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Abstract: Ensuring equal opportunities is a priority for CEO-s and decision makers,
however, it is often not put into practice. Changes in recent years along with the priorities
ofthe EU and the efforts made to banish discrimination becoming more prominent brought
with themselves a pressure on firms to provide equal opportunities for the different under-
privileged social groups. In Hungary the Act CXXV of 2003 on discrimination and equal
opportunities lists the groups in need of protection. The law requires employers with more
than fifty employees to have an equal opportunities program. In spite of this, these
programs are often general and do not implement the changes and goals identified after
the assessment. Still, strategies and plans are only worth how much of them are realized.
Our article is about the conscious principles of the Hungarian business sector about
equality and whether there are regional differences. We compare answers given by both
employers and employees on the subject of the extent to which the above mentioned
principles are realized by the management and whether the employees experience these
changes. Our theory is that the prioritisation of equal opportunities in firms is more the
result of access to project funds than that of inner initiative from the firm's management.
We analyse our research questions using a quantitative method on a regionally
representative national sample. We examined 992 firms with special attention on those
and their employees who had some sort of written guidelines on equal opportunities and
plans on implementing these.

In our paper we give a short review on the importance of equal opportunities, it's
manifestation in HR management and it's written declaration, the so called Equal
Opportunities Plan (EOP).

The efforts of the EU and access to financial resources for the EU projects as a condition
our hypotheses are that (1) at least 30% of the firms studied have written guidelines or
declaration on equal opportunities, (2) the majority of these firms have a higher rate of
disadvantaged employees and operate in economically undeveloped areas.
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1. Introduction

In our study we look into how equal opportunities affects HR management.

Our aim is to examine our hypothesis according to which equal opportunities becoming a
priority in the EU is affecting the attitude of firms towards this topic. With the help of our
data base, containing information about 992 firms we look into the assumption that at
least a third of these firms have some sort of written declaration on equal opportunities.
The Hungarian business sector is regionally represented in our data base which gives an
opportunity to further examine another hypothesis which states that in more developed
areas firms encounter fewer underprivileged employees thus put less emphasis on the
question of equal opportunities.

After introducing the importance of equal opportunities we discuss its role in HR
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management, the elements of related documents and we also examine correlations in the
business sector. The study concludes with deductions.

2. Theoretical approach of equality in HRM
When we talk about equal opportunities we have to consider that nowhere in the world it
is completely realised. We are still living in an era of improvement in this field. The idea
will only be fully implemented when people who are being discriminated against and those
living on the fringes of society make a conscious and consistent effort and are committed
to work for this goal (Chikan, 2001). This fight will only have the desired outcome in society
is willing to accept the changes. Equal opportunities mean that the individual is invisible,
fits perfectly into society as a building block. He learns, grows up, works, becomes self-
sufficient, loves and is loved, lives his life like everybody else (Konczei, 2002.). In a society
nobody should be discriminated against based on their sex, religion, culture, age,
disabilities or sexual orientation (Malik, 2003.).
Equal rights are made to provide equal treatment for everyone. Since we live in a
multilingual and multicultural world equal opportunities are essential for the individual to
reach his full potential and it is a constitutional right.
There are several definitions of equal opportunities. The Helios Il. (1996) program of the
European Commission defines equal opportunities as follows: Every person is different
and deserves equal opportunities to live his life the way he chooses to. For the individual
to achieve this a support system needs to be put in place, obstacles need to be removed
and he has to be able to access unlimited information.
Jacobs (2004) states that the principle of equal opportunities centres around the idea that
competition should be run based on the assets risked in the competition and not on factors
like social background, religion, sex, disabilities etc. which might prevent the competitor
form succeeding.
According to Kadet (2008) the question comes up on what providing equal opportunities
really means. Although providing and promoting equal opportunities carry different
meanings the two expressions are often used interchangeably. The former is a passive
action that provides opportunity for a group and the latter is an active action and means
that the group can actually use the opportunity given. For equal opportunities both
conditions have to be met.
Farkas et al. (2008) argue that procedures and conditions creating equal opportunities
should be accessible to everyone. These are equal rights for training, employment relation
and wages etc. Csehne (2007) states that in Hungary unemployment is at a high and it
affects younger generations more when we consider the whole of working aged
population.
With suggestions from the European Committee and taking Hungarian specifics into
account we can distinguish the following fields in the matter of equal opportunities:

e creating family friendly working environments
equality of the sexes
accessibility for the disabled
increase in life quality and better employment opportunities for the disabled
increase in life quality and better employment opportunities for romas
increase in life quality and better employment opportunities for other
underprivileged groups

