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Summary 
 
The project ‚Diversity and Equality in Companies’ is aimed at stimulating the acknowledgement of 
diversity and the implementation of equality in Austrian companies. The assistance provided to 
companies interested in participating in such a process consisted of counselling and steering the 
elaboration of respective strategies and measurements and by concrete training activities. Concrete 
work with and within companies was accompanied by setting up and running a company network and 
by the publication of a manual on ‘Diversity and Equality in Companies.’ 
 
The project was carried out with funding from the EU under the Progress programme, with national co-
funding by the City of Vienna and the Viennese Chamber of Commerce. 
 
Objectives 
 
Main aim of the project was to provide assistance in the implementation of the principles of non-
discrimination and promotion of equality in Austria. This included the goals of raising awareness of the 
benefits of diversity and of motivating to create more equality within Austrian companies.  
 
Activities 
 
Project activities were two-fold as they addressed concrete companies on the one hand and the 
general public on the other hand. 
 
Together with companies that agreed to take part in the project as pilot companies individual 
counselling and training plans were designed, which were based on a preliminary analysis of the state 
of play within the respective companies. Companies received counselling and steering in definining 
goals, in the design of a strategy for their organisational development, including concrete measures for 
reaching the goals defined as well as in gauging what is needed in order to implement them. 
 
Concrete activities in companies were diverse as they were tailored to the concrete needs, the 
organisational framework and the level of diversity and equality within the company’s profile 
beforehand. Activities included for example, an assessment of the current situation in terms of 
activities implemented already, diversity training, training on the legal framework, training on how to 
handle difficult situations with clients in a diverse setting, support in the elaboration of guidelines for 
acknowledging diversity and creating more equality and written feed-back to diversity plans that had 
been in place before. The processes were accompanied by interim meetings with steering groups 
within the companies in order to adapt strategies and measurements and concluded by a final 
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meeting, where the process was reflected and potential next steps were discussed. Most of all the 
trainings contributed positively to reducing intra-organisational barriers, building and further developing 
knowledge and competences on issues of how to manage diversity and assisting in the concrete and 
strategic implementation of diversity and equality in the companies involved.  
 
A network of companies on diversity was set up and organised for the course of the project, which 
was open to any Austrian company interested in issues of diversity and equality. Four network 
meetings were organised in the course of the project duration and met a lot of interest by the Austrian 
companies. Network meetings consisted of presentations of selected issues, such as the legal 
framework and good practises and moderated exchanges of experience. Up to 30 company 
representatives attended network meetings and their high level of interest resulted in the continuation 
of the network as a working group for diversity, organised by respACT – Austrian business council for 
sustainable development – and content managed by the Ludwig Boltzmann Institute of Human Rights 
also after the project had ended. 
 
Project results and experiences were incorporated in a Manual on Diversity and Equality in 
Companies,’ which was published (in German) as a final product of the project. The manual was 
presented to a wider public by a plenary discussion on the issue and aims at making experience and 
knowledge of the project team and of the pilot companies accessible to a wider public.  
 
Vielfalt und Chancengleichheit im Betrieb  -  Ein Leitfaden für den Umgang mit Vielfalt und die 
Herstellung von Chancengleichheit in österreichischen Unternehmen 
http://bim.lbg.ac.at/files/sites/bim/VielfaltUndChancengleichheitImBetrieb.pdf  
 
Stakeholders and partners 
 
The project was carried out by an interdisciplinary team of experts and trainers with different 
organisational and professional backgrounds. Team members were selected according to their 
qualifications and in order to ensure a high grade of diversity in terms of educational disciplines, 
stakeholder representation and viewpoints. This could be guaranteed by the selection of partner 
organisations, which represented a wide spectrum of scientific organisations (Ludwig Boltzmann 
Institute of Human Rights and the Research Platform Human Rights in the European Context), trade 
unions (Union of Private Sector Employees, Graphical Workers and Journalists), business 
associations (respACT - Austrian business council for sustainable development) and NGOs (ZARA – 
Civil Courag and Anti-Racism Work and the  Litigation Association of NGOs against discrimination).  
 

