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[bookmark: _Toc201930666]Summary
In this briefing, we provide a summary of research conducted by the Institute of Public Care (IPC), part of Oxford Brookes University. It looks at how people from ethnic minority groups, working across social care in its widest sense across Wales, can be supported to progress in their careers. This research is in line with the aspiration that workers from all backgrounds can flourish and progress within social care environments in Wales and was commissioned by Social Care Wales.
We consider the issues around anti-racist practice in the workplace, and propose some practical solutions for employers to support progression of those from minority ethnic groups, including white minority groups such as gypsy Roma and traveller groups, so they can thrive and not just survive.
[bookmark: _Toc201930667]Background
In March 2024, the Welsh Parliament Equality and Social Justice Committee published, ‘Action, not words: towards an anti-racist Wales by 2030’, which provided a response to the Welsh Government’s ‘Anti-racist Wales Action Plan, 2022’. 
The report acknowledged: 
“widespread support for what the Welsh Government is seeking to achieve with the plan. Its scale and ambition is commendable and the starting point for all of us is that most stakeholders are supportive of its aims”. 
The Welsh Government’s guide to the Anti-Racist Wales Action Plan closes with the words “Without action nothing changes. Indeed, now we need action, not words.” 
IPC wholeheartedly agrees with this statement and concurs with the Welsh Parliament Equality and Social Justice Committee’s conclusion that real change requires all of us to be active, not passive. We must resist, rather than resign ourselves, to racial discrimination, and recognise that it is time for action, not words.
In 2024, IPC was delighted to work with people working within social care in Wales from minority ethnic groups to explore how the path to progression within social care in its widest sense could be smoothed. It was noted that representation of colleagues from these groups in leadership positions was almost non-existent and certainly did not reflect the workforce that makes up social care, despite most employers having equality, diversity and inclusion policies (EDI).
We knew that we would also need to explore structural racism across the sector in Wales, as racism and the lack of opportunity to progress are inextricably bound.  As such, we drew on UK-wide literature such as 2017, the Adult Principal Social Worker Network (APSWN) report ‘Who is leading the way?’ (2017).  This enquiry into the diversity of adult social care leadership, both in local authorities and the APSWN itself, found the sector wanting. The research was equally applicable to children’s social care.
Social care is a discipline that prides itself on its value-base, ethical approach and passion for equality, and yet the pace and visible action for anti-racist practice, which in turn would support career progression, has been slow across the UK. We note, however, that is has been slightly accelerated in Wales by the Anti-Racist (Wales) Action Plan (2022).
IPC was privileged to be welcomed into communities in Wales where we could collectively consider enablers and barriers to employment opportunities within the wider social care arena. To understand the under-representation of those from minority ethnic groups across Wales, IPC undertook a series of engagement events with people working in the sector.  It quickly became evident that, unless facilitated by those from similar backgrounds, these sessions would not attract participants to share their views.

