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ACADEMIC LEAD 
Dr. Sadhvi Dar, Senior Lecturer in CSR and Business Ethics and 
Widening Participation Lead, School of Business and Management, 
QMUL
“I am excited to be part of BreakThrough! and to work alongside the powerful 
women of colour who make up the project’s core organizing team. I have a long 
history of decolonizing and anti-racist organizing in the business management 
field. Since 2005, I have been exploring and leading various strategies that 
challenge dominant structures mitigating the capacities of people of colour 
to flourish in academia. Collaborative projects that I am currently involved 
in include Building the Anti Racist Classroom collective (BARC) and the 
Decolonizing Alliance. BreakThrough! is unique because it is a collaboration  
with students and alumni that centres their desires, potential and needs.  
I am proud to be the group’s mentor.”

ORGANISING TEAM 
Sharmin Akter, SBM Alumni (2017) MSc Accounting & Management 
“This is a great initiative that has been a long time coming -  because as 
Bangladeshi women, we have historically faced so many challenges during our 
degrees and workplace. It’s great to know that at last this has been recognised. I 
was very keen to become involved in this opportunity because the research I will 
carry out will allow me to meet people from my community and get to know their 
views, and also as a Bangladeshi alumni I will be able to share the challenges I 
have faced in my degrees and in the workplace respectively.

Since completing my Masters I have being looking for an opportunity like this 
to develop the skills I learnt during my degree and put them into practice. 
When I was doing my Masters my favourite subjects were the research modules 
because I love researching. By researching a project, we get to think about so 
many things deeply and to work towards an understanding about the world 
around us. 

BreakThrough! provides an opportunity for me to meet a variety of people – 
therefore our professional contacts increase while we remain involved in the 
project. I have always wanted to do something for Bangladeshi women because 
I have myself gone through so many challenges. I always believed other 
Bangladeshi women faced the same problems and BreakThrough! is a great 
opportunity for me to meet and work with them.”

Nadia Hussain, SBM Alumni (2018) BSc Accounting and Management 
“Being a Bangladeshi woman from East London, I understand the challenges 
women from my background face in the workplace. The truth is Bangladeshi 
women find it hard to be visible in high, prestigious positions in companies and in 
graduate roles. There are not enough women from Bangladesh in graduate roles 
in companies and I have noticed that myself when applying for graduate jobs in 
accounting firms. Henceforth, the existing ‘glass ceiling’ for Bangladeshi women 
needs acknowledging and breaking, so we can advance in our careers. 

There is a need for initiatives at university like BreakThrough! to help students 
identify and overcome the barriers they face; these barriers prevent Bangladeshi 
women voicing what issues they encounter as well as pursuing their career goals. I 
personally want to see more Bangladeshi women like myself in prestigious positions 
and graduate roles in finance, audit and accounting. This project helps me and 
current students seeking careers in various fields feel they can also ‘break-through’ 
into their chosen career.”

Nabila Naznin, SBM Alumni (2018) BSc Accounting & Management 
“I am a Bangladeshi female and the issues we focus on in this research reflect 
my personal struggles. Being able to personally resonate with the issues allows 
me to insert my knowledge into the research process. I am better able to 
connect with the participants and gain an insight to what the underlying  
reasons for inequality are, because I am like them. 

Undoubtedly, there are low unemployment rates among Bangladeshi women – 
both School and national statistics show that we are the least likely to get hired 
in graduate level work. The barriers we face are far greater than other minority 
ethnic women. Furthermore, there is a lack of research about Bangladeshi 
women by Bangladeshi women, hence this opportunity will be insightful and 
meaningful because our words and wisdom lead the research and project. 

My role on the organizing team allows me to combine both my personal and 
organisational interests, while I gain credible skills, which I can then develop or 
apply further in my future career. Overall, it is a great opportunity to be a part of, 
as it will not only educate me regarding serious underlying issues in and outside 
our community, but something that will make a positive change for future 
students who are just like me.”

