degree-apprentices, with one 
source noting “the business is now able to ‘grow 
our own’ by bringing in people at different levels 
and from different backgrounds”. 

Leonardo has recently paired with AFBE (The 
Association for Black and Minority Ethnic Engineers). 
This has involved collaborating with universities 
across the country to attract potential talent. 

AFBE focuses on sustained contact programmes,  
to get students of all ethnic minorities excited and 
passionate about engineering. Additional initiatives 
include industry mentors and a leadership series.

Several companies contribute to the STEM Ambassador 
Programme, an initiative where volunteers visit schools 
across the UK to give seminars, lectures and mentoring 
to students from all backgrounds. These ambassadors 
will often be graduates or those early in their career. One 
such example is GKN Aerospace sponsoring a ‘women in 
tech’ talk to raise awareness of the aerospace and defence 
industries which will be put out to schools across the UK. 
This will result in both an increased knowledge of GKN 
Aerospace and potentially a boosted talent pool.

When having conversations with SMEs, both Denroy and 
Oxley noted that it is often too late to tackle biases against 
the industry once the student gets to university age and so 
it is important to start outreach at primary school level.

SCHOOL VISITS

APPRENTICESHIPS UNIVERSITIES
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How can businesses be
more inclusive during the 
recruitment process? Here 
are some examples of best 
practice we found.

RECRUITMENT
GAMIFICATION

To tackle under-representation of neurodiversity  
and disability, consider using gamification.  
Potential candidates play a game that gives 
behavioural assessments needed to determine  
if someone is a good fit. Psychometric testing has 
been phased out as it often harms neurodiverse 
candidates’ chances of getting the role. 

CAST A WIDER NET

Several companies spoke of how they found the talent 
pool became a lot more diverse when they broadened 
their search outside Russell Group universities  
or institutions known for being particularly strong in 
subjects like Engineering. This was backed up by 
support from outreach organisations like AFBE and 
Women in STEM. 

ADVERTISE TO UNDERREPRESENTED 
DEMOGRAPHICS

It is also important to think about gender in the job 
advertising stage. It is generally acknowledged that  
it is tougher to encourage women to apply for jobs  
in the Engineering and Defence sectors. Some companies 
have shifted their advertising and marketing to bear  
this in mind, using more reflective and inclusive images, 
language and marketing tactics.

ACCESSIBLE INTERVIEW PRACTICE

Companies could consider giving candidates all the  
questions they will be asked prior to the interview.  
The aim is not to hire the person who can think the 
quickest on their feet but someone who can give a reasoned 
and thoughtful answer. If their preference is to think about the 
questions and plan out answers, they can. In this way, we can 
even the playing field for neurodiverse people. 

SET REALISTIC TARGETS

Lots of companies have targets to achieve a more balanced 
gender split in their new hires and executive committees.  
It is key to emphasise that setting unrealistic targets  
can be detrimental. It would not be controversial to observe 
that the Aerospace, Defence, Security and Space industries are 
typically male-dominated and as seen in the outreach section,  
it can be difficult to increase the number of women  
in STEM. Any diversity targets must acknowledge this  
and be implemented alongside cultural changes.
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MANDATORY TRAINING

A real challenge companies can face when 
onboarding employees is how to package 
compulsory training. There’s an acceptance that 
upon joining a new company, an employee will 
be exposed to skills and ethics training but often 
'mandatory unconscious bias training' can be met 
with resistance. This issue multiplies when new 
training is brought in which all current employees 
must complete.

Atkins tackled this by changing 'Unconscious Bias' 
training to 'Conscious Inclusion' training, a switch  
that centres the focus on a positive – creating an 
inclusive environment.

Moving to online training has perhaps alleviated  
this issue; it is much easier to send everyone a link  
to a 15-minute interactive training session that can  
be completed electronically than forcing people  
to attend in-person training that takes place at a 
set time. There was a general consensus that there 
are always going to be some people who refuse to 
complete ethics compliance and unconscious bias 
training, however.

Another approach could be to remove the 
‘mandatory’ tag for the training. If there is enough 
buy-in from the top and everyone in the senior team 
has completed the training, the trickle-down effect  
can be enough to encourage the vast majority of 
employees to register for the training sessions. Here, 
leading by example reigns supreme.

FLEXIBLE WORKING HOURS  
& FLEXIBLE LEAVE

Lots of companies have embraced policies such 
as shared parental leave with harmonised pay for 
the partner taking the leave in addition to statutory 
obligations. This can help to challenge gender norms 
and enable new parents to make the choices they 
need when it comes to childcare without being  
steered by financial obligations.

