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INTERSECTIONAL CHARACTERISTICS

Systemic issues around deprivation and intersectional 

disadvantage – that often isn’t discussed within higher 

education institutions.’

L’myah Sherae

‘

Intersectionality, or intersectional characteristics as termed by the OfS, has 

historically been largely overlooked (Burke, 2018: 366), and its lack of use as a 

tool for examining inequalities was the main concern of participants. Although 

it has entered official discourse in recent years – featuring in the Office for 

Students’ Regulatory Notice 1 and Regulatory Advice 6, and the 2022 consultation 

on regulating equality of opportunity – as a concept it is often misunderstood 

(Rollock et al., 2015: 15). It is often envisaged as an additive model of deprivation, 

rather than a holistic approach to understanding the intersections of identity 

categories (Cho, Crenshaw and McCall, 2013: Mirza, 2014). 

OFFICE FOR STUDENTS:

1. WORK ALONGSIDE ADVANCEHE AND UKRI to develop 
a shared definition and approach to intersectional characteristics and 
approaches to intersectional research and data. 
 

2. AMEND REGULATORY NOTICE 1 (ACCESS 
AND PARTICIPATION PLAN GUIDANCE) AND 
REGULATORY ADVICE 6 (HOW TO PREPARE YOUR 
ACCESS AND PARTICIPATION PLAN) to include the agreed 
and shared definition and approach to intersectional characteristics. 
 

3. AMEND REGULATORY ADVICE 22 (TEF 2023) to include 
indicators exploring the role of intersectional characteristics on student 
experiences, rather than exclusively on outcomes. 

 
HIGHER EDUCATION PROVIDERS: 

1. ENCOURAGE THE OFS to adopt a clear definition and approach to 
intersectional characteristics. 
 

2. PROVIDE STAFF WITH OPPORTUNITIES to access training 
on intersectionality (such as the AdvanceHE workshop).12 

 

3. COMMIT TO PRODUCING AND CONTRIBUTING TO 
RESEARCH exploring the role of intersectional characteristics, at 
various points throughout the student life cycle, including the PGT and    
PGR stages.

12 https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/programmes-events/calendar/navigating-intersectionality-2%20[accessed%20

24%20June%202023].

 
RECOMMENDATIONS

LIFTING BARRIERS TO 
BLACK ACADEMIA
CREATING SUSTAINABLE ACTIONS 
FOR REPARATIVE JUSTICE IN HIGHER 
EDUCATION INSTITUTES
DR LEONA VAUGHN (UNIVERSITY OF LIVERPOOL) AND 
MALIK AL NASIR (UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE)

POLICY BRIEFING

OVERVIEW
The 1999 Stephen Lawrence Inquiry Report peeled back the lid on institutional 
racism in the UK, instigating a step change across all British institutions in 
efforts to achieve racial justice and equity. 

Twenty-five years on, progress in higher education institutions (HEIs) is 
slow. Only 49 UK HEIs out of 295 hold a Race Equality Charter Award – none 
at gold level. Under-representation of Black academics, students and staff, 
and inequality in their experiences at HEIs are a key challenge. The ‘Inclusive 
Britain’ action plan for the UK government’s Race Disparity Unit (March 2022) 
aims to improve not just the rates of access, but the experience and success of 
‘ethnic minority’ students and to enhance the quality of graduate employment. 
It stated that HEIs will revise access and participation plans. The action plan 
also resulted in updated guidance for employers on the use of positive action 
under the Equality Act 2010.

‘Barriers to Black Academia’ is an initiative created by UK Black academics 
Dr Leona Vaughn and Malik Al Nasir to explore how to address the under-
representation of academics of African descent as a form of reparative justice in 
all subject areas and at all levels of higher education including access to research 
funding. It is supported by the University of Liverpool and University of Bristol.

