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Register here to stay up to date with 
the programme and its progress.

Register for Home Truths 2

About Home Truths 2

Home Truths 2 is a new programme of work from ACEVO, Voice4Change 
England and Dr Sanjiv Lingayah designed to challenge and support 
mainstream UK civil society to take serious practical action on anti-racism 
and race equity.

Over the course of the next 18 months from December 2023 to June 2025, 
Home Truths 2 will engage stakeholders from across mainstream and Black 
and Minoritised Ethnic civil society, including senior leaders and staff in a 
targeted programme of activity. Home Truths 2 will offer practical resources 
and guidance to mainstream civil society, such as on how to integrate race 
equity into a core mission. It will also recruit senior leaders and bring them 
together in a Further, Faster cohort to undertake specialist facilitated small 
group work to drive forward their anti-racist and race equity practice.

The programme is 
intended to convert 
positive words from 
mainstream civil society 
on anti-racism and race 
equity into practical 
and powerful change
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About ACEVO 
ACEVO is the Association of Chief Executives of Voluntary Organisations. 
It is a network of over 1,700 CEOs and aspiring CEOs leading voluntary 
organisations ranging from small, community-based groups to ambitious 
medium-sized organisations to well known, well-loved national and 
international not-for-profits.

ACEVO’s vision is for civil society leaders to make the biggest possible 
difference. Together with our network we inspire and support civil society 
leaders by providing connection, skills and influence.

About Voice4Change England
Voice4Change England (V4CE) is a charity and national advocate for  
the Black and Minoritised Ethnic voluntary and community sector.  
As a leading national membership organisation, V4CE actively speaks  
to policymakers on the issues that matter to the sector, brings the sector 
together to share good practices and develops the sector to better meet 
the needs of communities.

The author
Dr Sanjiv Lingayah is a researcher, writer and consultant on racial justice. 
Sanjiv was the lead author and researcher on the first Home Truths 
report and is the co-creator of and racial justice specialist on Home 
Truths 2. Sanjiv is the Founder and Director of Reframing Race,  
a not-for-profit initiative that exists to change the public conversation  
on racism in order to build an anti-racist future. He can be contacted  
at mail@sanjivlingayah.com.

Disclaimer: The views and opinions expressed in this report are those  
of the author and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position 
of ACEVO or Voice4Change England.

Citation: If you wish to reference this report in your own writing  
our preferred format is: 

Lingayah, S (2023) Warm words, cold comfort: UK civil society’s ongoing 
racism problem. London: Home Truths 2.

This document is copyright © Sanjiv Lingayah / ACEVO / Voice4Change 
England 2023. Some rights reserved.

Anyone can download, save, perform or distribute this work. You are free 
to copy, distribute, display and perform the work in any format, including 
translation, without written permission. You must give the original 
authors credit. You may not use this work for commercial purposes.  
You may not alter or transform this work.

You are welcome to ask for permission to use this work for purposes 
other than those stated above. In these circumstances, please email 
hometruthstwo@acevo.org.uk.
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Key points

This report on the Home Truths 2 survey is the first major output  
of the Home Truths 2 programme. The insights and experiences  
of Black and Minoritised Ethnic people in the survey will guide the 
programme’s work to build a sector that takes meaningful action  
on anti-racism and race equity.

Overall, the survey offers glimpses of what an anti-racist future for 
mainstream civil society might look like. There are some signs that 
organisations are recentring themselves against the idea of racism  
but that this positioning is not reflected in practical steps. This means 
that the lived reality for most survey respondents is of mainstream  
civil society as a site of racism, not anti-racism.

