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I am delighted to have been asked to write the foreword for this
important and timely report about successful BME women.

Its main findings are that successful BME women deploy 8 main
strategies, Factor 8, in the workplace. These strategies help to
contribute to the overall success of their organisations.

BME women know that they have to work hard and excel to
succeed. We also know that we have to be flexible, adaptable
and innovative. Our ability to do this is helped by the ease with
which we inhabit our multiple identities and cross different
cultural boundaries. This is a highly prized asset in today's
global business environment.

BME women come to the workplace with a knowledge and
commitment to British values, an understanding of the
challenges facing their communities and experience gained from
a range of sectors including the voluntary sector and faith based
organisations. This helps to instill a values driven approach to
tackling organisational problems. The report also highlights the
power, presence and passion BME women bring to 
the workplace.

Many organisations have already recognised the experience,
skill, talent and ability BME women contribute to their success.
For those employers who remain to be persuaded, I hope that
this report will help them to think again.

For BME women everywhere I hope that it will give a significant
boost to our confidence as we recognise our value to UK plc.

Valerie Amos 
The EU Special Representative to the African Union
and former Leader of the House of Lords

The report authors acknowledge the generous support of the
sponsoring organisations and also the Advisory Panel. In
particular we are indebted to the late Patrick McLaurin of Booz
Allen Hamilton for his faith and vision in helping us to realise our
dream of undertaking this piece of work and who sadly didn’t
see it completed.

We are grateful to our sponsors, who have contributed with
funds or in kind support, and without whom this study would
not have been possible: Booz Allen Hamilton, Credit Suisse, UK
Resource Centre for Women in SET, Learning and Skills Council,
British Computer Society, Brown-Forman and Pearson.

We also appreciate the collaboration and support we received
from the Commission for Racial Equality, Equal Opportunities
Commission, Fawcett Society, and the League of Black Women.

The study team received advice and expert input from members
of our Advisory Panel. We wish to express our gratitude to:
Margaret Adams (UK Resource Centre for Women in SET),
Jonathan Bamber (CRE), Marcelo Cardoso, (BP), the late Patrick
McLaurin (Booz Allen Hamilton), Yashica Olden (Credit Suisse),
Vimmi Singh (Dynamic Asian Women’s Network) and Ruth van
Dyke (London South Bank University).

Central to the work has been the contributions from the
distinguished women who have taken an active and enthusiastic
part in the many elements of the study and given us an insight
into their lives to enable us to share it with government bodies,
business and organisations, as well as the wider community of
black and minority ethnic women in leadership. 

We would also like to thank the Different Women, Different
Places project team: Funkazi Koroye Crooks, Yvonne Bignall,
Dorothea Hodge and Denise Simon as well as Yashica Olden
and staff at Credit Suisse for their kind help and support. 

Carol Campayne & Jan Peters
Caroline Harper Jantuah Katalytik Ltd
The Diversity Practice Ltd
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Different Women, Different Places is a
groundbreaking report, the first of its kind to
focus on successful black and minority ethnic
(BME) women in the workplace, whom we
have termed “Different Women”. This study
presents a new and dynamic perspective on
the factors that guide successful BME women,
bringing to light findings of value to HR and
diversity professionals, government bodies,
businesses and organisations, as well as 
BME women themselves.

The study comprised three strands: a detailed
online survey, which solicited opinions from
300 women; three discussion forums; and one
on one interviews. Over half of the participants
described themselves as “black”, a third as
“Asian” and most of the remainder as “mixed”.
The research crystallised the distinctive
talents and knowledge of these BME women
as something that others can learn from. Their
success is interpreted in the context of their
values, character traits and life experiences,
and the strategies that have helped them
overcome obstacles and navigate the often
resistant power structures of government or
the corporate world. 

The Different Women, Different Places study
has started the process of filling the gap in
our understanding of the specific experiences,
needs, competencies and contributions of
BME women leaders. Further work is still
required to shed more light in this area,
particularly as regards the situation of BME
women leaders across Europe, and the
position and challenges of young BME
women today.

The 8 factors for leadership
success
The women’s leadership qualities were one of
the key areas explored in the study, which has
identified eight factors -  listed in bold here
- that were crucial to their success. Whilst
none of these factors are individually unique
to Different Women, it is their combined
impact that distinguishes these women.

Firstly, the women have bicultural
competence, being familiar with both British
values and the norms of their ethnic group.
This gives them the ability to manage and
lead across cultures, an asset that is highly
valuable in today’s increasingly globalised
business environment. This cultural breadth
and learning, from the challenges and
experiences they have faced because of their
race and gender, also give them the ability to
see things from multiple perspectives and
thus often come up with novel solutions to
problems. The women have a reserve of
cultural capital from experience gained
outside the workplace through voluntary work
or activities with community or religious
organisations. This stands them in good stead
in terms of building up leadership and
motivational skills.

The women can be termed
transformactional leaders, a term the
study has coined to describe the fact that the
women are both transformational, being able
to challenge the status quo and implement
change within their organisations, and
transactional, regularly delivering results
without affecting the overall direction of
organisational travel. Discrimination, which
many of the women had experienced to
different degrees, helped them develop 
self-mastery, a sense of assuredness in
their innate talents and a resilience to deal
with challenges and setbacks. The women
also have power, presence and passion,
being able to communicate their views with
conviction and enthusiasm, and hold the
attention of others.

The study found that these successful women
largely characterised themselves as having a
values driven leadership approach, being
guided not so much by monetary rewards as
the desire to make a positive contribution to
their organisations and communities. Many of
the women felt they derived their values and
inner strength in part from spiritual belief,
which they felt was in no small way
fundamental to their success. 

Formative experiences influence 
leadership success
The formative experiences of the women were often cited as
providing a positive impetus for their later successes. A key
foundation for success was the high expectations, positive
messages and support received from parents and family. By
contrast, some women felt that teachers and career advisors
tended to communicate downbeat expectations, and were 
more of a hindrance than a help. 

The impact of experiencing different cultural norms while
growing up, and for some spending part of their childhood 
in an environment where they were not a visible minority was 
a bonus; increasing confidence, ambition and discipline, and
embedding a strong sense of identity and purpose.
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Exploding stereotypes 
and myths
Different Women challenge stereotypes of and
myths about BME women by visibly
demonstrating that they can lead, perform
and deliver results at the highest levels, using
their race, gender and ethnicity as strengths.
They have developed and implemented
effective strategies for achieving career
success, overcoming formidable barriers and
challenges along the way. These strategies
derive from their diverse cultural backgrounds
and multiple identities, the challenges and
struggles they have faced, and also their need
and desire to establish and demonstrate
credibility. 

Discrimination, direct and indirect, presents
clear barriers to the career progression and
success of Different Women. The main
obstacles were identified as organisational
culture and style, lack of recognition and
invisibility of the women, limited access to
growth and development opportunities, lack 
of career planning and advice, and being from
a BME group.

In addition, being of the same gender is not a
unifying factor. BME women are of the view
that the image and presence, leadership and
communication style of white women are
more positively perceived in the workplace.
Moreover, in some cases, the relationship
between the two groups is characterised by
unhealthy competition and a lack of cultural
appreciation and understanding.

The women make clear that their diversity
represents talent in many different shapes and
forms. Organisations need to recognise that
their traditional approaches to recruitment and
talent management may not successfully
identify and nurture BME professionals, and
may therefore fail to uncover and tap into this
rich source of experience and capability.

Searching for a level
playing field 
On the thorny issue of what obstacles the
women had faced in their working lives, it was
notable that organisational culture was
regarded as the most significant barrier. Many
participants feel excluded from mainstream
channels of communication or decision
making in their organisations because, as
BME women, they just didn’t seem to fit into
their working environment. The women often
felt they had to work that much harder or be
that much better qualified than their peers in
order for their contributions to be recognised. 

Faced with discrimination, often in quite
subtle and insidious forms, the women
developed various coping strategies, such as
identifying allies in the workplace or choosing
to be exceptionally reasonable in order to
improve dealings with colleagues.
Nevertheless, two fifths of survey respondents
said that they were preparing to leave their
current employer, either in the hope of finding
a more inclusive working environment or to
set up their own businesses.

Acting on the research
findings
While it is often said that women come up
against a glass ceiling preventing them from
rising through the ranks, for BME women that
ceiling could be said to be “a glass ceiling
reinforced by concrete”, reflecting the greater
difficulty for them to make it into the top
echelons of organisations, especially without
compromising who they are. 

To ensure that the talents and values of BME
women are fully appreciated in the workplace,
the report recommends that certain actions
be undertaken by three key audiences –
broadly speaking, government and
policymakers, employers and their
HR/diversity managers, and the women
themselves. A selection of the recommended
actions appears below: 

• The Equality and Human Rights Commission should
seize the opportunity presented in its combined new structure
and extended remit to ensure that their collective experience
and indepth knowledge of the various diversity strands is
effectively integrated and used to address the needs of BME
women and other multiple identity groups. 

• The Ministers for Women should establish a strategic
forum where BME women, business and community leaders
can engage and shape the issues impacting their local
communities, to access and consult a broader cadre of
successful black and Asian women leaders. 

• Policymakers in the Education Sector should ensure
that teachers and career advisors introduce BME girls to the
full gamut of career and employment opportunities available to
them, where appropriate utilising the Different Women
as role models. 

• Diversity Practitioners should move towards a more
integrated approach to diversity, implementing strategies,
policies and actions that have as their focus the challenges
faced by BME women and other multiple identity groups,
together with the added value that they offer to employers 
and organisations.

• Recommendations for Employers include:

� conducting a cultural capital audit to identify and leverage
the extent and nature of community leadership undertaken by
BME women. 

� reshaping their approach to talent management with more
inclusive identification, development and promotion of BME
women.

� acknowledging, valuing and integrating the difference that
BME women bring as positive and significant contributors to
organisational success, by publicising the achievements and
contributions of BME Women through internal communication
vehicles.

� designing bespoke learning and development programmes
tailored to meet the specific needs of BME women leaders.

� extending the cultural competence of managers, senior
executives and other key employee groups engaging with
BME women, using as a development tool the eight factors
for leadership success identified by this study. 

• Black and Minority Ethinic Women wishing to further
extend their leadership capabilities would do well to take
stock of what makes them unique and seek ways to leverage
these factors to best effect in performing in their leadership
roles. 
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Baroness Amos

Former Leader of the Lords and
Lord President of the Council.
Currently the UK Candidate for
the role of EU Special
Representative to the African
Union, Former Leader of the
House of Lords and Secretary 
of State for International
Development.

Valerie Amos is a taker of
calculated risks. She cites as one
of her defining moments leaving
her job as head of the Equal
Opportunities Commission to set
up a consultancy in South Africa,
working with the ANC government
in trying to change the whole
public-service ethos to make 
it inclusive. 

She says she was shaped by the
strong sense of community in her
early years, when everyone
looked out for everyone else’s
kids: “Everyone would tell you off
and discipline you.” 

She was inspired and pushed by
her parents; if she got 80% in a
test they asked why she didn’t
get 100%. Her driving force has
always been that she doesn’t
want to be the old lady in the
rocking chair where every creak is
a regret. “If I want to do
something I do it, I don’t shelve it.
My life can be dominated by
work, but I always have time for
family and friends. I won’t give up
dancing, music. I will go to
Notting Hill [Carnival] if I want.”

What inspires Baroness Amos?
Daring to be different. “People
expect you to do these jobs in a
certain way. But with daring to be
different, people have to adjust to
you and the way you are.”



Research on women, their leadership and
careers usually speaks to the white female
experience, though this is often not explicitly
acknowledged. In these studies black and
Asian women, when included, are either
present in numbers often too small to allow for
definitive conclusions, or their racial identity is
not included as a variable in the study. 

Published research on the combined impact
of race and gender on the status of black and
minority ethnic (BME) women leaders in
Europe is also limited. Only in 2006 did the
UK Equal Opportunities Commission (EOC), a
non departmental public body set up to tackle
sex discrimination and promote gender
equality (now part of the Equality and Human
Rights Commission), and separately the
Fawcett Society, the leading UK campaigner
for equality between women and men,
attempt to address this subject. Previous
work tended to highlight the barriers and
challenges BME women face. 

In Different Women, Different Places, we turn
the spotlight on the added value that BME
women contribute to the companies and
communities they engage with and work for.
Illuminating the talents that organisations may
be overlooking, this report enables managers,
colleagues, human resource and organisation
development professionals to better
understand and leverage this often
undervalued, underutilised asset in their midst.
The absence of a focus on race as a
significant and visible dimension of difference
for BME women renders them all but invisible
in the equality agenda: white women
dominate the gender equality agenda whilst
the race equality agenda pays inadequate
attention to addressing the specific needs of
BME women. Indeed one of the responses we
received from a senior diversity and inclusion
manager when we tried to generate support
for this research highlights the invisibility of
BME women:

To respond effectively on issues such as
social cohesion, diversity and inclusion and
corporate social responsibility, policy
developers, diversity practitioners,
government bodies and other private and
public sector organisations must engage
proactively and practically with the reality of
multiple identities. Corporate organisations
must shatter the myth of the homogeneous
faceless woman and recognise that women
are not solely an embodiment of their gender
but also their race, class, social status and
cultural background, to name but a few of the
different dimensions of diversity. Failure to
acknowledge this leaves many unresolved or
unaddressed conflicts, tensions and cultural
clashes in the shadows of the elaborate
showcasing of diversity initiatives. 

1.1 Research objectives
This study aimed to achieve the following:

� to improve knowledge of BME women’s
experiences through quantitative and
qualitative data gathering;

� to help employers better understand a
workforce that will increasingly contain BME
women at all levels;

� to challenge the impact of multiple
identities and enquire whether BME women
are doubly disadvantaged;

� to produce a series of role model case
studies for the next generation of BME
women in leadership.

This report brings together empirical data
from an online survey, interviews with senior
women and three discussion group events
involving a variety of minority ethnic
backgrounds and areas of expertise. The
report is written around the lives and career
narratives of the women, and highlights their
strategies and key attributes. These are
summarised in a leadership model, called
Factor 8. It concludes with recommendations
for peer and organisational action to ensure
the value of BME women is harnessed to
greater effect.
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groundbreaking approach to investigating the experiences of
black and minority ethnic (BME) women leaders in the workplace,
including the challenges they face and the strategies they have
adopted for dealing with these hurdles. The seed for the work
was the research team’s own networks and relationships with
career oriented BME women. These women took their careers
seriously and were prepared to invest heavily in acquiring the
qualifications and experience to excel; indeed many had
achieved senior positions. They put in long hours at work to
show unequivocally that their competence and commitment was
equal to that of their white colleagues. Often, it seemed this was
either at the expense of their relationships with significant others
and their communities, or at a high cost to themselves 
in terms of health and wellbeing, as they tried to juggle and
balance the many demands on their time.

The study was designed to investigate the management,
leadership style and approach to work and life of BME women,
to understand how they felt they were perceived in the
workplace, discover the value they believe they added and
reveal what they perceived to be uniquely different about BME
women leaders. Focusing on career experiences and strategies,
the study explored early influences and how these affected BME
women’s career choices, attitudinal and behavioural responses
to their work environments, as well as the sources of support
that the women drew on both within and outside of the workplace.

Previous studies have taken a deficit model approach,
suggesting that BME women somehow needed to amend their
ways in order to fit in and be accepted. In contrast, the Different
Women, Different Places study was designed to be an affirming,
uplifting and reflective experience for the women themselves,
and to produce useful outputs to share with others as a source 
of inspiration. A combination of research tools were used to
enable the women to feel that their true voices were heard and
that their experiences and struggles were acknowledged; and
more importantly that the triumphs, accolades and routes to
their successes were captured for passing on to other BME
women following in their footsteps.

2.1 Demographic profile of BME women
and their position in the labour market
In the UK, “black and minority ethnic” (BME) has typically
referred to those people who define themselves as not being
“white British”. It therefore potentially encompasses all
immigrant groups and their descendents. More recently the 
term Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) has begun to 
be used in recognition of the significant size of the Asian
population in the UK, however for the purposes of this study 
we have chosen to use the term black and minority ethnic.

“No problem can be solved from the same
level of consciousness that created it. We
must learn to see the world anew.”
Albert Einstein

It’s a great project, but our organisation has a
strategic focus on gender right now.

Elizabeth Anionwu

Former Head of the Mary Seacole
Centre for Nursing Practice, now
Emeritus Professor of Nursing,
Thames Valley University.

Small and seemingly quiet,
Elizabeth Anionwu has a twinkle of
steely determination in her eye.
Given to impetuous actions - she
says she grasped an opportunity
to teach English in Paris when
young because “you just do
things - don’t you?” - she
describes her life as a journey of
learning, listening, taking pieces of
information and advice on board
and moving on. She values highly
how she has interacted with many
different cultures during her life
because of her family connections
- Irish Catholic and Nigerian - and
having worked in Scotland 
and France.

