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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis explores the impact of workplace culture in public sector institutions on the career 

progression experiences of Black employees. Constructivist grounded theory methodology, 

which includes reflexivity and co-production, was used, with Critical Race Theory as a 

sensitising lens. This research contributes to theory based upon three pillars: the intersection of 

Human Resource Management with Equality and Diversity practice, the lived experience of 

Black employees and the relationship between race and career progression. 

 
The findings show that organisations create a segregated and racialised career experience for 

Black employees, driven by anti-Black racism and Whiteness, which creates a two-tier 

employee experience and holds back their careers. Organisational exclusion from corporate 

talent management and succession planning occurred due to a disregard and lack of interest in 

the careers of Black employees. HR Managers lacked the diversity and inclusion expertise 

required to address racial discrimination in career progression and contributed to poor HR 

policy and practice outcomes for Black employees. 

 
The study revealed that race is the dominant factor that shapes the careers of Black employees 

and has resulted in an ethnicity career progression gap and racialised workplace cultures. Racial 

discrimination was an accepted part of organisational culture and Black employees faced 

sanctions for challenging discrimination. Consequently, this research reveals a chasm between 

organisationally espoused commitments to racial diversity and the lived experience of Black 

employees, which has far-reaching implications for achieving racial equality in the workplace. 

This research posits that practice improvement in career progression for Black employees must 

centre their lived experience and that not adopting this approach prohibits organisations from 

achieving racial diversity at senior levels. 
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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

 
BAME A term used to describe people belonging to Black Asian and Minority Ethnic 

backgrounds. (Non-White communities in the UK). 

 

BLM Black Lives Matter 

 

CRT Critical Race Theory 

 

ECU Equality Challenge Unit 

 

D&I Diversity and Inclusion teams or departments within organisations and the field 

of expertise to which this relates. 

 

EHRC Equality and Human Rights Commission 

 

HEI Higher Education Institution 

 

HR Human Resources 

 

HRM Human Resource Management 

 

LGBTQ Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transgender Queer or Questioning 
 

  

 GLOSSARY OF TERMS USED 

 
Afro-Diasporic – A globalised notion of Blackness, global Black community, and global Black 

identity. The term diaspora as used here, describes the experiences of people who, through 

slavery, colonialism, imperialism, and migration, have been forced to leave their native lands. 

 
Agency – In social science, agency is the capacity of individuals to act independently and to 

make their own free choices. By contrast, structure is those factors of influence (such as social 

class, religion, gender, ethnicity, ability, customs, etc.) that determine or limit an agent and his 

or her decisions. 

 
Black Ceiling – Comprises complex attitudinal and organisational barriers that constrain Afro- 

Diasporic/ Black and Ethnic Minority people from rising to senior leadership. 

 
Cultural Capital – The skills and knowledge which an individual can draw on to give them 

an advantage in social life. 
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Cultural Exclusion – Practices that affirm the superiority of one cultural group over others 

and either excludes those others from full and equal participation or allows inclusion, but only 

to the degree that the participants give up the practices that are basic to their identity in favour 

of those of the ruling culture. 

 
Habitus – Refers to the physical embodiment of cultural capital, to the deeply ingrained habits, 

skills, and dispositions that we possess due to our life experiences. The phrase was introduced 

by Bourdieu. 

 
Intersectionality – A theory which considers that the various aspects of humanity, such as 

class, race, sexual orientation, disability and gender, do not exist separately from each other, 

but are complexly interwoven, and that their relationships are essential to an understanding of 

the human condition. 

 

Lifeworld – The world of lived experience inhabited by people as conscious beings, and 

incorporating the way in which phenomena (events, objects, emotions) appear to people in their 

conscious experience or everyday life. 

 
Lived experience – Describes, in the context of this research, the first-hand accounts and 

observations of living as a member of a minority or oppressed group. 

 
Microaggression – The everyday verbal, non-verbal, and environmental slights, snubs or 

insults, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory or negative 

messages to target persons based solely upon their marginalised group membership. 

 
Post-racial – Denoting or relating to a period or society in which racial prejudice and 

discrimination no longer exist. 

 
Social Capital – Social relationships that have productive benefits. Social capital is a form of 

economic and cultural capital in which social networks are central; transactions are marked by 

reciprocity, trust, and cooperation; and market agents produce goods and services not mainly 

for themselves, but for a common good.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_class
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Race_(human_categorization)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sexual_orientation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disability
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gender
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_condition
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 
1.1 Introduction 

 
The purpose of this study is to understand the impact of workplace culture on the career 

progression of Black employees in public sector institutions. Many people believe that racism 

is disappearing in modern Britain and that class is more of a limiting issue than race. However, 

by every social indicator, racism continues to impact negatively upon Black people (Delgado 

and Stefancic, 2017; Office for National Statistics, 2020b; Public Health England, 2020; 

Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2020; Business in the Community, 2020c). This can be seen in the 

outcomes of career progression of Black people in the UK. The underrepresentation of visible 

ethnic minorities at senior leadership levels has been an issue for public sector institutions in 

the UK for a significant period (Atkinson, 2010; Randle et al., 2015). This study draws on the 

lived experiences of Black employees to provide insights into the factors which contribute to 

underrepresentation and seeks to identify policy and practice proposals in relation to Human 

Resource Management, Diversity and Inclusion Leadership. 

 
Large public sector institutions have made varying levels of progress in enabling employees 

from all backgrounds to progress, but progress remains slow or stagnant for Black and Minority 

Ethnic (BAME) employees (Eagly and Carli, 2007; Kalra et al., 2009; Miller, 2016; Begum 

and Saini, 2019). Whilst public sector employers espouse to be equal opportunity employers, 

there has been little positive change in the representation of BAME employees over the past 

decade (Business in the Community, 2020b). This research will examine a cross-section of 

Black professionals across the public sector to understand the individual experiences of career 

progression to provide insights to further understand these phenomena. 

 
The Race at Work Charter: One Year On (2019) report from Business in the Community 

presents the findings of 108 employers who disclosed their organisations’ current progress 

against the five Race Charter principles. The report (2019:7) revealed the limited progress 

against the five calls to action: 

 
84% of employers have a senior Race Champion. However, only 41% of employers have targets 

to increase the racial diversity of their boards and executive teams. 63% of employers monitor 

data on pay and ethnicity; however, only 31% of employers publish their ethnicity pay gap. 



13 
 

97% of employers have a clear zero-tolerance policy on racial harassment and bullying, but 

only 45% of employers have commissioned a review into bullying and harassment in the 

workplace. 50% of employers ensure that performance objectives of their board and senior 

team include action on race. However, only 21% of managers have a diversity performance 

objective to facilitate the development and progression of ethnic minority talent in their teams. 

80% of board members and executives are engaged in reverse/two-way mentoring and 53% of 

board members or senior teams sponsor talented ethnic minority employees. 

 

These findings indicate that workplace racial discrimination, bias, inequality, and the links to 

career progression are low down on the priority list for corporate leadership and Human 

Resources (HR) teams, assuming they appear on the list at all. A further Business in the 

Community report, Ensuring Inclusive Working Cultures – What Really Works? (2020), 

recommended that organisations focus on activities to promote inclusion, inclusive leadership 

behaviour, diversity communication and fair process, as well as on confronting non-inclusive 

behaviour. However, from the findings above it does not appear that successful inclusive and 

fair processes have been adopted by organisations. 

 
Given the high proportion of Black employees working in the public sector, their low levels of 

senior representation, and the scale of the ethnicity pay gap, it is important to understand the 

factors driving the stagnation of positive movement in the career progression for this group of 

employees from a practice perspective. Further, understanding why the public sector equality 

duty, which requires public sector organisations to reflect on whether their policies adversely 

impact on employees who are safeguarded within the Equality Act (2010), has not changed the 

career lag of Black employees which is a key motivation for carrying out this research. 

 
In 2020, the Black Lives Matter protests resulted in many organisations rapidly hiring Diversity 

and Inclusion Leads to review their strategies around race. This highlighted the sense that there 

was a practice shortfall in this crucial area. From a philosophical perspective, this research is 

situated within the historical context of the perceptions, treatment, and integration of the Black 

population in the UK. The positioning within this context is significant, as the history and 

legacy of the Black population, from slavery to imperialism to colonialism to modern day 

racism and xenophobia, shape the experience of Black people in the UK. The role of institutions 

historically and the stance taken regarding race has long-lasting repercussions for the 

inequalities still experienced in the workplace. 
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The evolution of race relations and the resultant legislative changes are critical contextual 

information. Illuminating the historical context seeks to enunciate the legacy effects upon both 

the White indigenous population and the Black populations within the UK. This understanding 

is central in terms of how interactions, systems and perceptions are structured and acted upon 

every day by institutions and workplaces. Workplaces are microcosms of society and, 

therefore, the historical context and societal views and practices cannot be ignored. A need to 

understand the role of HR and Diversity and Inclusion practice in relation to the career 

progression of Black employees is also a driver for this research. 

 

This research is important as there is a paucity of research in this field and extant theorising 

focuses on the lack of progression of Black and Minority Ethnic employees as a homogenous 

group. Consequently, there is little research that examines the lived experience of Black 

employees as a distinct and separate entity. It is argued that this phenomenon should be 

explored, as the career progression experience of Black employees is different to other groups 

of employees due to anti-Black racism. It is further contended that this manifests in 

institutional, structural, systemic racism and Whiteness. As such, it is less likely that workplace 

practices in relation to an inclusive culture, Human Resource Management (HRM) policy and 

equality diversity and inclusion can mitigate the impact of discrimination in relation to Black 

employees’ career progression unless the complexity of this phenomenon is understood. The 

researcher’s positionality is discussed next. 

 
 

1.2 Researchers positionality 

 

The researcher is an HR director with diversity and inclusion expertise, I am also a woman of 

colour who has struggled in the career pipeline. As such it will be important for me at certain 

points in the thesis to introduce reflective observations and notes. Reflectiveness involves 

examining my attitudes, thoughts, judgements and practices during the research process to find 

meaning and understand how this may influence my positionality. Through this study, I am 

seeking to comprehend the cultural practices which Black professionals encounter and to 

understand if there are similarities or differences amongst those lived experiences.
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1.3 Theoretical foundations of the research 

 

The theoretical framework for this thesis is based upon three overarching pillars emanating 

from the academic literature. Firstly, the importance of the lived experience of Black 

employees, secondly the link between race and career progression and thirdly the intersection 

between Human Resource Management and Diversity and Inclusion in the workplace. The 

lived experience is central to reconciling some of the challenges academic researchers have 

surfaced in the literature regarding enabling agency and voice. 

 

The literature on race and career progression in the UK in relation to Black employees as a 

distinct social group, is sparse and, therefore, this study adds to the literature on this topic. The 

research is also seeking to further understand the impact of race on career progression. The 

intersection between Human Resource Management and Diversity and Inclusion is critical as 

the tensions in this area contribute to the career progression experiences of Black employees. 

The theoretical position espouses that these three pillars impact the career outcomes of Black 

professionals and will be viewed through the sensitising lens of critical race theory, as 

illustrated in the sensitising conceptual framework below. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
FIG. 1: SENSITISING CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 
The lived 

experience 

Critical Race Theory 

 

 

 

Career outcome 

of Black 

professionals 

 
Relationship between 

race and career 

progression 

 
Intersection of 
HRM and D&I 

approach 
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Critical Race Scholars are interested in the way power interacts with race and racism from a 

transformational perspective that takes account of history, economics, and self-interest 

(Delgado and Stefancic, 2017). From this perspective, the researcher intends to examine the 

current concepts and theories within the literature and develop a theoretical understanding of 

how this relates to current and future practice. 

 
To operationalise this research and contextualise the theoretical foundations, the aim and 

objectives are discussed next. 

 
 

1.4 Study aim and objectives 

 
 

The aim of this study is to provide insights into the lived experiences of Black professionals 

working in the public sector and the impact that workplace culture has on their career 

progression. It is projected that obtaining these insights will establish a deeper understanding 

of the unique Black experience of career progression, as opposed to viewing Black Asian and 

Minority Ethnic (BAME) employees as one homogenous group. Further, the intention is to 

establish the impact of race on career progression and surface the intersection of HR policy and 

practice in relation to diversity and inclusion. 

To address the research aim, the four objectives of this study are: 

 
 

1. To understand the lived experience of Black employees. 

 
 

2. To ascertain whether organisational culture in public sector institutions impacts on 

Black employees’ career progression in relation to their race. 

 
3. To understand the intersection between Human Resource Management and Equality 

and Diversity policy and practice in the workplace. 

 

4. To understand the impact of racism, in all its manifestations, on the career 

progression experience of Black employees from their perspective. 

 

Through these objectives, it is envisaged that the researcher will be able to conceptualise the 

broader organisational culture being experienced and reinforced through practice and policy. 
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This study is seeking to examine the career progression experience of Black professionals and 

their personal constructs of the impact of workplace culture on their career. 

 

1.5 Approach of this research 

 
 

To achieve the research aim and objectives and to answer the research question, the study will 

focus on Black professionals with public sector work experience, specifically at middle and 

senior managerial level. The research will be positioned within the historical context of 

immigration waves and integration; manifestations of racism; Whiteness; workplace culture 

and the intersection of Human Resource Management and Equality Diversity and Inclusion 

policy and practice. 

 
The approach to the research will be first to conduct a comprehensive literature review based 

upon the research question and the research aim and objectives. Constructivist grounded theory 

will be used as a methodology to collect data and develop the conceptual framework. The 

research will be carried out with a focus on lived experiences and co-production with 

participants, using critical race theory as a sensitising lens. 

 
The grounded theory coding process will enable the researcher to carry out interviews,     

complete memos at the moment and code the data using an iterative and simultaneous process 

until theory saturation is reached. Theoretical data will then be coded into themes for analysis. 

The findings will be presented in the form of excerpts, anecdotes and stories that enable sense- 

making of the lived experience and, in so doing, build upon theoretical developments. The 

researcher will then discuss the results and draw conclusions linking the findings with the 

literature review to answer the research question and add to the knowledge in this important 

area. 

 
 

1.6 Organisation of the thesis 

 
The study is comprised of 6 chapters. Following this introduction, the literature review chapter 

explores the historical context of Black people in the UK, racial theories and racism, workplace 

culture, diversity models and concepts and gaps in the literature. Next, the methodology and 

methods chapter articulates the methodology used, including the research paradigm, and 

discusses the research design and data collection and analysis methods. Thereafter, the findings 
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and analysis chapter explores the emergent themes and key findings from the research, along 

with the reflective element. The study then moves to the discussion chapter which explores the 

main findings of the research in the context of the literature. The final chapter articulates the 

key research gaps and theoretical contributions to the literature, the conclusions of the research, 

including the contribution to practice, limitations, implications for further research, as well as 

practice recommendations for the public sector. 

 
The literature review chapter follows and discusses the body of literature and studies reviewed.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 
2.1 Introduction 

 
In this chapter, the career progression challenges for Black employees in the workplace and the 

historical, migration and present-day issues are investigated in the literature. The topical issues 

of Coronavirus and Black Lives Matter are also discussed (see 2.5). Subsequently, the critical 

race theory and the manifestations of racism and Whiteness are explored. Lastly, workplace 

culture is examined, previous studies in relation to the career progression of Black employees 

and then the impact of Human Resources and Equality Diversity and Inclusion approaches to 

career progression. The aim of this chapter is to review the literature impacting upon career 

progression as well as to gain an understanding of what can militate against progression barriers 

in the UK. From this position, the review seeks to identify the gaps in our understanding and 

the implications for research and practice development. The first section of the literature review 

illuminates the challenge of Black employee representation in the UK workplace. 

 

2.2 Black employee representation in the UK workplace 

 
2.2.1 Representation and progression of BAME employees 

 
The term BAME (Black Asian and Minority Ethnic) is used to describe non-white employees, 

however where cited authors use the term BME, the original term will be used. The term Black 

is used to refer to people of Black African, Black Caribbean and Black British heritage. The 

term People of Colour refers to people who are non-white. Whilst the term BAME is 

commonplace, this study will show that it often conceals the harsher and more degrading  

experiences of Black  people. Therefore, it is important at times throughout the study to refer to 

Black people as a distinct group. BAME employee representation in leadership roles remains 

disproportionately low (Wyatt and Silvester, 2015). Whilst BAME employees make up 14% 

of the UK population (Beech et al., 2017;12), there are only 1.5% senior Black people on boards 

in the UK and there has been stagnation in the number of managers, directors, and high- ranking 

officials since 2014. Just over 1% of senior civil servants, journalists, academics, and the police 

force are Black; charity boards are 63% all-White and in politics, there are 65 BAME members 

of Parliament, an increase from 27 in 2010, but no Black Cabinet Ministers (Parker,    2016; 

Business in the Community, 2020c). 
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30% of all employees in the UK work in the public sector, specifically in public administration 

areas of education and health. This equates to the largest percentage of workers compared to 

any other sector. Black people make up 44% of this figure; higher than any other ethnic group 

(Office for National Statistics, 2020b). What these data tell us is that the Black population has 

either stagnated or gone backwards in terms of senior-level representation. This picture is 

replicated across many public sector institutions and therefore progress is consistently slow. 

The data also tell us that a significant number of Black people work in the public sector and 

the workplace culture within these organisations requires further scrutiny. 

 
Only 62.8% of BAME people are employed in contrast to 75.6% of White workers, 

representing a gap of over 12 percentage points (McGregor-Smith, 2017). Further, BAME 

employees are more likely to have professional qualifications, but White employees are more 

likely to be promoted. These findings resonate with the Race at Work: Black Voices Report 

(2020), authored by Business in the Community, which found that a high proportion of White 

employees worked in all-White teams and despite Black employees being more likely to have 

higher qualifications and to feel that career progression was important, this did not translate 

into promotion or progression in corresponding numbers. These findings indicate persistent 

bias in policy and practice at key stages of the employment and career journey. The report also 

found that Black employees relied more on recruitment agencies but were less likely to feel 

these agencies treated them fairly. This suggests recruitment agencies are playing a crucial role 

in enabling bias and discrimination in hiring practices. 

 
The prospective benefit to the British economy from the full representation of BAME 

employees in the workforce through increased employability and promotion is projected to be 

£24 billion per annum, which denotes 1.3% of the GDP (McGregor-Smith, 2017). However, 

the research shows that the business case approach of articulating how much the economy could 

be boosted by tackling discrimination issues has not been a sufficient driver for change and 

therefore a different approach is needed. 

 
The McGregor-Smith review (Race in the Workplace, 2017:3) considered the issues affecting 

BAME groups in the UK workplace and found ‘discrimination and bias at every stage of an 

individual’s career and even before it begins. From networks to recruitment and then in the 

workforce’. The McGregor-Smith Review one year on (Business in the Community, 2018) 

presents the one-year review of how British organisations are delivering in relation to the 
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proposed actions detailed in the 2017 review and little progress is identified. 

 
The report of the Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities (2021) concluded that location, 

family connections, socioeconomic background, culture, and religion all have more influence 

on life chances than racism and racial injustice. These conclusions are considered controversial 

and could be seen to continue the pattern of racism denial in the UK (Royal College of General 

Practitioners, 2021) and are offensive to Black and Minority Ethnic people facing daily 

discrimination. The report has been condemned by UN Human Rights advocates who surfaced 

the intention to normalise white supremacy and a further 20 listed stakeholders have dissociated 

themselves from its conclusions. The report has been criticised by Members of Parliament’ 

trade unions and equality campaigners as contentious, a missed opportunity for systemic 

change, ignoring the lived experience of Black and Ethnic Minority people and downplaying 

structural racism (Guardian, 2021). There has been a lack of urgency in tackling fundamental 

discrimination and bias at the core of career progression and there are no consequences for 

failing to act. This report exacerbates the problem and means employers have little incentive or 

requirement to make changes that would address inherently biased practice, culture, and policy. 

 
McGregor-Smith (2017:9) found that BAME employees ‘tend to have unequal access to 

opportunities for development’ due to limited information. McGregor-Smith (2017:9) further 

articulated, ‘this can be made worse if progression relies on opaque or informal processes; if 

there is a lack of senior BME role models or mentors; or if there is a gap between equality and 

diversity policies and practice in the workplace’. The report shows that White British people 

have a disproportionate advantage in entering the workplace. 

 
A report by the Runnymede Trust (2017:6) shows ‘that BME women face multiple 

disadvantages, including sexism and racism in the labour market, discrimination, and bias at 

every stage of the recruitment process - during the evaluation of CVs and application forms, at 

the interview stage and once in post’. The report concluded that blind CVs are not helpful, 

equality policies in the workplace are not working and that structural racism, manifested itself 

in the collective effects of personal prejudice, and is acted out in the workplace (Runnymede 

Trust, 2017). The Lammy report (2017) found widespread disparities in the treatment of BAME 

people throughout the criminal justice system and asserted that employment was the foundation 

for a law-abiding life and thus the key to reform for any offender. These reports highlight the 

continued inequality that pervades British society. 
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In line with these findings, more than a third of the UK’s leading listed organisations are on 

track to miss the recommended Parker Report (2016) target of employing a minimum of one 

director from a BAME community by 2021 (Parker, 2020). Data disclosed by the Parker review 

(2020), showed that 37 per cent of leading organisations in the FTSE 100 employed zero non- 

White board members. Further, early findings from a Green Park (2021) report revealed that, 

for the first time in a 6-year period of analysis, there were no Black Chief Executives or Chief 

Finance Officers in the FTSE 100 either. The boardrooms of FTSE 250 organisations were 

much more unrepresentative, the finding revealed 69% of businesses had no directors of colour 

(Parker, 2020; Kinder, 2020). Whilst this research is centred on the public sector; it is crucial 

to understand the context of workplace racial diversity patterns across the UK, as this speaks 

not only to societal norms but also is reflective of the fact that staff move between sectors. 

 

2.2.2 The BAME pay gap 

 
One of the most debated topics in organisational discrimination has focused on the disparity in 

pay between ethnic minorities and White staff in the UK. This has led to the development of 

the ethnicity pay gap measurement (McGregor-Smith, 2017). The Trade Union Congress 

(TUC) identified that Black employees were subject to a widening pay gap in comparison to 

White employees (Eddo-Lodge, 2018). The McGregor-Smith (2017) review’s recommendation 

to publish ethnicity pay gaps is still currently under government consideration (Byrne et al., 

2020) despite this being a government-commissioned report, which was produced four years 

ago. 

 
An EHRC report entitled ‘Is Britain Fairer?’ (2015) found ‘that the pay gap between all Black, 

Asian and minority ethnic workers with degrees compared to White graduates was 10.3%. The 

worst affected were Black graduates who earned, on average, 23.1% less than their White 

counterparts. Black workers with A levels earned 11.4% less than their White peers’ (in 

Downie, 2019:4). A further EHRC report entitled ‘Pay Gaps Research: The Ethnicity Pay Gap’ 

(2017) ‘concluded that broadly speaking, in the period 1993-2014 there has been little 

narrowing of ethnic pay gaps and for some groups they have actually increased, particularly 

among men’ (in Downie, 2019:3). 

 

The Ethnic Minority pay gap in London is 21.7%, Black employees earn, on average, 9% less 

than White employees in the UK (Office for National Statistics, 2018). However, ‘in 2018, 

BAME employees in the public sector in London, an area with one-third non-White population, 
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were paid up to 37.5% less than their White colleagues’ (Seifert and Wang, 2018:653). Despite 

an emphasis on equality and diversity and organisational compliance with equality legislation, 

huge inequalities and disparities pervade the labour market in terms of salaries, recruitment, 

and promotions (Parks-Yancy, 2006; Avery, 2011; Ossenkop et al., 2015; Bhopal, 2018). 

Tackling race discrimination requires government intervention through legislation and cultural 

change and measures taken to date have proved to be inadequate (ACAS, 2006; CIPD, 2017). 

Moreover, these measures have been found to ‘ignore the power imbalance between individual 

employees and employers’ (Wang and Seifert, 2018:2). BAME employees believe that 

discrimination stagnates their career progression (CIPD, 2017) and McGregor-Smith’s (2017) 

solution of increasing representation has been criticised for being outdated (Wang and Seifert, 

2018). 

 
It is argued that widespread discrimination and racism pervade the UK workplace (McGregor-

Smith 2017; Wang and Seifert, 2018) and are the reason for an ethnicity pay gap and the paucity 

of Black employees in leadership roles in the UK (McGregor-Smith 2017). This resonates with 

the findings of a study by Wang and Seifert (2020:660), which discerned that ‘BAME staff had 

a significantly lower perception of fair pay and a management-supported equal work 

environment’, than their White colleagues. 

 
Racial discrimination has been a focus of successive governments’ legislation, ‘with a long 

series of Acts dating back to 1965 designed to curb discrimination and promote good race 

relations’ (Heath and DiStasio, 2019:1775). Whilst the Equality Act (2010) evolved equalities 

legislation, it also amalgamated racial discrimination with eight other protected characteristics. 

In some ways, this could be considered as watering down of legislation as it relates to race and 

has proved unhelpful, resulting in the Act not keeping up to date with modern manifestations 

of racism (Heath and Di Stasio, 2019; Miller, 2020a). The Act is rooted in the notion of blatant 

acts of discrimination and, according to Heath and Di Stasio (2019) and Miller (2020a), fails 

to recognise microaggressions, selective incivilities and structural racism. Whilst the Equality 

Act (2010) renders discrimination illegal on the basis of an individual or group’s race or 

ethnicity, Miller (2020a:1922) asserts that the ‘Act could be regarded as both a key and a lock, 

or as an instrument that promotes or encourages greater access to opportunities’, although it 

offered ‘no guarantee of better or different outcomes’, which is compounded by ‘the 

government’s failure to implement systems to monitor how educational institutions 

demonstrate their race equality duty’ (Miller, 2020a:1922). To address contemporaneous racial 

discrimination at work, the Act requires significant and urgent updating (Miller, 2020a). 
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2.2.3 Gender vs. race pay disparity and actions 

 
Due to inadequate primary legislation, achieving justice through the employment tribunal 

system for an ethnicity-based pay claim is challenging (Downie, 2019). Redress for gender pay 

cases are more advanced than ethnicity pay claims due to the extended time limit available to 

submit a complaint, the opportunity to use pay comparators, the civil court options, the ability to 

compile evidence to prove a claim and the ‘introduction of the pay audit remedy and the pay 

disclosure provisions’ (Downie, 2019:24). These advantages improve the chance of a successful 

gender pay claim. Therefore, a ‘consistent legislative regime based on sound theoretical 

principles should be applied to all equality pay claims, taking the best from each system to 

ensure a level playing field’ (Downie, 2019:20). 

 
The bias towards gender rather than ethnicity pay claims means that Black men are less likely 

to be successful in lodging ethnicity-based pay claims and Black women must choose to raise 

a gender-based pay claim and thus forfeit the racial discrimination elements of their claim or 

submit an ethnicity-based claim and risk the legal hurdles that lie ahead. With less chance of 

success, it is off-putting for Black employees to raise ethnicity-based pay claims despite clear 

evidence of the widespread practice of paying Black employees less for work of equal value 

(Sahraoui, 2020). Currently, racial discrimination legislation worryingly ‘remains equated with 

racist intentions of the perpetrator and cases tend to revolve around proving or dismissing racist 

intentions’ (Sahraoui, 2020:85-86). 

 
It remains easy for perpetrators to claim they were unaware of how the discriminatory action 

was received and therefore race discrimination cases have unlikely chances of success (Hinger 

and Schweitzer, 2020). With few consequences in the workplace or in a court of law, 

discrimination against Black employees can flourish in the UK workplace. 

 
The next section will set out how the historical context has featured in constructing the narrative 

and handling of Black people in society to gain an understanding of how this phenomenon is 

replicated in the workplace.
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2.3 Historical context 

 
It is important to use a historical lens to unravel the research context because it offers richer 

insights into the experiences and political landscape relating to ethnic diversity. Using this 

conceptual frame, we can ask the question, why does senior level representation of Black people 

in the workplace remain so low? Further, a critical race theory (CRT) perspective would argue 

that revisionist history is required to evidence the often-suppressed lived experience of Black 

people. 

 
Historically, people of colour and their descendants have lived in the UK for close to 500 years. 

In the 17th and 18th centuries, a large volume of Black people was forcibly sent to the UK as 

domestic slaves (Fryer, 1984). They worked ‘as servants in the households of the aristocracy 

and wealthy merchants, either based in Britain or connected in some way to the West Indies or 

to parts of North America’ (Chater, 2010:4). Whilst the eighteenth century is ‘effectively the 

period of the British slave trade’ (Chater, 2010:3), some Black people travelled to Britain freely 

and stayed (Fryer, 1984). This historic overview serves as a reminder that Black people are not 

new arrivals but have been present in the UK for hundreds of years. However, this history 

clearly demonstrates the power relationship that existed many years ago and the evolution of 

the presence of the Black population from one of servitude to freedom to demanding social 

justice and equality. 

 
In the 1940s, sociologists began to explore integration of people of colour into British society 

(Rush, 2007). By the 1960s, through far-reaching studies of Black people in Britain, 

sociologists forged the beginnings of UK race relations field (Little, 1948; Richmond, 1954; 

Banton, 1959; Glass, 1960; Patterson, 1963). Prior to the 1970s, people of colour in Britain 

were not deemed a noteworthy aspect of British society (Scobie, 1972; Shyllon, 1992; Rush, 

2007). This timeline is of interest as up until the 1970s, little was documented regarding the 

integration of ethnic minorities in the UK. The fact that BAME people were viewed as 

insignificant up until this juncture could be considered critical in relation to the treatment of 

BAME people receive in the UK today. 

 
People from West Africa, the Caribbean and people from other parts of the Commonwealth 

supported British forces in Europe including working in munitions factories during World War 

II. Following World War II, throughout the 1940s and 1950s, Britain had a labour shortage 
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which resulted in low paid manual labour and/ or menial roles going unfilled. After 

unsuccessfully trying to recruit European workers, the British government invited people from 

the Black Commonwealth to carry out these jobs (Fryer, 1984). Commonwealth citizens were 

entitled to settle in the UK until the 1960s. Black people emigrated from Western parts of Africa 

to work in the Capital (Williams, 2015). A key juncture in the increase of ethnic minorities from 

the Commonwealth to Britain was the arrival, in 1948, of nearly 500 people from the Caribbean 

on a former troopship called Empire Windrush, and in the 1950s, London Transport 

commenced hiring employees directly in Barbados (Fryer, 1984). This historical reference is 

of significance as there is a narrative that suggests that Black and Ethnic minority people came 

to the UK to exploit the countries welfare and housing resources (see 2.4.) when, in reality, they 

were invited to the UK to fill a labour shortage and were incentivised to immigrate. 

 
Whilst Caribbean migrants were newly arrived in the United Kingdom in the post-war period, 

they were already acquainted   with   Britishness   and   adopted    the    ethnoracial    identity    

of    Black British (Rush, 2007). Skin colour and former nationality meant most White British 

people however viewed Caribbean migrants as foreigners, a view shared by ‘early sociologists, 

for whom the ‘defining characteristic of West Indians was their status as dark strangers’ (Gilroy 

and Wilmore, 2021:12). This reflection provides an insight into the paradox of being invited to 

a country with open arms, but upon arrival being made to feel they did not belong due to the 

colour of their skin. 

 
The post-war settlement of African and Caribbean people was met with prejudice and resulted 

in calls to restrict immigration. Legislation was then enacted in the 1960s to curb immigration. 

Notwithstanding this, there were further expansions of immigration to the UK from West 

Africa in the 1980s and from East Africa in the 1970s and 1990s (Williams, 2015). The 

experience of Africans and Caribbeans in the UK was difficult and work opportunities were 

largely restricted to unskilled or semi-skilled hard labour until the 1970s (Williams, 2015).   

 
Despite being sought after for their hard work, Black and Asian people were frequently the 

targets of racism and discrimination whilst at work. New migrants from the Commonwealth 

accepted lower status jobs than they had enjoyed in their home countries, unaware of trade 

unions and employment law (Sivanandan, 1982). Later many Black and Asian workers joined 

unions, particularly in the public sector. However, there were also several strikes by people of 

colour through the 1960s and 1970s that were not supported by the trade union movement and 
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received little coverage from the UK media (Millington, 2011). This reference point illuminates 

that BAME employees have historically been singled out for worse terms, conditions and 

treatment, thus highlighting the historically exploitative nature of BAME labour in the UK. 

 
Racism towards Black people in the UK was pervasive during this period and they were deemed 

as uncivilised, backwards people, subordinate to White people (Fryer, 1984). Caribbean and 

African communities tended to be concentrated in UK cities (Peach, 1998). According to 

Rush (2007), academics and historians ignored distinctive ethnoracial backgrounds and 

amalgamated the experience of all People of Colour together. Rush (2007) argues this was true 

to some degree because, amongst the UK population, skin colour often acted as a marker for 

blatant discrimination (Rush, 2007). The practice of grouping BAME people together persists, 

and it could be argued that it does not recognise the unique experience        of different ethnicities. 

 

To deal with issues of racial tensions, the Race Relations Act (1965) was enacted which 

addressed racial discrimination in public places; it was replaced by the Race Equality Act of 

1976 which extended the remit to cover employment and housing and created the Commission 

for Racial Equality. This legislation was subsequently subsumed into the Equality Act (2010), 

which covers a range of protected characteristics, including race. This problematic co-location 

of race with eight other protected characteristics was highlighted in the previous section. 

 
Abbas (2020:18) asserts that the legacy of Black Britons is symbolised by ‘their exclusion from 

structural advantages’ and not being treated as full citizens, and that Whiteness ‘needs to 

embrace a politics of discomfort to unsettle the seat of White privilege’. This proposition is 

supported by a proportion of the literature, which demonstrates that it is inconsequential for 

organisations to take little or no action to address discrimination and bias. The defence of a 

White identity started to emerge largely in response to BAME people becoming progressively 

noticeable in London during the 1950s (Millington, 2011). De-industrialisation occurred in the 

1970s with the result of many unskilled populations becoming unemployed – a disadvantage 

which was accompanied by racism in the employment market (Fryer, 1984). BAME people 

were largely seen as disposable labour, as a consequence. 

 
Caribbean and African workers were the first to be laid off if there was not enough work, this led 

to racial tensions and more concentrated policing. A flashpoint of this were the 1981 Brixton 

riots which resulted in an official inquiry led by Lord Scarman. Violence in the capital city of  
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   the UK was a wake- up call for politicians (Millington, 2011). 

 

This section looked at the historical context of Black people in the UK to provide a narrative 

of the societal response to their arrival, prejudicial treatment and other experiences that have 

shaped the current position. The evolution of equalities legislation has also been discussed. The 

study now moves to examine the immigration and integration landscape. 

 

2.4 Immigration and integration 

 
The literature centred on immigration and integration demonstrates that widespread 

discrimination in the labour market shapes the pattern of access and exclusion (Platt and Nandi, 

2020). Li and Heath (2020) found that ethnic minorities in the UK experience ethnic penalties 

and unemployment scarring, which places them at higher risk of job loss. Differences in the 

employment of non-White groups are substantial and nuanced; however, there is a lack of 

successful policy action to address ethnic inequalities (Byrne et al., 2020). This picture 

continues to build the narrative of indifference to tackling inequalities that blights the lives of 

Black Asian and Minority Ethnic people. This speaks to the notion that, if the issues do not 

impact White people, there is little interest in tackling them. As such the literature thus far has 

demonstrated that action to address racial inequality has only been taken as a last resort because 

of a flashpoint, outpouring or protest. 

 
There continue to be heightened tensions regarding immigration, principally in the 

concentrations of progressive capitalism (Millington, 2011). On 23rd June 2016, the UK held 

a referendum which led to the decision to exit the European Union. The Brexit referendum 

culminated in ‘multiple racisms’ being ‘evoked by the Leave campaign to secure Britain’s exit 

from the European Union’, including racialised ‘nationalism of a ‘White England’ whose state 

and resources were threatened by White Eastern and Central Europeans and Black and Brown 

migrants’ (Narayan, 2019:959). These notions are not new but demonstrate the tensions 

underlying the integration, or lack thereof, of non-White citizens who are viewed as outsiders 

who exploit welfare, housing and generally take more than they give (Narayan, 2019). This 

racialised political fearmongering is frequently used to stoke anxieties in the majority 

population and proves to be a reliable vote-winner every time (Narayan, 2019). 

 
To draw on these tensions, a significant proportion of Vote Leave campaigners signalled that 

the referendum was about controlling immigration.  Former UK Independence party leader 
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and Member of the European Parliament Nigel Farage stated that ‘mass immigration is still 

hopelessly out of control and set to get worse if we remain inside the EU’. (BBC News, 2016a). 

Comparable assertions were made by Vote Leave campaigner Gisela Stuart (BBC News, 

2016a) who stated that ‘voting to remain meant that there would be “no control” over migration 

from the EU, no matter how great the pressure on schools, hospitals and housing becomes, or 

how much wages in our poorest communities are pushed down’. Prominent pro- leave 

campaigner, then Foreign Secretary and now Prime Minister, Boris Johnson, said that exiting 

the European Union was the only means to curb mass immigration (BBC News, 2016a). 

 
It is no coincidence that after the decision to leave the European Union was announced, a spate 

of xenophobic attacks and incidents swept the UK (Komaromi and Singh, 2016). As well as 

targeting White Europeans, a sharp increase in racist hate crime was levelled towards long- 

standing former Commonwealth citizens (Virdee and McGeever, 2018). It became clear that 

some British people felt that the vote to leave the EU permitted them to act out racist views and 

beliefs, ‘The EU referendum result has perhaps emboldened racists by leading them to believe 

that the majority agree with their views on immigration and legitimising such public 

expressions of hatred’ (The Guardian, 2016). 

 
Benson and Lewis (2019) undertook a study to understand what Brexit means to British People 

of Colour living in eight of the 27 EU countries and found that the Brexit referendum brought 

racism and xenophobia to the surface in a manner that was sanctioned by the state. ‘What has 

transpired in Britain since the Leave campaign won has only shown how easily the veneer of 

civility and conviviality can be peeled back to reveal the virulence of racism and xenophobia 

seething under the skin of British social life’ (Khalili, 2017:253). The responses highlighted 

the ‘longstanding exclusionary operations of Britishness, by which People of Colour are denied 

the right to belong’ in a Britain embedded by structural and systemic racism and contend that 

for British people of colour, racial exclusion, discrimination, and racism are ‘business as usual’ 

(Benson and Lewis, 2019:2228). It could be concluded from Benson and Lewis (2019) that 

there is an underlying narrative that Black people should only operate on the fringes and 

margins of society and should be grateful they are here; racism and discrimination should be 

accepted, and they should not complain because the UK is better than where they came  from. 

The notion of belittling, othering and indifference towards Black populations was brought to 

the fore when the Windrush scandal first came to light in 2014, whereby it transpired that 

thousands of established Caribbean born British residents were treated as illegal immigrants 

and denied the right to work, benefits or health care. Several Black residents were improperly 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-eu-referendum-36392341
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apprehended or even deported from the UK. Campaigners raised concerns with the Home Office 

but were met with denial (Webber and Edmond-Pettitt, 2018). It is argued that ‘actions of the 

government in trying to deport Black Caribbean people whose citizenship was called into 

question due to governmental conspiracy or incompetency was but the sharp end of a 

continuum’ of the racialisation of Black people through historic oppression (Reddie, 2020:81), 

suggesting the existence of a stealth approach to targeting Black populations that were viewed 

as dispensable and powerless. 

In April 2018, escalating protests over the Windrush scandal by anti-racist campaigners and 

victims forced Conservative Home Secretary Amber Rudd to resign. However, the approach 

of racially profiling a seemingly easy target of random individual Black people and quietly 

removing them from the country in the dead of night spectacularly backfired (Reddie, 2020). 

The furore and sense of outrage of ordinary British people in the UK in response to the 

government’s desire to deport established Caribbean immigrants galvanised the media and 

action groups in a positive way. Reddie (2020:81) asserts that the ‘virulently racist treatment 

meted out to Black people of the Windrush generation’ is even more revolting because ‘it 

exacerbates the already pernicious nature of being othered in a nation that often wants to 

exemplify homogeneity and sameness’ causing Black people to ‘remain at the bottom of the 

socio-economic ladder’. The response to this inequality was strengthened by universal 

condemnation in the face of blatant racially motivated immigration practices, as shown above. 

Brexit and Windrush provide pertinent insights into the othering of Black people in the UK and 

the antecedents of treatment as it relates to integration and the construction of identity. This 

phenomenon further manifested in the Black Lives Matter Movement and COVID-19 

pandemic which will be discussed next. 

 

 

2.5 Black Lives Matter and COVID-19 

 
The shocking George Floyd murder in May 2020 by a White police officer in the USA ‘sparked 

global protests in support of Black Lives Matter’ (Joseph–Salisbury et al., 2020:21), however 

Joseph–Salisbury et al. (2020:21) argue that ‘police brutality is a normalised feature of the 

African American experience’ rather than a one-off event and articulate that ‘state violence 

against Black bodies is an endemic feature of global modernity, with White supremacy (and its 

intersections with other inequalities) structuring everyday (inter)actions across the globe’. The 

groundswell of demonstrations across the world following George Floyd’s murder saw UK 
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advocates and allies emphasise racism in Britain, and ‘the UK is not innocent’ became a uniting 

mantra in response, not only to police brutality in the US, but to the ‘racisms underpinning the 

Grenfell Tower fire1, the Windrush scandal and  the unequal impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic’ (Joseph–Salisbury et al., 2020:22). The Black Lives Matter protests of 2020 in the 

UK were considered a culmination of what had gone before, years of racism in immigration 

policy, at work, and indifference to prejudicial treatment (Joseph–Salisbury et al., 2020). 

 
The #Black Lives Matter2 demonstrations throughout Britain is ‘claimed to be the largest anti- 

racist protest since the slave abolition movement’, culminating in protestors in Bristol toppling 

a statue of Edward Colston, a local philanthropist born in 1636 whose fortune was amassed on 

the back of the slave trade (Haynes, 2020:639). There have been several corporate initiatives, 

statements, apologies, and reflections on corporate connections to colonialism and the slave 

trade with Lloyds of London and Green King apologising and committing to reparations for 

slavery links. The company Aviva apologised for its connection to the slave trade; Cass 

Business School changed its name; the Bank of England apologised for slavery involvement 

of previous governors and directors and reviewed portraits of images of those involved; and 

Oxford university recommended the removal of colonialist Cecil Rhodes’ statue from Oriel 

College after years of criticism and protest (Rawlinson, 2020; Britten, 2020; Davis and 

Robertson, 2020). 

 
Whilst these responses begin to acknowledge the links to slavery and the roots of race 

inequality, they initiated reflections from these organisations’ respective Black employees 

(Gallagher et al., 2020). People of colour started to share their lived reality relating to racial 

discrimination (Safdar and Hagey, 2020). In this sense, Black employees were exposing the 

stark difference between espoused corporate diversity and inclusion approaches and the lived 

experience (Safdar and Hagey, 2020). 

 

The Black Lives Matter protests occurred during a pandemic when there were many more 

people at home than usual, able to pay attention to the injustice and brutality unfolding via their 

mobile phones. The COVID-19 pandemic further shone a light on inequality in the UK. In 

September 2020, ‘the UK had the third highest number of COVID-19 cases in the European 

Union, and the highest number of deaths of all European countries’ (European Centre for 

 
1 There were calls for institutional racism to be examined as part of the Grenfell Tower inquiry into the fire of  

2017 as the majority of residents who died were people of colour (BBC News, 2020). 
2 #BlackLivesMatter was founded in 2013 in response to the acquittal of Trayvon Martin’s murderer  

(blacklivesmatter.com)  
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Disease Prevention and Control, 2020). ‘Worldwide, the UK has the tenth highest number of 

deaths per 100,000 population’ (Johns Hopkins University, 2020 in Haynes, 2020:637). Given 

the extremely high number of cases, it is important to understand the makeup of the victims. 

 
As articulated by Haynes (2020:638), ‘although everyone is at risk of the illness, those 

experiencing multiple inequalities’ are at higher risk of contracting and dying from it (Public 

Health England, 2020). The Office for National Statistics (2020a) data uncovered that ‘the most 

deprived areas of England have suffered more than twice as many deaths from COVID-19 

compared to the more prosperous areas’ (Haynes, 2020: 638). According to Jaspal et al. (2020), 

the pandemic polarised the stark health disparities suffered by people of colour in the UK, who 

‘are at a disproportionately higher risk of COVID-19 infection and mortality and poor mental 

health’ (Jaspal et al., 2020:2). In so doing, the pandemic lifted the lid on just how divided the 

UK is along both deprivation and racial lines, with ethnic minorities and people residing in 

poor neighbourhoods being at increased risk of dying from COVID-19. 