Meet the BreakThrough! team
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Sima Akter, SBM Alumni (2018) BSc Accounting & Management 
“During my degree, I had the opportunity to gain valuable work experience 
through one of our university’s employment programmes - QConsult Projects. 
That experience really helped me understand what it means to be a consultant 
and to better appreciate all the work that is involved in consulting. It has 
provided me with the drive to pursue a career along these lines. By taking part in 
BreakThrough! – a role that is similar to my chosen career path – it has helped 
me build up my experience and provide me with a competitive advantage when 
applying for a future role within this industry.

Being from Bangladesh myself, and also a woman, means that I have many 
self-fulfilling prophecies that are battling against me. It is a known fact 
that the Bangladeshi community, especially the women, have high rates of 
unemployment and educational disadvantages and I believe BreakThrough! is 
a fantastic opportunity for me to truly understand the reasons behind this and 
to explore the ways to change this. The focus of this project reflects my own 
personal identity, which means that I can personally connect with the project 
and provide my insights into the recommendations, as well as personally 
connect with the people I will be interviewing. Therefore, I am very keen to take 
part in BreakThrough! – a project which could potentially shed light on the ways 
in which Bangladeshi women, in particular at SBM, can help change and shape 
their own futures.”

Mariyah Umme Kulsum, SBM Third Year UG Business Management

“Being a British Bangladeshi woman, I understand there will be challenges that I will face 
within my degree and future employment. There are serious challenges that we face within 
today’s society, such as the discrimination we experience within the education system and 
in the workforce. I want to be part of a change that overturns these barriers and contributes 
towards making a more equal society by giving voice to the issues impacting our community. 
BreakThrough! enables me to enhance my knowledge, develop skills (team work, research, 
analysis, communication) while being part of a rewarding experience. My current efforts are 
driving initiatives that seek to change the School’s student engagement strategy and widening 
participation activities. I am learning new things and developing my skills all the time.

Being a part of the project has been an eye opener. By conducting research, analysing the 
interview transcripts, and meeting inspirational Bangladeshi women (who had the courage to 
speak up about the discrimination they have faced and continue to face within society) has 
made me aware how much we have to do and how little is currently being done. We need to 
change the way we learn and work in universities.

Being part of a Russell Group university, like Queen Mary, should enhance my knowledge 
about issues that impact me. While I have been accumulating understanding and skills 
during my degree, this project has shown me how to translate these into practical and applied 
measures. The University may be committed to maintaining the very best research profile and 
an outstanding teaching and learning experience for students – but Queen Mary also has a 
huge social, economic and cultural role to play that impacts people locally, across the UK and 
potentially around the world.”

ACADEMIC AND ADMIN SUPPORT STAFF
Alicia George, Alumni Relations and Events Officer, School of 
Business and Management, QMUL 
“I have worked in Alumni relations for the past two years and have over six years 
extensive Events experience within higher education. I have been based at the 
School of Business and Management since July 2016 and during this time 
have obtained my Prince 2 Foundation and Practitioner Certificate in Project 
Management. Prior to Events I worked in Public Relations with some high 
profile international companies after I graduated from Staffordshire University 
with a degree in journalism in 2007. I adore reading and literature and have 
been known to read a book cover to cover in two hours in one sitting. I am an 
advocate and will offer unwavering support for further equality and diversity in 
senior and top positions in academia and management and more women of 
colour appointed into these positions, anything that inspires, represents and 
portrays persons of colour in mainstream media, press and film in a positive 
perspective.”

Dr Patrick McGurk, Senior Lecturer and Director of Skills and 
Employer Engagement, School of Business and Management, QMUL
“I lead on student skills- and career-development and employer engagement 
for the School of Business and Management, and chair its Employability 
Task Group. I was previously Head of Human Resources and Organisational 
Behaviour at the University of Greenwich and have several years of experience 
of management education for corporate clients across multiple sectors in the 
UK and Germany. At QMUL, I teach various modules concerned with leadership 
and management practice at undergraduate and postgraduate levels. I have a 
PhD from the London School of Economics, and hold a Dipl. Betriebswirt, BA 
Hons, MA and PGCE (Postgraduate Certificate in Education).