Elizabeth has a strong sense of
justice: she got herself into trouble
when, as a student midwife in an
Edinburgh hospital, she spoke out
about unfair treatment of a patient.
Important philosophies for her are
to be honest and to respect
young people; she makes a point
of talking with younger women
and managers and making sure
others know of their potential. 
She feels there is a huge need 
for everyone to have a broader
cultural awareness, for managers
to have group and one-to-one
discussions to get a greater
appreciation of staff morale, and
for white managers to tackle their
feelings of being threatened by
the rising number of BME men
and women staff in the NHS.
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The Different Women, Different Places study
focuses on the non white ethnic minority
women, of which there were over 2.3 million
in Great Britain in 2001, representing 8.6%
of all women. Slightly over half of these
women describe themselves as Asians of
Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi or other Asian
origin, and a third as being from the Black
Caribbean, Black African or Other Black
groups (see Annex 1 for more data on the
demographic profile of BME women).

A more detailed exploration of the ethnic
profile has been produced by the Commission
for Racial Equality1 and, with a specific focus
on gender related issues, by the Equal
Opportunities Commission2, the Fawcett
Society (2005) and the DTI Women and
Equality Unit (2004), using data from Census
2001, the Office for National Statistics Labour
Force Survey as well as primary research.
These reports have focused on differences
between the prominent ethnic minority groups
in relation to employment, pay and
achievement. Below is a fact sheet of social
economic data concerning BME women.

1The CRE website www.cre.gov.uk provides data and reports on race in the UK
2The EOC provide gender specific data and reports on their website www.eoc.org.uk

BME women in the UK – Fact Sheet
• BME women have a younger age profile than their white counterparts and as such 

are less likely to have elderly dependents.

• Of those in employment, a higher proportion of Bangladeshi, Pakistani and Black
Caribbean women than white women are graduates (EOC, 2007a).

• BME women under 35 with children are more likely than white British women 
with children to aspire to senior positions (EOC, 2007a).

• Ethnic minority women had a participation rate in higher education of 58%, compared
with 55% for ethnic minority men, 41% for white women and 34% for white men 
(EOC, 2007a).

• Higher level qualifications and ambition are not necessarily leading to better jobs for BME
women. This has been described in other research as an ethnic penalty (Parker, 2005). 

• Only 8% of Black Caribbean women are outside the labour market compared to 36% 
of Pakistani women and 40% of Bangladeshi women (EOC, 2004). 

• For all age groups, unemployment rates were highest for black African women and lowest
for white women.

• Women of every ethnicity experience a significant pay gap in relation to men; however, 
in 2003, ethnic minority women had a slightly higher average hourly pay rate 
(£9.72 an hour) compared to white women (£9.58 per hour) (EOC, 2004). 

• BME women tend to be over-represented in associate professional occupations and
disproportionately employed in the “four Cs” -  catering, care work, childcare and clerical
work, that tend towards the bottom of the income scale. At the same time they are 
under-represented in professional occupations (EOC, 2007c).

As regards organisational leadership
specifically, though there has been an
increase in the number of BME women
employed in management, the fact remains
that 11% of white British women are managers
or senior officials, compared to 9% of Black
Caribbean and Pakistani women and only 6%
of Bangladeshi women (EOC, 2007a). 

At the time of the 2001 census, the 212,000
ethnic minority managers accounted for 6%
of all managers, with a slightly higher figure
for men at 6% than for women at 5% 
(EOC, 2004). However, the percentage of 
BME women managers in hospitality and
leisure was 13% and, in other service
industries was 9%.

Sarah Ebanja

Deputy Chief Executive and
Group Director Strategy, Equality
and Performance at the London
Development Agency.

Sarah is an inspirational leader 
who models best practice, and
combines her attention to detail
with an acute ability to think
strategically. Prior to her current
role, Sarah was the Director of
Local Government & European
Programmes, Government Office
for London; interim Deputy Chief
Executive, London Borough of
Islington, followed by Senior
Corporate Advisor being lead
chief officer for all matters relating
to the building of the £750 million,
60,000 seater Arsenal
Regeneration Scheme - 
Emirates Stadium.

Born in London of an English
mother and Cameroonian father,
Sarah grew up in Oxford. Brought
up by her mother, she has fond
memories of a loving and secure
home environment.

On the subject of leadership
responsibility, “I am viewed as a
role model, and I’m also expected
to be more empathetic to BME
and women’s issues. And I am. 
As a leader, I work hard and feel 
a real sense of the importance of
representing other BME women. 

Sarah also views her visibility and
difference as strength. “Because
of my difference I bring an
additional perspective -
challenging the norm even if it’s
about language or how people
feel”. Reflecting on those who
have influenced her career, 
she says, “I’ve had the privilege of
working with senior management
at a strategic level, all of whom
have had amazing leadership
capability.” With an infectious
sense of humour and also a
steely determination, Sarah firmly
believes in delivering what you
say you will, learning from what
works and what doesn’t, and the
importance of growing with,
learning from, and leading others.

Table 2.1 Employment in managerial
occupations by ethnicity, Great Britain,
Census 2001

Women (000’s) Men (000’s)

White 1,122 2,485

All ethnic minorities 55 157

Asian/Asian British 23 88

Black/Black British 16 27

Source: National Census  2001

Generally, the reports and data cited above, and other
commentaries and analysis, present a picture of BME women
who face challenges and discrimination as a function of their
race and gender. Nevertheless, as this report shows, the Different
Women are pushing through the barriers and obstacles they
face to reach positions of leadership both in their communities
and in the workplace. For some this has meant purposeful
career strategies and working above and beyond the call of duty
to penetrate what is often termed the “concrete ceiling”. 

2.2 Existing research on BME 
women leaders 
Issues related to the leadership position of BME women have
hardly featured in research studies in the UK. Leadership
studies have been undertaken in Fortune 500 companies
(Leaders Edge, 2004) and FTSE 100 companies (Singh and
Vinnicombe, 2006) to explore the reasons for the low
representation of women in general in leadership positions, but
race and ethnic origin were barely tackled. In the UK, there are
only a few studies of black and Asian female role models (e.g.
McDonald and Taylor, 2001), but these have yet to explore the
value BME women add to leadership and the corporate world.

Compared to the UK, the US has a more indepth understanding
of, and engagement with, “women of colour”. For example,
research by Catalyst, the leading research and advisory
organisation for women, has shown that the top four barriers to
progression cited by women of colour are not having an
influential mentor or sponsor, lack of informal networking with
influential colleagues, lack of company role models of the same
racial/ethnic group, and lack of high visibility assignments
(Catalyst, 1999 & 2002). American scholars have also written
extensively on the reality of minority (most often black)
executives in the predominantly white world of American
business, education and government (for example see Bell and
Nkomo (2001) or Jones and Shorter-Gooden (2003)). Where
relevant we have drawn on these sources for inspiration,
guidance and information and to further support our analysis 
of BME women leaders.



Graphic recorders, also at the first event, produced a colourful
real time frieze of images, cartoons and text. This reflected the
discussions; dinner participants were encouraged to interact
with the graphic recorders and to question or explain metaphors
that were produced in the images. Information recording 
at these forums also included the use of written notes and
feedback from each table. 

Figure 2.1: Graphical representation of BME women’s
career paths and experiences, as expressed at the
first discussion dinner.

However, even in the US the specific issue of
multiple identities, particularly with regards to
leadership, has received only limited attention.
In the context of this study, multiple identities
are created by the intersection of race, ethnicity
and gender, and refer to the behaviours,
norms, attitudes and characteristics that the
Different Women draw upon by virtue of being
both black/Asian and female. 

Studies that have focused on black
professionals make only fleeting reference to
the specific experience of black women;
generally, they subordinate the gender issue
to the race issue. Black women are subsumed
alternately under the categories “women” and
“blacks”; the combined category “black
women” was sometimes deemed invisible
(Nkomo,1992) and this attitude still exists
today (Fawcett, 2005). 

In a corporate context, one diversity
champion’s exasperated comment on 
issues relating to BME women was:

The consequence of this is that BME women
become invisible to corporate policymakers,
the hope being that the women will somehow
individually make sense of what is relevant to
them. Yet, as this study explores and highlights,
the extent to which BME women choose to
identify with one of their multiple identities in
any given situation can vary and can work as
much to their advantage as their disadvantage.

2.3 Methodology
The focus of the Different Women, Different
Places study was a caucus of visibly different
women in senior management and leadership
positions rather than groups of women who
have faced discrimination. Cultural differences
according to race were noted, and
partnerships with different cultural networks
and organisations developed to ensure 
that both black and Asian communities
participated. 

Research participants were solicited from all
the main UK based BME groups, and from

across Europe, principally through a viral
marketing campaign and a launch event.
There were three methods used to collect the
data and information required for the study. 

2.3.1 Online survey
A web based survey was undertaken between
October 2006 and January 2007 and
contained a mix of sixty multiple choice and
open ended questions. There were four main
sections to the questionnaire: Foundation
(covering early life), You and Your Employment
(career history), Work Life (experiences at
work) and Personal and Professional 
Balance (work/life balance).

Networking groups, professional societies,
employers and individuals were encouraged
to nominate members, friends and colleagues
to take part. A variety of methods were used
to elicit responses from across Europe,
including linking with consultants based in the
Netherlands and France, but few non UK
based women responded. Only three women
said they were working in continental Europe
(France, Germany and the Netherlands). After
data cleansing and removal of non BME
women who had completed the survey, there
were 300 respondents. In a further attempt 
to elicit responses from France, a shortened
version of the survey was translated and the
results are included in Annex 2.

2.3.2 Discussion forums
The themes emerging from the online survey
were explored through three discussion forum
events, two of which took place in London
and one in Paris. Open ended questions were
posed around work life and the personal
success stories of the women. In total, there
were 42 participants in the UK, who were in
part self selecting and in part specifically
invited to ensure a varied mix of ethnic
background and disciplines. At the first event
ethnographers were on hand to look for
differences and similarities between the
participating women and provide a written
report, incorporating the atmosphere and
the interactions. 
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We haven’t even got gender right yet.
Exploring the issues of BME women will end
up in the “too difficult and complex” box

Punita Gajree

Head of Programme Solutions,
London Organising Committee 
of the Olympic and Paralympic
Games (LOCOG).

Punita is the Head of Programme
Solutions for LOCOG, and was
until recently a partner with
Accenture, a global management
consulting, technology services
and outsourcing company.

The early peer support of a small
group of high-achieving girls
doing double maths with her
empowered her to begin to take
charge of where she was going.
Sponsorship by Women in SET 
to attend a pre-higher education
mathematics course at Royal
Holloway served to set her sights
on going to university. 

She learned early on in her career
to speak up when she felt
something was not right, making
sure she had her facts to
substantiate her concerns. Her
measured risk-taking was noticed
and she found herself assigned to
complex, high-profile projects that
provided professional growth.
Great mentoring and coaching
has come from colleagues (male
and female) who have a shared
understanding of being different.

As a senior woman Punita has
used her visible position to
address diversity issues –
particularly those relating to BME
employees. Key strategies she
recommends include building a
support network of friends who
have the same positive outlook;
believing in yourself, that you can
achieve; accepting your difference
and making it work for you, and,
as she puts it: “Either work to
change the game and if you
can’t, accept this and move on.”



This chapter provides an overview of the demographic profile of
the study participants, based on the online survey. Many of the
women taking part in the interviews and the discussion dinners
also completed the survey.

3.1 Ethnic Profile
The survey respondents represented a balanced cross-section
of BME groups. Over half the participants identified themselves
as black, and around a third as Asian. While this is actually the
inverse of the national statistics for all BME women, it
nevertheless does allow us to draw inferences across 
BME women leaders as a group.3

3.2 Age and educational profile
Two fifths of respondents were aged between 35 and 44, with
over a quarter each falling into the age categories 25–34 and
45–54. Their educational profile varied, with half receiving all
their education to date in the UK or the rest of Europe, while
16% were educated completely overseas. Of the remainder, 
the majority received at least part of their university education 
in the UK or elsewhere in Europe.

Aside from those whose families chose to send them to the UK
or the rest of Europe for a university education, the women had
many explanations and justifications for moving between
countries for periods of their education, such as a parent
relocating for work; a family relocating to give their children a
better opportunity and start in life; or being sent to study under
the watchful eye of a family member.
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3 The “other mixed background” in the chart includes amongst various groups: 
Black African Caribbean, Asian Caribbean, mixed Asian, African American European, 
and Asian African.

Black Caribbean
Black African
Black American
Asian - Indian
Asian - Pakistani
Asian - Bangladeshi
Black British
Chinese
Mixed - White & Black Caribbean
Mixed - White & Black African
Mixed - White & Asian
Other mixed background
Other

29%

1%
10%

2%
3%

2%
2%

1%
1%

5%

20%

5%

19%

3.1 Ethnicity Profile of Survey Respondents

2.3.3 Interviews
In addition, twenty women selected for their
high profile roles, senior positions of
leadership and/or unique career histories took
part in face to face interviews using a life
story approach. This enabled the study to ask
more in depth questions about early years’
experiences, the formative moments in the
women’s lives and the strategies they had
developed, adopted or adapted. 

The interview format was provided a week
prior to the interview to enable the women 
to reflect on their life and career paths.
Interviewers used appreciative enquiry to
encourage the women to explore the gifts,
qualities and talents that had made them
exceptional and had contributed to their
success. The interviews, lasting between
ninety minutes and two hours, were 
audio recorded. 

2.4 Key points
• The Different Women, Different Places study

operates at the nexus of race, ethnicity,
gender and leadership. Using an
empowering appreciative form of enquiry, it
investigates the experiences, behaviours,
challenges, perceptions and strategies of
BME women leaders.

• Although BME women represent a
significant and growing proportion of the
UK’s population, labour force and economy,
the challenges and discrimination they have
faced in the workplace and society is
reflected in an over representation in lower
income positions and sectors, and an under
representation in senior managerial and
leadership roles.

• The study used a combination of online
survey, discussion forum and interviews to
apply an appreciative enquiry methodology,
focusing on what works and the added
value that BME women leaders bring to their
respective organisations.

Credit: From
Wadsworth, 1998

Colleen Harris

Communications Professional,
Dignity Management Consultancy.

Colleen is living proof of the
opportunities that policies and
practices in the public sector
enable black and Asian women 
to achieve. A successful
communications professional,
with Clarence House and 10
Downing Street credited on her
CV, she says of herself, “I’m just
Colleen”. Her success and
confidence give her presence and
allow her to initiate discussions of
race issues others might not
attempt. She makes a point of
taking her Caribbean culture into
work and “imposing it” on staff.

Colleen is a fount of wisdom 
and joy and has many career
strategies. Whenever she starts a
new job she sets about building a
network of contacts and
supporters. “I always ensure there
is someone who can speak up for
me if I’m not ‘in the room’. 
I always have a mentor or 
a sponsor.”

“The great thing about being a
black woman is that you stand
out and people want you in their
gang,” she says. She believes the
time to move jobs is always when
you have just had a big
achievement: “Never leave 
when you are down.”



Survey respondents were on the whole well
qualified. Almost half of those who responded
had a Master’s degree, 5% a Doctorate and
nearly a quarter had achieved professional
qualifications in addition to their academic
qualifications. This compares with BME
women in general, of whom 17% have
attained degree level qualifications.

3.3 Personal life and family
responsibilities
Over half of the women were married or in a
committed partnership – somewhat higher
than the figure for BME women according to
the 2001 census – while about one third
described themselves as never having married
(and not in a committed relationship). Almost
half the women had no responsibilities related
to childcare, while over 40% had one or two
children for whom they were responsible. This
compares with the national statistics figure of
30% for BME households that have
dependent children.

Respondents’ salaries reflected a wide
variation. A quarter of those who disclosed
their salaries earned under £35,000 annually,
perhaps reflecting the large number of
respondents who were either self employed or
employed in the voluntary sector, while 9%
earned over £100,000. Three fifths of
respondents were the primary income earner
in their household and almost a third had
some financial responsibility for people
outside their household.

3.4 Leadership 
The women were asked to describe their
leadership in two ways; in terms of an
organisational seniority framework4 and a
Leadership Maturation model5, described in
boxes 3.1 and 3.2 respectively.
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4 Developed from the Athena ASSET survey of 2007
5 Developed by the League of Black Women, a US-based organisation established to provide leadership support for black women.

Box 3.1: Descriptions of seniority used 
in the survey
Level 0: Chief Executive Officer/Principal/Business
Owner/Global Expert in Field 

Level 1: Senior Executive/Director/Partner

Manage or direct others and are responsible for strategic
planning/policy. May manage significant budgets, resources
and facilities, direct others, or lead large/significant projects or
groups of projects. May head up a global function e.g. Head
(VP) of Global Clinical Studies, Head (VP) of Global
Development, Senior VP, Site Head or National Sales Director
or Queen’s Counsel. In higher and further education may be a
Professor, Vice Principal, Head of Faculty, or Department or
Research Director.