While companies have already seen a seismic shift 
towards flexible working, conversations are happening 
to steer the narrative away from ‘reasonable 
adjustments’ and towards asking employees their 
preferences when it comes to the working environment 
without forcing them to disclose private details. 

PROMOTING RESOURCES  
& SUPPORT GROUPS

When it comes to introducing new employees to the 
ethos and inclusion values of the company, it is useful 
to signpost all the resources and support groups 
that have been set up. It is not enough to simply 
have them in the background; employees should 
be encouraged to get involved with them from day 
one. Network groups are often publicised during the 
induction phase and at some companies, employees 
are automatically signed up to regular mailing lists 
instead of having an opt-in approach.

Another way to promote resources is to release 
regular stories on their intranet so that employees are 
exposed to new blogs as they are released, almost 
like news headlines. Alternatively, consider a weekly 
bulletin which serves a similar purpose. Regardless, 
this kind of assertive approach helps to push 
inclusion and diversity values into the forefront.

Once a business has worked to hire a more diverse and inclusive workforce, the issue 
arises of retaining this talent.

ONBOARDING
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How does a business ensure that it includes its workforce in its Inclusion & Diversity goals 
and practices?

EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCE

NETWORK GROUPS

In companies with workforces spread across 
the nation, it can be tricky for individuals from 
underrepresented backgrounds to feel a sense  
of community. At most of the companies we spoke 
to, this has been addressed through the introduction  
of network groups. 

Network groups provide a variety of functions  
from holding seminars and social events (in-person 
and virtual) to raising awareness for causes and 
supporting policy change within the company. 

It’s worth noting that these groups don’t need  
to have a large number of members to be 
successful and that events organised by these 
network groups should be open to non-members  
as well in the interest of inclusivity. This can foster  
a culture of acceptance as employees outside  
a particular minority can learn to embrace inclusion 
and diversity.

From this, groups may form organically based  
around issues that matter to the working population.  
A Carer Group originated from bringing various 
working and network groups together to contribute  

to its Carers' Policy. Through collaboration, the group 
was formed, changing the company policy in the 
process. Similarly, an LGBTQ+ Society originated 
from a graduate programme and is maintained 
by those "genuinely invested and interested in its 
success". They vary from company to company, but 
broadly speaking there seems to be the following:

A PARENTS  
& CARERS 

GROUP

A GROUP 
FOR SOCIAL 

MOBILITY

AN LGBTQ+ 
GROUP

A GROUP 
FOR ETHNIC 
MINORITIES

A GROUP FOR 
NEURODIVERSE  

AND/OR  
DISABLED  
PEOPLE

A GROUP 
FOCUSED ON 

MENTAL HEALTH 
SUPPORT

A GENDER 
BALANCE 
GROUP

AN EX-ARMED 
FORCES  
GROUP

A MULTI-FAITH  
GROUP
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REVERSE MENTORING:  
EARLY CAREERS MENTORS

•  QinetiQ has early careers mentors (ECMs).  
The ECMs range from recent graduates to those  
with four to five years in the business, with the 
majority being in the Early Careers Graduate 
Scheme. They undergo training while the mentees 
receive active listening training to create space  
where they can hear different experiences and 
voices. This is one-on-one mentoring and the 
feedback from both mentors and mentees has  
been overwhelmingly positive. Leaders are leaning 
in and volunteering to get involved with the 
scheme while some of the mentees have gone  
on to see their professional development progress 
at an accelerated pace, along with a greatly 
improved confidence to speak with more senior 
members of the business. 

•  QinetiQ is about to welcome its fifth cohort of 
reverse mentees, chaired by someone from their 
very first cohort in 2019. The company has paired 
over 60 people, ranging from recent graduates 
(typically at least one year in the business) up to 

Managing Directors. The programme has been very 
successful with younger mentors getting access to 
senior leaders in the business and senior leaders 
able to learn from their mentees, as well as having  
a space to discuss issues with someone outside 
of their management line. Pairings are all on a 
voluntary basis and based on questionnaires, with 
the initial pairing lasting six months. Following this, 
couplings can continue to work together or re-pair 
with someone new. Training is also provided for both 
mentor and mentee, led by the Head of Coaching 
and Mentoring.

REVERSE MENTORING:  
ETHNIC MINORITY MENTORS

•  Airbus had a slightly different approach where 
they focused on having people who are of an  
ethnic minority “mentor” white senior leaders.  
This was similarly successful and served to open up  
a constructive dialogue that created the opportunity 
for further progress later down the line.

