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Introduction
In our annual think tank survey1 published at the beginning of 2020, 30% 
of those working in UK think tanks cited a lack of diversity as one of the 
biggest challenges facing the sector in the coming 12 months. In the 
interviews conducted alongside that survey several people working in 
think tanks also mentioned it as something that their organisation was 
starting to focus on. 

Since the survey was published, the issue of diversity has been thrown  
further into the spotlight as a result of the Black Lives Matter movement  
and conversations around what workplaces can and should be doing  
to help increase diversity. 

To accurately assess diversity in the think tank sector we looked at the 
high level diversity statistics for the sector as well as conducting a series 
of interviews with a range of think tanks to get a proper understanding 
about what the sector is doing or planning in this area. The people we 
spoke to worked in both small and large organisations, in institutions 
established decades ago and those more recently and in both Left and 
Right-leaning think tanks. 

Smart Thinking intends this short briefing paper to set out where the UK 
think tank sector is in terms of collecting diversity data, how it is attempting 
to encourage people of different backgrounds into the sector and what 
other think tanks and sectors are doing in this space that may offer some 
interesting ideas and suggestions. 

Thank you to all those who gave their time and thoughts to this paper.

1. https://smartthinking.org.uk/paving-the-way-the-future-of-uk-think-tanks/ 
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Why is diversity important?
Diversity is important in any industry but, arguably, 
especially in the think tank sector. In her article 
‘Simplicity is at the root of policy failures’2 
Polly Mackenzie, Director of Demos, discusses 
where policymakers have designed government 
programmes, taxes and health provision based on 
an idea of an average person or circumstance.  
To create meaningful, flexible policy that improves 
e.g. mental health provision ‘we have to stop with 
the cookie cutter policies, imposed on everyone 
as if we are all identical… One-size fits all policies 
designed in Whitehall can’t possibly accommodate 
the infinite diversity of human experience.’ 

For think tanks, whose primary purpose is usually to 
develop public policy recommendations, it is vital that 
they contain within them a variety of backgrounds 
to ensure their policy recommendations reflect the 
variety of circumstances in society. 

The Brookings Institution, in their work improving 
their own diversity, explain it as ‘cognitive diversity’. 
“Our race, gender, and other identities profoundly 
shape our perspectives on issues” they write, 
using the example of differences between male 
and female economists. The need for this diversity 
increases for tasks requiring complex thinking and 
that a ‘cognitively diverse set of individuals…can 
produce better outcomes, including predictions that 
are more correct, solutions that are more creative, 
and decisions that are better informed’.3

Funders have also become more interested in 
diversity and think tanks are seeing an increase in 
requests for their statistics or initiatives in this area 
to be included as part of their funding proposals.

The think tanks we spoke to wanted to make 
themselves more representative but had often 
found that their efforts so far had met with 
limited success. During the interviews conducted 
we heard the same stumbling blocks mentioned 
both for boosting diversity at entry level and for 
more senior roles. 

This briefing will highlight these common obstacles 
as well as ways think tanks are currently trying to 
adapt to them. Encouragingly, there is already a 
small think tank working group in place focusing 
on diversity in the sector and their efforts to 
improve it. Outside this group it is also clear from 
our interviews that this is an issue many consider 
to be increasingly important and a priority for 
them in the  near term.

2. https://unherd.com/2020/05/why-simplicity-is-at-the-root-of-policy-failures/ 
3. https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/A-case-for-diversity-at-Brookings.pdf 
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The data
The first major stumbling block for any look 
at think tank diversity, however, is the lack of 
data. Not only is there no uniform collection of 
diversity data but often there is no collection 
at all. The think tanks who have been actively 
looking at how diverse their staff are will 
sometimes collect and retain information on the 
gender and ethnicity of those who apply for jobs 
but this was usually kept informally within emails 
rather than as a regularly updated record. 

One think tank we spoke with had voluntarily 
asked their staff to complete a self-identification 
form retrospectively, but not everyone had 
complied. It seems that the most effective way to 
capture diversity information is when someone 
applies for a job. A few think tanks include a 
voluntary form for applicants to complete which 
typically covers gender, ethnicity, age, disability 
and sometimes caring responsibilities. Similar 
forms are standard in other industries and 
sectors, including government and we have 
included an example for readers at Appendix 1.

Another good example from other sectors of how to 
approach data collection is provided in a guide by the 
Arts Council.4 Crucially, the organisation needs to be 
clear on why they are collecting the data, only collect 
that which they can use and securely store the 
information. If people are not comfortable sharing 
this information the Arts Council recommends using 
a third party to collect it, if possible, and give people 
the option of ‘prefer not to say’. 

Some of the think tanks interviewed were 
concerned about how they could collect and 
retain such data from a compliance point of view. 