 
Haynes (2020:638) asserts that ‘poverty interacts with race, as Black and minority ethnic 

(BAME) households in the UK are over twice as likely to live in poverty’. Butler (2020) 

proffers that BAME people are at increased risk of being unemployed and enduring adverse 

impacts caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. As such, BAME people in the UK had a 3.5 times 

higher mortality rate than White British people from COVID-19 (Institute for Fiscal Studies, 

2020; Otu et al., 2020). Accordingly, Public Health England (2020) found that ‘COVID-19 was 

more likely to be diagnosed among Black ethnic groups (486 diagnoses per 100,000 population 

among females and 649 in males) compared to White ethnic groups (220 per 100,000 in females 

and 224 in males)’ (Otu et al., 2020:2). Another concerning finding is that BAME health care 

staff are overrepresented in COVID-19 death rates (Health Service Journal, 2020). Therefore, 

Black people were more at risk of contracting and dying from COVID-19 and were at high risk 

if they worked in the NHS. 

 

The reasons were largely to do with BAME people working in front line roles, and suffering 

from underlying health conditions, poverty, along with ‘racism, and structural discrimination 

which underlie inequalities’ (Otu et al., 2020:4). Otu et al. (2020:4) state that ‘the reticulated 

links between socioeconomic indices (income, social class, occupational background, and 

educational achievement) and poorer health outcomes’ of BAME people have been amplified 

throughout the pandemic. Household income is 37% lower for Black ethnic groups (Haynes, 

2020; Office for National Statistics, 2020b). Haynes (2020) argues that for inequalities to be 
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addressed, employers should be held to account for their employment terms and fairness and 

stop relying on insecure contracts which have a link to poverty. As has been shown in section 

2.2., Black people struggle to secure roles they are qualified for and as such are overrepresented 

in front-line roles, putting them disproportionately at the coal face of contracting and dying of 

COVID-19. In this sense, inequality is literally killing Black people. 

 
The shut-down sectors most adversely impacted by COVID-19 have a significant amount of 

BAME employees, 11.5% of BAME workers compared to 12% of all workers (House of 

Commons, 2020). Within the shutdown sectors, BAME employees comprise ‘28% of the 

vulnerable jobs in the transport sector and 16% of the vulnerable jobs in the accommodation 

and food service sector’ (House of Commons, 2020:13). A BMG poll commissioned by the 

Independent (2020a) found that circa 46% of ethnic minorities’ household income decreased 

because of coronavirus, in comparison to circa 28% of White households. This includes a job 

loss rate of 15% for BAME respondents, in comparison to 8% of White British households 

(Independent, 2020a). The financial impact is likely to be long-lasting on the Black community 

and will result in further deprivation. This could, therefore, be said to compound the layers of 

detriment in terms of discrimination, health inequality and economic disparity. 

 
A Runnymede report (2020:4) confirmed that BAME people were overrepresented in ‘severe 

illness and deaths’ due to COVID-19, this was related to occupying more key worker roles, 

higher usage of public transport, residing in overcrowded and multi-generational properties, 

and being denied adequate personal protective equipment in the workplace. 

 
Having discussed low levels of representation of senior Black people in the workplace, 

historical antecedents, the immigration approach and the impact of BLM and COVID-19, the 

next section will discuss critical race theory and the manifestations of racism.
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2.6 Critical Race Theory 

 

Sections 2.2 to 2.5 showed that Black people in the UK suffer several inequality indicators 

including employment, health and immigration status. This requires a theoretical framework to 

understand how bias occurs and operates. Critical Race Theory (CRT) emerged in America in 

the 1970s to counteract and illuminate the social political and legal frameworks that created and 

reinforced structural racism, whilst acknowledging the historical and lived experience context 

(Bell, 1992; Leonardo, 2009). There was also a recognition during this time that new strategies 

and theories were required to address subtler emergent manifestations of racial discrimination 

that were growing in prevalence (Delgado and Stefancic, 2017). 

 
There are several overarching themes discernible in the theoretical framework. Firstly, CRT 

asserts that racism is an ordinary normalised way western society operates and is an everyday 

experience for Black people and that colour-blind approaches can only address the most 

obvious discrimination. Secondly, interest convergence is based upon the notion that all White 

people, rich or poor, benefit from racism. Thirdly, CRT scholars believe that the notion of race 

is created in social construction through social thought and interactions, rather than biological 

or scientific. Further, CRT scholars acknowledge intersectionality and the unique voices of 

Black people due to their history and experience of oppression. As part of this approach, 

storytelling and recounting experiences (originally focussed on racism and legal examples) 

amongst Black and Brown people is encouraged (Delgado and Stefancic, 2017). These themes 

are relevant to this study and will help to make sense of the career progression experience and 

culture within UK workplaces. 

 
CRT scholars redefined racism as not the acts of individuals, but the larger systemic 

conventions and customs that uphold and sustain oppressive group relationships, status, 

income and educational attainment. 

The definition above, as articulated by Taylor (2009:4), is pointing towards the complex, 

systemic web of discrimination at the core of western societies. According to CRT, people of 

colour ‘have historically been oppressed, distorted, ignored, silenced, destroyed, appropriated, 

commodified and marginalised – and all of this is not accidental’ (Bell, 1992: 42). The key idea 

here is that structural racism and oppression is happening on purpose to keep Black people in a 

place in society which, according to White Supremacy thinking, is at the bottom of society. 
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This definition speaks to the problematic nature of dominant groups providing alternative 

versions of historic and legacy events which impact Black people today. There is an argument 

made in the literature that a desire exists to forget or distort years of discrimination and 

oppression and wipe it from history books (Bell, 1992). This context must continue to be 

remembered and understood, it is a key approach to sense-making in terms of the 

contemporaneous discrimination issues faced by Black people and provides reference points as 

to how further change can be achieved. 

 
CRT has been criticised for the idea that only minority scholars are in a unique position to 

speak about racial issues. CRT scholars have internally debated whether perceived middle class 

racial concerns including micro incivilities, racial slurs, unconscious bias and positive action 

should be a focal point (Delgado and Stefancic, 2017), for example. It could be argued that 

these issues are not attributable to the middle classes but are part of the wide-ranging and 

changing face of racism. 

 
Whilst it is recognised that CRT was developed in the USA in response to matters related to 

Black Americans, CRT can be used as a lens through which to view cultural and racial 

experiences in the UK. The history of Black people in the UK whilst different, has similarities 

to the history of Black people in the USA. Black people in the USA and UK have long historic 

ties to these respective countries and a shared history of racism and discrimination in all its 

manifestations. For Black people, racial equality has developed at a glacial pace in both countries.  

Therefore, CRT is appropriate for use in this UK-based research. 

 
From a CRT standpoint racism is seen as ‘pervasive, systemic, and deeply ingrained’ (Delgado 

and Stefancic, 2017:91). Identity and racism will be discussed next. 

 

2.7 Identity and racism 

 
The notion of defining a person by their race and ethnicity is problematic and open to 

interpretation (Rex and Mason, 1999; Carter, 2000; Millington, 2011). Due to race being used 

historically as a theory to justify White supremacy, the term race is questioned for its 

appropriateness in sociology just as it was previously in biology (Miles, 1982; Rex and Mason, 

1999). One school of thought identifies race as purely a social and political concept or idea with 

no legitimate foundation in biology (Millington, 2011; Carter, 2000). 
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However, it can be argued that race is a factor that cannot be ignored as it manifests at many 

levels of British society and results in discrimination, racism, injustice, and stereotyping. This 

causes it to persist as a dominant structuring characteristic of society. Even where sociologists 

acknowledge the conceptual issues of race, they have been cognisant of the way in which ‘racial 

logics and racial frames of reference are articulated and deployed’ (Donald and Rattansi, 1992:3). 

For Black people, society identifies them by the colour of their skin first which means that race 

is foregrounded in daily interactions. 

 
Akala (2019:111) asserts that there is a particular ‘construction of Blackness in the racist 

imagination and the specific form of historical prejudice meted out to people on the grounds of 

having Black skin or being defined as Black’. Akala (2019:111) further describes ‘hatred for 

darker-skinned people’ as a global issue and states that ‘as long as Whiteness is a metaphor for 

power, Blackness must of course function as a metaphor for powerlessness, and as long as 

money Whitens, poverty must Blacken’. In this sense, White people have associated Black 

people with poverty, violence and suffering and overtly and covertly continue elements of 

suppression in the workplace. Historic references have shown a distinct tendency to subjugate 

Black people and singling them out for ultimate othering. It is argued that this tendency comes 

from the satisfaction of knowing that there is always a group of people in a worse position 

which provides a warped sense of comfort drawn from the antecedents of White supremacy 

(Akala, 2019). 

 
Anti-Black racism is a specific form of racism only experienced by Black people. Eddo-Lodge 

(2018) highlights the racial disparity that exists between different ethnic minorities, pointing 

out that harsher treatment is reserved for Black people at all stages of their lives including 

exclusion at school, the degree attainment gap, lower chances of being admitted to prestigious 

Russell group universities, discrimination when entering the graduate workforce, over-policing, 

harsher sentences and over-representation in being sectioned under mental health legislation. 

This is a key reason why the Black experience must be separated and understood. Grouping 

all ethnic minorities as one homogenous group is to mask the more severe treatment meted 

out to Black people and fails to recognise and acknowledge the detrimental effect of multi-

layered and targeted discrimination. 

 
Kihana Ross (2020:1), articulates anti-Blackness as ‘a theoretical framework that illuminates 

society’s inability to recognise our humanity – the disdain, disregard and disgust for our 
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existence’. In the UK, this disdain and disgust is borne out in the indifference to Black people’s 

suffering and harsh treatment, and in the failure to update equality legislation to tackle the 

various manifestations of racial discrimination, as shown previously. Busey and Coleman-King 

(2020:3) posit that ‘anti-Black systemic racism is a global phenomenon birthed from global 

White supremacy’ and that ‘solidarity among Black citizens in various nations is often 

undiscussed in educational spaces’ (Busey and Coleman-King, 2020:2), giving rise to the fear 

of Black people joining forces to challenge oppression and the unwillingness of society to 

change the warped and racist societal frameworks. 

 
Beckles-Raymond (2020:17) propounds that there is a need for ‘framing anti-Black racism in 

systemic terms and for recognising how fundamental ‘British’ identity commitments are to the 

structures that give rise to institutional, social, and personal racism’. Beckles-Raymond 

(2020:17) further argues that ‘British identity is an anti-Black institution’, and that this 

phenomenon should form part of strategies designed to eradicate it and states that ‘If our 

institutions purport to serve the public good then they cannot be predicated on 

Whiteness/Britishness as goodness. Goodness must be goodness; not goodness as the 

destruction of people racialised as Black’. The notion of British identity as an anti-Black 

institution is a fundamental one at the core of what it means to be British. The literature has 

shown that politicians will invoke fears and imagery around Blackness at opportune moments 

such as the vote leave referendum and at key election moments to awaken the racism lurking 

beneath the veneer of tolerance and integration. 

 
Malik (2020) argues that Black or Brown people are summoned to comment on Black issues 

and are then ridiculed for being over-sensitive, ungrateful, taking offence too easily, or not 

understanding satire, and cites Meghan Markle and Stormzy as being victims of this approach. 

This is further compounded by Home Secretary Priti Patel or former Chancellor Sajid Javid 

positing that institutional racism does not exist (Malik, 2020). More recently Priti Patel labelled 

the BLM demonstrations in Britain as dreadful and said that she disagreed with ‘taking the 

knee’3(Parveen, 2021). This approach seeks to undermine the racist experiences endured by 

Black people and belittles the lived experience. 

 
Jaspal et al.’s study (2020:15) of British national identity and life satisfaction in ethnic 

minorities found that ‘ethnic minority groups in the United Kingdom should not be treated as 

 
3 Taking the knee is a symbolic gesture against racism whereby one kneels upon one knee instead of standing to attention 

for an anthem or similar traditional occasion. 
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a homogeneous social classification (BAME) and that promoting good psychological health 

must be cognisant of their differences’; ethnic discrimination appeared ‘to be an impediment 

to British national identification’ with uncertainty in relation to the meaning of Britishness. 

They found that ‘British national identification is associated with life satisfaction in ethnic 

minorities and that the promotion of a civic British national identity, inclusive of ethnic 

diversity’ would be beneficial in creating a sense of identity that was more accessible to these 

groups (Jaspal et al., 2020:15). Identity has significant meaning and whilst the study showed 

that BAME should not be used as a universal classification for all minorities, in the workplace, 

the term BAME is commonplace and masks the poorer and often unique experiences of Black 

people. 

 
Marginalised groups made to feel inferior by racism and racialised repercussions, have for 

significant periods been subjected to the consequences of definitions and classifications of their 

rulers, owners, and tormentors (Millington, 2011). These definitions originated in European 

science where categorisations of people began (Barling, 2015). This categorisation singles 

Black people out for poor treatment based on their skin colour and has been centuries in the 

making (Barling, 2015). Minority groups have therefore sought to resist the destiny that racial 

concepts have allocated them, and to disassociate from the inferior worth it has placed upon 

their lives. In his seminal book ‘Black Skin, White Masks’, Frantz Fanon (1967) asserted that 

the colour of his skin in effect trapped him in a schema not of his making. Millington (2011:15) 

posited that the term ‘race may not be real, but it has sometimes been all that oppressed groups 

have had to work with’, he states: 

 
White multiculturalism [and cosmopolitanism] works to mystify and to keep out of public 

discourse, other multicultural [or cosmopolitan] realities in which White people are not the 

overwhelming occupiers at the centre. 

 
The notion of White people needing to be at the centre is a predominant problem as it creates 

a barrier to constructing a level playing field where all are equal and there is no dominant 

group. Black power or consciousness movements pursue a strategy of resistance through an 

inversion of the negative categorisations of the racist (Blauner, 1972; Rex and Mason,1999). 

Hall (1991) asserted that there is no over-riding Black identity, just as there is no overarching 

White identity (Millington, 2011). These movements essentially began to fight oppression, and, 

in some ways, the Black identity took on a symbolic meaning to challenge the notion of White 

dominance and suppression of the Black race. There is an uncomfortable juxtaposition between 
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feeling proud to be Black and the association of Blackness with oppression (Hall, 1991). 

 
Following on from this, structural racism will be discussed. 

 

 

2.8 Structural racism 

 
It could be said that structural racism is part of organisational culture in the UK workplace but 

this is not widely accepted to be the case. Eddo-Lodge (2018) identified the issue of most White 

people refusing to acknowledge structural racism or the lived experiences of Black people and 

proffers that racism exists to continue systemic White power. Eddo-Lodge (2018:64) 

differentiates between institutional racism and structural racism, describing the latter as: 

 
an impenetrably White workplace culture set by those people, where anyone who falls 

outside of the culture must conform or face failure… Structural is often the only way to 

capture what goes unnoticed – the silently raised eyebrows, the implicit biases, snap 

judgements made on perceptions of competency. 

 
Building on this, Ray (2019) argues that from a racialised organisation’s perspective, 

organisational formation is situated within the institutionalised field of race and unmarked 

Whiteness of mainstream organisations. Ray (2019:32) contends that ‘racial structures arise 

any time resources are (intentionally or passively) distributed according to racial schemas’. The 

idea is that ‘occupational segregation connects racialised schemas regarding competence to 

workplace hierarchies, time-management rules, and even informal rituals of interaction 

between racial groups’ (Ray, 2019:32). Racialised organisations will then typically ‘expand or 

inhibit agency, legitimate the unequal distribution of resources, treat Whiteness as a credential’, 

and manipulate organisational practices in ‘ways that typically advantage dominant racial 

groups’ (Ray, 2019:32). Ray (2019:46) suggests that organisational scholars ‘should abandon 

the notion that organisational formations, hierarchies, and processes are race-neutral’ and 

instead ‘begin with the assumption that discrimination, racial sorting, and an unequal 

distribution of resources are not anomalous but rather foundational organisational norms’. This 

resonates with a CRT standpoint and with the experience that racialised organisations are 

indeed a feature of British society (Delgado and Stefancic, 2017). Meer (2018) builds on this 

and posits that racial inequalities should be exposed as deliberate actions, rather than an 

aberration in an otherwise raceless, meritocratic society, arguing for emphasis to be placed on 

structural disparities, including attitudes and institutions. The idea here is to recognise the 
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ideational and discursive ‘features of race equality, as well as its structural components’ (Meer, 

2018:6). 

 
Fekete (2020:91) argues that institutional racism is enabled by ‘policies, institutions and 

government spokespeople that deny it exists at all’, forming racism denial supported by the 

‘media, in the counter-extremism ‘industries’, and, most significantly, in the very institutions 

meant to protect us by fighting discrimination and upholding equality’. The very real existence 

of this denial must be challenged at all opportunities as there is a direction of travel that leads 

to no action being required to be taken. 

 
In respect of quotas, Eddo-Lodge (2018) laments the fact that proposals of quotas to address 

the underrepresentation of Black people in UK organisations have been blocked on the basis 

that it would not be meritocratic or fair. In stark contrast, the same arguments for White gender 

equality were accepted and acted upon (Eddo-Lodge, 2018). In terms of the notion of 

meritocracy, Eddo-Lodge (2018:79) states that ‘we don’t live in a meritocracy, and to pretend 

that simple hard work will elevate all to success is an exercise in wilful ignorance’. 

Meritocracy, according to Eddo-Lodge (2018) is a fallacy that has long been used to justify 

biased decision making. 

 
This could be said to build on Charles Mills (2015) who argues that ‘white ignorance is 

fundamentally connected to White supremacy’ and enables White people to convince 

themselves that society is a colour-blind, level playing field (in Beckles-Raymond, 2020:173). 

Mills (2015) further contends that White supremacy is structural, ‘social, and active rather than 

individual’ and ‘passive’ (in Beckles-Raymond, 2020:173). Similarly, Gordon’s model (2018) 

rejects positioning ‘racially prejudiced attitudes and behaviours as unwitting, ignorant, and 

unconscious and implicit’ (Beckles-Raymond, 2020:178) as it infers that ‘consciousness 

masked as awareness is the crucial variable’; implying that if people knew better, they would 

do something about it. However, Beckles-Raymond (2020) points to research which suggests 

that people, in some instances, are cognisant of their racial predispositions and, therefore, to 

construct institutional racism as a by-product of implicit bias is acting in bad faith. 

 
The public response to tragedies, such as the murders of Stephen Lawrence 4and Jean Charles 

 
4 Stephen Lawrence (13 September 1974 – 22 April 1993) was a Black British teenager who was murdered in a 

 racially motivated attack which led to a public inquiry in 1998 by Lord Macpherson which concluded that the  

Metropolitan Police Service was institutionally racist.    
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de Menezes5, were judgemental to slowness towards, instead of the abhorrence of, a non- 

racialised society. The official recognition of institutional racism (Macpherson, 1999; Yuval- 

Davis, 1999; Foster et al., 2005; Millington, 2011) signalled a landmark change in defining 

deep-seated racism at the heart of historical British institutions, albeit each of these reports is 

published post hoc, thus exacerbating the reactionary nature of race relations in the UK. 

 
Modern day racism is explored next and will further illuminate the challenges of confronting 

discrimination. 

 

2.9 Modern-day racism 

 

Racism has become more covert, subtle, and ambiguous and research has mainly focused on 

individual and psychological acts of discrimination rather than structural conditions that 

promote microaggressions and exclusivity of White spaces (Embrick et al., 2017). The 

undercover nature of modern-day racism would, according to Embrick et al. (2017), suggest 

another form of subjugation, and links to the notion of keeping racism active and effective, but 

hidden in plain sight. Huber and Solorzano (2015:297) use critical race theory to contend that 

‘everyday racist events are systemically mediated by institutionalised racism (i.e., structures 

and processes), and guided by ideologies of White supremacy that justify the superiority of a 

dominant group (Whites) over non-dominant groups (people of colour)’. In other words, 

messages and signals are passed through actions and behaviours in the workplace which create 

a ubiquitous wall for Black employees. 

 
At the core of modern-day racism is the belief that Black people ‘do not deserve economic 

growth opportunities, that they are forcing their way into realms where Whites do not want 

them, and that the enforcement of practices and laws to uplift racial minority communities is 

unfair in comparison to the hard work and dedication of Whites’ (Chrobot-Mason et al., 

2020:8). A repercussion of White supremacy in organisations is a reluctance to recognise that 

organisational ‘leadership roles are still predominantly filled by White men’ due to implicit 

bias (Chrobot-Mason et al., 2020:10). 

 
Modern racism is characterised as ‘symbolic/ modern/ colour-blind, aversive or blatant’ (Noon, 

2018:198). Conceptualised as ‘everyday racism’ (Essed, 1991), ‘subtle discrimination’ (Rowe, 

 
5 John Charles de Menezes (7 January 1978 – 22 July 2005) was a Brazilian man wrongfully killed by officers 

 of the Metropolitan Police Service after being mistaken for a terrorist.  
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1990), ‘microaggressions’ (Sue et al., 2007) and ‘selective incivility’ (Cortina, 2008), (in Noon, 

2018:204). Modern-day racism could thus be described as an evolution of previously prevalent 

blatant racism which is captured in the Equalities Act (2010). To get around employment 

legislation, White people have adopted modern racism techniques where they can still racially 

target Black people every day and not be punished for it. However, this racist behaviour is not 

new (Chrobot-Mason et al., 2020). 

Chester Pierce coined the term microaggressions in 1970 when he asserted ‘that feelings of 

superiority motivate one group of people to brutalise, degrade, abuse, and humiliate another 

group’ (Embrick et al., 2017:196). Building on Pierce (1970), microaggressions were later 

defined by Sue et al. (2007:273) as ‘brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioural, and 

environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, 

derogatory, or negative racial slights and insults to the target person or group’. 

Microaggressions have become a weapon of choice in the workplace as they can be 

misinterpreted, hidden and fly under the radar of company policy, it is argued (Sue et al., 2007). 

According to Sue et al. (2007:273), acts of microaggression are subdivided ‘into three types: 

microassaults (overt and conscious manifestations of racism, such as verbal and nonverbal 

attacks using racial epithets), microinsults (communication that conveys hidden insults to 

demean a person’s racial heritage or identity), and microinvalidations (communication that 

invalidated the reality of minority people)’ (Embrick et al., 2017:197). Over time, 

microaggressions can limit a Black person’s life span (Sue et al., 2010). Organisations have 

become sophisticated in not dealing with modern forms of racism and separating out the 

employee experience from the lived experience of Black employees (Embrick et al., 2017). 

 

Microaggressions and selective incivilities commonly occur in routine interactions, and 

increasingly counter-storytelling is used by BAME people as a method to construct opposing 

narratives, thus exposing discrimination through their personal accounts (Solorzano and Yosso, 

2001; Bhopal, 2018, Noon, 2018). BAME authors in the UK have emphasised the ‘ubiquity of 

everyday racism’ and ‘microaggressions witnessed in a range of experiences’ of conscious and 

unconscious bias such as mistaken identity, forgetting names, excluding people who are 

different and not receiving recognition or promotion (Bourne, 2019:72-3). Bourne (2019:73) 

asserts that ‘this all-pervasive racism (personal, cultural, structural, representational)’ can be 

attributed to the construct of White privilege behaviour in interactions with Black people. 

Microaggressions and selective incivilities have become a seemingly acceptable form of racism 
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as they are not taken seriously by employers and are often open to interpretation (Bourne, 

2019). 

Similarly, Chrobot-Mason et al. (2020) asserts that reduced sensitivity to racism arises in 

workplaces where White people have substantially more power which contradicts colour-blind 

approaches and indicates a failure to recognise privilege. This could be said to link to Offerman 

et al. (2014) who proffered that White people who assumed a colour-blind standpoint were less 

considerate to microaggressions. Liberal colour-blind approaches believe in the concept of 

equality for all but fail to take account of different histories (Delgado and Stefancic, 2017) in 

terms of treatment and social constructs. These low-level but constant attacks then form part of 

modern racism (Chrobot-Mason et al., 2020). Trying to engage with this topic in a range of 

forums can often result in public acknowledgement and no action (Chrobot-Mason et al., 2020). 

Raising the issue also commences a process of ostracisation and exit from the organisation for 

the Black employees exposing racism (Chrobot-Mason et al., 2020). 

 
CRT scholars have highlighted the way microaggressions construct everyday experiences for 

minorities and women and cause them to react defensively (Delgado and Stefancic, 2017). This 

can be linked to the conservative government’s conceptualisation of migration policy based on 

Teresa May’s proclaimed aim of creating a hostile environment for irregular migration, for 

example (Griffiths and Yeo, 2021). In America, a small number of workplace discrimination 

court cases have found that a series of regular insults amounted to discrimination, resulting in 

compensation (Delgado and Stefancic, 2017). It is yet to be seen whether the UK can move to 

a position where modern racism is captured within employment law. 

 
Essed (1991) differentiates between cultural racism which involves the racialised imagery and 

perception of Black people in society; institutional racism which is related to the racial 

mechanisms ‘(direct or indirect) in societal institutions designed to limit the rights and 

opportunities of certain racial and/or ethnic groups both overtly and covertly’; and lastly, 

individual racism which includes ‘prejudice and covert forms of discrimination’ (Embrick et 

al., 2017:199). It is contended that in a workplace context, all such manifestations of racism 

are in existence and create a culture of racism which is highly visible to Black employees. 

Essed (1991:24) pioneered the notion of everyday racism which can be observed as ‘ignoring 

a Black colleague by never inviting her for a drink after work, or by excluding her from other 

types of contact among colleagues’ and ‘the various types and expressions of racism 

experienced by ethnic groups in everyday contact with members of the more powerful (White) 
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group’ (Essed 1991:31). Essed’s (1991) contention is that everyday racism is grounded in the 

lived experience of minority groups and is often accompanied by denial from the perpetrator 

of a racial act. 

Nearly 30 years on from Essed (1991), Ozturk and Berber (2020) proffer that racism is endemic 

in the workplace and severely hampers the working lives of minority employees. According to 

Ozturk and Berber (2020:1), whilst policy tends to focus on blatant racism, ‘research has shown 

that subtle forms of racism are ubiquitous’ and can cause ‘career-damaging’ loss of 

opportunities and even ‘significant dangers to employee well-being’. This passive aggressive 

approach to racism is prevalent and needs to be recognised as such in HR policy and equality 

diversity and inclusion practice, according to Ozturk and Berber (2020). 

The prevalence of subtle discrimination may be due to individuals having ‘strong incentives to 

cover their true intent by resorting to selectively propagated uncivil actions’, against minorities 

as they understand that this behaviour will fly under the radar of employment law and corporate 

HR policies (Ozturk and Berber, 2020:6). According to Noon (2018) with no prima facie 

evidence that the micro acts had a racial motivation, HR policy, grievance procedures and 

discrimination law provide little help and the behaviours signal to the certain groups that they 

do not belong, thus creating a process of excluding people from organisational life. Human 

resources policies and practice are thus not only ineffective in dealing with modern day racism, 

but often makes the situation worse (Noon, 2018). 

 
Noon (2018:5) further asserts that ‘the theory of aversive racism’, as espoused by Dovidio and 

Gaertner (2000), relates to people who believe that they are not prejudiced and ‘express 

egalitarian views, yet deep-down they hold negative beliefs about racial minorities due to 

discomfort or anxiety stemming from their own sociocultural influences.’ This results in subtle 

racism ‘where discrimination against a particular ethnic group can be rationalised by reasons 

other than race (for example, business needs) or where there is opportunity for prosocial 

behaviour to their own group (for example, discounting negative aspects of same group 

candidates when making selection decisions’ (Noon, 2018:5). Whether people believe they are 

racist or not, the issue is that companies are failing to take decisive action that will make 

transformational change to eradicate racism from their organisations, according to Noon 

(2018). 

 
In response to this, McCluney et al.’s 2017 theoretical model demonstrates how people of 

colour may be inclined to ‘call in Black to work’ when appalling examples of racial violence are 
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witnessed and reflect upon the need to address the feelings of Black employees on an everyday 

basis in organisations ‘that reinforce and reproduce systemic racism’ (McCluney et al., 

2020:50). A pun on calling in sick, calling in Black to work refers to the trauma of these situations 

on Black people who may feel unable to attend, perform and be present at work in the wake of 

racial violence. It is asserted that racial violence is one cause of needing to call in Black to work 

but  there are many others, including microaggressions, selective incivilities, structural racism 

and  the denial and indifference towards overall lived experience of being Black at work. The 

extent  of selective incivility was further broadened by Cortina et al. (2013) to recognise race 

and gender intersectionality, ‘demonstrating that racialised women experience selective 

incivility more sharply and damagingly’ (Ozturk and Berber, 2020:7). 

 
Intersectionality, which can add to the multi-layered complexity of racism and discrimination, 

will be discussed next. 

 

2.10 Intersectionality 

 
Professor Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989), a leading scholar and civil rights advocate, developed 

the thinking in critical race theory and coined the term intersectionality. The concept 

illuminates the way in which multiple oppressions (e.g., racism and sexism) are experienced. 

Crenshaw (1989) contends that Black women are prejudiced using practices that do not 

conform to legal classifications of either racism or sexism — but as an amalgamation of both. 

The problem is exacerbated by the legal systems, in the USA and the UK, which define sexism 

as grounded upon the prejudices encountered by all women (including White women), while 

defining racism to refer to those faced by all ethnic minorities (including men). Crenshaw 

(1989) contends that this structure leaves Black women excluded from legal redress (Smith, 

2014). In the workplace, it can be exceedingly difficult to articulate the impact of racism and 

sexism and victims are asked to choose which type of discrimination happened. However, quite 

often both types of discrimination occurred. In workplace settings, another issue is that staff 

groups tend to be linear, a Black staff network, a women’s network, or a disability network, 

whereas a person could belong to all three. 

 
Healy et al. (2004) applied the concept of intersectionality when researching trade union 

activists who were Black female and working class and found that marginalised employees 

draw on a variety of areas of their existence and experiences. They found that this approach 

enabled them to develop and organise ‘their collective identities and roles - including their voice 
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mechanisms - within workplace politics’ (Cornelius et al., 2011:2). 

 

Scholars have recently applied an intersectional approach to ‘social categories to explain 

differences in labour market outcomes’ (Tomlinson et al., 2019:1044). A crucial concept ‘is 

that social categories carry penalties or privileges, and their intersection promotes or hinders 

the life chances of groups and individuals’ (Tomlinson et al., 2019:1044). The ‘research shows 

that European minorities suffer from an economic ethnic penalty’ and that different ethnicities 

show ‘different rates of this penalty’ (Kislev, 2017:725:739). Tomlinson et al. (2019:1061) 

found that ‘minority ethnic women face both a gender and an ethnic penalty, but this is not 

greater than the sum of separate ethnic and gender penalties’. Therefore, it is crucial to 

understand the multi-layered impact of discrimination in a workplace setting and the challenges 

in seeking justice. Whilst the importance of intersectionality is recognised, the research study 

will not focus on this aspect specifically, as there is a desire to focus on the lived experience of 

Black professionals in the public sector, from both male and female perspectives. 

 
This section has shown that race and racism is a complex set of phenomena, which is why 

current systems are ill-equipped to deal with certain types of wrong. To address this, CRT 

scholars argue for a structural deterministic and an interpretive approach, rather than attempting 

to apply existing definitions and rules to racism and discrimination. At the same time, CRT 

scholars argue against empathic fallacy to better understand the other opposing point of view. 

Instead, they offer a legal remedy that is decided upon by the victim and increasing the pace 

and smoothness of legal remedies (Delgado and Stefancic, 2017). These approaches are 

interesting when starting to develop concepts and theories to both explain the phenomenon and 

frame the research approach. Having discussed the lived experience, identity, racism and 

intersectionality, the study now moves to discuss the phenomenon of Whiteness. 

 

2.11 Whiteness 

 
Most early literature of Whiteness studies emanated in North America. Notable works include 

Roediger (1991); Frankenberg (1993); Allen (1994); Ignatiev and Garvey (1996); Ignatiev 

(1995); Hill (1997); Babb (1998); Jacobson (1998) and Lipsitz (1998). This work has 

antecedents in reflections of Whiteness being an overarching but knotty problem in relation to 

racial discrimination (Roediger, 2001). Roediger (2001:75) promulgated that early research, 

now commonly referred to as Whiteness studies, and contributed to ‘an African American 

tradition stretching from the escaped slave turned antislavery activist Fredrick Douglass’. 
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Pierce (2016) analysed the role that Whiteness played in the intellectual and physical creation 

of the trans-Mississippi West from the nineteenth century onwards and demonstrated that the 

notion of Whiteness and White supremacy was built into the very fabric of American society 

and citizenship. Pierce asserts that Benjamin Franklin, one of the founding fathers of America, 

was worried about the size of the White versus Black populations and subsequently White 

population expansions occurred (Labaree, 1961). Immigrants quickly understood the privilege 

of Whiteness as a status and sought to claim it. For example, Irish immigrants to the USA came 

to be accepted as White by distancing themselves from free African Americans (Ignatiev, 1995; 

Jacobson, 1998, 2008; Pierce, 2016). This historical reference point is useful to comprehend 

the ways in which Whiteness has been associated with privilege and understood within this 

context from the 18th century and for centuries prior during the 400-year period of the slave 

trade. 

 
As White people [in America] are the majority ethnic group, according to sociologist Steven 

Seidman (2004) theorising from a critical theory perspective, they make up the cultural norm 

and disproportionately occupy powerful key positions, whilst casting non-White communities 

to be viewed as the largely deviant other. Seidman (2004) points out that White people are 

commonly unaware of their privilege and see themselves as not belong to a race when, in 

reality, they are ethno-nationally determined, with a core racial element (Seidman, 2004). The 

lack of acknowledgement of the benefits derived from racism and discrimination is a common 

theme and highlights the ability to engage in many forms of racism in the workplace to 

purposefully discriminate along racialised lines, whilst denying racial privilege (Seidman, 

2004). 

 
It is argued that ‘White supremacy is an institutional system of power that normalises, 

privileges, and maintains Whiteness and White advantages in all spheres of life’ (Bell et al., 

2020:42). In this sense, Whiteness is mainstreamed and viewed as the race to aspire to, at the 

expense of all other races. Nkomo et al. (2019) correctly forecasted that White supremacy and 

BLM would emerge as significant macro factors leading the diversity field from 2019 onwards 

(Bell et al., 2020). 

 
Whiteness scholars argue that the invention of the White race is socially and historically 

constructed and linked to politics, class, power, property ownership, and that the White race, 

as it pertains to White skin privilege, should be abolished (Ignatiev and Garvey, 1996). Scholars 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Seidman
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Seidman
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Critical_theory
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believe that most White people go along with a disturbing system due to the consequences of 

challenging it, the benefits they derive and the pressure they would encounter from members of 

the club if they left. White people do sometimes question the system, such as the verdicts in 

the cases of Trayvon Martin (Reinhardt, 2012) and Rodney King and in the days following the 

murder of George Floyd. In these moments, as with the BLM protests and the Windrush 

scandal, solidarity waned, however, it is not seen as enough of a fundamental issue for change 

to continue in a radical and transformational way. 

 
Black people ‘know that allegations of discrimination are likely to provoke defensiveness even 

when they have a sound basis in evidence’ (Robinson, 2008:1121). Thus, proof of racial 

inequality is ‘often out of sight’ to White people and there are many deterrents for ‘Black 

people to bring this evidence to the fore’ (Snyder, 2015:302). This creates a silencing and 

invisible aspect of racial discrimination which adds to the burden of people of colour. From the 

above, it can be concluded that the formation and definition of Whiteness was intended to create 

an ethnic hierarchy. Whilst this section explored the concept of Whiteness, the next section 

draws out approaches to tackling Whiteness. 

 

2.11.1 Tackling Whiteness 

 
The problematic nature of Whiteness is an important concept to grasp in relation to workplace 

culture and structural racism and covers two main interconnected presuppositions. Firstly, there 

is tremendous privilege and power connected with being White. Secondly, a large element of 

White race privilege emanates from the control that Whiteness has over the definition of the 

norm (Rorty, 1989; Ganley, 2003). These contentions start to provide insights into the fabric 

of public sector institutions and the reception Black professionals are likely to receive. 

 
Critical studies of Whiteness strive to ingrain White people into the broader plethora of racial 

definitions, White people must develop the capacity to view themselves as White, and to 

illuminate their peculiarity through marking (Roediger, 2001). This is an important factor in 

enabling White people to see themselves as belonging to a White ethnicity, given that 

Whiteness has an invisible quality which shapes all aspects of schooling and justifies White 

privilege to the disadvantage of Black and Ethnic minorities (McClendon, 2004; Saran, 2007). 

These findings still chime with the workplace experience in 2021 whereby it can be frowned 

upon to say the words ‘White people’, as race is normally positioned only to describe BAME 

employees (Delgado and Stefancic, 2017). 
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To equalise Whiteness with other racial backgrounds and move away from discrimination on 

colour lines, there is a need for Whiteness to be made strange (Dyer, 2000) and, in so doing, 

that Whiteness is de-centred by examining notions of migrancy, narrative, institutions and 

discourses of nation, self-identity, and self (Donald, 2000; Snyder, 2015). Scholars believe that 

destabilisation of White race privilege is necessary to highlight that Whiteness hijacks the 

meaning of normal and in so doing, defines other norms (Frankenberg, 1993; Bhabha, 1998; 

Haggis et al., 1999; Dyer, 2000). 

 
Moreover, Whiteness scholars contend that White people must give up some control for White 

race privilege to be surmounted (Moreton-Robinson, 2000). McIntosh (1988) explains that 

White people are thoughtfully educated not to recognise White privilege and view it as an 

imperceptible collection of free advantages which can be utilised every day, but which they 

have been conditioned to remain oblivious to. McIntosh (1988:10) uses the metaphor of White 

privilege being akin to an ‘invisible weightless knapsack of special provisions, maps, passports, 

codebooks, visas, clothes, tools, and blank cheques’ and sets out 26 every day skin-colour 

privileges she enjoys as a White person in America. Similarly, Minnich (1988) observed that 

White people are taught to believe their lives are morally perfect and that they can help others 

to be more like them. McIntosh (1988) reveals that the intensity exerted by White privilege is 

immense but that in confronting it, one has to abolish the myth of meritocracy, and the 

protecting of unearned advantage and dominance. Within the context of Whiteness, 

meritocracy is referenced in the literature as ammunition to explain why some people succeed 

and some do not. Meritocracy does not mean lowering standards; it means giving equal 

opportunities at every conceivable juncture. In a workplace context, this refers to recruitment, 

development, promotion, pay and culture. McIntosh (1988) argues that White people’s version 

of equal opportunity is to try and get into a position of dominance for themselves while 

repudiating that mechanisms of White power exist. This single-mindedness, according to 

McIntosh (1988) often results in ensuring opportunities are denied to those of other races. 

 
Another idea for confronting the problematic aspects of Whiteness is put forward by Rogers 

(2012) and Dawson (2006) who assert that individuals must be compelled to encourage 

solidarity between races rather than committing to colour-blindness. Mills (2010) asserts that 

Whiteness is a cognitive model which removes self-transparency and indisputable 

consideration of the lived experience of non-White people by viewing themselves as race 

neutral and assuming race equality has been achieved (Perry, 2002; Gallagher, 2003; Snyder, 
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2015). However, racial equality is a long way from being accomplished (Massey and Denton, 

1998; Anderson, 2010) and, therefore, the average White experience is distorted from reality 

(Snyder, 2015). This approach allows White people to conveniently ignore the reality of daily 

discrimination of Black people and illuminates the importance of ensuring the lived experience 

of Black employees is promulgated (Snyder, 2015). 

 
Another notion put forward is that awakening White people to race is required (Turner, 2012). 

Snyder (2015) argues that the link between contemporary Whiteness and racial injustice must 

be emphasised so that the average White person understands how they are directly associated 

with racial injustice; this would help to address the chasm in the perceptions of Black and White 

people (Dawson, 2012). 

 
The White gaze (Fanon, 1967; Yancy, 2008) ‘refers to a social and historical global practice 

and solipsistic hegemony— looking at the world through the eyes of gatekeeping White people 

who decide when and where Afro-Diasporic people belong’ (Erskine and Bilimoria, 2019:320). 

It is argued that ‘the White gaze constrains professional Afro-Diasporic women’s advancement 

through the operation of the Black ceiling (Erskine and Bilimoria, 2019), concrete ceiling 

(Catalyst, 1999), concrete wall (E. Bell and Nkomo, 2001), tokenism (Kanter, 1977) and 

panoptic thinking (Sithole, 2015; Yancy, 2008)’ (Erskine and Billimoria, 2019:320). Esrkine 

and Billimoria (2019:320) further argue that the complex ‘system of surveillance, permissions, 

and exclusions’ racially interpose Blackness and cause Black people to feel ‘as though they are 

either guests or strangers in White spaces, and with expectations that since they are being 

“accommodated into a White system,” they should therefore be grateful and not complain about 

racism’. 

 
DiAngelo (2018:2) explains that White people view efforts to associate them to racism as an 

‘unsettling and unfair moral offence’ which results in ‘emotions such as anger, fear, and guilt 

and behaviours such as argumentation, silence, and withdrawal from the stress-inducing 

situation’ which, ‘in turn, …maintain our dominance within racial hierarchy’ and produce 

‘…White fragility’ which is ‘…born of superiority and entitlement… it is a powerful means of 

White racial control and the protection of White advantage’. Further, many White people will 

deny they have been the beneficiaries of White privilege (Delgado and Stefancic, 2017). 

DiAngelo (2018:57) explains that ‘White solidarity’ is the unspoken agreement among White 

people to protect White advantage and not cause another White person to feel racial discomfort 

by confronting them when they say or do something racially problematic’. White fragility and 
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White solidarity are commonplace in the UK workplace; this manifests itself in the way 

grievances based upon race are handled, in the way conversations regarding racial equality are 

shut down, in the way White colleagues defend racist acts of colleagues and turn the White 

perpetrator into the victim, in the way that toothless equality and diversity strategies are 

launched time and time again and in the way that modern day racism goes unchecked. 

 
It has been suggested that White privilege is difficult to eradicate due to automatic unconscious 

race stereotypes and in-group favouritism (Nkomo and Ariss, 2014). Understanding the way 

White people view racism could thus be critical to explaining the reason discriminatory 

behaviour is replicated across many public sector institutions. 

 
DiAngelo (2018:90) goes on to illuminate that White people have been socialised to have the 

same predictable responses about racism and states ‘…anti-Black sentiment is integral to White 

identity… in the White mind, Black people are the ultimate racial other’ and refers to ‘White 

women’s tears’ to highlight the myriad of ways White fragility produces ways for White people 

to shift the narrative to how hard racism is on White people. Therein lies one of the fundamental 

issues, the notion that for White people to feel good about themselves, Black people need to be 

in an inferior position. This notion is at the root of why change is not forthcoming. Eddo-Lodge 

(2018:219) eloquently captured the issue of whose role it should be to resolve structural racism, 

stating: 

 
The perverse thing about our current racial structure is that is has always fallen on the 

shoulders of those at the bottom to change it. Yet racism is a White problem. It reveals the 

anxieties, hypocrisies, and double standards of Whiteness. It is a problem in the psyche of 

Whiteness that White people must take responsibility to solve. You can only do so much from 

the outside. 

 

Eddo-Lodge (2018) further articulated that discussing race with White people is often met with 

anger, denial, and uncomfortableness and for Black people, there is a fear of social sanctions. 

Akala (2019:104) similarly discusses the problem of the ‘White burden’ articulated as being 

linked to an unpleasant false identity ‘that can only define itself in relation to Blacks’ or others’ 

inferiority’. 

 
Eddo-Lodge (2018:224) argues for the dismantling of racist frames, forms, functions, and 

codes by informally and formally changing the narratives, rejecting biased agendas, ‘chipping 
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away at the warped power relations in your workplace’ and ‘passing on knowledge and skills’. 

The evidence from the discussion of Whiteness as a problematic issue shows that theories of 

structural and modern racism and Whiteness are not competing. Rather, they complement each 

other as they are rooted in exposing and confronting Whiteness as a socially constructed system 

of inequity. A method for addressing Whiteness at work is suggested in the concept of White 

Allyship, which is discussed in the next section. 

 

2.11.2 White allyship 

 
Recent research into the subject of White allyship in the workplace has developed in the US 

and is defined by Erskine and Bilimoria (2019:319) as the: 

 
continuous, reflexive practice of proactively interrogating Whiteness from an intersectionality 

framework, leveraging one’s position of power and privilege, and courageously interrupting 

the status quo of predominantly White corporate leadership by engaging in prosocial 

behaviours that foster growth-in-connection and have both the intention and impact of creating 

mutuality, solidarity, and support of Afro-Diasporic women’s career development and 

leadership advancement in organizations... White allyship is a transformative strategy of 

organizational change wherein full consideration of Afro-Diasporic women’s career 

development and leadership advancement in the workplace may be undertaken. 