The findings of the research reviewed
The synthesis of the reviewed research showed a high level of similarity with the experiences of the groups IPC spoke to regarding the barriers and enablers to leadership development and career progression.  
Barriers to effective and sustainable leadership development opportunities: A thematic analysis 
The barriers identified are significant, inter-connected and multi-layered. A range of key areas consistently across health and social care highlighted include:
A significant gap between the perceptions that stakeholders have of what employees from ethnically diverse communities experience in the workplace, compared with the reality of what they live through. A consistent finding was that if you are from a minority ethnic background, you do not experience workplace culture, practices, or behaviours as truly inclusive. Findings referred to the significant gap between the organisational or public perception that an organisation is inclusive, often typified by surface discussions on the importance of an inclusive culture. Research showed that this is neither embedded nor truly reflected in practice.
Reported lived and living experiences overwhelmingly highlighted that workplaces are not inclusive enough. Recruitment, selection, promotion, and progression paths lack fairness and transparency. Organisations, leaders and peers are not doing enough to actively promote anti-racism.
Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI) programmes are not reaching the right people and are superficial and often non-mandatory, leaving little, if any, sustained impact.
Individuals from minority ethnic backgrounds do not experience workplace environments as psychologically safe. Colleagues do not feel a sense of belonging and value resulting in feeling pressure to cover, attempt to assimilate, adjust behaviours and ‘fit in’.
Leadership programmes, apart from those targeted at ethnically diverse colleagues, do not support and challenge leaders about their roles and responsibilities in creating and sustaining psychologically safe environments. They also tend to overlook the requirement for leaders to initiate conversations, and to drive actions and change with lasting impact on racism and racial disparities in the workplace.
Policies and procedures to challenge and/or raise concerns about racism in the workplace are reported as having little impact. Issues raised are not always taken seriously. Staff raising issues are perceived negatively as 'trouble makers' and concerns are not followed up with actions or resolutions as far as they need to be. 
A number of workplace initiatives related to race: anti-racist practice and systemic racism were implemented and linked to George Floyd’s murder in 2020, but these have not been systematically followed up. This leaves individuals from minority ethnic backgrounds feeling this was a ‘tick box’ approach and not an authentic intention to make sustainable and irreversible change.
The lack of demographic diversity across senior leaders in the sector is a visible barrier.  According to a report on Workforce Race Equality Standards (WRES) in 2024, black, Asian and mixed/other minority ethnic staff make up more than one in five of social care staff in Wales, which is an over -representation of the general population. Concerningly, black, Asian and mixed or other minority ethnic social workers were more likely than their white peers to report experiences of discrimination, either from the people who draw on their services, work colleagues or managers.
The same report shows that ethnically minoritised staff are more than twice as likely than their peers from better represented groups to report a lack than of the additional training needed to progress their careers. 
Once recruited into an organisation, individuals from minority ethnic backgrounds report an early career ‘broken rung’ up to first line manager posts, especially for women, meaning they fall behind and cannot catch up.
A consistent theme is that promotion and progression is not equitable for black, Asian, and other racially minoritised staff. A number reported feeling overlooked or blocked from opportunities. 
Individuals from minority ethnic backgrounds believe that those making the decisions regarding progression do not see their potential in its entirety, resulting in fewer opportunities because leaders and managers lack awareness of the impact of race, micro behaviours, and micro aggressions.
A lack of visible, easily accessible progression routes is a key barrier.
Micro-aggressions have macro-impact, with individuals from minority ethnic backgrounds experiencing these more often than other workers, with more demeaning impact. This leads to code-switching and trying to blend in at work. The research highlights that individuals feel ignored, isolated, segregated, and unable to speak up if they are impacted by racism, micro behaviours, micro-aggressions, racial ‘gaslighting’ or other inappropriate behaviours.
Racism reported in the workplace also raises issues regarding service delivery and cultural sensitivities when providing care to those drawing on services. Citizens displaying racist behaviours were not always challenged and staff members from minority ethnic backgrounds are not always supported when racially abused.
In one study, some participants felt that other areas of inclusion/protected characteristics, in particular LGBT+ inclusion issues, were addressed and were more embedded within their organisations.
Wider interrelated barriers were identified and have been grouped into four themes as shown in the table below.
	Systemic / Institutional barriers
	Lack of value / recognition
	Discrimination and racism
	Personal & other barriers

	Lack of equality and bias affecting opportunities for promotions in the work setting
	Ideas are not acknowledged or confirmed
	Overt and covert racism. Implicit bias and alienation
	Childcare and family responsibilities

	Lack of mobility due to deeply entrenched bias in policy or decisions about promotion
	Failure to recognise highest qualifications and work experience leading to people feeling deskilled
	Strong perception of discrimination particularly in the social care workforce
	High levels of satisfaction in the current role because of patient interaction

	Unfair recruitment policies and attitudes of senior colleagues
	Lack of value for individual contributions. Feelings of not being qualified to pursue leadership opportunities
	Heavier work assignments when compared to other counterparts
	Lack of awareness of the lived experience of junior staff from diverse ethnicities

	Inconsistent decisions in staff release schemes for development opportunities
	Lack of support for graduate degrees. Managers have low expectations of staff from ethnically diverse groups
	Lack of minority ethnic managerial role models
	Low self-esteem and loss of confidence due to barriers to progress

	Access to development is unfair – executive staff development prioritised over junior and middle minority ethnic staff
	Lack of identifying, using, and building on, transferable skills
	
	Struggle by managers to engage in frank discussions

	Promotions were hand-picked or based primarily on seniority with interviews conducted just as a formality.
	Lack of support and career progression especially in areas of access to continuing professional development and wider development opportunities.
	Career progression including development opportunities (including more informally allocated project work) and often down to perception of ability or interest.