I am an appointed member of the Mayor of London’s Skills for Londoners 
Stakeholder Advisory Group.”

Helen Green, Employer Engagement and Internships Coordinator, 
School of Business and Management, QMUL
“I organise internships and placements for undergraduate and postgraduate 
students at SBM. I work in partnership with students and academics to develop 
meaningful work opportunities for our students and support the need for 
equality and diversity to be central to our careers and engagement strategy 
going forward.”

Meet the BreakThrough! team
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The Policy Context: Changes to evaluating employability and 
graduate outcomes 
This year, the annual DLHE survey (undertaken six-months 
after completion of studies) is to be discontinued, ending 
a long-standing statistical series. In its place, the sector is 
introducing the Graduate Outcomes Survey (GOS), which 
will survey graduates at 15 months after graduation. This is 
now likely to be taken for the first time in December 2019, 
by 2017/18 leavers, with the results available approximately 
June 2020. This later survey point will allow more time for 
graduates to transition into their post-study activities and is 
expected to provide a truer reflection of graduates’ career 
paths as well as establish parity across graduates from 
different courses (e.g. by recognising that arts graduates 
may spend time developing their portfolio before entering 
paid employment). By including ‘graduate voice’ questions, 
the Graduate Outcomes survey will also provide new insight 
into the value that graduates place on the activities they are 
engaged in, as well as familiar facts about employment and 
earnings. These new ‘graduate voice’ measures will bring 
a new dimension to how the sector understands graduate 
success.

What is considered a good Graduate Outcome?
When developing a methodology for addressing employability 
issues, it is important to ascertain how Graduate Outcomes 
are being defined in policy. While there is not a definitive 
answer to what precisely an alumni ought to be doing 
after graduation, the government has outlined some broad 
categories and understandings of good and bad graduate 
outcomes that will impact how aspects reported in the 
‘graduate voice’ section of the survey will be understood.

Bangladeshi women have dramatically poorer 
chances of employment in highly paid and 
professional work after they graduate (ECU 2016). 
They also face persistently hostile workplaces 
and often report higher instances of bullying and 
harassment (UCU 2015). School statistics show 
that these work patterns are mirrored among SBM’s 
Bangladeshi women graduates. BreakThrough! is 
a student-led, self-organized group of Bangladeshi 
women alumni and students, set up as a 
response to Bangladeshi women’s limited career 
opportunities. The group’s remit is to tackle the 
impediments Bangladeshi women graduates 
face in their careers and during their degrees by 
designing evidence-based interventions aimed at 
creating equitable opportunities for work, stability 
and prosperity both in the School and outside. 

BreakThrough’s conception, in March 2018, arose when the 
School’s Dean and Associate Dean Academic Strategy asked 
Sadhvi in her capacity as Widening Participation Officer to 
address the poor graduate outcomes for Bangladeshi women 
alumni. They awarded the project £5000. In response, Sadhvi 
designed an intervention strategy that centred Bangladeshi 
women, their experiences and their knowledge at the heart of 
the methodology and strategic decision-making processes. In 
parallel, Sadhvi attempted to mirror the new direction national 
policy has taken with regards to evaluating employability. She 
developed BreakThrough! as a tool to amplify the voices of 
Bangladeshi women alumni by using interviews and focus 
groups so that previously muted voices could be given centre-
stage as the School builds an understanding about how 
alumni navigate the employment sector.

Background and Rationale for BreakThrough!

Based on findings garnered from 7 semi-structured interviews 
with Bangladeshi women alumni and two focus group 
discussions incorporating the organizing team, the report 
makes six recommendations: Two of these are for ETG’s 
attention 1) Instigate targeted student engagement events 
and launch a monthly mobile Women’s Cafe for women of 
colour, 2) Initiate business kickstarter grants for women of 
colour alumni and make BreakThrough! a social enterprise. 
Four of these recommendations are for broader School-wide 
enquiry: 3) Design and roll out a race audit of curriculum and 
classroom dynamics, 4) Design and roll out School-wide anti-
racist training, 5) Address the lack of role models for students 
of colour by rolling out our mentoring training to all women of 
colour staff and providing WoC with promotion opportunities, 
6) Move towards assessment portfolios that will address 
issues to do with employer dialogue.