Some key findings from the survey of Black and Minoritised Ethnic 
people in mainstream civil society are as follows:

of respondents  
have experienced  
or witnessed racism 
in the last five years

77%
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of respondents feel  
that mainstream civil 
society has a racism 
problem

73%

of respondents have 
felt the need to ‘tone 
down’ their behaviour 
or to be on their ‘best 
behaviour’ in order 
to fit into mainstream 
civil society

68%
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The picture appeared brighter in other regards. For example:

of contributors feel 
that anti-racism/
race equity is taken 
seriously in their 
organisation

agreed that they  
have already seen  
real progress on  
anti-racism/race  
equity in their 
organisation

46%

47%
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However, on a range of practical measures, from ongoing learning  
and development on anti-racism and race equity to publicly reporting  
on ethnicity pay gap and action plans, the proportion of organisations  
not acting is (sometimes much) greater than the proportion that are.

The situation on reporting racism is similarly bleak. Only 16% of those 
who have raised concerns said that they were satisfied with the 
institutional response, compared with 64% who were dissatisfied.  
In some cases organisations appear affronted by reports of racism  
and choose ‘fight, flight or freeze’ responses instead of facing claims  
in an open way.

Although the overall survey responses highlight UK civil society’s  
ongoing racism problems, there is hope. Sixty-five per cent of survey 
contributors are hopeful that progress will be made on anti-racism/ 
race equity in the organisation in which they work.

Whether this hope is well founded will depend, in part, on the courage 
and commitment of mainstream civil society leaders and organisations 
and whether they are willing to undertake the hard emotional labour  
that moving towards anti-racism and race equity entails.

If there is enough willingness, transformation is possible. If not, then 
mainstream civil society will be deemed to have offered warm words  
on racism, but these words will offer cold comfort and count for little.
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Introduction

On its release in June 2020, our report Home truths: Undoing racism  
and delivering real diversity in the charity sector had a stark message: 
that civil society did not simply have a diversity problem; it had  
a racism problem.

An important source of evidence for this finding was a survey carried 
out in the latter half of 2019. This showed significant proportions of 
respondents experiencing racist harms, including being over-scrutinised 
in the workplace and feeling that progressing in civil society meant that 
they would have to be on their ‘best behaviour.’

More than three years on from the murder of George Floyd in May 2020, 
and an upsurge in the Black Lives Matter movement, there has been 
greater focus on racism in civil society than there had been in the run-up 
to the first Home Truths report. 

However, 

attention  
is not the same 
as action

Our new survey helps to build a more up-to-date picture and textured 
account of how civil society organisations engage with Black and 
Minoritised Ethnic people who work for and with them. It provides  
an opportunity to understand whether the warm words of civil society 
organisations after George Floyd’s murder have been translated into 
meaningful institutionalised anti-racist action.
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In Home Truths 2, our starting point is that it is only with the 
transformation of leadership, institutions and foundational ideas  
that civil society can move decisively to end racism in the sector and 
meaningfully contribute to positive outcomes for Black and Minoritised 
Ethnic populations.

Before moving further, it is worth outlining a working definition of racism. 
We define racism as the condition where the ideology of race hierarchy1 
informs, requires and justifies actions – e.g. in institutions, in the street 
and in wider society – that tend to harm Black and Minoritised Ethnic 
people and help white people.

Accordingly, anti-racism is the practice of actively identifying and ending 
racism by changing the values, structures and behaviours that enable it.

A related term used in the survey and in this report is ‘race equity’.  
Race equity is the process of ending racial disparities and breaking the 
link between life outcomes and ‘race’ or ethnicity. Race equity builds 
on anti-racism because it focuses on treating people in an appropriate 
way – not necessarily treating them all in the same way – to overcome 
inequities and to secure good outcomes for all people.

The Home Truths 2 programme is centred on building a mainstream 
civil society that takes serious practical action on anti-racism and race 
equity in relation to its workforce and the work it does in the outside 
world. The programme will develop practical resources and guidance 
for mainstream civil society and provide opportunities for leadership 
development.

The survey is part of the process of guiding efforts at transformation  
by drawing on the experiences and embedded the understanding  
of Black and Minoritised Ethnic people within mainstream civil society.