The government guidance on this is very clear and 
specifies that you must tell people why and what 
you are collecting the data for. People also have 
the right to see any information you may hold 
about them and correct it if it is wrong. They may 
request that their data is deleted and that it not be 
used for certain purposes.5 

To present an accurate picture of the sector  
and target measures where they are needed, 
think tanks would ideally self-report how many 
work for the think tank, how many are men vs 
women, white or BAME, as well as the gender and 
ethnicity split in research roles, senior positions 
and at board level. The Brookings Institution is 
leading the way on this with a determined effort 
to report the age, gender and race/ethnicity of all 
employees from operational positions through 
to the board of trustees. Their annual affirmative 
action survey only covers these three areas 
but provides great statistical support for their 
diversity aims and is a good example of how such 
information can be collated and shared to support 
their work in this area.6

In terms of what type of data to collect in 
the UK, job application forms generally tend 
to cover gender, age, ethnicity, disability and 
sexual orientation. They rarely seem to pick up 
socioeconomic background which is, arguably, one 
of the biggest indicators of diversity. The people we 
interviewed said that once someone was working 
with them then it became easier to report on this 
but at applicant stage they did not record it. 

4. https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/How%20to%20collect%20and%20use%20diversity%20data_0.pdf  
5. https://www.gov.uk/data-protection-your-business 
6. https://www.brookings.edu/interactives/inclusion-and-diversity/ 
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The Civil Service produced a guide for employers in 
2018 on ‘Measuring Socio-economic Background in 
your workforce’ and it includes a helpful summary 
of which questions to ask to ascertain someone’s 
social background.7 Appendix 2 reproduces their 
suggestions on questions to ask.

Proper collection of data will not only provide an 
accurate picture of the sector as a whole and a 
discussion not solely based on anecdote but will 
also provide a good indication of areas where there 
is a lack of diversity. If UK think tanks were to start 
annual reporting like Brookings we, as a sector, 
would also be able to see whether the situation 
was improving or not and whether it was keeping 
up with other related areas such as government 
and politics. 

An annual survey by employees would also help 
analyse diversity at a more senior level rather than 
just at applicant stage. It would then be easier to 
identify where there may be ‘drop offs’ in certain 
groups, such as women once caring responsibilities 
become more likely. Again, what is reported is 
easier to address.

Our interviewees all said that they believed 
there was an issue either in some areas of their 
organisations as well as the sector as a whole 
but robust data would help target initiatives 
effectively as well as show where other parties, 
such as universities and schools, could come in as 
stakeholders with an interest in this.

Recommendations

  Think tanks to voluntarily report 
and keep adequate records on the 
background, ethnicity, gender, disability 
and age of those applying for and 
working for their organisation

  Records should track who applies, who 
is shortlisted, who gets an interview 
and success rates across the different 
diversity categories

  Monitor diversity at every level of seniority 
and across all job roles e.g. research, 
events, communications, with an annual 
employee survey to help track this 
information throughout the organisation, 
not just at applicant stage

  Ensure the secure capture and storage of 
this data in accordance with government 
guidelines

7. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/768371/Measuring_Socio-economic_
Background_in_your_Workforce__recommended_measures_for_use_by_employers.pdf 
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What data do we have?
Despite this lack of data we looked at what 
information was in the public domain to provide 
an overview of the current situation. To collect 
what data was available we conducted an internet 
search of the leading 40 think tanks and their staff 
in October 2020. This is a problematic method 
because it does not take into account how people 
themselves identify and can lead to incorrect 
assumptions within the statistics. However, in 
wanting to gauge approximate levels of diversity 
it was best method currently available. The 
problematic nature and weakness of this data 
method again highlights the need for more formal 
statistics to be collected by the think tanks. 

The think tanks looked at covered organisations 
from across the political spectrum, who worked on 
the full range of policy areas and employed 8 people 
to over a 100. We only included those listed as staff 
and not those linked to the think tanks as associate 
fellows or visiting academics. It is not intended to 
show every think tank currently in the UK but is a 
representative sample of the sector as a whole. 

The charts included shows where this sector 
currently sits on various benchmarks of diversity 
compared to the general population. As a tool, 
individual think tanks are welcome to then 
benchmark themselves against these sector and 
population numbers to see where they sit. 

We could not ascertain age but the UK think tank 
sector is considered to be fairly young. In our 
recent Think Tank Employee Survey conducted in 
September 2020 46% of employees had graduated 
within 5 years and 66% within the last 10 years.8

Despite the weaknesses in how the data was collated 
the results do point to some interesting initial findings. 

Gender breakdown9

General UK population gender split (2019)

All staff think tank gender split  
(October 2020)

Research staff gender split  
(October 2020)

Non-research staff gender split  
(October 2020)

8. https://smartthinking.org.uk/think-tank-employee-survey-2020/ 
9. https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/datasets/
populationestimatesforukenglandandwalesscotlandandnorthernireland 

Men 49% Women 51%

Men 48% Women 52%

Men 56% Women 44%

Men 37% Women 63%
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There is broadly an equal split at the gender level 
across all staff with a slight bias towards women 
with 48% to 52% male to female. Anecdotally we 
often heard that while it is fairly even at the all staff 
level this is not the case in research roles which 
tend to be more male-dominated with more women 
in events, admin and fundraising. 

Our data shows this is partly true with 56% of 
researchers being male compared to 44% female.  
A heavier male presence in research was also 
slightly higher than this in domestic policy think 
tanks in comparison to those with a focus on foreign 
policy, defence and international development. 