 
 

 
 

The implementation of EC Directives 43/2000 (Race Directive) and 78/2000 (Framework Directive) 
obliging EU Member States to provide for legal protection against discrimination inter alia at the work 
place and in the labour market have been a first and important step on the way to more equality of 
opportunities. However, legal provisions in most countries and also in Austria are in principle adequate 
for individuals to act against discrimination, but do not have a significant impact in practise. This is due 
to huge barriers in access to justice (low levels of knowledge of rights and of institutions competent for 
providing assistance, complexity of legislation and procedures in place, fear of making a case, fear of 
losing a job, etc.) and to issues of structural discrimination, which have to be addressed in a more 
general way than individual cases. 
 
Awareness raising within companies, where a lot of discrimination takes place, be it in recruitment or 
at the workplace, is a necessary tool in order to create more equality in the labour world. Most 
companies do not discriminate on purpose but they lack experience and knowledge about how to 
identify discrimination and discriminatory structures and how to change organisational structures and 
procedures in order to make them easier accessible and inclusive to all.  
 
 

 

 

2. HUMAN RIGHTS ISSUES AT STAKE  
 



 3 
 

 

 
 

Diversity and Equality are being addressed more frequently by Austrian companies in the course of 
the last few years. Raising interest in the issue, however, is paired with a lack of knowledge about how 
to implement measurements in a strategic way. Activities tend to be limited to small scale projects and 
lack an overall strategic approach that could lead to sustainable changes and success. What was 
identified as necessary therefore was to provide assistance in change management procedures, in 
raising awareness about how to identify discriminatory structures, in elaborating ways for overcoming 
barriers and in learning about the economic case of non-discrimination on the level of the organisation 
as well as in terms of meeting costumers’ interests.  
 
The project aims were addressed by ways of intensive examination of the issues at stake, both by 
ways of exchange of experience of companies in the framework of the company network as by the 
counselling work done in concrete companies, specifically through training. Beyond the group of 
companies involved and the time scale of the project the manual on diversity and equality in 
companies will contribute to the project aims.  
 
The project was met with high interest by Austrian companies. Both, the offer of concrete assistance in 
implementation within companies as well as the creation of a framework for structured exchange of 
experience (company network) received positive feed-back. Company networks as such are no new 
instrument, but they are not very common in the area of diversity and equality 
 
In those companies that received counselling and training feedback evaluation interviews were 
conducted, which resulted in a high level of satisfaction due to the tailored approach of the counselling 
and training provided. The project led to a higher level of awareness about the need to strategically 
incorporate diversity management in the organisational development. External counselling an training 
were identified as important elements in implementing procedures as they enable the identification of 
‘one’s own blind spots’ within the organisational structure. Moreover the exchange of experience 
facilitated by the company network was underlined as a valuable tool to solve concrete problems and 
challenges.  
 

 
 

 
 

Increasing interest in managing diversity and providing for equality in Austrian companies has not yet 
been met by the relevant knowledge and experience about how to implement measurements in this 
regard in a successful and strategic way.  
 
The project ‘Diversity and Equality in Companies’ started at this point and has shown that change is 
possible but needs assistance and exchange of experience. 
 
Lessons learnt include the acknowledgement that managing of diversity needs  
 
• an overall management approach with strategic planning, 
• the development of a set of tailored measurements for each company or even department 
• exchange of experience and of good practise 
• involvement of all hierarchy levels of a company/organisations 
• readiness for change, and ideally 
• a favourable societal context. 
 
Recommendations for national governments as well as the European Commission included 
 
• the creation of an EU-wide platform that would facilitate exchange of experience in implementing 

diversity and equality in organisations 
• Accessibility of (national) case law on discrimination cases for companies in order to take away 

insecurities and create more rights clarity 
• Promoting measurements that provide for assistance, counselling and training for the 
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implementation of diversity and equality in organisations 
• Fostering promotional factors, for example by ways of making equality a factor for public 

procurement policies, fiscal benefits for the implementation of diversity policies, public support and 
acknowledgement of seals of quality and awards for diversity, etc.  

 
 
 

 
 

Ludwig Boltzmann Institute of Human Rights 
Vienna, Austria 
http://bim.lbg.ac.at/ 
 
Contact person: Katrin Wladasch, katrin.wladasch@univie.ac.at  
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