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Britain faces huge challenges. We are
forging our place in the world post
Brexit and recovering from Covid-19
whilst adapting to new technology,
sharper competition and climate
change. To meet these challenges, we
need to harness all our talent.

I was lucky enough to win a student
apprenticeship that enabled me

to study naval architecture and
mechanical engineering and enter
the workplace of shipbuilding. But
these opportunities are not always
available today.

We can'’t afford to leave talented
people marooned on the dockside.

We must recruit beyond our own
image, both to match the changing
demographics of our customer and
recruitment bases and ensure the very
best talent are alongside us in our
ranks. This makes good business sense.
It also contributes to social justice in
our communities.

In the light of the tragic events in the
United States, that led to the Black
Lives Matter protests across the world,
many people have questioned if we live
in a genuine meritocracy. Many have
come to the dangerous conclusion that
positions and promotions are based
more on background than on talent
and effort. As this report reveals, some
44% of decision makers in business
now have scant faith that Britain is
truly meritocratic.
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Sir John Parker

This is why this report is both so timely
and so welcome. It provides positive,
practical principles that business
leaders can use to deepen meritocracy
in their companies. It is not abstract

or aggrandising, but grounded in real
life case studies from great business
leaders who are already making

this happen every day. As this report
outlines, these changes are not always
comfortable; but they are possible.

It suggests that whilst progress may
not be automatic, it can be built — just
like any other business objective — with
real commitment.

After working in a range of businesses
for over 50 years, | highly recommend
this report to any leader who wants
to strengthen their company. Doing
so is an imperative, not just for social
justice and the basic fairness that
comes with rewarding those who
genuinely deserve it, but to strengthen
our competitive edge that leads to
business and economic success. If
enough of our companies can do this,
I will have increased faith that our
nation will emerge as a stronger and
more prosperous force for good in

the world.

BE FRENng

Sir JoRR Barker




2020 has shaken our faith in
meritocracy. The global pandemic
combined with George Floyd's
murder and the Black Lives
Matter protests have forced us to
guestion whether discrimination
and economic inequality are more
important than merit in determining
life chances.

Businesses are not above this trend.
According to our YouGov survey this
summer, some 44% of private sector
decision makers now believe that the
UK is either “not very” or “not at all”
meritocratic.

Although these figures are concerning,
they give us unprecedented
permission and energy to
challenge our regular diversity and
inclusion practices.

Insights from cognitive science by the
experienced psychologists at Global
Future can help leaders take a more
meaningful approach to diversity
and inclusion.

We need to start by acknowledging
structural discrimination and
unconscious bias exists. Simply
assuming that our businesses are
meritocratic is not enough. We need
the humility to recognise that all of us
make snap judgements. We call this
principle Empathy over Assumption.

Instead, we must shift to conscious
inclusion. Rather than pretending we
are colour-blind or gender-neutral,
we should acknowledge different
identities. Treating people equally
may not mean treating them the
same; each individual may require
a different approach to reach their
full economic potential. We call this
principle Equality over Neutrality.
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Deepening meritocracy is

economically profitable. It drives
growth by developing talent, pushing
innovation and tapping new markets.
Our research shows that companies
are not exploring this potential.
Whilst many are reforming internal
processes, only 22% are exploring
what increased diversity might mean
for consumer growth. We call this
principle Economics over Emotion.

Done well, rewiring meritocracy is

a positive for everyone. Too often
the diversity and inclusion agenda is
charged with shame, defensiveness,
apathy or anger. It should not be
about catching people out; it's about
bringing everyone in. We call this
principle Enthusiasm over Cynicism.

Meritocracy cannot simply be the

responsibility of a D&I Lead. It

must be systematically embedded
throughout a company. Leaders must
treat meritocratic aims as business
objectives, pursuing them over the
long term with regular monitoring
and accountability mechanisms. We
call this principle Embedded over
Afterthought.

Change is possible. This report is filled

with case studies from business
leaders who are doing this every day.
The practical actions listed for each
principle are tangible and achievable.
With commitment, rewiring
meritocracy will lead to economic
growth as well as social justice.

