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The complex nature of background  
and belonging

Inclusivity is described by the Cambridge Dictionary as the act of ‘trying to include many different types 
of people and treat them all fairly and equally’. 

Disappointingly, we have found through our 
research with 2,000 young people aged 16-21 
this summer that discrimination is still prevalent 
– with 59% of all young people we asked 
stating that they regularly feel discriminated 
against. And it’s for many ‘reasons’; appearance, 
gender, race, mental health, sexual orientation, 
where they live, accent…the list goes on. 

It’s not good enough. 

I would hope that anyone reading this agrees that 
inclusion and fostering a sense of belonging is 
important. For educators. For employers. But most 
importantly, for each other. The impact of getting it 
right (or indeed getting it wrong) can have far reaching 
implications for organisations – on brand awareness, 
appeal, sentiment, satisfaction, performance, growth, 
retention... again, the list goes on.  

But to make a real difference and change the futures 
of our young people for the better, we must walk the 
walk, rather than simply talk the talk. And to do that, 
we need first to understand. 

We explored to what extent young people perceive 
that their background has an impact or influence on 
various aspects of their lives. 

We asked how their background affects their sense 
of belonging, if it opened them up to discrimination, 
if they feel their background has influenced their 
education, is influencing career choices, their wider 
life choices and also how they feel their background 
affects their future opportunities in life. 

In line with our previous findings, higher proportions 
of Black Heritage (58%), Asian (43%) and Mixed Race 
(41%) respondents felt their background opened them 
up to discrimination. A stark reminder of White privilege 
was evident from the 39 percentage point difference 
between the proportion of White and Black Heritage 
respondents agreeing ‘very much so’ to this question. 

‘ Being a different skin colour means I 
stand out and am different to many of my 
peers and people where I live. It certainly 
opens me up to more racial discrimination 
as I am different so some people may 
look at me differently.’

of Black Heritage 
respondents say their 
background opens them 
up to discrimination  
‘very much so’

50%
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Intersectionality  
exacerbates the issue 

When we looked at intersectionality,  
particularly between gender and race,  
we saw an even more worrying picture.  

On the question of a respondent’s background opening 
them up to discrimination, we saw a staggering 
difference. For females of Black Heritage, 71% said 
their background opened them up to discrimination 
‘very much so’, compared to 27% of Black Heritage 
males. We also saw a similar pattern for those of 
Mixed Race, with 47% of Mixed Race females stating 
their background opened them up to discrimination vs 
18% of Mixed Race males. 

It raises the question of belonging. Do Black Heritage 
and Mixed Race females feel that they belong? Well, 
as you might expect, the differences we saw in relation 
to discrimination are certainly having a knock on effect. 

In fact, while 43% of Mixed Race respondents  
overall said their background influenced their sense  
of belonging ‘very much so’, once again we saw 
a higher proportion of Mixed Race females (44%) 
feeling the influence, compared to males (35%). 
There was also an 8 percentage point difference for 
Black respondents overall (35%), but once again, 
Black Heritage females were significantly more likely 
(44%), than Black males (22%) to say their background 
influenced their sense of belonging ‘very much so’.
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‘ Since I am of colour, it is likely for  
people to have certain beliefs against 
Asian people.’

‘ Society looks down on people that look 
like me.’

We also explored to what extent a young person’s 
background influences their decision making, their 
education and perceived future opportunities in life. 
And for many, their backgrounds are indeed having  
an influence. 

When asked about their education, more Black 
Heritage (36%) and Asian (37%) respondents  
felt their education has been influenced by their 
background, compared to 30% of White and  
22% of Mixed Race respondents. 

Once again, we saw a more pronounced feeling 
amongst Black Heritage females (41% vs 27% of Black 
Heritage males) that their background had influenced 
their education. However, it was Asian males that felt 
the most significant influence of their background on 
their education (44% vs 38% of Asian females).

‘ As a white British person, I face little to 
no prejudice, especially systematically.’ 
‘Although, white privilege has affected 
things like education for me personally.’

And when taking a look to the future, significantly more 
Black Heritage (42%) and Asian (36%) respondents felt 
their background affects their future opportunities in 
life, compared to 26% of White respondents. And once 
again, we saw a more pronounced feeling amongst 
Black Heritage females (52%) for the influence their 
background had on their future, with a much lower 
proportion of Black Heritage males (30%) responding in 
the same way.  

Career decisions were also seen to be influenced by 
background, 38% of Black Heritage and 34% of Asian 
respondents stated that their background is influencing 
their future career decisions ‘very much so’, compared 
to a quarter of White respondents. We saw much 
smaller gender differences in response to this particular 
question than others. 

‘ My background showed me to work 
harder because life isn’t fair. My 
family have suffered because of their 
background so it’s my job to work as  
hard so they don’t need to suffer.’