Level 2: Associate/Manager /Senior Associate/Principal
Scientist

Manage or have responsibility for specific projects, manage
staff, facilities, resources, budget for own area/a number of
different projects. May be a Director, or Associate Director. 
In higher and further education may be a Reader, Principal
Lecturer, Principal Scientist, Senior Lecturer, or at Research
Grade III.

Level 3: Senior Scientist/Team/Project Manager

Lead own work within larger team/project. May be responsible
for more junior staff and may hold title of Team Manager,
Senior Analyst or Analyst, or Head of Year in a school. In
higher and further education may be a Lecturer, a Senior
Scientist or Team or Project Manager. 

Level 4: Junior Manager/Contract Researcher/
Post-doctoral/Curriculum Leader

Manage own activity, often as part of a team. Reports to 
a first-line supervisor or other senior person. Maybe in a
support position. Likely to be three years beyond obtaining
your professional qualifications.

Other: In the early stages of your career, or following your 
own independent path that doesn’t fit any category above.

BSc/BA
Master degree
Doctorate
Other

22% 28%

45%

5%

3%
11% 1%

30%

55%

3.3 Highest Academic Qualification

3.4 Marital Status

3.5 Children Raised

Never married
Married or in a committed partnership
Separated
Divorced
Widowed

42%

1%9% 1%

47%

0
1-2
3-4
5-6
More than 6

Vivian Hunt  

Partner, McKinsey & Company.

Vivian is a Partner at McKinsey &
Company, a global management
consultancy.  She serves a variety of
healthcare and consumer clients,
working on strategy, organisation
and performance improvement for
leading biopharmaceutical, payor,
consumer and retail companies.
She also leads both the European
Commercial Group for
Pharmaceuticals and Medical
Products (PMP) and the London
sub-sector for PMP. With an A.B.
cum laude in Sociology and
Government, and an MBA from
Harvard University, she holds
British and American citizenship
and has lived in the United
Kingdom for 10 years. 

Prior to joining McKinsey, Vivian
worked in both management and
performance improvement roles in
the healthcare and consumer
sectors.  Her career direction was
set by her early experiences as a
volunteer with the US Peace Corps
in Senegal, and subsequently as
a Healthcare Project Director in
New York City. This confirmed for
her the foundational nature of
accessible healthcare and she
became determined to make a
difference to the health of as many
people as she could. “Without
good health, all else fails” she says.

Vivian maintains that clarity about
your reasons for following a
particular career path, and seeing
each job you do as building a
career portfolio aligned with your
overall professional ambition are
important for weathering the
times when faced with additional
responsibilities or setbacks. 
“Let your actions be guided by
knowing your higher purpose and
aligning what you do with your
values, so you can consistently 
be yourself.”  She stresses the
importance of having people who
will be supportive of you when
you are not in the room and
advises to assume benign intent
in the behaviour of others until
proven otherwise. 

Partial
All
None

16%

48%

36%

3.2 Education in the UK or Rest of
Europe



3.5 Employment by sector
In terms of employment, the Different Women
were concentrated in a few broad sectors:
central and local government, management
consultancy and professional practices,
education, finance, and medicine/health. This
accords with their higher than average level of
educational attainment, and with the received
wisdom that there are more opportunities for
the advancement of minorities in the public
sector than the private sector. In addition, one
in five respondents were self employed, while
28% of respondents indicated that they
currently work in Science Engineering and
Technology (SET) related industries. 
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Consultancy services - management,
business, financial

Government - local/public services

Education - university & colleges

Industry & other private

Medicine/health

Government - central

Voluntary

Professional practice - legal, medical,
engineering, accounting

Media/journalism/publishing/marketing

Finance

Policy/interest groups/trade, industry,
professional bodies

Education - schools

Research institutions

Other

3.8 Current Employment by Sector

Rajinder Mann

Executive Director, Black
Leadership Initiative, Network 
for Black Professionals.

Under Rajinder’s management the
Black Leadership Initiative was
recognised with a Diversity Award
for Excellence for their work
towards changing the ethnic
diversity of managers and
professionals in the Further
Education sector. 

Growing up in the UK, Rajinder
was clear from an early age that
she wanted to go into teaching.
Going away to university gave her
an early experience of what it
meant to straddle two different
worlds – the stark difference
between her traditional Indian
upbringing at home and the very
British way of life in university.
Experiencing rejection and
discrimination as she tried to get
her first teaching job perversely
became a defining moment as
this brought her into the world of
Equalities and Diversity.   

Often describing herself as a
British Punjabi Sikh woman, she
has found an increasing comfort
in belonging to a hybrid culture
that is both British and Asian. She
is proud of her origins and her
Sikhism, which shapes and defines
her values, whilst on the other
hand she says there is something
about her that is very British,
which is most apparent when she
travels outside of the UK.

A firm believer in the power and
importance of networking, and in
the value of mentoring and
coaching, as a means of growing
the talent of BME professionals;
she acknowledges that her own
success has come from finding her
voice, becoming vocal, learning
from taking up volunteer roles and
stepping up to challenges. 

11%

2%
9%

35%

12%

33%
0
1
2
3
4
Other

12%
11%

23%

21%

33%Emerging
Mentor
Sponsor
Power Broker
Contributor

3.6 Managerial Position

3.7 Leadership Maturation

In terms of the descriptions in Box 3.1, half the respondents were in senior positions, with 35%
at level 0; nearly 45% were at levels 1 or 2. In terms of the leadership maturation, 11%
described themselves as power brokers, 21% as sponsors.

Box 3.2: The Leadership Maturation Model
Emerging Leader: I demonstrate potential in my particular area of interest, field or
industry. I am becoming aware of how the world works and how I can accomplish my goals.

Mentor: I mentor individuals who have less experience than me by sharing my knowledge,
information and insight. I am the “go-to-person” in my family, community 
and/or my place of employment.

Sponsor: Because of my role and position, I am often instrumental in helping people
achieve success (e.g. in communities, civic/faith groups or industry). I feel a responsibility to
help those coming behind me to achieve all they can. I speak to, counsel or advise others 
(e.g. my peer group, industry) on my expertise.

Power Broker: I demonstrate success on a national level in my field or particular area of
interest. My decisions impact large groups of people within my community, civic/ faith group 
or industry. I am often sought out to make things happen.

Contributor:
I do not see myself as a leader but as a contributor.

3.6 Key points
The Different Women, Different Places study captured a good
cross-section of BME women leaders by:

• ethnicity - over 50% black and 35% Asian

• age - 50% in the 35-44 age range

• leadership level - around 70% at the higher end of seniority 

• educational attainment - 50% had a Masters degree

• employment type - majority from the public sector, with high
percentages also in consultancy, professional practices and
finance, and 28% in SET related industries.
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This chapter explores the early experiences of
the Different Women and examines how these
provided a source of inner strength and
inspiration in later life. The journeys of the
women in the survey were shaped to a large
extent by those who influenced them in their
early years. Capturing the essence of the
advice, guidance and words of inspiration, the
Different Women, Different Places research
makes clear that the majority of the women
were inspired to achieve by the positive
messages that came from home and parents.
Moreover, where they did receive negative
messages, more often than not at school,
these were either ignored or sometimes
served as “I’ll prove them wrong” motivation. 

Despite a lack of hard research on the
subject, there has been much coverage in the
media of inspirational figures and the value of
role models.6 While for a number of Different
Women the negative images and a lack of role
models were issues they had to face, most
recognised the importance of positive role
models and could be heard proclaiming the
benefit of successful parents and 
family friends.

Understanding more about the early
experiences of these successful women, their
heritage and the influences that have shaped
their lives and prepared them to succeed 
in a possibly alienating cultural environment,
where they would be likely to find themselves
in a minority, may in addition provide useful
indicators for younger women and parents 
in helping raise confident and 
successful children.

4.1 Family
The family, cultural and socioeconomic
environment during the early years of a
person informs and influences their future
career choices and decision making. This is
particularly important for ethnic minorities
growing up in the UK, where issues of
inclusion and discriminatory behaviour, and of
stereotyping - both gender and racial – may
limit the perceived and actual career options
available to them. 

The majority of the women in our study
reported receiving strong messages of
support from their families; few respondents
told us their parents would be happy if they
simply got married and had children. The
message “you can do anything you set your
sights on” was consistently given to the
women and backed up with actions of support.
Their families expected them to succeed.

Being challenged by parents to succeed 
was experienced by many.
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6 Recognising the importance of this area, the Asha Foundation has produced a website of internationally inspirational women, and
the UK New Nation Power List 2007 provides an opportunity to celebrate the successes of black people, as does the UK Asian
Women of Achievement Award.

11%

56%
27%

6%

Great extent
Some extent
A little
None at all

4.1 Positive Messages about Career
Aspirations from Family

10%
11%

30% 46%

A great extent
Some extent
A little
None at all

4.2 Family Influence on Career Choice

I received very positive messages from family that
I could become anything I aspired to be through
educational success. Lifestyles of family friends
who were “educated” professionals were put to
me as role models by my family. Success at
school encouraged me to believe in my future
ability, so though no positive messages were
received until aged 14+ (when career decisions
began) I was never discouraged in any way from
having aspirations. 
Preena, Asian Indian 

Both parents told me that I could become
anything that I could dream. 
Sandra, Black African 

If I got 80% [in an exam], mum would ask me what happened to the
other 20%.
Sunita, Asian Indian.

If you have economic independence you can do whatever you want –
best advice I was ever given. 
Janet, Black Caribbean

This was not to say that all the women received such direct
encouragement. One woman reported:

Some of the messages the women received were aimed at
managing and to some extent lowering expectations and
maintaining traditional gendered roles. 

For many, the role that race and gender played in their early
years rears its head in relation to the emphasis that was placed
on education and hard work as the only approaches that would
guarantee success. Taking qualifications that would lead directly
to a recognised profession was commonly cited by
respondents:

4.2 The school environment
There has been a great deal said and written over the years with
regards to the influence that school, or more specifically
teachers and career advisors, play in the career choices made
by BME young people. The Different Women suggested that
teachers had significantly less influence over career choice than
parents. Generally, it seems difficult to navigate away from
stereotypes and expectations, and a number of women reported
being actively discouraged at school; direct and indirect
negative messages from teachers and careers advisors steered
them to lower their aspirations in terms of career choice and
how far they might go.

At home I was discouraged from pursuing higher education. My family
would have rather I stayed at home; this was due to fear and lack of
information about how the education system in the UK worked.
Naheed, Asian Pakistani

There was a high emphasis on education but not much on career
aspiration. It was assumed that as a woman I would not have a
successful career. 
Jamilla, Asian Pakistani

Parents wanted me to have a professional qualification that would
lead directly into a job, for example accountancy, medicine, 
dentist, engineer. 
Ravneet, Asian Pakistani

Sunaina Mann 

Principal, North East College 
of Technology.

Sunaina always wanted to do 
a job where she could help to
transform people’s lives in the
same way her teachers had
transformed hers. Spurred on by
the example of her mother, who
was a successful retail business
owner in the mid-1970’s, and by
the disparaging comment of one
of her line managers that she
should just be grateful she had a
job in education and not strive to
develop further, she set her sights
on rising to the top of her
profession. Through being
prepared to move around the
country for larger roles, taking on
extra responsibilities and with the
support of her husband, she
became the first Asian female
principal in the UK in 2005. 

A principal influence for her 
has been the Network of Black
Professionals in the education
sector. She has been inspired by
two black male principals whom 
she could talk to about her 
own progression.

She believes it is important to
have diversity in interview panels
and governing bodies to break
the all-male or all-male-and-white
wall. She also feels BME women
leaders can do more to spot and
encourage emerging leaders and
share strategies with them. Her
advice to emerging leaders is to
use your current role to
demonstrate readiness for 
the next role.
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The negative influence of teachers and career
advisors was by no means a uniform
experience of the Different Women. Many did
encounter individuals in school who gave
them positive motivation, support and advice.
Moreover, for the families and communities
they were part of, education was viewed as
possibly the only route to career success that
the women could take.

The preoccupation with “whatever you do, get
an education and excel” continues to sound
loud and clear in the academic achievement
of BME women today, but with variations
according to ethnic group. According to the
EOC, 16 year old Black Caribbean, Pakistani
and Bangladeshi girls are more ambitious
than white girls in the same schools, and they
want and expect to have a successful career.
In addition, under 35 years old Black
Caribbean, Pakistani and Bangladeshi women
in employment are more likely to be graduates
than white British women and men, and are
more likely to aspire to senior positions when
they have dependent children than white
British women (EOC, 2007a).

4.3 Early years and 
bicultural Identity
The early years’ experiences that have had an
enduring effect on shaping the lives and
attitudes of the Different Women were clearly
influenced by the impact of being visibly
different, and the effect of the extended and
rich cultural diversity they experienced. The
wider, extended family and the sense of
belonging to an African, Asian or Caribbean
community also featured in the conversations.
Many Different Women spoke of the impact of
living and experiencing at least two specific
cultural contexts – one Ghanaian, the other
British for example.

At school it was assumed I would be a low
achiever. I was told by my careers officer to work in
a factory, as that’s what Asian girls did! At the
beginning of my ‘A’ level I was told to expect D & E
grades and not to  bother to go apply for university.
I went on to do a BSc and Masters, despite lack of
encouragement and direction from school. 
Naheed, Asian Pakistani

During my careers interview I was told I would get
married at 16/17 and be a housewife; therefore the
interview was meaningless. The officer did not
advise any further. 
Peersan, Asian Pakistani.

From a school careers officer: “You have a nice
smile. You would make a good nurse.” 
Jean, Black Caribbean

My careers advice from school was to get a job in
a supermarket, and not to aspire to anything else. 
Eleanor, Black Caribbean

14%

31% 33%

22%

A great extent
Some extent
A little
None at all

4.3 Positive Messages about Career 
Aspirations from Teachers

My parents and my teachers all expected me to do
well. It was expected that I would go to university
and that I would take up a traditional profession
such as law or medicine. 
Venus, Black Caribbean

At school I do not ever remember the teachers
discussing the possibility of me going to university,
even though I was always in the top set and
academically a high achiever. The opposite
occurred at home. My parents always had very
high expectations of me. 
Vivica, mixed White and Black Caribbean

4.4 Family Expectations of High
Academic Achievement

6%8%

18%

68%
To a great extent
To some extent
A little
None at all

For some of the women, this was further positively reinforced by
spending time in an environment where they experienced being
part of a majority culture either because they were initially raised
abroad, or because their parents took them “home” for a period
of time. 

Experience of different cultures and blending those cultures is
for some an important part of who they are. It has enabled them
to learn discipline, raise aspirations, confidence and ambition,
and increase sensitivity and adaptability towards different
cultural norms. Above all it has provided a sense of belonging
that offers inspiration and a strong sense of identity 
and potential.

But many of the Different Women had to overcome prejudice,
stereotyping and experiences of racism from a young age. 
As one woman said, “race reared its head early”:

Things that shaped me were a sense of community – everyone took
responsibility for the wellbeing of the children. A big extended family.
Everyone would tell you off, report you to your parents, discipline you. I
am still very rooted in family and community. 
Venus, Black Caribbean

Going to Nigeria was very important for my development. If I’d stayed
here… I’ve looked on Friends Reunited and looked at my peers… I
wouldn’t have been able to do what I have done. I’d be working for
local authority in a middling kind of role. I definitely wouldn’t have been
a scientist. I really believe that.
Ify, Black African

My time in Nigeria was vital in formulating my confidence and
ambitions…I saw black people in positions of responsibility for 
the first time. 
Ngozi, Black African

I learned as a child that people saw me as a black child, not as
someone who grew up like them. 
Victoria, Black African

I always felt the odd one out and was frequently called “Paki” by the
boys. I had no choice I either had to stand my ground or be beaten …
I chose the former. 
Ravneet, Asian Pakistani

It [Racism] made me think about behaviours and what motivates
people to behave in certain way. The name calling and staring made
me question their behaviour. 
Sarah, mixed - Black Caribbean

Denise Milani 

Deputy Director Diversity and
Citizen Focus for the Metropolitan
Police Service.

Being born and raised in what 
she describes as a strong African
Caribbean community in west
London provided Denise with a
real sense of belonging and pride.
She attended a church school,
which provided her with a solid 
Christian foundation.

Starting off her career as a
teacher, Denise soon learnt that 
if she wanted to succeed she
would have to find the resilience
within herself to get ahead. Denise
was further motivated to take
charge following the birth of her
two children, both of whom have
special needs. She describes her
daughter Simone, who is a
Cambridge undergraduate, as her
inspiration: “If Simone can, I must
be all that I can be with grace 
and humour.”

Denise leads with passion and
has used a number of strategies
to chart her path to success. 
“I see my race and gender as an
advantage. I choose my moments,
always conscious of the bigger
picture. As a rule I will never
intervene without assessing the
risk first.” She feels BME women
leaders should network across
the board, develop strategic
awareness and take personal
responsibility for shaping their
careers. As for organisations, she
wants them to be open to the
potential of BME women and be
rigorous in ensuring women have
access to and are capitalising on 
a wide and varied range of
development opportunities.



