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1. Preface

The Project “will make recommendations 
both in terms of immediate actions and 
longer term proposals that we will 
integrate into our strategy and our culture, 
to make us a truly anti-racist organisation, 
in a wide-ranging and sustainable way.”

- Liz Jolly, Chief Librarian

Over the past year, staff at the British Library have engaged in an unprecedented and powerful conversation about race and 
equality. The Anti-Racism Project has involved colleagues drawn from all levels, across all areas of the Library, with the aim of 
enacting a generational shift so we become a more representative and diverse organisation that is welcoming and empowering 
for everyone.

We have listened to many voices that were previously unheard, and have had challenging conversations about the experiences 
of staff and users that highlight things that urgently need to change. We’ve taken time to reflect on how to make these changes 
permanent, and how we take the whole Library with us as we transform our processes, practices and culture.  I am grateful to 
Hugh Brown and Raj Rajukumar, working under the sponsorship of Liz Jolly, Chief Librarian, for their continued thoughtful 
leadership of this process.

The Library’s senior leaders will take forward this work over the next three years, and will be accountable for turning the 
recommendations of the Anti-Racism Project into reality, through the Race Equality Action Plan presented here. From the way 
we recruit and develop our staff, to the material we collect for current and future generations of researchers, to the way we
engage with new audiences – we have identified high-level actions that provide a road-map for measurable, concrete and lasting 
change. 

It will take time, energy and leadership, but this is a vital part of fulfilling our wider commitment to equality, diversity and
inclusion, ensuring that we become a great national library for everyone.   

Roly Keating, Chief Executive
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2. Scope

A staff-led approach

The Anti-Racism Project was tasked with benchmarking the Library’s
current performance across a range of key areas affecting racial
inequality; including HR policies, BAME representation within senior
management roles, inclusivity of exhibitions, events and public
programmes and interpretation of the Library’s collections.

All staff were given the opportunity to take part and the Anti-Racism
Project involved 90 British Library staff from every level and area of
the organisation. The project also included representatives from the
Library’s BAME Staff Network, which continues to play a leading role
in highlighting institutional issues of racial inequality.

After an initial scoping phase, six thematic Working Subgroups were
formed to look at specific areas of the Library’s activity and develop a
set of recommendations for how the Library can become a truly anti-
racist organisation.

The Project “will make 
recommendations both in terms of 
immediate actions and longer term 
proposals that we will integrate into 

our strategy and our culture, to 
make us a truly anti-racist 

organisation, in a wide-ranging and 
sustainable way.”

- Liz Jolly, Chief Librarian, Project sponsor
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3. Working Group Themes

Cross-organisation theme

4. The Data, Research & Insights Subgroup - Undertaking the data gathering
and insights to baseline how the organisation is performing on key anti-
racism attributes. Identifying performance indicators and reporting
processes that will need to be in place for project implementation.

Collections-based themes:

5. The Cataloguing & Metadata Subgroup - Making recommendations on
changes that need to be made to the cataloguing of our collections to be
more inclusive in the description of items.

6. The Collections and Content Subgroup - Gathering data and information
to inform how the Library can better understand the historical context of
our collections and make recommendations on how we improve the way
this can be presented to a wide audience.

The six themes comprised three people-based themes, one cross-
organisation theme and two collections-based themes.

People-based themes:

1. The People & HR Policies Subgroup - Reviewing HR policy and
processes through the prism of anti-racism and race equality.

2. The Behaviours, Values & Experiences Subgroup - Understanding
the experiences of BAME staff across the Library and developing
recommendations for improvement.

3. The Audiences Subgroup - Investigating how effectively the Library
is reaching BAME audiences through all our communication and
engagement channels, and making recommendations for
improvement.
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4. Summary of the Methodology

The Anti-Racism Project utilised a project structure and the subgroups followed similar processes to
evaluate, feed back, and provide objectives.

4.1 Summary of the Subgroups Process

Each Subgroup:

● Defined its terms of reference, including scope

● Liaised with other subgroups to establish overlaps or gaps 

● Gathered information, evidence, views, and data from a variety of sources

● Assessed  the current  ‘as is’ state of the library,  benchmarking and reviewing comparable 

activity from similar institutions and other organisations 

● Identified further areas of investigation and consultations by internal and external experts 

● Identified  quantifiable  and  realistic  short, medium  and   long-term recommendations
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5. Proposed actions

Summary of Actions Proposed by Working 

Subgroups

The summary that follows pulls out the high-level actions 

recommended by each of the six subgroups, providing an overview of 

the highest-priority actions to help us achieve our objectives. 

Each subgroup made detailed recommendations, ranging from short to 

long term  activities, whether these involved incremental changes or 

innovative solutions, and with indications on timescales, priorities, and 

impact.

