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In a recent policy debate in this journal, focusing on gender and the events industry, 

Rhodri Thomas states that his intention in writing the piece was to challenge policy-

makers and those working in representative organisations related to events to take 

equalities more seriously. The aim of this paper is to both react to this call and to make a 

similar one, explicitly challenging the need for more policy considerations and research 

into ‘race’, ethnicity and whiteness in the context of the events industry.  While the 

notion of social justice is receiving greater scrutiny in the event literature, ideas of ‘race’, 

ethnicity and their intersections, and whiteness are neither currently addressed or 

understood. Many of the privileges afforded by whiteness processes rely on its reported 

invisibility, hegemony and supremacy. The first step in combating these privileges and 

their effects, is in explicitly identifying whiteness and making it visible. A simple 

acknowledgement that the lack of Black and minoritised ethnic people on the Boards of 

events organisations, is a good starting point, but alone, this is not enough. If the 

commitment to racial equality is to be more than a form of paying lip-service, then it is 

also necessary to engage with the deep-rooted cultural relations of power that sustain 

racially exclusive practices. If not addressed, the disproportionate number of leadership 

positions in events organisations will continue to perpetuate the ‘snowy white peaks’ of 

the industry’s representative bodies.  
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Introduction 

In his recent policy debate in this journal, Thomas (2017) laments the ‘remarkable absence of women’ 

on the new Events Industry Board (EIB). He notes how the under-representation of women is stark 

given that most Events Management degree programmes in the United Kingdom (UK) are dominated 

numerically by women. Given the nature of his piece and the opportunities it presented to identify 

gaps in knowledge around equality and diversity in event organisations and the industry at large, we 

were surprised by the lack of attention paid to ‘race’ and ethnicity, more specifically to the whiteness 

of the events industry. Thomas does allude to intersectionality (p.202) and the existence of divergent 

mailto:t.e.fletcher@leedsbeckett.ac.uk
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forms of inequity in the workplace, but he stops short of naming the existence of whiteness and its 

antecedents. As we will discuss below, that whiteness is unnamed and is able to operate in plain sight, 

is partly why it is so entrenched and pernicious.  

Thomas’ piece takes as its starting point the formation of the EIB which, he states, ‘comprises nine 

members, eight of which are men’. It is worth stressing here that each of those eight men is also White. 

The only exception to this rule on the Board is Ufi Abrahim, who is both a woman and Black and 

minoritised ethnic.1 The White maleness of the Board is impossible to deny, but is it representative of 

the events industry more broadly? If we delve deeper into the organisations that have representation 

on the EIB, the hegemony and normalisation of whiteness is apparent.  

The Business Visits and Events Partnership (BVEP) comprises five Chairs/co-Chairs, of which three are 

White men and two White women. Its Secretariat consists of a further two White women. Scottish 

Event Campus’ (SEC) Board of Directors has nine members, five of whom are White men and four are 

White women. Of London and Partners’ 10 Board members, six are men, five of whom are White, and 

four White women. The Association of Event Organisers’ (AEO) Chair is a White male and all of its 20 

council members are also White men. There are 16 Board members of the Event and Visual 

Communication Association (EVCOM); 11 of whom are men, of which nine are White, and five White 

women. Finally, excluding Ufi Abrahim, who is Chief Executive of the British Hospitality Association, of 

the other 14 Board members, there are seven White women and seven White men. Taken collectively, 

of the 77 members sitting on the Boards of these leading organisations, only four – that is 3% - are 

Black and minoritised ethnic. Omi and Winant (2002) would point to racial processes that eventually 

lead to the ‘snowy white peaks’ that Kline (2014) observed in the United Kingdom’s (UK) National 

Health Service (NHS). If not addressed, the processes that privilege White people and lead to them 

occupying a disproportionate number of leadership positions in events organisations will lead to the 

manifestation of ‘snowy white peaks’ of the industry’s representative bodies.  

It is instructive to consider why there is a blind spot on ‘race’ and ethnicity in regards to these new 

developments in the British events industry. Though this is a broad question, we could begin by 

focusing on the women in the sector. It reminds us of Mowatt et al’s (2013) observation that even 

when we think about issues of equality we must consider the complex intersectional issues that 

Thomas alluded to in his article in this journal. For instance, when we consider gender and ‘race’, 

whose experiences and voices do we privilege? If the outcome of historical decision making has led us 

to privilege White, middle class, middle aged men then this call to neutralise the imbalance must be 

supported. Yet we must also be conscious of which women are privileged in any new interventions. 

