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INTRODUCTION
May 25 2021 marked the one year anniversary of the murder of George Floyd, a black man
from Minneapolis, Minnesota who was killed by Police Officer Derek Chauvin. Following his
death, mass Black Lives Matter protests across America – and the world – took place
throughout the summer in solidarity with George Floyd and the fight against racism. Floyd’s
murder transpired to be a seismic event in the modern discourse around racialised police
brutality, and a resurfacing of broader historical issues related to systemic racism in the USA.
Closer to home, this event brought about a renewed focus on racial equality in Britain.
Specifically, it shone a light on the issue of institutionalised racism, particularly surrounding
treatment of Black people by the police in Britain, and discrimination in the workplace – with
calls earlier this year for companies to review diversity in the workplace and report ethnicity
pay gaps.
The Government’s response to the events of last year was to launch the Commission on
Racial and Ethnic Disparities, led by Dr Tony Sewell CBE, the findings of which were
released in March this year. The Commission’s report – the Sewell report – made headlines
after its conclusions suggested that the country is not institutionally racist, arguing that ‘the
term ‘institutional racism should be applied only when deep-seated racism can be proven on
a systemic level.’ To support this statement, the report found that progress had been made
for ethnic minorities in the employment and education sectors and said that on some key
health measures, ethnic minorities do not have universally worse outcomes.
But what do the public know and think about systemic or institutional racism? And what can
we learn from perceptions about the treatment of ethnic minorities in Britain today? To
answer these questions, Ipsos MORI conducted a poll of 2,600 British Adults aged 16-75,
including a sample of 667 people from ethnic minorities (316 Asian respondents, 200 Black
respondents and 151 from a mixed/multiple or other ethnic group) as well as qualitative
research with an online community of people from ethnic minorities. The findings give insight
on a complex picture and how there are clear differences in perceptions of systemic racism
among different ethnic groups.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
1.
There is recognition by the public that society treats some ethnic
minority groups unfairly - particularly Black African people and
Gypsies, Roma and Travellers
While legislation (2010 Equality Act) has tightened the law to protect people against
discrimination, the public acknowledges that not all ethnic groups in society are treated fairly.

2.
There is a high level of awareness of the terms ‘systemic racism’ or
‘institutional racism’, but little detailed understanding
The majority of people say they have heard of the terms ‘systemic’ or ‘institutional’ racism but
few understand what they mean very well. Awareness and understanding is higher among
ethnic minority groups.

3.
The police and courts and prisons are seen as most likely to treat
Black people worse than White people
This disproportionate representation of ethnic minorities in the criminal justice system is well
documented and perceptions of unfair treatment are borne out in this study. The majority of
Black people say they they would treated worse than White people by the police and by
courts and prisons and a large minority of the wider public believes this to be the case too.
But among Black people perceptions of discrimination are not limited to criminal justice
agencies – a range of other public services, business, media and social media are thought to
treat Black people worse too. Perceptions of discrimination against and among Asian people
are less prevalent, but still exist.

4.
Public perceptions of unfair treatment towards ethnic minorities are
lower for educational and healthcare institutions, and local councils
– but concerns are higher among ethnic minority groups
themselves
The public is less likely to think that ethnic minorities are treated worse by educational and
health institutions,or local councils. However, around half of Black people and a third of Asian
people still think they would be treated worse than White people by these institutions,
highlighting quite wide differences in perceptions between ethnic minorities and the public.
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5.
Unfair treatment is seen as being down to a combination of the
prejudice of individuals and the way things work in these
organisations
Ethnic minority groups and the wider public agree that it is not just down to the way things
work – individual prejudice plays a role too.

6.
Overall awareness of the Sewell report is low among the public,
while opinion towards it is divided
The Sewell report has not been particularly prominent in public discourse and among those
who have heard about it, opinions are divided. However, ethnic minorities are overall more
unfavourable towards the report than White people.

7.
But some of the specific recommendations of the report receive
widespread support
While views of the report overall are divided, some of the specific recommendations on
police recruitment, transparency around pay gaps, and setting up an official body to examine
health inequalities,receive broad support, including from ethnic minorities.

