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Organisation-wide themed discussion 
Enables courageous conversations 
Hear the honest voice and feelings of your colleagues 

Part 1 - tHE cOntExt

SOlutiOn #4

H Ow  tO  d O  i t  r i g H t !

Let’s NOt 
GO Back 
tO NOrmaL 

dEvElOPEd in cOllabOratiOn witH 

part of our Employee Networks
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introduCtion
the tea break provides the framework and opportunity for an organisation to hear 
the honest voice and feelings of its colleagues about race inequality.

All employees are invited to a one-hour themed discussion online about an issue 
that matters.

Individuals can remain anonymous, listen to others or actively participate – it’s 
freedom of choice.

The Tea Break methodology enables courageous conversations. Evidence shows 
that within the hour, what colleagues are thinking and how they are feeling will 
become apparent. This gives the organisation and its senior management insights 
and the opportunity to address concerns and issues that are being shared.

The methodology will clearly enable an organisation to show it is moving from 
words to meaningful action.

Let’s not Go BaCk 
to normaL 
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We are soLutions-foCused
Move beyond talking and what is not working.

Take action with Race Equality Matters.

We aim to inspire and guide by co-creating solutions with those with lived experience. We 
then provide organisations with the tools, resources and skills to implement them.

It is not a talking shop - it is about meaningful action that makes an impact.

Developed through the Solutions Collaboratory™ in collaboration with Network Rail and its 
staff network, Cultural Fusion.

Join our new initiative: the tea break
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messaGe from the Co-founders 
of raCe equaLity matters 

in May 2021, we will mark the anniversary of the killing 
of george Floyd. His tragic death and other race-related 
incidents and issues sparked an intense focus on racial 
inequality. this focus has been encouraging, overwhelming 
and overdue.

As a result, many organisations publicly committed to taking 
a stand on racial equality. While some have made some 
progress, many others have found it harder to take action. 
Sadly, some seem only to have paid lip-service.

There are action plans with no action; there are statements 
with no follow through.

Progress has been slow since the publication of reports from 
the McGregor-Smith Review, Parker Review and others. 
Action is still needed.

We always said that the hope and energy for change we had 
seen and felt in the summer of 2020 mustn’t be just another 
moment in time.

That is why Race Equality Matters (REM), a not-for-
profit community, was founded by Green Park and The 
Collaboratory, with support from a number of other partners.

in less than six months 
over 2,000 public 
and private sector 
organisations joined 
our network.



6

tea break

Property of Race Equality Matters CIC , 53-54 Brook’s Mews, London, United Kingdom, W1K 4EG  
Company registration number: 12818690. Permission required to be used for other purposes.

raj tulsiani
CEO | Green Park

Javed thomas
Founder & Director |  
The Collaboratory

Everything we do is solution-focused and must accelerate meaningful and positive change 
for ethnic minorities in the UK. We collaborate with equality networks, allies, organisations, 
individuals, and experts who want to move from words and slogans and drive meaningful 
change to make a real impact.

Race Equality Matters formed in 2020, and in less than six months over 2,000 public and 
private sector organisations joined our network. This growing network has access to FREE 
solutions, peer support and advice from experts that are driving change and are involved in 
co-creating future solutions. 

Solutions include*:

• Race Equality Week, planned for 7-13 February 2022

• Safe Space - more than 400 organisations involved

• The BIG Promise - more than 350 organisations involved

• The Digital Badge campaign - used by 52% of organisations during Race Equality Week

* as at 30th March 2021.

We are delighted to be collaborating with Network Rail to bring you our latest  solution, the 
Tea Break.

Together, we can amplify the voices of those not being heard within businesses and 
institutions alike and, through the masses, ensure real change finally happens.

It is good for business, it is good for our employees and it is good for society. More 
importantly, it’s the right thing to do.

raj and Javed 
co-Founders of race Equality Matters
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the Link With 
safe spaCe
We have linked the Tea Break with our Safe Space solution as we firmly believe that 
psychological safety and support will be critical to enable the openness and honesty of 
an organisation’s employees. This leads the way to uncomfortable conversations and 
courageous discussions which are needed to catalyse change. Tea Break is also an ideal 
model for organisations that feel they are not ready to run Safe Space. 

n we need to keep employees safe to enable change

The principle behind Tea Break is to create the safe 
environment required to enable a meaningful discussion, 
with an opportunity for senior leaders to hear what people 
are saying and how they are feeling. Leaders then have the 
chance to take on board these insights and drive meaningful 
change.