For example, when we consider that women are under-represented in leadership and governance in 

events and require particular approaches to amend this disparity, one of the examples of interventions 

cited by Thomas, such as the mentoring programme by leading events company Fastforward15, itself 

lacks diversity (www.Fastforward15.co.uk). Fastforward15 has fifteen White mentors. This lack of 

reflexivity on the diversity of such interventions is the hallmark of well-meaning organisations that 

remain outward looking causing problems to remain ‘out there’ rather than starting ‘in here’. In his 

paper in this journal Thomas described the intervention as, ‘dynamic and enlightened leadership that 

will, no doubt, help retain talent and serve the sector well’ (p.203). If the intervention is to be 

successful it needs to consider its starting point for whom it seeks to retain and serve. The 

http://www.fastforward15.co.uk)/
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representation and imagery of mentors, whose role it is to encourage diversity, and the mentor and 

mentee testimonials, force us to pose the question which women are being encouraged?  

Further, the Association of British Professional Conference Organisers (ABPCO) board that Thomas 

joined is a successful example of women executives in the sector. Three out of fifteen of the executive 

are men which is quite a role reversal for most sectors. However, as many professionals have an 

ambivalence to images of whiteness the 14 White men and women remain unremarkable and would 

only seem so if, in an alternate reality, there was a marked majority of Black and minoritised ethnic 

Board members. It is when we see such bodies out of place, that do not fit a somatic norm, that we 

begin to recognise that ‘race’ is significantly absent from policy and academic debates in the events 

industry. The invisibility of whiteness in this message is revealed in the heralding of diversity without 

‘race’ having a place. A context that for unrepresented others reinforces their marginality in the sector 

while perpetuating what some would argue is a hierarchy of oppression at structural and sectoral 

levels. Thomas (2017: 204) concludes his policy debate paper by stating: 

My intention is to challenge policy-makers and those working in representative 

organisations related to events to take equalities more (conspicuously) seriously. Their 

role as leaders affords them the opportunity that others lack to ensure that the sector 

genuinely embraces the diversity of talent available. I also hope that this short 

commentary will encourage researchers to undertake work which will assist policy-

makers. 

The aim of this paper is to both react to this call and to make a similar one, explicitly challenging the 

need for more policy considerations and research into ‘race’, ethnicity and whiteness in the context 

of the events industry.  We must be prepared to work through some of the uncomfortable realities of 

debating how we think about diversity and under-representation especially in regard to patriarchal 

and racialised systems of inclusion and exclusion. We adopt the view that White identity is not just 

phenotypic, but is also dynamic, performative and contingent. We are also mindful that whiteness 

processes, while not always acknowledged, are omnipresent; permeating all facets of everyday life, 

including the workplace and leisure spaces. Indeed, whiteness operates at a number of levels of the 

workplace - from recruitment to governance structures. The recent reviews into ‘race’ in the 

workplace (McGregor-Smith, 2017) and UK National Health Service (NHS) (Kline et al. 2017) are cases 

in point.  

 

Situating ‘race’, ethnicity and whiteness in the context of events 

While the notion of social justice is receiving greater scrutiny, for example, in the context of event 

hosting (see Dowse and Fletcher, 2017; Finkel, 2015) and gender (see other contributions in this issue), 

ideas of ‘race’, ethnicity and their intersections, and whiteness are neither currently addressed nor 

understood in the events literature. This absence can be partly explained by the relative infancy of 

events management education and research, coupled with the tendency of events management 

literature to prioritise operational considerations over issues of equality and diversity. The absence of 

research into issues, which seem so fundamental to us as social scientists, reflects a number of 

criticisms facing ‘mainstream’ events management literature, as put forward by Jago (2012), Rojek 

(2012, 2013) and Dashper, Fletcher and McCullough (2017) amongst others, which argue that event-
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related research needs to become more critical and theoretically rigorous. For instance, Rojek (2013: 

18), while clearly aiming to provoke, argues: 

in focusing on the operational, technical aspects of event design, publicity and 

management, event professionals unwittingly obscure the relationship of events to 

deeper, wider questions of history, power, personal gratification, control and resistance.  