1 	� Although ‘race’ is a scientifically meaningless concept, a significant minority of the population  
believe that the capacity for hard work, character traits and intelligence are all influenced by ‘race’.  
See Reframing Race’s research report Testing Times: reframingrace.org/data/testing-times
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The survey

This survey2 explores the experiences of Black and Minoritised Ethnic 
individuals who currently work or have recently worked (since 2018)  
in mainstream civil society in paid and voluntary positions, including  
as trustees, interns, employees or associates/freelancers.

We use the term ‘Black and Minoritised Ethnic’ throughout the report: 
‘minoritised’ points to the active processes of marginalisation of certain 
populations in relation to power, resources and status as part of racist 
practice.

The category of ‘Black and Minoritised Ethnic’ can include people 
identifying as Asian/Asian British, Black/African/Caribbean/Black 
British, Jewish, white Irish, Arab, Latinx, Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, 
Chinese, or Gypsy or Irish Traveller, as well as those of multiple ethnic 
backgrounds. This definition covers both groups that may be viewed  
as ‘people of colour’ and ‘white-passing’ populations, because both 
may be identified as distinct ‘races’ and located lower down in a racial 
hierarchy than white British people.

By ‘mainstream’ civil society we mean organisations that are not  
explicitly led by marginalised and/or minoritised populations, e.g. disabled 
people, queer people, women, non-binary people, Black and Minoritised 
Ethnic people, and so on. Mainstream organisations can also be called 
white-led in the same way that counterpart organisations may be called 
Black and Minoritised Ethnic-led.

By ‘civil society’ we mean voluntary and community organisations – 
including those with charitable status – and social enterprises.

The survey questions were designed to understand instances  
of racism faced by respondents but also to uncover experiences  
of anti-racism in action, especially that undertaken by civil society  
leaders and mainstream organisations.

Survey approach
The cohort of survey participants was self-selecting rather than drawn  
up based on a ‘representative’ sample. In part this is because the latter  
is a complex and expensive undertaking.

2	� The online survey was launched on 17 July 2023 and closed on 12 October 2023.
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The respondents 

out of the 139 contributors, at the time  
of survey completion, were working  
in civil society – the vast majority  
as employees.4 This confirms that the 
data generated by the survey is informed 
by current insights and experience

of the total, were counted as valid in that 
they fell under the umbrella term ‘Black 
and Minoritised Ethnic’ and had worked 
in mainstream civil society at some point 
since 2018

was the total number of people 
who responded to the survey170

139

129

The nature of the sample means that we cannot and do not assume that 
the experiences, perspectives and insights contained in the survey are 
representative of those of wider Black and Minoritised Ethnic populations 
in mainstream civil society organisations. The sampling method also 
means that we cannot and do not compare current results with the 
original Home Truths survey (2019) as we have no like-for-like basis  
of comparison.

In our survey design we centre and trust the personal insights  
and experiences of respondents, whether they point to promising  
or problematic developments.3 Not everyone supports this approach,  
but while the findings are qualitative and indicative, this does not mean 
that they are not valid: indeed, we are wary that some critics may use 
methodological points as a pretext to deny problems of racism and 
discredit voices of those experiencing harm.

Our position is different. We take each respondent’s account of life in civil 
society as real and truthful testimony that is vital to building a broader 
understanding of racism and the sector. We consider each response  
part of a process of knowledge production about the workings of racism 
and anti-racism in civil society. We accept that knowledge generation  
is, by its nature, incomplete. And we commit to learning continuously.

3	� Our belief in the testimony of Black and Minoritised Ethnic people follows on from what we have seen 
elsewhere. For example, stories of sexual aggression, harassment and abuse of women catalogued 
by the #MeToo and Time’s Up movements were for far too long suppressed, and such stories are still 
too often disbelieved and refuted. 

4	 120 of 128 responses to the question.
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£1 & 
£5m or less6 

between

or more7

£100k £50m

The largest representation  
in the survey5 was of people 
working in organisations  
with annual income of: 

Other respondents were fairly evenly 
distributed, including between 
organisations with annual income of:

We recognise that discrimination faced by Black and Minoritised Ethnic 
people may be compounded by multiple factors in addition to their 
‘race.’ And we note that most survey respondents fell into intersectional 
categories, as a result of which they may be subject to discrimination  
on multiple grounds.