 

 
Erskine and Bilimoria (2019) could be said to build on Ford and Orlandella (2015:288) who 

described a White ally as: 

 
a person who consciously commits, attitudinally and behaviourally, to an ongoing, 

purposeful engagement with and active challenging of White privilege, overt and subtle 

racism, and systemic racial inequalities for the purpose of becoming an agent of change 

in collaboration with, not for, people of color 

 
Radke et al. (2020:292) point out ‘that advantaged group members might be motivated to 

participate in action for the disadvantaged group’ whilst ‘at the same time maintaining a strong 

focus on the needs and interests of their own advantaged ingroup’, including maintenance of 

higher status. Liu (2020:155) argues that ‘allyship requires ongoing critical self-reflection and 

analysis to resist the ideologies of imperialism, White supremacy, and patriarchy’. The process 

of White allyship can result in feelings of shame and guilt as part of self-reflection which can 



53 
 

lead to acting out White fragility. However, White allies must ‘risk ‘living at the edge of our 

skin’, critically interrogating assumptions and developing new understandings’, to move 

towards both social and self-transformation (Liu, 2020:156). Some weaknesses could be said 

to be evident in the allyship approach, as it shifts responsibility to the individual (and voluntary) 

rather than the organisation and thus requires the buy-in of the whole workforce and has 

measurement constraints which could be said to be reminiscent of the adage that everybody’s 

responsibility is nobody’s responsibility. 

 

According to Mungin and Stock (2020:1), Latham Thomas defined the concept of ‘Optical 

Allyship’, classifying it as ‘allyship that only serves at the surface level to platform the ally’. 

In other words, the commitment to allyship is only surface level and does nothing to change 

power structures or systems of oppression. Mungin and Stock (2020:1) further articulated that 

‘when suddenly impassioned companies’ actions are viewed from this perspective, it raises the 

question, did company leaders make bold statements because being anti-racist is something 

they regularly think about and consider day-to-day? Or did they only do so to stay relevant and 

look the part?’. Post the Black Lives Matter protests, people of colour revealed numerous 

incidents of unfair pay and less favourable promotion and job offers in comparison to their White 

counterparts. According to Mungin and Stock (2020:1) ‘if company leaders do not know what 

to say, it is a much stronger approach to be vulnerable and acknowledge that your company 

does not have the answer’. 

To illustrate this point, Uwagba (2020) offers reflective insights and personal accounts into 

what it is like for Black people to coexist with White people and the burdensome nature of 

navigating White people in everyday interactions. Uwagba (2020) insightfully captures her 

lived experience as a Black woman in the wake of the murder of George Floyd, the level of 

White support offered in the aftermath including media coverage, companies denouncing 

racism and White protestors alongside Black protestors. Uwagba (2020) skillfully shines a light 

on the fact that White people only became aware of racism at that moment, whilst Black people 

live with it every day, partly due to comparing the UK with the US and deducing that racism 

in the UK was not that bad. Uwagba (2020) articulates the weathering effects of racism on her 

own health, including the impact of White people overloading her with White guilt. Uwagba 

(2020) asserts that White people will acknowledge racism but do not wish to be accused of it; 

do not want to be seen as racist in any conversation; will express shock at racism but find it 

acceptable not to challenge racist behaviour they witness (Uwagba, 2020). Uwagba (2020) 

makes a powerful argument for White allyship that commits to self-sacrifice by White people 
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putting themselves in harm’s way to fight racism, rather than just by expressing moral concern. 

 
To facilitate this, Ugwaba (2020:81) references Barnor Hesse’s ‘The 8 White Identities’ and 

by applying them practically in the workplace, Uwagba (2020) calls for White people to speak 

up if a Black colleague is being paid less or when a microaggression is witnessed. In other 

words, White people not speaking up against racist acts (in the moment) amounts to being 

complicit with White supremacy, according to Uwagba (2020). Instead, Uwagba (2020) argues 

that White people need to vocalise the discrimination to truly achieve transformational change. 

 
Workplace culture in relation to the indicators of career progression form key aspects of the research 

question and are discussed next.
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2.12 Workplace culture 

 
Organisational culture is tied to the beliefs, values, and norms of individuals and because these 

are difficult constructs to alter, there is a school of thought which contends that organic cultural 

change will be protracted, in the absence of a burning platform (Schein, 1985; Burnes, 2009). 

Typically, organisations explore changing their cultures when ‘…its existing culture is no 

longer fit for purpose and is having a detrimental effect on its competitive performance’ 

(Burnes, 2009:210). This resonates with findings from the literature review thus far; change in 

relation to racism and discrimination in the workplace is unlikely to happen unless there is a 

significant compulsion to do so. 

 
Handy (1986:188) describes the fundamental nature of organisational culture thus: 

 

Experience suggests that a strong culture makes a strong organisation, but does it matter what 

sort of culture is involved? Yes, it does. Not all cultures suit all purposes or people. Cultures 

are founded and built over the years by the dominant groups in an organisation. What suits 

them at one stage is not necessarily appropriate forever – strong though that culture may be. 

 
Based on Handy’s description, cultures are established over a period of years and the legacy 

and historic impacts of racism and discrimination are manifesting themselves in the present 

day, it could be argued that discriminatory cultures have been reinforced through policy and 

practice as well as behaviour and systems, allowing discriminatory cultures to become 

engrained. 

 
Schein (2017) asserts that culture is comprised of a range of elements, such as how people 

interact, espoused values, group norms, rules of the game, and shared habits and meanings, to 

name but some. Schein (2017) articulates that culture is intangible as it exists in a group’s 

unconscious, yet is the driving force of the group’s behaviour. This chimes with the literature 

related to White solidarity and Whiteness which means that in and out group culture defined 

along racial lines is often present in the workplace. 

 
Schein (2012) earlier highlighted the issues researchers have grappled with in developing a 

single concept of culture and points to three schools of thought that help to explain the meaning 

of culture. The first is the approach based on survey research, espoused by Hofstede and Bond 
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(1988), which defines culture as something that is measurable through individual 

questionnaires. The approach is predicated on the assumption that organisational cultures have 

common dimensions and that these dimensions are the most important aspects to study. 

 
The second approach is   the   analytical, descriptive   approach,   where   culture   is refined 

analytically into constituent elements (which are largely data-driven) and which can then 

studied (Harris and Sutton, 1986). This approach could be considered useful in examining 

organisations based on the equality data concerning staff representation at different levels. The 

final approach is the ethnographic approach, taken largely from anthropology and sociology, 

which asserts that there are deeper structures that cannot be understood without extensive 

observation and interview data from internal sources. This type of research focuses on 

occupational communities and broader issues such as management of emotions in different 

organisational contexts (Van Maanen and Kunda, 1989). Whilst this study utilises a 

constructivist approach through applying the lens of CRT, this third approach resonates in the 

conceptual thinking regarding the aspect of deep-seated culture that needs to be understood 

through the lived experience captured in-depth interviews. 

 
In broad terms, Schein (2012) espouses that culture belongs to human groups and that if the 

group cannot be determined, the culture of that group cannot be determined either. Groups are 

defined as people who share a past and experiences, and have continuity. Schein (2017:18) 

later analyses the structure of culture and provides ‘three levels of analysis’, consisting of 

‘artefacts, espoused beliefs and values and basic underlying assumptions’. This is 

conceptualised in the three levels of culture in Figure 2 below. 
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The Three Levels of Culture 
 

 

1. Artefacts 

 
• Visible and feel-able structures and processes 

 
• Observed behaviour 

 
• Difficult to decipher 

 

 
 

2. Espoused Beliefs and Values 

 
• Ideals, goals, values, aspirations 

 
• Ideologies 

 
• Rationalisations 

 
- May or may not be congruent with behaviour and other artefacts 

 

 

 
BASIC UNDERLYING ASSUMPTIONS 

• Unconscious, taken for granted beliefs and values 

 
• Determine behaviour, perception, thought, and feeling 

 
FIG. 2: THE THREE LEVELS OF CULTURE MODEL (SCHEIN, 2017: 18) 

 

 

As shown in Figure 2, above, Schein (2017) believes it is important to identify the type of 

culture that is ultimately driving the observed behaviour. Schein (2017) articulates that groups 

evolve hidden agendas, which can form micro-systems of culture. Groups espouse beliefs and 

principles to justify their overt behaviour. Tensions arise where group behaviour is incongruent 

with the espoused beliefs and values, which thus reveal discrepancies at the level of the basic 

assumptions, according to Schein (2017). As a consequence, it is possible to conclude that 

within organisations, culture will be present at the individual, micro, organisational and macro 

levels. Building on Schein (2017), Ogbonna (2019:310-11) asserts ‘that the dominant approach 

through which organisational culture is conceptualised’ (values, stories, toolkits, categories, 

and frames) and the ways in which it is managed for a competitive advantage ‘may encourage 

labour market inequality and disadvantage for ethnic minority groups’. Ogbonna (2019:311) 
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further contends that ‘leadership, selective recruitment, and internal promotion’ may contribute 

to this disadvantage and ‘shared values and assumptions’ may mask discriminatory culture 

(Ogbonna, 2019: 320). 

 
There is further evidence in the literature that dominant groups within organisations are often 

resistant to change as they have built up a culture that suits their purposes, even if the culture 

is perceived to be negative. Leaders and managers have become skilled at implementing biased 

practices that disadvantage Black people. In some cases, cultures are so toxic that entire top 

teams need to be changed. An example of this is the revelations in the banking sector in the 

wake of the global financial crisis. Many organisations attempt to change the culture to improve 

performance, productivity, or diversity (Benn et al., 2014), with varying degrees of success 

(Ogbonna, 2019). 

 
Workplace culture is influenced by the role of social capital. Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998:243) 

provide ‘a definition of social capital as the sum of the actual and potential resources embedded 

within, available through, and derived from the network of relationships possessed by an 

individual or social unit’. Ng and Burke (2005) argue that ‘objective career success is not only 

positively influenced by human capital, but also by social capital’ (in Ossenkop et al., 

2015:540). Minority ethnic professionals are often less able than dominant ethnics ‘to translate 

their human capital into social capital to produce improved career outcomes’ (Friedman and 

Krackhardt, 1997; Fang et al., 2009) (in Ossenkop et al., 2015:540). Exclusion from or limited 

entry to, social capital through networks has been found to curtail career progression (Ibarra, 

1993, 1995). ‘Thus, systematic differences in access to social capital may impact objective 

career success differentially for members of different social groups’ (Ossenkop et al., 

2015:540). Black and Ethnic Minority professionals are less likely to possess the social capital 

required to advance their careers through their network of relationships and this means they 

will be more reliant on formal application processes and are prone to be concentrated in the 

public sector.  
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To conceptualise the relationship between the ‘three key concepts of social capital; objective 

career success and ethnic group membership’ over time, Ossenkop et al., (2015:541) produced 

a model, which is reflected in Figure 3 below. 

 

 

Social Capital 
 

 Objective Career 

Success 

 Return Deficit: 

3 Mechanisms 

 

Mechanism 1: 

Inappropriate Use 

Mechanism 2: 

Reluctance to share 

Mechanism 3: 

Biased evaluations 

 

Principles 

Homophily Reciprocity Stereotype fit Status 

Construction 

 

 
FIG. 3: ETHNIC GROUP MEMBERSHIP, SOCIAL CAPITAL AND OBJECTIVE CAREER 

SUCCESS (OSSENKOP ET AL., 2015:541) 

 

Figure 3 is a ‘visualisation of how ethnic group membership affects the reciprocal relationship 

between social capital and objective career success over time, through three mechanisms of 

return deficit and underlying principles’ (Ossenkop et al., 2015:541). It demonstrates the 

examination of career advancement in upward mobility systems, focusing on traversing intra- 

organisational boundaries by means of promotion. In so doing, the model is revealing the 

additional hurdles and barriers faced by BAME employees when seeking to achieve career 

success. Many scholars have identified social capital and access to networks as the main 

indicator of objective career success at both entry and future advancement levels (Seibert et al., 

2001; Baruch and Bozionelos, 2010; DiMaggio and Garip, 2012; Ossenkop et al., 2015). 

Amoroso et al. (2010:799) further contend that ‘high status groups define what is considered 

legitimate, appropriate, valuable, and rational in terms of individuals’ behaviours, tastes, and 

values’. This often results in BAME employees not being considered to possess the social 

capital required for advancement, according to Amoroso et al. (2010). 

Ethnic Group Membership 



60 
 

There is emerging literature which shows that ethnic minorities are prone to achieve less 

objective career success when increasing their social capital and are deemed to have inferior 

contributory value by gatekeepers than dominant groups (Greenhaus et al., 1990; Kirchmeyer, 

2006; Parks-Yancy, 2006; Bielby, 2012; Maume, 2012). Therefore, Ossenkop et al. (2015) 

surmise that as intra-organisational career boundaries are more accessible to White people than 

ethnic minorities, a pattern is expected of cumulative advantage and acceleration of careers for 

dominant groups. The literature reveals that even where social capital increases, it does not 

necessarily have the desired effect of improving career progression for BAME employees. 

 
According to Ossenkop et al. (2015:546) ‘the difference in objective career success, regardless 

of actual competence’, manifests in the ‘denial of rewards, resources, or opportunities’ due to 

ethnicity. This has been referred to as ‘treatment discrimination’ which is based on a bias in 

mechanisms to measure performance (Ossenkop et al., 2015:546). These, in turn, are linked to 

‘social capital and objective career success’, which impacts on ethnic minorities (Ossenkop et 

al., 2015:547). 

 
Social capital is linked to access to the professions. As a historically specific form of organising 

work, professions are dependent upon establishing underlying connections between 

comparatively advanced qualifications and fairly advantageous roles or benefits in the 

workplace (Larson, 2014). Larson (2014:10) acknowledges that her earlier work ‘did not deal 

at all with the professions’ discrimination against women and racial and ethnic minorities’, and 

reflects that there should have been more emphasis on the classic professions which are mostly 

male and mostly White. 

 
In some ways, large parts of the public sector operate as a professional project, where codified 

behaviour can result in social and cultural capital and closed networks. The pre-requisites for 

success in such organisations are unclear, which in turn makes transparency hard to achieve. 

However, CRT realists believe that racial hierarchies are the foundation upon which top jobs, 

best schooling and lucrative networking are based (Delgado and Stefancic, 2017). From this 

vantage point, professions rooted in the notion of middle class-ness would infer an inbuilt bias 

against Black people who, as second and third generation immigrants, are more likely to come 

from working class backgrounds. More broadly, a CRT perspective would deduce that 

desirable jobs and schools were not designed with Black people in mind. 

 
Against the backdrop of Fricker’s (2007) conceptualisation of epistemic injustice, it is 
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important to review ‘the theory of procedural justice’ which ‘posits that when individuals 

perceive procedures as consistent, accurate, and unbiased, the procedures are considered fair’ 

(Leventhal, 1980)’ (in Choi and Rainey, 2014:311). Building upon this notion, Choi and Rainey 

(2014) carried out a study examining organisational fairness in public sector organisations in 

the US. The results show that diversity management linked with just and fair organisational 

practices impact on higher employee job satisfaction. The idea of fairness is central to diversity 

management practices as Black people are not seeking an advantage in career progression, they 

are merely seeking equity and fairness, as shown by Choi and Rainey (2014). Organisations that 

fail to deliver this risk disenfranchised sections of their workforce who are experiencing a 

substandard employee experience, according to Choi and Rainey (2014). 

 
A Business in the Community Report (2015) found that BAME people had a reduced chance 

of being rated as top performers in their organisations. Evaluators may sabotage ethnic 

minorities by producing biased evaluations when they succeed in counter-stereotypical 

domains, referred to as stereotype maintenance activities, which subsequently prevent their 

future success (Roberson et al., 2007; Phelan and Rudman, 2010; Heilman, 2012) which could 

suggest, therefore, a cautious approach needs to be taken when attempting to link diversity to 

performance. 

 
Organisations that are successful in achieving equality, have done so through formalised 

systems, processes, or practices (Yang and Konrad, 2011). In addition to formalised 

approaches, these organisations also seek to understand the informal systems, processes, and 

practices that prevent them from achieving equality. According to Janssens and Zanoni (2014), 

the ‘two key organisational markers of ethnic equality derived from the gender and diversity 

literature are: (1) the valuing of multiple knowledge, skills and competencies of a diverse 

personnel (rather than valuing solely those of the majority) and (2) the possibility for all 

employees to bring their entire set of identities to work (rather than having to assimilate to the 

majority culture)’ (Janssens and Zanoni, 2014:318). It is contended that equality, diversity and 

inclusion must also be built into the accountability and responsibility of the board, leadership 

teams, human resources, and line managers in order to design, implement and monitor these 

systems, processes and practices (Janssens and Zanoni, 2014). 

 
According to Janssens and Zanoni (2014:318), the two concepts referred to above ‘reflect the 

two main identity axes along which inter-ethnic power relations occur’ in organisations: class 

and ethnicity. Janssens and Zanoni (2014:318) proffer that ‘by including both identity axes, 
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organisations avoid reducing ethnic minority workers’ to only being a representation of ‘their 

cultural background, language, and religion’. Deciding what competence looks like is therefore 

not an ethnicity/gender impartial assessment (Janssens and Zanoni, 2014). Through formal and 

informal processes, Minefee et al. (2018:79) assert that the ‘mechanisms of social closure 

include discriminatory evaluation, knowledge and resource hoarding, and the preservation of 

dominant group identities’. 

 
These findings suggest that class and ethnicity are pre-determining markers that influence 

cultural norms in the workplace which contribute to how Black people are categorised. This 

categorisation funnels Black people into a homogeneous non-White group with lower or non- 

existent social capital which then impacts upon the value placed on the worth of such 

individuals. From this, a judgement on competency is determined which is subjective rather 

than objectively based. Denial of resources based upon this false narrative may be a motivator 

for reproducing these biased outcomes, as resources are coveted within organisations and are 

an indicator of power and control. 

 
Bringing one’s whole self to work relates to the idea of belonging in the workplace. Much of 

the literature has illuminated the othering through sidelining, disregard and disdain in Black 

people’s experience. Antonsich (2010:644) contends that belonging needs to be analysed on 

two levels, the ‘personal, intimate, feeling of being ‘at home’ in a place (place-belongingness)’ 

and as a discursive resource ‘which constructs, claims, justifies, or resists forms of socio-spatial 

inclusion/exclusion)’, it also concerns fitting in (Antonisich, 2010; Kirilova and Angouri, 2018; 

Kirilova and Angouri, 2018). 

 
Stereotypes about ethnicity and gender operate to validate status hierarchies in organisations 

with White men being viewed as more adept and capable for senior roles than ethnic minorities 

and women (Ridgeway, 2001) or resulting in the belief that White males are more competent 

and are therefore more fit to carry out the role than minority groups (Acker, 2006). The concept 

of the characteristics of the prototypical leader has not changed for 20 years (Offermann and 

Coats, 2018) and would typically entail the notion of a White man best suited to leadership 

positions. To counteract disadvantages, some BAME employees have engaged in code 

switching, which involves learning to switch between their natural way of being to enable them 

to emulate the dispositions and habits of those who hold positions of economic and political 

power (Morton, 2014; McCluney et al., 2019; Erskine et al., 2020). 
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Aside from stereotypes, Remedios and Snyder (2018) found that invisibility in the workplace 

was a source of perceived discrimination for those who identified with multiple stigmatised 

groups due to their social identities. Their study suggests that ‘multiply stigmatised individuals 

may anticipate being overlooked for leadership roles’ (Remedios and Snyder (2018:276) and 

commonly experience their ideas being misattributed to others (Remdios and Snyder, 2018); 

Sesko and Biernat, 2010). Whilst the study referred to perceptions of unfairness, other evidence 

from the literature (Maume, 1999; Fearfull and Kamenou, 2006; Wyatt and Silvester, 2015; 

Business in the Community Report, 2015; Eddo-Lodge, 2019) echoes the findings. Rafferty 

(2019) found that discrimination resulted in skills under-utilisation and led to an increase in de-

skilling whereby gate keepers withheld opportunities for those considered not to be in the in 

groups, potentially resulting in Black employees stagnating in their career or give up on the 

belief that they can succeed in a workplace culture where everything is stacked against them, 

according to Rafferty (2019). 

 
Further, economists and sociologists have examined labour market segregation (Wyatt and 

Silvester, 2015). Wyatt and Silvester (2015) found that BAME people were frequently 

‘channeled or segregated into less prestigious work roles, including roles that focus on Black 

issues or diversity work, because of managers’ stereotypes about their aptitude, motivation, or 

interest’ and that ‘these types of roles generally provide fewer opportunities to develop human 

capital or marketable skills’ (Wyatt and Silvester, 2015:1246), thus reducing the likelihood for 

BAME employees to progress to senior positions (Stainback et al., 2010). This can further the 

regression of Black employees’ careers and demeans the role of equality diversity and inclusion 

as organisations see it as less important than other areas of the business (Maume, 1999; Fearfull 

and Kamenou, 2006). 

 
The next section moves to explore the literature on Black employees’ career progression 

experiences. 
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2.13 Career progression of Black professionals 

 
Career progression is an emerging area of importance to researchers (Sissons and Green, 2017; 

Sissons, 2020). However, the literature focusing on Black professionals in the UK is extremely 

limited. Therefore, this section explores the relatively narrow studies of BAME leadership 

careers in the UK. Of the literature that does exist, much is focused on the education and health 

sectors, arguably because there is more of a critical mass, but also perhaps due to the 

organisations being in the public sector. 

 
Wyatt and Silvester (2015:1244) found that, surprisingly, ‘little attention has been paid to the 

voices of BME individuals’ in exploring common notions regarding the considerations ‘that 

influence their leadership journeys and whether these adequately reflect lived career 

experiences’. Kenny and Briner (2007:449-50 in Wyatt and Silvester, 2015) highlight a dearth 

of qualitative research and contend that: 

 
[t]he type of qualitative research that is needed is that which seeks to gain a better 

understanding of how the individual has experienced/is experiencing the workplace and what 

impact that might have on their perceptions and career decisions. 

 

Chiming with Kenny and Briner (2007), Stanley (2009) asserted that there is a lack ‘of research 

on the experiences and perceptions of BME employees who have successfully achieved 

leadership roles’ (in Wyatt and Silvester, 2015:1244). Heath and Di Stasio’s (2019) reviewed 

field experiments exploring racial discrimination in the UK workplace from 1969 to 2017. The 

research calculated the risk ratio (disparity ratio) and variances. Focusing on studies comparing 

two or more minorities with White British groups, and using positive responses obtained from 

BAME and White respondents, they could not be sure that discrimination against ethnic 

minorities had risen but were able to assertively discard the hypothesis that the risks have 

reduced. This indicates that the study of racial discrimination in the labour market is nuanced, 

elusive and challenging to draw out from field experiments. 

 
Research has found that ‘highly educated first generation African men suffered the worst 

among all ethnic minorities in the workplace. For example, those with university degrees were 

eight times more likely to be unemployed than White British men with university degrees’ 
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(Heath and McMahon, 2005)’ (in Onoso, 2019:267). Onoso (2019:270) carried out a study into 

the experiences of second-generation Nigerians in UK workplaces and found that 62% 

experienced anti-Black racism and most of those who had done, explicitly described the British 

labour market as being a place ‘where discrimination manifested or increased as a Black person 

climbed the career ladder’. Participants reported being overlooked for promotion, being 

stigmatised and White colleagues expressing surprise at their professional presence. These 

findings demonstrate the need to further explore anti-Black racism in the UK and the impact 

upon career progression. 

 
Eagly and Carli’s (2007) used the metaphor of the labyrinth in their study which aimed to give 

a voice to BAME leaders who accomplished senior management positions and compared their 

leadership journeys with those of similar level White managers. This approach was also utilised 

in Wyatt and Silvestor’s (2015) study of BAME senior leadership experiences which explored 

the career experiences of 20 BAME managers and 20 matched White managers. The matched 

study approach is interesting and allows for a direct comparison of experiences. However, 

given there is a need for comparison, this may preclude qualitative research from delving 

deeper into the lived experience of discrimination of BAME employees. The study found that 

‘although BME and White managers identified four common themes (visibility, networks, 

development, and line manager support), they differed in how they made sense of formal and 

informal organisational processes to achieve career progression’ (Wyatt and Silvestor, 

2015:1243), with BME employees finding it harder to navigate through the labyrinth of 

informal processes. 

 
Beyond the matched approach, Ozturk and Berber (2020) conducted a study of 22 BAME (10 

male and 12 female) professionals using the lens of selective incivility (Cortina, 2008). The 

study found the ‘ubiquity of honest liars and strategic coverers’ was ‘important in 

understanding the continuity of selective incivility’ as a modern form of racism (Ozturk and 

Berber, 2020:19). Further, White defensiveness, organisational Whitewashing and 

management denial were commonplace amid ‘upstream exclusion of racialised professionals’, 

thus rendering ‘organisational policy, norms, and leadership practices advantageous to White 

employees’ (Ozturk and Berber, 2020:19). These findings illustrate that discrimination is not 

always unconscious and speaks to the difficulty BAME employees have in calling out subtle 

everyday forms of racism that often fly under the radar of policy and complaints processes. 
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Bringing an intersectional perspective to empirical research in this field, Opara et al.’s (2020) 

study explored the workplace experiences of 20 BAME professional women. The study found 

that identities imposed on the women were ‘(i) discriminatory in relation to their appearance; 

(ii) burdensome; (iii) disproportionately experienced by ethnic minority women; and (iv) 

motivated by race and gender’ (Opara et al., 2020:1201). The study findings suggest that 

organisations should ‘consider the challenges for women who routinely face identity 

impositions at work’ (Opara et al., 2020:1207). This study is important in drawing attention to 

the multiple discriminations faced by women. 

 
Exploring the co-existence of race and gender factors, Fearfull and Kamenou (2006) carried 

out research into the career opportunities and experiences of BAME females in a range of roles 

and occupations. In-depth interviews were carried out with 64 participants largely drawn from 

two organisations with public commitments to diversity and inclusion. The researchers were of 

a different ethnicity to the participants, to mitigate this, the researchers acknowledged their own 

positionality and utilised a reflective approach. However, it is contended that the participants 

may not have been as explicit or open given the sensitive subject matter. The study found that 

networking and career strategy adversely affected BAME women and that the predominantly 

White male culture of the employer hindered progression prospects by stereotyping them and 

excluding them from key networks. These results are aligned with the research on the impact 

of social capital, stereotyping and racialised organisations on Black employees. 

 
Similarly, Showunmi, et al. (2016) undertook a qualitative study of how gender and ethnicity 

influenced leadership experiences of 130 British women from BAME and White backgrounds, 

working in senior private and public sector roles. The study found that ‘ninety-five per cent 

(105) of minority ethnic participants’ experienced ‘barriers… at work, compared to 40% (8) of 

the White women’. In addition, the BAME women ‘tended to describe social/structural, rather 

than personal psychological barriers. There were several references to others denying or 

questioning minority ethnic women’s leadership capacities based on stereotypical 

assumptions’ (Showunmi, et al., 2016:926). Working class backgrounds were also a factor in 

stymieing career progression. 

 
On leadership more generally, Lowe (2013) explored why leadership in UK organisations is 

steadfastly White. Lowe (2013) proffers that denial of racial disparity operates to conceal the 



67 
 

persistent continuation of a racial hierarchy in the UK and perpetuates the misconception that 

organisations in the UK are just, meritocratic and grounded in equal opportunity principles. 

Lowe’s (2013) contention resonates with findings in structural racism regarding the racialised 

practice of organisations in the UK. Lowe’s (2013:151) paper asserts that the blockers to Black 

people attaining senior roles in organisations are ‘largely invisible and often unconscious’ and 

‘hidden within the psyches of decision-makers… and in the culture of the organisation’. 

 
Lowe (2013:159-160) concludes that ‘beneath the veneer of fairness, those in power seek to 

maintain it both consciously and unconsciously’ and that ‘BME people, and others who are 

lower down the social structure are unconsciously expected to carry followership and not 

leadership roles in organisations’. The combination of structural, systemic, modern day racism 

and Whiteness work as a powerful force to make it difficult for Black people to succeed, 

however by highlighting, exposing, and calling out racism, there is a possibility that change 

can be realised, according to Lowe (2013). 

 
Several studies were carried out exploring BAME leadership in the education sector in the UK. 

In academia, there were only 30 Black female professors and 50 Black male professors, out of 

14,315 in the UK (ECU, 2017; Begum and Saini, 2019). ‘According to The Higher Education 

Statistics Agency data (2017) universities are more likely to employ Black staff as cleaners, 

receptionists, or porters than as lecturers or professors’ and… ‘female academics of colour are 

less likely than men to be in senior positions as heads of school or department’ (Begum and 

Saini, 2019:197). Recent HESA data (2021) shows that out of 21,055 professors, 155 were 

Black representing 0.7% of the total. Begum and Saini (2019:197) contend that ‘allies, and 

support from more established academics to the early career community can go a long way in 

making a positive difference to our sense of belonging as well as career trajectory’. 

Beyond higher education, Wallace (2020) carried out a study of the experiences of Black male 

teachers in the UK. The study found that the Black teachers were pressured to take on additional 

racialised tasks such as community liaison, role model and organisational disciplinarian which 

effectively contributed to holding back their careers, which Wallace referenced as the diversity 

trap. The conclusions of this study point to the limitations of Black progression and the token 

benefit their presence derives for the employer, according to Wallace (2020). 

 
In an earlier empirical study, Bush et al. (2006) carried out research into BAME leaders in UK 

schools. Bush et al. (2006) found that participants had developed strategies to overcome racism 
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such as self-confidence, resilience, perseverance, and family support. Some participants also 

pointed towards the benefits of customised leadership programmes, but the majority were 

opposed. Most participants experienced racism and discrimination either direct or hidden and 

thought it was imperative to concentrate on the talent pipeline. Respondents felt they were 

required to surpass the performance of their White peers and work harder to succeed. 

 
Returning to higher education on an institutional level, Bhopal and Pitkin (2020) carried out a 

study into the Race Equality Charter Mark (REC) for universities which examines race equality 

and career progression. Using the concept of interest convergence and a diverse group of 

respondents, the study concluded that the REC perpetuated the interests of White employees and 

reinforced White supremacy, with the initiatives produced by White senior managers, therefore 

reproducing White privilege and perpetuating racial inequalities, according to Bhopal and Pitkin 

(2020). They found people of colour had a deficit discourse attributed to them, with the tasks to 

achieve the REC falling as an obligation on BAME employees and thus reproducing injustice 

through implementation the policy. The study found that participation was often performative, 

that there was a disconnect between action and the lived experiences of BAME staff and 

students, and a need for an anti-racism approach (Bhopal and Pitkin, 2020).  

 

These findings call for a review of the Race Equality Charter, as it is a sector benchmark that 

many universities aspire to, and one which cannot be a burden placed on BAME employees in 

addition to their day jobs. A racial equality charter that reproduces white privilege approaches 

to inclusion which are performative in nature will not drive the structural and systemic change 

required to tackle discrimination and lack of progression of BAME employees, according to 

Bhopal and Pitkin (2020). These findings resonate with the sentiments of Dar et al. (2020:2) 

who place ‘an urgent call for scholars of colour to collectively act up to radically challenge the 

White supremacist nature of business schools’. 

 
Crossing educational sectors, Miller (2016:205) carried out an integrated study into the 

promotion and progression experience of ‘academics and teachers, theorised through the lens 

of Whiteness theory and social identity theory’. The study found that BAME academics needed 

‘White sanction – a form of endorsement from White colleagues that in itself has an enabling 

power’ (Miller (2016:205). This finding illustrates the power structures at play in academia and 

reflects biased promotion processes that are far from inclusive. The study found that ‘there 

appear to be two forms of capital: a BME capital – which is restricted and (can be) restrictive 

– and a white capital – which has a degree of power and influence that can provide access to 
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predominantly white middle-class spaces’ (Miller, 2016:218). Whilst these are completely 

different sectors, this also reflects the findings of Randle et al. (2015) regarding social capital. 

 
Based on the analysis within their study, Miller (2016:216) concludes ‘that there are four types 

of organisations: engaged, experimenting, initiated and uninitiated. Each interacts with BAME 

staff, and therefore their careers, in different ways’. This is reflected in Figure 4 below. 

 
 

Engaged 
 
BAME staff are represented at all levels 

Experimenting 

Few BAME staff in posts 

Fewer BAME staff in leadership roles 

Initiated 
 
Few BAME staff in posts 

Framework in place to meet a legal duty 

Uninitiated 
 
No BAME staff in posts 

No framework in place to meet a legal duty 

 

 

FIG. 4: INSTITUTIONAL INTERACTION WITH BAME STAFF (MILLER, 2016: 217) 

 

As shown in Figure 4 above Miller (2016:217) contends that: 

 
 

In an ‘engaged’ organisation, there are BME staff at all levels of its hierarchy, including in 

(senior) leadership roles. In an ‘experimenting’ organisation, there are few BME staff in posts 

and a smaller number of BME staff in leadership roles. In an ‘initiated’ organisation, there 

exists a framework for meeting its legal duty, although BME staff recruitment is kept to a bare 

minimum, with no BME staff in leadership roles. In an ‘uninitiated’ organisation, no framework 

exists for meeting its legal duty and no BME staff are in posts. 

 

There are very few if any large institutions that could be described as in the engaged space as 

BAME employees are not adequately represented at senior levels of organisations, according 

to Miller (2016). 

 
Miller (2016) contends that the barriers facing BAME teacher progression are unfair policy 

treatment, racism, institutional practices, group membership, and religion (Miller, 2020a). 

Miller (2020a) asserts that recent literature has distinguished three fundamental enablers for 



70 
 

the advancement of BAME teachers, namely association with a recognised in-group, 

pacification, and White sanction (Miller, 2020a). Increasingly, Black and Minority Ethnic 

employees are challenging discriminatory organisational systems and practices by ‘re- 

interpreting the rules of power by joining forces, researching, making public their experiences’, 

finding mentors, networking, and sourcing organisations that value their talents (Miller, 

2016:218). They are also drawing on strategies to overcome these challenges ‘such as self- 

confidence, resilience, perseverance’ (Miller, 2016:218) and utilising family support, this 

factor was highlighted by Bush et al. (2006). 

 
Adding to Miller (2020a), Melaku and Beeman (2020) utilise the expression liberal White 

supremacy to illuminate methods in which supposedly progressive White people ‘create 

hostile, silencing environments for Blacks’ in academia in America (Bell et al., 2020:43). 

According to Bell et al. (2020:43), ‘anti‐Blackness in academia is more likely to manifest 

through actions that convey “disdain, disregard and disgust” (Ross, 2020:1). Bell et al. (2020:6) 

argue that ‘anti‐Blackness exists throughout the research process’, promotions, and student 

assessments and therefore ‘anti‐racist allies must work from the position that anti‐ Blackness 

and White supremacy are omnipresent in academia’ (Bell et al., 2020:13). The discriminatory 

academic environments being described here mainly relate to US institutions. However, 

scholars such as Miller (2016, 2020, 2020a), Bhopal and Pitkin (2020) and Bush et al. (2006) 

identify similar racialised practices in UK academia. 

 
Beyond education, another substantial public sector employer in the UK is the National Health 

Service. Kalra et al.’s (2009:114) paper reviewed leadership interventions for BAME staff in 

the NHS, key findings were ‘lack of senior management commitment, poor accountability, 

widespread bullying and harassment, and a deep-felt perception amongst BME groups that the 

NHS does not value their contribution’. The paper identified that diversity management and 

organisational culture change could offer solutions, whereas the focus has been on networking, 

mentoring, and training and a change in emphasis was required to focus on institutional rather 

than individual factors. The study concluded that ‘the inability of the organisation to effect 

change in terms of these issues over the last 50 years should serve as a lesson to those who 

think piecemeal change is going to have an effect’ (Kalra et al., 2009:115). Cultural change 

within institutions can be slow to gain traction, however, this paper and other studies point to 

the fact that to improve the BAME career experience cultural change is a pre-requisite. 
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As opposed to other parts of the public sector, the public service broadcasting industry has been 

described as one that has its own logics of practice, which ‘can exclude those who do not know 

the rules of the game’ (Randle et al., 2015:594). This could be said to be based on Bourdieu 

(2000:214) who argued that: 

 
Those who talk of equality of opportunity forget that social games […] are not “fair games”. 

Without being, strictly speaking, rigged, the competition resembles a handicap race that has 

lasted for generations. 

 

Bourdieu earlier (1977) propounded that power is created through symbolic culture and 

embedded through structure and agency. This, in turn, constitutes behaviours and systems 

associated with social class that determine behaviour and mindset (Bourdieu, 1977). It is within 

this context that Randle et al. (2015) carried out a study which explored the barriers to entering 

the broadcasting industry. Participants agreed that the industry ‘was definitely White … middle 

class and … Oxbridge’ and that the ‘organisational and institutional environment generated 

and preserved a habitus of prestige and elitism’ (Randle et al., 2015:597). Lack of such defining 

indicators was likely to create a bar to entry into the broadcasting industry. According to 

Nwonka (2015:84) ‘there are some individuals that simply cannot be allowed to be included if 

the group, however, defined, is to retain a particular dominant culture’. 

 
A study carried out by Bhavnani (2007) into the UK Film Council and film training, found that 

underrepresented ‘groups do not necessarily have lower levels of education or qualifications 

and that this is not a significant barrier to accessing the film sector’ (Bhavnani, 2007:66). This 

suggests that there is a broader range of barriers to entry for Black candidates in public service 

broadcasting. The paucity of BAME actors and journalists has been illuminated by advocacy 

organisations such as the Act for Change Project and by new sites of cultural production online 

and museum and gallery events curated by Black people (Littler, 2018). 

 
Beyond the UK, Erskine et al. (2021:38) cite the low number of Afro-Diasporic women in the 

c-suite6 in America and articulate that their journeys are challenging, discouraging, and force 

them ‘to approach their corporate careers with a mindset of surviving, enduring, and coping, 

rather than thriving, while advancing to leadership’. Misogynoir, a term created by Bailey 

(2014), highlights the distinct methods used to pathologise Black women based upon anti- 

 
6 The c-suite refers to top management positions in a company whereby the ‘c’ stands for chief. 
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Blackness and misogyny. This causes them to navigate unwelcoming workplaces 

environments, as well as ‘being subjected to high emotional costs including spirit murder and 

emotional taxation’ (Erskine et al., 2021:47). To overcome this, Erskine et al. (2021:47) 

‘recommend strategies for Afro-Diasporic women to attain power currency as an ameliorative 

way to navigate the Black ceiling’. These findings stress the additional burden of Black 

employees navigating senior career progression and the impact these hurdles place on their 

health and wellbeing. Given the battle to achieve progress, it is even more remarkable when 

Black employees can overcome these obstacles and achieve career success. 

 
Cook and Glass (2015:184) explored the leadership of BAME employees in America. 

Resonating with the work of Wyatt and Silvester (2015), they assert that minority professionals 

compared with White people, ‘experience longer and more circuitous paths to leadership 

positions’, this is in addition to ‘weaker and slower wage growth’ and being ‘at greater risk of 

biased performance evaluations, firing, and downward mobility’. They also contend that 

BAME employees are prone to be promoted in less desirable low-wage sectors or heavily 

populated industries – a practice referred to as ‘bottom-up ascription’ (Cook and Glass, 

2015:184). 

 
Cook and Glass (2015:184) summarise the literature in this field by stating ‘Minorities are more 

likely than Whites to be tracked into less visible and less central positions, are excluded from 

high status and resource-rich networks, receive less mentoring and sponsorship from elite peers, 

and suffer from evaluation bias, stereotypes, and discrimination’. From the findings above, it 

is clearly evidenced that Black employees are disadvantaged from progressing through cultural, 

structural, system and institutional barriers in the workplace, regardless of the industry or 

profession. Having reviewed the career progression literature on Black professionals, the next 

section discusses diversity and inclusion practice in the workplace. 

 

2.14 Diversity and inclusion practices 

 
Interest in inclusive workplace ideas from scholars and business has grown exponentially, yet 

proven practice approaches grounded in empirical testing are lacking and the literature 

continues to develop. Shore et al. (2018:186) contend that, ‘work group inclusion, leader 

inclusion, perceived organisational inclusion, inclusion climate, and inclusion practices are all 

evolving streams of literature’. It is contended that diversity management approaches are 

inadequate as they incorrectly focus on the employee rather than the systemic and structural 
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disadvantage created by organisations (Janssens and Zanoni, 2014). Thus, diversity 

management practices that do not take these factors into account are likely to fail. In addition 

to structural dimensions, diversity management practices must also encompass modern day 

racism, as referenced in more detail above, and workplace culture that impacts upon career 

progression. From a reflexive perspective, it is vital to grasp the socio-economic consequence 

of underrepresentation and how this is addressed in the workplace context. Whilst the nature 

of structural inequality is reasonably well understood, what organisations need to do to address 

it is poorly understood in terms of diversity and inclusion practice (Glastra et al., 2000; Zanoni 

et al., 2010). 

 
Diversity scholars view organisations with capitalist practices as sources of racial inequality 

with diversity management as an enforcing mechanism (Janssens and Zanoni, 2014). Janssens 

and Zanoni (2014) found that for organisations to promote equality, ethnic minorities need to 

be viewed as equal to the dominant norm rather than as low status deviations to the norm, in 

order to minimise the impact of othering. This approach is rooted in developing an 

organisational culture of belonging and challenging Whiteness. Scholars assert that 

organisational diversity management has focused on ‘the comfort of all persons as a desired 

goal’, which subsequently prioritises ‘friendliness over engaging in crucial work around 

dismantling systemic racism’ (McCluney et al., 2020:53). Taking action to tackle career 

progression of Black employees will be uncomfortable and organisations need to be ready and 

prepared to deal with it to move forward, according to McCluney et al. (2020). 

 
UNISON (2017) uncovered that race discrimination can exacerbate the effect of unfair pay, 

progression, and development for BAME employees. Findings from limited academic studies 

of public sector BAME employees and their experiences at work, reveal ‘widespread 

discrimination, bullying, and harassment from their line managers and colleagues, 

compounded by racial discrimination from service-users which potentially leads to social 

exclusion’ (Seifert and Wang, 2018:261). Uprooting deeply embedded race discrimination 

requires ‘government intervention through legislation and other parties’ involvement in the 

workplace. Measures taken to date tend to be top-down initiatives which ignore the power 

imbalance between individual employees and employers’ (Seifert and Wang, 2018:259). 

 
Interest has grown in the area of diversity management which focuses on what approach 

organisations should take to resolve the lack of progression and representation of Black 
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employees. One approach involves engaging effective diversity professionals who are viewed 

as tempered radicals (Kelan and Wratil, 2018) who have a dual role of delivering the diversity 

business case against a juxtaposition of a wider vision of organisational change, including 

social justice (Kirton et al., 2007). Tempered radicals are committed to their organisations but 

experience ‘organisational structures as unequal and unfair’ and ‘they aim to change the status 

quo’ and achieve greater equality but are tempered in their approach, as opposed to being 

radical’ (Kelan and Wratil, 2018:4). Utilising the tempered radical approach can be beneficial 

for organisations seeking to drive incremental and transformational change. However, this 

approach appears to be based on a unique set of circumstances and, therefore, applicability in 

different environments would need to be understood. Moreover, tempered radicals act as ‘micro 

change agents, and there have been increasing calls for macro change agents (the top 

leadership) to support equality efforts in organisations’, in light of the substantial role that 

leadership plays in inclusion and equality (Kelan and Wratil, 2018:5). 

 
It is contended that the diversity management practices put forward in the managerial literature, 

such as unconscious bias training, contrived networking, and poorly designed BAME 

development programmes (Janssens and Zanoni, 2014) are not only ineffective in achieving 

diversity and inclusion (Kalev et al., 2006), but have a negative hostile impact on ethnic 

minorities by emphasizing ill-founded stereotypes and signalling special treatment (Janssens 

and Zanoni, 2014). Further, few consistent conclusions have been reached regarding the 

antecedents and outcomes of diversity interventions (Shore et al., 2009). 

 
Exploring specifically the efficacy of unconscious bias training has been criticised by Noon 

(2018:3) for attempting to transpose ‘tests of bias into diversity interventions intended to 

address racial disadvantage’. Noon (2018:4) argues that ‘modern, and colour-blind racists are 

aware of their biases and do not conceal their views since they are expressing a socially 

acceptable form of racism’. As such, unconscious bias training would have no impact on this 

group because they are already self-aware of their attitudes and would, therefore, be 

unsurprised and unperturbed (Noon, 2018). Noon (2018:6) further posits that ‘part of the allure 

of the notion of unconscious bias is that it is not about blame’ and therefore not really our fault. 

Unconscious bias training is widespread in UK workplaces with the idea that the training is a 

panacea to tackling a range of diversity issues and it has been favoured because nothing really 

changes, according to Noon (2018). In contrast, Beckles-Raymond (2020) contends that 

implicit bias implies that attitudes and behaviours are outside of a person’s control, therefore 

evading moral culpability. However, if unconscious bias training cannot influence everyday 
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acts of racism microaggressions and discrimination, ‘then the lived experiences of ethnic 

minorities are not altered’, which means there is no point in training (Noon, 2018:8). It could 

thus be argued that it is these everyday acts of racism and structural inequality that diversity 

and inclusion approaches should be seeking to change if the career progression experience of 

Black employees is to improve. 