This work identifies key steps that should be taken by the UK government’s 
Race Disparity Unit, HE funders, HEIs and the bodies that manage and 
coordinate them to:
•	 Mandate disaggregated monitoring data collection and publication (where 

possible) by HEIs of both staffing and student experience - by race/gender/
disability/socioeconomic status and by subject/research area

•	 	Monitor and ensure the application of the Equality Act 2010’s ‘equality 
duty’ by Research Councils and HEIs in respect of the allocation of research 
funding

•	 Increase the use of the Act’s ‘positive action’ provision to enable HEIs 
to urgently address racial inequality in access to postgraduate study and 
research

•	 	Mandate HEI sign up to the Race Equality Charter

The Barriers to Black 
Academia Online Symposia 
Analytical report and the 
Policy Roundtable report 
are available to 
download from 
www.blackacademia.co.uk

POLICY BRIEFING PRODUCED BY



POLICY BRIEFING 
PRODUCED BY

Need for disaggregated monitoring data collection/
publication of both staffing and student experience 
by race/gender/socioeconomic status and by subject/
research area.
HEIs do not currently have a mandatory duty to collect 
and report upon ‘diversity monitoring’ for staff and 
students at all levels. The main barrier identified in the 
reports to HEIs addressing under-representation is the 
lack of disaggregated and intersectional data to help 
them to understand where to focus their efforts. The 
UK government (the Race Disparity Unit and Office for 
Students in particular) can mandate the collection and 
analysis of this data, and its (appropriate) publication.

Lack of understanding and use of the Equality Act 2010’s 
positive action provision to address racial inequality.
The reports show that HEIs felt unable to develop positive 
action initiatives as outlined by the Equality Act 2010 - 
including ringfenced scholarships/studentships - without 
data. 

Lack of transparency of Research Councils, and HEIs, 
allocation of postgraduate funding.
Over one-third of PhD funding comes from HEIs and UK 
research councils (Vitae, 2013). The reports identify that 
despite being subject to the Equality Act 2010 (Equality 
Duty), these bodies do not routinely account for funding 
allocation in ‘diversity monitoring’ – an important source 
of evidence for undertaking positive action steps.

Need for mandatory race equality actions by HEIs
Only 101 HEIs out of a possible 295 are signed up to the 
Advance HE Race Equality Charter awards, which provide a 
strategic focus for HEI actions to address racial inequality. 
Of the 101, only 46 have achieved Bronze, three have 
achieved Silver and none have achieved Gold level.

Since Stephen Lawrence and more recently in response to 
Black Lives Matter, inconsistent attempts have been made 
by HEIs to ‘decolonise’ and to implement various forms of 
reparative justice to lift the barriers which block access to UK 
higher education for Black people of African descent. These 
will not create systemic change.  

2024 marks the end of the United Nations International 
Decade for People of African Descent. The UK country report 
stated that discrimination against this group ‘is structural, 
institutional and systemic’. Specifically identifying that 
‘Black students at every level of the educational system 
experience a dehumanizing cocktail of lowered expectations, 
condescending benevolence, and little room for error’, it 
recommends that public and private institutions have a public 
conversation about race, legacy and repair and ‘confront 
how existing research can inform immediate and urgent 
reform’. As public sector organisations, education providers 
and funders, all HEIs and related bodies have a responsibility 
to reduce racial inequities experienced by people of African 
descent in the UK.

The recommendations in our reports are therefore made 
with the intention of urgently developing a coordinated 
and impactful approach to support the goals of the UK 
government’s Race Disparity Unit for an ‘Inclusive Britain’. 
They advocate for creating policy, action and legislation to 
establish meaningful and sustainable efforts in HE to advance 
reparative justice for aspiring and existing Black academics. 

FINDINGS

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

FOR MORE INFORMATION VISIT 
WWW.BLACKACADEMIA.CO.UK

Only 0.6% of UK professors and 1.8% of academic staff 
are Black (of African descent) and UK-domiciled. Black 
staff face various forms of racism/inequality (Pilkington, 
2018: 38; Bhopal & Pitkin, 2018; Rollock, 2019) and are 
disproportionately seeking careers overseas (Mirza, 2018: 
10).

Black students also experience discrimination and 
inequality at both undergraduate (Bhopal & Pitkin, 2018) 
and postgraduate level in HEIs (Achiume, 2018; Equality 
and Human Rights Commission, 2019). Just 1.2% of the 
19,868 UKRI Research Council’s PhD studentships were 
awarded to Black/‘Black Mixed’ students, and of this 
number, only 30 of them were awarded to students of a 
Black Caribbean background (Williams et al., 2019). 

CONTEXT
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