The detailed subgroups reports will be shared with the relevant SLT 

leads, to support the planning and delivery of their assigned objectives.

“A fundamental requirement is 

that the Library’s senior 

management and structures 

take ownership of the 

Subgroups’ recommendations 

and deliver real change” 

- Phil Spence, Chief Operating 

Officer
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5.1 People & HR Policies

Aligning with the People Strategy

The work done by the HR and People subgroup closely aligns with the

new People Strategy, which the People Team developed in consultation

with staff networks and the Anti-Racism Project amongst others. Many

of the objectives of this subgroup will be incorporated into the six

People Strategy Pillars of:

❑ Developing our Leadership & Management Capability

❑ Strategic Resourcing & Succession Planning 

❑ Compensation, Reward & Recognition

❑ Flexible Working – Smart Working

❑ Training, Learning & Development

❑ A Positive People Experience 

The People Team has initiated workstreams to start implementing

several of the People & HR Policies subgroup’s recommendations. The

subgroup’s recommendations have been summarised into four high

level actions.

.

Proposed Actions 

1. We commit to signing up to the Race at Work Charter working

with the People Team to develop and implement the charter’s

principles by April 2022 and ensure we can monitor our progress

and be accountable.

2. We will fully review the employee lifecycle and create a robust

framework for reviewing all HR policies and processes to ensure

that built-in bias, and any explicit or implicit unfairness are

eliminated.

3. We will develop a strategy to recruit, develop and promote more

diverse staff into senior leadership positions, focusing on

underrepresented areas, and utilising staff networks to provide

development, training, and mentoring opportunities for their

members.

4. We will ensure that as part of the Library’s Diversity and Inclusion

strategy, targets are set to improve BAME representation in key

staff areas, including a target of 15% of SB4 staff and above by

2026.
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5.2 Behaviour, Values and Experiences

3. We will strengthen our values by emphasising the

importance of race equality and anti-racism in staff

performance review. We will consider other values and

wellbeing models to enhance and deliver a more equitable

and inclusive atmosphere of collaboration across the Library

and in our communities.

4. We will establish clear procedures for dealing with racism

and racist incidents in a consistent and compassionate way,

whether these occur on-site or online.

Proposed Actions 

1. We will undertake an anonymised staff survey to identify

current attitudes to diversity and inclusion within the

British Library. We will appoint an external agency to

conduct research into capturing the working experiences

of BAME staff, considering protected characteristics and

produce an anonymised report with recommendations for

improvements, and to form a baseline for anti-racism

metrics for the corporate dashboard.

2. We will provide continuous improvement and learning

opportunities with the development of support/learning

networks. These will ensure that all staff – including

managers – understand the importance of diversity within

the workplace, and have a safe space to have their say

and create an ongoing and open discussion to learn,

respect and embrace differences.
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5.3 Audiences

3. We commit to our Exhibition Strategy’s aim to ‘Ensure diverse

voices are present in the planning, development, and delivery of

all exhibition projects’. To achieve this we will seek broader

representation on the Culture Working Group and

Commissioning Board, drawing on cultural and geographical

diversity, and developing new strands of programming that

respond to community interests.

4. We will address the need for appropriate content statements

and additional interpretation to be implemented across all our

public spaces (digital and physical) that present sensitive

materials, and will enable reporting of outdated or racist

terminology in our catalogues and website.

Proposed Actions 

1. We commit to developing a better understanding of our

audiences. We will hire an external agency to conduct a larger

qualitative piece of research with non-users, specifically audiences

who experience racism, that is driven by a genuine commitment

to seeking and listening to public and staff feedback.

2. We will commit to developing our capacity for community-led and

people-informed approaches to programming that respond to

community interests and needs, developing a strategy to open,

maintain and engage in dialogue with the people we aim to serve.
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5.4 Data, Research and Insight

The Data, Research and Insight Subgroup co-ordinated with the other subgroups’ data requests and initiated several data gathering workstreams

that will need to be completed and built on in the next phase of the project. The Project also worked with the People Team to prepare some staff

ethnicity analysis from data extracted from the HR system to produce an overview of the current diversity of the Library’s staff.

3. We will instigate and utilise appropriate race equality KPIs

throughout the organisation, ranging from high level

corporate KPIs to more limited and focused departmental

and sectional level KPIs.

4. We will establish ongoing analysis of anti-racism best

practice, and a review of data and insights to enable the

publication of an annual report on the Library’s progress.

Proposed Actions

1. We will undertake further data gathering and research

analysis both internally and externally to inform the

development of relevant and measurable key performance

indicators (KPIs) and understand the organisation baseline.