Instead of focusing on individuals, Noon (2018:9) suggests the need for ‘fair distribution in the 

outcomes of social rewards, a reconsideration of positive discrimination (even if selective and 

temporary) or less extreme progressive interventions, such as matched shortlists or tie-break 

decisions’ where protected characteristics are considered. Progressive interventions are needed 

if we are to see change within a reasonable timeframe. The sentiments of Noon (2018) resonate 

with Kahn (2018) who argues that implicit bias can morph into racism to emphasise individual 

bias instead of focusing on broader structural bias, which provides the framework for class and 

power relations. Leadership teams, according to Kahn (2018) must be held to account for racist 

practices which prohibit Black employees from progressing in their organisations. 

 
To counter the lack of progression and exclusion, organisations offer BAME staff specific 

development programmes. According to Nwonka (2015:86), most diversity initiatives ‘from 

the 2000s have reflected a plethora of benign interventions that failed to reach and remedy the 

heart of the problems of exclusion’. Whilst the public sector has increasingly implemented 

diversity management programmes, research analysing its effectiveness has not been 

forthcoming (Pitts and Wise, 2010). In a study of BAME academics carried out by Bhopal 

(2018), respondents questioned the efficacy of specific BAME programmes and proposed that 

the programmes should adopt a holistic perspective to include all relevant stakeholders and 

address their specific needs, including structural organisational inequalities. 

 
Bhopal (2020a:13) argues that BAME development ‘programmes exist within a framework of 

White privilege and a normative culture of Whiteness, and do not specifically address structural 

and institutional racism, which disadvantages BAME groups at all levels’, in addition to 

perpetuating ‘the view that increasing diversity is the responsibility of BME groups 

themselves’ and that ‘White groups do not need to be and are not part of this process of 

instigating change’. According to Bhopal (2020a), a CRT perspective questions the aims and 

efficacy of BAME development programmes and policymaking designed and developed by 

White senior managers who ‘have access to control and reproduce what is considered 

appropriate knowledge’ that is needed for progress to ‘senior leadership roles’ (Bhopal, 
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2020a:10). Bhopal (2020a) found that this approach produced a deficit racial discourse which 

further marginalised the position of BAME employees. With low levels of success, BAME 

development programmes must place the needs of BAME employees at the centre and allow 

for their involvement in the development of programmes designed to support them. Credible 

D&I experts should also be involved, and leaders should sponsor and understand the difference 

the programme can make, according to Bhopal (2020a). 

 
Where the purpose of development programmes is to facilitate BAME ‘staff to acquire the 

skills and knowledge that would enable them to access senior leadership roles and then support 

them on their career trajectories’, Bhopal (2020a:11) contends that such a perspective makes 

a simplistic assumption that attending the will result in BAME career progression and does not 

question the ‘(racist) structures of HEIs’ which ‘work to advantage Whites and systematically 

disadvantage BME groups’ through ‘social structures, hierarchies and status quo’ (Bhopal, 

2020a:11). This resonates with the view that BAME development programmes must move 

away from a tick box exercise that does not adequately consider that ‘... privileges, ideologies 

and stereotypes reinforce institutional hierarchies and the larger system of White supremacy’ 

(Picower, 2009:3). 

 
According to Wyatt and Silvester (2015:1246), whilst ‘BME and White employees are reported 

to have similar access to mentoring relationships there is considerable evidence that BME 

employees are less likely to find powerful mentors who are racially similar’. Finding mentors 

who were willing to share organisational information that can achieve advancement was also 

problematic (Dreher and Cox, 1996; Ragins, 1997; Blass et al., 2007; Blickle et al., 2009). 

Bhopal (2020b) carried out a study of BAME mentoring experiences in higher education and 

proffers that higher education institutions should invest in formal mentoring schemes for 

BAME staff. Reverse mentoring has become popular over the past few years and can offer an 

insightful way for BAME employees to engage with senior leadership if designed and delivered 

appropriately. 

 
Miller (2020a:19) calls for leadership that is activist, courageous, and inclusive and propounds 

that White leaders need to publicly challenge ‘and stand up for race equality by’ acting ‘within 

their institutions and lobbying for policy changes and actions across the sector’ to avoid the 

serious potential of race inequality being trivialised, or even worse normalised. This call to 

action is echoed by Uwagba (2020) who calls for white allyship that commits to self-sacrifice 

and calls out ethnicity pay gaps and other forms of unfairness. 
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Modern approaches suggest taking an antiracist approach to organisational development in 

organisations. Miller (2020b:7-8) contends that a universal method to anti-racist organisational 

development within schools in England does not exist and asserts that School leaders should: 

 
(i) talk confidently about race/ racism; (ii) respond to changing student and teacher 

demographics; (iii) cater adequately to the learning and development needs of students; (iv) 

tackle discrimination in the recruitment, development and progression of staff; and (v) build 

racially inclusive institutional processes, structures and cultures. 

 

Building on this, McCluney et al. (2020:52) provide three models ‘of individual, relational and 

structural antiracist resources’ which organisations may utilise, grounded in lived experiences 

and evolving literature. These are ‘(1) proactively seek long-term, self-led education on racism, 

(2) embrace discomfort in acknowledging racist mistakes and (3) directly identify and change 

structures that maintain White supremacy’ (McCluney et al., 2020:52). 

 
Ozturk and Berber (2020:19) identified the ‘need to account for organisational power 

hierarchies, which ensures selective incivility’. As a covert form of racism, selective incivilities 

are easy to deny. Subtle discrimination is difficult to immobilise, hard to prove and hard to 

decipher and given its elusive nature, it is hard to seek redress (Ozturk and Berber, 2020). 

Ozturk and Berber (2020) recommend that organisations engage in critical reflective training, 

increase BAME senior representation, invest in leadership, coaching, and mentoring for BAME 

employees, challenge White supremacy, and amplify the voices of BAME employees. This 

approach to tackling broader inequalities feeds into the foundational layer required before 

racialised career progression issues can be addressed. 

 
In the early 2000s, Smith et al. (2007:555) coined the expression ‘racial battle fatigue’ which 

relates to ‘the result of constant physiological, psychological, cultural, and emotional coping 

with racial microaggressions in less than-ideal and racially hostile or unsupportive 

environments’ (Embrick et al., 2017). In response, some organisations in the UK have started 

to introduce BAME wellbeing roles whose efficacy will need to be evaluated in the literature. 

 
Scholars argue ‘that a ‘not racist’ position is a form of racist violence’ (Lentin, 2018:5) and 

Kramer (2020) suggests 10 pledges that organisations can make to progress racial equality. 

According to Kendi (2019), antiracism means a persistent ‘commitment to learning about 

racism, acknowledging racist mistakes, and creating equitable structures’ in exchange for 
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‘systems that maintain White supremacy’ and marginalise minority groups (McCluney et al., 

2020:52). 

 
In addition to training and development, previously explored, Ben et al.’s (2020:206) review 

of effective practices in contemporary antiracism focuses upon four key areas ‘(1) intergroup 

contact; (2) training and education; (3) communications and media campaigns; and (4) 

organisational development’. Intergroup contact can be useful where there is meaningful 

contact between ethnic majority and minority groups, hence the reason reverse mentoring is 

seen as a mutually beneficial means of connecting different groups (Ben et al., 2020). 

 
In reference to training and education, diversity training can reduce prejudice against minority 

groups but, worryingly, has been found to increase it in a minority of cases (Ben et al., 2020). 

Despite widespread education and training in diversity management, studies have not focussed 

on the effect to which they address racism (Noon, 2018). Training varies across organisations 

and therefore a definitive review of the effectiveness of anti-racism training is problematic. 

What is known is that face to face training will deliver better results in this area than online 

training, especially if such training utilises a reflective element (Ozturk and Berber, 2020). 

 
Anti-racism communication and media campaigns can aggravate discriminatory behaviour 

towards minority groups, but they also produce understanding of discrimination and encourage 

positive norms. Ben et al. (2020) point out that backlash can occur in response to antiracism 

initiatives as they can produce negative emotions. A voluntary rather than mandatory approach 

to antiracism has proved more effective. Overall, they show promise in terms of effectiveness 

(Ben et al., 2020), however, recent examples such as the backlash over the Sainsbury’s 

Christmas advert that featured a Black family (The Guardian, 2020) and the Argos advert 

featuring Black people (Independent, 2020) demonstrate there is a long way to go. According 

to Ben et al. (2020), organisational development approaches involve changing policy, plans, 

processes, models, implementing non-discriminatory standards, changing social norms and 

wider societal change. Ben et al. (2020:8) found that there is little research into the evaluation 

of collective organisational development interventions and that ‘anti-racism initiatives’ are 

most ‘effective when carefully developed, theory- and evidence-based, longer- term, draw on 

clear objectives and explicit messages, and include rigorous, ongoing evaluation research’. 

 
Critical race scholars highlight the limitations of diversity management, by applying a 

discursive lens which enables a focus on, how larger societal racial/ethnicity discourse, for 
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example, obstructs diversity initiatives (Romani et al., 2019). According to Romani et al. 

(2019:373-374) ‘substructures of inequality are tacitly practised in the ordinary life of 

organisations in which, for example, racialised assumptions about groups of employees are 

embedded and reproduced. Exclusionary practices, processes, and meanings in regimes of 

inequality often intersect multiple inequality categories, such as ethnicity and class or gender 

and ethnicity’, as previously referenced. This can make it more difficult for organisational 

development initiatives to succeed as first organisations must acknowledge and commit to 

moving away from tacit and exclusionary practices embedded throughout the organisation. 

 
According to Mungin and Stock (2020:1) ‘those who are committed to anti-racism, the active 

process of identifying and eliminating racism by changing systems and organisational 

structures is the way forward’. Organisations must show genuine commitment to be able to 

sustain the long-term proposition of becoming an anti-racist organisation. There is much work 

to be done to dismantle the status quo, it remains to be seen whether leaders are up to the task 

and there are those who emphasise ‘the importance of coupling any solidarity statements with 

tangible action steps and goals that company leaders are setting for themselves when it comes 

to racial equity’ (Mungin and Stock, 2020:1). 

 
The literature concerning diversity management is broad and complex. The goal here is not to 

override previous research and studies, rather, this study allows the researcher to determine the 

recommended approaches based on the literature and the research study. Having discussed 

diversity management practices, the next section explores the vital role of human resources.
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2.15 The role of human resource management 

 
Organisations hold the power in employment relationships to determine the type of employee 

experience of their workers; employment legislation and HR policies provide frameworks that 

are supposed to prevent arbitrary management decisions and protect employees from racism 

and bullying. Unfortunately, some managers are the perpetrators themselves. At Brent Council, 

an HR director was found guilty of victimising and racially discriminating against a senior 

member of her own HR team by an Employment Tribunal (Brent & Kilburn Times, 2014). The 

same HR director was then promoted, made permanent and given responsibility for D&I. 

Institutional racism of this kind can be engrained in the practices of senior leadership teams 

where there is a collective failure to recognise the harassment and bullying and take appropriate 

action based upon overwhelming evidence (Pate et al., 2012; Seifert and Wang, 2018). This 

type of practice is evident in workplaces across the UK and must be challenged if change is to 

be achieved, according to Pate et al. (2012). 

 
Unfortunately, there is a pervasive incorrect view shared by HR managers that allegations of 

bullying and harassment are utilised to mask poor performance of Black and Minority Ethnic 

employees, when a White employees’ racist behaviour is questioned. Black employees deem 

the grievance process to be protracted and biased in favour of line managers and there is a 

subsequent lack of faith human resources ability to follow inclusion policies in a just and timely 

manner, which contributes to victims not raising grievances (UNISON, 2009, TUC, 2009; 

Wang and Seifert, 2018). 

 
As a consequence, Ogbonna (2019) argues that HR scholarship should devote more attention 

to culture management interventions; that validation of practitioners through professional 

membership and qualification routes should prioritise equality, diversity, and inclusion and that 

practitioners should develop expertise in recruitment and promotion approaches that do not 

disadvantage ethnic minorities. Miller (2019) further suggests that to address racial 

discrimination in career progression, organisations should examine the HR role in levelling the 

playing field, understand the role of line managers, provide appropriate opportunities for 

development, and carry out a critical appraisal of organisational culture. This notion is of 

fundamental importance as the role of HR in D&I effectiveness is not currently viewed as a 

key competence area, according to Miller (2019). 
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According to Thompson (2017), inclusive organisations respect, value, welcome and accept 

people from different social and cultural backgrounds. In these organisations, senior leaders 

challenge bias and recognise their own biases. Organisations should ensure wellbeing and 

engagement of all ethnic groups as well as compliance with existing equalities legislation and 

good practice (Thompson, 2017). Within this context, the role of human resources is 

fundamental to setting cultural expectations of internal practices and policies, influencing the 

leadership team and guiding line managers on acceptable people management practices 

(Thompson, 2017). 

 
Accordingly, Sensoy and DiAngelo (2017) considered hiring practices within American 

universities and some of their observations can be conceptualised within a HR context. Sensoy 

and DiAngelo (2017) encouraged hiring managers to recognise their complicity in the lack of 

change and to identify how that complicity was manifesting. Crucial to this approach was not 

seeing their role as neutral. Hiring managers were encouraged to push against normative 

institutionalised practices which exclude diverse staff (Sensoy and DiAngelo, 2017). HR 

practitioners have a fundamental role in challenging tradition and the status quo, asking 

questions and addressing biased practices. Sensoy and DiAngelo (2017) argue that this type of 

approach will enable White privilege and power to be interrupted and highlight that 

unexamined whiteness creates a hostile environment for Black employees. 

 
In line with these findings, Beech et al. (2017) articulate that the formalisation of diversity 

development pipeline processes, such as mentoring, training and development and 

communication programmes, were found to be a crucial factor in BAME career progression. 

HR analytics to better manage diversity and inclusion and help achieve competitive advantage 

were also thought to be important. Taking an evidence-based and transparent approach to HR 

interventions is seen as key to building trust with Black employees who often report informal 

processes hindering their process (Beech et al., 2017). 

 
If HR managers at the interface of diversity practice are ill-informed about social behaviours 

in relation to race, they can contribute to the perpetual manifestation of discrimination (Romani 

et al., 2019). Romani et al. (2019:372) point out that ‘in most studies exploring the limits of 

diversity management, advanced knowledge and commitment of managers or human resources 

(HR) professionals regarding diversity issues is not mentioned’. Romani et al. (2019) further 
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articulate that if diversity management is foregrounded in the practices of the senior team and 

HR managers, diversity achievements are more likely to materialise. 

 
Romani et al., (2019:372) investigated inequality in a Swedish pharmaceutical company and 

realised ‘how HR professionals, despite their genuine intention to address migrant 

discrimination in the labour market, actively contribute to the continuation of inequalities 

through diversity initiatives’. Romani et al. (2019:372) argue, from a critical diversity 

perspective, ‘HR Managers are blind to their role’ in continuing discrimination of non-White 

employees because they are engaging in benevolent acts that position the othered group as 

inferior. Romani et al. (2019:372) posit that this approach of being willing to help leads to 

‘benevolent discrimination: a structural and subtle form of discrimination, whose perpetrators 

are blind to its effects’ and in turn prohibits HR professional ‘from seeing how they contribute 

to ethnic discrimination’. Romani et al. (2019:387) contend that ‘structural and implicit 

discrimination is often studied from the perspective of the victim’ and ‘that the notion of 

benevolence refocuses upon the intention of the perpetrator’. Deducing that ‘benevolent 

discrimination is the intentional framing of the act as kind and anti-discriminatory, in view of 

one’s position in the existing social order’, Romani et al. (2019:387) posit that the framing in 

this context is what blinds actors of benevolent discrimination. 

 
HR practice in relation to inclusive employee experience is a pivotal area for D&I research. 

Company diversity initiatives, such as BAME development programmes, fair recruitment and 

promotion policies, unconscious bias training, and network groups, have proved to be 

inadequate for Black people who have been historically excluded from senior positions (Shore 

et al., 2018). Shore et al. (2018:187) highlight that HR practices intended to promote employee 

‘experience for people who belong to historically excluded identity groups have not been 

examined empirically in large-scale studies’. 

 
Many reasons have been put forward for the lack of career progression of Black people in UK 

organisations, including paucity of role models (McGregor Smith, 2017), reduced access to 

opportunities (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2015) and lack of social capital (Ossenkop, et al., 

2015) to name a few. Yet, racism is omnipresent and requires further examination within this 

context. A summary of the gaps in the literature follows. 
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2.16 Gaps in the literature 

 

The literature review reveals a need to better understand the lived experience of Black 

employees where the voice of the participants is strong. This intrinsically links to the ‘Lived 

Experience’ pillar of the theoretical framework and fundamentally requires an interpretivist 

philosophical and methodological position. Workplace experiences of Black employees as a 

defined group remain understudied in the context of underlying suppositions about the 

components that influence career progression and the impact of individual perceptions and 

career decisions (Kenny and Briner, 2007; Stanley, 2009; Wyatt and Silvester, 2015). This 

requirement is connected to the second pillar of the theoretical framework which seeks to 

ascertain the relationship between career progression and race. 

 
Whilst interest in career advancement has emerged quite recently (Sissons and Green, 2017; 

Sissons, 2020), there is a limited but growing body of literature which analyses BAME 

employment experiences, however, there are very few studies that focus specifically on the 

lived experiences of Black employees in the UK public sector. It is argued that anti-Black 

racism (Ross, 2020; Miller, 2020a) results in worse outcomes for Black employees as a defined 

group, and there is a paucity of literature covering this aspect in relation to lived experiences 

in the UK. Given anti-Black racism experiences, there is a need to understand how this 

phenomenon manifests itself in career progression. 

 
There is insufficient literature on the role of HR generalists in enabling D&I practices that 

support career progression of Black employees. This underpins the third theoretical framework 

pillar which explores the intersection between HRM and equality diversity and inclusion 

approaches. Diversity management practices were viewed as out of date as they have not kept 

up with modern day racism and structural barriers to progression. There is a gap in literature 

that makes the connection between workplace culture, modern day racism, Whiteness, and the 

cumulative impact on career progression of Black employees. This study will seek to extend 

the knowledge in this area. Whilst there is a small but growing literature on anti-racist working 

practices (Shore et al., 2018; Kendi, 2019; Ben et al., 2020; Miller, 2020a; McCluney et al., 

2020; Ozturk and Berber, 2020; Kramer, 2020), there is a lack of empirical evaluation; 

moreover, much of this research is focussed on the US, not the UK experience. 
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Constructivist grounded theory is not commonly used in the analysis of the career progression 

of Black employees and therefore this research builds on the importance of enabling the voice 

of the participants to explain the challenges they are facing and present their ideas for potential 

solutions. Utilising a Critical Race Theory lens will enable an approach that can focus on the 

deeper meaning and context to explicate and analyse theoretical and conceptual development 

of the career progression experiences of Black employees, which is an understudied 

perspective. From this standpoint, the researcher can place at the centre those impacted by an 

intricate web of structural discrimination and prejudice and, using a CRT frame, draw out the 

racialised nature of society at a macro-level which leads to racialised workplaces at a micro- 

level. 

 
Having identified the gaps in the literature, the summary of the literature review is presented 

next. 

 

 
2.17 Literature review summary 

 

The main findings in relation to Black employee representation is one of historical 

discrimination where Black employees have been othered by all indicators of career 

progression. Whilst BLM has shifted attention to racial discrimination, Government action 

regarding the career progression of Black employees is both slow and out of touch with the 

lived experience. Moreover, racial equality employment law has been found to require an 

overhaul and company responses have been complacent, performative, or non-existent 

(McGregor-Smith, 2017; Business in the Community; 2018; Byrne et al., 2020; Race in the 

Workplace; Parker, 2020). This results in a need to examine how these failings are perceived 

and experienced by Black employees. 

 
The Whiteness literature drew out the ubiquitous nature and impact of White privilege in 

organisational structures and cultures (McIntosh, 1988; Minnich, 1988; Zanoni et al., 2010; 

Delgado and Stefancic, 2017; DiAngelo, 2018; Bourne, 2019; Abbas, 2020), however, how 

this manifests itself in the career progression experience of Black employees requires further 

examination. From a CRT perspective, the literature showed that Black people have been 
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historically oppressed on purpose (Bhopal, 2020), and that racialised organisations have treated 

Whiteness as a credential (Ray, 2019) and racial inequality has been a deliberate act (Meer, 

2018). Understanding the impacts on Black employees from a lived experience viewpoint will 

be critical to analysing the deliberate nature of structural and systemic discrimination. 

 
The review uncovered that structural racism in the workplace is not widely recognised in the 

UK, despite the existence of racialised organisations and lived experiences of Black and 

Minority Ethnic people (Ray, 2019). This finding aligned with the racism denial approach 

highlighted by Fekete (2020) which was found to be an intentional strategy to prevent change 

and maintain disparities. Structural and institutional barriers were then reinforced by workplace 

cultures where microaggressions and selective incivilities can continue (Ozturk and Berber, 

2020). Breaking down this complex web of discrimination will be important in tackling the 

effects of racism. The literature highlighted institutionalised anti-Blackness as part of British 

identity, borne of White supremacy (Eddo-Lodge, 2018; Ross, 2020; Busey and Coleman-King, 

2020), however, there is a need to focus on the impact within a workplace context. 

 
The literature in relation to workplace culture shows that Black people are hyper-visible for 

negative actions, such as bullying and harassment, unequal pay, and lack of career progression, 

whilst at the same time, invisible for positive actions such as promotion, recognition, successful 

job applications. In relation to HR and D&I practice, the review revealed there is insufficient 

literature on the role of HR generalists in enabling D&I approaches to career progression. The 

shortcomings in HR practice were benevolent discrimination, complicity in hiring practices 

and lack of understanding of the structural barriers (Sensoy and DiAngelo, 2017; Shore et al., 

2018; Ramoni et al., 2019). 

 
There is much interest from scholars and businesses regarding appropriate organisational D&I 

approaches. Suggested approaches include D&I tempered radicals (Kelan and Wratil, 2018), 

activist White allyship, anti-racist organisational approaches that consider organisational power 

hierarchies and the lived experience and carefully crafted diversity programmes (Bhopal, 2018; 

Lentin, 2018; Kendi, 2019; Ozturk and Berber, 2020; McCluney et al., 2020). Scholars propose 

tackling everyday and structural racism and utilising organisational development approaches 

which link theory and strategic responses (Eddo-Lodge, 2018; Romani et al., 2019; Ben et al., 

2020). However, there is a lack of consensus with regards to the most appropriate solutions 

and, crucially, there is a missing link in terms of the role of HR which needs to be uncovered. 
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This study will add to the current literature by deepening the understanding of the lived 

experiences of Black professionals and to extrapolate structural and systemic improvements to 

policy and practice in career progression of Black employees. 

 
Following the literature review summary, the research question is articulated next. 

 

 

2.18 The research question 

 
The reason I took the decision to investigate career progression was driven by my role as a HR 

practitioner. The literature review findings supported the formulation of the research question 

thus as 

‘What impact does the workplace culture of public sector institutions have on the career 

progression of Black employees?’ 

The key words in this are ‘workplace culture’, ‘career progression’ and ‘Black employees’. I 

will be seeking to examine the individual constructs of workplace culture and its impact on 

career progression borne out of recalled memories of lived experiences over the period of the 

participants’ careers. The researcher is focused on giving voice to Black professionals through 

a CRT approach and therefore the aim of this study is to understand how participants experience 

the progression journey in the workplace. It is paramount within this context to establish what 

constitutes an inclusive employee experience for Black employees. The methodology and 

methods to enable the research question to be answered are discussed next. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology and Methods 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 
In this chapter, the research paradigm and methodology will be articulated to address the 

study’s stated research question, and objectives. Alternative methodological approaches are 

considered, followed by an analysis of the chosen methodology. The methodological demands 

of CRT are discussed, followed by an exploration of ethical considerations. The design of the 

study is expressed along with actions taken to operationalise the research, utilising primary 

data collection methods. Constructivist grounded theory is largely dependent on the views of 

the researcher and, therefore, one needs to be aware of the nuances in interpretation that may 

arise (Charmaz, 2014). As such, constructivist grounded theory recommends the use of 

reflective notes and therefore utilising a reflexive approach is a key aspect to emphasise. 

 

3.2 Research paradigm 

 
According to Taghipour (2014:101), the philosophical conventions of qualitative research 

include the type of reality ‘(ontology)’ adopted, in what way the researcher discerns 

‘(epistemology)’, and the methods used in the research process ‘(methodology)’. Positivist 

epistemological definitions of theory consist of ‘interrelated propositions which aimed to treat 

concepts as variables; identify the properties of concepts; specify relationships between 

concepts; explain and predict these relationships; systematise knowledge; verify theoretical 

relationships through hypothesis testing and generate hypotheses for research’ (Charmaz, 

2014:229). Positivist approaches separate fact and value to claim impartiality and objectivity. 

However, this philosophical approach is criticised for leading to narrow explanations and theories 

devoid of emotion and cultural context. 

 
Conversely, interpretive epistemological definitions of theory emphasise interpretation and 

provide a contextualised understanding of the studied phenomenon. According (Charmaz, 

2014:231) ‘interpretive theory aims to conceptualise the studies phenomenon to understand it 

in abstract terms; articulate theoretical claims… acknowledge subjectivity in theorizing...’ and 

‘offer an imaginative theoretical interpretation…’. This standpoint is useful in research where 

there is a need for a deeper understanding and meaning of interactions between individuals. 
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From an ontological perspective, objectivism and constructionism were considered for this 

research?. Objectivism infers that social phenomena are pre-determined facts beyond our control 

and that we cannot influence or change them (Bryman and Bell, 2015). From a constructivist 

ontological orientation, social phenomena are not pre-determined and, therefore, the social 

actors who create the phenomena or conditions can be confronted (Bryman and Bell, 2015). 

The researcher subscribes to the constructionist notion ‘that data and analysis are social 

constructs rather than pure objective facts’ (Rosenbaum et al., 2016:3). This orientation fits 

with the researcher’s perspective that organisations and culture are not objective facts but rather 

that social actors can be confronted to elicit change to lived experiences. 

 

 
From an epistemological perspective, this research is orientated in an interpretivist paradigm 

which is concerned with the understanding of human social interaction (Bryman and Bell, 

2015) by seeking meaning from lived experiences. This approach asserts that understanding 

must be based upon the (lived) experience of those who experience the phenomena. The 

ontological considerations within this study are grounded in constructionism which refutes the 

objectivist approach that social phenomena are pre-determined. Rather, it emphasises the active 

role of individuals in the construction of social reality (Bryman and Bell, 2015). 

Methodological approaches are discussed next. 

 

3.3 Selecting a methodological approach 

 
Researchers, commentators, and race equality experts have highlighted the importance of 

understanding agency and employee voice (Bourdieu, 1977; Giddens, 1984; Lawrence et al., 

2013). This is crucial to placing those who have experience and understanding of the issue in 

the foreground. It is also relevant as those in positions of power will often seek to assert their 

version of events or perceptions as the incontrovertible truth, thus silencing other voices in the 

process. Through social media channels, there has been some levelling up of listening to a 

broader range of voices, however, in the workplace, it is still exceedingly difficult for Black 

employees to call out discrimination as there are repercussions in doing so. 
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Methodology encompasses the philosophic framework, the theoretical underpinning of the 

method, the rationale for choosing such a method and the effects of a given epistemological 

viewpoint (Van Manen, 2016). The link between theory and practice in this context demands 

a methodological approach which allows one to understand how practice relates to theoretical 

and practical developments. Therefore, the researcher is engaging in double hurdle 

management research (Pettigrew, 2001). This is further articulated as follows, the ‘challenges 

for management research are best captured in a series of concurrent double hurdles, which 

together raise a wide spectrum of cognitive, social, and political demands on our skills and 

knowledge as researchers’ (Pettigrew, 1997:91). The rigour relevance gap in management 

research refers to the gap between academic research and practitioner-led solutions, which has 

led scholars to recommend a collaborative approach between researchers and practitioners 

(Kieser and Leiner, 2009). 

 
Starkey and Madan (2001:3) contend ‘that business is increasingly concerned with relevance’ 

and managerial practice, while ‘business and management researchers in universities’ focus on 

‘a different view of knowledge’ which is too narrow as a discipline. Given that the researcher 

is approaching this study through a practitioner lens, the methodology and methods allow the 

researcher to critique practice whilst at the same time identifying gaps in academic 

understanding which are revealed from practice. 

 
Given the ontological constructivism orientation, the researcher considered methodological 

approaches that would complement this approach. The researcher was seeking a 

methodological approach that would capture the agency of participants from a co-production 

perspective, the sensitising lens of CRT, deeper meaning of lived experience and an approach 

that would address the rigour relevance gap from a practitioner perspective (Kieser and Leiner, 

2009). An approach considered for this thesis? was radical constructivism, which gives 

prominence to the relativity of subjective knowledge. Knowing, as a phenomenon, is analysed 

and explained as a process of individual reality construction. The radical constructivist view is 

that reality is not directly knowable and can only be known as it is experienced (Marshall, 

1996). The two pioneers of the approach, Heinz von Foerster and Ernst von Glasersfeld 

continually stress the significance of the relativity of knowledge. Charmaz (2008:409) rejects 

radical constructivism and asserts that whilst people make their own worlds, there are 

parameters emanating from ‘historical and social conditions that shape our views, actions, 

and collective practices’. The researcher concurs with the view of Charmaz (2008) and intends 

to utilise historical and social reference points in the research, therefore radical constructivism 
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was discounted. 

 
Another approach, pragmatist constructivism, builds on the similarities between pragmatism 

and constructivism. Research into the work of the pragmatist philosopher John Dewey 

highlights the productive and complimentary underpinnings between the two traditions 

(Garrison, 2010). Pragmatist constructivist approaches convey the notion that participating in 

an activity allows an individual to construct deep understanding of the rules, methods and goals. 

However, due to the nature of this study being focussed on the lived experience of Black 

employees, it was felt that pragmatist constructivism was not the right fit for this study. 

 
Ethnography was also considered as a research method to frame and analyse this study. Gold 

(1958)      classified four roles which ethnographers can adopt during a research project, namely 

‘Complete Participant; Participant as Observer; Observer as Participant and Complete 

observer’ (Bryman and Bell, 2015:456). As well as the research methods detailed above, 

ethnography also includes the use of non-observational methods and sources such as interviews 

and document review. Critics of ethnography have stated that misrepresentation can occur if 

researchers ‘portray social interaction as disconnected from the larger social context within 

which it occurs’ (Broadhead, 2008:135). Other criticisms of the approach are that it is has 

tendency to be abridged to data collection (Coleman, 2015) ‘through participant observation 

and interviews, or proximity to the everyday practices that have become the focus of the 

discipline’s practice turn’ (Vrasti, 2010:280; 285 in Coleman, 2015). Conventional notions of 

ethnography have been strongly criticised by sociologists and anthropologists, such as 

Bourdieu (2003) and De Neve and Unnithan-Kuma (2006). Ultimately, ethnography was not 

selected as a methodology in part as participant observation and fieldwork, which work well 

with this discipline, were not a feature of this study, further it was felt there was a better method 

that would allow for a semi-structured interview approach rather than the more spontaneous 

conversational approach of ethnography.  

 
Foucauldian discourse analysis, often associated with the analysis of power relations and 

distinguished work on race, was also considered. This study is seeking to understand the lived 

experiences which impact upon career progression of Black employees. Power could be the 

reason; however, the researcher is seeking to identify the key issues at play of which power 

may be one factor of many. Therefore, as can be seen from the work of Ahonen et al. (2014), 

a Foucauldian discourse analysis which places power as an integral part of understanding the 

experience of Black individuals could potentially exclude other causal factors and narrow the 
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study, for these reasons a Foucauldian discourse analysis was not selected. The next section 

focusses on the chosen methodology. 

 

3.4. Methodology 

 
The philosophical location of this study is in the constructivist grounded theory tradition, which 

has enabled the researcher to explore and generate new ideas and theories in relation to the 

social phenomena being studied. This approach has been conceptually sensitised with Critical 

Race Theory; historical discrimination and social factors will be contemplated in relation to the 

impact these events continue to have in the present day. The research philosophy is important 

for ensuring the correct approach in study design and data collection. According to Visconti 

(2010), business research may benefit from the sounder application of interpretative methods 

(Gummesson, 2003), which can produce deeper insights into organisational reality and clearer 

representations of lived experience. 

Constructivist grounded theory builds on similar logic of building specifics and moving to 

general statements situated in the context of construction. Constructivist grounded theory arose 

as a challenge to objectivist methodological approaches. As a constructivist grounded theorist, 

I will seek to recognise my own values in the research and surface presuppositions to understand 

how they interact and shape the research. Constructivist grounded theory is aligned with social 

constructivists influenced by Lev Vygotsky (1962) and Yvonna Lincoln (2013) who encourage 

sharing points of view and interaction (Charmaz, 2014). 

 

The epistemological position of constructivist grounded theory endorses the researcher and 

participants’ co-construction of knowledge, with the objective of formulating an interpretive 

illustration of participants’ accounts (Charmaz, 2000). This approach is appropriate for this 

study as the researcher will participate in co-constructing and bringing the participants’ accounts 

to life, allowing for the researcher to share views of their experience as part of the sense-making 

process (Charmaz, 2000). The study will assess the impact of workplace cultures in public 

sector institutions on career progression of Black employees. This aspect is important as 

employees often experience workplace cultures in isolation, unable to decipher if their 

experience is common or unique to them. The constructive grounded theory approach will 

enable participants to explore this phenomenon as part of the study. 
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Constructivist grounded theory allows the researcher to hone the methodological and analytical 

strategies and collect meaningful data to extrapolate and ‘understand how research participants 

construct their world’ (Charmaz, 2008:403). This is particularly valuable to this study as the 

researcher aims to comprehend the views of the respondents from their own individual and 

unique standpoints. Constructivist grounded theory enables the researcher to analyse and assess 

the direction and interpretation of the data being collected whilst the study is underway. 

 
Constructivist grounded theory provides a methodology that places importance on in- depth 

intensive interviewing to understand how participants ascribe meaning to their experiences 

(Charmaz, 2006). This enables the research to focus on the lived experience of workplace 

cultures and the relevance or bearing which participants place on this in relation to their 

experiences of career progression. In this researcher’s view, this approach is beneficial for 

separating the intention of public sector institutions to have inclusive workplace cultures from 

the actual experiences of the research participants. The constructivist approach involves 

examining ‘(1) the relativity of the researcher’s perspectives, positions, practices, and research 

situation, (2) The researcher’s reflexivity; and (3) depictions of social constructions in the 

studied world’ (Charmaz, 2008:398). 

 
Constructivist grounded theory is associated with qualitative approaches and recognised as a 

useful methodology to ‘follow leads that emerge’ from the data (Charmaz, 2014:25). In 

utilising this approach, it is recognised ‘that social reality is multiple, processual, and 

constructed’ and therefore the researchers’ positionalities are inherent to the research 

(Charmaz, 2014:13). 

According to Taghipour (2014:103), ‘Charmaz was the first researcher who described her work 

explicitly as constructivist grounded theory’. Further, Charmaz (2002) sought to preserve 

participants’ presence during the research to place importance on their own words in the 

analysis stage and to use creative writing to convey how participants create their worlds (ibid.). 

Charmaz described constructivist grounded theory as: 

A contemporary version of grounded theory that adopts methodological strategies such 

as coding, memo-writing, and theoretical sampling of the original statement of the 

method but shifts its epistemological foundations and takes into account 

methodological development in qualitative inquiry. 
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Charmaz’s description of constructivist grounded theory above, in Nagel et al. (2015:368) 

highlights the importance of ‘dynamic interaction with participants’ as being pivotal ‘to either 

illuminating social justice issues or enhancing human agency, both of which can be 

accommodated’ (Nagel et al., 2015:368). Further, it recognizes ‘the researcher’s paradigmatic 

orientation and experience’ and encourages the ‘use of reflexivity by the researcher during the 

research’ process (Nagel et al., 2015:368) which complements the research question and 

objectives of the study. In the context of this study, the shared lived experience will form a 

vital connection for interaction between the researcher and participants. 

 
Constructivist grounded theory utilises the ‘inductive, comparative, emergent, and open-ended 

approach of Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) original statement’ (Charmaz, 2014:12). This 

approach will complement the discovery of emergent themes at the data collection phase. It 

includes iterative logic and the pragmatist tradition of dual emphasis on action and meaning, 

however, iterative research is not exclusively equivalent to theory construction. The reflexive 

approach will enable co-production and construction of meaning with participants. The 

approach emphasises ‘that subjectivity is inseparable from social existence’ (Charmaz, 2014: 

14). Strong currents of social constructionism and links to social constructivism are found in 

constructivist grounded theory. 

 
Given Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) approaches to grounded theory are rooted in positivism, they 

treat the researcher as a distant and objective observer. Consequently, Glaser (2002) asserts 

that Charmaz’s (2014) notion of co-construction of interpretations by researcher and 

participants biases the results. However, constructivist grounded theory ‘starts with the premise 

that social reality is multiple, processual, and constructed, additionally, we must take the 

researcher’s position, privileges, perspective, and interactions into account as an inherent part 

of the research reality’ (Charmaz, 2014:13). Instead of perceiving the research as being 

discovered, it is viewed as constructed which enables a reflexive approach to decision making 

and research activities. My ontological position concurs with the view of the world as espoused 

by Charmaz (2014), in that I understand the social world to be constructed and view co- 

construction as a critical factor. 

 
Further, Glaser (1978) advises against conducting a literature review in advance of the data 

collection stage to safeguard against the theory development phase being contaminated with 

the existing literature. However, Charmaz (2006) points out that researchers will have been 
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exposed to previous literature already and that the literature review is helpful to identify gaps 

in the literature (Alemu et al., 2014). This researcher agrees with Charmaz (2006) that 

commencing the literature review at the start is a sensible approach and can avoid a researcher 

believing they have identified a novel idea, only to discover there is existing literature on the 

topic. 

 
Constructivist grounded theory is an important methodology for studying lived experience, 

both as a challenge to the objectivist approach and by paying attention to the theoretical threads 

that underpin the research approach. The objective of using constructivist grounded theory is 

to evolve and refine data collection in such a way as to enable the effective construction of a 

theory. In this sense, ‘a theory states relationships between abstract concepts and may aim for 

either explanation or understanding’ (Charmaz, 2014:228). Within this context, theories answer 

questions, offer accounts, and try to explain why things occur and is essential to developing 

conceptual approaches to both known and unknown phenomena. 

 
Charmaz’s (2002; 2006; 2014) approach seeks to elucidate the notion of theorising by 

identifying a theory in use, as opposed to a theory in the conventional sense. The theories in 

use provide the purpose of the study and articulate what we need to refine to enable further 

development into an overarching theory. By identifying theories in use, the researcher can 

clearly articulate the implications for closing the gap in the literature and what new information 

or ideas require an introduction to make sense of the theories in use. This introduces a nuanced 

way of thinking about theory construction. In addition to utilising constructivist grounded 

theory to identify theories in use, the approach can be used in the absence of prior theory 

(Melvin and Ginsburg, 2018). 

 
Theorising encompasses the activities included in formulating such accounts and ‘grounded 

theory provides both a way of analysing situated action and of moving beyond it’ (Charmaz, 

2014:228). Theory development persuades the audience that dependable findings follow from 

set of suppositions to create a compelling and persuasive theory. Thus, theorising is a key 

component of constructivist grounded theory. Charmaz’s (2014) approach takes a phenomenon 

that we think we know and then enriches understanding of the key proponents that are useful 

to researchers. Constructivist grounded theory illuminates discourse connected to the 

development of theory that evolves through an iterative and simultaneous data collection and 

theorising approach. The approach is flexible as the researcher can evolve and adapt grounded 
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theory guidelines to solve a myriad of problems. Charmaz (2014) proffers that a constructivist 

approach is the key to recognising subjectivity in the construction, evaluation, and analysis of 

data. The methods utilised are discussed next. 

 

3.5 Methods 

 
Scholars lack consensus across the main grounded theory methodologies on certain elements 

of methods and procedures, including sample size, coding, and verification (Charmaz, 2006; 

Corbin and Strauss, 2008; Creswell, 2013; Nagel et al., 2015). Accordingly, grounded theory 

studies do not consistently use the same methods (Nagel et al., 2015). Indeed, Strauss (1987:8) 

articulated that researchers should ‘study them, use them, but modify them in accordance with 

the requirements of your own research’. Strauss and Corbin (1998:295) recommended that 

students ‘use the procedures and techniques flexibly according to their abilities and the realities 

of their studies’. Flexibility will be utilised in this study to decide which techniques most fit 

with this study as the data begin to emerge. 

Open coding and focussed coding will be used in this study and will be discussed further in 

section 4.1. Since grounded theory’s initial identification, there have been further re-workings 

of this methodology to incorporate a variety of ontological and epistemological perspectives 

(Morse et al., 2009; Charmaz, 2014; Nagel et al., 2015). For example, Charmaz (2000; 2006) 

proposed a methodology to grounded theory that utilised a constructivist approach, including 

co-construction of knowledge method and acknowledged researcher interpretation in the 

analysis phase. These key aspects will be incorporated into the data collection and theory 

development phases of this study. It is worth noting that ‘strategies of theoretical sampling, 

constant comparison, coding, and memo writing are consistent with all approaches to grounded 

theory’ (Wei et al., 2015:367). 

During the coding stage of a constructivist grounded theory study, theoretical sampling to 

develop theoretical categories occurs using a constant comparative method. Memo writing also 

takes place throughout the process. Theoretical sampling is the process of gathering enough 

data on a category and its properties and distinguishes grounded theory from other forms of 

qualitative inquiry. This is an iterative process until categorisation saturation of data is reached 

and no new properties emerge (Charmaz, 2014), data is then sorted to feed into the emerging 

theory. 
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Theoretical sampling is underpinned by abductive reasoning which ‘is a mode of imaginative 

reasoning researchers invoke when they cannot account for a surprising or puzzling finding’ 

(Charmaz, 2014:200), allowing researchers ‘make an inferential leap to consider all possible 

theoretical explanations for the observed data, and then form and test hypotheses’. This 

approach enables the researcher to conceptualise findings and develop theory through the 

interpretation of co-constructed data. Whilst all theoretical interpretations of data should be 

considered, only those that illuminate the data will form part of the analysis. Theoretical 

sampling will commence once preliminary categories are developed and is a strategy rather 

than a data collecting procedure. The formulation of the research perspective of CRT is 

considered next. 

 

3.6 Methodological demands of Critical Race Theory 

 

Utilising Critical Race Theory as a sensitising lens means that participant voice must be centred 

in the research. Therefore, this study seeks to foreground the lived experience and embed co- 

production principles. These approaches are outlined next. 

 

3.6.1 Lived experience 

 
The lived experience emerged as a concept in qualitative phenomenological studies and is 

advocated by Sen (2001) and more recently Eddo-Lodge (2018). The lived experience captures 

the essence of a phenomenon by placing the subject matter in the role of the narrator. There is 

a history of dominant groups speaking on behalf of minorities and this results in the criticality 

being missed, an interpretation through a lens that may not be aligned and an edited account 

which can lose meaning in translation (Eddo-Lodge, 2018). 

 
According to Van Manen (2016), a phenomenological philosophical position encourages 

research which questions how the world is experienced as human beings through the practice 

of rationality and thoughtfulness. Writing within an educational and pedagogic orientation, Van 

Manen (2016) asserts that theorising within this discourse enables the intentionality of 

becoming fully connected to the world. 

 
For Van Manen (2016), as the lived experiences are often hard to describe, a point of departure 

in the common experience of the situation is sought for analysis, utilising discerning yet 
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focussed subjectivity. This approach enables the researcher to retrospectively examine the 

unique particularity of the phenomenon through situational perceptiveness. The lived 

experience calls for a deeper understanding of the existential meanings of every day, yet unique 

and unseen experiences, structures and insights that connect us directly to the world. Given that 

lived experiences are temporal, reflection upon them is always recollective, explicative, and 

transformed at the point of writing (Van Manen, 2016). In this sense, practice happens first, 

and theory follows, after reflection. This enables the discovery of the ontological root of our 

being by pointing out and revealing the meaning of a phenomenon which is often hidden in 

plain sight. 

 
There are insights in Van Manen’s (2016) approach which are highly relevant for 

understanding lived experience research. For example, Van Manen’s (2016) advice in terms 

of gaining rich insights into the lived experience through storytelling narratives and anecdotes 

is a critical concept to grasp. According to this approach, anecdotes help to reveal and 

comprehend elusive notions and have the power to compel, reflect, produce personal 

involvement, transform, and measure interpretive sense (Van Manen, 2016). 

 
Critical race theorists seek to gain insights and viewpoints to understanding how race is viewed. 

To this end, parables and counter stories have been encouraged (Delgado and Stefancic, 2017). 

Providing backstories and narratives will be of significant relevance to illuminate Black voices 

and share lived experiences. Counter stories can challenge or displace popular beliefs which 

are untrue. Those who experience racial discrimination, especially in the workplace ‘suffer in 

silence or blame themselves for their predicament’, or, through embarrassment or shame, try 

to forget that it happened (Delgado and Stefancic, 2017:50). Storytelling gives them a voice. 