On the other hand, when looking at non-research 
roles 63% were filled by women and this was borne 
out in our interviews where it was noted several 
times that it was overwhelmingly men that applied 
for research positions and vice versa for the more 
admin and operational roles. 

Analysis on European think tanks has also reported 
similar findings. The German Marshall Fund 
published a report earlier this year into women in 
think tanks and found that of the 25 think tanks they 
looked at, while there was a fairly even gender split 
across all jobs, men tend to dominate in research 
and the senior positions whereas women are the 
majority in admin/operational roles.10 

This is not necessarily just a think tank research 
issue, but also a reflection of some of the subject 
experts think tanks are looking for. Economics is 
one of the most sought after degrees in graduates 
for think tanks yet just over a third of economics 
undergraduates are female.11 The pipeline is 
therefore restricted long before graduates apply  
to work in a think tank.

As you can see from the following benchmarks 
across all staff white staff made up 84% of all 
employees. Breaking that down across the different 
types of roles, there is a higher non-white staff 
percentage at 16% amongst non-research roles. 
Again, however, think tanks specialising in foreign 
policy and international development tend to 
improve these statistics with 19% of all staff in 
these think tanks being non-white.

At the last census 86% of the UK population were 
classified as white however most of the UK’s think 
tanks are based in London where only 60% of the 
population identify as white.12 The discrepancy 
between think tanks and the London population 
also widens when looking at trustees and directors. 
For trustees, we looked at those who sat on the 
governing board rather than advisory or academic 
councils. Trustees were 90% white. We next looked 
at the executive directors of the 40 think tanks and 
that picture was even starker at 95% white. 

Aside from who is recruited to work in think tanks 
it is helpful to look at whether there is equality of 
opportunity once working in them and for this we 
looked at gender and ethnicity across senior roles. 

10 https://www.gmfus.org/publications/absent-influencers-women-european-think-tanks 
11 https://www.ft.com/content/0e5d27ba-2b61-11e8-9b4b-bc4b9f08f381 
12 https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/uk-population-by-ethnicity/national-and-regional-populations/regional-ethnic-diversity/latest 
13  https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/uk-population-by-ethnicity/national-and-regional-populations/population-of-england-and-
wales/latest 
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Ethnicity breakdown13

General population of England & Wales ethnicity breakdown (based on 2011 census)

London population ethnicity breakdown (based on 2011 census)

All staff think tank ethnicity split (October 2020)

Research staff ethnicity split (October 2020)

Non-research staff ethnicity split (October 2020)

White 86%

White 86% Non-white 14%

Non-white 14%

White 60% Non-white 40%

White 84% Non-white 16%

White 84% Non-white 16%
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Seniority

As people progress up the think tank ladder a 
slightly different picture emerges. We classified 
anyone with a title including ‘Head of’ or ‘Director’ 
as senior staff but excluded the individual executive 
directors of the think tanks. Here there was wider 
gender split of 58% men to 42% women and 94% 
white to 6% non-white. 

When broken out into research and non-research 
the picture gets a lot worse for research. 71% of 
senior research roles were filled by men. Where 
women dominate across all roles in non-research 
there is a better gender split with 53% of senior  
non-research roles being filled by women but this  
is still less than the 67% women employed across 
all these roles. 

The UK is not alone in this. The Center for Global 
Development conducted a survey in 2019 on 
“Gender Inequality in US Think Tank Leadership” 
by looking at 22 DC-based think tanks and their 
tax records. They found that on average only 23% 
of trustees and directors of the think tanks and 
only 30% of ‘highly compensated employees’ 
were women.14

At director level the picture is no better with 
75% of executive directors being male although 
this is still far ahead of other industries such 
as the FTSE 100 where only 13.2% of executive 
directors are women.15

Seniority

Split of all senior staff in think tanks 
(October 2020)

Research senior staff breakdown  
(October 2020)

Non-research senior staff breakdown 
(October 2020)

14 https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/gender-equality-us-think-tank-leadership-data-tax-records.pdf 
15 https://www.cranfield.ac.uk/press/news-2020/targets-bring-more-women-on-boards-but-they-still-dont-reach-the-top

Men 58% Women 42%

Men 71% Women 29%

Men 47% Women 53%

White 94%

White 94%

White 92%

Non-white 6%

Non-white 6%

Non-white 8%
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Social background

It was very difficult to establish any data  
on this and this is where formal voluntary 
reporting from the think tanks would fill  
a significant data gap. However we could  
establish, perhaps unsurprisingly, that the 
directors of think tanks were overwhelmingly 
from Oxbridge and Russell Group universities. 
Although with just over half having studied  
their undergraduate degree at Oxbridge that 
might be lower than many would assume. 

Anecdotally we also heard from those we 
interviewed that a disproportionate number of 
employees were from professional, middle-class 
backgrounds. Although some think tanks made the 
point that they did better in hiring across a variety 
of school backgrounds, this often did not become 
apparent until after the person had been hired.

It should also be noted that for all these statistics, 
in many of the smaller think tanks one or two 
hiring decisions can hugely improve or worsen 
their statistics. 