Seventy-five per cent8 of respondents were female. More than a quarter9 
of those who provided details identified as living with physical or mental 
disability or impairment, while 16%10 identified as gay, lesbian or bisexual. 
A significant proportion of respondents were in non-managerial  
positions – which may (but does not necessarily) reflect a difference  
in social class.11 

Though the survey cannot apportion the experiences of survey 
participants to factors other than ‘race’ and racism, these overlapping 
categories act as a reminder that anti-racism and race equity cannot 
stand alone and must be connected to (but not supplanted by) wider 
efforts for justice.

5	 40 of 128 responses to the question.
6	 16 of 128 responses to the question.
7	 17 of 128 responses to the question.
8	 72 of 96 respondents were female; one respondent was non-binary.
9	 26 of 95 responses to the question.
10	 15 of 93 respondents to the question.
11	 41 of 121 responses to the question.
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Number of respondents
As a programme team, we were disappointed at the numbers of people 
completing the questionnaire. Our 2019 survey achieved 500 responses 
– boosted by #CharitySoWhite sharing it with their community.  
Back in 2019 and then 2020, when the report was launched, there  
was a vibrant energy behind efforts to ensure mainstream progress 
towards anti-racism.

Today the context is different. Fatigue, burnout and even cynicism about 
mainstream commitment to change may have taken hold among Black 
and Minoritised Ethnic people within the sector and among advocates 
and campaigners. Living with racism is hard work, but so is the effort  
to overthrow it.

And despite all the warm words in civil society, for inclusion and against 
racism, progress can feel painfully slow. Black and Minoritised Ethnic 
people and advocates and campaigners for anti-racism and race  
equity might reasonably be looking for ways other than survey-filling  
to contribute to change.

Given this difficult context, the survey that we produced may have been 
too long (taking around 15 minutes to complete). Something shorter  
and sharper may have generated higher levels of participation, albeit  
at the cost of texture and detail.

Outlining the findings
The survey itself was divided into several different but related aspects  
of civil society and ‘race.’ We asked respondents to provide their answers 
based on what they have experienced and seen in the sector, in order  
to root the findings in the everyday realities of being in civil society.

In the report, we first explore experiences and dimensions of racism 
in civil society. This is the starting point because it is the stampeding 
elephant in the room.

Next, we move to the harms associated with racism as well as acts  
of resistance from Black and Minoritised Ethnic people. This is followed 
by how organisations and leaders are seeking to respond to racism  
and embed anti-racist practices.

Finally, we draw on the survey data to explore how mainstream civil 
society leaders and organisations are responding (or not) to racism.
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Treatment and 
experiences of racism

Racism and racist treatment are central to how respondents perceive 
and experience mainstream civil society. A key finding of the survey 
is that:

of respondents 
have experienced 
or witnessed 
racism in the last 
five years

77%
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The most frequently mentioned form of racism was ignorant and 
insensitive questioning about culture or religion, followed by being  
treated as an intellectual inferior and then by being harshly scrutinised  
by colleagues, including being given unfair performance assessments.

Ignorance and insensitivity can be more than clumsiness. It can be wilful 
and undermining, as in the case of one respondent who noted having 
experienced a senior colleague:

Another participant shared how as a matter of course, they are assumed 
to be less skilled and experienced then they in fact are:

constantly referring to my intersectionality 
groups of ethnicity and religion as saying 
‘Your lot’.

People that have no close knowledge of my 
work quality or expertise instinctively treating 
me more junior than I am, and questioning 
me in a way they don’t question my peers.

It is noteworthy that respondents most often named senior staff, 
including directors and managers, as the group who have played  
a significant role in acts of racism they have experienced, rather  
than more junior staff. For example, one survey participant said:

The origin of the racist disrespect, exclusion 
and scrutiny was always senior management 
peers or chief executive level. Eventually, 
more public humiliations or briefing against 
me led to my own direct reports knowing 
they could undermine and bypass me.
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In this example, the respondent was suffocated in their new role,  
but the optics of another Black and Minoritised Ethnic person leaving  
led the organisation to try to keep them in post. 