8.
There is some cause for optimism for future generations
While the public recognises that many ethnic minorities are treated unfairly in Britain today,
there is some cause for optimism things will improve for future generations, and this
sentiment is broadly shared by ethnic minority groups.
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KEY FINDINGS
1.
There is recognition by the public that society
treats some ethnic minority groups unfairly - particularly
Black African people and Gypsies, Roma and Travellers
While legislation (2010 Equality Act) has tightened the law to protect people against
discrimination, the public acknowledges that not all ethnic groups in society are
treated fairly.
Black African people and Gypsies, Roma and Travellers are the groups most seen to be
treated unfairly by society (27% and 25% respectively). This is followed by Black Caribbean
people (19%) and Pakistani people (18%). One in eight (13%) say White people are treated
most unfairly by society.
Young people are more likely to say that it is Black African people who are are treated most
unfairly by society (37% of those aged 16 to 34), while older people are most likely to say it is
Gypsies, Roma and Travellers (29% of those aged 55 to 75).
Black people are equally likely say Black African (53%) and Black Caribbean (54%) people
are treated most unfairly by society, while Asian respondents are most likely to say it is Black
African (40%) and Pakistani (33%) people.
Black African people and Gypsies, Roma & Travellers
are seen as the most unfairly treated ethnic groups in society
Please look at this list of different ethnic groups in Britain today.
Which two or three, if any, do you think are treated most unfairly by society as a whole?
Black African people
Gypsies/Roma/Travellers
Black Caribbean people
Pakistani people
White British people
Arab people
Chinese and East Asian people
People of mixed ethnic backgrounds
Indian people
Bangladeshi people
Other White people*
Irish people
Other ethnic groups
All of the are treated unfairly
No groups are treated unfairly

27%
25%
19%
18%
13%
13%
12%
11%
10%
9%
6%
3%
1
8%
10%

Base: 2,600 Online British adults 16-75, including people from ethnic minority groups (667), 7-13 May 2021

(* e.g. from other European countries)

This work was carried out in accordance with the requirements of the international quality standard for Market Research, ISO 20252, and with the Ipsos MORI Terms and
Conditions which can be found at http://www.ipsos-mori.com/terms. © Ipsos MORI 2021

Ipsos MORI | Public Perceptions of Institutional Racism

7

2.
There is a high level of awareness of the terms
‘systemic racism’ or ‘institutional racism’, but
little detailed understanding
The majority of people say they have heard of the terms ‘systemic’ or ‘institutional’
racism but few understand what they mean very well. Awareness and understanding
is higher among ethnic minority groups.
Seven in ten British adults (70%) say they have heard of the terms ‘systemic racism’ or
‘institutional racism’, while just under a quarter (23%) have never heard of them. Awareness
is highest among Black ethnic groups (82%).

Seven in ten Britons have heard of systemic or institutional racism
Have you heard of either of the
terms ‘systemic racism’ or ‘
institutional racism’ or not?
Yes 70%

How well, if at all, do you feel you
understand what terms ‘systemic racism’
or ‘institutional racism’ mean?
No 23%

Well 73%

Very well 18%
Faiirly well 55%

Base: 2,600 Online British adults 16-75, 7-13 May 2021..

Not well 26%

Not at all 22%
Not very well 4%

Base: 1,889 Online British adults 16-75 who have heard of either the term
“systemic racism” or “institutional racism”, 7-13 May 2021..

Among those who have heard the terms, the majority (73%) say they understand the terms
well, although just 18% say they understand these concepts very well, suggesting there is
still some degree of uncertainty among the British public.
People from ethnic minority groups are more likely than average to say they understand the
terms very well (27% compared with 18% overall, rising to 32% among those from Black
ethnic groups).
In our online qualitative community of ethnic minority participants, people were asked about
institutional and systemic racism. While people didn’t give specific definitions, they
spontaneously mentioned institutions where they think that ethnic minorities are unfairly
discriminated against. These findings are discussed further below.
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3.
The police and courts and prisons are seen as most likely
to treat Black people worse than White people
This disproportionate representation of ethnic minorities in the criminal justice system
is well documented and perceptions of unfair treatment are borne out in this study.
The majority of Black people say they they would treated worse than White people by
the police and by courts and prisons and a large minority of the wider public believes
this to be the case too. But among Black people perceptions of discrimination are not
limited to criminal justice agencies – a range of other public services, business, media
and social media are thought to treat Black people worse too. Perceptions of
discrimination against and among Asian people are less prevalent, but still exist.
Across a range of institutions a majority of Black people
think they are treated worse than White people

Generally speaking, do you
think that each of the
following treat Black people
better, worse, or about the
same as White people?