Directors’ University

Oxbridge 
53%

Russell Group 23%

Ivy League 
5%

Other  8%

Unknown 13%
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Practical issues in addressing diversity
Awareness of diversity as an issue was reported 
in all our interviews and that it extended up to 
the board and trustees of their think tanks. While 
the Black Lives Matter movement had brought 
it into sharper focus, the interest was already 
there. Subsequently, more think tanks now seem 
to be devoting resource to tackling this (Smart 
Thinking sat in on one cross-think tank group 
set up with the sole aim of boosting diversity in 
the sector). From this group and our interviews 
however, we noticed that there were some 
common issues.

The pipeline

The pipeline of people coming into think tanks 
already acts as a barrier to a wider applicant pool, 
particularly for research roles. Basic academic 
requirements often mean that think tanks 
generally look at Oxbridge and the Russell Group 
for graduates. By the time people apply for their 
first job after university a lot of the similarities in 
candidates are baked in. This is not a think tank 
specific problem and affects academia and other 
sectors just as much. 

One think tank we spoke with was actively looking 
at how to reach non-Russell Group universities and 
had discarded the requirement to have a degree, 
but that was not the case for most. Indeed, some 
think tanks were reluctant for recruitment to be 
university-blind as they considered it vital that they 
hire the best academically and typically this was 
considered to be from a handful of universities. 

This is less of a consideration for non-research 
staff. Anecdotally non-research staff also often 
come from other organisations and sectors rather 
than straight into a graduate role or internship. 

A lack of awareness of think tanks as a career 
option was cited as an issue in widening both 
the pipeline and applicant pool. As one think 
tank director put it ‘everyone knows about law’. 
Unless you have links to or know people working 
in Westminster and think tanks it is often harder 
to get an idea of what a career in one looks like or, 
indeed, what the varying roles might be. 

Following on from this, there are things students 
can do to put themselves in a good position to 
apply for internships/entry level roles such as 
honing their writing skills by writing blogs while 
studying. Again, if you are unaware of think tanks 
as a career path you might not be developing those 
skills that will not only add to your CV but also put 
you in a good position when it comes to completing 
a written test.

From interviews with university careers departments 
they have also reported that not only do the students 
often not know what a think tank is or what a 
career would look like, but the careers departments 
themselves are often not able to answer questions 
they may have. Other Westminster careers such 
as the Civil Service and, in particular, the Fast 
Stream have a very high profile with students and 
are an interesting lesson in how to drive that reach 
although the size and fragmentation of think tanks 
may make this harder to achieve. 

Some think tanks, such as the IEA, do significant 
work with schools including running summer 
schools and hosting conferences raising awareness 
of policy and politics and think tanks as a result. 
Others speak on panels or organise events with 
university politics departments to boost the profile 
of the sector.
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Some have also run pre-application workshops 
targeted at underrepresented groups to encourage 
them to apply and the Resolution Foundation 
offers a BAME training scheme for postgraduate 
students that provides training in public policy 
analysis and other skills areas.

During the course of our interviews we also spoke 
with a widening participation team at a leading UK 
university and they highlighted that students were 
often encouraged by case studies from people who 
‘looked like them’ and worked in the sector. The 
Civil Service was highlighted as an example of an 
organisation that had done this well. Perhaps more 
think tanks could offer their staff as examples in 
case studies so students could see the range of 
people working in the sector.

Formal work experience can also be a part of this 
outreach effort. A lot of think tanks were keen to 
stress that they saw formal work experience as a 
way to familiarise people with think tanks and the 
work that they do. However, they cautioned that it 
needs to be done in a formal way with applications 
from a wide background of students.

Another common tool in other sectors to boost 
diversity is to make job advertisements more 
inclusive in their language. It has been shown 
that adverts using more feminine words such 
as ‘collaborative’ tend to attract more female 
candidates. There is software available to search  
for more gendered terms in job adverts and  
amend or strip them out.16

Possible tools

  Outreach with universities to promote 
awareness of think tank careers.

  Pre-application workshops for 
underrepresented groups.

  Case studies of different think tank staff, 
from a range of backgrounds

  Formal work experience for pre-university 
students to gain an understanding of what 
think tanks do and how they work.

  Look at tools for making job 
advertisements more inclusive in the 
language that they use.

16 https://hbr.org/2017/06/7-practical-ways-to-reduce-bias-in-your-hiring-process 
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Application stage

Once people know about think tanks and fancy 
applying what happens then? Many think tanks 
have, over the past few years, moved to a blind 
recruitment model and away from CVs. This is 
suggested by a lot of diversity experts as a way to 
ensure an interview pool based more on ability than 
any unconscious bias. While think tanks had been 
using this type of software consistently they did flag 
that sometimes it could have the opposite effect to 
the one intended.

Those we interviewed mentioned that blind 
recruitment apps often remove the context of 
the applicant so those that would benefit from 
their application being seen in the context of their 
background can lose that advantage. Many think 
tanks now also require a written test to shortlist 
candidates for interview. Again, while this would, 
on the surface, mean that those with the best skills 
would be shortlisted this sometimes throws up a 
narrower pool of candidates than intended. Without 
knowledge of a person’s background the think tank 
is then unable to weight any answers based on 
perceived inbuilt advantages.