The 5 Es



Meritocracy, the belief that capability plus
hard work equals success, is the moral
justification for our economy. The idea that
we are all competing on a level playing field
has an innate sense of justice. It reassures

us that we have moved away from a ‘silver
spoon’ culture in which some are born with a
guarantee of success regardless of talent or
effort. Instead, it ensures that if we are clever
and work hard, we can make it regardless of
background. But we don't just receive fairness
from this ‘invisible hand’ of meritocracy; it also
blesses us with economic efficiency. When
the right people are hired and fired, we reap
the economic benefits of efficient allocation;
when the best people are promoted to the
best positions and feel able to contribute
equally, profit increases. Similarly, when
incompetents are weeded out, we lose

dead weight. In this way, meritocracy acts

as the great cleanser of a firm and an
economy, flushing out corruption, ignorance
and laziness and leaving our businesses

more streamlined, efficient and profitable.
Meritocracy is, therefore, both a force for
moral good and economic profitability.
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e dont just receive
fairness from this ‘invisible

hand' of meritocracy; it
also blesses us with
economic efficiency.

Why then, given these universal benefits, do
so many people appear to be questioning
meritocracy right now? Indeed, why

are so many questioning basic faith in
market capitalism and the economic order
itself? According to our YouGov survey of
UK business workers this summer, 44%
believe that the UK is not very or not at

all meritocratic. For years we have heard
reports that have been screaming about
the lack of meritocracy in the workplace:
the Davis report into gender imbalance, the
Parkinson report, the McGregor-Smith Review
documenting the waste in black and ethnic
minority talent; but it seems that these calls
have only recently started to be heard by the
mainstream. Our YouGov research suggests
that the events of 2020 have finally triggered
an awakening amongst businesses and their
customers with a growing focus on diversity
and inclusion.



PART O1: The Argument

The events of 2020, including the global
pandemic, the brutal murder of George
Floyd and the subsequent Black Lives
Matter protests, have forced us to
guestion whether our societies and
economic systems are genuinely
meritocratic. Covid-19 hit us all, but
not equally. Police injustice outraged
us all, but is not suffered universally.
Contrary to the meritocratic ideal,
you were more likely to be a victim

of disease or bullying because of
your demographic and economic
background than your actions.

Even the algorithm determining
Britain's A-Level results, designed

to be “neutral”, had to be reversed
when it was found to heavily
downgrade poorer students in state
schools. As the business leaders in
our case studies describe, companies
cannot exist as islands outside of these
social injustices; they are operating inside
the same societies, cultures, histories and
economies that produced these problems.
Our YouGov data suggests that customers
and workers increasingly think this can no
longer be ignored. With the world’s energy
and attention so focussed on these issues, we
believe leaders have been given permission
to deeply question their businesses and

to take action to genuinely transform
meritocracy in the workplace.

For years we thought that believing in
meritocracy was enough. In fact we went
further: we believed that taking a universal,
laissez-faire, colour-blind, gender neutral
approach that didn't talk about identity,
context and background was the route to
fairness. The phrase, “I'm colour-blind” would
often be said with pride, used to reflect the
idea that you don’t make business decisions

IF YOUDON'T SEE
MY RACE AND MY
GENDER, YOU DON'T
SEE ME”.

ACHIEVING GENUINE
MERITOCRAGY DOESN'T

MEAN TREATING EVERYONE

HOMOGENOUSLY; [T
MEANS GIVING EQUAL
CONSIDERATION TO
EVERYONE'S IDENTITIES

AND CONTEXTS.”

based on identity but on merit alone. We
didn’t want to talk about personal context;

it was full of land mines that exposed us to
people’s sensitivities. Unfortunately, this non-
interventionalist approach hasn't worked. As
one leader told us in this report, in the wake
of Black Lives Matter, she finally felt able to
tell her colleagues: “If you don't see my race
and my gender, you don't see me”.

Instead, this report calls on companies to
build “genuine meritocracy”. This more
honest definition is different because it urges
us to take into account people’s contexts,
experiences and identities rather than
sweeping them under the carpet. It argues
that achieving genuine equality does not
mean treating everyone homogenously;

it means giving equal consideration to
everyone's contexts. It dispels the idea that
everyone in a business meeting has an
equal chance to contribute simply because
they each have one seat at the table. In a
meeting of any group, each of us brings with
us multiple, intersectional identities that may
well include power dynamics that influence
our behaviour. The room may look diverse,
but if discussion is regularly dominated by a
few individuals of a particular demographic
that others feel uncomfortable challenging,
you have to ask whether the outcomes of
the meeting will genuinely reflect the whole
talent of the room.