4.4 A solid foundation
By the time they left full time education, the
combination of family, school, community and
societal influences had contributed to many of
the Different Women having a sense of
purpose and a desire to achieve. Only 3% of
the women described their aspirations as
having been low (blue collar/shop work),
whereas a third had medium level
expectations, with a third of these simply
wishing to stay on at college and two thirds
hoping to do well and be rewarded in terms of
family and career. However over a third said
they had high expectations, of being at the
top of their profession.

Among those who described themselves as
having aspirations, almost half had an idea of
an identifiable career or role, such as to be a
nurse, teacher, lawyer, barrister, even
president of Nigeria. Almost a quarter simply
had general notions of wanting to do good,
make a difference or improve the lives of
others, while 41% of the respondents simply
anticipated having a professional career. 

However, at this stage of their lives some
women received discouraging advice from
family or community. One woman considering
a job application was chastised by her father
and told not to set her expectations too high,
saying “these kinds of jobs are not for people
like us.” However she applied and got the job.
For another woman, the option to work as an
engineer after graduating was dismissed, as
engineering is “not a well respected
profession” in her community. 

The overall impact of the positive messages
received as a child had the effect of
increasing confidence and generating a
positive attitude to challenges and hurdles
that would be encountered:

Ultimately, the early years foundation proved
robust enough to provide a platform for the
successful attainment of career aspirations,
and looking back, many of the women are
pleased with what they have achieved to date.

4.5 Key points
• Family plays a critical role as a source of

positive support, guidance and advice; as
role models; in confirming education as key
to career strategy, and in raising
expectations and aspirations as to what
could be achieved.

• Teachers and career advisors generally
proved to be more of a hindrance than 
a help; lowering aspirations, reinforcing
stereotypes and misdirecting many 
young women.

• Growing up while experiencing being part 
of a majority culture served to increase
confidence, ambition and discipline, and to
embed a strong sense of identity and
purpose in the Different Women.

An important part of this study was gaining an understanding of
the character and context of the working environment, and the
extent to which this has supported or hindered the growth and
development of the Different Women. Another key aspect of the
study was to get an insight into the strategies and approaches
the women used to negotiate their way through the 
corporate terrain.

Previous research has made clear that BME women face issues
of access to positions at director level and above in both the
public and private sectors. According to the Female FTSE report
(Singh and Vinnicombe, 2006), there were only 97 women directors
in FTSE 100 companies, of which four were BME women in non
executive directorships. As for parliament, it was as long ago as
1987 that Diane Abbott became the UK’s first black woman MP,
and yet today there are only two black women MPs out of 646 –
just 0.3%. Only three in total have ever been elected, and there
has never been an Asian woman MP. 

Our research indicates that despite the complex (and, for some,
challenging) working environments that BME women experience,
job satisfaction levels were in the main high: half of respondents
said they were satisfied with their careers, and a quarter
reported that they were very satisfied. However, in examining
the reasons underpinning career satisfaction, it became clear
this had less to do with a nurturing work environment and more
to do with the women feeling a sense of personal achievement
in what they had attained despite the barriers and challenges
encountered, some of which they attributed to their minority
status. This chapter describes what BME women identify as
factors that hinder their progress, drawing on their personal
experiences of discrimination in the workplace, its impact and
the strategies that they have crafted and used in response to
inequity and exclusion. 

The following picture, a graphic record from one of the
discussion dinners, highlights how the Different Women
experienced their working environments, how they were
perceived by others and identifying what organisations need to
do to develop and retain them.

2928

5
.O

rg
a
n
is

a
ti

o
n
a
l 

e
xp

e
ri

e
n
c
e
s,

 i
n
c
lu

d
in

g
 d

is
c
ri

m
in

a
ti

o
n
 a

n
d
 i

ts
 i

m
p
a
c
t

Figure 5.1: Different Women and their Experiences 
of the Working Environment

I was never limited at school or in my family. 
I was only told about how much I could achieve 
if I tried my hardest and applied myself. 
This message was especially strong from my
father, who increased my confidence. 
Fiona, mixed - White and Black African

My father always told me I needed to be the
best that I could be. He emphasised
repeatedly that I had to be 100 times better
than my white school mates in order to
progress. 
Petra, Black Caribbean 

9%
9%

21%

29%
32%

Exceeded
To a large extent
Reasonably well
A little
Not at all

4.5 The Extent to Which Early Career
Aspirations have been met

Trudy Morgan 

Associate Director, 
Turner & Townsend.

Trudy is a rare breed - a
successful female consultant
engineer, who has experienced
working in the tough, macho
environment of construction; from
leading engineering gangs on the
rail tracks, to heading up million
pound projects and now as a
director with Turner & Townsend,
travelling round the world to some
of the most troubled countries
where construction and guns 
sometimes go hand in hand.

She describes herself as a world
citizen, having a multinational
upbringing - living in the UK, 
Sierra Leone, Ghana and Canada 
at different times during her
childhood and education. 

The eldest in a family of high
achievers she has felt compelled
to meet the high expectations of
her parents. She also acknowledges
the impact of her years spent in
Sierra Leone and Ghana where
she encountered strong positive
images of black professionals in
positions of power and
leadership.

For the past 10 years she has
taken proactive steps to shape
and influence her career, taking
on roles that have stretched and
challenged her and given her a
strong sense of achievement and
fulfilment.  A founding member of
the Sierra Leone War Child Trust
and the Chair of the Board of
Trustees for her church, she has
honed her leadership and
communication skills. She advises
emerging BME women leaders 
to get involved and learn from a
diversity of volunteer activities, 
to take personal responsibility for
career direction, to discover who
they really are and what they
stand for and to maintain a strong
network of family and friends.   
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5.1 Barriers to career success 
The women were asked to rate a list of
factors, drawn from previous studies, as a
barrier to career success. Organisational
culture and style was ranked the highest, with
more than a third of women indicating that
this had been a significant hurdle to their
progress. Lack of recognition, limited access
to growth and development opportunities,
lack of career planning and advice, and being
from a black/minority ethnic group were also
felt to be significant barriers to success. 

The responses indicated that race was
regarded as more of a barrier than gender,
and this was reinforced by the responses to
the question “What barriers to career
progression do other BME women face”, in
answer to which 45% cited race as the most
significant hurdle. 

The women were also asked for further
information about these barriers, and the
common themes and patterns in their
responses are discussed below.

5.1.1 Organisation culture 
and style
The most cited barrier to career success was
organisational culture and style. More
specifically, the women mentioned the
exclusive masculine cultures that pressured
them to compromise who they were as BME
women, the absence of role models, the
challenge of plugging into established

networks, and the lack of acceptance,
support or nurturing. 

Many women described the existence of an
exclusive “shadow culture”:

Organisational culture 
& style

Being from a black 
& minority ethnic group

Lack of recognition

Limited access to growth &
development opportunities

Lack of career planning/advice

Discrimination

Family responsibilities

Being a women

Lack of self motivation, 
determination or confidence

Your faith

5.1 Barriers to Success

0.0 10.0 20.0 30.0 40.0 50.0 60.0 70.0 80.0

A lot
Quite a lot
Not much
Not at all

… an invisible gathering where final decisions are
made which we aren’t part of 
Kimberley, Black African American.

For others, the organisations they worked for did not accept,
support or nurture them as Different Women:

The importance of creating inclusive working environments
where individuals are accepted and valued for the unique
characteristics that they bring is the basis of equality and
diversity in practice. Yet achieving and realising the full benefits
of a diverse workforce is viewed by many organisations as
something that they are still “striving towards”. As the following
chart indicates, this results in a lack of confidence on the part 
of the Different Women that they are given opportunities to
progress at the same rate and to the same extent as their 
white female colleagues.

A large majority of respondents (76%) were clear that race and
gender played an important role in how their leadership style
and approach are perceived; confirming that within
organisations there is a need for inclusive practice that values
and integrates the different leadership and management
approaches of BME women. The real issue is getting truly
heard, rather than simply added on (Nkomo, 1999).

As a BME woman I face challenges on a daily basis – challenges
about my very existence, having to face assumptions about who I am,
my roots, my qualifications, often wondering if I belong. 
Hamda, Black African 

Every white man knows at least one white woman. In the hierarchy of
senior management it has taken time for white men to accept white
women being at the table with them. Then along comes someone like
me and I have to enable them to deal with that. There is a real
pressure to compromise who I am in order to fit in. 
Harriet, Black Caribbean

The organisational culture is at best patronising, with many of my
white colleagues thinking they need to teach or advise me to become
more acceptable in their culture. I have had to go over the top to
showcase myself just to stop people treating me as a trainee. 
Nana, Black African.

8%31%
15%

Strongly agree
Agree
Disagree
Strongly disagree

5.2 All Women Regardless of Culture or Race are given
the same Opportunities for Advancement and Visibility

46%

Betty Mould-Idrissu

Director of Legal and
Constitutional Affairs,
Commonwealth Secretariat.

Whilst Betty has built up an
international reputation for her 
fierce campaigning for legislation
to protect the rights of women,
the first time she took up a job
outside of Ghana was when she
came to the UK in 2003. 

The transition, she says, has been
an interesting one. She expresses
surprise at some of the gender
inequalities that still exist in the
UK, such as the pay gap. She
also remarks on the difficult
challenges faced by women
aiming to reach the top – the long
hours she feels you have to work
and feeling you cannot let up for 
a minute as a man could easily
come in and take your place.

Her education alternated between
the UK and Ghana, and she
strongly believes that her time 
in Ghana informs the way she is
today, with an easy connection 
to both worlds. 

She has always championed the
underdog and is most proud of
her pioneering work on gender
issues in Africa and more recently,
the trafficking of women. In her
experience a confident African
woman is called an iron lady - the
connotation is negative - because
of her outspoken nature. However
she does articulate her views
strongly and does this consciously
because she believes she is
speaking for the many women in
Africa who are voiceless.
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5.1.2 Lack of recognition
As a result of the way that race and gender
converge, BME women experience the
paradox of being highly visible on the one
hand, yet at the same time almost invisible
(described for women in engineering by
Faulkner, 2006), positioned on the outside and
often excluded:

The reaction to their high visibility factor is
very apparent for some BME women: as one
respondent put it, “It’s that glazed look that
comes over them when I walk into a room”.
On the other hand their visibility can attract a
different response, as evidenced by one
commentator’s description of a clerk’s joking
comments that the court had never been as
full as when Linda Dobbs QC, the first black
high court judge, presided over her inaugural
sitting (MacAttram, 2005).

For some of the women in this study, the
reality of mistaken identity (as in the case of
the architect quoted above) or being made to
feel invisible was a constant theme. They
experienced having their contributions go
unrecognised or, worse still, having them
attributed to others, and noted that the
richness that lies in the often very different
experiences and perspectives they bring as
minority ethnic women is frequently neither
acknowledged nor utilised to the benefit of
the organisation. When asked what
organisations can do to nurture and retain
their talent, one woman wrote: 

This sense of being invisible to white women
and men is not new and has been captured
before, in for example the book But Some Of
Us Are Brave (Hull et al., 1982) and also by
social policy researcher Rosemary Crawley,
who put it thus: “High achieving black women

are often ignored as some kind of aberration”
(Crawley, 2006). This perception of successful
BME women as an anomaly, a deviation from
the norm, resulted in some of our women
being either expected to readjust in order to
fit in, or being forced to accept the reality and
consequences of being “different”.

5.1.3 Other factors
Only 12% of those responding to the question
“how would you describe your career path”
selected “career by design” as their answer,
with the majority stating that their path was a
combination of accident and design. They
also cited a lack of advice and guidance early
on in their careers as another barrier they had
to overcome. Limited access to growth and
development opportunities were also
identified as barriers, with some women
describing instances when they were passed
over for promotion and not given challenging
assignments.

It is also to be noted that certain factors were
not seen as barriers to success, namely family
responsibilities; lack of self motivation,
determination or confidence; and faith. As we
will explore in Chapter 6, a key characteristic
of the Different Women is their inner strength
and self belief, underpinned for many by their
faith, which provides them with the drive and
purpose to take on the barriers highlighted in
this chapter.

In my first job I realised I was seen as a woman,
but that here [in another job] I was black and often
mistaken for someone in a much junior role. 
I said hello to the clerk, hello to the engineers, I
tried to be pally with them; however no one said a
word to me, I was invisible. Jaws dropped when 
I turned up for meetings as the architect. 
Morin, Black African

Just see us. 
Penny, mixed - White/Chinese

As one of very few BME women, during an
appraisal interview it was suggested that in order
that I fit in I needed to act differently – in a
particular way, one that would be more
acceptable to the firm’s culture. I was told that the
clients may not “understand me”. 
Komol, Asian Indian

My name does not indicate I am from a BME
background. I have seen others not being able to
mask their surprise when they meet me. Despite
being born and educated in this country I do not
always respond in a conventionally English
manner. I think this goes against me as potential
employers assure themselves I will not “fit in”. 
Susan, Black Caribbean

5.2 Experience of discrimination
The overwhelming majority of Different Women indicated that
they had experienced discrimination and believed their career
progress had been directly hindered by personal experiences 
of discrimination. Of those who responded, 70% said they had
experienced at least some discrimination based on their race,
and 65% because of their gender. Moreover, 90% believed that
other BME women have experienced discrimination due to their
race and/or gender.

Asked about the nature of the discrimination, some reported
overt experiences, including name calling and overhearing
derogatory remarks being made about their race. However,
many of the respondents produced a number of significant
insights into the reality of racism today. They stressed that
racism today has “matured”:

Other examples of this type of discrimination included being
overlooked for promotion even where it was clear that they were
the better candidate, and being told there was a “misfit” with
the client’s needs and expectations.

It’s that outside looking in experience that one encounters, laced with
comments like “You’re very well spoken”, “You’ve done well for
yourself” and “Where were you educated?” Things haven’t changed
that much if you dig deep.
June, Black Caribbean

In my experience discriminatory practices are hidden and very difficult
to evidence. This is more true as you climb up the career ladder. The
examples I can offer of discrimination in work are as follows: promotion
rules change; opportunities to do high profile projects are given to
close colleagues; subjective assessments are made about you as a
woman and ethnic minority, which influence others in position of
authority; career and development opportunities are also denied. 
Ritu, Asian Indian 

It’s much more subtle – intonation, body language. 
Komol, Asian Indian.

It’s the perception of the unspoken attitude of senior management that
irrespective of what you do or achieve you’re never going to succeed.
Karen, Black Caribbean

A lot
Some
Not at all
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5.3 Factors Associated with Experiences of
Discrimination

% of those who respondend

Professor Zenobia Nadirshaw

Head of Psychology, Kensington
& Chelsea PCT and Professor in
the Faculty of Health and Human
Sciences at Thames Valley
University.

Driven by a desire to ensure that
BME patients in the mental health
service have culturally appropriate
care because of their different
needs, Zenobia has worked for
over 33 years raising these issues
at public and political levels. She
attributes this to her beliefs as a
Parsee Zoroastrian and to the
example of her mother who cared
for and fed the poor in the slums
of Bombay. “It was her example
that influenced my thinking
regarding equalities and positively
valuing difference.” Zenobia is
recognised for influencing the
training of clinical psychologists
and other health and social care
professionals and the way in
which their services are delivered
to BME communities. 

She sees BME leaders as
sensitive and sympathetic in their
leadership of others and believes
in leading from behind, doing a lot
of work behind the scenes. She
values feedback and builds in
time to listen to others as this
provides her with new learning. 

She recommends BME women
leaders seek membership of
various committees in order to
have an opportunity to raise BME
issues, to shape and to influence.
One lesson she learned was to
build alliances by talking with
others about her views and
concerns, creating a ripple effect.
Her active participation on various
committees has given her the
opportunity to act as role model
to other BME women in her
profession. She encourages
emerging leaders to take advantage
of mentoring schemes and
leadership development courses. 



The Different Women also made frequent reference to shifting
between the varied cultural worlds they inhabit. Some were
more at ease doing this than others, and had found ways to do
this whilst remaining true to themselves. However, other women
in the study found this more difficult; many felt that in order to fit
in with the norm in their organisations, they had to leave behind
capabilities, know how and different perspectives for fear of 
non acceptance.

These women are “culturally competent” (Cross et al., 1989)
having a defined set of values and principles, and demonstrate
behaviours and attitudes that enable them to work effectively
across cultures – a much needed requirement and capability in
today’s increasingly global environment. 

Juggling identities between work, home and community
presented specific issues for those from certain cultures. This
was particularly relevant to Different Women from India and sub
Saharan Africa. For some, there was a real sense of role
reversal, being the powerful, independent leader at home and in
the community while more compliant and subservient at work.