At the interview stage it was also reported that 
applicants from more middle class, professional 
backgrounds tended to perform more confidently. 
A number of the larger think tanks run competency-
based interviews, although many others still 
preferred a less prescriptive conversation style. 
Following a competency framework of questions 
is more systemic and focuses on a candidate’s 
skills rather than their CV. By asking someone to 
discuss situations where they have demonstrated 
a particular skill rather than to talk about an 
experience, it helps those who perhaps have not 
being able to undertake unpaid work experience.

Another suggestion is to let candidates, particularly 
for entry level roles, know what the majority of the 
questions will be before the interview so they can 
prepare their answers. These types of interviews 
are not generally testing your ability to think quickly, 
but rather your analytical skills and interest in the 
subject. This not only takes away a lot of the fear 
for candidates but also allows the interviewer to 
have a proper discussion and probe the candidate 
on their ability rather than their confidence.

Helping to demystify the application process can 
also increase the range of people who may want 
to apply. A number of think tanks have produced 
information on the process and encouraged 
different groups to apply. The Institute for 
Fiscal Studies produced a video of what the 
selection process looked like before this year’s 
recruitment round. 

Other think tanks were looking at different ways 
to screen candidates that helped show potential 
rather than relying on CVs. Once recruitment got to 
a shortlisting stage, however, most organisations 
then switched to CVs. 

Tools:

  Competency based interviews for all 
applicants

  Informing the candidates before interview 
of the questions so they can prepare

  Being open about the application process 
and what it entails
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Internships

Another potentially limiting factor for the pool of 
applicants is that for a lot of think tanks the entry 
point to the sector is through an internship. Happily 
in recent years a majority of UK think tanks now 
pay their interns the National Minimum Wage and 
even the London Living Wage. Universities also 
now often refuse to list unpaid internships for 
their students. The internship programmes are 
usually formal 6 month programmes with a set 
structure and are intended to build up the skillset 
of the interns and expose them to different areas 
of the think tank. Interns can often then go onto a 
permanent role at the think tank.

Despite these internships now usually being paid, 
they are generally based in London and so can 
remain out of reach for a lot of students who do 
not have free accommodation for the months 
they will be expected to be based there. This is a 
natural block on who will or can apply for them. 
The think tanks are aware of this problem and one 
organisation cut down its previous internship from 
12 months to 9 in acknowledgement that a year 
was too difficult financially for many to manage. 

With most think tanks switching to remote working 
during the coronavirus crisis this could be an 
opportunity to widen participation in internship 
schemes to those who are not able to live in the 
capital for months at a time. Even post-covid, think 
tanks have shown they can do the majority of their 
work virtually so there is the potential to create 
perhaps hybrid internships that enable some work 
to be done at home and some in the office and 
therefore cut down on accommodation costs for 
the participants.

The jobs these internships often lead onto are also 
not particularly highly-remunerated and certainly 
not compared to other careers such as law or 
banking. In our interviews people spoke from a 
personal point of view of how a career in think tanks 
can feel financially precarious. Not only in terms of 
having to often start with a low paid internship but 
also, especially in research, if funding stops your 
project can be cancelled. 

That precariousness is then not offset by a 
higher level of salary. The lower level of salary is 
compounded by most think tanks being based in 
London and therefore in an expensive place to live. 
There was an idea from the think tanks we spoke 
with that if you come from a background where 
you can and may receive ongoing financial support 
from your family the decision to join a think tank 
is less risky than those without that financial and 
social capital. This, again, then skews who can 
seek a career in think tanks. In our recent employee 
survey 33% of those working in think tanks for less 
than 3 years were on under £25,000 per year.17 In 
comparison the average starting salary in 2019 for 
graduates in law was £34,807 and even in the public 
sector it was £27,025.18

Tools:

  Paid internships offering the National 
Minimum or London Living wage

  Offer the option for internships to be 
partially or fully virtual to encourage those 
who cannot afford to live in the capital

17 https://smartthinking.org.uk/think-tank-employee-survey-2020/   
18 https://www.standard.co.uk/futurelondon/skills/uk-graduate-jobs-average-salary-london-best-industry-pay-locations-find-work-a4137441.html 
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Appraisals

Once people are established in a think tank 
what happens then? As detailed earlier as you 
progress further in a think tank the diversity 
starts to diminish. This is not solely a UK 
problem, but seen in both European and US think 
tanks. It was mentioned in interviews that for 
senior research roles think tanks often recruit 
internally. If this is the case then it seems that 
any diversity gains have to be made at an early 
stage to ensure they go on to flow through the 
different levels. 

This is not so much an issue in non-research roles 
such as fundraising and communications where 
outside experience is often coveted.

To ensure fairness of opportunity there needs to be 
a clear and transparent appraisal process. In our 
recent employee survey 83% said that there was a 
formal appraisal process in place in their think tank 
which implies that the sector is managing these HR 
processes with a professional approach. 