I was infantilised in my management post.  
After expressing I wanted to return to my 
former officer role, I was offered support  
but I believe this was more to save face  
since many BME colleagues had left  
in recent months.

In this example, treatment by senior staff undermined the respondent’s 
position in the organisation. This is a reminder that although the  
sharp end of racism may involve an issue between individuals, when 
senior staff take racist action or fail to act against racism, it becomes  
an institution-wide problem.

Counterintuitively, the imperative for greater ethnic diversity can also 
lead to hostile treatment of Black or Minoritised Ethnic (BME) people 
within civil society – again perhaps especially by senior staff. One survey 
contributor described how they were over-scrutinised when they were 
promoted into a management-level job.
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greater diversity 
alone does not solve 
a problem of racism. 
Doing that requires 
commitment  
to inclusivity,  
anti-racism and  
race equity. Without 
such commitments, 
diversity drives  
may simply put  
Black or Minoritised  
Ethnic people into  
harmful situations

This case shows how

The treatment experienced by respondents also demonstrated that racist 
action can make Black and Minoritised Ethnic people in civil society both 
hyper-visible and subject to great scrutiny on the one hand, and invisible 
on the other.
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Hyper-visibility and invisibility appear to be twin sides of racist practice 
in mainstream civil society organisations. This can make Black and 
Minoritised Ethnic people in some organisations feel like they do not 
belong and that they are being set up to fail.

As a result of these experiences in and understandings of mainstream 
civil society, 50%12 of respondents feel that their ‘race’ or ethnicity  
has counted against them in mainstream civil society. And a further:

being listened to when giving  
a recommendation (then completely  
ignoring it) only for the recommendation  
to be universally acknowledged upon  
a white counterpart saying the same thing 
ten minutes later.

The quote above about being infantilised in a management role illustrates 
excess scrutiny. But in other examples when a Black or Minoritised  
Ethnic person excels, this can be simply overlooked. For example,  
one contributor described:

of respondents agree 
that mainstream  
civil society has  
a racism problem13

73%

12	 55 of 110 responses to the question.
13	 83 of 114 responses to the question.
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Impacts of and 
resistance to 
racist action

We noted above that 77% of respondents have experienced or witnessed 
racism in the last five years. In this section, the emphasis is on the 
consequences of these experiences for Black and Minoritised Ethnic 
people, and acts of resistance undertaken by them in response.  
It is important to record both harms and responses, both as part  
of honouring people’s experiences and to inform efforts towards  
a more humane and life-affirming civil society.

The most immediate impact reflected in the survey was an 
overwhelming sense of the harm caused by racist action. Eighty-nine  
per cent14 of respondents noted the negative impact on their mental  
and physical health, and a further 74%15 felt that the experience had  
detrimental effects on their career progress.

Respondents spoke about how these two types of impacts – on mental 
health and career – can work in tandem.

I experienced significant personal distress 
and was off sick due to stress during this 
period of time. I experienced acute anxiety 
and depression. Professionally I had to leave 
the sector and reframe my professional 
development … into a new sector.  
I am now redeveloping myself and feel  
like my progression in the charity sector  
was stalled and I have now fallen behind  
in terms of what I could have achieved.

14	 54 of 61 responses to the question.
15	 45 of 61 responses to the question.
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What comes through in these quotes is not only the real damage  
done at the time – including the additional burden of having to move  
out of a role. In addition, in both cases, respondents carried a sense  
of loss over what could have been.

In both of the examples above, self-preservation in the face of racist 
hostility required that the respondents left their role, and in one case,  
the sector. But elsewhere it may be that people stay and continue  
as best they can. In the words of one contributor:

This example shows how a competent individual impacted by racism 
may remain within an organisation but may, understandably, not really 
be present or have a sense of belonging or a feeling of being wanted 
there. The organisation retains an overperforming worker while the 
development of a Black or Minoritised Ethnic person is curtailed 
compared with white counterparts.