Such calls to account for intersecting structures of power, control and resistance have been consistent 

features in our own work. We are united by our commitment to anti-racism and social justice, and in 

our beliefs that the multifarious ideological underpinnings of whiteness lie at the heart of this fight. It 

is important to stress here that a focus on social justice must be coupled with the belief in the 

existence of ‘injustice’, before change can occur. As we identify below, many of the privileges afforded 

by whiteness processes rely on its reported invisibility, hegemony and supremacy. The first step in 

combating these privileges and their effects, is in explicitly identifying whiteness and making it visible. 

A simple acknowledgement that the lack of Black and minoritised ethnic people on the Boards of 

events organisations, as identified at the outset, is a good starting point. 

Studies of whiteness arguably lag behind other areas of ethnic and racial studies. As Frankenberg 

(1993) previously noted, meaningful conversations with White people about ‘race’ are muted due to 

their denial of seeing ‘race’ and/or the polite distancing of the topic. Early studies of whiteness 

asserted that White people do not see themselves as ‘raced’, yet enjoy privileges as a result of their 

whiteness (McIntosh, 1988). These ideas have been supplemented by the defence of White privilege 

through colourblindness (Leonardo, 2009; Bonilla-Silva, 2010), learned ignorance (Mills 1997, Sullivan 

and Tuana 2007), meritocracies and broader ideals of level playing fields (Gillborn, 2008) and notions 

of racism’s demise emerging in post-race discourses (Hylton and Long, 2015; Gilroy 1998, St. Louis 

2002). The result of conscious or unconscious ambivalence toward White privilege leads to a legacy of 

what has been described as ‘White supremacy’, where systematic insidious processes of privileging 

manifest themselves across a plethora of arenas as racial outcomes (Omi and Winant 2002) and 

include, but are not restricted to, housing, education, health, economics, media, or leisure (including 

events) (Gillborn, 2008). 

Historically, whiteness has been viewed as normal, with many academics alluding to the invisibility of 

White ethnicities (Dyer, 1999; Garner, 2007). Of course, this view is demonstrative of academic White 

logic because White ethnicities are always visible to Black and minoritised others in the way that 

W.E.B. Du Bois’ emphasised ideas of the veil, and double consciousness (Fanon, 1986[1967]; Du Bois, 

1998). Classic writers in racial and ethnic studies such as Du Bois and Fanon began to articulate such 

ideas, later applied in critical race theory, that began with the call for racialised subjectivities to inform 

the disruption of racialised social arrangements (hooks, 1992; Crenshaw, 1995). So convincing is the 

‘White as invisible’ thesis that Nayak (2003) refers to White ethnicities as ‘cultureless’, while Bonnett 

(2005) has termed White, the ‘Other of ethnicity’. Leonardo (2009) suggests that whiteness gains a 

significant amount of its power by ‘Othering’ the very idea of ethnicity. These views beg the question 

of how whiteness acts implicitly through routine and normalised practices within social environments 

as a consequence of a White-centred culture.  

If we are to derail the multifarious workings of whiteness, it is necessary to ask a number of questions 

of whiteness and the different ethnic groups encumbered by it: 1) Where and with whom should the 
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awareness and responsibility for whiteness lie? 2) How responsible and aware of whiteness should 

those with White identities be? 3) How should Black and minoritised ethnic groups relate to 

whiteness? 4) How might White people become conscious and critical of the privileges of whiteness 

to the betterment of Black and minoritised ethnic groups? (adapted from Roberts, 2009: 497). At the 

core of these questions is the supposition that ‘rather than simply describing what whiteness is, it is 

more useful to explain what whiteness does’ (McDonald, 2009: 9) and how its harmful effects can be 

derailed and its power used with social justice at the centre.  

In recognising this, a more complex view has emerged which recognises that racism and more recent 

turns to forms of ‘bias’ (overt/covert, direct/indirect, intentional/unintentional) is not simply down to 

the actions of a minority of disturbed individuals, rather that it can exist within entire institutions and 

organisations (Fletcher and Hylton, 2016). According to Lord Herman Ouseley, former Chair of the 

anti-racism charity, Kick it Out, as a result of affirmative action taken following the establishment of 

campaigns like Kick it Out, there has been an effective shift within (sport) policy discourses towards 

recognising that:  

the outcomes resulting from decisions made by those in power who, in spite of 

commitments to equal opportunities and fair treatment, uphold traditions, cultures and 

policies and practices which are insufficiently radical or robust to eliminate or mitigate 

the adverse effects of race, sex and class discrimination. (Ouseley, 2011: ix) 

As research into ‘race’ and event policy becomes more well-established, perhaps we will see similar 

calls for positive action in the context of event organisations. Such developments involve a paradigm 

shift about the nature of inequalities and disparities, and an imperative for change that moves 

policymakers from regulative to redistributive approaches. 