Given that dominant groups cannot easily grasp the experiences of those who are not White 

and that versions of the same events differ so profoundly (Delgado and Stefancic, 2017), this 

approach is particularly important, as this study is aiming to give voice and agency to this group 

of employees, to learn from their experience in their own words. The research is seeking to 

unearth potential solutions to career progression obstacles directly from the individual accounts 

and experience of the participants. 

 
Charmaz’s (2014) constructivist approach emphasises uncovering everyday lived experiences 

that are hidden in plain sight, taking analytical control of the data collection, theory 

development, flexibility of interviews to discover emerging themes and discourses in the 
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moment and developing ideas throughout data collection. Van Manen’s (2016) 

phenomenological approach to the study of the lived experience is useful in capturing the 

deeper understanding of how one constructs meaning. Conversely, understanding the 

experiences of Black people in a workplace setting will enable the study to refine areas upon 

which to focus data collection. 

 
Over the past few decades, scholarly interest in the method of co-production has emerged and 

can be a useful tool when considering the approach to constructivist grounded theory and is 

discussed next. 

 

3.6.2 Co-production 

 
The methodological approach of this study is constructivist grounded theory; however, it is 

important to understand the overarching principles and background of co-production as it 

relates to CRT. This occurs in the sense that participants are viewed as stakeholders in defining 

and understanding their lived experiences, providing them the opportunity to articulate both 

theoretical and practice solutions to career development of Black employees. Further, 

participants have a stake in seeking to question and challenge the current status quo in relation 

to workplace culture and career progression. 

 
The idea of co-production arose in response to criticism that research carried out in the 

community did not involve participants in the design or undertaking of studies. The process 

involves empowering communities to have more say over the research process and to benefit 

from their involvement. Co-production is also viewed as a potential answer to address the 

relevance gap between research and practice (Pettigrew, 2001; Durose et al., 2012), which has 

arisen from a debate about the high credibility placed on certain research by the academic 

community which is deemed to be irrelevant or impractical to organisations (Beech et al., 

2010). Co-production is viewed as an alternative form of knowledge production (Beech et al., 

2010) which can potentially overcome the double hurdles of scientific rigour emphasised by 

Pettigrew (2001). 

 
Studying co-production has been of relevance to several academics and practitioners interested 

in public services and management (Verschuere, 2012). Co-production can be used in many 

academic disciplines which makes it a prevalent area of scholarly investigation. Co-production 
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has been explained ‘as ...the mix of activities that both public service agents and citizens 

contribute to the provision of public services. The former is involved as professionals, or 

regular producers, while citizen production is based on voluntary efforts by individuals and 

groups to enhance the quality and/or quantity of the services they use’ (Parks et al., 1999, in 

Durose et al., 2012:6). This clear definition is used across the literature. However, there are 

many challenges to using a co-production approach (Verschuere, 2012). The aspect of 

contributing to public services requires attention as the research is focused on public sector 

organisations. 

 
It is asserted that co-production results in richer research outcomes including ‘experiential 

expertise’ (Durose et al., 2012:1) and can pinpoint more accurate questions not visible to 

‘experts’ (Durose et al., 2012:1). Critics of co-production centre epistemological concerns on 

the antecedents of ‘knowledge and expertise between dominant positivist and alternative non- 

positivist approaches to research’ (Durose et al., 2012:4). Power dynamics and privilege in 

research become prevalent in the arguments against a co-production approach as some power 

shifts from the researcher to participants. Further, academic scholars often hold theoretical or 

abstract work in higher regard than policy or practice-orientated research (Durose et al., 2012). 

 
According to Durose et al. (2012), a co-production approach with communities provides 

conceptual and practical tools for implementation and application. These include the presence 

concept of countering power imbalance to centre minority voices and frame the nature of the 

research and dialogue; interactive knowledge production to develop a shared social world with 

more equitable contribution from participants; interdisciplinary participatory research which 

seeks to utilise moral and value-based positioning and move away from dialogical research to 

engage participants and transform social conditions. This sentiment is useful when thinking 

about the career progression challenges faced by Black employees as they are often being ‘done 

to’ without the power to express what is happening without fear of repercussions. By framing 

the experience of Black employees in their own words, this study will capture unique insights 

and enable theoretical discovery from a co-creation perspective. 

 
Public value seeks to provide public institutions with a legitimate mandate to operate based 

upon accountability to the communities they serve; engaging a wider section of the community 

in decision making and research is located within authenticity; the researcher’s reflexivity in 

this context is important to ensure academics are not cast as the expert, but as a representative, 
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influential and subjective; and lastly, beyond text tools include storytelling, performance, art 

and photography (Purcell, 2009). These tools can help alleviate feelings of exclusion and offer 

greater insights into the lived experiences of participants. This can create a more inclusive 

approach to research (Durose et al., 2012). Of the approaches to co-production highlighted 

here, the ones that resonate most with this study are presence, knowledge production and 

reflexivity, these approaches align with constructivist grounded theory and will deepen the 

insights gained from the data collection and analysis, and the theory development process. 

 
The findings of interest for this study are setting out the benefits of co-creation and co- 

production so that stakeholders feel able to contribute to a deeper understanding of the 

challenges they face. Stakeholders are also involved in early conceptual development of the 

research lines of investigation. The ethical considerations are discussed next. 

 

3.7 Ethical considerations 

 
The role of ethics is to regulate the suitability of a researcher’s conduct concerning the subjects 

of the research or are impacted by it (Saunders et al., 2009). This entails considerations as to 

the formulation of research topics, the orientation of the research, design considerations, 

collection processing storage and analysis of data, and producing results in a proper and reliable 

way (Saunders et al., 2009). In constructivist grounded theory, the concept of reality is 

constructed, and the ‘research process emerges from the interaction with the participants. The 

research takes into account the researcher’s positionality, as well as that of the research 

participants’, to co-construct the data (Charmaz, 2008:402). The researcher is part of the 

research situation and as such, his or her position, privileges and interaction affect it (Charmaz, 

2008). The following paragraphs deal with this researcher’s specific positionality and 

acknowledge this through the use of the first-person pronoun. 

 
Fundamentally, when approaching this research, it was important for me to recognise my own 

positionality within the study. As an HR director and a woman of colour with my own lived 

experiences, I will position myself alongside the participants and share relevant experiences 

and insights. The research participants will share commonality with the researcher, as Black 

professionals with public sector work experience. I was cognisant that as a senior professional, 

I may be viewed by some as privileged and middle class to others. However, I do not personally 

view myself in this light, given my own lived experience as a Black person in the UK. Further, 



101 
 

my lived experience chimes with the notion that race impacts career success. From a reflective 

position, I am painfully aware of the struggles I have overcome to progress my career. Given 

my positionality, within a constructivist standpoint, I have utilised a reflective and co-creational 

approach to formulate theory, based upon lived experiences. During the study, I was mindful to 

make my positionality clear from both a lived experience and philosophical perspective. 

 

Crompton (2019) points to research which reveals that meaningful co‐production is 

challenging to achieve in practice. Known difficulties lie in recruiting representative 

stakeholders, mediating communication, and discussion and, making sure participants are 

meaningfully engaged in the research. The researcher therefore sought to inform potential 

participants of the nature of this study in terms of co-construction. This enabled transparency 

and authenticity in the research and support participants to engage in the research from a place 

of understanding and safety. 

 

Anonymity and confidentiality were observed, and the participants’ identities were  protected 

by replacing their names with numbers. The organisations which the participants work for were 

referred to by sector rather than by individual institution. The participants were chosen due to 

the nature of their roles and their willingness to participate in the study. This         chapter now moves 

on to discuss the study design. 

 

3.8 Study design 

 
The study consisted of in-depth semi-structured interviews, reflections on the interviews and the 

researcher’s perspectives. Firstly, the in-depth semi structured interviews are a narrative 

account provided by study participants of their lived experience. The 30 research participants 

were comprised of 30 Black professionals who have experience of advancing their careers in 

public sector institutions. Participants were graduates, or of equivalent-level experience, who 

have worked at the middle management level and above and were chosen from institutions 

including public service broadcasting, Local Government, the Civil Service, Higher Education, 

and the NHS. Secondly, the reflections of the interviews were in the form of observational 

summary memos. Lastly, the ‘relativity of the researcher’s perspectives, positions, practices, 

and research situation’ will be reflected upon to form reflective practice (Charmaz, 2008:407). 
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These elements will provide distinct insights and an overarching understanding given the 

research question and objectives. 

 

3.8.1 Recruitment of participants 

 
Participants were selected through the researcher’s personal contacts within public sector 

organisations, as well as LinkedIn research, and via the snowball sampling technique (Bryman 

and Bell, 2015). The demographic make-up of the research participants was largely based upon 

those who identify themselves as being of Black ethnicity. Therefore, participants from a Black 

heritage were sought for this study. Due to snowballing, a small number of participants who 

took part identified as being from the broader Black Asian and Minority Ethnic category (3 out 

of 30). A decision was made not to seek an equal     gender split or to seek views of only one 

gender, as this study seeks to understand the experience of Black employees as one cohort and 

does not seek to sub-divide the experiences of male and female participants. Whilst 

intersectionality is important, it was not one of the main drivers of this study. 

 
The question of how many participants are required for a grounded theory study is often raised 

and there are differing views as to the number. Guest et al. (2014), in Charmaz, 2014:106-107) 

conclude that 12 interviews are sufficient for most researchers to discern common views and 

experiences.  

 

3.8.2 Interview type 

 
In-depth, intensive interviewing was selected for this study and is in line with Charmaz’s 

constructivist grounded theory research method where tacit sentiments that participants ascribe 

to their experiences are investigated (Charmaz, 2006; Hallberg, 2006). The interviews took 

place over the telephone for both efficiency and logistical reasons. Research participants had 

the opportunity to take a break during the research interviews and this option was made clear 

prior to the commencement of each interview. Participants were afforded the opportunity to 

withdraw from the process at any time. The interviews were anonymised to assure the greatest 

level of openness and richness of information. 

 
Due to the reflective nature of the study, a reflective observational summary was written at the 

end of each interview. The researcher shared her own personal experiences as a Black female 

HR professional, of the impact of workplace cultures on her career progression within public 
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sector institutions with the research participants. The researcher’s views were shaped by 

personal experience and this was made clear to the participants. The participants were provided 

with a Participant Information Sheet and Consent form via email prior to the interviews. This 

can be found in Appendix 1. A guide to the interview process was read at the beginning of each 

interview. The researcher conducted the interviews with care and paused if a participant 

became upset whilst describing their experiences. The researcher explained and clarified points 

and queries throughout the interviews. The 30 research interviews lasted approximately 90 

minutes each and were carried out over a 6-month period, between April and October 2019. 

Follow up interviews took place on a case-by-case basis. 

 
Semi-structured intensive interviews were chosen as the main data collection method to 

understand participants’ perspectives regarding their personal experience in relation to the 

research topic. The ‘type of data derived from semi-structured interviews cannot be obtained 

using structured questionnaires, participant observation, or analysis of the literature’, however, 

semi-structured interviews have been previously used in combination with these other data 

collection strategies (McIntosh and Morse, 2015:2). As articulated by McIntosh and Morse 

(2015:2), semi-structured interviews employ ‘a relatively detailed interview guide or schedule 

and may be used when there is sufficient objective knowledge about an experience or 

phenomenon, but the subjective knowledge is lacking’. The ‘framework and flexibility of the 

responses makes it unique among interview methods for the degree of relevancy it provides the 

topic while remaining responsive to the participant’ (McIntosh and Morse, 2015:2). 

Through the process of theory development, coding and saturation, initial interview questions 

were amended and augmented as new concepts emerged. 

 
Based upon the literature review, the gaps in the literature identified, the research question and 

the researcher’s own lived experience, the initial semi-structured interview questions were 

formulated (see Appendix 2). The questions were developed to elucidate areas of organisational 

practice that impacted upon the employee experience of career progression and talent 

management that underpin organisational culture. The questions were seeking to understand 

how organisational culture, if applied fairly through policy and practice, adversely impacted the 

participants. The questions were designed to enable the participants to co-create the narrative 

regarding their career progression experiences. 

 
During the interviews, applying meaning to participants’ experiences and engaging in initial 

coding, memo writing, reflective practice and focussed coding, emergent ideas of theoretical 
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interest were further incorporated into the interview process. This resulted in an emphasis on 

the type of racial interactions described, the degree of career sabotage experienced, the blatancy 

of some acts of racial discrimination, the prominence of anti-Blackness, the dominance of poor 

HR practice, the lack of effective diversity and inclusion practices and the various ways 

unequal pay were manifesting. 

 
Intensive qualitative interviewing techniques work well with grounded theory methods as they 

are structured, open ended and allow for ‘in-depth exploration of an area in which the 

interviewee has substantial experience’ (Charmaz, 2014:85). This enabled the researcher to 

utilise expertise in organisational culture to obtain meaningful co-constructed insights and 

conceptual development. The interviews allow for discourses and insights to emerge which 

enables the researcher the flexibility to immediately pursue ideas and issues as they arise. 

 

3.8.3 Recording device and transcription 

 
The interviews were recorded on an audio device to enable accurate transcription to take place. 

It was important that the data were collected accurately to enable detailed analysis and to ensure 

that the views of the participants were captured in their own terms (Bryman and Bell, 2015). 

Participants were advised that the interviews were being recorded. 

 
In addition to recording the interviews, the researcher also took notes throughout the 

interviews. The interviews were initially transcribed using Nvivo Transcription software, 

which captured most of the recording content. The transcription phase then involved an 

iterative process of listening to the parts of the recordings either not accurately captured or 

missing from the NVivo document. The total process of accurately transcribing each interview 

took up to two days per interview. 

 

3.8.4 Confidentiality, Anonymity, and Storage of Personal Data 

 
Given that the participants were to remain confidential and anonymous, this study contained 

additional measures for their protection. The collected data (interview notes, codes, and 

transcripts) were stored in a password-protected personal laptop and a secure cabinet, to which 

only the researcher had access, in line with Carey (1998). 
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3.9 Data Collection and Theory Development 

 
The data collection consisted of three elements: 

1. Intensive semi-structured interviews 

2. Reflections on the interviews in the form of reflective observational memos 

3. Relativity of the researcher’s perspectives, positions, practices, and research situation 

being reviewed, through reflective practice 

 
Once the interviews were accurately transcribed, the transcriptions were analysed by ordering 

the data using an iterative progress of thematic analysis. The Nvivo software then enabled 

indexation by theme and categorisation into emerging topics and key headings (Braun and 

Clarke, 2006; 2012). The aim of grounded theory strategies is to utilise data collection to create 

a theory, building upon conceptual categories. Conceptual development and theory construction 

(Charmaz 2014) are the distinct difference between grounded theorists and other qualitative 

academics who use intensive interviews as their foremost method of collecting data. Using this 

approach allowed the researcher to explore emergent theoretical positions as the saturation 

process developed. 

To achieve these objectives grounded theorists may require more than one interview or building 

carefully constructed and focussed questions into later interviews (Charmaz, 2014). The 

process is both flexible and adaptable and, therefore, if a researcher cannot return to key 

participants, theory can still be constructed with the data available. Grounded theory 

researchers who take their projects into theory construction need to be mindful of four 

theoretical concerns: ‘theoretical plausibility, direction, centrality, and adequacy’ (Charmaz, 

2014:87) when collecting data. The four theoretical concerns outlined in Figure 5 below, offer 

a language for developing theory and highlight the importance of theoretical thinking in 

grounded theory, however, they are not to be viewed as a set of external criteria that must be 

applied to the study. These theoretical concerns were carefully considered by the researcher to 

ensure credibility and adequate theory development of the research. 
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FIG. 5: INTERVIEWING IN GROUNDED THEORY STUDIES (CHARMAZ, 2014:88) 

 

The theoretical direction of the study emerged simultaneously, as the interviews were carried 

out and interpreted. Patterns formed through the process of interviews, memo-writing, 

reflective practice and coding. This led to different lines of inquiry in the data analysis and 

culminated in questions in later interviews that enabled the assessment of theoretical adequacy 

of the categories. Adopting this approach allowed the researcher to pursue relevant avenues for 

further questions (Charmaz, 2014). Initial questions revealed areas of focus to be used to shape 

later theoretical analysis, utilising a selected number of what and how questions for analytical 

focus. Importantly, the emerging theory was co-produced by the researcher and participants 

(Melvin and Ginsburg, 2018), leading to joint construction. This aspect was important in the 

interview stage as the researcher actively sought a co-production approach which enabled 

participants to move the research conversation in directions that were relevant to their lived 

experiences. Previous knowledge and insights from the literature can be used to inform the 

study and are frequently utilised as sensitising concepts (Melvin and Ginsburg, 2018). The 

sensitising lens of CRT was utilised in the interviews, alongside relevant aspects of the 

literature review. 
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3.9.1 NVivo qualitative analysis software 
 

NVivo qualitative data analysis software was used to develop themes and codes from the semi- 

structured interviews. NVivo helps qualitative researchers to organise and analyse interview 

data. NVivo was selected for analysis as it can support deep levels of analysis and large 

volumes of data through organising and sorting data into manageable files for examination. 

The functionality of the software is useful for classifying, sorting, and arranging the research 

interview findings, and for making notes using memos. The software was helpful for building 

the body of evidence to support the findings and worked well in terms of the coding process of 

Grounded Theory. 

 
Having completed the research interviews, recorded, and transcribed the research material, the 

researcher then carried out the stages of data analysis. This included observational memo 

writing, reflective practice and theory conceptualisation and development utilising a co- 

construction approach. 

 

3.9.2 Pilot study 

 
A pilot study was conducted in the form of in-depth interviews with two participants. This 

allowed for pre-testing research instruments to check their workability prior to the main study 

commencing (van Teijlingen and Hundley, 2001). The pilot interview process allowed the 

researcher to recognize constraints and flaws in the interview schedule and helped to consider 

revisions before fully applying them to the main study (Kvale, 2006). 

 
The pilot study allowed for the scoping and confirming of the interview questions and to gain 

greater understanding of the meaning the participants placed on the types of questions posed. 

A greater sense of the research information was gained and the importance of the co- 

construction process through rich accounts of the participants’ career progression experience 

highlighted. This helped to reshape the lines of inquiry in the questions and led to a more open- 

ended questioning style. After considering the pilot study findings, the initial research interview 

questions were refined prior to the main study taking place. The pilot interviews were conducted 

face to face and given the logistics of interviewing 30 participants, a decision was made to 

carry out the main study via telephone interviews. The pilot study enabled the 
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researcher to have a refined final configuration of the interview schedule, questions and sub- 

themes within the questions asked. 

 
The pilot study demonstrated that by understanding the lived experience of career progression 

of Black employees in the public sector, the research could start to pinpoint the cultural aspects 

at play. Organisational behaviour and cultural norms could be identified in terms of how certain 

groups of staff were being treated. The main study builds on these insights. 

 

3.9.3 Reflective note following the pilot study 

 
From the methodology considerations, the difference between Charmaz and Strauss and Corbin 

emerged in terms of the constructive nature of the approach. I also reflected upon the iterative 

nature of the process that would be required which involves collecting data, co-constructing 

meaning, checking for meaning and continually refining the voice of the individual. Having 

carried out the pilot study, I was struck by the accounts of a female and male participant and 

this cemented my view that I wished the study to capture the voices of Black male and female 

participants, as I felt they shared collective and yet nuanced experiences. The willingness of 

participants to be so candid in sharing their deeply personal experiences struck me and I felt 

that they could relate well to a Black woman of colour who had lived experiences that were 

akin to theirs. 

 
The other area that resonated with me was that participants were not used to being asked about 

their experiences and there was a real sense that the interview process was enabling them to 

speak for the first time to someone who understood what had happened to them. This point 

enabled me to refine the information I shared with participants at the start of the interviews. 

This finding also reiterated the importance of semi-structured interviews as the pilot study 

interviews made clear that the participants had interesting stories and journeys that they wished 

to share in their own way. This also reinforced the importance of the co-production approach. 

Having refined the approach to the study, the next chapter presents the analysis and findings. 
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Chapter 4: Analysis and Findings 

 
4.1 Introduction 

 

The aim of this research is to engage in the participants’ career journeys with a specific focus 

on the lived experience of workplace culture. The research is attempting to draw out the 

individual constructs of workplace culture and its impact on career progression, based upon 

recalled memories of lived experiences over the period of the participants’ careers. This forms 

the basis upon which the data was collected and analysed. 

30 research participants were interviewed for this thesis, using in-depth semi-structured 

techniques with a co-production approach. The richness of the data gathered enabled the 

formation of an overall narrative of the participants’ lived experiences of career progression in 

the public sector. This chapter presents and analyses the research interviews and provides a 

summary of the findings. It is important to note that in the aftermath of the Black Lives Matter 

protests in 2020, the researcher continued the dialogue with several participants to refine her 

understanding. This dialogue is reflected in the discussion, reflective accounts and aided theory 

development. 

4.1.1 Open coding 

 
The interviews were analysed through the constructivist coding procedure. The two stages of 

the Constructivist Grounded Theory coding procedure are initial or open coding and refocused 

coding (Hallberg, 2006). The constructivist coding procedure is comparable to the two-stage 

configuration in Classic Grounded Theory and utilises common Grounded Theory techniques, 

comprising memo writing, frequent comparisons, theoretical sampling, and saturation 

(Charmaz, 2008). 

 
Initially, the interview transcripts were analysed using Nvivo qualitative analysis software. 

This involved coding and revisiting the data at the same time as the interviews were being 

undertaken, using a phased approach (Charmaz, 2014). Five core themes were created based 

upon the objectives of the study and co-constructed solutions. These core themes were: Lived 

Experience of Black Employees, the Link Between Race and Career Progression, the 

Intersection Between HR Management and Diversity and Inclusion Practice, and Co- 

Constructed Career Progression Solutions. Question development occurred in line with 
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recurring statements and areas of interest to the participants, enabling deeper understanding of 

the phenomena. For example, statements that centred HR Management, Organisational 

Development and Pay inequality, opened further avenues of inquiry. Under each of the core 

themes, the open coding process led to development of a longer list of categories based upon 

the conceptual development of emerging categories and sensitised by the literature review. The 

open coding categories are illustrated in Table 1 below. 

TABLE 1: OPEN CODING GROUPED UNDER CORE THEMES 

 

 

Theme 1: Lived Experience of Black Employees 

 
Skills and Experience Career compared to White peers 

 
Career pathways to senior roles Career progression experience below Head of Service 

Career progression experience above Head of Service   Educational Attainment 

Negative BAME colleagues 

Theme 2: Organisational Culture 

 
BAME development programmes Lack of BAME role models Lack of BAME mentors and 

sponsors Internal networks Organisational politics Sponsors Talent Management Succession 

Planning Recruitment and Selection  Promotion experience  Value placed on BAME opinions at 

work Work/life balance Being excluded from inner circles Whiteness White privilege 

Unconscious bias training impact on career development 

Theme 3: The Link Between Race and Career Progression 

 
Ability to reach full career potential Ethnicity as a factor in career development Leaving the 

organisation due to racism Consideration of career change due to racism Consequences of raising 

a formal complaint regarding racial discrimination Impact on career 

Theme 4: The Intersection Between HR Management and Diversity and Inclusion Practice 

 
Bullying and harassment Bystanders to bullying Ethnicity pay gap 
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4.1.2 Focused coding 

 
Each core theme and emergent sub-themes were coded into nodes. Using focused coding, the 

sub-themes were further refined into key sub-themes using nodes for analysis purposes, as 

illustrated in Table 2 below. Using a reflexive approach, the researcher continually scrutinised 

coding decisions, refining each in stages to reach the final focussed sub-theme headings, 

switching back and forth between the literature, the research question and objectives, the 

transcripts and the coding in NVivo. At this stage, the interview questions and coding material 

were revisited until a point of theoretical saturation had been reached, in that further iterations 

no longer changed the categories (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Charmaz, 2014). These interviews 

cannot be considered a representative sample of all Black employees but, in line with a 

constructivist approach focused on the lived experience (Charmaz, 2014; Van Manen, 2016), 

they provide some awareness into the way that Black people experience career progression in 

the workplace. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The role of Human Resources functions HR policy and practice The role of Diversity and Inclusion 

Organisational approaches to equality, diversity, and inclusion 

Theme 5: Co-Constructed Career Progression Solutions 

 
Black employee’s self-effort Black sponsors Equality Diversity and Inclusion policies 

External Groups with Black Equality Diversity and Inclusion expertise External scrutiny 

Leadership Internal opportunities for Black employees Organisational culture 

Recruitment and Selection Promotion 
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TABLE 2: CORE THEMES AND SUB-THEMES 

 

Core Themes Sub Themes 

1. Lived Experience of Black 

Employees 

1. Black Career progression compared to White 

peers 

2. Education, Skills, and Development 

 
3. Negative Interactions with BAME colleagues 

2. Organisational Culture 1. Experience of Succession Planning 

 
2. Mentors Sponsors and Networks 

 
3. Corporate BAME Development Programmes 

 
4. Impact of Unconscious Bias Training on Career 

Progression 

3. The Link Between Race and 

Career Progression 

1. Experiences of Discrimination 

 
2. Experiences of Whiteness 

4. The Intersection Between HR 

Management and Diversity 

and Inclusion Practice 

1. Human Resources Management Policy and 

Practice 

2. Organisational Approaches to Diversity and 

Inclusion 

5. Co-Constructed Career 

Progression Solutions 

1. Organisational Development Approaches 

 
2. Role Models and Sponsors 

 
3. Succession Planning Recruitment and Promotion 

 
4. Human Resource Management Approaches 

 
5. Diversity and Inclusion Approaches 
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4.1.3 Characteristics of participants 

 
Each participant was given a reference number from 1 to 30. Table 3, below, provides the 

characteristics of the 30 participants. 27 participants identified as Black and three participants 

identified as minority ethnic. Of the 30 participants, 9 (30%) were male and 21 (70%) were 

female. One participant was aged 30-35, two participants were aged 35-40, three participants 

were aged 40-45, 12 participants were aged 45-50, nine participants were aged 50-55, and three 

were aged 55-60. 

TABLE 3: CHARACTERISTICS OF PARTICIPANTS 

 

Participant Gender Age Range Ethnicity Level of management 

1 Female 50-55 Black Caribbean Middle Manager 

2 Female 45-50 Black African Middle Manager 

3 Male 35-40 Black African Middle Manager 

4 Male 45-50 Black Caribbean Senior Manager 

5 Female 45-50 Minority Ethnic Middle Manager 

6 Female 40-45 Black Caribbean Middle Manager 

7 Female 30-35 Black Caribbean Junior Manager 

8 Female 40-45 Minority Ethnic Senior Manager 

9 Female 55-60 Black Caribbean Middle Manager 

10 Male 45-50 Black African Middle Manager 

11 Male 45-50 Black Caribbean Senior Manager 

12 Female 45-50 Black Caribbean Middle Manager 

13 Female 45-50 Black Caribbean Middle Manager 

14 Female 45-50 Black Caribbean Middle Manager 

15 Female 55-60 Black Caribbean Middle Manager 
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16 Female 50-55 Black Caribbean Middle Manager 

17 Female 50-55 Black Caribbean Senior Manager 

18 Male 40-45 Black African Middle Manager 

19 Male 50-55 Black Caribbean Middle Manager 

20 Female 55-60 Black Caribbean Senior Manager 

21 Female 50-55 Black African Middle Manager 

22 Female 45-50 Black Caribbean Middle Manager 

23 Female 50-55 Minority Ethnic Senior Manager 

24 Female 50-55 Black Caribbean Middle Manager 

25 Male 45-50 Black Caribbean Middle Manager 

26 Female 45-50 Black African Senior Manager 

27 Female 50-55 Black Caribbean Senior Manager 

28 Male 50-55 Black Caribbean Senior Manager 

29 Female 35-40 Black African Middle Manager 

30 Male 45-50 Black Caribbean Senior Manager 

 

 
 

4.1.4 Production of the findings 

 
The findings extracted from the core themes and sub-themes identified in Table 2 are analysed 

and summarised in the following sections. The findings are presented in the form of capturing 

the key elements of data and highlighting the core findings in relation to each theme. Pertinent 

quotes from participants are included. The quotes take account of gender spread to provide a 

variety of participant accounts. 
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4.2 Lived Experience of Black Employees: held back due to racism; zig-zag          

careers; less value placed on Black employees’ educational attainment; 

perfunctory BAME colleagues 

 
The first core theme in Table 2 related to lived career progression experiences. When asked to 

articulate the impact of ethnicity on career progression experience, 83% of participants (25 out 

of 30) felt that their ethnicity had held them back in their careers. When asked whether they 

felt that they had achieved their full career potential, 80% of the participants (24 out of 30) 

indicated that they had not. This data is fundamental to explaining the lived experience of Black 

employees’ career progression. Participants expressed the view that they were being held back 

in their careers for no other reason than the colour of their skin. These responses suggest that 

racial discrimination in the workplace has a detrimental effect upon career progression for 

Black employees. 

Whilst career progression experiences varied, it was apparent that career progression stalled or 

became more difficult at middle management level and above. Participants referred to a 

concrete ceiling effect, where they received many conflicting justifications for lack of 

progression. The participants described needing to know how to ‘play the game’ to secure 

promotional opportunities and felt that some Black employees only gained promotion by not 

being true to themselves. ‘Playing the Game’ referred to informal practices, such as networking 

with the right people and being close to powerful managers, however, the responses revealed 

that these tactics rarely enabled career progression for the participants. 

Participants revealed they were overlooked for promotion whilst less able White colleagues 

received coveted assignments and promotions. Participants expressed their belief that if they 

did not adopt the culture of going to the pub, for example, or engaging in banter, this impacted 

upon promotion opportunities. This indicated a form of cultural exclusion, whereby non - 

conformity resulted in penalties including career stagnation. Participants described having zig- 

zag careers due to navigating discrimination and having to leave organisations for promotion 

opportunities due to structural racism. This was a common experience of some of the 

participants whose employment was often curtailed suddenly, meaning they find themselves 

having to find a new job quickly, which may not necessarily be the one they want, but meets 

the basis requirement of being in employment. One female participant recalled the feeling of 

not knowing whether her line manager had faith in her and noted: 
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I think a lot of times when you are being—looking at developing within an organisation, 

sometimes you feel you’re held back because you don’t know whether your senior leaders 

believe in you or not and that can be quite disabling and I’ve seen other groups of staff with 

different characteristics to mine who have been a bit more confident and brave to take those 

risks and have those conversations earlier on, whereas I didn’t know that I could necessarily 

do that and I think I’ve tried to do that through proving my work… I’ve seen other people get 

promoted over me and I’ve felt a little bit put out where perhaps they’ve not had the same 

background that I’ve had. 

Participant 5 (female) 

 
Participants referred to obstacles to career progression such as being stuck at the same level of 

role (in one case for up to 15 years), moving organisations every three to four years due to 

facing internal racism, not being promoted for eight years, academic qualifications not being 

valued, not being appointed despite receiving the highest selection test score, and not being 

given credit for their work. Black employees often feel stuck due to the structural barriers they 

face in the workplace. 

One male participant illustrated that progressing his career had come at huge personal sacrifice, 

including 60-hour weeks for several years. This participant described a lack of leadership and 

sponsorship and most importantly felt that there was a dearth of positive Black role models and 

noted that he had ‘no benchmark, nothing to really aspire to, nothing to really aim for’. This 

participant felt that his career had stagnated but that at the same time he was working extremely 

hard and noted: 

...and one thing my old boss once told me was is if you want a job done look for a busy man. 

So, the busier I was getting, the more was being piled on me. And I couldn’t show any signs of 

wavering because then I think I would be falling into the stereotype of ‘see, we knew they 

couldn’t cope 

Participant 30 (male) 

 
This participant was articulating the general disregard Black people experience in their careers, 

where they are treated as if they are just passing through an organisation, with no care or 

attention to their career journey. 

One female participant felt that her career had been set back due to her ethnicity and her 

background and noted: 
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I feel like my career has been hindered by my class, by the way I speak and by the way I look. 

I do see myself to be successful, so it is not that I’m saying that that obviously has held me back. 

But I do believe that if I’d had the same leeway, the same opportunities as my counterparts, I’d 

probably be doing something even more advanced, even better. 

Participant 24 (female) 

 
When describing their career progression experiences, participants regularly referred to what 

they observed as the difference between their experience and that of their White peers. This is 

explored further in the next section. 

4.2.1 Black career pathways compared to White peers 
 

Participants indicated that it took them a longer period to achieve their career ambitions than 

their White counterparts with 27 out of 30 participants (90%) saying so. Participants referred 

to White colleagues as unproductive, whereas they were persistently under the spotlight to 

deliver and perform at a high level, thus creating a pressurised environment. Participants 

described colleagues who worked ‘ten times less hard, who were ten times less talented’ being 

promoted and paid more because they were White. Responses revealed White peers making 

rapid progression by leapfrogging with two or three jumps before they became CEOs, whereas 

Black employees who were equally as smart, had many more roles for longer periods of time 

before they could ever hope to attain such a level. 

Reflecting on my own lived experience observations, White employees are given a chance to 

take on increasingly senior roles based on potential, whereas Black employees were judged as 

a risk. Participants explained that this, at times, left Black candidates demoralised with some 

describing applying for jobs up to 18 times unsuccessfully. Another participant observed that 

in the NHS, Black employees had to apply for senior roles 10 times more before they were 

eventually successful. The structural barriers applied different rules to Black employees, 

creating harsher and more challenging hurdles which made it difficult to progress in their 

careers. In essence, the participants faced a two-tier employee experience which was a direct 

result of their race. One female participant noted: 

Absolutely, one hundred million percent, [it has taken me longer to achieve my career goals]. 

Everyone that went to Eton and Winchester that is like the level below me or the same level as 

me are in their early 30s you know, they’re like almost 20 years younger than me. And it was 

the same in the [broadcasting organisation]. It took me eight years to get a management 
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position and it took me seventeen years to get to senior manager. That’s not the case for other 

people. 

Participant 23 (female) 

 
Participants observed their White peers achieving executive level positions 20 years ahead of 

Black employees, whilst they were often in their late forties and fifties if they eventually gained 

senior executive level roles which they attributed to systemic and structural racism. This 

impacts upon Black employees’ ability to improve social mobility through their livelihood at 

an age aligned with significant life events such as having a family. One male participant noted: 

I look at some of my White colleagues where we went to university together. I mean one of them 

is working for Microsoft, another one is working for another big organisation and when I look 

at them and I think to myself surely by now at this stage of my career, I should be somewhere 

much bigger. So, for me, that is probably something that’s played on the back of my 

mind…when I look at my qualifications, these are just people with first degrees, I’ve got two 

master’s degrees. I’ve got coaching qualifications; I’ve got employment law qualifications, I’ve 

got 10 years or more experience at board level but these [White peers] are people with first 

[bachelor] degrees, but they are flying the world”. 

Participant 11 (male) 

 
Participants expressed a strong feeling that it would have been more difficult for them to 

achieve their current position if they had not studied, however they felt that their White peers 

had become Directors and Chief Executives in a short period of time, with fewer qualifications. 

Participants were thus articulating an unspoken rule that Black employees had to be more 

qualified than their White peers just to get their foot through the door. In other words, a higher 

standard of educational attainment was being applied for Black employees. Participants 

reflected that they were subjected to different standards whereby they were judged on the work 

they produced and past performance, whereas White colleagues were judged on their thoughts, 

comments, and intellect. One male participant noted: 

I think for Black people, they have to formulate their own paths. Whereas everybody else 

follows a set path. You become a worker, you become a foreman, and you become a supervisor, 

you become a team manager, you become a Head of Service, you become a Director. That is a 

clear pathway for everybody else. I feel for Black people, we have to go in and out and around. 

And eventually through years of experience, we end up in the positions we’re in now. But that’s 

just my experience… For me, there’s been no clear, defined pathway to say right [redacted], if 
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you gain these qualifications and you progress further, you work here for three years, you can 

become a Head of Service. From there, can become a Group Director overseeing a number of 

services. Mine has been more out of chaos rather than design. 

Participant 30 (male) 

 
Participants described being stuck at the same level within organisations for many years with 

no prospect of promotion, and even being demoted from their current roles. The researcher 

recalled incidents where new White line managers joined organisations and immediately 

sought to demote or dismiss Black employees in their team and replace them with White 

employees. Participants resonated with these experiences and attributed these scenarios to 

White-dominated workplace cultures and widespread stereotyping and discrimination. One 

female participant noted that in terms of promotion, the person making the decision was: 

more likely to choose people that are like themselves than, you know, anybody else. That would 

be the overriding overarching factor as opposed to just ability and capability…I think we 

always have to work harder… We always have to be smarter, wiser. We have to deliver more 

and better. Do I think it’s the same? [career pathways]. Definitely not. No. And that’s at any 

point in our careers. It’s not just at any particular point, I think even at university it’s the same. 

I think our career paths are always hard and long. And personally, for me, I know that my 

challenges are multiple folds, not just to do with my ethnicity. And I accept that it’s a choice I 

made. This is what I wanted to do, and I expected it. Not to the same extent it’s presented itself. 

But I did expect it. 

Participant 29 (female) 

 
This response evidenced that that nepotism and the halo effect were a problem in organisational 

selection processes and beyond. Participants expressed the view that success in job interviews 

increased if senior BAME managers were represented on the panel and that once in the role, they 

acquired powerful BAME mentors and sponsors. The responses revealed unfair talent pipeline 

methods, which resulted in line managers providing White colleagues access to coveted 

assignments and projects to facilitate future promotions. 

Participants surmised that White hiring managers colluded when roles became available at the 

exclusion of Black candidates. Participants acknowledged that Black employees were not 

regarded as top talent and were therefore expected to remain at lower levels. Participants 

observed Black employees in low grade roles receiving heavier workloads and being placed in 

geographical areas (for example social workers) where there were more challenges. These 
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findings showed that Black people were being kept in a state of high stress, being required to 

constantly put in more effort whilst at the same time not being recognised for all extra effort 

they were exerting. The active collusion and unfair talent pipeline methods demonstrate that 

Black employees are being purposefully blocked from career progression which reinforces the 

Critical Race Theory perspective of systemic racism woven into the fabric of institutions. 

Participants described being over-analysed and receiving negative feedback from selection 

processes. They felt that constantly applying for promotions and being rejected was equivalent 

to a trauma and believed that often BAME candidates were only put forward to make up the 

numbers. This is worrying as it means their applications may be in vain and merely form part 

of a tick box exercise. Where participants did successfully gain promotion up to board level 

positions, this was typically due to having line managers or Executive/ Board members who 

believed in them, rather than through formal talent and succession planning mechanisms. 

Participants expressed the view that some Black employees had developed a complex in feeling 

that they were not valuable enough or not ready for promotion, due to the number of rejections. 

Participants felt that these lived experiences had been internalised for a long period of time and 

caused them to feel less confident in their abilities. This resonated with the researcher’s own 

experiences of career progression hurdles and the weariness felt. Participant 29 (female) 

described the difficulty of being female in a male-dominated industry where she was clearly 

different to the hierarchy above her. The participant gave an example from her previous role in 

the private sector where the clients only wanted to deal with White men. Another female 

participant noted: 

… when I see my director, who is a White guy in his late 30s, I think my gosh if this is the 

director, all I need to do is become more confident when I speak because he doesn’t know 

anything. So, I don’t think I have reached the peak yet… 

Participant 19 (female) 

 
However, participants found that the problem with making comparisons was that they were 

comparing themselves to their White peers, who enjoyed a completely different career 

experience, free from racism. From a CRT perspective, as racism is normalised in the 

workplace, the findings indicate that Black people have a racialised experience at work and 

therefore the comparison to White colleagues is likely to be inferior. Participants described 

White senior managers as being constantly surprised that Black employees were intelligent and 
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articulate as there was a pre-conceived notion that Black employees were not up to standard. 

One male participant noted: 

It is a fog and mist and hurdle-strewn path for Black staff compared to their White 

counterparts… the clear path that does exist, it exists for White people, it doesn’t exist for Black 

people… for the Black person who is prepared to sell their mother, they can walk that path… 

But for most of us and certainly for those of us that are woke, including some White folks, we’re 

not prepared to do that. 

Participant 18 (male) 

 
These sentiments were conveyed by many participants who felt that there was a two-track 

system that deliberately shut Black employees out. As racism in all its guises is often difficult 

to prove, it is then left to Black people to describe what is occurring, but unfortunately, much 

of the time they are not believed or are accused of exaggerating. Whilst describing the Black 

career experience, participants noted that a key issue was education and skills, which is 

discussed further in the next section. 

4.2.2 Education, skills and development 

 
The sub-theme of Education Skills and Development revealed that 87% of participants (26 out 

of the 30) held professional qualifications (degree level or higher) and all had substantial 

professional work experience. Many of the participants felt that they were required to have 

more qualifications than their White peers to be shortlisted for selection. As a result, many of 

the participants felt that they were overqualified for the positions they held. Amongst the 

participants, a high personal value was placed on education, with many being the first 

generation to complete higher education within their families. 

However, higher level of qualifications and valuable work experience were not attributes that 

advanced their careers at the same pace as their White peers. For example, participant 11 (male) 

held two Master’s degrees and participant 12 (female) held three degrees and was considering 

an MBA or PhD, whilst participant 4 (male) gained a PhD from Oxford University and yet their 

careers had not progressed as anticipated. One female participant believed 

People are often quite surprised at the level of academic achievement that I have. They are 

quite surprised because they assume that Black people don’t have the qualifications and I’m 

often one of the most qualified and one of the most educated out of the whole management team, 

but I’m not the most senior. 
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Participant 12 (female) 

 
Participant 21 (female) completed an MBA in the belief that this would facilitate an upward 

move into senior management, however, she was unable to progress. Participants expressed 

their belief that educational qualifications would be a route to progression as they hoped it 

would prove their intellectual capability in the workplace. For example, participant 12 (female) 

believed that academic study would enable her to progress into more senior roles and felt that 

this was an alternative route, due to not receiving the same exposure and opportunities in the 

workplace that were available to her White counterparts. Participants with academic 

qualifications felt that having an educational foundation would help their careers and 

recognised education as an important factor in their development, regardless of career. 

However, participants did not feel that these qualifications helped as much as they anticipated 

in terms of salary and career progression. One male participant noted: 

What helped was having the right people around me. My parents particularly, certainly my dad 

was very, very strong on education and going to the highest level as possible so whatever you 

did, if you want to progress in your career, you had to do the right thing. So, my dad was very 

instrumental in that. 

Participant 20 (male) 

 
One female participant noted: 

 
I think a lot of the challenges with people of ethnic minority backgrounds is that for a lot of us, 

our families are not academic as well because we are often the 1st or 2nd generation in our 

family to have gone through academia, so you don’t have the strong networks around you and 

that’s why I think it takes us a little bit longer to establish those kinds of things. …theoretically 

there should be a clear path in terms of what a person is required to have. But realistically, and 

in reality, if a Black person and a White person set off on the same journey, the same route would 

not get to that end point at the same time, it would be different experiences along the way. 

Participant 12 (female) 

 
These experiences resonated with the researcher’s own experience of being the most qualified 

in a team but not being recognised or rewarded in the same way as White peers. The 

participants described less value being placed on their qualifications than White peers, resulting 

in slower career progression. Conversely, a small number of participants had not entered higher 
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education. Those without qualifications were made to feel inadequate and there was a sense 

that having a qualification was not fully recognised if you were Black but not having one meant 

you would be treated much worse than White peers who did not have qualifications. One male 

participant noted: 

You say no I didn’t go to university, there’s a long silence. And then what happens is you are 

treated in a different way. It’s a micro aggression there is a… there is a feeling that you’re 

being treated slightly differently, after that people are reaching for their words a bit more. 

They’re not sure, you can sense an uncertainty about certain types of jokes, you know. 

Participant 18 (male) 

 
Thus, participants revealed the odds were stacked against them whether they had formal 

qualifications or not. These findings demonstrated that organisations placed less value on 

qualifications of Black employees and therefore the return on educational investment was less. 

The next section looks at negative interactions with BAME colleagues. 

 

4.2.3 Negative interactions with BAME colleagues 

 
Participants shared negative interactions with BAME colleagues in the workplace. Using a co- 

constructed approach, 23% of participants (7 out of 30) spontaneously raised the issue of 

negative behaviour from other BAME colleagues who were senior to them. This finding 

resonated with the researcher who has come across a minority of BAME employees who have 

been extremely unsupportive of her and other minority colleagues. 

Some participants felt that once certain BAME colleagues attained senior positions, they 

adopted aspects of Whiteness. Participants also felt that rather than understanding the nuances 

of discrimination and supporting BAME employees to navigate a route through, they put them 

on the ‘bonfire’ or ‘took the ladder away’, not acknowledging how difficult it was for Black 

employees to succeed. Participants described these colleagues as seeing themselves as White 

and distancing themselves from Black employees. Participants explained that they found it 

exceedingly difficult to raise complaints against BAME senior managers, as they did not want 

their experience to reflect negatively on the other person’s ethnicity. 