The group wants to recruit 5 more Bangladeshi women 
at an engagement event, publicise the Phase 1 work of 
BreakThrough! during Welcome Week 2018/19 and the 
website, and for Phase 2 are proposing the following: 
launching a mobile Women’s Cafe,  developing an audit tool 
with an accounting firm that can be used to evaluate race 
dynamics in classrooms, on campus and in the workplace, 
and aim to become sustainable by developing a social 
enterprise model driven by inclusive values and democratic 
guiding principles. 

Bangladeshi women alumni experience consistently 
poor graduate outcomes compared to White 
women and to other ethnic groups. BreakThrough! 
is a path-breaking project and methodology that 
creates student-led, research-based interventions 
that have the potential to transform university 
dynamics and make places of work and learning 
more accountable to marginalised students and 
alumni. The project was conceived in March 2018 
by Dr Sadhvi Dar, Senior Lecturer in CSR and 
Business Ethics, and is co-facilitated with Alicia 
George, the School’s Alumni Relations and Events 
Officer. This report summarises the key activities 
and findings of the BreakThrough! project since its 
inception in April 2018.

BreakThrough! is led by 5 Bangladeshi women students 
and alumni who are its co-founding core organizing group: 
Sharmin Akter (alumni PG 2017), Sima Akter (alumni UG 
2018), Nadia Hussain (alumni UG 2018), Mariyah Kulsum 
(3rd year UG 2018/19), and Nabila Naznin (alumni UG 
2018). The organizing group have designed and carried out 
all research activities; they are responsible for developing 
further methodologies, strategies and interventions. They 
are the backbone of the project and are empowered to have 
authority over all decision-making about the structure and 
direction of the project.

Executive Summary

“I don’t even fill out the ethnic monitoring form because 
I think it’s a way of rejecting Bangladeshi women.”

Focus group discussion, April 2018

“I get treated differently than White women.”
Focus group discussion, April 2018
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Sadhvi involved Alicia George and Helen Green to help 
develop a recruitment strategy. Internal communications 
were emailed to undergraduates, postgraduates and alumni 
to raise awareness about the project, promoting it as offering 
paid high-skilled work. BreakThrough! work was advertised 
as remunerated appropriately as University researchers. By 
April 2018, the project had recruited a core organizing team 
of 5 Bangladeshi women and alumni; these co-researchers 
included 1 second year undergrad student, 3 third year 
undergrad students and 1 postgrad alumni. 

Training and research took place over April and May 2018. 
Training included a full disclosure of SBM’s inequalities 
statistics, the School’s governance structures that mitigate the 
project’s capacities to impact change, training on interviewing 
skills, analysing interviews and the ethical dimensions of 
research. All training materials were designed by Sadhvi and 
drew on the specific set of challenges and barriers SBM’s 
Bangladeshi women students encounter.

2 The project was intended to be for 3 months to completion, i.e. with 
report agreed by end of academic year, which was then adjusted in line 
with Ramadan and revision periods taking priority for the women.

To better understand the context and qualitative 
dimensions of these statistics, BreakThrough! was 
conceived of as an innovative student-centred 
strategy to ascertain the specific impediments 
faced by the School’s Bangladeshi women students 
and to develop evidenced-based interventions 
to mitigate these challenges. It was decided 
that the project would create high-skilled work 
for Bangladeshi students and alumni as well as 
investigating the barriers to entering graduate 
level work. As such, the project’s co-researchers 
are paid at the same rate of a starting salary of a 
university researcher. 