This approach demands much more from

us than awareness of unconscious bias and
attending training. Instead, this report argues
for a shift to conscious inclusion. This can be
complex and uncomfortable. This is much
harder than simply appointing a diversity
lead and proudly counting off just how many
ethnic minorities you've employed or how
many workers have gone through annual
diversity training programmes. Instead, we
should aim to embed genuine meritocracy
into the fabric of our business practices.
These ideas should be lived and breathed
throughout the organisation. It needs

to include systematic change and social
awareness that runs from hiring processes,
retention and promotion programmes

to senior leadership representation and
company culture. It is not as simple as
measuring outputs; it's about outcomes and
impact. As one leader told us, diversity and
inclusion should be treated “like finance” -
something that is integral to all departments
and staff members, something that flows
through the organisation rather than
something bolted on as an after-thought.

In this report we offer a uniquely
psychological approach to building this

kind of conscious, inclusive leadership

in organisations. Drawing on the wide
experience of trained psychologists at
Global Future Partners, we provide five
principles for companies wishing to deepen
meritocracy in their companies, grounded

in this psychological understanding. We
believe cognitive science is a fitting lens to
analyse a topic which is so often grounded in
unconscious bias, social beliefs and unspoken
fears. We also bring a deeper understanding
of what it means to be diverse. Too often
‘diversity’ is preoccupied with a stereotypical
group, often race or gender, without looking
at other groups and intersectional ties.

Here, we define diversity to include a much
wider range of traits, including class, social
position, sexuality, disability, family role and
even characteristics and experiences. In this
way, the agenda is more genuinely inclusive.
Finally, by talking about the wider concept
of meritocracy rather than just diversity,

we can link our efforts to build more
inclusive companies with a wider economic
business agenda.
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‘DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION
~ SHOULD BE TREATED
~ LIKE FINANCE™.

We know that diversity and inclusion is
controversial. Firstly, it is a visceral topic,
charged with shame and emotion on

both sides. Those who worry that badly
managed diversity programmes could ‘lower
the bar’ may be pitted against victims of
discrimination who may be justifiably angry
about not being understood. Second, there
are concerns about implementing such

vast and complex reforms in a business
environment. A fear of backlash may stop
organisations going ‘too far’, but if they don't
go far enough, the feeling of apathy and
fatigue can stop any progress at all. Finally,
British culture is not always conducive to
having honest conversations about sensitive
subjects. There is a national discomfort
when it comes to talking about identity,
exacerbated by the need to keep a ‘stiff upper
lip'! We may have made some progress in
talking about gender, but it's much harder to
talk about race, class and other identities.

This report aims to make the moral and
business case for building our businesses into
deeper, more meaningful meritocracies. It
aims to offer practical guidance and advice
about how to do this, both for business
leaders and wider organisations. We do not
pretend this will be easy or uncomplicated,
but we do believe it is possible. In fact,
acknowledging the vulnerabilities and
complexities that are involved in this agenda
is part of what is going to make the change
more meaningful and separate it from
simpler, feel-good initiatives of the past. We
hope that, through psychological insight,
practical lessons and illustrated case studies,
we can begin to offer some guidance

about how to offer genuine change at this
important moment in our history. The prize,
if we achieve this, are genuinely meritocratic
companies with healthier cultures, more
than just work places and a more efficient
distribution of talent. The result should not
just be fairer organisations, but stronger,
more efficient and profitable businesses that
are better placed to serve our brave, ever-
changing world.



WHAT WE BELIEVE

Companies are not islands;
Businesses can and should
take action

A psychological approach to
diversity and inclusion

Meritocracy must
be actively pursued

5 leaders have the attention
and energy they need to
take action now.



MERITOCRACY MYTHS

MERITIS
UNIVERSALLY
UNDERSTOOD AND
APPLIED”

Equality statistics on everything from
senior management positions to pay

gaps and retention rates suggest that
we are still not operating on a level

playing field.