The police

45%
64%

Courts and
prisons

36%

Social media

34%

20%

The media

64%

33%

19%

Businesses

29%

23%

Among
Black people

Worse

Worse

About the same

About the same

Better

Better

Educational
institutions

24%

23%

Local
councils

21%

Health
services

17%

23%

52%

6%
13%

48%
23%

7%
13%

45%

49%

8%
9%

43%

53%

10%
16%

37%

53%

6%
12%

34%

59%

5%
8%

39%

51%

Among
all

8%

33%

32%

4%
11%

57%
25%

7%

Base: 2,600 Online British adults 16-75, including black people (200), 7-13 May 2021.

Close to half the public (45%) thinks that Black people are treated worse than White people
by the police. This figure rises to 55% among ethnic minority groups overall, and to 64%
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among Black people. For courts and prisons, over a third of the public (36%) thinks they treat
Black people worse than White people. Among Black people this rises to 64%.
Young people aged 16 to 24 years are more likely than older people to feel that Black people
are treated worse by the police (53% compared with around two in five for people aged 2564 years).
Three in five (59%) Black people say they are treated worse by the media compared with
White people, as do 51% of social media. Among the public, these figures are 33% and 34%.
Unfair treatment of Asian people compared with White people by various institutions is felt to
be lower than Black people but it is still prevalent. Three in ten Brits (30%) think Asian people
are treated worse than White people by the police – this rises to almost half (46%) among
Asian people. Close to half of Asian people (47%) say they are treated worse than White
people by social media (and 44% for the media more generally). One in five of the public
(22%) believes that courts and prisons treat Asian people worse than White people, which
almost doubles (40%) among Asian people themselves.
Asian people think they are treated worse by the police,
social media and media but more split on other institutions

Generally speaking, do you
think that each of the
following treat Asian people
better, worse, or about the
same as White people?

The police

30%

42%

46%

Social media

35%

29%

39%

47%

The media

27%

9%

11%
33%

43%

22%

Businesses

20%

36%
45%

40%

Among
all

Among
Asian people

Worse

Worse

About the same

About the same

Better

Better

Local
councils

17%

47%

Educational
institutions

15%

Health
services

14%

38%
46%

32%

10%
11%
13%
13%

38%
53%

13%
14%

34%

28%

7%
10%

34%

35%

10%
13%

44%

Courts and
prisons

10%

39%
58%
51%

16%
11%
12%

Base: 2,600 Online British adults 16-75, including Asian people (316), 7-13 May 2021.
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These findings paint a fairly negative picture of how ethnic minorities feel they would be
treated by the police compared with White people and resonates with research earlier this
year which showed that ethnic minorities are more likely to perceive the police as being racist
and treating people unfairly. That said, in the same study, ethnic minorities were more
positive than White people about how effectively their local area is policed.1
Findings from our qualitative online community of ethnic minorities echo the survey findings,
where racism in the police and wider criminal justice system was felt to be present and given
as examples of institutional racism. For example, policing powers such as ‘stop and search’
were not seen as being used fairly or appropriately.

“Yes, certain sectors like the police force are both institutionally
and systemically racist. Certain policies and protocols are systematically
racist – look at the stop and search system and statistics”
Male, 53, Black African

“I believe Stop and Search is a critical tool, however, I believe
that there are far much better, more efficient way to conduct this
that doesn't intrude on self-respect”
Male, 41, Chinese

“Disproportionate incarceration of men of colour and ethnic
minority groups have a higher chance of being arrested in a police stop.
Get police to do unconscious bias training”
Male, 30, Black Caribbean