The group’s remit was drawn up in March 2018 and Sadhvi 
was asked to sit on the School’s Employability Task Group 
(ETG) to construct a way for the project’s findings to impact 
decision-making in that forum. BreakThrough!’s remit is:

•  To work with Bangladeshi women students and alumni as 
co-researchers and equal partners in determining a strategy 
to improve Graduate Outcomes for Bangladeshi women. 

•  To tackle the impediments Bangladeshi women graduates 
face in their careers and during their degrees.

•  To design evidence-based interventions aimed at creating 
equitable opportunities for work, stability and prosperity.

•  To roll out a first phase comprising a research project that 
will include elements of alumni outreach, lead to group 
formation, deliver research training to Bangladeshi women 
students and alumni, manage data collection, data analysis, 
data presentation and formulate recommendations to the 
ETG.

•  Review the project’s potential and ask the organizing group: 
what, if anything, they wish to do for the second phase of 
the project going forward.

Graduate Outcome Inequalities and SBM
While the sector waits for the new Graduate Voice and 
15 month survey to kick in, the School has made use of 
historical DLHE survey statistics to identify key inequalities 
and concerning trends. The summaries below look at SBM 
Graduate Outcomes for White and BME groups and by 
gender where all respondents reflect findings from the DLHE 
2015-2017 scores . Across all SBM DLHE respondents, 
women have been less likely to secure graduate-level work 
or postgraduate study compared to men. There was no 
difference between White and BME men over the three-year 
period, while White women were 11% more likely than BME 
women to secure Graduate Outcomes. See Figure 2 below.

Good Graduate Outcome Not a Good Graduate Outcome

Having a graduate job – 
Graduate jobs require you 
to have a degree, e.g. types 
of professional work, a place 
on a graduate scheme, 
contributing to a sector of 
the economy.

Unemployed or in low-skilled 
work – Graduates should 
be fulfilling their ambitions; 
they should be in work 
that equals their level of 
qualification.

Working in your own 
business – Key to a healthy 
economy is a strong 
business sector. GOs 
recognize the importance of 
business people and their 
contributions.

Working in a family business 
– GOs are tallied to personal 
wealth and accumulation 
and this disadvantages those 
in family businesses.

Continuing education (a 
Masters, PhD) – If you are 
continuing your education 
and training, then you are 
developing your capacities 
and potential.

Long term sickness or 
disability – Poor well-
being and health can be 
associated with depression, 
discrimination, barriers to 
accessing support and jobs.

Figure 2: Graduate Outcomes for White and BME groups by 
gender, DLHE 2015-17, source: ETG Strategy Consultation 
Paper from 14 February 2017

GL 
work

Non-
GL 
work

GL 
study

Non-
GL 
study

GL 
work 
%

Non-
GL 
work 
%

Women BME 97 41 39 3 70% 30%

Women White 99 23 29 0 81% 19%

Men BME 85 11 27 0 89% 11%

Men White 58 7 22 2 89% 11%

When drilling down further into these statistics, and looking at 
Graduate Outcomes by BME women’s ethnicity over the same 
population, we find that Bangladeshi women do the worst. 
For Asian or Asian British Bangladeshi women, the eight 
respondents in the EPI population over the three-year period 
reported no graduate-level work, although 2 students went 
on to postgraduate study. Of the 13 Asian or Asian British 
Bangladeshi women in the larger sample, only 1 reported 
graduate-level work, while three went on to postgraduate 
study. Out of all BME graduates, Bangladeshi women report 
the highest level of non-graduate level work. See Figure 3 
below.

Figure 3: Graduate Outcomes by ethnicity for White and BME 
women, DLHE 2015-17, source: ETG Strategy Consultation 
Paper from 14 February 2017

1 This data was kindly provided to Sadhvi by Professor Perri 6 in February 
2018.

Background and Rationale for BreakThrough!

Figure 1: Valuing Graduate Outcomes, source: HESA,  
Key Principles of Graduate Outcomes
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3
Week

•  Group formation and One-day Research Training Workshop
•  Introductions and ice-breakers. Full disclosure of inequalities 

statistics, set out remit of group, deliver interview training 
and discuss evidence-based interventions. Focus groups 
on classroom and workplace dynamics. Develop a research 
strategy, interview schedule and data collection plan.