The CXXV Act of 2003 on Equal Treatment and Promotion of Equal Opportunities
acknowledges that all people are equal and names several groups against which it
considers discrimination to be unlawful and offers legal aid when the principle of equal
opportunities is breached.
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The scope of the law extends to Government Agencies with more than 50 employees and
makes it compulsory for them to accept an equal opportunities program.
Berenyi and Kollar (2009) say that the principle can only be put to practice if the entities
overseeing the process not only work out strategies but also ensure that the idea is
manifested in the most important management areas which are the base for the strategy
itself.
Equal opportunities is a subcategory under HR strategies. On a wider level it can be
considered as a separate subcategory since it does not only affect HR management but
other subcategories as well.
The main articles of the Equal Opportunities Plan can be:
1. Introduction
2. Assessment
3. Actions:

- areas where actions need to be taken

- providing the services of an equal opportunities consultant
4. Informing employees about the Equal Opportunities Plan
5. Improvement of the working environment:

- building wheelchair ramps, accessibility
6. Providing information, representation, feedback

The Equal Opportunities Plan includes:

- the assessment of the employment position of underprivileged groups (women,
employees over 40, romas, disabled workers, single parents with children under
10)

- the introduction of goals and tools (training, health and safety etc.) to achieve
equal opportunities

Achievements of the existence of the Equal Opportunities Plan:

- the service increases corporate social responsibility and ensures the diversity of
the workplace. Also hugely affecting the firm's reception on both the Hungarian
and international markets

- the firm's communication of the plan boosts success in the business since it
improves the firm's image among stakeholders (owners, consumers, competitors,
banks, local communities, suppliers and authorities)

- implementing the changes makes it possible to reach wider potential employee
groups while hiring. Eliminating discrimination also helps to create a diverse, loyal
employee base thus minimizing fluctuation.

- a procedure gets established which helps to maintain equal opportunities and
treatment on the long run

3. Material and method

In this study we analyze the data of a research on the aspects of equal opportunities in
HR management in the Hungarian business sector. The research is unique in linking the
answers and attitudes of both the employer and employees. This method has been used
in the United Kingdom in several regular surveys but not in Hungary on a national level
(WERS, 2004)

The study 'Employment Relations in the Workplace 2010' was carried out under the
program 'TAMOP 2.5.2. The Reinforcement of Partnership and Professional Background
of Communication, Supporting Common Achievements.' in 2010 (Neumann, 2010) The
data was gathered with questionnaires in the business sector, in 1000 firms with at least
10 employees working onsite. The questionnaires were filled in by CEOs and by a
maximum of 25 employees in positions most typical of the firm. Data was collected at 992
premises with at least 10 employees and from 8444 workers altogether. The sample is
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representative of the region, the sector and also the number of employees due to the use
of sample weighting.

The database created during the study is diversified. It provides information on several
aspects of the workings of a firm from which this paper concentrates on the principle of
equal opportunities and its institutionalisation. We analyze the answers given by both the
management and employees. The former gives us a picture of equal opportunities as a
motion while the latter shows it as a realised corporate practice.

Equal opportunities becoming a primal goal of the EU may affect the everyday workings
of firms. Our premise is that the substantial increase of tender funds is a precondition to
the enforcement of the principle of equal opportunities on a corporate level thus putting
more emphasis on eliminating negative discrimination and creating equal opportunities
for different social groups. To meet tender requirements actions took to implement equal
opportunities have to be documented, for this tender funds are also a motivation. Carrying
on the same logic we hypothesize that at least a third of these firms have some sort of
institutionalised declaration of equal opportunities, EOP, strategy or some set of rules. We
also believe that in economically more developed areas where there are fewer
underprivileged workers equal opportunities are not a priority for employers.

3. Results and discussion

In spite of the fact that appointing or electing an equal opportunities representative is the
first phase in the institutionalization of the principle it was observed in only 7.6% of the
firms in the study. It shows that there are no representatives to whom the employees could
turn to in case of discrimination etc. Another institutional to promote equal opportunities
is naming underprivileged groups and giving them advantages in certain situations.
Documentation of this method is even less common among the firms questioned in the
study. Only 4.6% said that they have a set of rules emphasizing positive discrimination
and 0.8% stated that such rules were being constructed. This number compared to the
overall sample is not significant but still reflects the attitude of more than 50 firms.

Out of the target groups women going back to work from maternity leave (70.8%), workers
over 45 (63.9%) and disabled employees (67.4%) receive special attention.

81.8% of the firms asked stated they have no written documentation on equal
opportunities. The other 18.8% are more conscious and have written guidelines to stop
negative discrimination and promote equal opportunities and treatment but these
guidelines are not uniform. The method most often used is an inner procedure against
discrimination (7.2%) and the use of Equal Opportunities Plan (6.7%) and in some cases
we can find other documents, codes, rules. (Figure1)
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Figure 1: The appearance of each types of declarations (N=992)
Source: own research

The majority (60.6%) of firms with EOPs codifies the document to meet legal requirements
but in 29% winning EU tenders was also a motivating factor. CEOs could give multiple
answers so there are several examples in the sample to the outside pressure of legal
requirements and winning tenders being the driving force behind equal opportunity
practices in the firms.