Participants described a small cadre of minority ethnic employees giving poor advice such as 

‘just work hard’, instead of actively seeking to advise on areas like opportunities for exposure 

and making the right connections. Participants explained that because these individuals had 
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achieved career success, they felt it was easy for every other BAME person to have the same 

achievements. This false dichotomy had then shaped negative views of the BAME employees 

who had not attained success in their careers, ignoring structural, systemic, modern day and 

institutional racism in the process. Participants described poor treatment from unsupportive 

BAME line managers and described the phenomenon of discrimination amongst different 

ethnic minority groups which organisations did not understand and were ill-equipped to deal 

with. One male participant noted: 

No one shows no one trains you. There’s nothing you can read. You have to be, you know, you 

have to be taught. You have to be shown, introduced to it. And I feel very strongly that you then 

have to introduce others. And I have real problems with senior managers from diverse 

backgrounds that don’t do that. I think that’s a grave disservice. To them and to others because 

I just think you know you don’t get to senior levels in organisations, or have a wonderful 

progressive career without somebody helping you. Whether that be advice at the right time. 

Whether that be that introduction or informal opportunity, which you wouldn’t have ordinarily 

been aware of. Or introduction to a piece of work. These things either shape or kill your career. 

And therefore, I think it’s really important that you’re proactive in helping people do these type 

of things. Yeah, I feel pretty strongly about it. I can’t stand it when I hear people are reluctant 

to do that. I find it very hard to respect them after that”. 

Participant 24 (male) 

 

 

Participants described experiences of BAME colleagues requesting the participants not to 

speak to them in the office. Participants were describing the multi-layered complexity of 

interactions with a small sub-section of BAME colleagues in the workplace. Participants 

stressed the importance of differentiating between perfunctory BAME leaders with self-interest 

and whiteness at heart, versus genuine BAME leaders who were supportive of other minorities 

and could act as credible sponsors and role models. If organisations select the wrong BAME 

colleagues to act as role models, this can result in BAME employees viewing the organisation 

as being out of touch and making disingenuous token gestures that can do more harm than 

good. However, participants also acknowledged that some BAME professionals may 

experience friction and competition amongst each other deriving from a need to ‘act White’ 

(code-switch) to fit into a hostile culture. The next section provides a summary of lived 

experiences. 
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4.2.4 Summary of lived experiences 
 

Responses revealed lived experiences of being held back from career progression due to racism. 

Discrimination intensified at senior levels and ‘playing the game’ did not work for Black 

employees. There was a lack of cultural fit in attempting to conform to White organisational 

culture and structural barriers caused zig-zag careers. There was a two-tier employee 

experience where participants were effectively on the outside, looking in at the different 

experience enjoyed by their White counterparts. Black employees described working harder 

than their White peers, with no career support or guidance but just an expectation that they 

should work harder than everyone else. There was a sense that Black employees were seen as low 

hanging fruit that could be dispensed with easily. There was less value placed of Black 

employees’ educational attainment and perfunctory BAME employees exacerbated the 

problem. The next section looks at organisational culture. 

 

4.3 Organisational Culture: White-dominated cultures; Lack of Succession  

   Planning and Mentors; Ineffective BAME Development Programmes and  

   Unconscious    Bias Training 

 

Eighty-seven percent of the participants (26 out of 30) believed that they had been excluded 

from participating fully in the workplace due to racial discrimination. Participants described 

three dimensions associated with organisational culture that impact the careers of Black 

employees – racial, cultural, and organisational. The participants largely experienced negative 

workplace cultures where they felt marginalised, stereotyped, and excluded and described not 

fitting in. Participants described White dominant hostile working cultures which made them 

feel like outsiders and where they needed to constantly second guess what was ahead. In the 

researcher’s experience of some organisations, White colleagues stop talking as you enter the 

room and organise meetings to deliberately exclude BAME staff. 

 
Participants believed that Black employees were forced to act in a certain way to try and blend 

in. Some participants believed that Black employees could adopt aspects of Whiteness through 

articulating, dressing, and conducting themselves in a way they believed would be more 

‘acceptable’ for White culture, including code-switching, attesting to an absence of a culture 

of belonging and bringing your whole self to work, but rather one where people needed to tone 

down their identities as much as possible. However, being a visible minority means that you 
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cannot hide your difference, no matter how you may act and behave. As such, participants felt 

that often managers did not view them as being the right cultural fit, even if they were extremely 

competent and experienced. 

 
Participants felt that class was also a cultural barrier in elite organisations and professions, 

asserting that they were attempting to adapt to a predominantly middle-class Anglo-Saxon 

habitat and that visible minorities would always stand out. Participants described graduate 

schemes as being dominated by White middle-class Russell Group university graduates at the 

exclusion of Black graduates who were less likely to gain a place at such institutions. Whilst 

participants acknowledged class background as a barrier, they were clear that racial 

discrimination was the overriding barrier to progression. They explained that White working- 

class colleagues could progress in organisations and become the White middle class of the 

future but that Black employees would always be viewed as Black first and foremost and treated 

accordingly regardless of class distinction. 

Participants referred to systemic and structural racism and a culture of Black employees facing 

the stark choice of keeping their head down or risking the consequences of challenging 

discrimination. Responses revealed workplace cultures where Black employees were forced to 

leave for speaking up about the racial discrimination in the form of pay inequality and racial 

harassment they had experienced. 

Participants evidenced that when they made a complaint of racial discrimination, they often 

commenced a slippery slope to the end of their careers. They described White managers and 

HR colluding against them in White solidarity to reframe and rationalise why an 

incident/situation had not occurred due to their race. They explained that they were then viewed 

as having attacked their line manager in a performance of victim reversal and subsequently 

found themselves in an untenable working environment. 

Participants additionally experienced undermining by line managers, colleagues, and direct 

reports. Participants provided harrowing examples of senior White managers ‘getting away’ 

with extremely derogatory behaviour, including racism in the form of victimisation, bullying, 

and harassment. One male participant described an incident where he had been working at 

director level and his line manager bullied him in front of senior colleagues and gave him 

responsibility for complex and challenging work beyond his remit. Colleagues spoke to him 

afterwards but did not say anything in the meeting. In this sense, racism is being experienced 
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in a blatant form, not subtly, and yet still there is little recourse through HR policies or the 

Equality Act. Eventually, the participant felt he had no choice but to leave and take a step back 

from his career. Complaining would have been of no use in his opinion, given the perpetrator 

was the Chief Executive. 

In some institutions, the participants felt that their White peers had been groomed for senior 

roles and had a sense of entitlement and privilege. Participants spoke of knowing not to bother 

applying for certain positions as they were earmarked, or on some occasions, created for White 

candidates. The researcher has both witnessed and been personally affected by situations 

whereby line managers have planned restructures or relabelling of jobs to give a White person 

a job currently occupied by a Black employee. Participants expressed the view that even if 

people had the intent to do the right thing, there was a reluctance to take risks and whilst 

diversity was a tool for change, policy development took too long to implement. These 

experiences created problematic environments for Black employees to navigate. 

Having a supportive line manager was important in enabling Black employees to survive 

organisations. In many cases, the line manager was the perpetrator. This left Black employees 

in a precarious position. Participants described being worn down and exhausted by 

discrimination, not finding anyone internally who genuinely wanted to help, and being pushed 

around between different senior managers when they raised concerns. The researcher has 

experience supporting Black employees at institutions where there appeared to be a deliberate 

tactic of passing race-based complaints around to so many different managers that the 

employee ended up being worn out and giving up by the end of it. One male participant, 18, 

referred to a quote from Toni Morrison (1975) where she states the ‘the function, the very 

serious function of racism is distraction. It keeps you from doing your work. It keeps you 

explaining over and over again, your reason for being’. This participant further noted: 

In the case of race and race equality we are challenged by, not just racist acts, but systemic 

racism in its practice policies and procedures that prevent people like me, not as its aim, but 

as its by-product is what happens in my experience. 

Participant 18 (male) 

 
The participant was describing the complex web of racialised practices in operation in UK 

institutions, that are known and felt by Black employees every day, yet invisible or accepted 
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by the White majority who continually defend and reinforce racist workplace cultures. 

Succession planning is discussed next. 

4.3.1 Experiences of succession planning 

 
Only five out of 30 participants (17%) had been identified for formal succession planning. 

Participants expressed the view that they were mainly identified for informal opportunities by 

a line manager, with very few being identified as part of corporate talent management schemes. 

In effect, Black participants were excluded from succession planning which was largely an 

intervention reserved for White colleagues only. This leads to the question of whether anti- 

Blackness precludes certain employees from benefitting from organisational development 

resources. 

Participants expressed the view that even when they were identified as a high potential 

employee, they were not developed further, whereas they felt that their White counterparts were 

developed and promoted. This experience left participants feeling overlooked and disheartened 

and caused some to leave their organisations to seek recognition elsewhere. Participants 

described the experience of working for a public service broadcaster and explained that talent 

management operated differently for their White counterparts who secured assignments and 

attractive project work, apparently without any selection process taking place. The researcher 

has seen this approach in organisations, whereby talent schemes appear purposefully designed 

to exclude Black employees. Worryingly, participants’ experiences of succession planning has 

been that it is largely an avenue to secure promotions and opportunities for White colleagues 

and had not been a route available to them. One male participant noted: 

So, talent management and succession planning is one of those HR processes… which is 

hopelessly flawed and by that I mean there is no rigour or evidence applied to it. Most 

organisations use the nine-box grid, and it is a methodology which has been completely 

discredited in the research across Europe which finds that it is just a driver for bias. Because 

in the worst cases, it’s not pegged to any evidence. It’s just subjective view... And I’ve had that 

experience at other organisations where they’ve used the nine-box grid and it only ends up in 

a direct reflection of the current management team. 

Participant 24 (male) 
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The participant is describing the effect of utilising talent and succession schemes that reproduce 

what has gone before. There is often no equality dimension to the process at all and therefore 

racial bias is an inevitable outcome. Mentors, sponsors and networks are discussed next. 

4.3.2 Mentors, sponsors and networks 

 
This sub-theme garnered the views of participants on the impact of mentors, sponsors, and 

networks on their careers. When asked, five out of 30 participants (17%) had experienced 

having a corporate sponsor at work and 25 out of 30 participants (83%) had experienced having 

a mentor. Of those who had benefitted from having a corporate sponsor at some point in their 

career, the sponsor was mainly their line manager, except for two participants where the 

sponsor was a member of the Executive team. This shows the lack of purposeful rather than 

accidental investment in Black employees. Most participants had not experienced having an 

organisational sponsor to speak up for them on their behalf, offer them project opportunities 

for exposure, or support them with promotion and development opportunities. However, one 

male participant had benefitted from having a corporate sponsor and noted the profound 

difference it made to his career: 

I am actually experiencing what it’s like for somebody senior to be your sponsor. So, I’ve been 

invited to a variety of… dinners with you know Tony and Cherie Blair... I’ve never experienced 

this before. This is fantastic. [My line manager] said to me ‘I want to expose you to all aspects 

of… management. I want to expose you to all aspects of the whole [organisational] life, so you 

have a full picture’. And that’s been invaluable... I would say it’ exposed me to those things 

which are not in any manual that I have read. I’ve been on a number of leadership courses, 

read lots of those leadership and management books, and that stuff so either I haven’t seen, or 

I just didn’t notice it. Or it just didn’t resonate because I guess it’s only by experiencing it then 

I see it because I see how he works. 

Participant 28 (male) 

 
Whilst participants felt that sponsors would have been extremely beneficial to their careers, 

most participants had only benefitted from mentors they had sourced directly whilst coaching, 

if received, was provided by employers. Participants also spoke of the power of reverse 

mentoring; they felt that having mentors and coaches was important for career development 

and for staying current and relevant in their field of expertise. They found that mentors and 

coaches could help to navigate the political, organisational and relationship nuances at play, 

particularly at senior levels. Some participants described having good line managers who 
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inadvertently acted as mentors by providing opportunities for exposure and stretch 

assignments.  

In contrast, other participants conveyed that they had experienced or observed line managers 

being intent on holding Black employees back and, in some cases, destroying their careers. 

Participants described the devastating impact of line managers who acted as saboteurs to their 

careers. This happened through not providing opportunities for advancement, unfair appraisals, 

being given unreasonable workloads and being discriminated against by racial bullying, 

harassment, contrived disciplinary or performance management cases and demotion. 

Participants noted that networks operated as discrete inner circles to provide access and 

exposure to promotion opportunities and that it was difficult for Black employees to join. 

Participants expressed the view that the networks were often exclusive as they were designed 

to support White employees which made it exhausting to attempt to access, therefore, being told 

to ‘network’ or ‘speak to certain colleagues’ often proved ineffective. In the researcher’s 

experience, it is difficult for Black employees to be invited into powerful networks as they are 

not wanted in what is seen as White spaces. Participants felt that nepotism and the old boys’ 

network were still in existence in many workplace cultures and often learned of gatherings after 

the event. One participant noted: 

The inner circle works to an extent to favour people of a certain group. This is where the 

cultural interface also has an impact. So, there are certain things that certain groups of people 

will do that basically some of the BAME people would not do, due to culture. I will give you an 

example…groups of people used to go on skiing holidays so from my cultural background that 

is unheard of… Members of that group, started to get those senior jobs like director or general 

manager for Medicine, Nursing or Pathology and not surprisingly, these were people who all 

went skiing together. So, from my experience sometimes those types of things whereby 

organisations could say it’s just social interactions and it’s open to everybody, but the reality 

is, it isn’t and sometimes those symbolic things are seen as important and organisations have 

got to start exploring to understand why certain people of a certain social group seem to be 

doing much better in terms of getting jobs within the organisation. So that’s one thing that I 

know that happens in lots of organisations and I’ve seen that experience for myself first hand. 

And organisations have got to wake up to things like that and start investigating what’s going 

on and certainly when it comes to promotions and career development and internal vacancies”. 

Participant 11 (male) 
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The participants believed that organisations felt particularly threatened by intelligent 

progressive Black people and that to progress, it was a case of ‘who you know, not what you 

know’. However, on further exploration it become clear that it was a case of ‘who White people 

know, not what they know’, as regardless of who Black people know, this was not beneficial 

to their career advancement. 

Participants revealed that the lack of senior Black role models was woeful and that Black 

employees in senior positions were often treated so poorly that it was off-putting for up-and- 

coming Black professionals. In the researcher’s experience, senior Black employees have been 

openly subjected to racial bullying and harassment, bullying by proxy whereby other senior 

colleagues collude to sabotage them and microaggressions. Participants felt the lack of Black 

senior leaders also meant Black employees were constantly judged against a standard that did 

not include them. There was a strong desire for up-and-coming talented Black employees to 

have more routes to gaining exposure and opportunities. 

This section demonstrated that for Black employees, succession planning was unlikely to apply, 

they were unlikely to be viewed as top talent, excluded from powerful informal networks  and 

unlikely to have a sponsor. Black employees were effectively shut off from these key career 

progression routes due to structural and systemic racism. Knowing this was the case, some 

organisations offered BAME development programmes, in other words, a potential route to 

career progression for BAME people, this will be discussed next. 

4.3.3 Corporate BAME development programmes 

 
In this section participants’ knowledge and experience of BAME development programmes is 

analysed. Just 7% of participants (two out of 30), believed that BAME development 

programmes were positive for career development and 43% of participants (13 out of 30) 

believed that BAME development programmes had the potential to be positive for career 

progression if designed properly. 

However, participants felt that organisational culture needed to change, rather than the 

leadership skills of BAME employees. Participants felt that a common HR approach was to try 

and fix BAME people through development programmes instead of addressing racial 

discrimination as the root cause of slow progression. None of the participants who had attended 

a BAME development programme had received a promotion and notably, participants 

described experiences of poorly executed BAME development programmes, which set them 

back in their careers. One female participant noted: 
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I feel like it’s not the same [employee experience] and they know it’s not the same, which is 

why they give us these… special BAME leadership programmes. And, it’s good in a way, but 

it’s like why do we need special leadership programmes? Like, why can’t we just progress in 

the same normal way that every White person progresses, we just need a special programme, 

like we need to be taught something extra that they don’t…. And, even the programme [public 

service broadcaster], the thing about it is… they do not want to be diverse. They know they 

have to be, so they’re trying to appear to be, but it’s not what they want and so that’s why…it’s 

never going to work. It’s like pulling teeth. They just want to be able to tick the box…. And if 

you want to give them real tangible things that they need to change, they’re like “No, look that’s 

not what you’re here for. You’re here to fulfil this purpose so stay within those lines. Don’t try 

to actually instigate any kind of change, that’s not what we’re here to do, okay? Just do your 

leadership thing and then, you know, take it from there. 

 

Participant 7 (female) 

 

 

This participant was articulating the performative nature of BAME development programmes, 

which do not have the interests of Black employees at heart but instead are concerned with 

presenting a good diversity image. Participants believed that deep rooted racism manipulated 

the public into thinking that organisations were actively seeking to be diverse, whereas the 

diversity development schemes were largely a charade with no jobs at the end. One female 

participant noted: 

I was in the [public service broadcaster] …they were all like superficial schemes that made 

you feel special for a period of time, but didn’t actually give you any access to, you know, the 

real decision-making process or insert you into the system in any way. So, you were like in a 

parallel system the whole time. Whereas I think if you are a White man of privilege and that’s 

what privilege is, you are like totally in the system you’re totally mainstream from the word go. 

But what I think these schemes that I was selected for did was just kind of run me in a parallel 

system, which gave me a little bit of an insight but didn’t insert me into the real kind of structures 

of developing my career. And again, when its time ended, and you haven’t got a sponsor and 

you know you’re sort of running parallel, you get an insight but you’re not really getting your 

hands dirty. I mean I think what would have been much more helpful is if I’d had a sponsor who 

actually said I want you to, I don’t know, go and edit this program or I want you to run this 



133 
 

project for me or something which you know that was tangible that I would then put on my CV 

as a proper outcome”. 

Participant 23 (female) 

 
A small number of participants (13%) explained that they were identified and selected for a 

very senior and prestigious BAME executive leadership programme at a public service 

broadcaster. However, it quickly emerged that the actual programme was not well-thought- 

through and destined to fail. The programme was designed using a deficit model which 

suggested that there was something wrong with the BAME individuals that the programme 

would fix. Participants described being left in limbo in their careers after attending the 

programme. The programme was full-time for 15 months and participants had left successful 

careers to join after being selected from over 400 applicants and undergoing a lengthy selection 

process. The participants explained that the programme was little more than a publicity stunt 

for the organisation, and they were actively blocked when they applied for internal roles when 

it ended. One female participant noted the impact on her well-being: 

Like the fact that I had to go for counselling and trying to get my confidence back up thinking 

I’ve forgotten everything I already knew about [my profession] the fact that I went on a 

programme that’s supposed to boost your… like you were meant to be all confident about your 

leadership abilities and being driven into a certain direction and the fact that you end up going 

in a totally opposite direction that’s ridiculous. 

Participant 8 (female) 

 
Participants described the programme having a significant impact on their careers whereby 

some found themselves out of work and ignored by the organisation at the end of it. Participants 

pointed out that corporate development programmes and graduate intake schemes were 

promoting a lot of White people. Whereas the BAME development programmes, as well as not 

resulting in promotion opportunities, also had a stigma attached to them whereby participants 

were further ostracised by White colleagues who felt they had been singled out for special 

treatment. In the researcher’s experience, attending BAME development programmes can have 

a debilitating effect on employees’ careers if not organised and designed properly and if 

expectations about what will happen at the end of the programme are not made clear. 

The next section examines the use of unconscious bias training and its relationship to career 

progression of Black employees. 
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4.3.4 Impact of unconscious bias training on Black employees career development 

 
This section explores whether unconscious bias training impacts the careers of Black 

employees. Just one out of the 30 participants thought that unconscious bias training would 

help the career progression of Black employees and 27% of the participants (eight out of 30) 

thought that the right type of unconscious bias training had the potential to aide career 

progression. Participants expressed the view that unconscious bias training would be useful 

only if other mechanisms were in place to change the experiences faced by Black professionals 

in career progression. Participants revealed that unconscious bias training could give White 

people the legitimacy to hold racist views and help people to learn how to effectively suppress 

their views. Instead, responses suggested people should be held to account for those views and 

real action taken to eliminate racism. 

 
Most participants thought that merely holding unconscious bias training programmes, which 

varied in quality, did not make any difference, they highlighted the numerous negative 

experiences of BAME professionals in the workplace as examples that unconscious bias 

training was not effective. They also felt that change needed to be led by the Chief Executive 

and senior leadership teams and believed that senior managers within organisations were often 

the people who were reluctant to attend the training. Additionally, they felt that the 

effectiveness of the training was measured by whether attendees did anything differently 

because of awareness. In this regard, they thought that it would be exceedingly difficult to see 

any organisational impact. Participants had not noticed any real improvement in diverse 

representation after unconscious bias training had been completed and felt that it had become 

popular as it offered organisations a quick fix to external scrutiny, but no genuine shift in 

culture and behaviour. One female participant noted: 

 
I think programs like unconscious bias… like understanding race or discrimination, all it does 

is give you information… increases your knowledge, and may help you to learn and may 

influence your attitude and behaviour, does it make a difference to someone’s career? I don’t 

know they may be able to answer the questions better when they were going for an interview. 

But there has been research that says that unconscious bias training does not have the impact 

that one intends. 

 

Participant 15 (female) 
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Participants raised the issue that not all discrimination was unconscious and therefore a one- or 

two-hour training course could not possibly tackle those who consciously discriminated. They 

further pointed out that once employees were trained, it was no longer unconscious bias, it was 

just bias and once employers were aware of this bias, what was their duty? Participants  felt it 

was the responsibility of the organisation to ensure that bias was not acted upon. 

 
Participants expressed the view that these types of interventions were awareness-raising at best 

and felt that face-to-face anti-discrimination training would be a better approach to ensuring that 

biases were confronted. This could serve to provide choices about how to adopt an inclusive 

approach to leadership rather than the compliance training approach. They felt that discrimination 

needed to be called out and labelled as such where people in positions of power were 

deliberately stopping BAME employees from progressing, or racially harassing or bullying 

them. The following sections summarise the findings on organisational culture. 

 

4.3.5 Summary of organisational culture 
 

The responses revealed hostile, White-dominated working cultures, where complaining about 

discrimination was often futile. Racial bullying, harassment and discrimination were a constant 

feature from all angles including line managers, colleagues and direct reports. Black employees 

were largely excluded from succession planning and there was a lack of sponsorship and 

investment. BAME development programmes could have a debilitating effect on Black 

employees’ careers and anti-racism was a preferred approach to unconscious bias training. The 

next section examines the link between race and career progression. 

 

4.4 The link between race and career progression: racial discrimination accepted 

by organisations; race foregrounded career experience; blatant discrimination as 

well as microaggressions; Whiteness viewed as a barrier to progression 

 
33% of the participants (10 out of 30) considered giving up or gave up on their chosen careers 

due to experiencing racial discrimination. 27% of participants decided to take a step back in 

their careers at some point due to the discrimination they had faced. These data tell us that a 

third of participants considered giving up or did give up their careers or decided to take a step 

back due to racial discrimination. If one in three Black people were forced to take such drastic 
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action, this is a worrying indictment of the treatment of Black employees in the workplace. It 

also demonstrates a damaging system where racial discrimination at work is costing Black 

employees their livelihoods. Participants described discrimination in the form of racial 

harassment, sabotage, lack of promotion and unfair talent management processes. They 

expressed the view that racial discrimination had derailed their careers and that the experience 

was traumatic and depressing. 

 
Some participants decided to become self-employed rather than working for an organisation 

where they could potentially be a target for racial discrimination. Accordingly, some 

participants had given up on a broken system. Participants explained that another impact of 

discrimination was that they often needed to take some time away from work to rebuild their 

confidence, refresh their skills, connect with their networks and families and regain focus. They 

felt it was important to have positive people around them when they were going through these 

challenges and preparing to relaunch their careers. They felt that the impact of racial 

discrimination caused ill-health and poor well-being and experienced stress, anxiety and 

depression as a result. In this sense Black employees had a limit to the amount of racial 

discrimination they could bear, and that it was important from a health and well-being 

perspective to recognise when one has reached this point. One female participant noted: 

 
I think having had a really… traumatic experience of being systematically harassed and 

discriminated against in an organisation. I think that I decided no, I’m not doing this, I don’t 

want to do this, and I don’t want to put myself in this position ever again and I think that 

experience unfortunately is not uncommon… for me, what that’s meant - wanting to retain 

independence, you know, to basically be able to market my skills and experience on my own 

terms i.e., consultancy interim kind of work. That’s a direct result of feeling that you just don’t 

get the support and it’s so easy to become a target. And I think this is manifestly racist. But yet 

all organisations won’t recognise this…and I see it all the time. And I’ve also, in my role, been 

able to look at statistics which just show how much less successful BAME applicants… are for 

progression promotion and appointment. It is quite startling”. 

 

Participant 17 (female) 

 

 

When racial discrimination became unbearable, participants thought about retraining to work 

in different fields such as nursing, teaching, and foster care, or accepted more junior roles. 
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Some participants described the way they were forced to leave a public service broadcaster, 

which meant that they needed to rebuild their self-esteem due to their treatment whilst working 

there. Responses referred to being left damaged by organisations and described their coping 

mechanisms to deal with structural and systemic racism which included escapism, external 

support networks and religion. Participants reflected that the impact of racial discrimination 

meant it was often difficult to continuously progress within the same organisation. The 

participants often had interrupted career histories, due to discrimination, which was difficult to 

explain to prospective employers and was met with harsh judgement from recruiting 

companies. 

They voiced that discrimination caused them to seriously doubt themselves and wonder 

whether, as a Black employee, it was possible to excel in one’s chosen career. Consequently, 

racial discrimination in their careers was a constant exhausting battle. Regarding the impact of 

discrimination on careers, one female participant noted: 

it affects your confidence to go for, you know, higher positions. I know it has affected my 

confidence definitely, because you start looking at yourself and wonder if you’re good enough, 

you start wondering when you go there, you know, what you’re going to face, you remember 

the times you’ve had those experiences and how it made you feel, or how it made me feel… each 

job I was applying for… one part of me is saying I don’t think I want to work, I hope they don’t 

call me, they don’t offer me the job, and another part of me wants the job because I need the 

money and I want to go back into work, so you get that bit going on and it’s all because your 

confidence has been knocked down 

Participant 2 (female) 

 
This experience was shared by other participants who left their roles without another job to go 

to, meaning that racial discrimination was a driver of unemployment amongst Black 

professionals. However, the vast majority were not in a financial position to leave and therefore 

had to endure the discriminatory treatment. Participants initially hoped that their employers 

would resolve the issue so they could move on, but whilst raising their concerns, it became 

apparent that the discrimination was intentional and that the line manager would rather the 

individual left than address the discrimination. Deliberate racial discrimination was raised by 

many of the participants and there was a feeling that organisations turned a blind eye to 

discrimination as it was deemed acceptable workplace practice. 
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Participants felt that this view was reinforced by constantly only seeing White senior leaders 

around them. They expressed the view that whilst they were feeling demotivated, they were 

witnessing their White counterparts being extremely confident and supported in their roles. One 

female participant noted: 

 
the first time I was discriminated against, in… [redacted local authority], even though it was a 

defining moment, everybody knew that the two Black people who were doing the majority of the 

work were on the lowest grade. It was difficult because someone could turn around and say you 

got the opportunity, but we were actually not being paid correctly. 

 

Participant 12 (female) 

 

 

This speaks to the notions that Black people often feel undervalued in the workplace despite 

working hard and being well-educated. Some participants felt that racial discrimination made 

them more determined to succeed, and they used their negative experience of discrimination to 

motivate and mentor junior colleagues. This provided them with a sense of purpose and helped 

them find positives in a negative situation. Participants also witnessed the negative treatment 

of other Black colleagues which raised their awareness of the racial context within which they 

were working. Experiences of discrimination are discussed next. 

 

4.4.1 Experiences of discrimination 

 
100% of the participants had experienced racial discrimination at work and the fact that none 

of the participants had escaped racism throughout their careers revealed the commonality and 

pervasive nature of racism in the Black experience. Participants experienced racism in all forms 

throughout their careers, including structural, systemic, institutional, modern-day racism and 

Whiteness. Participants opened up about the various ways they had been discriminated against 

and their frustration that racism had impeded their careers. 

 
Participants described microaggressions and saw this as akin to continuous low-level daily 

attacks due to their ethnicity. This took the form of being labelled as aggressive, whereas 

similar behaviour from their White peers was viewed as assertive. There was a lack of 

acknowledgement for their work whilst others took credit, an example was given of raising a 

pertinent point in a meeting and being ignored, followed by a White colleague making the same 
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point and being recognised and praised for their contribution. Participants described producing 

substantive proposals and senior White colleagues taking their ideas and receiving the credit. 

 
Participants explained that over time, this had a grave impact on their career as they did not 

receive credit for their work and were not seen as high performing. This contributed towards 

being overlooked for promotion. Participants observed White colleagues not engaging them in 

conversations, or informal chats in the lift or corridor, or being completely ignored. In the 

researcher’s experience, microaggressions are often subtle, can be one on one and often go 

unnoticed by others. On other occasions, microaggressions were more blatant. Whether the 

microaggression was subtle or blatant, it was always met with complicit indifference by White 

colleagues in earshot. One male participant noted the following examples of microaggressions 

experienced at his current workplace whereby White colleagues made the following comments 

in front of other colleagues: 

 
‘We knew [redacted participant name] was upset because he does that thing they do with their 

teeth’, ‘we are going to excuse you guys from certain parts of this process because we’re talking 

about project management and a lot of it will probably go over your head. 

 
Participant 30 (male) 

 

 

Participants referred to many examples of unequal pay in their base salaries and disparity in 

bonus payments and pay increases. They also described taking on additional responsibilities 

and having to spend many months and even years attempting to have their roles re-evaluated. 

Participants explained that when they discovered they were being paid less and they raised it 

with their employer, there was never a satisfactory outcome. Line managers would attempt to 

justify the pay differential rather than address it. The pay was never rectified, and the 

participants normally ended up leaving the organisation. Participants articulated that even when 

they obtained senior positions, they were not paid the same and believed that intersectionality 

was a factor, as they felt that women were not as confident as men in applying for promotions 

and negotiating pay.  One female participant noted: 

 
I think there’s always been a history of White counterparts ascending a lot quicker than a BAME 

employee. And they’ve always had higher roles, higher salaries. That’s just the way things have 

always been. Things have changed but very slowly and very slightly. You do see some 
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progression in some sectors but it’s not at the same level, and I do think you have to almost 

prove yourself a lot more. It just takes a lot longer. Right now, a lot of my colleagues who are 

doing the same role as me, they’re earning a lot more money than me. 

 

Participant 6 (female) 

 

 

Participants felt that in addition to individual discrimination, organisations had systems in place 

to restrict the progress of Black employees. Participants disclosed harsh treatment at the board 

level where they were admonished in front of senior colleagues and singled out for 

unachievable performance targets. They felt that toxic cultures impacted unfairly on Black 

senior managers and left them exposed. One male participant noted: 

 
Where people get comfortable with you and they make remarks or jokes which they certainly 

wouldn’t make about others, so you have to call them on it. But that happens a number of times. 

So, I was leading the roll-out of an induction program or for a leadership team. The CEO had 

been to see a number of them and one of the senior leaders suggested that there should be a 

little competition on feedback ratings and whoever got the best feedback ratings would get an 

extra day off. And the Chief Executive piped up and says ‘No, no, no, there are two people 

everyone in this organisation knows more than anyone else. [Redacted names] because they’re 

by far the best at doing this sort of thing. And everybody knows, you know, the scruffy Rude Boy 

with the dreads is gonna win’. Now he thought he was being polite. He thought it was just a joke 

that he could make because he knew me. But when he said that there was deadly silence on the 

call. Next to 50 people heard it. And what was amazing was only two people said something. 

 
Participant 24 (male) 

 
 

The issue of bystanders not intervening was a constant problem for Black employees; it sent a 

message that racism was tolerated or condoned. Participants observed and experienced that 

challenging discrimination destroyed Black employees’ confidence and potentially their 

careers. They explained that the aftermath of a devastating discrimination experience left them 

in a precarious situation where it was difficult to talk about what had happened to them. This 

was due to confidentiality clauses arising from non-disclosure agreements or because they felt 

ashamed of what happened and wanted to put it behind them, believing that it would damage 

their career further if they spoke out against powerful employers. Participants also expressed 
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that whilst in conflict with their employer, they still had the predicament of requiring a 

favourable reference to secure a new job. Participants referred to successful telephone 

interviews which were followed by unsuccessful face-to-face interviews, which they attributed 

to racial discrimination. One female participant noted: 

 
Yes [I have been discriminated against] in two organisations… so if you’re in a leadership role, 

people don’t want anything other than the soft version of what they consider to be 

management…. I’d say once you start being strategic, managing large budgets, making real 

decisions, they find that that sticks in their throats if you’re in a White … dominated 

environment. They find it increasingly hard to take instruction from you and so what happened 

with me is they ganged up against me because they just thought they were better. Why would 

they want to take instruction from me or direction for me, particularly on strategy and budgets? 

I found staff that were reporting to me they ganged up with my boss. She then devised a scheme 

where she thought I would be better off working in diversity, which I refused to move to. And 

then I found that the weight of the organisation came down against me not because they didn’t 

recognise that something wrong had happened, but because they don’t want to admit to it. 

 
Participant 23 (female) 

 
 

These situations rarely had positive outcomes and often led to the exit of the Black employee. 

This example demonstrates the collusion that occurs when racial discrimination is raised and 

the odd approach of moving professional staff into diverse roles if they complain of racism. 

Another female participant also described leading on policy development and her line manager 

removing this responsibility and asking her to set up a BAME staff network instead, based 

purely on her colour. Other participants reported that organisations that were particularly 

struggling to understand the role of D&I would frequently attempt to move Black professionals 

into equalities roles, even though they had no experience in the field. This practice could 

potentially damage the profession if it is viewed that being Black is the only criterion needed 

to carry out such work. 

This section has examined the different types of discrimination faced by participants and the 

damaging effect this has on Black employees. The next section analyses the impact of 

Whiteness. 
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4.4.2 Experiences of Whiteness 

 
The phenomenon of Whiteness in the workplace was explored with participants and 87% (26 

out of 30) believed that Whiteness was a barrier to their career progression. The high proportion 

of participants deeming Whiteness to harm their career progression highlights the way Black 

people are subjected to different layers of racial obstacles that are clearly visible to them but 

not to others. Participants observed that Whiteness functioned on a muted form of 

communication where one does not ruffle any feathers with overt emotions but displays a fake 

modesty. Participants expressed the view that Whiteness captured a notion around an 

unexamined centre, with inequality manifesting itself in reinforcing negative stereotypes about 

Black people. 

 
Responses revealed that Whiteness made it much harder for Black employees to progress; some 

participants referred to subcategories such as White Irish people who they described as being 

White, but not fully accepted. Participants reflected that Irish and other marginalised White 

groups had supported them in their careers and given them opportunities to develop. They also 

felt that where recruitment panels and senior teams were all White, particularly in urban areas, 

this was not reflective of the population and resulted in a lack of opportunities for talented 

Black professionals. 

 
Participants referenced the Windrush scandal as an example of Black people being expected to 

keep decades worth of records whereas White people would not be expected to and described 

Whiteness as a mix of arrogance, inconsistency, and power. Participants felt that Whiteness 

operated with a level of unease around Black people as there was a level of guilt and discomfort. 

One male participant noted: 

 
Privilege equals calmness, relaxation, lack of danger and freedom to think. It’s like flying, air 

travel, Whiteness is like business class and Blackness is like economy class. …you can get to 

the same destination, but trust me, you’ve had a harder time getting there… And they have more 

perks, they have better food, more leg space, all of those things help them in organising a better 

life and a better career. 

 

Participant 10 (male) 
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Participants felt that Whiteness was a loaded term that described White people from England, 

parts of Europe or elsewhere, and could also refer to somebody in authority and power. 

Participants expressed the view that Whiteness often meant the incumbents would have a global 

view about an organisation whereby the ability to access the world, to make decisions, and have 

the power that comes from a position of privilege was granted from birth. Participants 

articulated that a minority person could internalise inferiority because they were not often at 

the centre of decision-making. 

 
Participants also believed that Whiteness operated based on White people holding most key 

positions in the organisation and acting as gatekeepers particularly at board level. Participants 

described a distinct in/out group mentality, which they referred to as a club that operated based 

on informal socialising. They felt that this group would be largely middle-class, and Russell 

Group educated and, as such, would exclude Black people. However, they also felt that White 

working-class people could at some point join Whiteness. One female participant noted: 

 
It’s not just any White person, like some White person from the housing estate whose parents 

receive income support. I wouldn’t see that as the Whiteness that that term refers to. I think it’s 

talking about people who are White and who are privileged. So, they’ve got… their probably 

middle class, they’ve gone to a grammar school or a private school or some boarding school. 

They’ve got two cars in the, you know, in the driveway. They can go on two or three holidays 

every year. They’ve got a huge amount of disposable income… You know life just seems to fall 

neatly folded on their laps. That’s what I consider to be Whiteness, so they talk correctly, they’re 

in an in-circle. That’s what I consider Whiteness to be. I wouldn’t put your low-income council 

estate individual in that category. 

 

Participant 19 (female) 

 

 

Participants described the environment of predominantly White organisations as the 

atmosphere in which one must operate in while never having any of the benefit of sharing that 

privilege or any of the confidence and comfort of trusting that your environment has your best 

interests at heart. One participant described the environment as akin to facing psychological 

warfare where Black employees constantly doubt themselves and must keep reaffirming that 

they are competent, as they do not receive these messages from their employer. Instead, there 

is a constant feeling that Black employees do not belong in these indomitable environments 
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and that minorities must continuously operate at heightened performance levels whilst always 

remaining alert. One male participant noted: 

 
There’ s a level of guilt, there’s a level of discomfort… almost your presence in these spaces 

is an accusation and that’s quite a lot to carry… They feel threatened by me because I am a 

man and I’m a Black man. 

 

Participant 4 (male) 

 
 

Participants indicated that Whiteness concerned skin colour superiority, and the privilege it 

brought people leading to dominance in the workplace. Responses suggested that people who 

exploited Whiteness were always protected by a system which worked in their favour. They 

described historical public sector institutions as being heavily steeped in Whiteness and 

observed that White people were often unaware of their privilege. Participants expressed the 

view that Whiteness was to believe that you have a right to everything you want and observed 

that Whiteness was something nobody talked about, which made it the norm and invisible at 

the same time. They gave examples of being described as a Black person, whereas a White 

person would be described as the tall or short person. On the reverse side, participants felt that 

Black employees were made to feel invisible and of less value by being ignored and denied 

access. 

 
Participants noted that Whiteness meant that White people were extremely well invested by 

being introduced to the right people, being invited to exclusive events, potentially having 

parents with the right connections, being sent on courses and trips, and running projects. 

Participants felt White people benefited from lifelong investment whereas Black people had a 

poorly run BAME development programme, lasting six to 12 months, and were then dispensed 

with. Participants believed that White employees were likely seen as a shining star and taken 

under somebody’s wing for mentoring and development, whereas Black people had to fight for 

those senior opportunities, which were often only granted in the toughest of organisations that 

White candidates had rejected. 

 
Participants believed that Whiteness allowed White employees to make mistakes and develop. 

They also expressed the view that rooted in this, was having things presented in a way that is 

palatable to White employees, which included the way BAME issues were presented in 

dominant White cultures. Participants felt that Whiteness encompassed White fragility and 
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anything that was viewed as different to that was perceived as a threat to the status quo, the 

balance of power, and to do things in a traditional way. 

 
Participants expressed the view that their experience of Whiteness manifested in a myriad of 

ways including stereotyping, not being culturally White enough, or not being from a middle-

class background. Participants felt that White colleagues had a negative image of them which 

meant that they would never fit in. Participants felt that the impact of Whiteness could 

sometimes be so subtle that it was difficult to complain about, as many of the incidents were 

open to interpretation. 

 
Participants were concerned that Whiteness in the work context focused on trying to change or 

improve BAME employees through development programmes, instead of compelling those 

who benefitted from White privilege to change their mindset. They felt that a change of mindset 

would enable senior White managers to acknowledge the skills qualities and expertise 

possessed by BAME employees. Participants recalled experiences where the work 

environments made them feel excluded, one female participant recalled an interview where she 

was asked whether she visited the gym and the pub and whether she had children to assess if 

she would fit into the culture. 

 
Participants described experiences of succeeding up to a certain level in their careers but then 

being blocked due to Whiteness. They recalled White colleagues believing Black employees 

should not work at senior levels and being particularly aggrieved when Black employees held 

more senior positions than they did. Participants who had succeeded in gaining senior 

management roles felt those who enabled cultures of Whiteness, actively sought to take their 

senior roles away from them. 

 
Participants expressed the view that it was no longer appropriate for a roomful of well-meaning 

White people to decide what happens to Black employees in the workplace. Participants felt 

that people of colour needed to be in decision-making spaces and reflected that to be White 

within the context of the corporate environment is to be normal, competent, and have no 

aspersions cast on you and the ability to enter an organisation and live and die by your own 

efforts or your own ability. One female participant noted: 
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I think that what it’s meant is that I’ve constantly had to prove myself. I think that… it’s the 

mixture of Whiteness and also their own kind of discrimination or prejudice around race… 

which means that you are different so therefore you have to prove that you are as good as us… 

Whiteness means that you don’t have to prove it. It is acknowledged that it is. So, if a senior 

White person walks into a room, you know, you just presume that that person knows what 

they’re doing. Whereas a senior Black person walks into a room, there’s a kind of, hmm, why 

are they here? 

 

Participant 27 (female) 

 
 

One male participant described being the only minority person in a cohort that had arrived at a 

hotel to attend a prestigious residential leadership programme and being mistaken for a delivery 

driver by the receptionist. Participants were regularly mistaken for security guards and cleaners 

and felt that this demonstrated the subtle ways in which Whiteness associated Black people 

were associated with their perceived place in society. A summary of the links between race and 

career progression follows. 

 

4.4.3 Summary of the link between race and career progression 
 

Race was foregrounded in the participants’ careers and a third considered giving up or took a 

step back from their careers due to racism experienced. Discrimination was a constant battle 

that made it difficult to progress and seemed to be accepted by organisations in the sense that 

little action was taken to combat it. As well as microaggressions, blatant racial discrimination 

was also a feature. Whiteness was viewed as a barrier to progression and participants described 

the work environment as akin to engaging in psychological warfare. Following from the links 

between race and career progression, the next section looks at the intersection between HR 

management and diversity and inclusion. 

 

4.5 The Intersection between HR Management and Diversity and Inclusion Prac- 

tice (DIP): HR Managers ill-equipped to deal with Black underrepresentation; Di- 

versity and Inclusion largely ineffective; HR Management practice in relation to 

Diversity and Inclusion contributing to the poor progression of Black employees 

 
Participants expressed the view that HR policies and procedures did little to support their 

career progression or to combat the discrimination they faced. Participants revealed that DIP 

was not effective in tackling their racialised experiences in the workplace. No participants felt 
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that the career pathway was clear for Black employees and most participants felt that the career 

pathway into senior roles was not applied equally in HR practice or policy, creating a lack of 

opportunity. Participants described constant blockages and barriers and the absence of effective 

HR management practice in relation to diversity and inclusion. One male participant noted: 

Often, what happens particularly as a Black man in the organisation is that I don’t play by the 

same rules as everyone else and they don’t play the same rules as I do. So, there is the sort of 

corporate stance and things that are shared around you know being a positive message around 

how you promote and do great things or a promotion. But in reality, we know that there are 

more informal ways people get into organisations and get promoted. There are those people 

who are hand-picked to be in positions because they’re deemed to be available, suitable, and 

the right people, but it’s not transparent. It’s not fair, it’s not what the policy and the practice 

states. So yeah, it is obvious… The rules don’t apply equally to different groups of people. 

Participant 20 (male) 

 
Participants expressed the view that HR managers did not attempt to address the practices that 

stopped          Black employees from progressing. The participants articulated that whilst HR policies 

could address the formal processes, a lot of recruitment decisions were taken informally. For 

example, participants believed that HR policies were not being followed, as vacancies were 

being earmarked for White colleagues rather than following a fair transparent selection process. 

Participants conveyed the view that HR managers were ill-equipped to deal with modern day 

racism and asserted that organisational policies were used as rhetoric only if they suited the 

aims of senior management. It was felt that nepotism prevailed and there was always a 

workaround to avoid fair processes. Instead, participants revealed that HR focussed on formal 

practices, such as talent management and succession planning, which further excluded Black 

employees. 