 

‘Race’, ethnicity and whiteness in the context of organisational culture 

The Board of any organisation is the key decision-making entity of that organisation. It is important 

therefore, that the Board is equipped to represent the individuals and communities who belong or 

may later be attracted to the organisation and its activities (Zanoni et al., 2010). A diverse and talented 

Board and workforce is widely accepted as a business necessity in the contemporary global 

marketplace, and is underpinned by two broad arguments. The first is a social justice case: everyone 

has the right to be treated fairly in the workplace, regardless of sex, ‘race’, disability status, sexuality, 

age, or any other characteristic (Long, Fletcher and Watson, 2017). The second argument is commonly 

referred to as ‘the business case’. Diverse organisations perform better on a range of measures 

(Grimes, 2001). Organisations need to capitalise on diversity for five reasons: 1. Taking advantage of 

diversity in the labour market; 2. Maximising employee potential; 3. Managing across borders and 

cultures; 4. Creating opportunities and enhancing creativity; and 5. Appealing to a wider participation 

base. 

Increasing diversity at Board and senior management level is acknowledged as a priority by business, 

governments and regulators, as well many shareholders and customers. Research suggests that more 

organisational diversity is associated with improved financial performance, good corporate 

governance and facilitates better decision making by bringing different perspectives to challenging 
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dialogues (Miller et al., 2009; King et al., 2011; McGregor-Smith, 2017). According to the Equality and 

Human Rights Commission (2016), companies with a diverse leadership operate more effectively and 

innovatively by understanding their customers, being more open to change and recruiting the best 

talent (Kline, 2014). As highlighted throughout this paper, event organisations have tended not to 

reflect the diversity of the communities in which they are embedded, being dominated by White, 

middle class, middle aged, able-bodied men.  

There is a paucity of research on ‘race’, ethnicity and whiteness in the context of events (see Griffin, 

2012; Hylton and Morpeth, 2012; Winter, 2013; Davidson, 2014 as exceptions) and no research in the 

context of event organisational culture. Consequently, a transdisciplinary approach is necessary to 

look to evidence found elsewhere. There is a well-developed body of literature which has focused on 

organisational diversity (Oswick and Noon, 2014), some of which emphasises ‘race’ and ethnicity (Van 

Laer and Janssens, 2011; Noon, 2017). There is however, a lack of work that explicitly addresses 

whiteness and organisational culture (see Grimes, 2001; Reitman, 2006). Of that which does exist, we 

find the work of Gabriel and Tate (2017) Inside the Ivory Tower and Nirmal Puwar’s (2004) classic Space 

Invaders instructive.  Both present an intersectional interrogation of space, including case studies of 

Black and minoritised ethnic women working in higher education (Gabriel and Tate) and Westminster 

and Whitehall (Puwar). Puwar’s analysis takes as its starting point the view that diversity and 

representation are not the same as inclusion and moreover, that diversity and representation in one 

role does not, de facto, lead to diversity and representation in other aspects of an organisation. For 

example, at our own institution (like most UK Higher Education institutions), Black and minoritised 

ethnic people are mainly located at lower grades, but heavily under-represented in senior 

management roles. A pay gap between White and Black and minoritised ethnic staff also exists. 

According to the Times Higher Education Pay Survey (Baker, 2017), for professional and support roles, 

the overall average pay gap between Black and White staff in 2015-16 was 7.3 per cent – rising to 12.6 

per cent for senior administrative posts. Among academics, Black staff were paid 12.6 per cent less 

than their White colleagues, while for Asian academics, the gap was 10.4 per cent. Most striking 

however, there are just 95 Black staff at professorial level out of a total of more than 20,000 (Kline, 

2017).   