	Isolation and social exclusion arising from a lack of suitable socio-culture knowledge of awareness of the informal networks within the system.



[bookmark: _Toc201930668]Barriers to progression
In addition to the messages from the review of literature, wider themes can be identified overall, but most notably from those IPC interviewed last year.
IPC heard about inherent racism, micro-behaviours, aggressions throughout all levels of organisations. Racism was a reality, with micro-aggressions and, in some cases, laws being broken under the Equality Act (2010) with threats and harassment.  There is a significant gap between perceptions of employers as to the lived experience is diverse communities within the workplace, and the reality of that experience.
Most notably, the issue of trust in the system emerged: a lack of trust in the regulatory bodies, a lack of trust in employers, and a lack of trust with peers. From those we spoke to, this manifested itself in a fear that speaking out against racist practice would lead to penalties such as job loss or even removal from the country. Staff raising issues were fearful of being perceived as ‘trouble-makers’. Where concerns were reported, actions and resolutions were often not completed by the organisations.
Progression within the sector felt a distant prospect for many IPC spoke to. The lack of equity in the system for those from minority ethnic groups in Wales working in social care was already evident, before even speaking to people working in the sector. This was owing to the very limited numbers of people who hold leadership posts in Welsh social care settings in 2024. 
Issues of pay compounded these findings. Many participants felt that a low pay scale within the sector, combined with a minimal pay increase, should they be offered and accept a more senior role, offered no incentive for career progression.
Similarly, the lack of recognition of qualifications obtained overseas and, in some cases, within the UK, was keenly felt. Examples were given of those with post-graduate qualifications who were required to undertake NVQ level 2 qualifications as part of the job offer.  Despite testimonials from workforce leads within the social care sector in Wales that employees with diverse backgrounds were the first to take up Welsh language classes, there remained a sense that workers from minority groups needed to prove themselves further than their counterparts.
“Progressing into a leadership role is something that feels like a fantasy, when the basics of feeling valued and respected for the work I do is something I’ve never experienced”.
Recruitment processes were often deemed to be unfair, and decisions inconsistent and lacking transparency, with judgments made on the basis of names or nationality.
Most concerning was the overt racism reported by those who took part in the engagement activities. IPC was anticipating that some individuals who draw on social care services may be racist, as confirmed by the literature review, but was were hugely disappointed to hear that that racism was inherent in organisations and amongst peers. Participants reported assumptions around their work ethic – or lack of it – and outright bias from local managers. 
“I was recommended [for an award] and half the other staff stopped talking to me.”
“I was identified as someone who was rude and doesn’t like to do their work. I was the only black person [on my shifts].”
Overall, IPC heard of the need to address the grassroots issues of attraction, recruitment and retention into social care roles, people management practices and organisational cultures that are built on the principles of trust, equality, fairness, and inclusion.

[bookmark: _Toc201930669]What can I do as an employer?
Having considered a range of literature and worked with those in the social care sector in Wales, IPC recommends the following considerations and actions by employers. 
Primarily, a belief in psychological safety within the workplace is a fundamental principle of career progression for those from ethnic minority groups and, of course, all employees within the sector. 
As an employer, it is essential that you are vigilant around issues of race, racism, micro-behaviours, and aggressions throughout all levels of the organisation. These may include instances where laws are broken. Crucially, it is important to act upon what you observe and what is reported.
Review and, where necessary, enhance your Human Resources policies to ensure they fully support all employees. How far do you prioritise wellbeing in the workplace?
Scrutinise your recruitment processes to ensure they are inclusive and anti-racist, fair, and equitable (including when commissioning external recruitment agencies to manage these processes). How well does your recruitment materials reflect a diverse workforce, and are they attractive to those from minority ethnic groups?
Once these are in place, you should improve workplace conditions for progression opportunities.
Think about how leaders in your organisation visibly and explicitly disrupt and challenge racism. Is racial awareness actively modelled and promoted? How can employees form minority ethnic groups influence the culture by access to senior leaders?
Consider your promotion and development opportunities within your organisation to ensure that there are clear and fair progression pathways for every employee. Can you offer shadowing opportunities to help people see a clear pathways to progression? How visible are role models, both inside and outside your organisation to help staff “see what they can be”? Can you tap into coaching schemes, such as the Academi Wales offer, to make space for employee reflection and aspiration? What is your talent-spotting strategy?
If offering leadership opportunities, make sure that they are not solely Eurocentric. Try to sustain the support for individuals throughout the programme and ensure cultural competence is embedded in every activity.
Make it clear that your organisation values difference and diversity so no minority employee is left questioning their perceived ‘fit’ in the organisation.
Build diversity and inclusion training into all roles. Make it a requirement for career progression so that knowledge and understanding is significantly increased. Ensure that training is not stand-alone and is revisited and made part of your culture. Are you reaching the right people, and what is the impact?
Think carefully about how you can take positive action to promote career progression for those from minority ethnic groups. Consider national programmes such as the cultural competence scheme led by Diverse Cymru.
Actions set out in the Welsh Government’s Anti-racist Wales Action Plan seek to address the imbalance in the lack of visible diversity at senior leadership levels across the social care sector, and to develop and grow a senior workforce of greater ethnic diversity.
The table below provides a high-level summary of the initiatives and options that could support progression for those from diverse minority backgrounds, and the intended target audience. Due to the significant number of roles and variation in job titles across the social care sector in Wales, we have endeavoured to capture most of the sector occupations into a broad configuration.
	Initiative / option.
	Target audience.

