
 

Nation’s most disadvantaged workers revealed to be women aged 45+ from 

ethnic minorities who work in public sector 

New research finds female employees aged 45+ from ethnic minorities are least respected and 

treated least fairly in the workplace  

 

Furthermore, discrimination is twice as likely to take place in public sector than private  

 

Henley Business School’s report ‘The Equity Effect’ outlines steps to help businesses strive 

towards racial equity  

If you are a woman from an ethnic minority, aged 45+ and working in the public sector, you are 

among the UK’s most disadvantaged workers, a new report from Henley Business School has 

revealed.  

The report called, ‘The Equity Effect’ explores the state of racial equity in UK businesses. 

Specifically, it looks at whether employees from ethnic minorities are being treated fairly and with 

respect in UK workplaces, whether people from these communities can bring their true authentic 

selves to work, and most poignantly, whether the fundamental issue of racial discrimination in UK 

workplaces still exists.  

 

It found that while young ethnic minority males (aged 18-44 years) think inroads have been made, 

there is still a way to go for females aged 45+ from ethnic minorities.  

 

Compared to their younger male counterparts, these females don’t feel as safe speaking up at 

work and challenging the way things are done (39% v 74%), don’t believe they would be supported 

if they wanted to try a new idea (50% v 72%), are less likely to feel they can bring their true 

authentic self to the workplace (56% v 73%) and are less respected by the people they work with 

(63% v 75%).  

 

The situation only worsens for those who work in the public sector. Public sector employees are 

more than twice as likely to have reported discrimination in the workplace compared to their 

private sector counterparts (58% v 25%), and public sector employees from ethnic minority 

backgrounds feel less confident to speak up and challenge seniors, leaders and colleagues than 

private sector workers (60% v 71%).  

 

Dr Naeema Pasha, Director of Equity, Diversity and Inclusion at Henley Business School 

says: “A lot of research into race focuses on the experiences of ethnic minorities as a whole, 

failing to cross-reference with other personal characteristics such as gender and age. Our 



 

research reveals that the sub-group of ethnic minority women face a triple assault of racism, 

sexism and ageism, and therefore suffer the most discrimination in the workplace. 

 

Surprisingly, our report shows that racism is experienced much more in the public sector than the 

private sector, despite public sector organisations often having the most strongly worded diversity 

campaigns. This means the messages in the strategy are not coming through the organisation as 

an experience.  

 

Business leaders need to keep front of mind that talent, skills and engagement drives productivity 

– which in turn drives revenue. To innovate and deliver on EDI, we must look at the bigger picture 

and Intersectionality, not view diversity groups in silos. 

 

To make a difference that helps businesses build back better, senior leaders need to put their 

equity plans at the heart of the business strategy. There are some very clear steps businesses 

can take which we have penned in ‘The Equity Effect’. Examples include implementing a race 

strategy - even a loose one to start with, and having training sessions from the point of induction, 

rather than sporadically throughout a person’s development.”  

 

 

For more information, see notes to editors and the full report here www.henley.ac.uk/equity-

effect 

Research conducted by Henley Business School included quantitative research with 1,005 employees and 505 

business leaders, qualitative research with business leaders and research of publicly available sources.  

 

NOTES TO EDITORS  

 

Insights and steps outlined by Henley Business School’s ‘The Equity Effect’ include:  

 

Insight 1. There is persistent bias related to race and ethnicity in workplaces as White 

employees and business leaders can be myopic and lack awareness and understanding about 

race. 

 

Opportunity  

● Make a stand. Businesses need to decide that discrimination is not acceptable in their 

organisation. A good place to start is with your data, to see if and where you may have 

an issue. Racial equity needs to link to organisational culture. The CEO needs to state 

the organisation’s purpose and values, how valuable an antiracism strategy is and the 
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belief it will help everyone. They should acknowledge they are aware they may get it 

wrong, but know the organisation is willing to change and that it is a long-term strategy. 

● Fairness is critical. It is important that CEOs also show they are not ‘favouring’ one 

group – but that inequity in the organisation is at odds with its values. Organisations 

need to support business leaders to drive culture changes by drawing on the 

experiences and expertise of ethnic minority communities to bridge the gap between 

minority races. 

 

Insight 2. Perceived cultural differences and lack of diversity exists in leadership teams across 

most businesses.  

 

Opportunity 

● Vision. On a human level, racism is tiring and disruptive. Our research found that when 

the CEO/Director sets a clear vision that racial equity is core to business – not hidden 

under an HR or D&I plan that people don’t take seriously – this can give motivation and 

connection to White and ethnic minority staff. Help businesses build an ethos of 

understanding history, interrogating personal biases, building empathy, respecting 

difference and getting comfortable with minorities’ vulnerability through training and 

ongoing dialogue.  

● A top-down approach is essential to this strategy as it gives endorsement and legitimacy 

to discussions on race. Of course, we know they have to be authentic but, even so, the 

CEO/senior leadership need to set the agenda and the pace.  

● Understand that race is a difficult area to develop. We need to re-emphasise that 

everyone can make a difference and is valued in the workplace.  

 

Insight 3: Few UK businesses have actively engaged in meaningful efforts to combat racial 

equity.  

 

Opportunity  

● Ignore at your organisation’s peril. Our research showed that if the company does not 

have a clear racial equity strategy, employees tended to be unclear on the organisational 

stance on race.  

● Develop a race strategy – even a loose one to start with. For example, it could start with 

clear expectations that discrimination is not acceptable. So, what does zero tolerance 

look like? What guidelines and repercussions are there? Initiate robust and targeted 

training and hiring models with selection and assessment methods that eliminate poor 

decision-making and unconscious bias.  

● Talking and walking is crucial to embedding racial equity. Having training sessions on 

race, equity and inclusion are important and should begin at the point of induction and 



 

become a regular feature. For one thing, it helps with reducing the fear of upsetting 

others, which our research showed is a key barrier to conversations about race. It is 

contentious – but it is important to keep the conversations on race going, ensuring that 

they link with conversations on gender, class, orientation, disability and age. Keep 

reviewing the data and looking at areas the business needs to work on. 

 

Insight 4 There is significant correlation between a more diverse and inclusive business 

environment and overall financial performance.  

 

Opportunity  

● Encourage business leaders to boost ongoing racial equity initiatives and invest time and 

assets to sustain them in order to improve creativity, employee satisfaction and loyalty, 

which will strengthen financial performance.  

● Create pipelines and pathways. Recruiting talent in a fair and non-biased way to 

increase diversity is important. Your customers, users and clients will be from an 

increasingly diverse world. Make sure your staff are too. A sense of belonging and 

commitment to the organisation’s purpose will mean better engagement. By continually 

supporting the pathway of anti-discrimination, an organisation can also retain and 

develop its best talent.  

● Racial equity culture can impact across the organisation. Our research showed that 

those organisations that had race equality plans also had positive approaches to their 

carbon footprint, fair trade, charity and volunteering. Once embedded, we will see that 

racial equity can form the foundation for all aspects of a business – from HR and 

marketing to product and even digital development. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