The women also described what they termed “the clash of
culture and values” that exists between them and their working
environments:

This cultural disconnect, where the majority of organisations 
do not value what Different Women value, was felt to place an
additional burden on BME women in terms of them having to
either adapt to or challenge the status quo. Devising and
implementing practical diversity and inclusion strategies that
bridge this disconnect will be the key to organisations
successfully accessing and retaining the rich talent that 
BME women bring to the table. 

When asked to describe the stimulus for the
discrimination experienced, a wide range of
comments were received. While most of the
comments referred to racial or gender
discrimination, a small number explicitly
attributed the experience to their multiple
identities, for example: 

But not everyone in the survey had
experienced discrimination or accepted that
there is a disadvantage in being both black
and female. In many instances this reflected
being brought up abroad, in countries that
had inculcated an inner strength and pride in
their cultural identity. An interesting view on
this is captured in the conversation below
between a number of women at a discussion
dinner event. One of the women, a Nigerian,
after saying she was blissfully unaware of race
being a disadvantage, added: 

To which the response was:

For those women in the study who had
experienced discrimination directly or
recognised it at play elsewhere, the negative
impact of discrimination included a loss of
confidence, self esteem and motivation, and
as such led to a number of them holding back
from applying for positions of increased
responsibility, resulting in what they described
as “the ten years later syndrome” – taking
much longer than their white female
colleagues to progress the same distance 
in their careers.

5.3 Responses to discrimination
The main response to discrimination has been
the development of a variety of strategies by
the Different Women:

• helping to formulate new policies to the
benefit of the community;

• having a zero tolerance policy to
discrimination - never laughing it off;

• learning to adopt a reasoned, anxiety
reducing manner to deal with and dispel
colleagues’ issues, prejudices and
stereotypes of BME women;

• identifying and gaining support of allies
in the workplace;

• identifying and brokering solutions;

• not taking it personally - it is their issue, 
not yours;

• looking elsewhere for organisations that will
support and nurture you as you are.

My male white colleagues got better assignments.
There is an assumption in the City, in London, that
women (especially Asian) will not last long and this
causes conditions that make women leave. Lack
of role models of similar background adds to that. 
Priya, Asian Indian. 

I am a black Christian woman who proclaims her
faith and works in the engineering and
construction industry. Sometimes one and at
other times all of these have stopped me being
accepted on some very large and significant
projects. I have been told that the client may not
be able to relate to me. 
Theresa, Black African.

I feel the glass ceiling is hitting me hard on my
head, being a woman and black. 
Vivica, Black Caribbean 
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Perhaps I don’t notice it because of my cultural
background. 
Patricia, Black African

You Nigerians are so self assured that even if
someone was to discriminate against you, you
wouldn’t even notice! 
Wendy, Black Caribbean.

It [Discrimination] drains your emotional resources
and shatters confidence, which can take a while
to develop back. 
Dayo, Black African.

It certainly impacted on the level of confidence
that I had in applying for positions, feeling that I
could only apply when I had 200% of what it took
to do the job and that I could effectively sell
myself on that basis. 
Clarissa, mixed - African & Caribbean.

As BME women we constantly navigate between multiple cultures,
worlds, histories and expectations. 
Cindy, Chinese

The predominantly white male environment of my work does not
always allow or accept expression of all of me. 
Amanda, mixed Caribbean 

I personally have to be someone completely different around my family
members than I am in my work. If I remain the same it would challenge
behaviours and beliefs of work colleagues.
Beverly, Black British

There is a fundamental cultural disconnect, with who we are and
where many of us come from and what we are asked to reconcile with
as we navigate and negotiate through the corporate world we are in.
We value the communal, role models, discipline, and have to reconcile
these values with the me-me-me culture, where the focus is heavily on
the economic bottom line. It therefore takes more effort to take risks,
balance and reconcile that tension. 
Feroza, Asian Indian

Baroness Prashar CBE

Chairman, The Judicial
Appointments Commission.

Usha Prashar has had a long 
and distinguished career in public
service and the not-for-profit
sector. As chairman of the Judicial
Appointments Commission since
October 2005, she is determined
to see a more diverse judiciary
that reflects the society the
judges serve. She has put in
place a more open transparent
process for the appointment of
judges and a plan of action to
encourage applications from
women and ethnic minorities. 
As Non-executive Director of ITV
she is one of only four minority
ethnic women FTSE 100 directors
and also holds a number of other
significant appointments including
Chairman of the Royal
Commonwealth Society, a
Governor of the Ditchley
Foundation, Trustee of Cumberland
Lodge, Non-executive Director of
the Cabinet Office and a Governor
of Ashridge College. 

As the director of the Runnymede
Trust from 1976 to 1984, Usha
had enormous influence in the
development of social and public
policy affecting minorities. She
has also served as a member of
the Royal Commission on Criminal
Justice and was a member of the
Lord Chancellor's Advisory
Committee on Legal Education
and Conduct. She was the First
Civil Service Commissioner
between 2000 and 2005. From
1997-2000 she was Executive
Chairman of the Parole Board 
for England and Wales.

Awarded a CBE in 1994 and with
a seat in the House of Lords as 
a crossbencher since 1999, her
advice to other BME women
leaders facing career decisions 
is to “base your decisions on 
the right reasons and do it 
with integrity”.



The experience of discrimination strengthened
the resolve of some women, making them
more determined, more hard working and
more driven to succeed. Three respondents
spoke of their experience of discrimination
thus:

A number of the women in the study took
their heightened visibility and turned it to their
advantage, ensuring that they do not remain
invisible:

For some the experience of being deliberately
held back led them to leave in search of
somewhere else where they might flourish. 

What is exceptional is that in spite of
formidable obstacles many Different Women
have succeeded in navigating their way
through, some even managing to get all the
way to the top of their organisations. If
organisations are going to leverage the unique
talents that BME women bring, understanding
and recognising how they have achieved this
is critical, and is the focus of the next chapter.

5.4 Relationships with women
from other cultural backgrounds
Given that many of our Different Women are
working in sectors that typically have a large
female workforce - e.g. health, public
administration, hospitality, social work -
exploring whether race mattered in the
relationships between women was an
important line of enquiry. The study highlighted
some interesting workplace dynamics. 

A quarter of the respondents indicated that on
the whole they had experienced either minor
or no issues with female colleagues of a
different cultural or racial background to their
own. A small number (5%) saw the issues
experienced as stemming more from the
differences that exist between individuals
rather than race related. 

Of the remaining, just over a third reported
that they had been perceived by white female
colleagues as a threat to opportunities or
experienced competitive and inappropriate
behaviour including acts of bullying, jealousy
and racism. 

Just over a fifth of respondents indicated stereotyping or a lack
of cultural awareness or understanding existed. A few
commented on the surprise of their colleagues when they found
they did not fit their expectations of the cultural stereotype.

Other comments ranged from having different work ethics and
motivations, to people making false assumptions of similarity,
especially in terms of whether people saw or experienced
gender issues in the same way. There was also a sense that 
as black women they were expected to be the one to make the
adjustments. 

Survey participants were also asked to contrast perceptions 
of the leadership style of BME and white women. Over three
quarters of the women surveyed either agreed or strongly
agreed that the leadership style of white women is more
positively perceived in the workplace, with an overwhelming
80% agreeing or strongly agreeing that the communication 
style of white women is more positively regarded. 
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Consciously, it made me more determined to
create my own path, set my own standards; so
really, it only served to make me more determined
and confident in my own abilities. 
Iyana, Black British

I have experienced it [discrimination], and that just
forces me to produce even harder. I guess that
came from what my mother taught me when I
was young, that I have to work harder and
smarter to get ahead. In the industry I work in, 
I’m lucky enough that no one can deny results. 
Marjorie, Black Caribbean. 

Race and gender discrimination are very subtle in
the corporate environment. Obvious, yet
unspoken; subtle, yet obvious. If you look for
them, there are hundreds of incidents great and
small. My view is that these issues only constrain
you if they change who you are and how you
respond. It is not overconfidence but rather a
conscious decision to not let others’ narrow
experience constrain my decisions, potential, 
and most importantly, my ability to help and 
serve others. 
Marlene, Black American.

Being black and female made me very visible,
memorable – so I leveraged this to my advantage… 
if or when it was a disadvantage… 
I was unaware of it.
Grace, Black African.

[The experience of discrimination] made me more
determined to walk away and find another route
to success ... life’s too short to waste messing
around with the glass or concrete ceiling. “Step
out and step up” is what I believe. 
Nicky, mixed - White and Black African. 

It [discrimination] had a great effect as it caused
me to look for other opportunities outside the
organisation! 
Samantha, Black Caribbean.

I determine my career. I am clear that where my
face doesn’t fit I have sufficient confidence in
myself to be able to move on elsewhere. 
Desree, Black African.

They can cope with you on the same managerial level but not superior
in management to them – big problem! You may have all the degrees
but being black makes you inferior! 
Penny, Black Caribbean

It is difficult to explain, but you are excluded from their groups, not
involving you in any decision making processes. No sharing of
information, defensive responses to any suggestions. They hold
patronising and negative views of BME groups, not wanting to
understand our differences. 
Preena, Asian Indian

“There’s something about white women – my confidence unsettles
them. I do not match their perceptions of what a black woman should
be (some negative stereotype no doubt). They either don’t talk to you
or look at you suspiciously. Often they claim to not understand what
I’m saying. 
Natalie, Black Caribbean

Strongly disagree
Disagree
Agree
Strongly agree

Communication 
style

Image 
and presence

Leadership 
style

5.4 Are White Women more Positively Perceived in the
Workplace?
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Baroness Scotland QC

Attorney General for England and
Wales, former Home Office
Minister of State. 

Patricia Scotland has a history 
of creating firsts. She is the first
woman and BME person ever to
hold the high-profile post of chief
legal advisor to the British
government. Other firsts include
being one of the first BME women
ever to be named a peer, the first
BME woman to be appointed a
government minister and she
remains the youngest – and first
BME woman – to be appointed a
Queens Counsel at the age of 35. 

She was made a life peer
becoming Baroness Scotland of
Asthal in Oxfordshire in 1997 and
was raised to the Privy Council 
in 2001. She served as
parliamentary under-secretary 
of state in the Foreign Office,
responsible for the Caribbean 
and Britain’s overseas territories,
between 1999 and 2001 and was
parliamentary secretary in the
Lord Chancellor’s department
from 2001 to 2003. 

She was appointed Home Office
Minister of State for the criminal
justice system and law reform
from 2003 until this year and was
also spokesperson for the
Department of Trade and Industry
on women and equality issues
in the House of Lords. 

Patricia became a barrister,
specialising in family law because
she ‘wanted to make a difference
and change people’s lives’ and
lists one of her proudest
achievements as introducing
legislation to tackle forced
marriages, domestic violence and
international child abduction.  



5.5 Key points
• Indirect and direct discrimination present

clear barriers to the career progression and
success of Different Women. The main
obstacles were identified as organisational
culture and style, lack of recognition and
invisibility of the women, limited access to
growth and development opportunities, lack
of career planning and advice, and being
from a BME group. Personal experience of
direct discrimination was highlighted by a
third of respondents.

• The negative impact of discrimination in all
its forms is “a waste of talent”, which for
some Different Women is manifested in a
loss of self esteem, de-motivation, a holding
back from applying for positions of
increased responsibility, and underutilisation
of their competencies and skills.

• A key response on the part of the women to
the barriers and discrimination is seen in the
bicultural competence that they display, with
the flexibility to shift, switch and adapt
between the organisation and their personal
cultural norms.

• Where brokering solutions and building
bridges fail, many have adopted a zero
tolerance stance to discrimination, taken
charge and control of their careers,
choosing to leave organisations that fail to
value and nurture their talent. It is thus
critical that organisations build upon the
strategies used by Different Women to
achieve career progression and success,
and establish inclusive cultural environments
that leverage their unique capabilities. 

• Being of the same gender is not a unifying
factor. BME women are of the view that the
image and presence, leadership and
communication style of white women are
more positively perceived in the workplace.
Moreover, in some cases, the relationship
between the two groups is characterised by
unhealthy competition and a lack of cultural
appreciation and understanding.

Our Different Women have a clear and collective sense of who
they are, what value they bring to the world of work and what is
important to them. The appreciative enquiry approach to the
study generated significant insights into the attributes and
strategies used by these women to navigate and progress
through the corporate maze. 

The women were asked to identify principles or strategies which
have assisted them in progressing their careers, and to identify
the ways in which, as BME women leaders, they add value to
their organisations. Their strategies include drawing on an inner
strength, continuous investment in professional development
including leadership skills, working beyond the call of duty, and
ensuring their contributions are visible and not overlooked. 

The study also provided an understanding of the attributes and
values that serve as a frame of reference for their leadership
style and approach to work. These include an emphasis on faith
and spirituality, a strong desire to make a difference both at
work and in their communities, the ability to work effectively
across cultures, and the capacity to use multiple perspectives 
to respond to issues and resolve problems. These insights will
provide organisations with the opportunity to validate the
appropriateness of their retention strategies, and to better
understand how to lead, motivate and leverage the talents of
these women. They also provide a range of options for other
women to consider, try out and adapt to their own
circumstances.

6.1 Inner strength
Over a quarter of the respondents cited inner strength -  self
belief, confidence and determination - as a key attribute critical
to their success. Although these traits are common to most
successful leaders, our findings reveal that for many Different
Women the characteristic of inner strength was either nurtured
in response to adversity and/or, as stated earlier in the report,
instilled in them by the empowering messages received from
their parents and extended family, who recognised that self
assurance was something that their “different girls” would need
to prosper. This was underpinned with a sense that confidence
had to be individually and internally generated and sustained,
rather than being something that they could draw upon, absorb
or receive from their organisations.
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Inner Strength
Self Development
Taking Charge
Values Driven Leadership
Beyond the Call of Duty
Hear Me, See Me

6.1 Key Strategies to Overcome Challenges 
and Progress Careers

12%

16%
25%

13%
25%9%

Vimmi Singh

Founder, Dynamic Asian Women’s
Network (DAWN).

Vimmi has powered many start-
ups in her career as a venture
capitalist at JP Morgan Chase
and Lazard Brothers. Earlier in her
career, one of her roles included
managing a structured fund at
ANZ Investment Bank, London.

Before embarking on her career,
Vimmi had simultaneously
qualified as a chartered
accountant and company
secretary within three years and
was one of the youngest company
secretaries of a public limited
company in India. She also has an
MBA from London Business School,
specialising in Venture Capital and
Entrepreneurial Finance.

In 2003, Vimmi co-founded
DAWN with the vision of freeing
and transforming the potential of
Asian women. Vimmi is on the
Board of Trustees of Trinity Laban,
UK’s conservatoire of Music and
Dance, on the Development
Council of Sadler’s Wells, on the
Asian Business Association
Committee at London Chamber
of Commerce and The British
Library Business and IP Centre
Project Board. She is on the
Advisory Panel of Different
Women, Different Places.

She believes one of the ways in
which BME women add value is
through bringing a different
perspective due to having a
different cultural background.
This, she says, also brings with it
the ability to think outside of the
norm and an understanding of
what needs to change. Vimmi
believes that many BME women,
whilst working hard, keep their
head down, sabotaging their own
progression and success. BME
women would do well to better
understand their value to their
company. Making time to network
and investing in continued growth
and leadership training would give
them more confidence in work 
and life situations.



For some women, their inner strength,
determination and self belief came from
viewing their multiple identities as 
an asset: 

Inner strength was a particularly consistent
response from the African, African Caribbean
and African American respondents. Numerous
other studies that have examined the
behaviour and attitude of women of 
African descent suggest that they are
socialised to be independent, forthright and
self confident – behaviour more often
associated with white men (Livers, 2003). 
As a consequence, as one respondent put it:

Herein lies an important challenge for BME
women: how to avoid being penalised for
behaving in ways that go against the
stereotypes that others have of them. 
These are stereotypes that portray women 
in general as being supportive, cooperative,
compassionate and flexible, and Asian women
in particular as “placid, oppressed and held
back by their culture and religion” (EOC, 2006)
and African and African Caribbean women 
as intimidating. In addition, performance
management systems that typically reward
men for being assertive, independent, strong,

focused and impartial may often view these
same characteristics in women as being
negative, intimidating, aggressive and
overbearing (Livers, 2003). Consequently self
confidence and determination, which are a
natural characteristic for the majority of BME
women, becomes a rod for their own back. 

This may explain why over three quarters of
the women surveyed either agreed or strongly
agreed that the leadership style of white
women is more positively perceived in the
workplace (see chapter 5). 

Interestingly, our research did not identify any
significant divergence of views between the
different BME ethnic groups in relation to
confidence and self belief as important
attributes, suggesting that BME women
across the spectrum of our survey have much
in common in the perceptions they hold and
characteristics they display in the workplace.

6.2 Self development
A quarter of the women surveyed said they
were on a continuous journey of self
development and improvement, and were
ardent believers in the notion of 
lifelong learning.