	Coaching
	Entry level – senior leaders

	Mentoring
	Entry level – senior leaders

	Networks
	Aspirant – middle level leaders

	Career progression
	Aspirant – middle level leaders

	Collaboration spaces
	Entry level – senior leaders



Furthermore, the table below provides an overview of a suggested methodology for each of the five options.
	Options
	Evaluation methodology

	Peer network- this would seek to provide peer-to-peer support
	Survey of participants to establish views on the peer-to-peer offer. 
Undertake an interim evaluation after the first six months of a peer network, potential questions could include:
What are the governance rules and how are they followed?
Who has participated and what role do they play?
Who is connected to whom? Who is not connected and should be?
Are members participating with the capacities needed to meet network goals? (experience, skills to support routes for career progression).
How efficient are the connections?
What impact is the network having to progress career progression using a ratings scale?
How is information captured, what happens to it?
Are members achieving more together than they would alone?
Are staff are expected to attend in work or personal time?
What types of support are offered through a peer network?
What is the take-up of peer-to-peer mentoring?
What are the confidence levels of participants in relation self/leadership identity and their performance at work as assessed through 360-degree assessment, and wider feedback from participants. 
[360-degree assessments, based on the principles of compassionate leadership (West, 2021), are available on the Gwella HEIW Leadership Portal: https://nhswalesleadershipportal.heiw.wales/]

	Formal facilitated networks
	Assessment of the ability of networks to contribute to organisational change from participant feedback.
Confidence levels of participants in relation self/leadership identity and their performance at work as assessed through 360-degree assessment, and wider feedback from participants.
After the first year, facilitators to provide a brief report that gauges progress on network goals, key trends, enablers and barriers to career progression to inform evidence of impact for a further year.
Monitoring of access to funding: monitoring how resources are used and for what purpose to ensure sustainability that aligns to the objectives of progression.
Facilitators and members to undertake a ‘network mapping exercise’ to demonstrate how people (or other elements) in the network are connected to gain an understanding of how elements such as information sharing, influence, and collaboration flow lead to rates of growth for participants into leadership roles/opportunities across the network.

	Mentoring
	Evaluation of formal mentoring offer that could include:
Case studies exploring individual experiences and outcomes. Examination of specific mentoring relationships and their impact to gain a deeper understanding of the mentoring offer’s effectiveness into recruitment and retention into leadership roles.
Pre and post-programme surveys for mentors and mentees to source information on individual perceptions, satisfaction with professional growth, impact and alignment to meeting the goals of enhanced opportunities for career progression.
Focus groups and interviews to collect qualitative data by engaging participants in discussions to understand their experiences and identify challenges, successes, and areas for improvement to accelerate progression.
Percentage of staff who had access to mentors from ethnic minority groups.
Follow up with participants and organisations post-programme to assess rates of career progression.
Impact upon confidence levels/performance as assessed by participant feedback.
Monitoring of take up rates of mentoring.

	Coaching
	Impact upon confidence levels /performance in a more senior role, assessed through participant feedback.
Detailed exploration of the coaching offer, including consideration of the differences between providers (if different providers are used).
Confidence levels of participants in relation self/leadership identity and their performance at work as assessed through 360-degree assessment, and wider feedback from participants.
Developmental observation where coaches track changes in the actions of the participants, including their interactions and decision-making.
Percentage accessing coaches from ethnic minority groups.
Follow up with participants and organisations post-programme to assess rates of career progression.
Percentage of those in receipt of coaching who applied for more senior roles with confirmed outcomes within a given period.