It is worth noting that employment statistics alone remain limited as they are unable to provide 

contextual insights into the experiences of those within the workplace. Indeed, in the context of sports, 

Hylton and Chakrabarty (2011) argue that positive news stories about on-field representation can 

often mask social exclusions and problematic recruitment policies, rendering cultures of inequity 

invisible. We cannot assume that improved representation of Black and minoritised ethnic people in 

event organisations would signal either the end of racism or indeed, of White privilege. In his review 

of ‘race’ and ethnicity in the NHS, Kline (2014) uncovered a series of machinations which contribute 

to ‘race’ discrimination. These included: differential success at interview of White and Black and 

minoritised ethnic candidates; disproportionate access to career development; disproportionate 

disciplinary action against Black and minoritised ethnic staff; and disproportionate bullying of Black 

and minoritised ethnic staff. In an earlier review of leadership interventions in the health service 

aimed at Black and minoritised ethnic staff, Esmail et al. (2007) identified the following organisational 

barriers as typical reasons why there is a lack of senior level diversity: racially biased recruitment and 

selection practices; undervaluing of relevant experience and overseas qualifications; tokenism; 

rewards (some evidence suggested that the allocation of excellence awards is discriminatory against 
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Black and minoritised ethnic groups and women); cultures of whiteness; lack of Black and minoritised 

ethnic mentors/role models; exclusion from informal networks; stereotyping, which led to 

preconceptions over abilities and role allocation. Gabriel and Tate (2017) go on to explain the 

complexities of organisational culture that reveal blind spots where intersections of ‘race’ and gender 

are poorly understood, thus privileging some women over racialised others. They would concur with 

Puwar who argued, it is one thing to occupy a space, it is quite another to have an “undisputed right 

to occupy the space” (Puwar, 2004: 1).  

Many of the workings of whiteness, therefore, are subtle and their effects individually experienced. 

Schmalz and Mowatt (2014) refer to the existence of subtle forms of social and environmental 

prejudice, which they believe are demonstrated in the attitude that ‘marginalised groups already have 

all the rights they need’, and that ‘prejudice and discrimination is not an issue in today’s society’. On 

this basis, they argue how ‘[I]ndividuals who are prejudiced in subtle ways might claim to be 

“colorblind”; that demands made by marginalized groups are unfair to other groups; or that efforts to 

accommodate for or account for discrepancies in opportunities are undue’ (p.247). They identify four 

ways subtle forms of prejudice are manifest. Firstly, ambivalent prejudice, which refers to mixed 

emotions about a group that stem from contradicting values. The supposition here is that while a 

White person may, in principle, support egalitarian and meritocratic ideas, for example, that Black and 

minoritised ethnic people might benefit professionally from targeted interventions, the same person 

would be less supportive of an intervention if it was seen to negatively affect them personally. A good 

example here would be the introduction of a system designed to improve the representation of Black 

and minoritised ethnic people. The second form, Aversive prejudice, like ambivalent prejudice is 

founded on egalitarian notions of society. The proposition is that inequality is maintained through one 

group’s aversion and avoidance of another, which becomes justified. For instance, as we argue here 

and as others argue in this special issue (e.g. Dashper), minority groups, whether minoritised on the 

basis of ‘race’, gender or something else are denied roles and progression, not because of their ‘race’ 

or gender, but on the basis of their ‘ability’ to perform the necessary tasks. The third form, Benevolent 

prejudice refers to the association of apparently positive emotions or attitudes towards a group, but 

manifests in keeping members of that group in lower or inferior positions to one’s own. A good 

example would be mentoring and how some mentors may intentionally sabotage the opportunities 

of their mentees. It might manifest in limiting Black and minoritised ethnic individuals to lower level 

careers, receiving lower pay for doing the same jobs, and providing fewer opportunities to both access 

and progression within certain roles. Finally, Symbolic prejudice, subscribes to the notion that 

stereotypes exist because they are rooted in truth, and thus oppose policies and interventions to 

promote equality. Here, majority groups, in this case White people, explain the existence of inequality 

on the basis that it is justified. For example, economic disparities between White and Black ethnic 

groups are due to Black people’s lack of motivation to work hard (see Sears and Henry, 2005). 