To create change, it is necessary to have uncomfortable 
conversations. By enabling people to be anonymous if they 
choose and enjoy the feeling of safety in numbers, we can 
create a supportive environment for such discussions.

Tea Break enables people to speak up honestly and openly 
in a facilitated and managed way, with the protection of 
psychological safety.

If your organisation wants to encourage these brave 
conversations, then Race Equality Matters, Mental Health 
First Aid (MHFA) England and Network Rail recommend that 
you consider the Tea Break model.

the tea break is just what we need. i believe that if this had 
existed previously then many more organisations would have 
made significantly more progress in their efforts to tackling 
race inequality.
carol Elderfield  
Hr director, amey Plc

ama afrifa-tchie 
Head of People, Wellbeing 
& Equity | MHFA England
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we would like to thank network rail and its staff network, 
cultural Fusion, for enabling us to adapt their original 
concept of the tea break. 

For Network Rail, its staff network Cultural Fusion, and its 
employees, Tea Break has been revolutionary in moving the 
dial on inclusion, uncovering the real issues that matter and 
enabling them to take action. 

Network Rail developed the Tea Break to reach out to their 
colleagues, show support, engage, and provide an outlet to 
discuss lived experiences and feelings on topics including 
coping mechanisms, grief and mental health.

Since its launch in May 2020, Network Rail has run a weekly 
Tea Break, reaching thousands of colleagues and covering a 
wide range of topics.

Seeing its potential for other organisations, Race Equality 
Matters tested and further developed the Tea Break with 
experts and ethnic minority employees from a wide range of 
UK organisations.

At a recent Race Equality Matters event, where Network Rail 
and Cultural Fusion shared the concept, feedback from over 
a hundred organisations attending indicated that 71% would 
be keen to implement the Tea Break.

oriGins of the tea Break

71+29+R71% 
 OF OrganiSatiOnS 
kEEn tO iMPlEMEnt 

tHE tEa brEak
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network rail owns, operates and develops 
britain’s railway infrastructure, which 
includes 20,000 miles of track, 30,000 
structures including bridges, tunnels and 
viaducts and thousands of signals, level 
crossings and stations. 

It manages 20 of the UK’s largest and most 
important stations, with the others managed 
by the relevant country’s train operating 
companies. Network Rail’s role is about 
running a safe, reliable and efficient railway, 
serving customers and communities.

cultural Fusion is an employee network 
that’s open to the entire Network Rail team. 
It enables them to learn more about their 
ethnic minority colleagues, and their cultures 
and histories. The network embraces cultural 
differences, empowers the voices of network 
members and helps educate the wider 
business. 

It supports Network Rail’s overall Race 
Matters strategy and provides ethnic 
minority colleagues with a collective voice to 
share their lived experiences and thoughts 
with confidence. Together with the business’s 
other employee networks, the aim is to make 
Network Rail a more diverse and inclusive 
organisation at all levels.

aBout our 
CoLLaBorators
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n why did we come up with the concept?

as a network we thought about the following points:

• How to reach out to our ethnic minority colleagues during this challenging time and show 
support and understanding of the different angles and issues involved.

• How to provide an outlet to discuss feelings on topics including coping mechanisms, grief 
and mental health.

• How to increase engagement from our members during this time. Were we still embracing 
cultures and influencing colleagues? This was particularly important to us, as it is part of 
Cultural Fusion’s mission and vision.

We are delighted to be collaborating with Race Equality Matters and would like to support 
and share with other organisations some questions we are often asked about the Tea Break. 
The concept was extremely important after the murder of George Floyd, and has developed 
into part of the organisation’s DNA. 

n a word from our collaborator, network rail, and its cultural Fusion network
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n How do we run the tea break? 

The Tea Break is an authentic weekly virtual tea break that’s run for an hour by a people 
person (a trained facilitator is preferable but not essential). Engaging a mental health first 
aider is extremely helpful, not only for leading, but also for signposting and supporting staff 
or colleagues afterwards. This role can also provide a development opportunity for network 
leads.

• The facilitator introduces themselves and gives the co-hosts an opportunity to introduce 
themselves. This helps with the authenticity and ensures that colleagues are aware of 
whom they are sharing with.

• There is a selected theme or topic that’s decided by the leadership team, or through 
staff polls. This could also be a hot topic in the media. The topic is introduced by the 
facilitator to set the scene and discussion is started by the presenters sharing their views 
or explaining what they have found when researching the topic.