•  The mentoring programme took the form of six 
30-minute sessions spread out over six months 
where the mentors discussed various topics 
surrounding race, from lived experiences and 
microaggressions to wider challenges facing the 
industry. Feedback for this was overwhelmingly 
positive with senior leaders then bringing some  
of what they had learned to their immediate team 
and leading mini workshops. While some mentors 
initially found it difficult to be open about issues, 
rapport was soon built and dialogue was opened. 
The network group in charge of the initiative, 
Embrace, hopes to expand this reverse mentoring 
scheme to cover the next rung below the senior 
leadership team such as regional line managers.

•  The programme also included evaluation midway 
through and introductory and wrap-up seminars 
to book-end the initiative.

Embrace reverse mentoring. This can take many forms, but it involves someone in a more  
junior role in a company opening dialogues with more senior members of staff.

EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCE
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EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCE
CHAMPIONS: 

As in other sectors, there has been a rise in 
popularity of ‘inclusion champions’. This is when 
members of staff take on the additional role of being 
a representative of inclusion, acting as an alternative 
form of support for some from an under-represented 
background. 

Companies often have slightly different versions  
of champions. 

Leonardo has 25 inclusion champions in the 
company. This idea was trialled last year and 
proved to be a successful initiative. All the inclusion 
champions have undergone training and they have 
been promoted throughout the company with 
posters of their faces and contact details across  
the offices and worksites. The champions are not 
minority specific (so there isn’t an explicit Race 
Champion or LGBTQ+ Champion).

One responsibility of the inclusion champions  
is to act as a sounding board when it comes  
to employees observing something like harassment 
or discrimination in the workplace. The employee 
can approach an inclusion champion to discuss the 
issue before escalating it to HR. This acts as an 
alternative to their ‘Speak Up’ helpline which can  
be a confidential means to report an incident.

Airbus has a group of business champions (in a 
core role somewhere along the functions) who were 
introduced in 2021; they act as representatives of that 
function to better target what needs to change within 
that function. This means each function can have 
very targeted inclusion and diversity targets and 
initiatives. In this way, the concept of I&D becomes 
embedded into the core of each function. Atkins has  
a similar structure with Equity, Diversity and Inclusion 
leads in each division who come together to work  
on change programmes for the business.
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EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCE

Every company has their 
own unique challenges 
and setting up a working 
group which anyone can 
volunteer for can be a 
great way to get broad 
perspectives on a single 
issue, enabling creative 
solutions that might not 
be reached through an 
executive board meeting.

A regular email  
advertising events both 
within a company and in 
the wider world can keep 
inclusion and diversity  
at the forefront of 
everyone’s minds.

In a similar vein, it can be 
useful to mark events like 
Mental Health Awareness  
Week or International  
Women’s Day. 

A series of lunchtime 
lectures with both internal 
and external speakers 
can act as effective ways 
to raise awareness about 
topics from imposter 
syndrome to life with 
Asperger’s.

Adopting gender neutral 
pronouns in official 
policies is a small step 
towards inclusivity that is 
nonetheless appreciated 
by members of staff.

We were struck by the wealth of best practice made apparent to us from our 
phone conversations with I&D leads at the various companies we spoke to. Here is  
a brief overview:

WORKING 
GROUPS

WEEKLY 
BULLETINS

I&D  
CALENDARS

ONLINE 
SEMINARS

GENDER NEUTRAL 
LANGUAGE
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Looking ahead, what are companies planning? All organisations in this report are  
at different stages of their I&D journey. Moreso, what works for one company  
may not for another. We have collated some of the issues and methods companies  
are putting front and centre going forwards, as well as some of the ways they would  
like to implement change in the future.

LOOKING AHEAD

DESIGN AND CONFIGURE JOBS IN 
NEW AND REVOLUTIONARY WAYS

Some industries are leaping ahead in the ways  
they create roles. Those who stubbornly stick to the 
standard 9am to 5pm working week in the office will 
soon be left behind in the race for talent. Make roles 
more attractive and adaptive to allow for more talent 
to take on a role (such as neurodivergent people or 
parents) and bring in those previously uninterested.

FOCUS ON INCLUSION... 
AND DIVERSITY WILL COME

Businesses must look at changing their culture so 
that everyone can work to their preferences and so 
the people who join the business choose to stay. 
Forward-thinking organisations should focus on 
outcome, rather than enabling singular, separate 
initiatives. Diverse talent pools will be attracted to 
businesses where this culture is clearly embedded. 

HAVE A POSITIVE IMPACT ON  
THE COMMUNITY AND INDUSTRY

Organisations are shifting to look at their suppliers' 
I&D policies and practices. Being an active  
disruptor is a key step towards making  
a difference as a business.
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The Prince’s Trust: a youth charity that helps young 
people aged 11-30 get into jobs, education and training. 