1
https://www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/police-seen-best-providing-advice-and-guidance-british-public-much-less-effectiveprotecting-people NB the sample size of ethnic minorities in this study is relatively small so findings should be interpreted with
caution.
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4.
Public perceptions of unfair treatment towards
ethnic minorities are lower for educational and healthcare
institutions, and local councils – but concerns are higher among
ethnic minority groups themselves
The public is less likely to think that ethnic minorities are treated worse by
educational and health institutions,or local councils. However, around half of Black
people and a third of Asian people still think they would be treated worse than White
people by these institutions, highlighting quite wide differences in perceptions
between ethnic minorities and the public.
Close to half the public (48%) thinks educational institutions treat Black people the same as
White people, although a quarter (24%) think they are treated worse. However, among Black
people, perceptions of unfair treatment double to over half (53%).
For health services, the majority of the public (57%) thinks that Black people are treated the
same as White people. Just 17% think health services treat Black people worse than White
people, although this rises to half among Black people (52%). The gap between the public’s
perceptions of how Black people are treated by health services and the views of Black
people themselves is widest here.
Over two in five people (45%) think local councils would treat Black people the same as
White people and one in five say (21%) that Black people would be treated wose. This more
than doubles among Black people (49%). Again these figures illustrate quite a stark
difference in the views of the public and Black people.
There is a similar pattern in terms of differences in perceptions among the public and Asian
people about how Asian people would be treated by these instiutions compared to White
people (although the differences here are narrower). Around half or more of the public thinks
that Asian people would be treated the same as White people, while roughly one in six of the
public thinks that Asian people would be treated worse by health services (14%), educational
institutions (15%) or local councils (17%). However, among Asian people these figures pretty
much double (28% for health services, 34% for educational institutions and 32% for local
councils).
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5.
Unfair treatment is seen as being down to a
combination of the prejudice of individuals
and the way things work in these organisations
Ethnic minority groups and the wider public agree that it is not just down to the way
things work – individual prejudice plays a role too.
Official definitions of institutional racism can vary (the MacPherson report for example refers
to the ‘processes, attitudes and behaviours2’ of an organisation, which arguably suggests
individual behaviour can be a result of a system that allows it), while as noted above few
people understand the terms institutional or systemic racism very well. For the purposes of
this research, we asked people whether they thought discrimination against ethnic minorities
by institutions was the result of individuals working there being prejudiced or “the way things
worked” at those organisation. Among those who think ethnic minorities are treated worse
than White people by institutions, around a quarter (26%) put it down to the prejudice of
individuals working in these organisations. One in six (15%) think it is down to the way things
work in these organisations. But the largest proportion, one in three (34%), think it is a
combination of both.
Unfair treatment of ethnic minorities due to a mixture
of the way things work and prejudice of individuals

Among
all Britons

Do you think that ethnic minorities are treated
worse than White people mainly because... ?
Individuals working in these organisations are
prejudiced and treat ethnic minorities unfairly

26%

The way things work in these organisations
means ethnic minorities are treated unfairly

15%

Both

34%

Among
ethnic minorities

27%

19%

39%

Neither

13%
9%

Don’t know

12%
6%

Base: 2,600 Online British adults 16-75, including people from ethnic minority groups (667), 7-13 May 2021..

Young people are more likely than older age groups to say that unfair treatment of ethnic
minorities is down to the way things work in organisations; around a quarter (23%) of 16 to
34 year olds say this compared with around one in ten for older age groups.

2

1999 Machperson Report
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/277111/4262.pdf
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6.
Overall awareness of the
Sewell report is low among the public,
while opinion towards it is divided
The Sewell report has not been particularly prominent in public discourse and among
those who have heard about it, opinions are divided. However, ethnic minorities are
overall more unfavourable towards the report than White people.
N

A third of Britons have never heard of the Sewell report –
although over two in five Black people know at least a fair amount

A great deal/fair amount
Recently a report about race
in Britain was released by the
Commission on Race and
Ethnic Disparities. This has
also been referred to as the
‘Sewell report’. How much, if
anything, have you seen or
heard about the report?

Not very much/heard of it
Among all

23%

Never heard of it
38%

33%

Among ethnic groups
White ethnic groups
Ethnic minority groups
Black people
Asian people

21%

39%

36%

35%
33%

44%

30%

26%
23%

28%

37%

29%

27%

36%

30%

Among age groups
16-34
25-54
55-75

22%

36%

36%

21%

43%

33%

Base: 2,600 Online British adults 16-75, including people from White ethnic groups (1894), ethnic minority groups (667), Black people (200), Asian people (316),
those aged 16-34 (902), 35-54 (979), 55-75 (719) 7-13 May 2021.