The methodology also had challenges. Many of these associated 
with the university’s lack of cohesive data sets. In other ways, the 
methodology has a capacity-building component that requires 
consistent mentoring and support. At times, interviewing was 
a challenge – especially as this was often the first time group 
members were carrying out research or doing any kind of 
professional activity. During this time, Sadhvi offered group 
members one to one coaching sessions to help develop their 
interviewing skills and confidence. Some difficulties were noted 
during this process:

“Scheduling interviews was difficult and some group members 
have been unable to carry out interviews. Many of the sample 
did not want further contact with us when they found out about 
the project. Many asked if they could be taken off the list”

“I felt rushed by the participants, often they would tell me 
that they can’t speak for long.”

Scheduling interviews was difficult and some group members 
were unable to carry out interviews. The alumni contact lists 
do not distinguish or categorise ethnicities and the information 
that Alicia had was often incomplete or inaccurate because 
it was too old. This led to severe problems with recruiting 
interviewees. Further, many of the participants did not want 
further contact with the project after they found out that it 
was about Bangladeshi women’s issues. This suggests that 
discussing issues to do with gender, class, race and religion - as 
they intersect for Bangladeshi women - is an area that requires 
the support of staff and alumni who have knowledge of the 
issues impacting this cohort. Some asked if they could be taken 
off ‘the list’. While these participants did not provide reasons 
for their request, this points to the need for better central data 
management that may mitigate the quality of alumni relations. 
The list was also not sensitive to gender and some men were 
contacted as a result. The 7 interviews that were carried out 
were all with Bangladeshi women alumni. 6 of the women were 
living in the UK and 1 was living in Bangladesh. Co-researchers 
reflected on their experiences of interviewing:

“When conducting interviews, I felt rushed, like I needed 
to get through the questions as quick as possible.” 

“Some respondents said really deep and meaningful things, 
but I didn’t ask them more because of time issues. I think I 
could have gotten a lot more out of my interview.”

A debriefing session addressed these concerns and offered 
additional support by way of one-to-one coaching, sharing 
good practice and encouraging BreakThrough! to continue the 
outreach work. Consistent coaching and training along the way 
built BreakThrough!’s capacities and interview skills. The group 
took a break over Ramadan and the exam/revision period from 
mid-May till mid-June.

Analysing Interviews and Focus Group Discussions
The analysis drew on a narrative approach to identify common 
themes, stories and experiences that could then be used as 
data to develop recommendations. Alumni interviews were 
transcribed verbatim and were analysed initially by Sadhvi who 
produced a coding template with corresponding transcriptions 
copy and pasted against interview questions. This template 
was used to identify themes arising among responses and 
under each question category. The template and themes were 
then shared among the BreakThrough! team who carried 
out their own analysis and audit of the themes identified. At 
least two BreakThrough! members looked at each theme and 
exchanged notes and comments. This analysis was then used 
to frame group-level in depth discussions of themes, from which 
recommendations were developed.

Focus group discussions were not recorded as in the case of 
interviews. Instead, group members were asked to write down 
what they deemed were important knowledge or relevant 
insights arising during discussions about the issues associated 
with Bangladeshi women’s graduate outcomes and student 
experiences. These notes were recorded on flipchart paper 
by BreakThrough! members. Sadhvi also took hand written 
notes and shared these with the group to ensure that quotes 
represented their discussions accurately. These notes were then 
used to augment and enrich interview data and discussions 
about the analysis and recommendations.

The methodology has provided a mechanism for bottom-up 
accountability where the voices of the most marginalised student 
and graduate cohort are given center-stage. The methodology 
has also augmented existing governance structures so that 
Bangladeshi women’s experiences can impact decision-making 
and strategy formation in relation to the School’s student 
engagement and widening participation practices. 