Personal [impacts of racism] – trust 
issues, do not interact closely with many 
people around me; professional [impacts] 
– overachieving in my role, did not seek to 
progress into higher (e.g. management) roles.

Another person stated that:

The personal impact included loss of 
confidence, anxiety, and panic attacks.  
I had to leave the role, seek support through 
family and friends, and eventually found the 
confidence to go back into the job market  
at a lower role.
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Staying in an organisation where one has experienced or witnessed 
racism and continuing to deliver can be an act of defiance. But it comes 
at a cost:

of respondents 
have felt the need 
to ‘tone down’ 
their behaviour 
or to be on their 
‘best behaviour’ 
in order to fit into 
mainstream civil 
society16 

68%

16	 75 of 110 responses to the question.
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I felt incredibly let down by an organisation 
whose values I believed in and who, until this 
point, I believed to have leadership who acted 
in accordance with those values.

The same percentage of respondents have felt that they need  
to ‘outperform’ their white British counterparts to make comparable 
progress in mainstream civil society.

Both pressures – to tone down or to outperform – are forms of ‘covering’. 
Covering is the act of concealing who one is, e.g. by self-censoring  
or trying to be ‘flawless,’ in a setting to get by and get on. In the 
context of ‘race’ and racism, it can impose on Black and Minoritised 
Ethnic people a need to conform to white standards and ideas about 
professionalism and self-presentation.

While covering can enable a Black or Minoritised Ethnic individual  
to advance within mainstream civil society, it is a form of discrimination 
that does not look like discrimination. It prevents people from being  
who they are, to the detriment of physical and mental health.17

The need to cover places the burden of dealing with racism  
on Black or Minoritised Ethnic individuals. And it can lead to a sense  
of disillusionment about mainstream civil society. Indeed, 77% of survey 
respondents feel that mainstream civil society fails to live up to its stated 
values and principles in its treatment of Black and Minoritised Ethnic 
people. One survey participant described the sense of disappointment  
on realising that their organisation and its leaders were not all that  
they seemed: 

In the face of racism, survey respondents have experienced harms  
and a sense of disappointment that mainstream civil society does  
not live up to its advertised standards and values. They have resisted 
either by exiting their organisation where possible or by staying put  
and performing. But through such unresolved experiences of racism, 
trust is breached and a connection between organisations and  
Black or Minoritised Ethnic individuals is lost.

The next section explores in more detail how leaders and organisations 
have, or have not, gone about trying to prevent problems of racism  
in the first place and attended to issues when they arise.

17	� For example, see Yoshino, K. (2006) Covering: The Hidden Assault on Our Civil Rights, New York: 
Random House.
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Responses from 
leaders and institutions

Alongside the negative feedback above, there are results in the survey 
that, depending on how the questions were asked, point to some 
positive signs within organisations – as illustrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Anti-racist positioning

Agree Disagree

Organisational 
leaders make it clear 
that racism will not  
be tolerated and is  
a disciplinary offence

54%i
20%ii

Anti-racism/race 
equity is taken 
seriously in my 
organisation46%iii

33%iv

I have already seen 
real progress on anti-
racism/race equity  
in my organisation47%v

27%vi

Note: i 53 of 98 responses; ii 20 of 98; iii 46 of 101; iv 33 of 101; v 47 of 101; vi 27 of 101.
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These responses suggest that there have been efforts within some 
organisations to position anti-racism as something of an institutional 
priority. For example, most respondents report that leaders have 
signalled the need to end racist behaviour within their organisation. 
Furthermore, contributors who agree that anti-racism is taken seriously 
and that there has been real progress outnumber those disagreeing  
by 13% and 20%, respectively. These are not decisive positive margins, 
but neither are they trivial.

The survey also generated some open responses on how specific 
organisations were making some headway – even if concerns about  
the wider situation remain.

Another respondent felt that their organisation was making a genuine 
effort to change.