Participants observed that racially discriminatory experiences of Black employees were not 

tackled by HR managers and their involvement often made the situation worse. Some 

participants recalled making the difficult choice to leave organisations which they felt were 

operating racially discriminatory practices and to take different career paths. One male 

participant felt that the HR practices enabled whiteness, noting: 

The real rules are unwritten and unspoken. But they are known by the club, and no, it’s not the 

same for Whites and for ethnic minorities. Absolutely not, it’s not the same, no way… The 
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difference is that largely senior management in elite organisations, big organisations most 

organisations is White. And I would say, largely part of Whiteness is this feeling of eliteness 

and superiority. So, given that there is this underlying feeling that only other Whites are 

intelligent enough to be here. So, the door is open, in fact there’s two doors, there’s one door 

that fits five people, six people, eight people. That’s the door for the Whites to come in and 

there’s another door which is half a person wide, and it opens once every five years and that’s 

the door for the non-Whites to come in. So, there are two doors, you can come in all 20 of you 

and whichever one of you manages to squeeze through that door once every five years you’ll 

be in. 

Participant 28 (male) 

 
This participant was explaining the way HR practice manifests itself in organisations in relation 

to career opportunities for Black employees. In his view, opportunities for Black employees 

are limited and tightly controlled. This speaks to the fear of having more than a couple of Black 

employees in senior roles which are associated with White fragility. Participants expressed a 

view that career pathways into senior roles operated nefariously through networks and allies, 

rather than through formal HR policies and practice, often meaning Black employees were 

forced to exist on the fringes of the organisation. When seeking HR interventions to tackle these 

issues, participants found there was a lack of understanding and action. Participants noted the 

barriers for Black doctors and nurses seeking promotion in the NHS, having to job-hop to 

progress, and not being acknowledged for their ideas, but instead, having their ideas stolen. 

Participants saw this as an HR problem but did not feel HR could or would, adequately address 

their concerns regarding discriminatory practices. The next section discusses HR management. 

4.5.1 Human resources management 

 
The role of HR was a constant theme in the racialized? experiences of the respondents. 37% of 

the participants (11 out of 30) shared that they had been bullied or harassed at work and 47% 

of them (14 out of 30) had raised concerns regarding racial harassment or discrimination with 

HR officers. However, there was seldom a positive outcome and they were often forced out of 

their role. In relation to complaining to HR about discrimination, one male participant noted: 

 
And the norm is, when you find yourself complaining about racism, particularly about the 

wrong person, you could find yourself on the wrong end of it. And you can find that it’s actually 

damaging your career…rather than actually holding that person to account. In fact, one time 
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which I did speak—I didn’t file a formal complaint about racism, but I did speak to HR … a 

particular person subjected me to racism. HR did nothing about it and then the person was 

pretty much almost cocky to me the following day… it wasn’t taken seriously at all. 

 

Participant 3 (male) 

 

 

Participant 3 (male) said that the problem with formally complaining about racism was that it 

depended on “(a) who you’re complaining about, (b) who you’re complaining to, and (c) the 

nature of the organisation you’re complaining within at the same time’. This participant felt that 

making a complaint was damaging to employees’ careers. One female participant attempted to 

raise a concern with the Diversity and Inclusion team and noted: 

 
He basically said he has a lot of things on his plate. […] This is [the public service 

broadcasters] whistleblowing line. And, yeah, if I’ve got a grievance, I can talk to my 

manager… it wasn’t even like a matter like that. I wanted to speak to him about a policy, where 

the organisation stands, what the [organisation’s] policy is on a certain issue, hence why I went 

to…diversity and inclusion… because, you know, the diversity policy is like supposed to be your 

bag. But he didn’t know that that’s what I was trying to speak to him about and he just made an 

assumption and gave me the whistle-blowing lines. 

 
Participant 7 (female) 

 

 

This example shows that whether complaints were raised with HR or the Diversity and 

Inclusion team, which in this case was part of the HR team, the outcome was unsatisfactory. 

Some participants questioned whether D&I should report to HR or directly to the Chief 

Executive and put forward that HR managers did not actively seek to use diversity data to drive 

practice. Some participants settled their disputes with their employers and left rather than facing 

a difficult employment tribunal case for racial discrimination or victimisation. They felt that 

organisations sought to avoid conflict and that once an employee was in conflict through raising 

a grievance, even if they were right and it was upheld, it was very unlikely they would be able 

to progress afterwards. This was especially the case if a management decision was being 

challenged. Some participants had been unfairly dismissed following raising concerns of racial 

discrimination or had witnessed it happening to other BAME colleagues. One female 

participant noted: 



150 
 

I must have written to [redacted] HR director… saying that this [diversity programme] is a 

joke and this is such a waste of time and then things did change. But I think that probably 

stopped me from ever getting a role ever at [public service broadcaster] I guess you have 

principles and values again which you kind of live by and if you don’t feel that they’re being 

met, I don’t think I can, and other people sit there and just not say anything… But I think it 

definitely affected me there”. 

 
Participant 8 (female) 

 

 

Participants felt that they were largely facing employment issues that related to HR, however, 

they did not receive support or resolution when concerns were raised, instead, it was often the 

case that raising a complaint was the beginning of the end of their roles in the organisation, and 

sometimes their careers. Participants described White HR managers colluding with line 

managers in racial discrimination cases and in matters related to career progression. In effect, 

HR managers were making the discrimination worse, as when a Black employee complained, 

the response from HR was often to make statements that questioned the intention behind racially 

discriminatory acts and to take the White perpetrators side in how the case was handled. 

Fundamentally there was a view that HR managers lacked understanding of microaggressions 

and selective incivilities, this resulted in HR managers questioning whether such incidences 

were discriminatory or not. There was a strong view from participants that White HR managers 

sought to hide or deny that racism was happening and would rather settle the matter through a 

non-disclosure agreement than challenge racist practices. 

 
Participants recounted situations where employers fabricated stories of poor performance or 

conduct about them to force them out of their jobs resulting in micro-sabotage. One female 

participant recalled being bullied out of her role and having to train her successor; attempts to 

resolve the issues with HR managers exacerbated the situation and a settlement was reached. 

This participant noted: 

 
It made me reflect. It made me look at going into the interim market just to explore and to take 

stock. And, I think, yes, it did impact on my career because I felt I had stagnated, but at the 

same time following my departure, I was able to take stock. And, of course, you worry 

financially. How am I going to cope? And yet at the same time, recognising sometimes 

opportunities and reward come in different ways and being a bit more philosophical about it. 

 
Participant 5 (female) 



151 
 

 

Participants expressed an overall sentiment that HR was concerned with demonstrating 

meritocracy through career progression, whereas it should be concerned with challenging the 

status quo and delivering transformational change as Black employees were less likely to 

succeed on merit alone. The participants discovered that they had been marked down in 

selection assessments for promotion due to their ethnicity. One female participant described a 

situation where she had applied for a senior role that was subsequently withdrawn prior to the 

interview stage. A colleague later disclosed that the role had been discussed at the pub and it 

was clear that the participant was the top candidate. The staff that would have been line 

managed by the participant complained that they would resign if she was successfully 

appointed to the post and the role was therefore deleted. These examples have shown that HR 

are overseeing discriminatory practices, turning a blind eye to discrimination and exacerbating 

discriminatory cases in the workplace. Further, HR managers tended to lack understanding of 

or were complicit in structural, systemic and institutional racism within their organisations, 

according to the participants. Diversity and inclusion approaches are discussed next. 

 

4.5.2 Organisational approaches to Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) 
 

Only 3% of the participants (one out of 30) believed that organisational approaches to D&I 

were fit for purpose and only 17% of the participants (five out of 30) believed that 

organisational D&I approaches even had the potential to be fit for purpose. Participants felt 

that organisational D&I strategies were inadequate and accompanied by inexperienced and 

ineffective HR approaches, which inevitably led to poor outcomes. They expressed the view 

that Black employees were underrepresented at senior levels and overrepresented at junior 

levels in their organisations. Many participants believed that D&I policy was merely a tick-box 

exercise and that it was difficult to raise issues of discrimination without being marginalised 

further or being forced out of the organisation. Participants described Black employees 

receiving harsher and more punitive treatment during disciplinary processes and reiterated that 

the cumulative effect often resulted in them having to leave their organisations to seek 

promotion. One female participant noted: 

 
I’m at the point now where I realise that the [public service broadcaster’s] issues are deep- 

rooted, they’re in the foundation… it’s not going to change within my lifetime now, so I don’t 

even bother, do you know what I mean? to report issues to the diversity team. I don’t even go 
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to them because it’s a waste of my time. It’s a waste of your time and you can say something 

in there, like for example, when I was—I went to the diversity meeting and I talked about the 

fact that the Black and Asian shows don’t have regular producers and you could have heard a 

pin drop, like everybody lost it. And, you know, they were all scrambling. “We’re going to talk 

about this. We’re going to address this. We’re going to do this.” Because in that time, it doesn’t 

look good for them… Because they were in a diversity meeting and talking about how great 

they are and then you expose this and they’re all, you know, scrambling”. 

 

Participant 7 (female) 

 
 

The participant was describing the lack of progress on D&I in the organisation and the fact that 

some people had simply given up on expecting the racialised nature of the culture to change. 

This story reinforced that Black employees can see through performative D&I and it is not in 

the organisation’s interest to pay lip service where employees’ lives are being impacted by the 

devastating effects of workplace racism and discrimination. 

Participant 25 (male) spoke about the need to boost the D&I profession. This participant 

described carrying out a detailed equality analysis for a broadcasting organisation and the 

information being categorised as legally privileged and no action being taken with regards to 

the findings. Being a D&I specialist, this participant felt that most D&I specialists did not have 

the expertise to lead cultural change and that most simply ran events rather than addressing 

important issues such as fair evaluation, diverse leadership, or recruitment processes. 

Participants expressed the view that D&I leads did not have much influence and were focused 

on the wrong things. One male participant noted: 

I don’t see equality and inclusion as affective most of the time and at best of the times, it’s a 

rather confused function. It’s not really well-thought through. It’s very difficult because what 

you’re asking a professional to do is to find the solutions to hundreds of years of discrimination 

of adverse beliefs about certain subsets of people, of supremacy and beliefs too, so you ask that 

person to find solutions to those problems within the confines of the corporate structure and 

also to apply them and make sure it’s understood. The reality of the matter is that those people 

normally don’t—those people working on diversity normally don’t have any power to even do 

that. 

Participant 3 (male) 
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The participant was describing D&I professionals colluding with management to exit Black 

employees. Participants felt that there was a powerful coalition within the D&I and leadership 

space that actively sought to undermine racial equality as an agenda item. There was a view that 

LBGTQ and gender were the dominant areas of focus and that when an issue of race was raised 

within their organisations, it was ignored. This resonates with the researcher’s experience of 

leadership teams constantly asking HR & D&I to focus on other diversity areas despite the data 

and employees advising that the biggest area of discrimination is based on ethnicity. The 

summary of HR and D&I is provided next. 

4.5.3 Summary of the intersection between HR management and D&I 
 

Respondents shared the view that HR managers were ill-equipped to handle racial 

discrimination issues and had not attempted to address informal practices that prohibited Black 

employees from progressing in their careers. HR managers’ knowledge of D&I was found to be 

lacking and this exacerbated the situation. Respondents indicated that HR did not take 

racial complaints seriously. Most participants felt that D&I approaches were ineffective. 

Overall, HR and D&IP had not addressed the underrepresentation of senior Black employees 

but had contributed to making the situation worse. The next section looks at potential solutions 

to career progression challenges. 

 

4.6 Co-constructed career progression solutions: genuine Black role models; anti- 

racism organisational development approach; review succession planning; re- 

form HR practice in relation to diversity and inclusion 

 
The final core theme explored was career progression solutions. Whilst a co-construction 

approach was deployed, the researcher was careful not to present solutions to participants but 

instead asked open questions and allowed participants to convey their views uninterrupted 

before engaging in conversation. Participants put forward a range of recommendations to 

address the knotty issue of poor career progression outcomes for Black employees. 

 

4.6.1 Organisational development 

 
Participants indicated, overall, that organisations and the systems within them were racially 

discriminatory and required urgent change. From this standpoint, activism emerged as a 

conceptual approach to organisational development whereby participants indicated that active 
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anti-racism, active understanding of the lived experience, active acknowledgement of the 

existence of Whiteness and active allyship would represent a move in the right direction. 

Consequently, participants observed that organisations firstly needed to acknowledge 

racialised practices and experiences in order to progress anti-racism and saw this as the first 

step towards a holistic anti-racist approach. This dilemma is a longstanding one as raising 

Whiteness and activist allyship can be viewed as taboo and controversial in some organisations. 

 
Participants indicated that public sector organisations had a duty to measure and embed 

progressive culture change that resulted in all staff feeling as if they belonged and could 

succeed. Participants felt that the leadership within some organisations was so culturally 

entrenched in racism and disregard for Black employees that they were unlikely to see any 

positive change for Black employees in their lifetime. The sense of despair was palatable, 

however, the researcher reflected that there is renewed hope in the wake of organisational 

responses to the Black Lives Matter protests. Participants indicated that there was, generally, a 

lack of external scrutiny into the way Black employees were treated in the workplace and that 

management teams with no racial diversity should be challenged. 

 

Participants believed that leaders should have a fundamental understanding of the case for 

equality and then become active anti-racist advocates, including understanding their own biases 

and preferences and facilitating diversity and inclusion at all levels. Participants expressed the 

view that it was the Chief Executive’s responsibility to ensure that there is a zero-tolerance 

approach to racism. This included not turning a blind eye to discrimination even if the 

perpetrator was someone in the CEO’s inner circle, which would send a message across the 

organisation that discrimination would not be tolerated. 

 
Participants indicated that structural racism created barriers to career progression for Black 

employees in a number of ways including the way policies were applied, the way organisational 

practices led to different experiences and the type and distribution of work people were 

assigned to and that this ultimately led to limiting effects on career progression. To tackle this, 

participants said that organisational inquiry was needed to understand the impact in different 

organisations with appropriate recommendations and action. 
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Participants highlighted that the impact of Whiteness on career progression was profound and 

should be tackled through comprehensive reviews of practices and training. Participants     felt 

that even discussing race at work often caused problems and that it was an uncomfortable 

conversation for White colleagues. Examples were given of White employees being offended 

for being referred to as White people, whereas descriptive terminology to describe Black people 

went unchallenged. Some participants did not like the term BAME and preferred Black people 

or people of colour. Participants thought that the uncomfortableness White people have when 

talking about race is a barrier to appropriately tackling the problem. Therefore, participants 

contended that organisational development interventions were required to talk about race and 

ethnicity. The researcher was able to identify with racial discrimination avoidance as a potential 

obfuscation approach which resulted in nothing happening. 

 
Participants indicated that due to the exhaustion faced by Black employees in tackling 

discrimination at work, wellbeing should be a key consideration. Participants expressed the 

view that, given many Black employees left organisations due to racism, exit surveys and 

interviews should seek to capture these data. Further, participants indicated that culturally 

exclusive activities such as doing organisational business in the pub, which was likely to 

exclude many people, should be thought through and alternatives such as lunch or coffee catch-

ups would be more inclusive. In the researcher’s experience, the exclusivity of these informal 

activities is often met with denial or are played down and therefore making them transparent is 

a central issue. Role models and sponsorship are discussed next. 

 

4.6.2 Role models and sponsorship 

 
When asked about what would make a difference to career progression, 25 out of 30 

participants (83%) believed that there should be more Black role models in senior positions. 

Participants conveyed that the paucity of Black leadership needed to be addressed and that 

whilst there were a handful of Black leaders in some organisations, it was noted that there was 

significant and widespread underrepresentation. Participants expressed the view that public 

sector organisations should actively appoint diverse leaders to reflect the populations they 

served. 

 
Whilst participants conveyed the need to see more Black employees in senior positions, 

however, they drew an important distinction in wanting to see Black leaders who would be 

positive advocates and would be respected by Black colleagues. Participants noted that some 
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organisations promoted perfunctory Black leaders who did not remember their heritage, in 

terms of their upbringing and challenges, did not share an affiliation with minority employees 

and consequently, did not support them. On hiring more Black employees into senior 

management positions, one female participant noted: 

 
I think organisations need to get more Black people into senior management positions, 

everybody says that, yeah, tick. But ones that don’t forget… Okay. Get more Black people to 

senior management positions, but also the ones that truly want to bring other Black people 

along with them… Don’t think “I’m White” because you got a manager’s job. You know, 

remember where you came from, what you went through, your experience, your parents, what 

your parents went through … just think, okay, how can I help others? I’m not saying do 

shortcuts, you know, put everything in place correctly, but get more Black people in senior 

management positions, that understand some of the things that people are going through 

because we’ve all got stories to tell and I think there’s a richness there if we can get more Black 

people into real senior positions, … I mean like chief execs of organisations and, you know, 

directors of financing, HR, that really believe — they understand who they are and are willing 

to bring people along and truly believe in wanting to enhance and promote other Black people, 

rather than saying I’ve got there, it’s up to you. I really believe it. And be accountable as well. 

 

Participant 9 (female) 

 
 

Participants referenced the high number of Black role models in America and the positive 

impact this had on inspiring others to know that they had a genuine chance of success. 

Participants suggested that successful Black leaders should become sponsors and non- 

executive directors to represent and support vulnerable Black professionals who were facing 

difficulties. Participants reflected on the way they had seen senior Black employees treated in 

the past and found this to be off-putting and indicated that organisations had a duty of care not 

to bully, harass and discriminate against the few Black leaders that achieved senior positions, 

as this sent a very poor signal to other employees. In the researcher’s experience, the optics of 

the poor treatment of senior Black leaders in some organisations, whilst shocking, has become 

normalised. 

 
Thirty percent of the participants (9 out of 30) thought that having effective mentors and 

sponsors would make a difference to career outcomes for Black employees, whilst 30% of the 

participants (9 out of 30), viewed access to networks as important. Participants articulated that 
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sponsorship could be a solution to career progression for Black employees, if organisations 

based this on addressing underrepresentation and potential. They also expressed the view that 

Black employees needed to be given a voice to enable them to thrive. Participants felt that 

Black employees would benefit from genuine succession planning, reward, recognition, and 

sponsorship. Participants indicated that sponsorship and mentoring should be purposeful rather 

than accidental and should be met with genuine levels of investment appropriate to addressing 

underrepresentation. One male participant noted: 

 
There needs to be… formalised targeted sponsorship, it’s been… kept a secret for too long. We 

need to get senior leaders in organisations to target sponsorship for underrepresented groups 

and in this case, we’re talking about Black individuals in the organisation. Sponsor them, use 

whatever method you want to identify them that might be an alumni of your development 

programs… and sponsor them, adapt if you will a variation of the guaranteed interviewing 

scheme that was introduced for people with a disability that use that intervention, this is getting 

close to Rooney rule type positive action now, but use that tool, that device to ensure that you 

have more BAME candidates interviewed and more BAME and more ethnically diverse 

recruitment panels. 

 

Participant 18 (male) 

 

 

Participants reflected on how Black employees should have more and better opportunities, such 

as secondments placements and shadowing, where they were able to spend time with the Chief 

Executive or Chair of the Board. Participants indicated that reverse mentoring could help Black 

employees learn how to influence upwards and that Black mentors could share their career 

journey experiences to learn how to navigate racialised environments. Participants reflected on 

how it had taken them many more years to advance their careers than their White counterparts 

and therefore they wanted the pace of career progression for Black employees to be monitored, 

including the application of selection criteria. It was felt that this support leadership teams to 

be more reflective of the population. 

 
Participants articulated a need for far more focus and concerted effort on building networks of 

BAME professionals at various levels to supplement the lack of Black role models. They felt 

that huge amounts of work needed to be put in to develop Black talent pools across all 
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sectors. They believed that this type of network would help to put opportunities forward and 

minimise mainstream selection processes that screen out large numbers of Black candidates. 

 
The next section looks at succession planning recruitment and promotion. 

 
 

4.6.3 Succession planning, recruitment, and promotion 

 
Fifty-three percent of the participants (16 out of 30) believed that improvements in recruitment 

selection and promotion processes needed to be made to eliminate bias, particularly through 

diverse selection panels. Participants were of the view that that racially diverse recruitment 

selection and promotion panels should be mandatory and that in the absence of internal senior 

BAME professionals, organisations should invite external BAME professionals to participate 

in these processes. Responses indicated that diverse panels should review and scrutinise 

recruitment outcomes and decisions, as this would help to disrupt the system with an equality 

bias. 

 
Participants expressed the view that competency-based interviews would help reduce bias and 

thought there was a need to actively monitor inputs and outputs from recruitment, career 

development, succession planning and talent management. It was acknowledged that blind CVs 

would not prevent discrimination at the face-to-face interview stage. An example was given 

whereby if an organisation had 70% BAME applicants, and successful appointments were only 

made up of 20% BAME, then the organisation should investigate why and how that was 

happening and seek to change the outcome. Participants expressed the view that organisations 

should apply a guaranteed interview scheme similar to the ‘Rooney rule’ for BAME candidates, 

both on panels and in an interview. 

 
Participants believed that organisations should recruit based on social values aligned to D&I 

and that this should be tested properly. Participants proposed that for organisations to move 

towards a meaningful approach to racial diversity, they needed to embed the values into culture 

and behaviours across the workforce. Participants advocated for transparent recruitment 

practices that moved away from informal nepotism approaches and towards fairness and 

transparency. 

 
Participants expressed the view that talent management should entail coaching and access to 

senior leaders and should not only be linked to those identified as top performers, as 
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discrimination will have crept into those processes and simply reproduce what has gone before. 

Succession planning and talent management needed to be tested for bias and participation 

should not be the inclusive preserve of White employees. Participants expressed the view that 

organisations delivering BAME development programmes must ensure they were designed 

properly with input from minority D&I specialists and have clear outcomes. Further, 

participants felt that once organisations had addressed the lack of progression of Black 

employees through succession planning, sponsorship and development of effective anti-racist 

approaches that eliminated the progression gap, BAME programmes should be replaced with 

tailored development. Participants highlighted that appraisal ratings should be reviewed to 

ascertain the fair application of scores and subsequent promotional opportunities. Participants 

further expressed the view that that line managers should be held to account regarding the 

progression and retention of Black employees, linked to ensuring managers have diverse teams. 

 

4.6.4 Human resource management approach 

 
Participants expressed the view that Black employees should be treated with respect and 

supported to achieve fair outcomes. Participants highlighted that it was too easy for Black 

employees to be targeted by racist colleagues who were safe in the knowledge that they would 

get away with it. Participants indicated that complaints from Black employees needed to be 

handled appropriately by HR and that there should be appropriate outcomes for race-centred 

cases. Participants indicated that HR personnel should have expertise in dealing with racial 

discrimination in the workplace and that raising a racial discrimination complaint should not 

be the beginning of the end of a Black employee’s career. In the researcher’s experience, HR 

staff have lacked basic knowledge of what constitutes racial discrimination and have not sought 

to gain better expertise before embarking on complex cases. 

 
Participants highlighted that human resources approaches were a major problem in addressing 

racial disparities in career progression. Participants expressed the view that HR staff were ill-

equipped to provide appropriate interventions to addressing racially-biased approaches to 

career progression within organisations. Biased performance appraisals fed into the problem, 

along with a lack of HR oversight of diversity data. Participants noted that current HR 

interventions had the impact of continuing the discrimination and the lack of diversity and a lack 

of inclusion expertise compounded the problem. Participants indicated that HR staff needed to 

gain expertise in structural, systemic, institutional and modern-day racism and whiteness. In 

the 
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researcher’s experience, HR staff have adopted a position of supporting the manager of the 

alleged discrimination, rather than seeking a fair outcome. 

 
Modern day racism, such as microaggressions, which fly under the radar of formal policy was 

found to be a significant issue. The role of HR in addressing microaggressions was found to be 

critical, including the need for HR staff training and anti-discrimination policy review. To 

address the perpetrators of racist acts, participants expressed the view that anti-racism training 

should be provided and that diversity and inclusion outcomes should be linked to objectives. 

 
Participants expressed the view that HR managers roles in race-centred cases needed to be 

reviewed and the lack of expertise in D&I had to be addressed urgently. HR required training in 

modern day racism and the ways in which informal practices in promotion and selection were 

discriminatory. Participants indicated that HR needed to move away from an approach which 

extols the myth that Black people need to be fixed through BAME diversity programmes and 

instead focuses on addressing structural, systemic, modern, institutional racism and whiteness 

to challenge discriminatory cultures. In so doing, HR had a responsibility to clearly articulate 

gaps in organisational policy and procedures that have led to gaping disparities. 

 
Participants said that HR had a key role to play in moving from passive enablers of racial 

discrimination to an actively anti-racist approach that challenged key practices that reproduced 

bias. Diversity and inclusion approaches are discussed next. 

 

4.6.5 Diversity and inclusion approach 

 
50% of the participants (15 out of 30) believed that diversity and approaches that secured 

cultural and systemic change would make a difference to the career progression of Black 

employees. Participants also expressed the view that credible diversity and inclusion specialists 

were those who could lead on thought leadership, insights, timely and creative solutions, 

tracking and monitoring key data trends, in addition to passion and enthusiasm. 

 
Participants indicated that many corporate D&I approaches were tokenistic and performative 

and unless there was genuine diverse representation at board and executive level, nothing 

would change. Participants expressed frustration that no progress had been made in the last 50 

to 100 years and thought that positive discrimination was a method that could be considered in 
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the UK as they noted that affirmative action had been successful in America. Participants 

expressed the view that public sector organisations should be under pressure to ensure they 

have inclusive practices and should be challenged by the government if their whole board of 

directors was White and that external Black experts should be co-opted onto boards that were 

not racially diverse. 

 
Participants revealed examples of working for forward-looking organisations that had 

integrated D&I into their structures and practices. This included the D&I leads reporting into 

the Executive team, designing services from an inclusion perspective, and inclusion-based 

leadership evaluation and selection practices. Active White allyship was required but was 

rarely a feature of the lived experiences described. One male participant described himself as 

a tempered radical and noted: 

Tempered radicals are individuals who, either by choice or otherwise, find themselves at the 

fault lines of organisations and they try and fix it - right. So, they try and fix the faults within 

organisations and that’s what I now know about myself and the organisation. That’s what I try 

and do, it’s a very hazardous job because you can, you know if you have a really bad week you 

can be perceived as a troublemaker. But that’s not what you are. You love the organisation and 

you’re trying to make the organisation better… it’s also caused me to pick up the mantle and 

amplify the voice of the underrepresented… And at times, very much I’m putting my career, my 

personal career, on the back burner and representing others whether it be in tribunal cases or 

internal grievances. And you know, really flying the flag for those who find it difficult, if not 

impossible, to represent themselves”. 

Participant 18 (male) 

 
Tempered radicals can form part of the solution but due to the personal nature of adopting this 

approach, it may not work in all settings, according to the participants. Participants observed 

that many organisations were reluctant to set targets for numbers of Black employees in 

leadership positions in the same way that targets were set for gender, and felt this would be a 

tangible step in the right direction and would distinguish employers that were willing to be held 

to account. Participants also conveyed that organisational inclusivity accreditation was an 

important message to employees and prospective candidates. The researcher contends that 

evidence-based D&I data that track process and identifies barriers are crucial to tackling 

underrepresentation. 
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Participants felt that policies and procedures should be aligned towards complete inclusion and 

that annual equalities reports should be produced and scrutinised and challenged if there was 

no improvement. Participants expressed a need for racial diversity and inclusion to be 

monitored externally by Black D&I specialists, like the former Equal Opportunities 

Commission, to advise and consult on practices, policies, and systems. This would enable 

organisations to identify gaps, subliminal messaging, and institutionally embedded cultures. 

The next section picks up the differences in male and female experiences. 

 

4.7 Differences in the experiences of male and female participants 

 
The research revealed that male participants observed that they were viewed as a threat by 

white men in the workplace. This meant that their experience was overshadowed by a fear of 

the meaning of their presence. Male participants also felt they did not follow the same rules as 

other employees and were more harshly judged and stereotyped in terms of hyper-visibility. 

Black male participants were also subjected to more blatant forms of racism including direct 

bullying, harassment, and discrimination. 

 
In contrast, the experience of racism for Black women appeared in the forms of 

microaggressions, selective incivilities and subtler forms of bullying, harassment and 

discrimination. 

 
Female participants recognised that they faced additional prejudice due to their gender and that 

the intersectionality of race gender and class could lead to a poorer employee experience and 

resultant lack of career progression. 

 
These important findings illustrate that whilst all participants experienced racism of some kind, 

the type of racism and antecedents behind it was sometimes different and this therefore 

impacted career progression in different ways. The summary of the Analysis and Findings 

chapter follows. 

 
4.8 Summary 

 
The co-constructed solutions illuminated the participants’ desire for organisations to engage in 

an active anti-racist approach that centred on the lived experiences of Black employees, starting 
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with acknowledgement of the existence of racial bias. Scrutiny of the treatment of Black 

employees was needed as participants had experienced hostile cultures manifested in disregard, 

borne out of anti-Blackness. Participants expressed the view that the CEO was responsible for 

diversity and inclusion and that all leaders should be active anti-racism advocates. 

 
Organisations should review the way structural racism and microaggressions impacted upon 

the career progression and employee experience of Black employees. Participants conveyed 

that where Black employees were in senior positions, organisations should have a duty of care 

to ensure they are not bullied, harassed and discriminated against. Participants expressed the 

view that the career progression of Black employees should be tracked and succession planning 

approaches reviewed to eliminate bias. It was also found that sponsorship and mentoring should 

be purposeful. Underrepresentation from board level down was a priority area. Participants 

conveyed that positive discrimination should be considered along with targets for numbers of 

Black senior staff and accreditation. 

 
HR managers were viewed as exacerbating discriminatory practices and needed to have D&I 

expertise to enable an effective review of HR interventions. Participants observed that D&I 

teams should adopt an organisational development approach. Reflective observations and 

relatively of the researcher follows. 

 

4.9 Reflective observations and relativity of the researcher s perspectives, posi- 

tions, practices, and the situation being reviewed 

 
The researcher commenced the literature review stage in 2017, the research interviews were 

completed in 2019/20 and the remaining chapters were completed in 2021. The thesis was 

completed part-time as the researcher works as an HR Director. The researcher had 

encountered many Black employees who had complained of their lack of career progression, 

in addition, the researcher’s own negative experiences of trying to progress her career inspired 

the topic of research. Black colleagues explained that when they raised complaints, they were 

ostracised and forced out of the organisation. Those who stayed in organisations often remained 

at the same level for many years. The researcher encountered several Black professionals who 

disclosed that the workplace culture within some institutions in the public sector prohibited or 

stalled their careers. Black employees also divulged a myriad of microaggressions, systemic 
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racism examples, structural racial barriers and examples of institutional racialised practices 

throughout their careers. 

 
As the first in my family to attend university and growing up in what I would describe as a 

relatively poor working-class household with four siblings, I would not describe myself as 

coming from a privileged background. I have early memories of my parents attempting to 

navigate the school system to ensure myself and my siblings were not sanctioned or expelled 

from school on nebulous grounds. Whilst I could now be described as middle class due to my 

professional career, it is not a description that resonates with me as I am not accepted by society 

as being in a position where I am recognised equally to my White peers. From my perspective, 

I am judged by my race first and foremost, and any other attributes may come into play later. 

 
Each interview revealed a sense of powerlessness, despair, and indignity at racialised lived 

experiences of working and attempting to progress careers in public sector institutions. The 

participants projected a sense of rejection from largely White institutions which persisted 

despite high levels of educational attainment and relevant professional experience. The 

reflective memos revealed that, despite participants’ numerous attempts to navigate different 

career pathways, they were consistently and frustratingly diverted into a cul de sac which 

blocked their career progression. 

 
Whilst heading up several HR functions, the researcher experienced racialised harassment and 

victimisation by line managers, colleagues, and subordinate direct reports. What these incidents 

demonstrated was that no matter how accomplished or senior a Black person may be, many 

people still see them as inferior due to ethnicity. This was echoed by an incident reported by 

Black British Vogue Editor Edward Enninful, whereby the security guard at his own office did 

not recognise him and racially profiled him (BBC News, 2020). 

In relation to the researcher’s own career journey, the researcher has previously left 

organisations where racism and harassment hampered career progression. These incidents were 

emotionally draining, time-consuming, stressful, and resulted in the need to start over again in 

new organisations. These experiences resonated with the lived experiences of participants 

concerning the complexity of understanding the structural, institutional, and systemic racism 

and whiteness that impacts on career progression of Black professionals. 
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Through perseverance and a range of support mechanisms, the researcher carved out a 

successful career which demonstrates that Black professionals can reach their full potential 

when they are not stereotyped and discriminated against. Reflecting upon the research 

interviews, the researcher was heartened that participants were so open and honest in sharing 

their innermost career experiences. The participants expressed gratitude for being able to share 

their career journeys and aspirations for the first time in their lives. I was saddened and appalled 

at the workplace experiences they had endured and felt some of the disclosures were 

tantamount to mental and psychological abuse. This caused the researcher to further reflect 

upon the phenomenon of Black employees attending work and facing such daily hostility with 

little recourse for their plight to be addressed in any meaningful way. As a HR practitioner, I 

am hopeful that this study will help to achieve some level of change. 

This thesis now moves to Chapter 5: Discussion. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

 
5.1 Introduction 

 

Having presented and analysed the findings of the research, the discussion chapter discusses 

the key findings in relation to the research question and objectives. The discussion chapter 

explores the findings in relation to the expectations of the study and the literature. The main 

findings are presented under the headings Lived Experience, Organisational Culture, 

Intersection of HRM & D&I and Impact on Career Progression, which are aligned to the study’s 

objectives. The saturation process of constant comparison enabled conceptual and theorising 

notions to become apparent. The grounded nature of the study allowed for employee voice, 

which is often missing. 

 

5.2 Lived experience 

 

The results of this study indicate that the lived experience of Black employees in public sector 

organisations is dominated by omnipresent, racially charged encounters and practices. 83% of 

participants felt that their ethnicity had held them back in their careers and 80% indicated that 

they had not achieved their full career potential. These findings indicate that Black employees 

are ambitious yet are being held back by racism in the workplace. From a CRT perspective, 

scholars have indicated the negative impact of White workplace culture on Black employees 

(Eddo-Lodge, 2018), unmarked Whiteness in mainstream organisations (Ray, 2019) and the 

deliberate nature of racial inequality (Meer, 2018). This research adds to the body of literature 

in this area. As a Black professional, the researcher has joined organisations and immediately 

noticed segregation in action, this often takes the form of Black employees carrying out menial 

roles, being side-lined, undervalued, excluded, and bullied. There is a palatable, yet unspoken 

hierarchy along racial lines, often with class background as an additional feature. 

 
A number of participants felt that that their careers were stalled at middle management level 

and that they were overlooked for promotion. These findings align with those of Onoso (2019) 

who found that discrimination increased as Black employees climbed the career ladder, and 

resonate with the literature regarding White Sanction (Miller, 2016) whereby Black employees 

require permission to progress their careers. These experiences led to a sense of frustration and 
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can be linked to the circuitous career paths described by Cook and Glass (2015) and suggest 

the presence of structural racism blocking career progress. 

The analysis revealed that the racial experience was fuelled by anti-black racism which meant 

a poorer employee experience for Black employees and resulted in a hostile workplace. Historic 

anti-Black racism is rooted in hatred specifically directed at Black people (Akala, 2019; Eddo-

Lodge, 2018) and is present in public sector institutions. This is the cause of multiple forms of 

racism being directed at Black employees in the workplace, as shown in the findings from this 

research. Anti-Blackness theory (Ross, 2020) conceptualises this phenomenon as a disdain, 

disgust and disregard for Black people’s humanity. The findings confirm Beckles-Raymond 

(2020:17) proposition that ‘British identity is an anti-Black institution’, and from the findings 

of the widespread lived experience of racism, the researcher contends that espoused 

organisational values corresponding to D&I are the antithesis of the lived experience of Black 

employees. Therefore, institutional hypocrisy in the contradiction of racialised treatment of 

Black employees versus the performative D&I values publicly declared, is the operating model 

at the centre of anti-Black racism in UK workplaces. 

 
Participants indicated that it took them a longer period to achieve their career ambitions than 

their White counterparts with 27 out of 30 participants (90%) saying so. These results 

demonstrate that the findings in the McGregor-Smith Review (2017) which found 

discrimination and bias at every stage of a BAME persons’ careers, and the findings from the 

Business in the Community (2018) report which found that companies had made little progress 

since the McGregor-Smith (2017) report had been published. These findings also support the 

work of authors Wyatt and Silvestor (2015) and Cook and Glass (2015) who identify the 

hurdles BAME employees must navigate as being equivalent to a labyrinth and highlight the 

circuitous leadership journeys they endure. Participants described Black employees having to 

apply many more times for promotion than their White counterparts. The findings thus illustrate 

the lived experiences of racialised organisations (Ray, 2019) resulting in structural barriers to 

progression. Given that 90% of participants reported a disparity in the length of their career 

journey in comparison to their White counterparts and that the respondents’ work experience 

is gained in a wide variety of organisations, from a CRT perspective this reveals that racialised 

organisations deliberately block Black employees’ career progression. 

When respondents raised racial discrimination concerns with line managers and HR, they were 

met with denial and excuses which accords with findings of management denial of racism 



168 
 

(Ozterk and Berber, 2020). Denial of racism is a powerful tool in racialised societies as it 

perpetuates the myth of meritocracy and is enabled by state and organisational propaganda 

(Lowe, 2013; Fekete, 2020). As well as racism denial, from the researcher’s experience, Black 

employees are further silenced by being accused of ‘playing the race card’ if they attempt to 

link their experience with their skin colour. The act of denying that racism exists is the irrational 

way White people avoid psychologically uncomfortable truth by withholding the validation of 

historical and lived racial experiences of Black people, a distortion which leads to completely 

different lifeworld interactions and belief systems. The study found that by grounding racism 

in a cycle of denial, racial discrimination can thrive in UK workplaces. 

The analysis revealed that Black employees generally had more qualifications than their White 

peers, however, the qualifications were not recognised in a way that benefited career 

progression. 87% of participants held professional qualifications (degree level or higher) and 

all had substantial professional work experience. In this sense, the participants were well- 

qualified, but still found it difficult to progress their careers. These findings concur with 

Bhavnani (2007) and are important because respondents revealed that they were aware of the 

hurdles of organisational racism and sought to mitigate the impact through higher education. 

Whilst the qualifications helped to open the door, it was not the leveller envisaged for carer 

advancement and therefore Black employees were still at a disadvantage despite the additional 

qualifications acquired. 

 
The findings indicate that Black employees were judged by different standards of competence, 

were often allocated higher workloads, did not have a voice in the workplace, were excluded 

from informal networking and were met with constant surprise that they were intelligent. These 

results, therefore, indicate that Black employees are made to feel unwelcome in White- 

dominated environments which prohibited them from progressing. These findings strengthen 

the work of Fearfull and Kamenou (2006) who found White male workplace cultures 

disadvantaged BAME employees and Opara et al. (2020) who found lazy stereotyping of 

BAME professional women. It is contended that White dominated workplace cultures are 

designed to enforce anti-Black racist practice and that lazy racial stereotypes are blatant racial 

discrimination dressed up as some form of unconscious bias. The outcome of this racist lived 

employee experience was that Black employees had disrupted and sometimes zig-zag careers. 

The study revealed that Black employees experienced negative interactions with some 

perfunctory BAME employees, and this raised the issue of organisations needing to have a 

range of genuine authentic Black role models. 
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5.3 Organisational culture impact on Black employee career progression in rela- 

tion to race 

 
The analysis revealed that if a Black employee raised a concern about racial discrimination, it 

often led to the end of their career with the organisation. From juxtaposing this finding with 

the literature, it has to be concluded that there was a lack of scholarly research exploring this 

phenomenon. Given the practice of employees signing non-disclosure agreements in relation 

to racist work practices, this further adds to the reasons it is an area that is not widely discussed. 

From a CRT perspective, this links to the idea of racialised organisations and racism denial, if 

the Black employee complaining of racism leaves, the problem goes away in the short term, 

the institution does not need to change, and the meritocracy myth can continue to be 

perpetuated. 

 
The findings revealed that Black employees were excluded from corporate succession planning 

and talent management programmes. Only 17% had been identified for formal succession 

planning. This highlights why Black employees do not have faith in talent management 

approaches in organisations as it is often a replication of what has gone before. Whilst the 

McGregor-Smith one year on review (2018) refers to transparency in career pathways, the 

findings from this research indicate that Black employees are deliberately excluded from 

succession planning and talent management and are instead funnelled into BAME 

Development programmes. 

 
The study uncovered that Whiteness in the work context focused on trying to change or improve 

BAME employees through development programmes, instead of compelling those who 

benefitted from White privilege to change their mindsets. The study revealed that a change of 

mindset would enable senior White managers to acknowledge the skills, qualities and expertise 

possessed by BAME employees. This strengthens the findings of Bhopal (2018) and adds to the 

literature of lived experiences in this field. Just 7% of participants believed that BAME 

development programmes were positive for career development and 43% believed that BAME 

development programmes had the potential to be positive for career progression if they were 

designed properly. Moreover, the findings revealed that poorly run BAME development 

programmes were harmful to Black employee’s mental health and well-being and further 
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othered them within the organisation. By creating separate BAME development programmes, 

which do not have real job opportunities at the end and where the progress of Black employees 

is not seen as a success factor, organisations are effectively admitting that the corporate career 

progression routes only apply to White employees. 

The study found that unconscious bias training taught White employees to hide their views and 

made no difference to the career progression of Black employees. Just one out of the 30 

participants thought that unconscious bias training would help the career progression of Black 

employees and 27% thought that the right type of unconscious bias training had the potential 

to aid career progression. In the literature, Bourne (2019) refers to the ubiquitous nature of 

unconscious bias and Lowe (2013) proffers that Black leadership is hindered by unconscious 

racism. However, Noon (2018) and Beckles-Raymond (2020) posit that people are aware of 

their bias, and racist acts are therefore not always unconscious, meaning that unconscious bias 

training does not alter the lived experience for Black employees. This research finding 

concurred with the latter view that discrimination was not unconscious and therefore a one- or 

two-hour training course could not possibly tackle those who consciously discriminated. The 

research further found that discrimination needed to be called out and labelled as such where 

people in positions of power were deliberately stopping BAME employees from progressing, 

or racially harassing or bullying them. At present, a range of diversionary tactics are used to 

detract from the racialised lived experiences of Black employees. 

 
Seventeen percent of participants had experienced having a corporate sponsor at work and 83% 

had experienced having a mentor. Given that sponsorship is viewed as more beneficial and 

given the lack of access to talent management and succession planning, the number of 

participants that benefitted from it throughout their careers was extremely low. The findings 

showed that mentors and sponsors were not routinely allocated and that of the two sponsorship 

was rare. Of those who had benefitted from having a corporate sponsor at some point in their 

career, the sponsor was mainly their line manager, except for two participants where the 

sponsor was a member of the Executive team. McGregor-Smith (2017; 2018) shows that 

sponsorship is seen to be a key route to career progression, however, the study findings reveal 

this is still a rare occurrence for Black employees and adds to the list of career progression 

routes that are currently not accessible to Black employees. 
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5.4 Intersection of HRM & D&I practice policy and practice 

 

The findings revealed that HR managers did not have the expertise to handle complaints of 

racial discrimination and bias. Further, HR managers were found to collude with line managers 

to further victimise Black complainants. The study showed that once involved in a racial 

discrimination case, HR managers were viewed as part of the system that would exacerbate the 

discrimination through ineffective internal complaints procedures. The analysis found that 

Black employees were also subjected to indifference by HR managers who simply maintained 

the status quo and did not take action to intervene in biased processes. The study uncovered 

that HR managers questioned whether discriminatory acts were racist and tended to take the 

White employees’ side, they lacked understanding of all forms of racism and were more 

comfortable with arranging non-disclosure agreements to exit Black employees rather than 

challenging racist practices. 

 
The analysis revealed that HR managers were seen to be supporting and participating in 

discriminatory practices that hindered career progression of Black employees namely, informal 

recruitment practices, biased talent management and succession planning schemes, 

exclusionary working practices (microaggressions), not acting on diversity data (or even not 

collecting it in some cases) and promoting ineffective BAME development programmes. A 

case brought against Brent Council in the Employment Tribunal, revealed that a White HR 

director was guilty of victimising and racially discriminating against a senior Black member of 

her own team (Brent and Kilburn Times, 2014) which accords with Wang and Seifert’s (2018) 

research into engrained institutionally racist practices. 

 
Ogbonna (2019) found a lack of trust in HR following timely and fair inclusion practices, a 

lack of focus on cultural interventions and prioritising D&I in HR qualification routes and a 

lack of expertise in unbiased recruitment and promotion practices. Miller (2019) contends that 

HR has a role in levelling the playing field and Thompson (2017) asserts that HR should be 

responsible for setting cultural expectations of acceptable people management practice. These 

scholars highlight inadequacies in HR practice, this study suggests, however, that HR 

Managers cannot begin to implement best practice until they themselves recognise their role in 

institutional racism. 
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Sensoy and DiAngelo (2017) encouraged hiring managers to recognise their complicity in the 

lack of organisational change and to identify how that complicity was manifesting. Crucial to 

this approach was not seeing their role as neutral. This sentiment can be applied to HR 

practitioners who should recognise their complicit role in enabling unequal talent management, 

recruitment, development and bullying and harassment to prohibit career progression of Black 

employees. HR practitioners would benefit from recognising this point as, in the researcher’s 

experience, they often approach career progression challenges of Black employees with a lack 

of awareness of the racialised systems and practices in place which they play a role in 

maintaining. 