There is no doubt that the women who
participated in this study placed great store 
in honing and refining their competence to do
the work they do. Gaining additional
academic qualifications, seeking out different
experiences, proactively working with
mentors, and receiving coaching, were all
courses of action that the Different Women
undertook in response to the challenges 
and obstacles experienced in the 
corporate environment.

In other words, to compensate for the extra barriers they face
they undertake to develop themselves in many instances by
doing more than the job might require, in order not just to
develop extra competencies but to also gain access to
opportunities and credibility in their organisations.

Their higher than average level of participation in education (see
chapter 2) would suggest that BME women place important
value in academic learning, a characteristic which, as we have
identified, has been heavily influenced by their parents.
However, academic or technical intelligence on its own, without
the mediating influence of emotional intelligence (Goleman,
2000) is limited in its effectiveness in the workplace. Our survey
responses indicated that Different Women have high levels of
self awareness, sensitivity to others and an ability to modify
behaviour to suit the different contexts the women found
themselves in.

When asked what forms of support had helped their career
progress, more than 50% had used mentors, just over 30% had
received coaching and 25% had benefited from the support of a
sponsor or champion. A number of women expressed their
appreciation of the support and encouragement they received
from their line managers and other senior managers in their
organisations who were typically white males. Peer mentoring
and the use of executive coaches were drawn on as additional 
forms of support.

For many of the Different Women, a logical outcome of a
strategy of self development is that they also have taken charge
of their own careers (see key strategies chart 6.1) – for example
by moving jobs, starting their own business, taking control of
career development and changing career direction. Given that
27% of respondents chose at some point to leave their
organisations in response to discrimination, taking charge
emerges as a necessary tactic. Indeed, 38% of respondents
indicated they do not expect to be with their current
organisations three years from now. 

4140

I have used the experience my ethnicity and
gender bring to me to my advantage to get on in
my career. 
Emma African Caribbean

Being Asian and a woman means that I am more
easily recognised and remembered. 
Priya, Asian Indian

My face doesn’t fit [the expected norms of
women in the corporate environment]. 
Elsa, Black African

I’ve developed my skills three times more than my
counterparts to compensate for the barriers that
exist in the workplace. 
Nana, Black African 

Preparation, preparation, preparation! Being
completely and thoroughly prepared at all times
will overcome many of these challenges. 
Clara, Black African American

I am determined, I have tenacity, I will never give
up and always be the best at what I do. 
Ravneet, Asian Indian

I have a belief in myself. I often look at others
around me and convince myself that at my worst I
can do the same as them, and at best I could do
the job much better. 
Chandan, Asian Indian

I’ve always had a “can do” attitude in the sense
that if someone else can do it, so can I. 
Rashmi, Asian Indian

I am a big believer in self motivation and self examination. I regularly
analyse my work – how did I perform, how did I come across, 
did I deliver the project satisfactorily, was there something I was weak
on. I request meetings with my superior to discuss matters and
suggest my own ways of taking matters forward positively so that
I take control of my development. 
Ayaba, Black Caribbean

Laily Thompson

Group Equality and Inclusion
Delivery Manager for London
Underground, Transport for
London.

Making a fresh start in a new
country means losing your cultural
reference points; your name and
how you look paints a stereotype
of who and what you are, says
Laily Thompson. From a well-off
and educated family, she had high
aspirations of her life in India but
fell in love with an Englishman and
left her promising, well-connected
life behind to come to London.

Laily struggled to find a job for
some years in the UK, despite
good degrees from top Indian
universities. She worked for a
different voluntary organisation
every day of the week to identify
her core strengths and skills,
finally getting a break on a
government training scheme, and
became a trainer for her work
placement organisation.

According to Laily a defining
moment for her was a conversation
with her mother when she was a
child. Laily had asked her mother
why poor people on the streets of
Calcutta could not be shot dead
to end the problem of poverty.
Her mother in return had said that
in some people's eyes Laily's
family might be poor and would
she want to be shot on their
orders? This conversation, held
when Laily was about eight years
old, had a profound impact 
on her.

“I guess that is the foundation 
of my life philosophy. Don’t treat
people badly, for someone else
can do the same to you,” Laily
says. Her strategy for survival is
to know the facts and makes
challenges accordingly, leaving
emotion out of discussions and
debates on social identify.



6.3 Values driven leadership
No longer is value based organisational
behaviour an interesting philosophical choice.
It is a requisite for survival (Blanchard, 1997).

Demonstrating trust, honesty, integrity,
professionalism, giving back to those less
fortunate, making a difference and spiritual
faith are fundamental values held by the
Different Women. In describing the style of
BME women leaders they admired and also in
reflecting on their own leadership qualities,
what emerged was a preference for a values
driven leadership style that also has elements
of servant leadership (Blanchard, 2007).

Seventy percent of the women surveyed
confirmed that career success for them meant
making a difference, being of service and
having an impact on others. They fulfilled this
by giving back to their community, and
supporting and mentoring others (for more,
see Cultural capital). This agrees with the
findings of research conducted by Aspire
Companies, a coaching and leadership
development consultancy for women, which
identified that executive women regarded one
of their most important work outcomes to be
“making a difference”. Furthermore, 92% of
the executive women surveyed by Aspire
stated that their contribution to making a
difference actually improves the bottom line
(Collins, 2006). 

The respondents also have a strong
commitment to their wider communities and
spoke about the responsibility they feel to act
as positive role models to other BME women.
In addition there was a sense that because of
their personal experiences of being “different”

they had a vested interest in pursuing the
drive for equality and fairness 
in the workplace.

6.3.1 Faith and Spiritual
Intelligence
The leadership attributes of many of the
Different Women is underpinned by their faith
or belief in a higher being or purpose. This, a
recurrent theme under the values driven
leadership category, is an important attribute
to highlight.

Faith, belief, spirituality – however you wish to
label it – is receiving increasing attention in
the corporate world of work. The UK’s
Employment Equality (Religion and Belief)
Regulations 2003 is also a driver in requiring
organisations to look at their approach to this
area from both a legal and a diversity
perspective. 

Various studies (Aburdene, 2007) have found
that employees are increasingly questioning or
seeking to find meaning in the work they do.
They communicate a desire to express
themselves more fully in the workplace, stress
the need to achieve work/life balance and
emphasise the importance of a more values
driven approach to leadership. Similarly the
Roffey Park Institute, a leading UK charitable
trust specialising in organisational and
personal training, found that more than 40%
of UK managers would value the opportunity
to discuss workplace spirituality with their
colleagues, and that 53% are experiencing
tensions between “the spiritual side of their
values and work”.

As Modood et al. (1997) put it, one of the “defining
characteristics for some ethnic minorities is their religion” and
this “is perhaps the key area where minority groups manifest a
cultural dynamic which is at least partly at odds with native 
British trends”. 

In addition the Fawcett Society have identified that faith can
intersect with ethnicity to form an important part of women’s
identity, and this is certainly true for a number of our 
Different Women.  

Spiritual Intelligence (SQ), as defined by Zohar and Marshall
(2000), underlies the things we believe in and the role our beliefs
and values play in the actions that we take and the shape we
give to our lives. The importance of faith in the workplace and
the increasing recognition of the positive impact that SQ can
have in effective leadership is important in understanding not
only how some of the women surveyed overcome obstacles 
and barriers, but also how their faith positively influences their
leadership and management style.

The women frequently made reference to the role that faith and
spirituality plays in the decisions they have taken, their
responses to discrimination and their definition of success, and
as a source of joy. The women’s resilience, tenacity and ability
to turn negative experiences and setbacks into positives align
with Zohar and Marshall’s descriptions of SQ. 

The role faith plays in the lives of these women perhaps in part
explains why making a difference and integrity (doing the right
thing) appeared in their top four definitions of success.
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Being knowledgeable, confident, professional and
demonstrating honesty and integrity are
fundamental to who I am and what I do. In my line,
being able to be clear, decisive and pragmatic has
given me great credibility and respect. Being a
good leader has earned me genuine regard from
my subordinates throughout my career. 
Feroza, Asian Indian

My principles of honesty and integrity drive 
what I do. 
Clarissa, Black African and Caribbean

I think we have an inner sense of self which is
particularly beneficial in keeping ourselves on
track, as well as helping others coming along
the way. We also continue to carry the torch for
equality when others are clearly not interested 
or committed. 
Saira, Asian Indian

My faith has levelled the playing field for me every time. 
Chantelle, Black Caribbean/native American 

Staying focused on God’s purpose for my life and asking Him 
for help, strength and wisdom. 
Iyana, Black British

My faith, family, friend relationships and helping others to achieve their
potential are the sources of support that I draw on. I always try to
maintain an attitude of thankfulness and an excited expectation of a
better next minute, later on today as well as tomorrow. I love to laugh. 
Loretta, Black Caribbean

I have been called by God to do the work that is before me; therefore
the challenges are never insurmountable. 
Modupe, Black African 

I’ve succeeded armed with a whole lot of prayer. 
I’ve developed a keen spiritual awareness. 
Sandra, Black Caribbean 

Jean Tomlin

Director of HR for the London
Organising Committee of the
Olympic Games (LOCOG).

Of Jamaican parentage, Jean was
born in London and brought up in
a home environment that
emphasised the importance of
education and doing the right
thing. She describes her school
life as fantastic: “I was attentive
but also I really enjoyed myself.” 

Her mother, a key influence in her
life, taught her that everything
was possible.  My mother’s attitude
was always “Barriers are there to
be overcome, put your best foot
forward and get on with it”.

One of her defining moments
happened when she was a
graduate recruit at Ford Motor
Company, Dagenham. “When 
I arrived I looked around and
wasn’t quite sure what to do. 
It was at that point I decided to
copy the guys as there weren’t
many women around at that time.
Some of my guiding principles are
to learn fast, reflect on what
works and adapt”.  Strategies 
she has developed include being
aware of organisation dynamics, 
the ability not to react to
everything, lateral development 
of her skills and building strong
relationships at work. 

With energy and vibrance, Jean
dares to be different and take
risks. “I’m very comfortable with
who I am, I don’t play midfield
and strongly believe in my abilities”.

Prior to her current role, Jean was
the group Human Resources
Director for Marks and Spencers
Plc, a founder member of Egg
Plc, the first UK on line bank.
Jean has also held senior HR
roles at Ford Motor Company 
and the Prudential Assurance
Company and in parallel has
undertaken a number of
significant non-executive posts
such as being a commissioner 
for Judicial Appointments. 



Further buttressing the value added
characteristics of faith and spirituality,
Blanchard (2007) stresses the importance 
of “servant leadership” to the success of
organisations in today’s world. Servant
leadership emphasises collaboration, trust,
empathy, and the ethical use of power, and
Blanchard states that “high performing
organisations led by servant leaders are more
likely to create environments where people at
all levels can experience both success and
corporate significance”. For many Different
Women, their faith, belief and spirituality have
provided them with a natural leadership
foundation that is more inclined to that 
of a servant leader.

It is thus important for leaders and managers
of BME women to recognise the significant
role that faith and belief plays in their lives,
and to find ways to create inclusive
environments that harness the associated
values and behaviours of these women – the
desire to make a difference in the lives of
others, to operate ethically with integrity, to
accomplish and achieve.

6.4 Beyond the call of duty
A core and indeed essential, theme that
emerged in the strategies used to overcome
barriers is captured in the phrase “beyond the
call of duty”. This describes the very real
sense that the Different Women have of the
need to work much harder than their white
counterparts in order to survive and progress.

This approach is also grounded in the
messages received by these women as
children, as referred to earlier in this report:

What is interesting about this approach is that for a large
number of these women, working harder includes doing
voluntary work in order to gain additional experience;
undertaking additional qualifications in order to gain more
credibility; challenging the status quo and demanding changes
in policy to address inequality – all emotionally and physically
exhausting endeavours.

The research also revealed that for those women that adopted
this strategy, the goal was not only to work harder but to also
use this work ethic to somehow prove or validate that they can
and do deliver to a very high standard:

It should be recognised that there is a price to pay for going
beyond the call of duty – the extra burden of work,
expectations, and responsibilities that the Different Women take
on, and the potentially damaging consequences for health,
wellbeing, and personal relationships. However, what is clear
from our research is that these women adopt a “can do”, “won’t
be beaten” attitude that is impossible to ignore and must be
valued and acknowledged.

6.5 Hear me, see me
Another strategy widely adopted by Different Women is what we
have termed “hear me, see me”. 
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6.3 The Meaning of Success

Percentage response

I work twice as hard to become an essential part
of the work process. 
Efua, Black African. 

I was told that I could become anything if I put my
mind to it. Nothing comes free; you have to work
hard for it. And ten times harder as a 
black woman. 
Edna, Black African 

I have done a lot of voluntary work [every evening for a year] to gain
experience and a broader understanding. 
Preeti, Asian Indian

I’ve worked very hard and developed my skills …to compensate for the
barriers. I’ve also researched and learned what my employers and
colleagues at work expected of me and always exceeded their
expectations by contributing more than the average person. 
Halima, Black African 

I undertake extra activities and develop and implement new initiatives
in addition to my core work in order to demonstrate success and the
value that I bring. 
Sonali, Asian Indian

Early on in my career I was determined to show that I could take on
any project that would give me exposure and experience, and that I
could handle anything thrown at me. 
Benazeer, Asian Pakistani 

I take risks; you have to lose sight of the shore to sail the sea. 
Trupti, Asian Indian

Black women have to be present – you are either seen to be too
present or you have to create a space because you’re not seen. 
Dana, Black Caribbean

Ijeoma F. Uchegbu

Professor in Pharmaceutical
Nanoscience within the School of
Pharmacy, University of London. 

Ijeoma Uchegbu is most proud of
having a career she enjoys as well
as a family - she has four daughters.

Her path to success has not been
the most obvious. Born and
educated in the UK until the age
of 13, when the family moved back
to Nigeria, Ijeoma experienced
teasing from her new schoolmates
for being different. However she
sees her time in Nigeria as
formative: “For the first time 
I saw black people in positions 
of power.”

She trained as a pharmacist,
eschewing medicine and law,
seen as prestigious in Nigeria.
Striking out after a divorce and
lacklustre job, she arrived in the
UK with £500 and three kids,
finally securing a place to study
for her PhD part-time at the
University of London in 1994. 

Ijeoma believes her tough
experiences have made her better
at understanding people and
respecting difference. She
confesses to having a soft spot
for the underdog, and uses her
success and position to speak 
up for others. She won’t tolerate
unfair behaviour, and admits, “I
won’t hold my tongue and it gets
me into trouble sometimes.” 

Ijeoma believes that black women
are simply more inclusive - and
they are more interested in
getting things done than just
appearing to.



In spite of the shifting and adapting the women felt they have to
undertake as they navigate the different worlds they inhabit,
they have a strong sense of their value and the uniqueness of
their contribution to the workplace, as shown in the figure
below. They feel that the added value derives from their multiple
identities, having to shift and adapt to living in a number of
different cultural contexts, the difference in their backgrounds
and upbringing from that of the majority of their colleagues and
the experiences of being discriminated against. This chapter
draws on the insights gained through the online survey,
interviews and discussion dinners to focus on the women’s
views of the value they bring to the workplace.

7.1 Different perspectives 
to problem solving
Different Women bring a diversity of ideas and thinking into their
organisations, with the ability to look at issues through a
different lens. They can potentially provide distinct solutions that
take into consideration a multiplicity of perspectives. Three out
of ten women indicated that one of the ways in which they add
value is through their “different perspectives to problem solving”.

The different perspectives that the women bring into the
workplace are largely shaped by their multiple identity, life
experiences, cultural norms and values, and different frames of
reference. For example, the challenges and struggles that some
of the women have been through has provided them with an
appreciative, empathetic leadership style, which is still focused on
delivering results. This gives them a heightened consciousness
and sensitivity around the people implications of organisational
decisions. It also allows them to take a “third party” view that
can result in a more complete, informed and impactful decision
being taken.

These quotes describe a widely adopted
strategy that the Different Women used to
overcome challenges and barriers,
emphasising the need to ensure that their
voices were heard. The experience of not
being acknowledged or recognised was
frequently cited by the respondents – they
recounted numerous examples of incidents
when their contributions were overlooked,
ignored, often dismissed, and only accepted
when presented by someone from the
majority culture.

In order to be heard, the women surveyed
have learnt to not only speak up but to take
the bull by the horns where challenges
present themselves:

Creating the space to be present and seen,
knowing what to say and how to say it are
very definite and important strategies that the
women surveyed used. 

In the absence of an appreciative
understanding of these strategies and tactics
adopted by BME women, this approach is
often open to misinterpretation by those from
the majority culture. The response is to
sometimes revert to applying the negative
stereotype of the “aggressive BME woman”
rather than seeing this as a positive survival
strategy of “hear me, see me”. 

6.6 Key points
• Different Women have built their successful

careers on a blend of attributes and
strategies, including:  

� an inner strength and conviction, which is
often grounded in their faith and beliefs.

� an investment in continuous self
development, and tendency to take 
charge of their own careers.