Mirroring the subtle forms of prejudice identified by Schmalz and Mowatt (2014), Puwar (2004) argues 

that whiteness too works in subtle ways that profoundly affect Black and minoritised ethnic people; 

the most conspicuous being in their attempts to fit into White spaces. She refers to the process of 

‘whitewashing’ and argues that adherence to the norms and values of the hegemonic culture 

facilitates, not only entry, but progression too. Reitman (2006), in her examination of White work 

spaces argues similarly that whitewashing simultaneously denies race and superimposes White 

culture. The whitewashed workplace, she argues, like a whitewashed wall, is seen as colourless. Within 
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these contexts, Puwar (2004) warns that Black and minoritised ethnic people cannot change their 

visible skin colour difference, but instead choose to ‘perform’ their identities in a way that positions 

them closer to the dominant and valued identities of particular White spaces.  As she explains: 

Whilst they have to accept that skin colour is a permanent feature of their bodily 

appearance, they can change or slowly ‘whitewash’ bodily gestures, social interests, value 

systems and speech patterns … Adherence to the norms and values of this hegemonic 

culture is almost a condition of entry. 

Such a view is reminiscent of Fanon’s (1986[1967]) conceptualisation of the ‘white mask’. Fanon 

conceived that for Black and minoritised ethnic people to succeed in areas of life dominated by White 

people they have to adapt their image, behaviour, language and culture to better reflect those of the 

White majority; effectively de-racialising their identity. Thus, the removal of difference is on the terms 

of the dominant culture and moreover, acceptance into the dominant culture is conditional on Black 

and minoritised ethnic individuals de-prioritising their own cultural history and identities.  Goldberg 

(1996: 185) articulates this process further: 

Black people are faced with the dilemma that the principal mode of progress and self-

evaluation open to them is precisely through self-denial, through the effacement, 

obliteration, of their blackness.  They are predicated, that is, upon the possibility of 

rendering a significant feature of their self-definition invisible, if not altogether effaced. 

In addition to a number of highly personal and highly embodied challenges facing Black and 

minoritised ethnic people in White dominated spaces, we must also account for how Black and 

minoritised ethnic people are perceived by the White majority. According to Puwar (2004), as 

racialised bodies are seen as visible carriers of their ethnicities, unlike White bodies, they are 

perceived to be marked and bounded by their ethnic identities. Thus, they are forced to carry a 

‘burden of representation’ in that, s/he is ‘seen to represent the capacities of groups for which [s/he] 

is marked and visible’ (Puwar, 2004: 58).  Similarly, in this role, Black and minoritised ethnic people 

are simultaneously subjected to the White ‘gaze’ (hooks, 1992); inscribing their position as objects of 

fascination which, it has been argued, leaves them open to excessive scrutiny and criticism. Goldberg 

(1996) for instance, observes how in whiter spaces, Black and minoritised ethnic people are placed 

under ‘super-surveillance’.  As a result, the tiniest error in performance or judgement can be 

highlighted and amplified as proof of the person not being quite up to the job.   

What some of the published literature lacks, though not all, is a critical examination of not only the 

experiences of those who are marginalised, but also and more precisely, a call to action for what 

should be done to bring about social justice, change, and the (re)distribution of power among more 

diverse groups of people. 

 

Do event organisations need an anti-racism framework? 

In the policy context then it is necessary for event organisations to work together and with others to 

help them achieve a sophisticated understanding of the dynamics of ‘race’ (and racism) in order to 

facilitate the development of policies for planning, promoting, overseeing and evaluating racial 
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(in)equality. To facilitate our discussion and as a point of comparison, we draw upon Sporting Equals’ 

Race Equality Charter for sport. 

The evidence from a survey by Sporting Equals in 1999 to gauge the approach of governing bodies to 

racial equality indicated a general resistance to discuss these issues. Of 62 national governing bodies 

surveyed, half did not respond, while 50 per cent of those that did claimed that racial discrimination 

was not a problem in their sport (Sporting Equals, 2000). Such results exemplify our earlier point that 

where individuals do not see themselves as raced they have the privilege of being able to ignore it 

without being affected by such decisions. A culture of colour blindness can operate in organisations 

with little diversity through policies, custom and practice that do not necessarily require the 

conscious bias of individuals. In producing the Racial Equality Charter for Sport, Sporting Equals 

appear to recognise that patterns of racial inequality in terms of participation, management and 

support are intimately related to a culture of racism that permeates British sporting establishments. 

