British firms rebrand diversity efforts amid rising political backlash
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Senior figures in British business are sounding alarms over what they describe as a chilling effect on diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives. In light of a growing right-wing backlash in both the UK and the US, many companies are reportedly rebranding their DEI efforts to sidestep unwelcome political scrutiny, transforming previously well-defined strategies into more amorphous concepts like ‘wellbeing’, ‘belonging’, and ‘culture’.
The shift comes as society reflects on significant events such as the murder of George Floyd, which sparked global protests and demands for racial equality. However, five years on, businesses are facing increasing political pressure that has prompted some to withdraw or dilute their commitments to DEI. Paul Sesay, founder and CEO of the National Diversity Awards, noted the changing language within organisations, stating, “They’re basically embedding diversity and getting rid of the word.” He contends that phrases like ‘heads of people’ or ‘heads of culture’ are becoming more prevalent, suggesting a shift in focus from diversity to broader cultural transformation, a move he does not view negatively, as it will encompass the organisation more holistically.
The political landscape has become particularly turbulent in the UK. The Reform Party's vow to eliminate DEI initiatives from councils under its control mirrors actions taken by the Trump administration, which famously rolled back policies aimed at fairness and racial equity. While experts generally agree that a wholesale rollback of DEI in the UK is unlikely due to legal protections like the Equalities Act, there are signs that some US-headquartered firms are already scaling back their commitments and becoming reticent about publicly celebrating their inclusion efforts. According to Sesay, these companies have found it necessary to "disguise DEI work" to ensure they can still attract top talent and address inequalities without courting political backlash.
However, the commentary on this trend reveals widespread concern within the industry. Noreen Biddle Shah, who founded the Reboot group to tackle racial inequality within financial services, observed that the landscape has changed significantly, indicating that the term DEI has taken on a politically charged connotation. Shah noted a marked decline in partnerships for her group and stated that many ethnic minority professionals feel silenced. According to their most recent report on racial equality, a staggering 70% of ethnic minority professionals in the financial sector expressed that little progress has been made since the Black Lives Matter movement.
In tech and startup ecosystems, the sentiment seems equally bleak. Nina Mohanty, founder of Bloom Money, highlighted that venture capitalists who once pledged support for black entrepreneurs and women-led initiatives appear to be retracting those commitments. “Five years on, where are those things? The budgets are gone,” she lamented, reflecting a broader disillusionment among advocates striving for racial equity.
Even as some companies backtrack, there remains pressure from employees to maintain DEI policies. James Hockin, an employment law expert, noted an increasing expectation among UK workers for employers to take a public stance, especially in light of the negative implications associated with the Trump administration’s policies. “We’ve got more people in the UK now saying, ‘Well, what are we saying on this?’,” he said, suggesting a delicate balance that employers must navigate to avoid legal pitfalls while still addressing employee concerns.
Despite these challenges, some industry leaders continue to advocate for the importance of DEI initiatives. Shirine Khoury-Haq, CEO of Co-op Group, warned that rolling back DEI efforts could reverse decades of progress. Zahoor Ahmad, head of social mobility at Co-op, emphasised that "human history tells us" equality cannot be assumed in the absence of intentional DEI efforts.
Trade bodies, too, are reaffirming their commitment to inclusion in the face of this backlash. The Law Society has publicly stated that while the current climate in the US complicates diversity work, it will remain steadfast in its mission for a more inclusive legal profession. Similarly, UK Finance has reiterated that diversity serves not only as a moral imperative but also as a driver of economic success.
While the current trends are disheartening for many advocates, some remain hopeful that initiatives aimed at advancing diversity, equity, and inclusion will persist, albeit in rebranded forms. Dawar Hashmi, a director at Penna, underscored the notion that embracing DEI principles is not just morally right; it provides a strategic advantage, particularly within the public sector. The ongoing conversation around diversity acknowledges that meaningful change requires sustained effort, reflection, and a commitment to combatting bias in all its forms.
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