Too often companies and industries
define and promote merit in their
owhn image e.g. a CEO looks like a white
male, a teacher looks like a middle-class
woman. This can constrain the talent
pool that organisations consider.

“BECAUSE
I'VE MADE [T,
OTHERS CAN"

Managed badly, this can be true. Done
well, diversity and inclusion should
raise the bar because it enables
businesses to consider a wider talent
pool and elicit more meaningful
contributions from workers.

Archetypal CEOs tend to assume they
operate in a meritocracy because they
may have had to crawl through glass to
get to the top. What they don't realise

is that if they were African-Caribbean

or have a Northern accent for example,
they would have to walk through fire

as well.
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This attitude shifts the blame and
responsibility on to a minority group
that often has less power to change
systemic injustices than those at the top.



MERITOCRACY MYTHS

Meritocracy is not a zero-sum game.
Attracting the best talent and making
sure everyone can reach their potential
should grow the pie for everyone, not
shrink it.

When recruiting new members of staff,
remember you are not just looking

at candidates as isolated individuals.
You need to reflect about what new
skills, characteristics and experiences
they bring to the team as a whole.

"BUSINESSES
MUST HIRE
ARCHETYPES'

Businesses that aren’t attracting,
retaining or promoting diverse talent
are likely to become economically
stagnant. With workforces and client
bases becoming increasingly more
global and socially conscious, the
business case for diversity and inclusion
is more important than ever.

Identities and perceptions of
identities are deeply rooted in our
minds and cannot disappear as we
enter the workplace. It is better to
openly acknowledge this and confront
its impact than let it sub-consciously
influence business culture.

"COMPANIES CAN
EXIST OUTSIDE OF
SOCIAL INJUSTICES'

Automatically assuming you work in

a meritocracy can lead to dangerous
complacency and a reinforcement

of prejudice. We need to be humble

in acknowledging that all of us carry
unconscious bias. The best way to guard
against it is to be aware we always have
more to learn.
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YouGov Survey Results

Our opening argument stated that
meritocracy in Britain is deeply flawed.
Although it is a worthy aspiration, both

for social justice and economic efficiency,
discrimination and inequality prevent it from
being truly embedded in the UK. Businesses
and companies are not islands that can exist
outside of unjust social contexts; indeed,
many feel that ‘big business'’ is part of the
problem. In too many instances, the idea that
we are meritocratic actually prevents us from
seeing the true scale of the challenge in front
of us because we tend to confuse neutrality,
treating everyone the same, and equality,
the belief that everyone needs a unique
understanding of their specific context, to
reach their potential. We believe that the
global pandemic and the Black Lives Matter
protests have given this agenda energy

and urgency, providing an opportunity for
business leaders to create systemic change.
Today, both customers and staff are looking
to their workplaces to lead the fight against
discrimination rather than assuming they
exist above it. This provides challenges for
leaders, but it also provides an opportunity to
create both stronger and fairer work places.
In order to test these propositions around
meritocracy in the workplace, Global Future
commissioned the polling company YouGov
to complete a survey of private sector
decision makers. These included any business
leaders in positions of authority from lower
management ranks to CEOs. This poll was
conducted in the summer of 2020 after the
global pandemic and the Black Lives Matter
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What do we think about meritocracy in the UK?

protests. It was taken via an online interview
panel of over 800,000 people in the UK, with
a total of 522 respondents. The figures were
weighted and broken down by geography,
business size, gender and age. Because the
panel only interviewed individuals working
in business, the sample size is relatively
small. This means that the results can still be
insightful at a macro-level, but we must be
careful about making generalisations about
sub-sets of the data e.g. women working in
business in the north west or the views of
particular ethnic groups. To help mitigate
this limitation, we have avoided dividing the
data too finely and have focussed our analysis
below on bigger groups which are likely to
be more representative around the following
three questions:

QUESTION 1: DO WE BELIEVE THE
UKIS A MERITOCRACY?

QUESTION 2: DO WE BELIEVE
BUSINESS HAS A PART TO PLAY
INFIGHTING DISCRIMINATION &
INJUSTICE?

QUESTION 3: HAS THE EXPERIENCE
OF BLACK LIVES MATTER CHANGED
ANYTHING?
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PART 02: The Context

Q1. DO WE BELIEVE THE
UKIS A MERITOCRACY?