Details in the Charter reveal that racial inequality is not seen as being divorced from racial 

discrimination and, in a novel departure for policy makers, representation in aspects of sport apart 

from participation is recognised (Carrington et al. 2016). 

The first signatories to the Charter included the Chief Executives of Rugby Football League, Rugby 

Football Union, UK Athletics, England and Wales Cricket Board, English Basketball, Amateur 

Swimming Association and the National Coaching Foundation (Sporting Equals, 2000). The Charter 

required organisations to acknowledge that they have an active role to play in establishing 

mechanisms to combat racial inequalities before they are embedded in everyday practices and, 

where they are already evident, organisations are responsible for identifying racism(s) and 

addressing their cause. It encouraged governing bodies and organisations to provide evidence that 

they were working towards race equality objectives by developing Race Equality Action Plans and by 

monitoring the people taking part in the sport by age, gender, disability and ethnic origin. It also 

provided a means to measure the outcomes of its policies and action plans. Sporting Equals devised 

a four-tier ‘quality mark’ Standard – Foundation, Preliminary, Intermediate and Advanced – which 

indicated the level of achievement by the organisation. Crucially, according to Spracklen and Long 

(2011: 69) evidence of achievement against the objectives of the Standard was later linked by Sport 

England to continued funding of governing bodies, which meant that every governing body funded 

by Sport England (excluding one) would achieve the Preliminary level by early 2003 (though there 

was no indication of when organisations would be expected to achieve the Intermediate and 

Advanced levels).  

The Standard was at least partially successful in ‘pushing’ sports organisations to develop policies on 

racial discrimination, though was certainly not without its critics. In their evaluation of the Standard’s 

impact Long et al. (2003) suggested that impact was only partial, and commitment to racial equality 

did not in practice permeate down the structures of organisations. They concluded that although 

there is now a greater recognition of the importance of racial equality, such policies are not given a 

high priority within sports organisations, are actively resisted by those who are reluctant to 

acknowledge the presence of racial inequality and thus often lose out when faced with competing 

demands for more ‘important’ projects. The authors also noted that racial equality policies are often 

championed by individuals or very small groups within organisations – known as the ‘equality people’ 

- and are particularly vulnerable to staff changes as a result. Spracklen and Long (2011) also note that 
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engagement with the Standard was meant to be seen as a developmental process for sporting 

organisations, but that some viewed their achievement of the Preliminary level as a satisfactory end 

point. Ahmed (2006) described such behaviours as ‘speech acts’ that ultimately represented symbolic 

behaviours that enabled ‘non-performance’ in regards to race equality. Just the act of ‘working 

towards’ race equality was used as evidence of success. Events organisations must be wary of such 

partial approaches to diversity in the sector. Moreover,  Spracklen and Long (2011) questioned the 

rigour of how the Standard was monitored; that is organisations tended to engage with the Standard 

in very calculated ways; embedding the objectives of its Preliminary level in their policies and plans 

– doing enough to secure funding - but not necessarily in their practices.2 Following this, Shaw (2007) 

has argued that by conceptualising a social justice aim such as equality as measurable and tangible, 

the Standard ignored ‘the complex power and political relations that are inherent in considering the 

intersectionality of marginalised and under-represented groups’ (cited in Rankin-Wright et al. 2016: 

358).  

As an attempt to establish a regulative framework the Sporting Equals Standard is an example of how 

change can be slow, how good intentions can be circumvented, and how necessary it is for those at 

the highest levels to adopt and ensure a sustainable mainstream approach to implementation. A later 

study by Sporting Equals on governance  and ethnicity in national governing bodies demonstrates the 

resilience of organisational cultures to resist diversity change (Sporting Equals 2016). In a survey of 68 

national governing bodies Sporting Equals’ Leaderboard identified 1 Black and minoritised ethnic CEO, 

1 Chair, and only 26 out of 601 Board members. However one views the success of their earlier work 

there seems to be little legacy of this effort in regards to leadership and governance over a decade 

and a half later. In working seriously towards bettering their practices towards diversity and 

meritocracy, it is crucial, as Thomas (2017: 201) suggests, that event organisations, at the very least, 

‘recognise the existence of bias and to reflect upon the analysis of those who challenge the status 

quo.’ 