For the women who make up BreakThrough!, the project 
has provided a community and platform for building skills, 
developing confidence and addressing self-esteem positively. 
After the first workshop, the BreakThrough! core organising team 
reported feeling energised and motivated:

“I better understood the barriers we Bangladeshi women 
face in the workplace, university, etc.”

“Inspiring “

“Motivational”

“Empowering”

“Helped me know what to do next time to destroy barriers”

Figure 4: The BreakThrough! methodology

BreakThrough!’s core values draw on student-led 
and student-centered accountability where the 
most marginalised parts of our student community 
design and drive institutional interventions. This 
methodology has several benefits that relate to 
Graduate Outcomes: the project offers Bangladeshi 
women on our degrees and alumni with highly-
skilled paid work at Research Assistant pay-grade 
level. It develops a student-led, peer-to-peer 
engagement strategy that is designed around 
Bangladeshi women’s experiences and knowledge. 
All interventions are evidence-based which means 
they are bespoke. School staff are included in a 
strictly facilitative and mentoring capacity so that 
the project is not impinged by staff needs, desires 
or interests. 

BreakThrough’s methodology seeks to create bottom-up 
accountability that is structured by student and alumni-
led research activities: Bangladeshi women interview other 
Bangladeshi women about their experiences of being an SBM 
student, SBM alumni and their experiences of being a worker. 
Interviews are one-to-one and semi-structured, and range in 
duration from 20 minutes to over an hour. These interviews 
are transcribed verbatim and analysed using a thematic 
analysis. The first round of analysis has revealed five themes: 
curriculum and assessment barriers, dominance of Global 
North knowledge in School curriculum, lack of Bangladeshi 
women role models within SBM, lack of spaces for women 
of colour to express themselves and feel included, barriers to 
employment at interview stage, classroom dynamics favouring 
White students. Figure 4 below provides a timeline of the 
research process and methodology.

BreakThrough’s Methodology

“They try to rationalise inequalities with ‘rational’ reasons, 
like you know, giving you a CV skill workshop when you’re 
finding it difficult to get an interview. It’s not about needing 
more networking or more training in something, my problems 
are about living in a world that is keeping me out.”

Focus group discussion, April 2018

•  Report is drafted and re-drafted. Several rounds of 
revisions among BreakThrough! organizing team. 
Phase 2 of the project is developed alongside the 
writing up process. Launching the Womens Café  is 
prioritised. ‘Final Report presented with Phase 2 
recommendations to ETG for comment and revised 
for SBM Steering Group’

9-12
Week

• Recruitment
•  Advertise project on UG and PG student lists, alumni lists 

and LinkedIn. Organize shout-outs in lectures. Recruited 5 
Bangladeshi women. Participant sample group is identified 
and alumni contact lists for interviews are drawn up.

1
Week

• Interviews
•  BreakThrough! contact Bangladeshi women alumni and 

carry out one-to-one semi structured interviews over the 
phone or using Skype.4-5

Week

• Interviews are transcribed
•  All data is deposited and transcriptions of interviews 

generated.6
Week

• Inital sweep of data
•  Sadhvi reads transcripts and produces a first stage 

analysis. Key themes are outined.7
Week

• One Day Data Analysis Workshop
•  The group reconvenes to read transcripts and to develop 

a thematic analysis. Sections of transcripts are read by 
at least two different group members. Key quotes and 
relfections are recorded on flip charts, so that the group  
can collectively deliberate and make recommendations.

8
Week

•  Initial analysis and recommendations are presented 
by Sadhvi and Alicia to the department’s Employability 
Task Group.10

Week
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in the last column are: a) A need for inclusive community-
building and engagement opportunities that facilitate 
two-way dialogue, b) Learning spaces are non-inclusive, 
and c) Addressing racialised dynamics in the department. 
The second strongest emerging themes are: a) Providing 
alternatives to corporate jobs, b) Need for identification 
between staff and students. The last theme that emerged in 
data analysis is: Create tools to help graduates with employer/
funder dialogue. The two headline recommendations that ETG 
has jurisdiction over is a) A need for inclusive community-
building and engagement opportunities that facilitate two-way 
dialogue, and b) Providing alternatives to corporate jobs. 
The remaining themes that are summarised under ‘Areas 
for wider investigation’ urgently require attention so that 
ETG programme developments are supported alongside 
meaningful changes to the School’s learning environment.

