
Staff Networks: A driving force for difference 
This piece by Cherron Inko-Tariah was featured in Disability Today. 

 
Scottie Somers, the founder of Living the Dream Foundation says: "Change is the heartbeat of 

growth."  

Staff networks by their very nature are agents of change and are 

needed now more than ever. Despite the advances in equality 

legislation,  inequality still exists in some parts of the UK workplace. 

While there may be a commitment and concerted effort to usher in 

inclusion, formal policy does not always reflect informal practice. For 

example, statistics gleaned from the BT - Ready, Willing and Disabled Event 2011 showed that: 

 27% of people think disabled people are treated differently because there is a lack of 

knowledge around disability 

 65% of people have admitted they avoid disabled people because they don't know how to act 

around them 

 

Being on the receiving end of inequality and discrimination, and handling all the challenges 

associated with it, can leave one feeling demotivated, stressed, frustrated, tired and alone. Working 

in an inclusive environment should be a given - 'just accept me for who I am. Let me have the tools I 

need to do my job, and the opportunities to reach my potential'. However, the reality of inclusion is 

that it's not as straightforward as it should be. People have to work at it and choose to do it on 

purpose. The majority may have a cognitive understanding but translating that into an habitual 

practice towards the minority is perhaps something they struggle with. 

 

The organisation's rhetoric about diversity and inclusion doesn't always play out in reality for 

everyone. Some employees still choose to hold back certain information e.g. a non-visible disability, 

for fear of stigma or how they will be perceived and subsequently treated. So something has to 

change.  

 

The shift in demographics around the world dictates that organisations can no longer afford to pay 

'lip service' to inclusion.  If people don't feel safe, then silence is their ally and trust is a distant cousin. 

It is for the organisation to make a commitment to create a truly inclusive environment - this is vital 

for the survival of the business in today's economy. Diversity and inclusion are sought after 

commodities for the brightest and the best recruits and employees.  

http://www.disabilitytoday.co.uk/staff-networks-a-driving-force-for-difference-by-cherron-inko-tariah-mbe/


 

However, as morally (and legally) right as this is, change is uncomfortable. 

 

Staff Networks: Source of support 

Successful staff networks can go a long way in easing some of that discomfort. They can also be a 

lifeline for many. A sanctuary for staff to share about their disability (visible and non-visible) and gain 

access to information that will help them navigate those crucial conversations with their line 

managers about any support they may need to do their job. Knowing that there are others in the 

organisation who can relate to your experience, are looking out for you, and can equip you with tools 

to help you take charge of your career (despite the challenges), can make a huge difference to the 

work experience. I have watched people blossom from the support, leadership and the 

empowerment that a staff network can provide. 

 

Internal Consultants 

Staff networks can also be a trusted source of knowledge and innovation for the organisation. People 

find dealing with difference difficult and staff networks, by their very existence, are driving forces for 

difference. Staff networks are the experts of their experience, and can help organisations recognise 

that there are still processes, procedures, culture and systems that are blind to the adverse impact on 

certain employees. This can hinder the progress of individuals and subsequently the organisation. It 

stifles growth and triggers a drought of potential.  

 

Acting as a collective voice articulating the experience of their members, staff networks can provide 

insight into unseen barriers and provide practical, creative and commercially viable solutions. They 

can also create a safe space for the organisation to discuss issues around inequality and 

discrimination (rather than avoid it altogether or make assumptions). They can water the seeds of 

potential via model ways of working and creating developmental opportunities, help mould 

behaviours so that colleagues within the wider organisation can understand, influence change in 

policies and challenge negative attitudes. 

 

Driving forward the value of difference can be fraught with difficulty but consider the benefits and 

the positive impact on the bottom line. Investment in staff networks means enabling them to help to 

foster a diverse, talented and inclusive workforce of the best employees. Cultivating change is not 

without its challenges but change for the better is the heartbeat of growth. 