Smallpeice Trust: an educational charity that inspires 
young people to pursue careers in science and 
engineering through events and workshops.

Association for BME Engineers (AFBE-UK):  
a UK-based outreach organisation that encourages 
people of BME backgrounds to study engineering.

The 5% Club: a shared endeavour with a number  
of defence companies that encourages employers  
to offer great ‘earn and learn’ opportunities for 
young people.

Genius Within: a social enterprise set up in 2011  
to help neurominorities unlock their talents. They 
advise governments on policy and provide consultancy 
to businesses including coaching, training and 
assessments.

Arctic Shores: a candidate assessment company. 
Used for selection and online assessments which  
help the business make the hiring and onboarding 
process more accessible for people with disabilities. 

The Clear Company: an I&D management 
service. One of its offerings, Clear Assured, helps 
organisations identify and remove barriers from 
recruitment processes and practice and awards 
Bronze, Silver, Gold and Platinum accredited  
status to businesses.

Women in Defence UK: an organisation dedicated 
to “making defence a better place where people  
can work, learn and thrive” by focusing on equality  
of opportunity in defence and security.

Women in Defence Charter: a commitment signed  
by many ADS members to work together to build  
a more balanced enterprise.

Women in Aviation & Aerospace Charter:  
an association that “aims to support the overall 
diversity of the sector and build a more balanced  
and fair industry”.

Women in STEM: an educational organisation  
to “showcase the different opportunities for women  
in the STEM sector with the ultimate goal being  
to close the gender gap.”

STEM Learning: the largest provider of STEM 
education and careers support to secondary  
and higher education in the UK.

STEM Ambassadors: volunteers from a wide range 
of STEM-related jobs across the UK who volunteer to 
offer an insightful perspective to career opportunities.

Cambridge Network: a business networking group 
which offers “training, business networking and 
recruitment services”. 

Primary Engineer: a national programme that 
created an engineering curriculum that spans Early 
Years, Primary, Secondary and Further Education 
institutions. The organisation aims to encourage 
and promote education and careers in engineering.

Pride in Defence: a cross-UK defence-sector 
collaboration network for people of all sexual 
orientations and gender identities.

Collaboration is vital. Alongside working with each other on I&D initiatives, companies  
have met success through supporting and being supported by external organisations, 
charities and associations. ADS member firms are successfully working with many  
external organisations including:

COLLABORATION
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FIVE THINGS YOUR COMPANY SHOULD BE DOING  
TO MOVE THE CONVERSATION ALONG

If a business is not 
inclusive, then any 
work it does to make its 
workforce more diverse 
will fail to lead to any 
long-term changes and 
employee-retention. 

If you only start thinking 
about inclusion at the 
recruitment stage, 
it is already too late. 
Collaborate with  
schools and universities, 
champion outreach events 
and apprenticeships and 
your talent pool will grow 
in the mid- to long-term. 

Change has to come  
from within. Without 
executive buy-in,  
it is extremely difficult  
to introduce policies  
to drive real progress.

A 50/50 gender balance  
is not always a realistic 
goal nor is it necessarily 
beneficial to become 
hyper-focused on 
achieving it. Consider  
what policies are  
in place to support  
current employees  
of all genders and think 
about other forms of 
diversity in the workplace 
(racial, neurodiversity, 
social mobility).

Inclusion policies and 
initiatives should be 
interwoven through the 
entire company. Think  
of what goals and targets 
can be set for an annual 
impact report and try  
to set up network  
groups and champions  
so all members of staff 
can get involved and  
feel like a valuable part  
of the company.

1 2 3 4 5
INCLUSION 
OVER DIVERSITY

TACKLE SUPPLY 
ISSUES EARLY

EXECUTIVE  
BUY-IN

LOOK BEYOND 
GENDER 
BALANCE

GROUND-UP  
& TOP-DOWN
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ADS and Wilbury Stratton would like to extend its thanks to the 
following organisations who contributed to this report:
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www.wilburystratton.com

Brighton | London | New York | Kuala Lumpur | Singapore

THANK YOU
For more information about the content of this report please contact  
a member of the Wilbury Stratton project team:

MIKHAELA MCDONALD 
Client Partner 
mm@wscl.com 
+44 (0) 7830 208 654

EMILY O'ROURKE 
Research Partner 
eo@wscl.com

MATT ADRIAN 
Senior Research Associate 
ma@wscl.com

DO YOU WANT TO 
DISCUSS YOUR OWN I&D 

STRATEGY? 
Get in touch! Message 

Mikhaela at the email address 
included here.