While it is important that there is a formal and 
recognisable appraisal process in place, bias can 
still creep into appraisals. It has been found that 
‘open box’ questions in appraisals such as ‘what 
have they achieved’ leave plenty of ambiguity and 
that managers completing them answer in kind. 
Studies have shown that without a definite structure 
stereotypes based on gender, class and ethnicity will 
find their way into the performance review.19

Other industries seem to be moving away from 
a formal annual review and instead encourage 
frequent conversations with employees. Rather 
than annual goals there are more short-term 
‘priorities’. PwC did away with formal appraisals in 
2013 and the rest of the Big 4 soon followed as well 
as other large companies in sectors such as tech.20 

A process for appraisal is good but it needs to be 
carefully thought out as to whether it works well 
for both the employee and organisation, doesn’t 
swallow too much management time (especially 
in a smaller think tank) and prevents as many 
unconscious biases creeping in as possible. 

Tools:

  Have an appraisal process that is clearly 
understood by all staff

  Frequent conversations throughout the 
year may be best

  Appraisals should be clearly structured with 
a defined criteria for gradings

19 https://hbr.org/2019/01/why-most-performance-evaluations-are-biased-and-how-to-fix-them?registration=success 
20 https://hbr.org/2016/10/the-performance-management-revolution
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Further ideas

Work on diversity of course does not stop once 
a diverse cohort is recruited. In the course of 
researching this paper we sat in on a think tank 
working group session who discussed different 
ideas on how to encourage those already working 
in a think tank from underrepresented groups. 
Most think tanks now have, or are in the process 
of writing, a Diversity, Equality and Inclusion policy. 
This helps to formalise their policies and is a clear 
signal that it is taken seriously by the organisation. 
An example of such a policy can be found at 
Appendix 3. 

There have been other discussions about setting 
up networks for different groups. Other industries 
have implemented similar networks, although 
given the size of many think tanks it is more likely 
this would work best sector-wide rather than in 
individual think tanks. 

Another area where think tanks can help their staff 
is in the professional development opportunities 
they offer. This is needed to encourage people all 
the way through the organisation and is especially 
important where roles are not particularly highly-
remunerated. At the moment it seems you are 
more likely to be given these opportunities if 
you work in research. 79% of researchers in our 
recent employee survey were offered professional 
development compared to just 58% of non-
research staff. 

Tools:

  Formal Diversity, Equality and Inclusion 
policies written and published on think 
tanks’ websites

  Sector-wide group networks for people to 
join and participate in

  Increased professional development 
opportunities for all staff but in particular 
for those working outside of research
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Conclusion
This short paper is not intended to cover all the 
issues in this wide area. We have, for instance, 
not looked at some of the broader issues of 
maternity leave policy and equal pay. What we 
hope to have highlighted is where the sector 
currently stands in its diversity efforts and where 
there is work to do. This paper also hopes to 
highlight some of the resources and information 
that those tasked with looking at this area may 
find of use. Think tanks across the world are 
going to have to think harder about how and why 
they should collect data, what they can use it for 
and how to make effective change as diversity 
moves from being a nice to have to a necessity.
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Appendix 1 
Example of an Equality and diversity monitoring form (©Acas, Euston Tower, 286 Euston Road,  
London NW1 3JJ) Source: https://www.acas.org.uk/job-application-form-templates

[This is a sample form that an employer can adapt or develop to meet its needs. Make sure you adapt this  
template to comply with the General Data Protection Regulation. If you need help with this go to www.ico.org.uk]

[INSERT THE ORGANISATION’S NAME] wants to meet the aims and commitments set out in its equality policy. 
This includes not discriminating under the Equality Act 2010, and building an accurate picture of the make-up of the 
workforce in encouraging equality and diversity.

The organisation needs your help and co-operation to enable it to do this, but filling in this form is voluntary.

Please return the completed form in the envelope marked ‘Strictly confidential’ to  
[INSERT NAME AND ADDRESS OF THE EMPLOYEE HANDLING THESE FORMS IN THE ORGANISATION]

Gender 
 Man  Woman  Intersex  Non-binary  Prefer not to say  
 If you prefer to use your own term, please specify here    

Are you married or in a civil partnership?  Yes  No  Prefer not to say 

Age 
 16-24   25-29  30-34  35-39  40-44  45-49  50-54  55-59  60-64  65+  Prefer not to say 

What is your ethnicity?
Ethnic origin is not about nationality, place of birth or citizenship. It is about the group to which you perceive you 
belong. Please tick the appropriate box

White
 English  Welsh  Scottish  Northern Irish 

  Irish  British   Gypsy or Irish Traveller   Prefer not to say *

Any other white background, please write in:     

Mixed/multiple ethnic groups
 White and Black Caribbean  White and Black African  White and Asian  Prefer not to say 

Any other mixed background, please write in:     

Asian/Asian British
 Indian  Pakistani   Bangladeshi  Chinese  Prefer not to say  

Any other Asian background, please write in:       

Black/ African/ Caribbean/ Black British
 African  Caribbean  Prefer not to say

Any other Black/African/Caribbean background, please write in:     

Other ethnic group
 Arab  Prefer not to say 

Any other ethnic group, please write in:      

Do you consider yourself to have a disability or health condition? 
 Yes   No   Prefer not to say 
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What is the effect or impact of your disability or health condition on your ability to give your best at work?  
Please write in here:

The information in this form is for monitoring purposes only. If you believe you need a ‘reasonable adjustment’, then 
please discuss this with your manager, or the manager running the recruitment process if you are a job applicant.