• Tea Break is promoted through a range of internal channels.

• Tea Breaks are not recorded in order to maintain a safe space for discussion and shared 
experiences. Anyone in the business, irrespective of rank or network membership, can join 
and share. Every view must be respected. 

• Tea Breaks are hosted in different formats to facilitate discussions, including speakers and 
panel discussions or presentations.

• Everyone stays on mute unless invited to share (to speak, you raise your virtual hand). 

• Participants can share either verbally or write in the chat area.

• Every participant’s contribution will be acknowledged.
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lovely to be part of this 
opened minded community

you’ve left a high standard for 
other staff networks to follow

the best meeting of the week!

this virtual tea break is my energy bar

i always thought this was just me

a wonderful platform for the discussion, hearts 
and heads together with a common goal

n the difference tea break is making  

The concept is simple, but the impact is massive, especially when it comes to creating an 
inclusive culture at Network Rail.

tea break:

• enables colleagues to bring their whole self to work.

• supports colleagues by showing that they are not the only people affected. 

• is a positive forum to educate our allies and senior leaders on key topics. 

• facilitates the discussion of race inequality and related topics so they become normal.

• unites all colleagues across whole of the organisation. 

• is adaptable – by choosing the right topic/theme, the number of attendees continually 
increases. 
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tea break is also supported by Mental Health First aid (MHFa) 
England who are experts in providing organisations with the 
tools, training and support for their employees’ mental health 
and wellbeing. 

In 2020 MHFA England published a ‘Statement of intent on 
race equity‘ setting out their practical commitments to be an 
anti-racist organisation that supports others too.

How recent events have impacted ethnic minority employees
Some 6.5 million employees feel they cannot be their real self 
at work and less than half (43 per cent) think their colleagues 
know the ‘real’ them. Half of Black Britons say they are as 
likely to have experienced racism in the workplace as on the 
street (recent YouGov stats). 

These are truly shocking statistics because in 2020 we 
shouldn’t have to leave parts of our identity behind – be that 
our cultural or ethnic background, gender identity, sexuality, 
or health.

CoLLaBoratinG With 
the experts

leaders and staff at 
all levels must educate 
themselves about race, 
racism and racial justice.
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Acknowledging that racism impacts people emotionally, 
mentally, and physically – and then taking action – is 
fundamental to making lasting change. It’s important to 
understand that many people have been, and still are, 
subjected to racial micro-aggressions in the workplace.

Employers need to recognise the intersection between race 
and mental health. Not doing so can be harmful for both the 
individual and the organisation. There is plenty of evidence 
that shows when diversity, inclusion and mental health are 
prioritised, organisations are happier, healthier and more 
productive.

Leaders and staff at all levels must educate themselves about 
race, racism and racial justice, and the mental and emotional 
impact it has on People of Colour and Black people. 

too often the onus is on black people and People of colour 
colleagues to drive change in the workplace. 

It is the responsibility of white colleagues and managers to 
understand systemic racism, prioritise anti-racism principles 
and proactively lead change, whilst all the time amplifying 
the voices of People of Colour and Black people.

it starts at the top and leaders must follow through with 
concrete actions, such as reviewing policies through an anti-
racist lens, making sure project teams are inclusive and that 
the right credit is given to the people who have been involved 
in the work. 

taking action is key to delivering on real allyship. People of 
Colour and Black colleagues should feel confident, especially 
when they speak up that real steps will be taken to improve 
the workplace culture and environment.

Simon Blake OBE | CEO | MHFA England

Simon blake ObE 
CEO | MHFA England
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Race Equality Matters conducted research1 to identify the barriers and solutions to race 
equality in the workplace.

it was clear from the feedback that:
• Ethnic minority employees typically have little or no voice in an organisation

• Senior leaders and Board members overlook or ignore race as an issue to take action on

It was also clear that whilst Race Networks are fantastic for support and the wellbeing of 
ethnic minority colleagues, especially since the summer of 2020, they tend to have little 
power or influence within the organisation.

Our research uncovered the fact that the majority of race network leads and experts believe 
that generally, networks have no real means available to create change in the workplace.

Following the events of 2020, race rocketed up organisations’ agendas. However, leaders 
and networks didn’t know what to do to address the strong emotions people were feeling, 
the mental impact people were struggling with and how to have a brave and uncomfortable 
conversation.