 

Conclusion 

Existing research (e.g., Carrington et al., 2016; Fletcher and Hylton, 2016; Rankin-Wright et al., 2016) 

has identified that the failure of policy makers and organisations in prioritising racial equality and 

diversity can be partially attributed to the lack of understanding over its workings, and a subsequent 

reluctance to acknowledge and talk about it. This is further exacerbated when we consider how 

specific under-represented groups struggle where women are the focus of interventions. An 

intersectional approach is one that would help to focus where efforts need to be marshalled so that 

equalities interventions move beyond the ‘lowest hanging fruit’. Rather than burying one’s head in 

the sand however, Gillborn (2008) argues that racial equality should be ‘placed centre-stage as a 

fundamental axis of oppression’ (p.1).  

Managing diversity is not simply about recruiting more diverse individuals into organisations, 

proactive measures need to be taken to support individuals, facilitate better communication, and 

embed fair and transparent practices that are open to everyone. Neither is diversity just a numbers 

game, and quotas alone are not effective in changing organisational cultures and practices to be more 

inclusive. Integral to the success of embedding diversity at the highest levels of (event) organisations 



 11 

is a wholesale change in organisational culture to become one where difference and diversity are 

celebrated, alternative viewpoints welcomed, and recruitment, training and reward practices open, 

transparent and equitable (Kline, 2014; Kline et al., 2017). Perhaps more importantly, decision makers 

within organisations must be held accountable for their approaches to improving and managing 

diversity. This is because, as Sara Ahmed (2007) notes in the context of Higher Education institutions, 

there exists a new politics of documentation, which takes diversity and equality as measures of 

institutional/organisational performance. Writing documents that express a commitment to 

promoting race equality is now a central part of equality work. However, rather than assuming such 

documents do what they say, Ahmed suggests we need to follow such documents around, examining 

how they get taken up, applied and evaluated. She warns that, when taken up as tokenistic gestures, 

such documents work to conceal dysfunctional institutional cultures that reify subtle forms of racism. 

There is growing recognition among policy makers and practitioners that a progressive policy 

framework for eradicating racial bias and inequalities represents the start of the process rather than 

being an end in itself (Ahmed 2006). In the current social climate, overt forms of prejudice and obscene 

forms of discrimination are no longer tolerable. Institutions are careful, through their representatives, 

to ‘ignore or circumvent weak [anti-discrimination] law, but rather construct compliance in a way that, 

at least in part, fits their interests’ (Edelman, 1992, cited in Schmalz and Mowatt, 2014: 249). 

Carrington et al (2016) argue that if racism(s) is to be eradicated from different organisations and 

institutions those involved in the process need to have a nuanced understanding of the racism(s) to 

be contested. Their argument is based on the assumption that much ‘anti-racism is essentially 

reactive’ because ‘it is defined by the racism it opposes’ (Long and Spracklen, 2011: 7).  In other words, 

if the commitment to racial equality is to be more than a form of paying lip-service, then it is also 

necessary to engage with the deep-rooted cultural relations of power that sustain racially exclusive 

practices. Without such a shift, then the danger is that the campaign for racial equality may become 

little more than a managerial response by bureaucratic organisations compelled by law to show they 

have policies on equity in place, but understanding little and doing less about the entrenched cultures 

of racial exclusion.  

In the context of the event industry, we are at the very beginning with these debates. As a starting 

point we need to know more and we need to start a conversation. There needs to be more research 

into the experiences of access and progress within event organisations for both Black and minoritised 

ethnic people and their White counterparts. There also needs to be more research into the culture 

of event organisations. By raising awareness and collective consciousness of whiteness and White 

privilege, those already working and those aspiring to work in the events industry will be better 

equipped to recognise racialised inequalities and, more importantly, once these are recognised, they 

can subsequently disrupt and challenge them. 
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1 Black and minoritised ethnic (BME) is a popular acronym used in policy circles in the UK, used to denote the 
diverse positions and identities of racialised ethnic groups not included under the label of ethnic majority in 
the UK. We acknowledge that the term includes a huge amount of internal diversity. 

2 Replacing the Racial Equality Standard with a broader Equality Standard that includes issues of gender and 
disability as well as ‘race’ and ethnicity would complicate the ability to assess the effectiveness of race-related 
policies. Whilst this broader and more generic Standard was welcomed by some, many anti-racism advocates 
warned that the broader focus towards ‘equality’ may actually result in more limited work being undertaken into 
race equality (Carrington et al. 2016). 
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