According to our research, 44% of
business people feel that the UK is “not
very” or “not at all” meritocratic. For the
purposes of this question, we included
the definition of meritocracy as “a society
where people succeed through talent,
effort, and achievement, rather than
their social class or family background.”
Although a majority do believe the UK is
a meritocracy, to find that over four in
ten of those surveyed do not is striking,
not least because this survey only
includes people who are in employment
— a relatively successful group in
economic terms - and excludes those
who are unemployed who may be more
likely to feel that the UK has unfairly
passed them by.

The conseqguences of this are under-
researched but likely to be profound. If
almost half of UK business people don't
believe that hard work and capability
lead to success, it is likely we will see an
adverse impact on incentives to work
and business culture. After all, if effort
and talent is not rewarded, the individual

feel the UKis “not very” or “not at all” meritocratic

believe the UK is “very” or “fairly” meritocratic

0
I 3 0 “Don't know”
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..ONGE A SOCIETY
DECOUPLES EFFORT
WITH REWARD...WE
ARE IN DANGER OF

SERIOUS BACKLASH,
POLITICAL UNREST AND
POSSIBLY EVEN VIOLENT

CONFRONTATION.

has less reason to strive. If, instead,
success is perceived to go to individuals
because of class, race or gender, there will
understandably be a sense of bitterness
that is likely to toxify any culture and cause
resentment. On a broader level, once a
society decouples effort with reward, once
it corrupts the relationship between inputs
and outcomes, we are in danger of serious
backlash, political unrest and possibly
even violent confrontation. Leaders at the
top will be less respected and those at the
bottom will feel unfairly passed by.

iy

0
0
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PART 02: The Context

Interestingly, this result does shift
when you come to ask people about : S A

their own workplaces. When asked THE AREA ND
about whether their personal GENDERS THAT ARE
organisation is meritocratic,

78% said they strongly or c O O
somewhat agreed and only RI HER TEND T BE M RE
15% somewhat or completely LIKELY TO BELIE\IE THAT
disagreed. This could be

because people are more Succ SS S S 0
likely to trust themselves and E I BA ED N
experiences that are close to TALENT AND EFFURT .
them, or perhaps that they -
don't want to be complicit in
any perceived failure to create
a meritocracy in their own

environment or risk being seen to
criticise their organisation.

(8%

The final point worth noting in answer

to this question is how this answer stmng|
changes when it comes to gender

and geography. It is striking that or somew ot
organisations based in London are Ugfee thl]'[
the most likely to believe the UK is their pEfSOﬂUI
meritocratic, With only 35% gxpressing 0rgunlsut|0n IS
concerns that it was not. This compares mBTIIUCTUIIC

to 60% of those in the South of England
stating that the UK was “not very” or
“not at all” meritocratic and higher
rates of concern again in Scotland and
Wales (although these sample sizes are
relatively small and must be taken with
caution). Overall, women? were also
slightly less likely to believe the UK was
a meritocracy and slightly more likely
to describe the UK as ‘not very' and ‘not
at all' meritocratic. In both cases, the

are to believe tha:t the system is fair. This 15/0

wealthier you are, the more likely you
may be because these respondents are » "
more likely to have profited from the somewhat” or
current status quo and want to believe COMplEtEly
that this is because of their merit rather

than the prejudice of a system. Similarly, dlsugree th
those groups who are likely to be less the IdE[] th[]t
well-off — albeit because of the gender their ersunul

pay gap or geographical inequalities grgumsu[mn |3
- have a greater personal interest in

believing that this is the fault of the 7/ mETIIUCTUIIC
0

system rather than personal failure.

“Don’t know”
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PART 02: The Context

(2. DO WE BELIEVE BUSINESS HAS A PART TO PLAY IN
FHGHTING DISCRIMINATION AND INJUSTICE?

One of the most striking findings from
the YouGov research is the widespread
belief that businesses have a role to

play in actively fighting discrimination.
This belief holds regardless of whether
respondents were asked about racial,
gender or LGBT discrimination. In all
cases, four out of five respondents
believed that businesses had either a
large or a small role to play in this fight,
with much higher numbers in each case
believing that the role of businesses was
a large one. When it comes to fighting
racial discrimination, some 86% of
respondents thought that businesses had
some role to play, on gender it was 87%
and on LGBT rights it was 82%. Although
there were some slight variations, these
figures remained consistently high across
different regions, genders and ages
across the UK.