Tea Break has been developed in direct response to this feedback, offering a way to initiate 
meaningful uncomfortable discussions on race inequality across organisations nationally.

Recent months have seen intense global focus on race inequality. Much has been said and 
promised. Now is the time to act.

the Case for tea Break

75+25+R85+15+R 75% 85% 
Said rEcEnt Pr 

gESturing iS 
MEaninglESS

SEniOr lEadErS 
dOn’t knOw 

EtHnic MinOrity 
rEquirEMEntS

75% of race network chairs said recent 
PR gesturing is meaningless if proper 

action is not taken

85% of race experts said senior leaders 
did not know what ethnic minority 

colleagues wanted or required

1 Based on over 70 in-depth interviews with a wide range of companies, race networks, experts in the field of race equality, 
employees and allies. Conducted in 2020
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n ‘Speaking up’ safely and being heard

There is a need to amplify the voices of ethnic minority colleagues.

This is extremely important and if done right, it can help move the dial on race inequality in 
your organisation.

Psychological safety is a key barrier to individuals ‘speaking up’. 

In recent months, tens of thousands of individuals, especially black colleagues, have spoken 
up about race inequality, sharing their stories and struggles. Often it has been extremely 
emotional and draining, and it is not uncommon to hear that it has taken its toll on an 
individual’s mental wellbeing.

We also know that many more want to speak up and many more will do.

the tea break guide is really comprehensive and provides a lot 
of helpful guidance for every scenario  - i really like the way you 
explain how to endorse the tea break with management etc, this 
is vital! 
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n why your organisation should take part

 Here are just some of the reasons why your organisation should participate:
 take positive action to demonstrate your organisation is serious about race
 unite with organisations nationally to demonstrate that corporate uk is serious 

about race equality
 kick start and maintain the momentum of your race equality agenda
 Pioneer action on race equality
 attract and retain talent through your visible and real commitment to race 

equality and inclusion
 demonstrate that your organisation’s commitment to race is more than just words 

and that it understands the importance of being uncomfortable to create change
 Stand out to existing and potential clients by proactively leading change
 turbo-charge your inclusive culture to positively impact performance and your 

bottom line
 the business case is clear that equal, diverse, and inclusive workplaces can 

positively impact on performance, profitability, recruitment, retention, and talent 
development
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 what it is about
 an open space in which to be authentic and honest.
 Sharing lived experiences and starting conversations.
 celebrating cultural differences.
 connecting with colleagues and creating a community.
 a way to bring colleagues from across the organisation together.

 what it is not
 a focus group.
 a forum to raise complaints.
 a space to judge or criticise.
 a one-way ‘lesson’ on race.
 Owned by senior management.

What the tea Break 
is and What it is not

the tea break is a regular, one-hour facilitated conversation 
that is focused on a particular theme.
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 Problem 1 - There is no sense of urgency

 Solution 1 - Create a sense of urgency

• What is the injustice and why do we need to do something about it now?
• Start honest discussions and give convincing reasons to get people talking, thinking and 

wanting to act.
• Identify possible threats and develop scenarios to show what the future could look like.

 Problem 2 - The wrong people are involved

 Solution 2 - Create a credible coalition

• Find the early adopters  and encourage them to help. 
• Identify true leaders in your organisation and ask for their emotional commitment.
• Work on team building, making sure there is a good mix of people from different 

departments and different grades.
• Show what the future could look like.

 Problem 3 - The vision isn’t clear

 Solution 3 - Start with the end in mind

• Be clear about what the vision looks like. 
• Create a logical strategy for how the vision can be achieved.
• Describe the vision in one or two sentences.
• Practice your vision speech/elevator pitch. 

hoW to make 
ChanGe happen
to succeed we need to overcome the barriers that prevent change

We live in a world where change can feel constant. Yet, far from finding it an easy concept 
to deal with, change can lead to uncertainty, feeling of insecurity and a lack of trust. 

Whether change is small, i.e. one or two processes, or a system-wide change to an 
organisation, it is still a daunting prospect. A report from McKinsey (2015) advises 70% of all 
change initiatives fail. 

Nexus has created an 8-step process influenced by Kotter’s 8-step model of change (2012), 
which will help your organisation navigate the choppy waters of change. 

https://zenithconsultingservices.co.uk/nexus/

https://zenithconsultingservices.co.uk/nexus
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 Problem 4 - There is a lack of effective communication

 Solution 4 - Communicate at every opportunity!

• Use as many different ways as possible to communicate: townhalls, focus groups, team 
meetings, 121s, email, video messages.