� an approach to leadership that is very
“values driven” and empathetic,
and often built upon the resilience they
have developed through personal 
experience.

� working beyond the call of duty, putting in
the extra hours and carrying 
double responsibilities in the workplace
and in the community.

� increasing their visibility, ensuring their
voices, contribution, and style of 
operating are heard and seen.

• These characteristics derive from their
diverse cultural backgrounds, multiple
identities, challenges and struggles, and
also their need and desire to establish
credibility. They have helped to shape the
character of the Different Women, reflected
in the words frequently used - including
flexibility, adaptability, perseverance,
tenacity, innovation and creativity, high work
standards and a strong work ethic. 
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If I feel I am not being judged by my work I will
voice my concerns and issues; I will let people
know what I feel and the fact that I will not put 
up with it. 
Basrat, Asian Pakistani 

I simply refuse to be ignored. 
Vivian, mixed - White/Caribbean 

I have learnt to blow my own trumpet (discreetly
but loud enough). Telling things as they are
without whinging or crying about it. 
Theresa, Black African.

I have the confidence to make my views heard. 
Kofo, Black African.

I celebrate my success because no one else will. 
Ritu, Asian Indian.

How many times have I made a sensible, well
informed comment that’s completely sidestepped
and then someone else (always white, male or
female) says exactly the same thing and there’s
wide acknowledgement. 
Clarissa, Black African and Caribbean.

Look strong, even if you’re not inside. Always look
in control and speak out against anything that can
be offensive. Make it known that you exist and
that you take up space, you have an opinion, and
think before you speak. And smile. 
Pien, Asian Chinese 
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7.1 In what Unique Ways do BME Women Add Value 
to their Organisations
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Some of the women talked about the advantages of learning to
be chameleon-like, learning to adapt in order to survive. 

Rather than adopt a strategy of either assimilation or
compartmentalisation, our women spoke of integrating the best
of both worlds into one world for themselves, and of their
seamless movement from one to the other, picking and
choosing the aspects of themselves that best fit the occasion
they find themselves in. This was seen by them as an important
attribute they brought to their organisations.

7.3 Cultural capital – an untapped asset
Cultural capital is sociologist Bourdieu’s term for non monetary
wealth and relationship capital generated outside the workplace
(Bourdieu, 1973). According to Hewlett (2005), whilst everyone
accumulates a measure of cultural capital in their lives, in the
case of minority professionals this is unusually rich.

Many of the women in our study are involved in community and
faith based activities outside of work, providing leadership, skills
and support – ranging from leading in the churches they attend
and sitting on committees of community based organisations to
mentoring young men and women in their communities. Indeed
when answering one of the survey questions, “Describe one
highlight of your career”, many respondents cited assuming
governance roles within the voluntary sector and receiving
awards and/or being recognised, often externally, for their
outstanding contribution to local communities. 

These out of work activities develop skills that are transferable
to and of high value in the workplace, yet participants had
strong feelings about the fact that, as one respondent put it:

Another example is that their engagement
with a multiplicity of cultures often enables
the Different Women to provide the minority
perspective on an issue. We should however
recognise that the danger of this is that the
minority view can be seen as “all that the
women bring to the table”, disregarding the
broader set of skills and competences they
have. On another level, their ethnicity and
diverse cultural background mean that many
of the Different Women have the capacity to
provide a broader geographic perspective on
an issue.

Different Women can use these insights to
contribute positively to the commercial and
social engagement that organisations have
with diverse communities and groups. 

7.2 Bicultural competence 
- an asset to global leadership 
Bicultural competence is the ability to work
effectively within and across different cultures, 
a key attribute many companies operating in a
global economy look for in their leaders as
well as public sector organisations that deliver
services to diverse communities. Many
Different Women spoke about the skill sets
they had developed as a result of living and
experiencing at least two specific cultural
contexts – one black, the other white – and of
their ability to navigate this cultural divide as a
strength that positions them to add value to
their organisations.

An example of what is meant here is that for
many Different Women their upbringing and
experiences have been shaped within what
the anthropologist Edward Hall (1985) has
termed “high context cultures” that place
value on relationships, a sense of community
and the importance of being open, tactile and
expressive. By contrast, the organisational
environments in which the women operate are
based upon “low context cultures” where the
greatest value is placed on being
individualistic, task orientated and
performance driven. Different Women have
developed the distinctive ability to operate 
in both cultural contexts.
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I have found myself in many situations where I
have had to be tough, take action, and make
robust decisions but I have tried to do so with
charm, maintaining the relationships 
I have built up. 
Jenny, Black British

By operating as “chameleons”, which I believe is positive because it
leads to flexibility and adaptability, not compromise. It also means that
we see things from … a multitude of perspectives, and we therefore
have greater insight and wisdom. 
Gloria, Black African

As BME women we constantly navigate between multiple cultures,
worlds, histories and expectations. The transition from home to work,
friends to colleagues etc all require a really broad ability to navigate and
effectively help others see and understand our point of view, and help
them move towards a positive outcome. 
Marlene, African American

Our perspective/ experience is often different, as a
result of having to develop resilience and flexibility
in approach. Outside of work they typically move
in different social circles and so have a broader
cultural base on which to draw from. 
Cordelia, mixed - White and Black African

We bring a different perspective which should be
heard and taken on board. Usually we’ve gone
through a lot of challenges and succeeded
against the odds. Consequently we also bring a
deeper understanding and hopefully empathy and
compassion to the table. We make great role
models! 
Janet, Black Caribbean 

They [BME women] give a different perspective on
issues and on areas of work. Their
resourcefulness and reliability and strength has 
a positive impact on their area of work within an
organisation, which is often not recognised. 
They are tenacious and dedicated. 
Lola, mixed - White and Black African 

Diversity means that we can add something
different; we may have access to groups
organisations have missed in the past as well as
offering a different viewpoint. We can help people
see how the wording or placement of an advert
may put off BME groups or women from applying,
and help change things. We can act as role
models, and help show that our organisation is
progressive and inclusive. 
Muriel, Asian British

BME women add to the mix within organisations.
As employees we can provide a viewpoint which
should be counted on every level. The nature of
being black and most likely encountering struggles
due to race origin can build character and
strength which anyone who has had an “easier
ride” may not have (or have needed to) develop.
Hence our understanding and perceptions of
business related matters is more balanced. 
Joanna, Black British

[This] richness of experience, knowledge, skill, culture and sensitivity…
is often wider than is given credit for. 
Carla, Black British 



It is this external activity that led the women
to describe themselves as demonstrating a
leadership maturity that might not be
recognised within their organisations. Some 
of the Different Women are seen as “power
brokers” within their communities, but may
hold a more junior position within the
workplace. As a direct result of their external
activities, relationships and networks outside
of work, and the diversity of communities that
they have access to, these women have built
up significant amounts of cultural capital that
is unique. It is time that organisations took
notice and acknowledged this as an 
important strength. 

7.4 Key points
• Different Women perceive that they add

value to their organisations by: 

� providing multiple perspectives to issues
and problems.

� drawing on the cultural capital they have
built up in their respective communities.

� leveraging their bicultural competencies,
integrating the best of different cultural
contexts into a distinctive way of operating.
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8 Pulling together the outcomes of the survey, discussions,

interview responses and getting behind initial interpretations has
brought a greater understanding of what it is to be a Different
Woman, of the value that she brings to work and to society, and
of the factors that drive her leadership. 

While the achievements of the Different Women who
participated in this study are in themselves inspiring, note must
be taken of the combination of factors that power Different
Women to success. These are factors that significantly contribute
and add value to the workplace, but on the whole are not as
highly valued or as visible to others.

In recognition of the importance of capturing and highlighting
the attributes and characteristics unique to the Different Women,
we have designed the Factor 8 framework to encapsulate the
leadership strategies, skills and style developed by the women
in response to the corporate environment. Whilst none of the
eight factors it contains is individually unique to Different
Women, it is their combined impact that distinguishes these
women. This framework, derived from our analysis of the
recurring and consistent themes, has been developed to help
managers and colleagues better understand what makes these
women tick, and equally to recommend that these are
leadership attributes worth cultivating.



Spiritual belief
A deep conviction and trust in a higher
being and belief in a higher calling

The Different Woman is often armed with a
deep conviction and trust in a higher being,
and a belief in a higher calling. Faith and
belief is how many Different Women define
and understand their purpose; many believe
their steps are ordered and that there are no
limits and no boundaries to what they can
achieve. Different Women are more attuned to
using their gut instinct and discernment in
interpreting situations and solving problems.

Values driven leadership
A style of leadership that is rooted in a
clearly articulated set of principles and
standards

Our findings suggest that Different Women are
less interested in financial gains as indicators
of success and more concerned in legacy,
knowing that they have helped to improve the
position of those less fortunate. Three
quarters of those surveyed said that for them,
life was about making a difference, they didn’t
mean – just at work but also in terms of
having an impact on their communities.

Walking the talk, honesty, openness, equality,
social justice and working beyond the call of
duty are all values that inform and shape
Different Women. These principles are
strongly reinforced where spirituality and faith 
are present. 

Bicultural competence
The ability of a person to function effectively
in two or more cultures and also to switch
roles as the situation requires

As a result of her dual heritage the Different
Woman has a natural understanding of both
the western world and African or Asian
cultures; she has principles and cultural
values derived from “Britishness”, but also
from being, for example, Indian, Guyanese,
Pakistani or Ghanaian. The Different Woman
can slip in and out of her different cultural
contexts, maybe at times being required to
deny one altogether in the workplace. Where
the opportunity arises she demonstrates a
natural ability to lead and manage across
cultures, a strategic competence that is
critical in today’s highly competitive
increasingly global environment.

Multiple perspectives 
The ability to look at issues from a wide
variety of different perspectives

Multiple perspectives are a result of multiple
identities and diverse experiences, allowing
the Different Woman to see things from a
variety of perspectives; she holds as a guiding
principle that “our view of the world is not the
only one and we are genuinely interested in
yours”. They therefore have the courage and
aptitude to think outside the norm and
challenge the status quo.

Cultural capital
Non monetary wealth and relationship
capital generated outside the workplace

Engaging with a local community and working
with volunteer groups is a proving ground for
leadership development, one not often
acknowledged in the workplace. Not only do
the Different Women gain leadership skills 
and management experience in these
environments, they also have extensive
relationships in their communities, which
organisations could benefit from. 
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Passion, power and presence
The ability to communicate with conviction 
and authority

Different Women have passion, power and presence, relishing
being different from the crowd when they enter a room. Through
their style they often command attention. As a result of coming
from cultures that value engagement, dialogue and debate,
Different Women communicate with enthusiasm, openness and
conviction. This is a key characteristic of their leadership style,
which they use as a strategy to exhibit authority and control in
situations where they are in a minority.

Self-mastery
Total belief in oneself, grounded in an outcomes driven
approach to personal growth and development

Different Women have an inner strength and self determination:
“Who says I can’t?” describes the high levels of self assurance
that they have. They are resilient, having had to develop the
capacity to skilfully bounce back from disappointment and
rejection. These women are also committed to a journey 
of life long learning, be that through gaining additional
qualifications or using cutting edge personal development
programmes to extend their skills and competencies.

“Transformactional” leadership
Leadership that seeks to transform while being highly
effective within the status quo

The leadership style of Different Women is both transformational
and transactional. Different Women can lead effectively from the
middle of organisations, applying a challenging approach
without changing the overall direction of organisational travel –
attributes characteristic of the transactional leader. Equally, in
line with the traits of transformational leaders Different Women
can be trusted to courageously challenge the status quo with
empathy and charisma. Based on experience, they have an
intrinsic understanding of how to deal with the failures and 
blind alleys along the road to change. As leaders informed by 
a bicultural identity, they have a well developed competence in
motivating and building strong relationships with their peers 
and followers, constantly doing the rounds, listening, 
soothing and enthusing.



9.2 Recommendations
The recommendations that follow have been derived to ensure
that policymakers, employers and BME women themselves are
in no doubt as to the positive attributes, capabilities and added
value that BME women leaders bring to the workplace. They
outline actions required to further develop and harness these
unique qualities. In so doing, they respond to the issues and
challenges still experienced by BME women. We make the
following recommendations for all three key audiences to ensure
the issue is tackled simultaneously from all sides.

9.3 Action for government, policymakers,
educators and intermediary bodies
On 1 October 2007 the Equality and Human Rights
Commission (EHRC) was formed, in part to “develop an
evidence based understanding of the causes and effects of
inequality for people across Britain”, and to be an “authoritative
voice for reform”. We recommend that the EHRC:

• seize the opportunity presented in its combined new structure
and extended remit to ensure that the collective experience
and indepth knowledge of the various diversity strands is
effectively integrated and used to address the needs of BME
women and other multiple identity groups. 

• use the findings of the Different Women, Different Places
study to inform its understanding of BME women and to craft
effective policies and interventions that will alleviate the
discrimination they are still facing.

• commission further research into the specific issues relating to
BME women, including rates of progression into senior
management in both the public and private sectors.

The priorities for the Ministers for Women in 2007 include
empowering BME women to build cohesion within their
communities and act as a bridge between communities (The Rt
Hon Harriet Harman QC MP, 2007). This goes some way to
formally recognising the critical role that BME women play in the
regeneration of inner city communities and delivering
sustainable community cohesion. We recommend that the
Ministers for Women:

• establish a strategic forum in which BME women community
leaders can engage and shape the issues impacting their local
communities and beyond. 

• access and consult with the cadre of successful black and
Asian women participants in the Different Women, Different
Places study, and the wider pool of talent that this group
represents.

Different Women, Different Places is a
groundbreaking attempt to address the
oversight in research on black and minority
ethnic women in the workplace. Focusing on
successful women from BME backgrounds,
the research brings to light a number of
findings and recommendations, presented in
this chapter. These will be of value to HR and
diversity professionals, government bodies,
business and organisations as well as BME
women themselves.

Completed in 2007, this study has started the
process of filling the gap in our understanding of
the specific experiences, needs, competencies
and contributions of BME women leaders.
Further work is still required to shed more light
in this area, particularly with regards the position
and challenges of young BME women today. 

As immigration, integration, cohesion and
geographical mobility remain key trends and
concerns across Europe, the need to look at
issues of multiple identities in society and in
the workplace have increased in importance.
The European Commission has started to
examine issues of “multiple discrimination”,
and a report is expected to be published in
December 2007. We recommend that further
research, building on our predominantly UK
based study, be conducted to examine the
situation of BME women leaders across Europe.

9.1 Key findings
• The Different Women have developed and

implemented effective strategies for career
success, overcoming formidable barriers
and challenges along the way. These
strategies derive from their diverse cultural
backgrounds and multiple identities, the
challenges and struggles they have faced,
and also their need and desire to
demonstrate their credibility.

• A key foundation for success was the high
expectations, positive messages and advice
and support received from parents and
family. By contrast, the influence of teachers
and career advisors was generally perceived
as more of a hindrance than a help.

• The impact of experiencing cultures where
blacks and Asians are in the majority while

growing up served to increase confidence,
ambition and discipline, and to embed a
strong sense of identity and purpose in the
Different Women.

• While discrimination is still perceived to exist
in subtle and insidious forms, the women
suggested other barriers also had to be
overcome, such as organisational culture,
lack of recognition and inadequate access
to high profile projects and assignments. 

• Almost 40% of survey respondents said that
they were preparing to leave their current
employer, either in the hope of finding a
more inclusive working environment where
their talents were more valued and
developed, or to set up their own businesses.

• The Different Women challenge existing
stereotypes and myths of BME women by
visibly demonstrating that they can lead,
perform and deliver results at the highest
levels, and use their race, gender and
ethnicity as strengths.

• Being of the same gender is not a unifying
factor. BME women are of the view that the
image and presence, leadership and
communication style of white women are
more positively perceived in the workplace.
Moreover, in some cases, the relationship
between the two groups is characterised by
unhealthy competition and a lack of cultural
appreciation and understanding.

• The key elements of their leadership
strategies are what the study has termed
“Factor 8”: bicultural competence; multiple
perspectives; cultural capital; self-mastery;
power, passion and presence; values driven
leadership; religious faith and spirituality;
and “transformactional” leadership. Whilst
none of these factors is individually unique
to Different Women, it is their combined
impact that distinguishes these women.

• Diversity brings talent in many different
shapes and forms. Organisations need to
recognise that their traditional approaches
to recruitment and talent management may
not successfully identify and nurture BME
professionals, and may therefore fail to
uncover and tap into this rich source of
experience and capability. 
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9.4.1 Leverage the cultural capital 
of BME women
• As a way of extending the reach of existing Corporate Social

Responsibility initiatives, a cultural capital audit should be
conducted to identify the extent and nature of community
leadership held by BME women in your organisation that may
be currently untapped. 

• In assessing leadership readiness, account should be taken
of the skills developed by BME women through community
based activities.

9.4.2 Reshape approaches 
to talent management 
• HR departments should work alongside specialist recruitment

firms and update the process of accessing, identifying and
developing talent so that it is more inclusive of the expertise
and characteristics that BME women have to offer. 