What is your sexual orientation?
 Heterosexual   Gay  Lesbian  Bisexual  Prefer not to say 

If you prefer to use your own term, please specify here        

What is your religion or belief?
 No religion or belief  Buddhist  Christian  Hindu  Jewish  Muslim    Sikh   Prefer not to say

If other religion or belief, please write in:         

What is your current working pattern?
 Full-time  Part-time   Prefer not to say

What is your flexible working arrangement?
 None  Flexi-time  Staggered hours 

 Term-time hours  Annualised hours 

 Job-share  Flexible shifts 

 Compressed hours  Homeworking 

 Prefer not to say  

If other, please write in:    

Do you have caring responsibilities? If yes, please tick all that apply
 None  

 Primary carer of a child/children (under 18)  

 Primary carer of disabled child/children  

 Primary carer of disabled adult (18 and over) 

 Primary carer of older person  

 Secondary carer (another person carries out the main caring role) 

 Prefer not to say
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Appendix 2
Example of questions for measuring socio-
economic background (The Civil Service, May 2018)

Source: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_
data/file/768371/Measuring_Socio-economic_
Background_in_your_Workforce__recommended_
measures_for_use_by_employers.pdf , page 20

Guidance on questions to use in relation to  
the recommended measures 4.4 The questions 
used in our pilot survey for each of the 
recommended measures proved effective, and 
our recommendation is that other employers 
adopt the same questions, as set out below. 
Also set out below is a refined question on self-
assessed socio-economic background, which  
we intend to use in the Civil Service, in addition  
to the other four measures. 

TYPE OF SECONDARY SCHOOL ATTENDED  
1. What type of school did you mainly attend 
between the ages of 11 and 16?  
State-run or state-funded school – selective on 
academic, faith or other grounds  
State-run or state-funded school – non-selective  
Independent or fee-paying school – bursary  
Independent or fee-paying school – no bursary  
Attended school outside the UK  
Don’t know  
Prefer not to say  
Other (please specify): 

PARENTAL QUALIFICATION  
2. What is the highest level of qualifications 
achieved by either of your parent(s) or guardian(s) 
by the time you were 18?  
At least one has a degree level qualification  
Qualifications below degree level  
No formal qualifications  
Don’t know  
Not applicable  
Prefer not to say  
Other (please specify): 

PARENTAL OCCUPATION 

3a. Thinking back to when you were aged about 
14, which best describes the sort of work the 
main/ highest income earner in your household 
did in their main job? 

Modern professional occupations such as: 
teacher/lecturer, nurse, physiotherapist, social 
worker, welfare officer, artist, musician, police officer 
(sergeant or above), software designer 

Clerical and intermediate occupations such as: 
secretary, personal assistant, clerical worker, office 
clerk, call centre agent, nursing auxiliary, nursery nurse 

Senior managers and administrators usually 
responsible for planning, organising and co-
ordinating work and for finance such as: finance 
manager, chief executive 

Technical and craft occupations such as: motor 
mechanic, fitter, inspector, plumber, printer, tool 
maker, electrician, gardener, train driver 

Semi-routine manual and service occupations 
such as: postal worker, machine operative, security 
guard, caretaker, farm worker, catering assistant, 
receptionist, sales assistant 

Routine manual and service occupations such 
as: HGV driver, van driver, cleaner, porter, packer, 
sewing machinist, messenger, labourer, waiter/
waitress, bar staff 

Middle or junior managers such as: office manager, 
retail manager, bank manager, restaurant manager, 
warehouse manager, publican 

Traditional professional occupations such as: 
accountant, solicitor, medical practitioner, scientist, 
civil/mechanical engineer 

Long term unemployed (claimed Jobseeker’s 
Allowance or earlier unemployment benefit for more 
than a year)  
Retired  
Not applicable  
Don’t know  
Prefer not to say 



23

3b.Thinking back to when you were aged about 
14, did the main/highest income earner in 
your household work as an employee or self-
employed?  
Employee 
Self-employed with employees
Self-employed/freelancer without employees 
Not working
Don’t know 
Not applicable 
Prefer not to say 

3c. If the highest income earner in your household 
was employed when you were aged 14, how many 
people worked for their employer? If they were 
self-employed and employed other people, how 
many people did they employ?  
1-24 
25 or more 
Don’t know 
Not applicable 
Prefer not to say

3d. If the highest income earner in your household 
was employed when you were aged 14, did they 
supervise any other employees? A supervisor 
is responsible for overseeing the work of other 
employees on a day-to-day basis.  
Yes  
No  
Don’t know  
Not applicable  
Prefer not to say 