And yet some of the quantitative results in Figure 1 and these more 
discursive reflections sit at odds with other responses and testimonies 
of lived reality. On further probing about practical changes in institutional 
life, we come back again to less hopeful results. Figure 2 summarises 
some of the key findings.

I have experiences of being treated unfairly 
at work. I think my current organisation are 
trying but it’s still not 100 per cent there,  
but at least they try.

The organisation I work for takes anti-
racism/DEI [Diversity, Equity and Inclusion] 
work seriously and has invested in 
compulsory in-depth training for all staff 
(trustees in future) – this is not typical  
for the sector in my experience.
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Figure 2 compares the extent of agreement and disagreement on four 
practical areas of anti-racist action. Down the rows of the figure, the 
proportion of respondents agreeing that their organisation is taking 
positive steps compared with those disagreeing that this is the case  
gets worse. On each of the measures in the figure, respondents citing 
inaction outnumber those reporting action.

Figure 2: Anti-racist practical action

Agree Disagree

My organisation has 
ongoing learning and 
development for staff 
and trustees on anti-
racism and race equity

42%ii
33%i

My organisation seeks to 
understand experiences 
of Black and Minoritised 
Ethnic people working 
within it, e.g. through 
anonymised surveys

47%iv
33%iii

My organisation has 
anti-racist retention, 
development and 
progression practices, 
e.g. taking positive action 
to support Black and 
Minoritised Ethnic staff

55%vi
20%v

My organisation 
measures and publicly 
reports on its ethnicity 
pay gap and action plans 62%viii

11%vii

Note: i 32 of 96 responses; ii 40 of 96; iii 32 of 98; iv 46 of 98; v 19 of 97; vi 53 of 97; vii 11 of 97; viii 60 of 97.
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In some cases, the reported action deficit is particularly strong.  
For example, on the question of whether organisations are taking 
steps to support Black and Minoritised Ethnic staff through retention, 
development and progression practices, it is −35% (i.e. 35% more 
respondents report organisations not acting compared with those 
reporting that they are acting). The deficit is even worse (−51%) when  
it comes to measuring and publicly reporting on ethnicity pay gaps  
and how any gaps will be tackled.

It is worth reiterating that organisations moving towards serious 
anti-racism may have repositioned themselves in terms of focus and 
statements (as in Figure 1) as a starting point, and practical action  
(of the type in Figure 2) may follow. However, the concern is that 
organisations are positioning themselves against the idea of racism  
but not taking necessary action against its everyday impacts. 

In the words of one contributor:

Reporting racism
The area of dealing with reports of racism is where the talk–action gap 
appears at its widest, where anti-racist position statements made by civil 
society seem at odds with day-to-day practice.

Thirty-eight per cent18 of respondents have made an informal complaint 
about specific incidents of racism, and 31%19 about a general culture of 
racism in an organisation. A further 28%20 have made formal complaints 
regarding specific incidents and 27%21 have formally complained about 
general culture. A further 21%22 of contributors have ‘real concerns’  

Leaders understand how to pay lip service 
to these issues. They have learned very 
well how to play the game, but the lived 
experience of Black and minority ethnic 
employees and service users tells  
a different tale.

18	� 31 of 81 responses to the question.
19	� 25 of 81 responses to the question.
20	� 23 of 81 responses to the question.
21	� 22 of 81 responses to the question.
22	� 17 of 81 responses to the question.
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about specific incidents but have made no complaint; the equivalent 
figure for concerns but non-reporting on general culture was 23%.23 

The balance in favour of informal complaints and non-reporting  
suggests that participants anticipate difficulties in reporting racism. 
These can include the risk of not getting a fair hearing and facing 
negative consequences for raising the issue. This fear of raising issues  
is strikingly evident in the response of the following survey contributor, 
who emailed the author of this report to say:

If this person is too fearful to include their name on an anonymous 
survey, that suggests that (through no fault of their own) they would  
feel unable to raise issues internally. And the survey statistics show  
that they are clearly not alone on that front. The quote is a reminder  
of the intimidatory pressure that can be brought to bear to ensure  
that issues are not raised.