 
Romani et al. (2019) argue, from a critical diversity perspective, that HR managers are blind to 

their role in continuing discrimination of non-White employees because they engage in 

benevolent discrimination. Romani et al.’s findings are insightful as they demonstrate the 

complexity faced by Black employees when they seek support from HR on a range of racial 

issues they may be experiencing at work. The notion of benevolent and blind discrimination of 

HR professionals raises the question as to how HR professionals can become aware of the 

discrimination taking place and whose responsibility it is to make them aware and what actions 

to take. 

 
Given, the findings of Romani et al. (2019), that benevolent discrimination can be rooted in 

HR practice and the findings of Shore et al. (2018), that HR needs to be at the vanguard of 

leading change in diversity and inclusion practice, there is a disconnect, according to this study. 

However, what is clear from the findings is that HR practitioners applying conscious or 

unconscious discriminatory practices need to be self-aware and non-complicit and that anti- 

racist leaders are required to challenge and transform current HR practice. As a starting 

position, where HR analytics demonstrate that low senior representation, hostile environment, 

unequal pay, poor employee experience are present for Black employees, both HR and senior 

leaders should be held to account for designing measurable programmes of activity to address 

the discrimination. This study reveals that the attitude and competence of HR professionals in 

relation to D&I needs to be evaluated. 

 
37% of the participants shared that they had been bullied or harassed at work and 47% had 

raised concerns regarding racial harassment or discrimination with HR Managers, but there 

was seldom a positive outcome and they were often forced out of their role. The analysis 
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confirmed that normative Black lived experience of the workplace was one of bullying and 

harassment from line managers, peers, direct reports and by proxy. The bullying and 

harassment came in the form of sabotage, undermining, harsh and unwarranted performance 

management, exclusion, threats and being restructured out of the organisation. When faced 

with these challenges, the situation was compounded by a lack of internal support. The issue 

of bystanders not intervening was a constant problem for Black employees, it sent a message 

that racism was tolerated or condoned. 

 
Only 3% of respondents felt organisational D&I was fit for purpose and as a result, some 

participants had given up on expecting transformational D&I to ever take place. The literature 

found that organisational diversity management focused on the comfort of White employees 

rather than dismantling systemic racism (McCluney et al., 2020) and this approach was 

confirmed within this study. The study revealed the exasperation of Black employees in 

attempting to tackle discrimination. 

 
The sentiments above can be related to the notion of tempered radicals in D&I acting as micro- 

change agents (Kelan and Wratil, 2018; Kirton et al., 2007). However, it would be impractical 

to suggest tempered radicals could work in all D&I functions. The study revealed that corporate 

D&I approaches were viewed as performative and tokenistic, resulting in a lack of trust from 

Black professionals that real change would be achieved. The findings also showed a lack of 

external scrutiny into D&I functions. The credibility of D&I professionals was called into 

question where such professionals had no experience of effecting change that would improve 

the representation and experience of Black employees. 

 
Scholars have called for organisational D&I solutions such as activist allyship, that stands up 

for race equality and lobbies for change (Miller, 2020a) and antiracist approaches and resources 

(Lenton, 2018; Kendi, 2019; McCluney, et al., 2020; Ben et al., 2020). Ozturk and Berber 

(2020) suggest organisations should respond to selective incivilities with critical reflection, 

increased BAME leadership and development, whilst Mungin and Stock (2020) suggest 

changing structures and systems. However, the findings in this study found no evidence of such 

approaches taking place in UK public sector organisations. Rather, Black employees were 

victimised for complaining about it which demonstrates a lack of organisational maturity and 

the cumulative effect of institutional racism. 
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The study shone light on the fact that D&I approaches had not changed the harsh treatment and 

racism Black employees experienced and that the D&I function was viewed as a confused one 

with no real outcomes. The study further revealed that racial inequality within the D&I agenda 

was exacerbated by a systemic approach to prioritise other protected characteristics. The BLM 

movement shifted the emphasis to some degree, but from the researcher’s reflections, 

organisations still do not wish to focus on racial discrimination long-term, seek constant 

justifications as to why investment or resource should be provided and persistently seek to 

divert attention to other, more palatable areas of the D&I agenda. 

 

5.5 Impact of race on career progression 

 

The results found that 100% of research participants had experienced racial discrimination in 

different forms. In addition, 33% had contemplated or given up on their chosen career due to 

racial discrimination which left participants doubting themselves, feeling ashamed of racist 

experiences and considering retraining for a different career. It led to feelings of not wanting 

to be victims and some participants described the experience as a trauma. These stark findings        

show that racism in the UK workplace takes a heavy toll on those who experience it, akin to 

the notion of calling in Black to work, which refers to a desire for Black employees to be absent 

from work due to the debilitating grief, hopelessness, or fear caused by witnessing or 

experiencing racially motivated violence targeted toward Black people (McCluney et al., 2017). 

This also resonates with the concept of spirit murder (Erskine et al., 2021) which refers to the 

emotional cost of Black employees navigating unwelcoming workplaces which takes a toll on 

their spirit or mood. This strengthens findings in relation to the lived experience of Black 

employees in the UK     public sector. 

 

The study highlighted that workplace cultures resulted in a Black employment experience 

dominated by negativity, including marginalisation and exclusion. Participants described 

modern day daily racism whereby microaggressions and selective incivilities were 

commonplace. This is an important finding in relation to UK public sector workplaces and 

resonates with the findings of Bourne (2019) in relation to the ubiquity of everyday racism. 
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The study indicated that structural and social barriers were also prevalent, impacting on a 

myriad of factors which hindered progression. For example, unequal pay for Black employees 

featured strongly in the study and Black employees found themselves in the precarious position 

of raising concerns with their employer. However, raising concerns rarely resulted in pay 

correction. Whilst McGregor-Smith (2017) highlighted the ethnic pay gap, these findings  

suggest that challenging unequal pay is problematic for Black employees. 

 

87% believed that Whiteness was a barrier to progression and Whiteness was seen as a 

pervading organisational culture that derived no benefit for Black employees but instead 

resulted in a negative employee experience and lack of investment. The literature on Whiteness 

concentrates on its invisibility (DiAngelo, 2018; Bhopal, 2018; Melaku and Beeman, 2020; 

Bell et al., 2020). In this study, participants felt the phenomenon was holding back their careers 

in a real and tangible way. 

 
The research revealed that racism was experienced in many forms including every day, 

institutional, structural, and systemic levels which chime with the findings of Ross (2020) and 

Chrobot-Mason et al., (2020). However, the study revealed that organisations had systems in 

place to restrict the progress of Black employees, that bystanders did not intervene in blatant 

discriminatory treatment and that Black employees who complained were exited from the 

organisation or suggested for a transfer to a diversity role. This finding points towards the 

cultural enablers of racialised employee experiences. 

 

5.6 Summary 

 

The importance of carrying out this study utilising constructivist grounded theory was that it 

enabled a co-constructive approach which was important to illuminate the employee voice 

which is often missing. The methodology allowed the researcher to gain deeper meaning 

through reflective practice and by situating her own positionality within the research. The 

saturation process of constant comparison enabled conceptual and theorising notions to become 

apparent. Using CRT as a sensitising lens allowed the framing of the research through a vantage 

point of understanding the systemic and structural impact on the lived experience of Black 

employees. 

 
This study has revealed the prevalence of anti-Black racism and micro-sabotage in the careers 
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of Black employees. There is a chasm between the lived experience where 100% of participants 

experienced racism and, on the other side of the spectrum, the positive racial D&I values 

espoused by their employers. Black employees were spectators of pervasive White privilege 

and institutional whiteness which operated as a standard phenomenon whereby White 

employees lacked understanding of their privileged path and did not understand the lives of 

people are who were not privileged. In other words, participants observed that White 

employees were blind to their privilege whilst Black employees were subject to a different set 

of rules and excluded from the chance to achieve their full potential. White privilege and 

institutional Whiteness was observed, felt and experienced by Black employees on a daily 

basis. The study found that low value was placed on qualifications of Black employees, that 

they were judged on different standards of competence and allocated higher workloads. The 

study revealed the need for organisations to recognise the difference between perfunctory Black 

leaders and genuine inspirational Black leaders, clearly, it is the latter that are required. The 

study revealed a lived experience of traumatic career journeys. 

 

The study revealed that organisational culture meant that raising a complaint of racial 

discrimination often led to the end of Black employees’ careers. Black employees were 

excluded from corporate talent management and succession planning schemes and instead 

funnelled into dead-end BAME development programmes. These programmes were based on 

a deficit model, often steeped in Whiteness, did not acknowledge structural and systemic 

racism as being the cause of lack of career progression and, in some cases, were found to have 

a damaging impact on the Black attendees. Sponsorship was not routinely offered to Black 

employees and unconscious bias training was found to be a diversion from the conscious and 

blatant racism that was in existence. 

 

The study found that HR managers lacked the expertise to handle racial discrimination 

complaints, colluded with line managers to secure biased outcomes and were viewed as part of 

the system of institutional racism. Moreover, the study revealed that HR managers were part 

of the system of White privilege and institutional Whiteness. Therefore, HR managers existed 

to reinforce the system of privilege and not to challenge it. Participants observed that HR felt 

the systems were transparent and fair. There was a need for HR to recognise its role in racial 

discrimination and in practices that were complicit in career regression for Black employees 

and gain expertise in racial D&I. D&I is not fit for purpose unless outcomes impact on cultural 

change and transformation. There was a lack of external scrutiny of organisational D&I in 
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relation to race and organisational D&I practice was found to be outdated. 

 
The results show that racism and bias pervade all aspects of career progression for Black 

employees with racism pushing Black employees to breaking point. However, despite the 

plaudits, widespread racism is generally accepted in workplaces including many cases of 

unequal pay. Therefore, the study found that career progression is difficult once racism has 

been challenged. Whiteness in UK workplaces was found to be pervasive and tangible, yet 

invisible at the same time, and its existence needed to be accepted by organisations in order to 

address it. Lastly, the impact of well-being of Black employees cannot be underestimated and 

a review of the well-being of this group of staff is necessary. The final conclusions chapter 

follows. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusions 

 
6.1 Introduction 

 
This chapter commences with a discussion of the conclusions and then research gaps, followed 

by a discussion of the relevance of the research gaps in relation to the research question. The 

theoretical contributions of the study are considered in line with the objectives and the 

methodological contributions are reflected upon. Conclusions of the thesis are drawn and 

managerial and policy implications highlighted, specifically concerning practice in the public 

sector. The limitations of the study are discussed. 

 

6.2 Conclusions 

 

This study aimed to understand what impact workplace culture in the public sector had on the 

career progression of Black employees. The findings demonstrated that the career experiences 

of Black employees were indeed shaped to a large degree by racialised workplace culture and 

practice which have poor outcomes for Black employees. This thesis found that Whiteness 

played a significant part in holding Black employees back in their careers, and that it took 

significantly longer to achieve their career goals than their White counterparts. This study 

contributes to the growing body of evidence that supports the assertion that, given the 

opportunity, Black employees can perform at the highest levels in their chosen careers. 

Few studies have focused on the lived experience of Black employees in relation to career 

progression. This study revealed a lack of previous research into the invisibility of institutional 

Whiteness and anti-Blackness in the UK workplace which contributes to racialised career 

experiences and barriers to career progression for Black employees. HR practice at the 

intersection of D&I was understudied and this thesis revealed that HR practice contributes to 

poor outcomes of racial discrimination complaints and lack of effective response to Black 

employees’ exclusion from organisational career progression. 

 
Based on the research objectives, this thesis found that the lived experience of Black employees 

was blighted by being held back due to racism and lack of value placed on their educational 

attainment which resulted in unstable careers. Black men more frequently experienced blatant 

direct discrimination and were perceived as a threat, whereas Black women more frequently 
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experienced microaggressions and selective incivilities. Organisations create segregated and 

racialised career experiences for Black employees which results in a two-tier employee 

experience. 

 
This study found that organisational culture was punctuated by dominant cultures of 

Whiteness, with markers of White privilege resulting in a lack of succession planning and 

sponsorship which led to Black employees being funnelled into ineffective BAME 

development programmes. Unconscious bias training in organisations fails to recognise 

conscious racial bias and discrimination and does not assist in the career development of Black 

employees. 

 
The link between race and career progression revealed that racial discrimination is accepted by 

organisations and has resulted in race dominating career progression of Black employees. 

Racial barriers were found to be deliberate rather than happenstance. Further, race was found 

to be the dominant factor that shapes the careers of Black employees and has resulted in an 

ethnic career progression gap. 

 
The intersection between HR management and D&I practice exposed HR managers that were 

ill-equipped to deal with senior Black underrepresentation and adversely contributed to poor 

progression of Black employees. D&I approaches were largely ineffective, in part due to the 

lack of expertise emanating from HR practice, exacerbating the racial discrimination. HR was 

also found to contribute to senior Black underrepresentation through the reproduction of 

cultural norms. 

 
Co-constructed career progression solutions included the need for genuine Black role models, 

anti-racism organisational development approaches, a review of corporate succession planning 

and talent management and reform of HR practice in relation to diversity and inclusion. This 

research has revealed a chasm between organisationally espoused commitments to racial 

diversity at senior levels and the lived experience of Black employees, which can have far- 

reaching implications for achieving racial equality in the workplace. 
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6.3 Research gaps: An overview 

 

The extant literature reveals that Black employees are well-qualified yet underrepresented at 

senior levels within organisations and have limited access to opportunities to progress (Beech 

et al., 2017; McGregor-Smith, 2017; Parker, 2016, 2020; BITC, 2020c). However, the lived 

experience of career progression of Black employees remains understudied in relation to 

understanding the factors that influence leadership journeys (Kenny and Briner, 2007; Stanley, 

2009; Wyatt and Silvestor, 2015). Whilst limited, there is an emerging body of literature which 

analyses BAME employment experiences (Wyatt and Silvestor, 2015; Heath and DiStansio, 

2019; Ozturk and Berber, 2020; Opara et al., 2020) but very few that focus specifically on the 

lived experience of Black employees in the UK public sector. 

 
The invisibility of structural and institutional whiteness in the workplace which creates 

systemic racial barriers for Black employees and excludes them from high-status positions 

remains understudied (DiAngelo, 2018; Bhopal, 2018; Melaku and Beeman, 2020; Bell et al., 

2020). It is contended that anti-Black racism (Ross, 2020; Melaku and Beeman, 2020) in UK 

workplaces results in worse career outcomes for Black employees and there is sparse literature 

which covers this specific topic (Lowe, 2013; Onoso, 2019; Wallace, 2020; Erskine et al., 

2020). 

 
HR practice at the intersection of D&I which impacts on the career journey of Black employees 

was found to be largely unexplored. Of the studies that do exist, HR practice was found to 

contribute to racialised career experiences (UNISON, 2009; Pate et al., 2012; Seifert and Wang, 

2018). The HRM literature uncovered that HR managers were lacking in culture management 

interventions, diversity and inclusion expertise, not focussed on levelling the playing field and 

did not encourage leaders to challenge bias (Thompson, 2017; Ogbonna, 2019; Miller, 2019). 

Further, studies into HR practice have pointed to recruiting managers being complicit in biased 

selection processes by not challenging the status quo (Sensoy and DiAngelo, 2017); that HR 

Managers engage in benevolent discrimination which blinds HR professionals to the 

discrimination taking place as they have normalised subordination of BAME employees in 

relation to White employees (Romani et al., 2019) and further, that HR practice needs to focus 

upon diversity and inclusion appropriately to address historically underrepresented groups 

(Shore et al., 2018). 
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The impact of racism on workplace culture and how it manifests in the employee experience 

of Black employees in the UK public sector remains understudied. Certain events have 

increased the necessity for these studies more imperative. These comprise heightened interest 

in workplace diversity and inclusion post the Black Lives Matter protests which called for 

organisational accountability (Joseph-Salisbury et al., 2020; Gallagher et al., 2020; Safdar and 

Hagey, 2020), the Windrush scandal exposing structural and institutional racism (Reddie, 2020; 

Olende, 2020) and COVID-19 shining a light on systemic racial disparities (Haynes, 2020; 

Jaspal et al., 2020; Out et al., 2020; Runnymede, 2020). 

 
Further, wide-ranging reports on the impact of racism in the UK are increasingly calling for 

national action to address racial disparities in the UK workplace (McGregor Smith, 2017, 2018; 

Race at Work Charter One Year On, 2019; Parker, 2020). In consideration of these research 

gaps, therefore, I have sought to surface the tension between workplace culture, organisational 

approaches to diversity and inclusion and the actual lived experience of career progression for 

Black employees in relation to the research question. 

 

6.3.1 The relevance of gaps to research question 
 

Identifying what impact the workplace culture of public sector institutions has on the career 

progression of Black employees is key to make visible the behavioural, policy and practice 

approaches that can inhibit career progression. Understanding the various ways racism shapes 

this journey can provide organisations with insights as to why stated diversity and inclusion 

approaches are at odds with the lived experience of Black employees. The study revealed that 

Black employees are met with structural, systemic, institutional and modern-day racism at all 

stages of their career journey and that organisational accountability for the Black employee 

experience is thus required. 

 
This study concludes that Black employees suffer detrimentally as a result of Whiteness and 

are hindered from progressing in organisations steeped in Whiteness. Moreover, this study has 

shown the requirement for organisational commitment to D&I which is long-term, led by the 

senior team and supported by appropriate resource and budget. Further, the study revealed that 

White privilege, intuitional Whiteness and systemic racism were inextricably linked and were 

the cultural norm. 
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The study highlighted that HR managers were part of the system of white privilege and existed 

to reinforce and not challenge the system. Evidence from this study suggests HR accountability 

is required for the detrimental impact of HR practice in relation to structural and systemic 

racism in the workplace. 

 

6.3.2 Theoretical contributions to the literature 
 

The theoretical foundations of this research are based upon three pillars: the lived experiences 

of Black employees, the link between race and career progression and the intersection between 

HR Management and D&I. Critical Race Theory was utilised as a sensitising theory. Using 

constructivist grounded theory as the methodology, the researcher gathered data through co- 

constructed interviews and developed and refined data sampling and conceptual development 

throughout the process. 

 

6.3.3. Lived experience of Black employees 
 

This research centred on the lived experience of Black employees to understand the impact of 

workplace culture on career progression from their unique standpoints. The study revealed a 

mismatch between what companies aspire to achieve in D&I and the lived experience of Black 

employees. From a critical race standpoint, a two-tier workforce has emerged where Black 

employees encounter a hostile environment driven by anti-Black racism (Ross, 2020) creating 

barriers to progression. Meer (2018) posits that racial inequality is deliberate. This study has 

shown that racial inequalities are not just deliberate but designed to create the worst of 

experiences for Black people and to do so in a pernicious way. The research found that Black 

employees had to navigate racism daily, did not have a voice in the workplace, generally had 

more qualifications than their white peers but were judged by different standards of competence 

and intelligence and were allocated heavier workloads. An under-reported finding was that 

Black employees experienced negative interactions with perfunctory BAME staff they 

encountered, compounding the problem of the lack of suitable Black role models. The study 

further revealed the impact of Black employees having zig-zag careers as a result of structural 

racism. 
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The conceptual development of the lived experience of Black employees led to theorising that 

firstly, organisational diversity and inclusion approaches must be grounded in the lived 

experience of Black employees which recognise the impact of anti-Black racism, White 

privilege and institutional Whiteness. Failing to recognise this starting position is likely to lead 

to a reproduction of previous, ineffective solutions that have little impact on tackling systemic 

discrimination. Secondly, organisations create a segregated and racialised career experience 

for Black employees which results in a two-tier employee experience saturated with micro- 

sabotage. 

 

6.3.4 Impact of organisational culture on career progression in relation to race 

 
This research focussed on the impact of organisational culture, as it relates to the career 

progression of Black employees. The study found that Black employees experience hostile, 

White-dominated environments. This resonated with research into Whiteness, racialised 

organisations and institutionalised racism enabled by spokespeople that deny it exists (Fekete, 

2020). The research revealed that raising a racial discrimination complaint can be a slippery 

slope to the end of a Black employee’s career. 

 
Bullying and harassment occurred from line managers, peers, direct reports and by proxy. In 

other words, bullying is transpiring from all fronts and there was little useful intervention from 

human resource managers and a notable lack of intervention from bystanders. Black employees 

were shut out of corporate succession planning and talent management. In so doing, corporate 

career progression functions were essentially reproducing what had gone before, with a lack of 

investment in Black talent. Consequently, Black employees were funnelled into, often dead- 

end, BAME development programmes. Mentors and sponsors were accidental rather than 

purposeful and in the case of sponsors, these were very rare, further, the poor treatment of 

Black leaders was off-putting for up and coming Black employees. The study revealed it was 

not a case of ‘not what you know, but who you know’, as all that mattered was ‘who White 

people knew’ and that unconscious bias taught White people to hide their views and made no 

difference to career progression of BAME employees. 

 
Theorising the impact of organisational culture on career progression led firstly to the concept 

of organisational exclusion from corporate talent management and succession planning due 

to a disregard and lack of interest in the careers of Black employees. Secondly, hostile 
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organisational environments, dominated by accepted institutional Whiteness and racism, blame 

Black employees for their lack of career progress, utilising a deficit model. Thirdly, through 

custom and practice, organisations expect Black employees to remain silent on their racially 

discriminatory treatment or risk punitive sanctions, whilst White privilege is hidden and 

unchallenged. 

 

6.3.5 Intersection of HRM and D&I practice 
 

The research sought to examine the role of HR managers in relation to the career progression 

of Black employees. The study found that HR managers were ill-equipped to handle complaints 

of racial discrimination and bias and colluded with line managers to further victimise Black 

complainants and that HR intervention often made the situation worse, partly driven by HR 

maintaining the status quo and simply replicating the ineffective way race cases have always 

been handled. HR was thus viewed as key players in enabling poor career progression practices 

to continue unchallenged and were also found to be supporting and participating in the 

discrimination that occurred through informal recruitment practices, corporate talent and 

succession planning that excluded Black employees, poor working practices that did not hold 

line managers and leaders to account, advocating ineffective training approaches and not taking 

action on diversity data. 

 
The findings thus led to the conclusion of the existence of a woeful inadequacy and 

complacency in HR managers’ expertise in diversity and inclusion, the shortcomings then 

contributed to the poor handling of race-based employment issues. Theorising the intersection 

between HR and diversity and inclusion led to the concept that HR managers’ lack of diversity 

and inclusion expertise, in addressing racial discrimination in career progression, exacerbates 

the discrimination and contributes to poor HR policy and practice outcomes for Black 

employees. Secondly, HR approaches to Diversity and Inclusion had not addressed 

underrepresentation of Black employees in the workplace but, perversely, were contributing to 

it through reproduction of cultural norms. Lastly, HR Managers reinforced and did not 

challenge the system of white privilege and do not understand the HR levers that enable or 

disable career progression of Black employees. 
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6.3.6 Impact of racism on career progression 

 
The research aimed to establish the link between race and career progression. The impact of 

racial discrimination was found to be devastating in terms of career outcomes, well-being, 

unequal pay, livelihoods, degrading treatment and self-confidence. Black employees described 

the experience as akin to psychological warfare with constant negative messages and an all- 

pervasive whiteness that was never acknowledged or spoken about. The study revealed unequal 

pay was a major barrier to progression and that confronting it was met with denial and blame. 

 
Conceptual development of the impact of race on career development led to the notion of 

careers being shaped by race. The study theorised that the racial barriers experienced were 

deliberate rather than accidental, proven due to the findings demonstrating that the experience 

was replicated across different organisations. This study found that racism was accepted in the 

workplace and that it came from all angles – line managers, direct reports, colleagues, policies, 

practices and actions. Theorising the impact of race on career progression led to the concept 

that race is the dominant factor that shapes the careers of Black employees and has resulted in 

an ethnicity career progression gap. 

 

6.4 Methodological contribution 

 

This thesis has shown constructivist grounded theory to be effective in enabling the researcher 

to include their positionality within the research. As a woman of colour, this was an important 

factor within the context of this research as it meant that lived experiences of career progression 

could be shared to create a deep understanding and interpretation by the researcher and 

participants. Constructivist grounded theory was a useful tool in the effective development of 

theory throughout the sampling procedures as it meant concepts and ideas could be tested and 

built into the study through the saturation process. Finally, constructivist grounded theory 

allowed for the co-construction approach to the research whereby participants articulated their 

views and solutions to career progression barriers throughout the data collection phase. Lastly, 

this study provides practice recommendations for organisations and broader recommendations 

for the public sector, which are discussed next. 
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6.5 Managerial and policy contributions 

 
 

This study has implications for organisations seeking to address the ethnicity career 

progression gap and wanting to understand and change cultural and systemic practices that 

adversely impact ethnic representation, particularly at senior levels. Notably, this study 

demonstrates that taking a holistic approach to inclusion which bases solutions on the lived 

experiences of Black employees, is more viable in achieving long-term improvements to 

underrepresentation. Racial discrimination is rife in UK organisations and is generally accepted 

in the workplace, this impacts all stages of the career journey of Black employees. 

Organisational accountability is required for the workplace trauma Black employees 

experience as a result, which has a long-lasting detrimental effect on well-being.  

 

To address the ethnicity career progression gap, institutional, systemic, structural and modern-

day racism must be tackled through an anti-racist approach and an acceptance that organisations 

need to change. This must centre on the lived experiences of Black employees and start with 

acknowledgement of the existence of racial bias in organisations fuelled by the invisibility of all -

pervading whiteness. A degree of organisational maturity is required to accept this position and 

organisations must also break the cycle of racism denial which allows racism to thrive. There 

needs to be scrutiny of the treatment of Black employees to address hostile cultures manifested in a 

disregard for their inferior workplace experience borne out of anti-Blackness.  

 

Organisations should create transparent career pathways that acknowledge the impact of 

discrimination on Black employees’ career history, performance and working time lost in 

fighting discrimination. Recruitment agencies, head-hunters and recruiting line managers 

should be aware of the underlying causes of non-traditional career patterns of Black candidates 

rather than judging them against the more linear career paths of White candidates. Organisations 

should reconsider            the value placed on postgraduate education of Black employees, particularly 

where there has been a lack of career progression. 

 
Recognising that there are both formal and informal routes to career progression, organisations 

need to review their approach to talent management, succession planning and promotion, which 

includes tracking the outcomes of both routes on Black and Minority Ethnic employees to 

eliminate bias. This includes monitoring career progression of Black employees including the 

makeup of the talent pool, targets for progression at every level and tracking key performance  
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indicators to build a robust Black talent pipeline. Organisations should review how 

microaggressions and other forms of racism impact on career progression. The ethnicity career 

progression gap needs to  be addressed and monitored, with the right expertise and support, 

throughout the chain of distributed leadership, including senior leaders, line managers, 

recruiting managers, HR and D&I specialists. Where an organisation does have senior Black 

leaders, they should be viewed as role models for aspiring Black employees and as such there 

should be a special duty of care not to racially harass bully and discriminate against them, so 

as not to discourage other Black employees from seeking promotion. 

 
Organisations should review appraisal, performance management, recognition, and reward 

processes to understand whether outcomes are biased and hold all line managers to account for 

diversity in their teams through creation of equality diversity and inclusion objectives, starting 

with the Chief Executive. Behavioural, competency and performance frameworks should be 

clear on the diversity and inclusion expectations of all employees. Black Asian and Ethnic 

Minority development programmes should only be used where an organisation can demonstrate 

tangible  benefits to participants and commits to tracking the progress of participants over a 

period of time. BAME employees should not be funnelled onto these programmes as a token gesture for 

deliberately being excluded from mainstream succession planning and talent management programmes. 

Useful BAME development   programmes should have measurable objectives and outcomes, 

not be reliant upon a deficit model, acknowledge structural racism in organisations, involve 

senior leaders engaging with participants and appoint BAME experts in its design.  

 
Organisations should facilitate their leaders to become formal sponsors for Black employees 

and sponsorship should be purposeful with well-defined outcomes such as addressing under-

representation. Black employees should have role models they can respect and relate to, who 

support them in their career journey, and reciprocal mentoring should also be considered. 

Positive action initiatives should be aligned to achieving specific diversity and inclusion 

objectives with regular reviews and ownership by the senior leadership team of the impact of 

such initiatives. Leaders should enable pro-active agency in Black employees, which 

encourages them to be their authentic selves at work and provides the right to challenge 

systemic race issues without        fear of being reprimanded or dismissed. 

 

Diversity and Inclusion practices are out of date and many functions simply focus on holding 

awareness raising events. D&I is not fit for purpose unless it measures and tracks progress of 

underrepresented groups and takes positive actions to disrupt biased processes that reproduce 
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historical outcomes. D&I should be transformational and achieve systemic cultural change. 

The lived experience of Black employees should reflect the espoused diversity and inclusion 

values of the organisation, otherwise the diversity and inclusion values are purely performative, 

meaningless, and further contributing to anti-Black racism. Organisations must move away 

from segregated two-tier employee experiences for Black employees whereby career 

progression is deliberately blocked, and trust is low. What should no longer be tolerated is a 

normative Black lived experience of the workplace where racial bullying and harassment from 

line managers, peers, direct reports and by proxy is executed in the form of unfair performance 

management, exclusion from opportunities, threats and being restructured out of the 

organisation. 

 
To move towards an inclusive employee experience for all employees, rather than a two-tier 

racialised approach, organisations should implement organisational development which 

achieves  cultural and behavioural change in anti-racism, anti-micro-sabotage, belonging and 

inclusivity  by learning from the lived experience of Black employees. Black employees should 

not be subjected to a separate inferior track, required to adhere to a different set of rules and 

excluded from achieving their full potential. Organisations should consider resources being 

specifically ring-fenced to address the historic ethnicity career progression gaps experienced 

by Black employees. Organisations must recognise and address pervasive and toxic cultures 

where racial         harassment can thrive and confront, punish, or remove racist bullies and those 

complicit in continuing such destructive environments. 

 
Organisations should prioritise expert face-to-face anti-racism training to provide confidence 

and professionalism in dealing with complaints/problematic lived workplace experiences of 

underrepresented groups, this should be sponsored by senior leadership teams. This training 

should form part of a broader approach to organisational development which covers 

institutional Whiteness (including White privilege), microaggressions, anti-Black racism, 

systemic/structural racism, the role of bystanders, activist allyship and dispelling the myth of 

meritocracy. This approach should replace unconscious bias training which can have the effect 

of teaching White employees to hide their views and does not aide Black employee’s career 

progression. 
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Organisations should not only publish ethnicity pay data but reform mechanisms that enable 

pay discrimination, this includes pay on promotion, pay for additional responsibilities, annual 

reviews, performance bonuses and recognition payments in addition to new starter salaries. 

Further, for new starter salaries, organisations should not ask prospective BAME staff for their 

current salary as this perpetuates the ethnicity pay gap. 

 
Organisations should define racial microaggressions and selective incivilities as a form of 

harassment in their anti-bullying policies. Harassment and bullying and grievance complaints 

centred on race should be examined to ensure that they are not being investigated through the 

lens of Whiteness and external Black and minority diversity and inclusion experts should be 

used to carry out race-centred investigations where none are available internally. 

The lack of HR expertise to handle complaints of racial discrimination and the role of HR in 

the lack of career progression of Black employees must be addressed. The widespread practice 

of HR employees colluding with line managers to further victimise Black complainants must 

no longer be tolerated. It should not be accepted that HR employees are indifferent or biased 

in their treatment of Black employees and the HR functions role in reinforcing the system of 

privilege must be recognised in order to disrupt this practice.  

HR professionals must recognise their complicit role in enabling unequal talent management, unfair 

recruitment and promotion practices, biased development opportunities and biased employee 

relations case management which inhibit career progression of Black employees and challenge the 

status quo in order to eradicate engrained bias. HR generalists need to be experts in D&I to ensure 

accountability at the right levels  of the organisation. The racial makeup and representation of 

the HR profession should be prioritised for review as ethnic underrepresentation in the 

profession also compounds the problem. Complaining to HR of racial discrimination at work 

should no longer be the beginning of the end of a Black employee’s career, instead, Black 

employees should be supported, and racism should be challenged. Leaders of organisations 

need to champion this agenda and give the HR and Diversity function a forthright mandate to 

prioritise racial diversity and inclusion, which is a long-term commitment, advocating for the 

achievement of cultural change. 

 
Lastly, given the challenges outlined above, Black employees need to be mindful of an 

organisation’s ability to transparently support career progression and, therefore, need to 

promote their own capability. Self-management of career is important, including the use of 

independent external evaluation through informal mentors, as internal evaluation often under- 
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values Black employee’s performance. Black employees should be encouraged to identify 

opportunities and development to facilitate that self-management which could include drawing 

on a range of internally and externally such as becoming a trustee or joining specific networks. 

 

6.6 Recommendations for the public sector 

 
The public sector should be leading the response to the ethnicity career progression gap, given 

the statutory duties enshrined with the Equality Act (2010). Given the lack of consistent and 

effective D&I approaches, innovative and evidence base solutions are important, this includes 

adopting best practice from within and outside public sector organisations that have track 

records of excelling in specific areas. HR and senior leaders should be held to account for 

designing measurable programmes of activity to address racial discrimination.  

 
The quality of HR in the public sector must be examined, as D&I experts will not be able to 

deliver if HR lack expertise in this field. Therefore, the competence and behaviour of HR 

professionals in relation to racial diversity and inclusion should be evaluated. Rather than 

viewing diversity and inclusion as a temporary problem, it should be seen as a perennial one 

which needs long term solutions and investment, rather than over-reliance on short term fixes 

through interim consultants and limited project funding. D&I key performance indicators 

should be targets for line managers across all levels and embedded into management 

information systems, accountability, auditing, performance management systems at all levels of 

hierarchy. 

 
The McGregor Smith one year on report (Business in the Community, 2018) and the Parker 

Review (2020) should be implemented without delay. External monitoring of diversity should 

also be carried out by regulatory bodies including steps to address boards with no racial 

diversity as the current voluntary approach is not working. Public sector organisations should 

be held to account for the treatment and representation (including Board and Executive level) 

of Black employees through co-opting expert Black members. This would help to challenge 

workplaces designed around Whiteness and begin the process of marking White privilege at all 

levels. Organisations should develop to a stage of maturity where structural racism and the role 

of Whiteness are fully understood in the context of being a barrier to career progression for 

Black employees. 

 
This research calls for employment law to be updated to take account of modern-day racism 
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including racial microaggressions, selective incivilities and micro-sabotage targeted at Black 

employees. As a starting point, HR policy should define racial  microaggressions and selective 

incivilities as racial harassment and bullying. Anti-Black racism and Whiteness in 

organisations should be investigated. This study calls for a review to close the ethnicity career 

progression gap. This study provides deep insights into the lived experiences of Black 

professionals who are potentially disenfranchised and may be seeking pastures new. These 

insights are valuable for HR and D&I  professionals, consultants, policy makers, leadership 

teams, professional HR membership organisations, employers, line managers and people of 

colour. 
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6.7 Limitations of the study and future research 

 

The value of exploring the lived experience lay in uncovering the real career experiences of 

Black employees which were similar despite the participants being drawn from a range of 

different public sector organisations. This research purposefully studied the experiences of 

Black professionals without examining the ethnicity or nationality of each participant which 

may impact their views. Therefore, further research could be undertaken to examine the 

different experiences of African and Caribbean professionals and the lived experience in 

relation to intersectionality in terms of gender, sexual orientation, and class. 

 
While the findings represent the detailed study of 30 Black professionals, the conceptualisation 

of the lived experience as examined through constructivist grounded theory is of limited 

generalisability and therefore further research could be undertaken with a larger sample size. 

The study found that anti-Black and modern-day racism in UK workplaces are an understudied 

area and further research is needed into their impact in UK workplaces. 

 
The research focused on the public sector as these employers fall under the general equality 

duty set out in section 149 of the Equality Act (2010). However, further investigation could be 

undertaken with Black employees in the private sector to ascertain their lived experience. 

Exploration could also be undertaken of different types of public sector organisations for 

comparison. 

 
Further, whilst it is noted that all participants experienced discrimination regardless of 

organisational size, further research into the diversity and inclusion practice of different sized 

HR departments could be undertaken. Employment law has not caught up with modern day 

racism and therefore further research regarding an overhaul of race discrimination employment 

legislation is overdue. The research drew out worrying examples of racism and discrimination 

impacting mental health and well-being. The Black Lives Matter Movement and COVID-19 

demonstrated that discrimination is running through many facets of Black employees’ lives and 

is a topic worthy of further research. 

 
Research is needed to explore the role of leadership and HR generalists in responding to the 

ethnicity career progression gap. External accountability for Black employee career outcomes 

within public sector organisations requires further examination. The research revealed that the 
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organisational mechanisms for addressing racial discrimination which was often at the centre 

of poor career progression were woefully inadequate, therefore further investigation is needed 

into methods for redress both internally and externally if this perennial problem is to be 

sufficiently tackled. The research drew out the fundamental role of Whiteness in the career 

experience of Black employees and further research could be undertaken to understand how 

this factor impacts the day-to-day experiences of Black employees in UK workplaces. 
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Appendix 1: Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form 

 
Participant Information Sheet Study Title: 

What impact does the workplace culture of public sector institutions have on the career progression of 

Black employees? 

 

Invitation 

 

I would like to invite you to take part in a research study. Before you decide, you need to understand 

why the research is being undertaken and what it would involve for you. Please take time to read the 

following information carefully. Ask questions if anything you read is not clear or would like more 

information. Please take time to decide whether to take part. 

 

What is the purpose of the study? 

 

This research is being carried out as part of a Doctor of Business Administration degree. The study 

aims to understand the experiences of Black people attempting to advance their careers in the public 

sector and whether workplace cultures are helping or hindering these groups of employees. Other work 

in this field shows that the organisational culture of public institutions can contribute to different career 

progression experiences for employees of Black         backgrounds. Much of the literature does not capture 

the lived experience of Black people in relation to workplace culture. 

 

Why have I been invited? 

 

This study will capture the experiences of 30 Black people through in-depth interviews. The      participants 

will have experience of working in public sector organisations and have advanced  (or attempted to 

advance) their careers within these settings. Participants will be graduates (or have similar level 

professional experience) who have worked at middle management level or above. 

 

Do I have to take part? 

 

It is up to you to decide. I will describe the study and go through this information sheet. I will then ask 

you to sign a consent form to show that you agreed to take part. You are free to withdraw at any time, 

without having to give a reason. 
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What will happen to me if I take part? 

 

If you decide to take part: 

There will be one in-depth interview which will last approximately 1 hour. You are free to take a break at 

any time. If needed, you will be offered the chance to follow up on the interview by email or telephone. 

The interview will be recorded and then transcribed. Notes will also be taken during  the interview. 

Where your interview is referenced in the study, a pseudonym will be used so that you  cannot be 

identified. Your interview will be anonymised and coded as part of a series of data. 

 

Where will the research take place? 

 

The researcher will carry out the interview over the telephone, via Skype or at an agreed location. 

 

What will I have to do? 

 

You will need to think about your career to date and the workplace cultures you have encountered. You 

will need to be open and willing to share these experiences as part of the in- depth interview. Once the 

appointment is booked it would be appreciated if you give at least 24 hours’ notice if you need to 

cancel or reschedule. 

 

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? 

 

We will be exploring potentially sensitive issues that could upset you. If this happens, we can take a 

break or reconvene. The researcher will be available after the interview should you wish to discuss the 

content of the discussion further. 

 

What are the possible benefits of taking part? 

 

There are no direct benefits to you from this research, but you may find this study interesting.       No 

promise or guarantee of benefits is being made to encourage your participation. It is believed that your 

participation will help to improve our understanding of the impact of workplace culture in public sector 

institutions on the career progression of Black employees. It is also believed that your participation will 

help to improve the body of knowledge regarding inclusion and organisational culture. 
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What if there is a problem? 

 

If you have a concern about any aspect of this study, you should speak the researcher in the first 

instance, using the contact details below, who will do her best to resolve your query. 

 

If you remain unhappy and wish to complain formally you can do this by contacting the research 

supervisor using the contact details below. 

 

**** 

 

Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential? 

 

Your confidentiality will be safeguarded during and after the study. The procedures for handling, 

processing, storage and destruction of your data are in line with GDPR and Data Protection legislation. 

 

The following applies to your data: 

 

Your interview data will be collected by a recording device and by taking notes. It will be stored 

safely: Individual participant research data, e.g. the interview and notes will be  anonymous and given 

a research code, known only to the researcher. A master list identifying participants to the research 

codes data will be held on a password-protected computer accessed only by the researcher. Hard 

paper/taped data will be stored in a locked cabinet, within a locked office, accessed only by researcher. 

Electronic data will be stored on a password-protected computer known only by researcher 

Once all data is collected, the analysis and reporting stage will commence. The results obtained from 

you might appear in published sources which are academic in nature. However, these sources will not 

identify you or any other participant by name and the audio recording will not be used for any other 

purposes other than academia. 

 

Access to view identifiable data will only be given to authorised persons, such as the researcher, 

supervisor and for monitoring the quality, Heriot-Watt University personnel. The data will be kept for 

up to one year after completion and will then be securely destroyed. 

 

What will happen if I don’t carry on with the study? 

 

If you withdraw from the study all the information and data collected from you, to date, will be 
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destroyed and your name removed from all the study files. 

 

 

What will happen to the results of the research study? 

 

The results of the study will form part of a Doctor of Business Administration submission. Once 

approved, sections of the study may be published in academic and relevant professional publications 

and books. The study may also be referred to and highlighted in professional forums. Participants will 

not be identified in any report, as pseudonyms and anonymised data will be used. If you would like a 

copy of the study, please contact the researcher, it is anticipated  that the study will be completed in 

2021. 

 

Who is organising the research? 

 

 Edinburgh Business School Heriot-Watt University 

 

Has this research been approved? 

 

Yes. This study has been approved by the Ethics Committee of Heriot-Watt University, Edinburgh 

Business School. 

 

Further information and contact details: 

 

If you require further information, please contact the researcher using the details below. 

 

**** 

 

Next steps: 

 

If you are happy to take part in the study, please complete the consent form on the next page. 
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Participant Consent Form 

 

 
Consent to participate in study 
 

 
 

I (participant) have   read   and   understood   the   Participant 

Information Sheet. I understand what is being asked of me. My questions have been answered.  I freely 

agree to participate and have not been forced into participation. I understand that the participation is 

voluntary and that I may withdraw at any time without penalty. 

 

   by initialising here, I acknowledge that my participation in this study will result in audio 

recording of my voice whilst I am being interviewed. I have read, agreed and understood the statements 

in this form. 
 
 

 
 

Participant Signature/ or type name Date 
 

 

 

 
 

Researcher Signature Date 

 

 

 

 
Should I have any questions about this research or its conduct, I may contact: 

 

 
**** 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The participant will be provided with a copy of this consent form. 
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Appendix 2: Initial semi-structured interview questions 

 
1. Could you describe the key moments in your career journey to date? 

 
 

2. Could you describe your experience/s of attempting to progress your career? 

Probe. Please highlight the aspects that helped or hindered you. 

 
3. Do you believe your ethnicity has been a factor in the development of your 

career? If so, in what way? 

 
4. How do you think recruitment/promotion played in attempting to progress your 

career? 

 
5. Probe. Please highlight whether succession planning and talent management has 

been applied to you. 

 
6. What role has sponsorship or mentoring played in your career? 

 
 

7. How, in your experience, has organisational culture impacted on your ability to 

advance your career? Probe. Do you think it has taken you longer than your White 

peers to achieve your career goals? If yes, please elaborate. 

 
8. Have you been tempted to/or have you given up on your career ambitions due to 

difficulties in advancing your career? 

 
9. What do you understand by the term Whiteness and what role do you think it 

played, if any, in your career progression? 

 
10. Do you believe that you have been discriminated against in your organisation (or a 

previous organisation)? If yes, please explain what happened and whether you 

think this impacted on your career. 

 
11. Do you feel that you have reached your full career potential? Probe. What do you 

attribute this to? 
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12. Do you believe the pathway to career progression into senior roles is clear? Probe. 

Do you believe the pathway is the same for Black and White employees? 

 
13. How do you think your organisation’s diversity and inclusion approach is fit for 

purpose? Would you describe it as aspirational or target driven? Probe. Do you 

believe your organisation’s diversity and inclusion values are sincere? 

 
14. Do you have as much opportunity as you would like to discuss your experience of 

career advancement in your workplace? Probe. Do you feel your opinions are 

valued? Is action taken based on views or opinions you have shared? 

 
15. How do you think BAME development programmes impact the career 

advancement of BAME employees? 

 
16. What impact do you think anti-discrimination training, such as unconscious bias, 

has on the outcomes of BAME career progression? 

 

17. What needs to change, if anything, to improve the career progression experience of Black 

employees? 

 

 
 