FREE SCHOOL MEALS  
4. If you finished school after 1980, were you 
eligible for Free School Meals at any point during 
your school years? 
Free School Meals are a statutory benefit available 
to school-aged children from families who receive 
other qualifying benefits and who have been 
through the relevant registration process. It does 
not include those who receive meals at school 
through other means (e.g. boarding school).  
Yes  
No  
Not applicable (finished school before 1980 or went 
to school overseas)  
Don’t know  
Prefer not to say

SELF-ASSESSMENT OF SEB STATUS 

5. Compared to people in general, would you 
describe yourself as coming from a lower socio-
economic background?  
Yes  
No  
Don’t know  
Prefer not to say 

ANALYSIS OF THE MEASURES 

4.5 The Office for National Statistics’ guidance on 
the derivation of NS-SEC from the four questions 
on parental occupation is available here. We 
recommend that responses to the five measures 
are analysed separately, rather than a composite 
measures being used. Further details on issues 
that may arise when analysing the measures are 
available in the annex.
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Appendix 3
Example of an Equality, Diversity & Inclusion 
Policy (© Acas, Euston Tower, 286 Euston Road, 
London NW1 3JJ)

Diversity & Inclusion Policy 
Source: https://www.acas.org.uk/equality-policy-
template

[Note: This template is an example an employer can 
adapt or develop to meet its needs.]

[Insert your organisation’s name] is committed 
to encouraging equality, diversity and inclusion 
among our workforce, and eliminating unlawful 
discrimination.

The aim is for our workforce to be truly 
representative of all sections of society and our 
customers, and for each employee to feel respected 
and able to give their best. 

The organisation – in providing goods and/or 
services and/or facilities – is also committed 
against unlawful discrimination of customers or 
the public.

The policy’s purpose is to:
  provide equality, fairness and respect for all in 

our employment, whether temporary, part-time or 
full-time

  not unlawfully discriminate because of the 
Equality Act 2010 protected characteristics of 
age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage and 
civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race 
(including colour, nationality, and ethnic or national 
origin), religion or belief, sex and sexual orientation

  oppose and avoid all forms of unlawful 
discrimination. This includes in pay and benefits, 
terms and conditions of employment, dealing with 
grievances and discipline, dismissal, redundancy, 
leave for parents, requests for flexible working, 
and selection for employment, promotion, training 
or other developmental opportunities 

The organisation commits to: 

  Encourage equality, diversity and inclusion in the 
workplace as they are good practice and make 
business sense

  Create a working environment free of bullying, 
harassment, victimisation and unlawful 
discrimination, promoting dignity and respect 
for all, and where individual differences and 
the contributions of all staff are recognised 
and valued. 

 This commitment includes training managers 
and all other employees about their rights and 
responsibilities under the equality, diversity and 
inclusion policy. Responsibilities include staff 
conducting themselves to help the organisation 
provide equal opportunities in employment, and 
prevent bullying, harassment, victimisation and 
unlawful discrimination.

All staff should understand they, as well as 
their employer, can be held liable for acts 
of bullying, harassment, victimisation and 
unlawful discrimination, in the course of 
their employment, against fellow employees, 
customers, suppliers and the public

  Take seriously complaints of bullying, 
harassment, victimisation and unlawful 
discrimination by fellow employees, customers, 
suppliers, visitors, the public and any others in 
the course of the organisation’s work activities.

Such acts will be dealt with as misconduct 
under the organisation’s grievance and/or 
disciplinary procedures, and appropriate action 
will be taken. Particularly serious complaints 
could amount to gross misconduct and lead to 
dismissal without notice.

Further, sexual harassment may amount to both 
an employment rights matter and a criminal 
matter, such as in sexual assault allegations. In 
addition, harassment under the Protection from 
Harassment Act 1997 – which is not limited to 



25

circumstances where harassment relates to a 
protected characteristic – is a criminal offence.

  Make opportunities for training, development and 
progress available to all staff, who will be helped 
and encouraged to develop their full potential, so 
their talents and resources can be fully utilised to 
maximise the efficiency of the organisation.

  Decisions concerning staff being based on 
merit (apart from in any necessary and limited 
exemptions and exceptions allowed under the 
Equality Act).

  Review employment practices and procedures 
when necessary to ensure fairness, and also 
update them and the policy to take account of 
changes in the law.

  Monitor the make-up of the workforce regarding 
information such as age, sex, ethnic background, 
sexual orientation, religion or belief, and disability 
in encouraging equality, diversity and inclusion, 
and in meeting the aims and commitments set 
out in the equality, diversity and inclusion policy.

Monitoring will also include assessing how the 
equality, diversity and inclusion policy, and any 
supporting action plan, are working in practice, 
reviewing them annually, and considering and 
taking action to address any issues.

The equality, diversity and inclusion policy is 
fully supported by senior management and has 
been agreed with trade unions and/or employee 
representatives [insert details as appropriate]. 

Details of the organisation’s grievance and 
disciplinary policies and procedures can be found 
at [insert details as appropriate]. This includes with 
whom an employee should raise a grievance – 
usually their line manager.

Use of the organisation’s grievance and/
or disciplinary procedures does not affect an 
employee’s right to make a claim to an employment 
tribunal within three months of the alleged 
discrimination.
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