• Appropriate and effective systems should be put in place to
identify who these women are, their progression within the
organisation and the contribution that they make to the
organisation and its external profile.

• The membership of teams on high profile projects should be
challenged to ensure that BME women have an opportunity to
benefit from the exposure, stretch and growth that comes from
participation in such assignments.

9.4.3 Recognise and appreciate 
Different Women  
• Employers should not subsume BME women under 

the category of "women" – they bring some capabilities and
gifts which are distinct from those that white women bring.
Instead, engage with BME women and their line managers to
explore the findings of the report and to devise solutions
appropriate to the organisational context.

• Employers should practically acknowledge, value and
integrate the difference that BME women bring as positive 
and significant contributors to organisational success, by
publicising the achievements and contributions of BME
women through internal communication vehicles.

• ensure that shortlists for public
appointments include BME women
candidates, and actively identify, target and
provide developmental support for BME
women with the potential to assume 
these roles. 

Recent studies (for example, Women in
London’s Economy Report, 2006) have
identified that for BME girls today, it is still the
case that teachers and career advisors are
not always providing the support and
encouragement that they should be. 

We recommend that Policymakers in the
Education Sector should:

• ensure that career advice received by BME
girls introduces them to the full gamut of
career and employment opportunities
available to them, where appropriate utilising
the Different Women as role models of
varied career success.

• ensure that BME girls are equal beneficiaries
of the reshaping of education 
in response to the Leitch Review of Skills
(2007), by developing a targeted approach
to their specific needs and talent.

• in partnership with various community
organisations (such as the European
Federation of Black Women Owners, 
African Diversity Forum, Asian Women of
Achievement, National Black Women’s
Network, Windsor Fellowship, Dynamic Asian
Women Network and Different Women),
leverage mentoring initiatives, seminars 
and workshops that provide BME girls with
access to high achieving BME women.

9.3.1 Repositioning the
diversity paradigm
Recent EOC research (Black and Asian
Women in the Workforce, 2007) identified that
even where plans, resources and an
infrastructure for diversity existed, few
organisations had identified actions and
initiatives that were specifically targeted at
BME women. As advocates for change,
diversity practitioners and non government
agencies like Race for Opportunity and

Opportunity Now have a critical role to play in
respectively promoting the business case for
greater diversity in the workplace and
transforming the workplace by ensuring
inclusiveness for women. 

We recommend that:

• Diversity Practitioners move towards a more
integrated approach to diversity and
implement strategies, policies and actions
that have as their focus the challenges
faced by BME women and other multiple
identity groups, and the added value that
they offer to employers and organisations.

• the excellent benchmarking tools developed
by both Race for Opportunity and
Opportunity Now be further refined by
incorporating measures to assess the
progression and achievement of BME
women employed by their corporate
members.

9.4 Action for employers:
managers and equality and
diversity / organisational
development managers
Different Women potentially bring a great deal
of added value to their organisations which is
not currently being leveraged to the full. The
organisations themselves must take a large
part of the responsibility for this waste of
talent. The women suggest that employers
need to “value and believe that BME women
leaders have a unique contribution to make to
any organisation” and “choose to hire and
promote us for our talents, abilities and the
contributions that we can make”.

The large number of survey respondents
preparing to leave their current employer
clearly desire a workplace that offers a
supportive environment where they can
expect to be treated the same as, and
progress at the same rate as, their colleagues
– something which is currently perceived as
not being met. To reap the benefits of having
BME women within, and as leaders of, their
organisations we make the following
recommendations to employers.
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9.4.4 Realise the leadership
potential of Different Women 
• Our Different Women suggest that

employers should “give them the
opportunity to demonstrate their talents,
skills and leadership capability”. We
recommend employers use fast track, key
talent, lateral recruitment and internal
mobility programmes to provide practical
opportunities for BME women to exhibit,
further develop and realise their full
leadership potential. 

• Bespoke learning and development
programmes should be designed that are
tailored to the specific needs of BME
women leaders, taking into account their
race, ethnicity and gender, that incorporate
leadership development, career planning,
developmental assignments, work shadowing,
executive coaching and mentoring.

9.4.5 Develop the cross-cultural
competence of all leaders
• Employers should take the initiative here to

develop cross-cultural understanding and
awareness through workshops and/or
experiential learning, to raise the capability
of leaders to acknowledge, appreciate and
share in their Different Women’s
experiences.

• The cultural competence of managers,
senior executives and other key employee
groups should be extended by engaging
with Different Women, using the Factor 8
framework as a developmental tool. 

9.5 Action for BME women
Some of the responsibility for integration 
in the workplace, for developing career
strategies and building confidence and
capability must lie with the BME Women
themselves. Improving their appreciation of
their added value and key attributes and
comparing them against the Factor 8 model
may be beneficial. 

These attributes are capable of being learned,
honed and refined. Specifically for women in
leadership we recommend:

• to further extend their leadership
capabilities, it would make sense for BME
women to take stock of what makes them
unique, and to seek ways to leverage these
to best effect in performing their leadership
roles. 

• attending both generic leadership
programmes and those specifically designed
to assist BME women address and manage
the specific issues they encounter in the
workplace.

• strategically identifying a mentor, sponsor or
advocate in positions that can further
support your career aspirations.

• acting as an advocate and gateway for more
junior women to senior decision makers,
enabling other BME women to follow in your
footsteps.

• taking an active role in your professional
body, seeking senior roles of office 
to help change the professions from within.
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Table 1: Demographic Breakdown, 2001

All % all % of BME Women Women % % of BME  

Women

ALL PEOPLE 52,041,916 100.0 n/a 26,715,990 100.0 n/a

White 47,520,866 91.3 n/a 24,416,576 91.4 n/a

Black 1,455,908 2.8 32.2 763,213 2.9 33.2

Black Caribbean 563,843 1.1 12.5 302,535 1.1 13.2

Black African 479,665 0.9 10.6 248,613 0.9 10.8

Mixed: White & Black 316,331 0.6 7.0 161,666 0.6 7.0

Caribbean/ 2,462,752 4.7 54.5 1,216,057 4.6 52.9

African Asian

Indian 1,036,807 2.0 22.9 521,376 2.0 22.7

Pakistani 714,826 1.4 15.8 352,568 1.3 15.3

Bangladeshi 280,830 0.5 6.2 139,075 0.5 6.0

Mixed: White & Asian 189,015 0.4 4.2 93,881 0.4 4.1

Other ethnic minority 602,390 1.2 13.3 320,144 1.2 13.9
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Table 2: Highest Qualification for Women by Ethnicity, 2004

Great Britain

GCSE

grades

Degree or Higher A-Level or A*-C or Other No All

equivalent education2 equivalent equivalent qualifications qualifications Females

White British 16.1 9.7 18.9 28.8 10.3 16.2 100.0

Mixed 19.6 7.3 22.4 26.5 12.8 11.4 100.0

Indian 20.7 6.0 16.2 15.7 23.9 17.6 100.0

Pakistani 9.7 3.7 14.2 19.9 17.6 34.8 100.0

Bangladeshi 4.7 2.0 12.5 16.8 15.0 49.0 100.0

Other Asian 18.8 8.7 10.6 9.8 32.1 20.1 100.0

Black Caribbean 14.6 12.6 16.1 32.9 14.0 9.9 100.0

Black African 17.4 9.3 14.6 14.9 26.0 17.8 100.0

Other Black 16.3 11.3 28.6 23.3 11.5 9.1 100.0

Chinese 28.8 5.8 10.0 8.0 26.0 21.5 100.0

Other1 8.5 7.4 10.1 9.8 34.3 19.9 100.0

All ethnic groups 16.5 9.4 18.2 26.9 12.5 16.5 100.0

Source: Annual Population Survey, January 2004 to December 2004, Office for National Statistics

Source for all graphs is: Census 2001
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French version of the online survey and/or discussion event held
in Paris during April 20071. 

Nearly half of all participants were of Black African origin and
31% were of Black French Caribbean origin. About 30% came
from each of the 25–34, 35–44 and 45–54 age brackets. More
then 50% were single and 60% had responsibility for one or
more children. Similar to the UK participants, nearly half had 
a Master’s degree or equivalent. 

The majority of women were in senior management or self
employment, and saw themselves as predominantly mentors
and sponsors in terms of the Leadership Maturation model.

As with the UK responses the women had high levels of
satisfaction with their career progress in the last five years, 80%
saying they were satisfied or very satisfied.

9%

6%

3% 6% 31%

Black French Caribbean

Black African

Mahgreb Union

Mixed, African

Mixed French Caribbean

Other
45%

29%

3%

23% 19% Emerging leader

Mentor

Sponsor leader

Power broker

Contributor
26%

Ethnic Profile

Leadership Maturation

1 Cibase Ltd, a Paris based consultancy organisation, organised the event and provided
translation of the women’s responses.
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Being a woman
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Lack of recognition

Lack of self motivation, determination or
confidence

Lack of career planning/advice

Organisation culture & style

Being from a black & minority ethnic group

Limited access to growth & development
opportunities

Survey responses indicated that, as with the
UK results, organisation culture and style was
in the top four barriers. However being of
BME origin and having limited access to
growth and development opportunities were
perceived as a greater barrier to success. As
in the UK, faith and family responsibilities
were not seen as barriers to success, though
being a woman was seen as less of a barrier
by the French than the UK participants.

Women at the discussion dinner also spoke
about the barriers they encountered, ranging
from non acceptance of their managerial
authority to experiencing obstacles not at the
entry stage to their jobs but when they
expressed a desire to progress up the
management ladder.

Strategies for success
The French Different Women employed quite
similar strategies to their UK counterparts –
self belief, working hard, acquiring and
demonstrating competence, acting to
facilitate colleagues adjusting to being
managed by them, helping others increase
their cultural awareness, taking charge of their
careers and if all else failed, leaving for
greener pastures.

As a black woman we have to do more to be
acknowledged and recognised. We have to prove
our competence and capability. 
Francoise 

After a successful executive career I now own two
companies of my own. I have had to change the
title on my business cards from CEO to manager
because prospective clients, especially French
men, were finding it difficult to accept that I was
on an equal footing with them. So for business
expediency I now present myself as senior
manager of the company. 
Celine 

It is not a problem to be from an ethnic minority
group in a company if you are at a low level
(cleaner etc). However, it becomes an everyday
battle once you reach the managerial stage,
especially at levels where you need to show some
leadership skills. Women and black women in
particular have to fight everyday to obtain respect
and the confidence that their work will not be
undermined by others. 
Anne-Marie 

People at work are surprised and shocked when I
introduce myself as the leader or the boss taking
decisions. I make allowances and help them
change their perceptions. 
Danielle

The institutional system within organisations was
too painful. The price we women of colour have to
pay to succeed in a large organisation is too high.
I chose to leave and am now self employed.
Monique A
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engineering and technology (SET) within professional societies,
on public bodies, as heads of university departments, vice
chancellors and principals or in large multinational companies.
Recent reports on the participation and achievement of BME
students in SET (Jones and Elias, 2005, and Elias et al, 2006)
found variation between ethnic groups in different subjects and
in particular that black students were falling behind as early as
Key Stage 2. In 2002 in chemistry there were no black (British)
academic staff above lecturer and in physics no black (British)
academic staff above researcher grade.

While Indian and Chinese students were studying physics and
chemistry at “A level”, few Indian students were taking degrees
in these pure sciences, preferring medicine, dentistry,
ophthalmics or pharmacy and IT. Essentially these are degrees
that lead directly to employment or offer opportunities for
becoming self employed at some point. 

Anecdotal evidence suggests that science and engineering
careers are not valued by some ethnic minority communities.
This was alluded to by our Different Women who were working
in SET related careers and who had gone against parental
wishes of studying accountancy, law or medicine, preferring to
“follow my own dream not my mother’s”. The data presented by
Elias et al reinforces this. Indian students are more likely than
their white counterparts to study and work in some SET areas,
for example IT and engineering and technology. Generally BME
women are less likely to work in SET than their male
counterparts with Black Caribbean women the least likely.

At postgraduate level, high achieving BME undergraduates are
less inclined overall to study SET subjects than their white
counterparts. Postgraduate qualifications, in particular
doctorates are in many cases a pre-requisite for academic
career progression and therefore it is not surprising that we find
so few senior BME women scientists and engineers. 

The Asian culture had very set ideas on what constituted a “proper”
career and what was not. 
Cindy, mixed – Asian Chinese 

Father was very encouraging about choosing options that were not
typically taken by females. However, they were typically Indian - ie
accountant, engineer. 
Priti, mixed – Asian Indian



Over half of the “SET related” Different
Women, who comprised 28% of online
respondents, described themselves as being
at Level 3 in management seniority. In terms
of their Leadership Maturation almost half
described themselves as “mentor” compared
to 30% of non SET respondents. This latter
difference could be the result of the SET
women being more junior, but might also
reflect the different nature of science and
engineering leadership, being based around
teamwork and collaboration. However the
salary levels of the SET women had the same
distribution as the non SET women.
Proportionally more of the SET Different
Women cited financial security as a 
career benefit. 

If we are to see more BME women entering
and staying in SET related jobs in academe,
then more must be done to ensure they
remain in the mainstream education system
and that they not only pursue sciences at
degree level but ultimately stay on to obtain
doctorates. In addition to providing
information and inspiration through role
models to young women, parents, peers,
teachers and career advisors, information
about the opportunities and rewards of the
sciences is a must, supported by mentoring
and shadowing programmes.
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The Diversity Practice is a leadership development organisation
with a primary focus on diversity and inclusion as a core
component of organisational performance. Specialising in
leadership development programmes, organisational (culture)
strategy consultancy, executive coaching, research, and the
development of women & BME staff, managers and leaders, the
team use an evidence based approach in the design of all their
interventions.

Founded in 2003, its Directors have a background in corporate
strategy, diversity and inclusion, leadership development,
organisational change, research, and HR planning for public and
private sector organisations across Europe, North America and
Africa, and are themselves Different Women.

At The Diversity Practice we work with global corporations,
public sector and community organisations, women in
leadership, black and minority ethnic leaders, managers leading
diverse teams and diversity change agents.  Our approach is
underpinned by our belief that an integrated, inclusive strategy 
and culture is the key to successful organisational change,
development and performance. We work with leaders, teams
and individuals to create a culture that harnesses diversity and
achieves excellence, one in which we “Maximise Difference for
Leadership Impact”. 
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Carol Campayne, born in Glasgow, educated 
in the UK and Nigeria, is also currently the
Equality and Diversity manager at London
South Bank University and is a Trustee of
Ruach Ministries. A History graduate, Carol 
has an MBA, and trained as a coach with the
Coactive Training Institute. She is married to
Paul and mother to four teenagers. Carol is
passionate about making sure that Different
Women leaders are recognised for their
contributions to the workplace and has 
worked tirelessly to bring this study to life. 

Caroline Harper Jantuah, born in London, grew
up in Nigeria, came to live in the UK in her 30’s.
Prior to self-employment she worked in human
resource development with GlaxoSmithKline. 
A Biochemistry graduate, Caroline has an 
MBA, is a master practitioner in NLP and has
postgraduate certificate in Executive Coaching.
Married to Kwame and bringing up her son and
nephew, she is also a Trustee of Hope House.
Caroline is delighted that this study will provide
insight and appreciation of Different Women
leaders and open up opportunities for younger
women following in their footsteps.



Katalytik 
Katalytik, established in 2004, specialises in
inclusion and engagement in science and
engineering education and employment.
Working with a network of consultants and
partnerships Katalytik undertakes research
and consultancy for organisations across the
world in science and engineering policy
development addressing issues around
workforce management, namely the attraction
and retention of women and other minority
groups. Associates have experience of the
public and private sector in policy
development, project direction, management
and evaluation and possess strong
communication skills. 
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Jan Peters is Managing Director of Katalytik and has
always been committed to equality. Trained as an
analytical scientist in chemistry and oceanography,
research for her PhD led her into semiconductor
technology, schools outreach work and time as BA
Media Fellow on Radio 4 before a role as a product
specialist for equipment manufacturer BioRad.  
Jan took her knowledge of commercialising
university led technology into the UK research
councils, developing partnerships and embarked 
on a career in science policy culminating in a role 
for the DTI as the UK expert on women in science 
to the European Commission.  Jan has experience 
in commissioning and delivering reports of relevance
to the policy community, raising awareness of key
issues facing underrepresented groups in science
and engineering, such as the Royal Society Race 
for Equality event and associated reports Take a
Leading Role and the related Warwick University
Labour Force Analysis of BME scientists and
engineers. She also played a key role in the SET 
Fair report that led to the establishment of the DTI
funded UK Resource Centre for Women in SET. 

Jan is a trustee and vice President of the Women’s
Engineering Society, the UK Ambassador to the
American Association of Computer Machines, 
runs a programme called Science Sisters to engage
science parents in schools in Dorset and also has 
a young family of two children.
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