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How one of science’s biggest
fundersis tacklingracism

A specialist in diversity and inclusion lays
out Wellcome’s plan for promoting equity.

wo years ago, | was about to log off from my work

at the research funder Wellcome when I got an

e-mail fromaseniorleader.lremember tensing

aslreadit.I'd asked that Wellcome add itsname

tosomegeneral anti-racism commitments. The
leader didn’t refuse, but expressed doubts about timing
and capacity. Anti-racism wasn’t a priority.

I'd worked on diversity and inclusion at Wellcome and
elsewhere for several years.I'd faced challenges asawoman
of colour and was acutely aware of how structural racism had
affected many working here or applying for our funds. The
hesitation stung, but speaking up was partof myjob, solper-
sisted. Afteracouple of days’ discussion, the leader agreed.

By mid-2020, people around the world were demand-
ing drastic change after US police officer Derek Chauvin
murdered George Floyd, a Black man, even as a pandemic
further exposed structural racism — people from racially
minoritized groups have lost lives and jobs at much higher
rates than have white people. Wellcome, like many others,
madea public statement supporting the Black Lives Matter
movement. Seeing apost labelled ‘Our commitment to tack-
ling racism at Wellcome’ on our website felt surreal. It was
like the door I had been pushing had fallen open. Suddenly,
Iwas allowed —encouraged! —to progress anti-racismwork
thatI'dwanted to do for years.laminspired by how millions
of people protested for change, but it’s horrifying that it
took so much for organizations to get to this point.

By spending £1billion (US$1.4 billion) a year to support
science thatimproves health, Wellcome holds power. We
don’t want to use it to uphold racial inequity. To help turn
intentions into actions, I've spent the past year leading
development of Wellcome’s anti-racist principles, guidance
and toolkit, co-created with staff and external experts and
published this week (see go.nature.com/3vqqsqs). It’s part
ofabroader anti-racism programme I co-lead at Wellcome
with Tunde Agbalaya thatincludes advising leaders, devel-
opingtraining and supporting colleagues. The framework
boils down to five principles.

Prioritize anti-racism. Doing this work properly takes
time. I stopped other work, and resisted requests to com-
plete the project faster. Sure, we could have settled with
the firstdraft or adapted work produced at other organiza-
tions, but that wouldn’t have been as effective as something
co-developed with staff and tailored to our organization.
(That said, we are providing our handbook publicly, with
alicencethatallows othersto adaptitas they find useful.)
Our principles had to work across Wellcome’s functions as
aresearch funder, museum, library and more. After the
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protests of 2020, many were eager to participate. Collabo-
rating across the organization kept staff and leaders enthu-
siastic. The co-creation process was crucial to the result.

Investigateracialinequity. Collecting dataisn’tenough;
findings must be put towork. That couldinclude identifying
issues, tailoring actions or ensuring accountability. For
instance, Wellcome funds very few Black researchers. Anal-
ysis showed that this wasn’t because of alack of applicants
—the inequity was in our funding success rates. That has
informed how Wellcome designs new funding schemes and
practices. Our goal was not to prove thatinequityisaprob-
lem — that’s obvious — but to identify what to do about it.

Involve people of colour. Wellcome currently has an
all-white executive leadership team. The lack of representa-
tion must not prevent people of colour being involved in
decisions. For this programme, we wanted toinclude peo-
ple across funding, research and Wellcome as an institu-
tionwho had professional anti-racism expertise and lived
experience of racism, without exploiting or harming them.

We were careful about how we established a staff forum
and an external expert group: we specified the budget and
workload up front, so people knew what to expect.Itook on
much ofthe work ondevelopingthe principlesso that the
groups could focus onadvising through multiple rounds of
feedback, edits and discussion. The work ismuch stronger
thanks to input from staff and experts. For example, we
followed advice totailor our principles to address leaders
and funding committee chairs, because they have more
power and accountability to make change.

Counteract racism. General diversity and inclusion
initiatives rarely go far enough; targeted approaches
speed up progress. For example, University College Lon-
don designed its Research Opportunity Scholarships
programme to support UK-resident Black, Pakistani and
Bangladeshi postgraduate research students.

We prioritized on the basis of evidence of inequity. We
also know that racism gets compounded by other forms of
oppression, suchasableism, and so sought advice fromthe
London-based charity Business Disability Forum.

Make measurable progress. Statements are only asgood
as the actions behind them. Holding leaders to account
requires finding ways to measure progress. Outcomes, not
intent, demonstrate whether actions areracist. Inour most
recent inclusion survey, 22% of staff from racially minor-
itized groups reported experiencing offensive language,
jokes or behaviours from colleagues. Our next survey
will tell us if we’re doing better. We’ll continue to publish
data on disparities in who we fund, and share anti-racism
progressin our annual report.

Thereisn’t a quick fix. For centuries, countless people
have done hard, essential work to fight racism. Now it’s
ourturn.
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