‘I come from middle - lower class so I feel 
my academic and job opportunities are not 
as good as if I was born into money and 
able to get private schooling and spoon 
fed a good job immediately.’



5

It’s not a superficial issue

As the findings from our research (and many academic papers on the subject) show, a young person’s background influences their future.  
But we need to dig beneath the surface to get to the heart of how to unpick, and rectify, many of the systemic issues that cause  
underrepresented groups to feel, and even worse that they actually are, treated differently. 

The goal has to be equality, inclusion and belonging. 

While there has been a focus on ethnicity within the 
findings so far, we analysed responses based on a 
number of demographic dimensions. We sadly still see 
that regular experiences of gender discrimination are 
seen in much higher proportions by females. And the 
LGBTQ+ community continue to face discrimination 
regularly - 39% of gay / lesbian respondents said they 
regularly face discrimination based on their sexuality. 

‘ I’ve unfortunately had white privilege  
my whole life in contrast to people  
who suffer race discrimination. I also 
don’t open up about my sexuality in  
the workplace.’

Interestingly, appearance was one of the areas a higher 
proportion of respondents felt that they were regularly 
discriminated against in relation to. Discrimination 
based on appearance was higher amongst females 
(31%) than males (25%), and amongst more White 
respondents (30%) than BAME respondents (24%).  
We also saw that discrimination in relation to 
appearance rose higher the older respondents got – 
with a quarter of 17 year olds responding that they 
faced regular discrimination aligned to appearance, 
rising to 33% at age 21. And it varied based on gender, 
with a peak seen amongst females at aged 18 (24%), 
while the peak at 30% of males was seen at age 21.

Again, this highlights the importance and impact of 
intersectionality when we evaluate the thoughts, 
feelings and experiences of young people from 
different backgrounds. 

We need to carefully consider our strategies, and the 
underpinning tactics, to ensure we are doing everything 
we can to ensure our cultures and communications are 
as inclusive as possible, breaking down barriers every 
step of the way. 

‘ As a bisexual, working class woman 
there’s quite a bit working against me.’

How can we show it

As the adage states, you have to ‘see it’ to ‘be it’.  
So, we asked our audience how important they felt 
it was that diversity was reflected in a company’s or 
brand’s marketing communications – and the message 
is clear – the overwhelming majority think it is. 

As you might expect, underrepresented audiences 
have a stronger feeling around the importance of 
diversity in marketing, with 42% of females (compared 
to 23% of males) and 39% of BAME respondents 
(compared to 31% of White respondents) stating that  
it was very important. 

17% of those BAME respondents finding diversity 
in marketing important were Asian, 13% were Black 
Heritage and 6% were Mixed Race. 

And when asked how they would like to see  
diversity reflected in marketing and communications, 
they told us: 

• ‘Marketing towards not just rich, white people 
- a greater understanding of what will appeal to 
different cultures and backgrounds and tailoring 
marketing and products towards that.’

• ‘More inclusive for people of colour, all genders and 
sexualities and we can’t forget about different forms 
of disabilities.’

• ‘Show that they care consistently through various 
ways, with social media being a big one. Instead of 
just once a month of every few months, promote it 
often so it doesn’t look like a farce.’

• ‘A company’s diversity shouldn’t just be for show, 
the staff also has to be diverse as well as those 
promoting these brands - both on and off of screen 
diversity should be thought about.’

• ‘More diverse size ranges and diverse models in 
adverts.‘
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How we can help change  
futures for the better? 

There isn’t a quick fix. Every person and every organisation is different. We have seen clearly through 
this research how intersectionality can amplify the challenges faced by young people. 

But we all have the opportunity to do something to create change. We need to consider what we can, and must,  
do to make our institutions and organisations a more inclusive place for young people to belong to as they enter 
Higher Education and employment. 

We need to ask ourselves: 

• How can we ensure that our processes are fair, 
free from bias and transparent? How can we 
show young people entering our process they 
won’t be discriminated against? Are we actively 
calling out and addressing discrimination when it 
is seen / evidenced?

• Do our processes, communications or 
technology present barriers? How can we 
remove these barriers? Is our technology and our 
physical space accessible? Are we accounting 
for and making reasonable adjustments for those 
who may need it?

• How can we ensure we are truly inclusive? What 
type of person may feel that they don’t belong at 
our organisation or institution? Why might they 
feel like that? Are we recognising the impact of 
intersectionality? How could we better foster a 
sense of belonging amongst these groups? 

• Are we reflecting our ambitions for diversity and 
inclusivity in our marketing and communications? 
Is it authentic? Do people believe it? Is it 
embodied within our culture so people feel 
it when they join us? Do our employees and 
students champion it?  

If you’d like our help or want to hear more  
about our latest research, get in touch. 

Jackie Grisdale 
Youth Marketing Consultant 
jackie.grisdale@smrs.co.uk

WHAT WILL YOU DO TO  
BECOME MORE INCLUSIVE? 