864

of respondents

beheved that
businesses have a
large or small role to
play in fighting racial
inequality

However, our results reveal that not

all discrimination is considered equal.
Consistently respondents were more
likely to say that businesses had a “large
role” to play in gender inequality (56%),
compared to racial inequality (52%)

and LGBT discrimination (46%). There
are multiple possible explanations for
this trend. It could be that there is a
“hierarchy” of discrimination in which
gender issues are still considered to be
more mainstream and ‘acceptable’ to
address than racial concerns or those
about sexual orientation. On the other
hand, it could simply reflect the fact that
there are more women in the workforce
- and the weighted survey participants —
compared to BAME or LGBT groups, and
that it is therefore a bigger priority for

respondents.
107
0

of respondents believed
that businesses dont have
arole to play

e

1y

“Don’t Know”
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PART 02: The Context

(3. HAS THE EXPERIENGE OF BLACK LIVES MATTER

CHANGED ANYTHING?

307

Think diversity and inclusion has become more
of a priority since the murder of George Floyd

55% Think there has been no change given to the priority of diversity in their business

A. ATTITUDES TO DIVERSITY AND
INCLUSION HAVE SHIFTED

Overall, some 30% of those working

in business thought that diversity and
inclusion had become more of a priority
since the brutal murder of George Floyd
and the subsequent Black Lives Matter
protests. Although the largest group of
respondents, 55%, said there had been no
change at all, the fact that almost one in
three business people believe there had
been a change does seem statistically
significant.

However, it is worth noting that, once
again, London is pulling up the UK's
average figures. In the capital some 50%
of respondents believed that diversity

and inclusion was more of a priority
compared to much lower figures outside
of London. This suggests that the diversity
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Think diversity and inclusion has
become less of a priority

1y

0
]_ - “Don’t Know”

10/

agenda remains stronger in our urban,
more liberal and cosmopolitan centres.
This could simply be because London
has more diverse demographics and the
diversity agenda is therefore more likely to
be a priority for those who live, consume
and work there, or it could be that the
experience of living in a more multi-
cultural environment makes everyone
more alive to the injustices that are
faced. Whatever the explanation, London
consistently reported higher levels of
concern with discrimination across the
board and a greater level of action taken
to challenge the status quo.
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PART 02: The Context

B. ACTION ON DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION
IS GROWING

Overall, 26% of businesses said they had
taken concrete steps to make a difference
since the events of the summer (although
once again the rates of action are much
higher, some 50%, in London). Although
that means the majority of businesses
have not taken action, the fact that one in
four have changed is striking.

bl

Businesses in the UK that have
taken gction on diversity and inclusion
since the death of George Floyd

C. VERY FEW COMPANIES ARE LINKING
ACTION ON DIVERSITY TO PROFIT

One of the most striking findings from
the YouGov data was how few businesses
are relating diversity concerns to their
core business agenda. Although many
respondents reported diversity and
inclusion being a greater priority for them
in the wake of 2020, this seems to be an
internal concern about processes and
culture rather than an externally based
concern about recruiting the best talent,
attracting the most customers and
making the most profit. Diversity and
inclusion seem to be being treated as

a separate, compartmentalised agenda
about internal company processes

rather than a wider concern about how
to be a stronger, more competitive
business in the modern world. In short,
companies are focussing more on fairness
than opportunity.

Global Future: Rewiring Meritocracy

For example, when respondents were
asked if they felt comfortable taking action
to tackle discrimination against staff in the
workplace, large numbers felt comfortable
seeking redress. Some 83% said they felt
very or somewhat comfortable supporting
colleagues from ethnic minority
backgrounds facing discrimination from
inside their organisations.

However, when asked whether their
company has made it more of a priority
to understand ethnic minority consumers
in light of the protests, only 22% of
respondents said they had made any
more effort in the last year, with the
majority taking no action at all. Again, this
national figure is artificially inflated by
London: without including the capital, just
16% of the UK believes that more action
has been taken to understand ethnic
minority consumers. 18





































