2. We will identify data requirements to monitor progress and,

following analysis, propose areas of improvement.
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5.5 Cataloguing and Metadata – proposed actions 

2. Access and Discovery: We will develop more flexible subject

terminologies and discovery approaches to address issues of

outdated and inappropriate language; to surface under-described

and undiscoverable collections; and to respect access protocols of

culturally sensitive heritage. We will improve discovery of

marginalised experiences in the collection through the creation of

guides, finding aids, blogs, social media, as well as increased,

targeted, and fuller cataloguing.

3. Policy and Principles: We will establish ethical principles for

cataloguing and metadata and ensure that staff tasked to work on

sensitive material receive adequate knowledge, training, and

support. We will provide regular and mandatory training to all

relevant staff on best practice.

Proposed Actions

1. Metadata: We will establish a comprehensive glossary of

inclusive terminology to support a multifaceted audit of

cataloguing and metadata. We will collaborate with partners in

the UK and internationally to establish best practice for ensuring

that descriptions are contextualised and accurate, and that users

are able to experience the catalogue and website safely, alerting

them where appropriate of the potential for discriminatory and

harmful language.
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5.6 Collections and Curation

3. We will utilise the British Library’s Content Strategy 2020-2023 as

opportunity to further develop a contemporary collecting strategy

working with community partners which will enhance the Library’s

collecting policy. This would be part of an external consultation to

identify key subjects and underrepresented priority areas, and also

to support understanding of anti-racism as a subject and the

development of Black Studies. This would also need to be fully

resourced with new roles to support community focused collecting.

4. We will create a knowledge sharing intranet space, listing relevant

on-going collections and curation projects across the institution. We

would aim to encourage Library colleagues in curatorial and non-

collection roles to critically engage with collections via blogs; draw

on colleagues’ lived experience and acknowledge staff who are

championing anti-racism work.

Proposed Actions

1. We will develop a Library-wide strategy to review the life cycle of

collections; carry out an audit; research into history of collections;

review current collections policies; and work with communities to

develop better understanding and interpretation of collections

through community partnerships and outreach programmes. This

would need to be properly resourced, creating new roles to oversee

the programmes and to work collaboratively with relevant teams.

2. We will ensure any newly appointed and current collections and

curatorial roles have the resource to deliver relevant race equality

objectives within their areas and are fully supported in a Library wide

strategy which will inform our future collecting and interpretation of

collections.



13bl.uk

5.7 Additional recommendations – Communications 

3. We will engage with our peer organisations and other

institutions to learn from their experiences and look to

coordinate approaches. We will collaborate and form

strategic alliances and partnerships with our diverse

communities, developing relationships to explore their

needs and enabling their full engagement with the Library.

4. We will actively engage with the media to proactively

communicate the benefits of being a committed anti-

racist organisation.

Proposed Actions

1. We will create an internal communication plan to ensure

wider and continued staff engagement with the Race Equality

Action Plan. We will create a reporting channel for staff to

make suggestions, ask questions and raise concerns about

areas of work regarding diversity and inclusion.

2. We will continue publishing statements on the bl.uk website

and other channels to demonstrate the Library’s commitment

to race equality across the organisation.
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6. Conclusion

The recommendations contained in this high-level action plan
represent the beginning of our journey.

The project has been impacted by the Covid 19 Pandemic and this
report acknowledges and thanks the working subgroups – with the
support and involvement of the BAME Staff Network – for producing a
substantive set of recommendations under highly challenging
conditions. The objectives detailed in this report are the outcome of
their nine months of consultations, discussions, and research. They
also represent we are just at the beginning of these conversations
which we will actively continue.

The Anti-Racism Project has focussed on turning these high-level
recommendations and objectives into detailed and concrete actions. In
the coming months, these actions will be further developed by the key
Senior Leaders who will engage in further collaboration across and
beyond the Library. They will become detailed plans and workstreams
supported by business cases, with various workgroups aligned with
cross organisational BAU activities to implement them.

In the last year, the Project has contributed to several operational and
strategic initiatives at the Library, including the development of the
Enabling Access for Everyone: The British Library’s Content Strategy
2020-2023, and the People Strategy 2021-2023.

We have started the process of implementing some of the proposed
actions as part of BAU, but we still have a lot to do.

Through the implementation of the Race Equality Action Plan the
Library is fundamentally committed to delivering real transformational
change to its staff, ensuring that the British Library is a welcoming
place for BAME individuals to join, develop and progress their careers.

We are committed to our values and will actively make substantial
changes to organisational culture to make certain the British Library is
an inviting and inspiring place for all, both physically and online – and
especially for our historically underserved, marginalised, and diverse
communities.

We would like to recognise the enormous dedication of the working
group members who devoted their time, much of it in their own time,
to contribute to the recommendations in this report. It is now time for
the Senior leaders of the organisation to own these recommendations
with the support of the many committed staff of the Library who have
worked so hard to put this report together.

Hugh Brown, Raj Rajukumar
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