When the Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities released its report (the Sewell report)
in March this year, it drew criticism from many race campaigners and media coverage of the
report was very divided. However, just around a quarter (23%) of the public at large say they
know a great deal or a fair amount about the Sewell report, around two in five (38%) say they
don’t know very much and a third of Britons (33%) say have never heard of it.
Ethnic minorities are more likely to say they know more about the report than White people
Over a third (36%) of ethnic minorities say they know a great deal/fair amount about the
report (compared with 21% of White people). Black people are the most likely to know a
great deal/fair amount (44%), while a lower proportion of Asian people (28%) say they know
a great deal/fair amount about it.

This work was carried out in accordance with the requirements of the international quality standard for Market Research, ISO 20252, and with the Ipsos MORI Terms and
Conditions which can be found at http://www.ipsos-mori.com/terms. © Ipsos MORI 2021

Ipsos MORI | Public Perceptions of Institutional Racism

14

Younger people aged 16 to 34 years old are slightly more likely than older age groups to say
they have at least a fair amount of knowledge about the report (27%).
Among those who have heard of the report, opinion is divided over it.
A quarter (24%) say they are favourable towards the report, while a similar proportion are
unfavourable (22%). Around a third (34%) are neutral, which perhaps suggests that while
people may have heard of the report, their knowledge of the specific details may be more
limited.
People from ethnic minority groups are more likely to be unfavourable towards the report
than White people (32% compared with 20%). Black people are significantly more likely to be
unfavourable towards the report, with 57% unfavourable towards it and just 17% favourable.
Asian groups are closer to the average, with 23% unfavourable and 26% favourable.
Opinion towards the Sewell report is split among those who had
heard of it, although Black people are notably more unfavourable

Favourable
From what you have seen or
heard about the report by the
Commission on Race and
Ethnic Disparities, are you
favourable or unfavourable
towards the report?

Neither
Among all

Unfavourable
24%

34%

22%

23%

35%

20%

Among ethnic groups
White ethnic groups
Ethnic minority groups
Black people
Asian people

28%
17%
26%

26%
19%

32%
57%

31%

23%

Among age groups
16-34
25-54
55-75

33%

35%

21%

17%

33%

25%

23%

33%

20%

Base: 1661 Online British adults 16-75 who have heard of the Sewell Report, including people from White ethnic groups (1167), ethnic minority groups (475), Black
people (149), Asian people (218), those aged 16-34 (581), 35-54 (599), 55-75 (481) 7-13 May 2021.

Qualitative findings show that when grappling with the more nuanced details of the findings,
participants also had mixed views, identifying aspects of the report they agreed with and
disagreed with – highlighting the complex nature and broad scope of the report.
Some participants were unfavourable to the headline finding reporting in the media that the
report suggested systemic racism did not exist in Britain. Many felt events over the past year
had specifically sought to highlight the issue of systemic racism.
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“I don't agree with what the commission found as it states
family structure and social class had a bigger impact than
race on how people's lives turned out”
Female, 28, Black African

New arrivals to the UK have seized on educational opportunities and
achieved "remarkable social mobility", making education the "single most
emphatic success story of the British ethnic minority experience". This
actually sounds like it's something that has been done by the system when
in actual fact it's because of the very nature of the inequality that forces
people of diverse backgrounds to know they need to fight harder than the
White students to be able to achieve anything”
Male, 45 Mixed heritage: White/Black
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7.
But some of the specific recommendations
of the report receive widespread support
While views of the report overall are divided, some of the specific recommendations
on police recruitment, transparency around pay gaps, and setting up an official body
to examine health inequalities,receive broad support, including from ethnic minorities.
Three in five people (62%) agree that police recruitment should ensure local forces reflect
the communities they serve in terms of racial diversity and background, with support for this
slightly higher than the average among ethnic minorities (67%).
A similar proportion support a mandatory responsibility for companies to show any gaps
between the pay of White employees and ethnic minority employees (59%) – again
marginally higher among ethnic minorities (64%).
Half (49%) of the public support setting up a new official organisation called the Office for
Health Disparities, rising to 64% of ethnic minorities supporting this recommendation. The
gap here may well reflect the earlier finding in the different perceptions of how the public feel
ethnic minorities are treated by health services and the perceptions of ethnic minorities
themselves.
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The majority of Britons support a number of
measures suggested to help improve race equality

Below are a number of
measures that have been
suggested to help improve
race equality in Britain today.
For each one, please say to
what extent, if all, you
support or oppose it?