In the wider survey, where complaints had been raised (informally  
and formally) about specific incidents or general concerns, only  
16%24 were satisfied with the response. Four times as many (64%25)  
were dissatisfied.

Just writing to let you know that I filled out 
the Home Truths 2 survey but opted not  
to share my details as I was too afraid.

23	� 19 of 81 responses to the question. 
24	� 10 of 64 responses to the question.
25	� 41 of 64 responses to the question.
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It is easy to state that an organisation has zero tolerance for racism, but 
that needs to be followed through – which does not seem to be the case 
in the example above. In other instances, there can be repercussions  
to complaining, such as sidelining, that make staying in an organisation 
untenable. In the words of one contributor:

At times, complainants seem to have not been believed or taken 
seriously, even in the example below when an ‘independent’ investigator 
was looking into the matter:

In this example, the respondent points to the discomfort of their  
manager with the complaint of racism – attributing this to the way  
that it seems to cut across the manager’s self-image as a ‘white saviour’. 
It points to a ‘fight, flight or freeze’ response that makes the person 
reporting racism the problem rather than institutionalised racism itself.

This section of the report and the associated parts of the survey 
informing it suggest some repositioning in mainstream civil society 
towards anti-racism, but also a lack of follow-through in terms  
of the day-to-day actions required to deliver different outcomes.

I was forced out of a permanent job within 
one month of my complaint outcome, on the 
basis that my manager refused to manage 
me. I think they found it triggering to be 
around someone who challenged the  
white saviour self-styling and called out  
their racism.

The investigator completely took the word 
of senior management over the word of me 
and others. We were accused of colluding to 
smear management rather than acknowledge 
that multiple similar accounts of behaviour 
could have indicated that our experiences 
were true.
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Conclusions: pushing 
towards race equity

The insights and experiences of Black and Minoritised Ethnic people 
recorded in the survey will guide the Home Truths 2 programme in  
its future work with mainstream civil society leaders and organisations.

The survey offers a picture of what an anti-racist future for mainstream 
civil society might look like. There are some signs that organisations 
are coming out against racism and taking anti-racism more seriously 
than before. Crucially, however, feedback from respondents suggests 
that positive statements of intent made by mainstream civil society 
organisations are simply not being matched by practical steps.

This is why, on the balance of the evidence provided in the survey,  
we must conclude that more than three years after the murder  
of George Floyd, warm words and seemingly serious intent to  
deliver change have not changed much in everyday lived realities.

The evidence, in the main, makes it hard to argue with the contributor 
who said:

What is more, the survey throws up a concern that attention to anti-
racism will soon dissipate. Forty-three per cent26 of respondents feel 
that interest in anti-racism/race equity will fade in their organisation, 
compared with only 28%27 who disagree with this idea. For those  
long involved in race equity and racial justice issues, the ebb and  
flow of wider engagement is all too familiar.

But there is hope.

Behind all the talk and rhetoric, nothing much 
seems to change.

26	� 43 of 101 responses to the question.
27	� 28 of 101 responses to the question.
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Therefore, this is a pivotal time, with much at stake. The recent focus  
on anti-racism in mainstream civil society may come to be seen  
as a passing moment, or it could be a prompt for a meaningful 
movement for change.

of survey 
contributors 
are hopeful that 
progress will  
be made on  
anti-racism/race 
equity in the 
organisation in  
which they work

65%28

28	� 65 of 101 responses to the question.
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Without this hard  
and uncomfortable 
labour by mainstream 
civil society leaders  
and organisations, 
warm words will  
count for little

actually facing discomfort, being reflexive 
and doing the emotional labour of anti-racist 
and decolonial work.

Which side of the line we end up will be influenced by the courage and 
commitment of mainstream civil society leaders and organisations.

And as we push things forward with the Home Truths 2 programme,  
we will seek out those intent on delivering ongoing transformation.  
That involves, in the words of one contributor:
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