• Make sure it is a 2-way process. Address concerns. 
• Allow individuals to ask questions.
• Be open, honest and transparent.

 Problem 5 - There are too many obstacles in the way of progress

 Solution 5 - Remove all obstacles quickly 

• Get everyone involved right across the organisation. 
• Give people opportunities to openly problem solve the issues.
• Identify opportunities to recruit change leaders whose main roles are to deliver  

the change. 
• Identify the people who are resisting change and find out what they need to move forward. 

 Problem 6 - Levels of motivation drop

 Solution 6 - Create quick wins

• Acknowledging and communicating the changes as they happen to show employees 
change is paying off. 

• Share stories of the positive impact of changes.

• Keep people motivated by rewarding and recognising those who are on board with the 
change.

 Problem 7 - There is a lack of alignment between the old and the new

 Solution 7 - Build on gains 

• Ensure all structures, systems and policies which do not align are changed i.e. mission, HR 
policies, IT systems.

• Celebrate the achievement and make sure everyone’s achievement is recognised. 
• Analyse what went right and what needs improving. Did we communicate enough?
• Keep ideas fresh by bringing in new change agents and leaders into the coalition.

 Problem 8 - The change does not become part of the new corporate culture

 Solution 8 - Make change part of the corporate culture

• Show how the organisational performance has been positively impacted by the new 
approach and behaviours. 

• Ensure senior people are role-modelling. 
• Storytelling to share the impact.
• Make it stick.
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n the benefits of the tea break

Here are just a few of the benefits of running the Tea Break as identified by Network Rail 
and those who have co-created the initiative with Race Equality Matters. The Tea Break:

Fosters inclusion
Encouraging colleagues to bring 
their whole selves to work where all 
views are respected.

It is for all colleagues, bringing 
wider voices to the table.

builds understanding
Celebrates and improves 
understanding of different 
backgrounds and cultural 
differences.

Provides an opportunity to learn 
and understand.

Creates a shared understanding of 
what it is really like to feel different.

normalises conversations on race
Provides a safe space for people to 
have a voice and be heard.

Enables regular and consistent 
discussion of key race and ethnic 
issues.

Keeps the conversation on race 
open across the organisation – 
keeps it on the agenda.

Highlights issues for action
It can highlight issues that, as an 
organisation, you were not aware 
of.

Supports well-being
Employees feel supported.

Encourages action
Encourages the sharing of ideas 
and taking action.

Strengthens belonging
Creates a sense of community 
across the organisation.

Connects people who may not 
have connected otherwise.

removes barriers and the fear of 
talking about race

i thought the guide was really comprehensive, which is 
exactly what is needed to give organisations confidence to do 
something. i particularly liked including simple points such as 
theme suggestions as it can be basic ideas such as this that hold 
organisations back.  it covers everything
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our supporters

www.raceequalitymatters.com
info@raceequalitymatters.com

@raceEquality_uk

www.raceequalitymatters.com
mailto:Info@raceequalitymatters.com
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What makes raCe equaLity 
matters different 

SOlutiOnS-FOcuSEd cOllabOratOrS uk-widE

we don’t just talk. 
we believe in having 
meaningful discussions 
that lead to concrete 
action.

if it won’t make an impact, 
we won’t do it.

we work with 
organisations, networks, 
individuals and experts to 
implement the change(s) 
our members and the 
community seek.

we bring people 
together to identify and 
understand the barriers to 
race equality, and to build 
and test concepts and 
solutions.

we work with 
organisations across the 
uk and across sectors.

we provide toolkits, 
solutions, information and 
expertise to accelerate 
meaningful change in the 
uk workplace.

 
info@raceequalitymatters.com

@raceEquality_uk

We are:  
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Project Lead – Javed Thomas, The Collaboratory

Concept – Network Rail, in particular Sonia Hazel, Sharon Salmon and Lily Kitchen and its 
Cultural Fusion Network

Guide Development Partner – Millie Patel, Must Do Marketing 

Designer - Nick Farrow

Proof-reader - Peri Lyon

aCknoWLedGements

as a not-for-profit organisation, race Equality Matters is keen to build relationships 
with funding and sponsorship partners. to find out more, please contact either  
javed@thecollaboratory.co.uk or info@raceequalitymatters.com 

www.nixtarfazz.co.uk
mailto:javed@thecollaboratory.co.uk
mailto:info@raceequalitymatters.com