Police recruitment should ensure that local police
forces reflect the communities they serve in terms of
racial diversity and cultural background
Among all
Ethnic minorities

62%

10%

67%

9%

Companies should be made to show any gaps between
the pay of White employees and ethnic minority employees
Among all
Ethnic minorities

59%

13%

64%

12%

Setting up a new official organisation – the Office for Health
Disparities – to look at how to reduce health inequalities
between people from different ethnic backgrounds
Support
Oppose

Among all
Ethnic minorities

49%

15%

64%

12%

Base: 2,600 Online British adults 16-75, including people from ethnic minority groups (667), 7-13 May 2021.
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8.
There is some cause for
optimism for future generations
While the public recognises that many ethnic minorities are treated unfairly in Britain
today, there is some cause for optimism things will improve for future generations,
and this sentiment is broadly shared by ethnic minority groups.
Close to half the public (47%) feel that young Black people will have a better life than their
parents and this is the same among Black people themselves. One in six (15%) of the public
thinks that Black people will have had a worse life than their parents, although this rises to
one in five (23%) among Black people themselves.
The figures for Asian people paint a similar picture. Half the public (49%) thinks young
Asians will have a better life than their parents. Asians themselves are slightly less likely than
average to feel that young Asians will have a better life than their parents (45%). And one in
five Asians (21%) think young Asians will have had a worse life than their parents compared
with 13% among the population as a whole.
The picture is less clear for White people; three in ten (30%) feel that young White people will
have a better life than their parents, and a similar proportion feel they will have it worse
(27%).

Three in ten think young White people will have a better life than their parents –
whereas nearer half think the same for young Black or Asian people

Better
To what extent, if at all, do you
feel that … in Britain today will
have had a better or worse life
than their parents, or will it be
about the same?

About the same

Worse

Young white people
Among all
Among White people

31%
30%

31%

27%

31%

29%

Young Black people
Among all
Among Black people

47%
45%

25%
21%

15%
23%

Young Asian people
Among all
Among Asian people

49%
45%

24%
26%

13%
21%

Base: 2,600 Online British adults 16-75, including people identifying as 1,894 White (1,894), Asian (316), Black (200), 7-13 May 2021.
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TECHNICAL DETAILS
The Survey
Ipsos MORI interviewed an online sample of 2,600 adults aged 16-75 years across Great
Britain between 7-13 May 2021. The sample comprises a nationally representative sample of
2,200 people and a further boost of 400 ethnic minority respondents, giving an overall
sample of 2,600 people. In total, 667 ethnic minority people were interviewed as part of this
survey, including 200 Black/Black British people, 316 Asian/Asian British and 139 people
from a Mixed or multiple ethnic group. Data are weighted to the profile of the population and
the ethnic minority sample is weighted to the overall profile of the ethnic minority population.
All polls are subject to a wide range of potential sources of error.
Qualitative research
Ipsos MORI conducted in-depth online qualitative research with 42 ethnic minority
participants from across England to explore their views on a range of topics including race
and discrimination. The Ipsos MORI Unfiltered Voices qualitative online community is a selffunded study for the Ipsos MORI Diversity & Inclusion research programme. The 12-week
online community brings together 42 ethnic minority individuals who live in England with the
aim of developing a rich picture of their diverse views and experiences.
Ethnicities included in the study are Black Caribbean, Black African, Indian, Bangladeshi,
Pakistani, Chinese Vietnamese and mixed heritage (White/ Asian, White/ Black, Asian,
Pakistani/ Bangladeshi). Fieldwork was undertaken between May – June 2021.
About Ipsos MORI Public Affairs
Ipsos MORI Public Affairs works closely with national governments, local public services
and the not-for-profit sector. It’s c.200 staff focus on public service and policy issues.
Each has expertise in a particular part of the public sector, ensuring we have a details
understanding of specific sectors and policy challenges. Combined with our methods and
communications expertise this helps ensure that our research makes a difference for
decision makers and communities.
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