Besides having the EOP its content is also important considering equal opportunities in
HR. CEOs are often not aware of the contents of the equal opportunity documents of their
own firm. As main sections of their EOP they list target groups, principles they wish to put
into practice and the formal parts of the EOP. 78% of organizations with EOPs named the
sections about the target groups as the most important while 20% mentioned their goals
and principles and in 2% the CEOs considered the formal aspects and content of their
EOPs as essential. (Figure 2.)
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Figure 2: The importance of each element in Equal Opportunities Plans (N=181)
Source: own research

In connection with the target groups equality of the sexes is emphasized and the disabled
and employees with reduced capacity to work are also a priority. We also have to mention
that people with disadvantages on the job market as an important section. Women
returning from maternity leave, over 45s and career entrants are also listed. CEOs when
talking about these groups used expressions that often occur in tenders thus proving that
tender funds have a significant effect on equal opportunity practices.

In economically backward regions there is a bigger need for the tender funds and there
are more underprivileged workers which creates a greater need for emphasis on equal
opportunities. Regional analysis shows that in Central Hungary there are significantly
more firms with EOPs. With the use of crosstab method and we can prove with 90%
reliability that the difference between regions considering the number of firms with Equal
Opportunities Plan is significant.
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Figure 3: Regional frequency of firms with Equal Opportunities Plan (N=181)
Source: own research

Although different procedures and documents do not guarantee equal treatment and the
elimination of negative discrimination 43.8% of firms named 'good practices' in their
answers that are based on their EOPs or other written documents. The practices often
mentioned were the reintegration of over 45s into the job market, favouring individuals
with changed capacity to work or disabilities and employing mothers returning from
maternity leave. These answers also suggest that the groups mentioned in project
indicators are favoured in terms of equal opportunities.

Besides success and realised projects failures can also provide valuable information.
Organizations who have named concrete programs or initiatives as a part of their EOPs
in some cases reported that these were not carried out and put into practice due to the
lack of interest from employees. Besides documentation and 'good practices' employee
experience can be another objective benchmark of the realisation of equal opportunities.
We examined negative discrimination in relation to working conditions, wages and
promotion in firms that have documents against unequal treatment. (N=1987) The results
show that equal opportunities are present in these workplaces, a very low number of
workers asked complained about negative discrimination. Those who did mainly
mentioned wage discrimination based on age (6.3%). A further 3% felt their age kept them
from enjoying better working conditions and 6% experienced difficulties with promotions.
Unequal treatment on the basis of ethnicity and family background is rare. 2.5 %
employees queried said that they experienced sex discrimination and 1.8% faced
obstacles in professional advancement. These low numbers suggest employees are not
sufficiently informed about their rights and lack certain aspects in their attitudes toward
equal opportunities.

Depending on their content EOPs might need extra input from the firms. A third of the
firms with Equal Opportunities Plans say that to implement the changes listed in the
document minimal financial contribution is needed. 2.5% say achieving the same comes
with a substantial financial burden and 62.9% believe it needs no contribution at all.

They have only a few underprivileged

27,10%
employees

There is no need such policies 41,10%
Ignore this question
Itisin progress

It is expensive

There is legal prohibition 20,50%

There is, but not documented 28%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%
Figure 4: The reasons of lack of Equal Opportunities Plan (N=773)
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Source: own research

If no financial contribution is needed to put the principle into practice the question rises:
Why do only a small proportion of firms have EOPs?

Fig4. illustrates how almost half (41.1%) believes there is no need for a practice of equal
opportunities while 28% enforces the principles but without proper documentation.

4. Conclusion and suggestions

Our premise on the proportion of written declarations might be considered exaggerated
since only 6.7% of the organizations hat EOPs and only 12% had other kinds of
declarations. This shows us that while promoting equal opportunities is gaining more
importance its practical implementation is not a priority.

Based on the results we can conclude that the creation of equal opportunities is not a
conscious effort nor is it the result of inner pressure or that from the market but is
motivated by the will to meet requirements. Most firms consider the question of equal
opportunities to meet legal requirements from the government or the EU and not out of
concern about their inner workings. This supports our main hypothesis that the main
motivation behind creating equal opportunities is the assumption of the EU.

Equal opportunity practices and strategies based on regional differences in levels of
development and the presence of underprivileged target groups also fail to prove the links
we expected. In the most developed region of the country, Central Hungary the number
of firms with EOPs is significantly higher than in the other two more disadvantaged
regions.
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