	Career progression
	Survey or focus groups to assess perception of visible pathways to progression for those from the diverse ethnic groups in Wales.
Career assessment interviews: in-depth interviews with individuals to explore their experiences, perceptions, and outcomes related to career progression. Themes to explore could be:
Culture: investigation of the current organisational culture and its impact on staff from ethnic minority groups and exploration of whether the option has helped create an inclusive environment where colleagues feel valued and supported to progress their careers.
Leadership and accountability: assessment of how the organisation’s leadership practices and accountability mechanisms have changed as a result of the option. Exploration of whether colleagues from ethnic minority groups now have equal access to career progression opportunities.
Talent processes and career development: examination of how the option has affected talent management processes, equality of career progression, and skill development.
Sustainability: exploration of how the option has influenced organisational culture, inclusion and diversity policies, and leadership practices over time and future resource commitment.
Follow up with participants after the programme to assess rates of career progression, as well as creative consideration of how to measure the long-term impact of this option, such tracking career trajectories, promotions, and retention rates of staff from minority ethnic groups into more senior roles.
Confidence levels of participants in relation self and future leadership identity and performance at work as assessed through 360-degree assessment, and wider feedback from colleagues.
Impact evaluation survey on trends in year one, two etc, to include suitability of pathways, retention and progression rates, demographics data and workforce reports.

	Collaboration
	Identification of types of support provided via collaborative spaces.
Review of the evidence about impact and attribution to outcome of collaborative opportunities.
Collaboration event which presents key findings and recommendations from a collaborative space offer, with guest speakers showcasing examples of change and added value. This could include awards for individual contributions and learning opportunities to enhance career progression rates.
A collaborative outcomes report (COR) is a participatory approach to evaluating the outcome of a programme. In a COR, a performance story presents evidence of how the collective collaboration opportunities have contributed to outcomes and impact, and it is then reviewed by stakeholders for wider application.
Evidence of increased confidence levels of participants in relation self and their performance at work as assessed through 360-degree feedback and wider feedback from participants.
Percentage of staff given protected time to shadow peers/ access peer-to-peer supervision, and/or survey to establish whether staff are expected to attend in work or personal time.
Development of a longitudinal study over an extended period, such as three-years, based on set of key characteristics, such as repeated observations, time-dependent analysis, cohort experiences, trend studies and impact assessments.



IPC and SCW conclude that leadership for racial justice is about facing up to the ugliness and realities of racism. As well as hearing, understanding and, critically, acting on the truths of local lived and living experiences of colleagues exposed to it. It is about spotting talent in the workplace and providing tangible pathways and opportunities for those from minority groups.



Further research
Structural Racism Within Social Care Institute for Public Care, Oxford Brookes University. Available at: https://ipc.brookes.ac.uk/structural-racism-within-social-care. (Accessed July 2025)
Breaking through the mistrust: increasing ethnically diverse leadership in children’s services, Gatenby Sanderson for Upon (2021). Available at: https://www.gatenbysanderson.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/GS-Upon-Breaking-through-the-mistrust.pdf. (Accessed July 2025)
Inequality in recruitment outcomes for Black and Minority Ethnic staff within the Care Quality Commission, A report for the CQC on their causes and steps to be considered to remedy them, (2018). Available at: https://www.cqc.org.uk/sites/default/files/CM121809_Item9_DiversityInclusion_appendix1.pdf  (Accessed July 2025)
Workforce Race Equality Standards: An inclusive workforce provides the best care (2024). Available at: https://socialcare.wales/cms-assets/documents/WRES-SCW-English.pdf (Accessed July 2025)
Trusted partner in public care
For more information:

Institute of Public Care
Oxford Brookes University
Headington Campus
Oxford
OX3 0BP

Tel: +44 (0)1865 790312
https://ipc.brookes.ac.uk/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/institute-of-public-care-brookes
The Institute of Public Care is part of Oxford Brookes University. We provide applied research and evaluation, consultancy, and training to help NHS trusts, government bodies, councils, charities and commercial organisations make a positive impact on people’s health and wellbeing.
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