The table below summarises the thematic analysis 
and how recommendations were arrived at. 
Interview responses were themed according to 
frequency and the strength with which the issues 
were raised (e.g. language, descriptive elements, 
emotional charge, length of response). These 
were then augmented with focus group discussion 
themes that were analysed using the same 
processes as interview analysis. 

A first sweep of data produced primary themes that are listed 
under ‘response themes 1’. Patterns among these primary 
level themes were identified and grouped under ‘response 
themes 2’. The strongest emerging themes summarised 

Findings and Analysis: A summary 
of the key themes arising from the 
interviews and focus groups

Interview question themes Interview + FGD response 
themes 1

Interview + FGD response 
themes 2

Recommendations to ETG

Networking Networking is alcohol-centred

Networking spaces centre male 
identities

Women of colour are marginalized 
at networking and social events

Careers service is too generic 
and does not engage with issues 
impacting women of colour

Women of colour do not know about 
Careers services (e.g. QInterns, 
QConsult, QMentoring)

Alienation

Lack of targeted interventions

A need for inclusive community-
building and engagement 
opportunities that facilitate  
two-way dialogue: Women’s Cafe

Careers Services

Graduate destinations and 
opportunities / expectations

Fear for job security

Corporations represent white male 
power and privilege

Corporations represent 
Islamophobia

White privilege is aligned with the 
corporate sector

Providing alternatives to corporate 
jobs: Business kick starter grants

Interview question themes Interview + FGD response 
themes 1

Interview + FGD response 
themes 2

Recommendations to ETG

Areas for wider investigation

Learning cultures and curriculum 
issues

Classroom dynamics contradict 
parts of curriculum on equality and 
diversity

Expect discrimination and 
marginalisation in classrooms and 
lectures

Muslim women are stereotyped as 
oppressed and voiceless

White men and women speak first 
and dominate seminars

Marginalisation of Bangladeshi 
women’s experiences and voices

Learning spaces are non-inclusive: 
Need for curriculum review and 
race audit of classroom dynamics

Discrimination Experienced but accepted by staff 
and students

System doesn’t allow itself to 
overcome discrimination

Lack of women of colour voices 
and ability to impact governance 
structures

Fear of being verbally and 
physically attacked on campus and 
around campus

Apathy towards addressing racism 
and racial discrimination

Addressing racialised dynamics in 
the department: Need for School-
wide anti-racist training

Role Models Some strong role models in family

Lack of role models in department

Senior academics are white men

White male privilege associated 
with the department

Need for identification between 
staff and students: Addressing the 
lack of Bangladeshi women role 
models.

Employer engagement issues Unsure about how degree provides 
employer skills

Skills developed at university 
are understood after time in 
employment and not upon 
graduation

Ambiguity about how graduate 
skills link to life skills

Create tools to help graduates with 
employer/funder dialogue:Moving 
towards assessment portfolios
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4. Need for School-wide anti-racist training

“We are seen as rude when we ask for our rights.” 

“Skin colour makes us visible.”

“Lack of inclusiveness.” 

“Carry status into classroom.”

“And you get asked really weird questions - you know about 
your lifestyle - it’s almost like you’re an alien and you’re like, 
I’m just a normal person..” 

“I used to shock them that I’m from London. White students 
didn’t believe that a brown person could be born here and be 
British.” 

“When you’re accessing white knowledge and that’s all you’re 
learning about and that’s what’s all around you, if you want to 
fit into that you’re going to be loosing your brownness.” 

“I’ve got a hijab on my head, you know. I pray during my work 
hours. I will go away and take my breaks and I will definitely 
pray. You know I wouldn’t fit into the corporate world. That’s 
what business management really is – like me personally – I 
wouldn’t [fit] into that and I wouldn’t feel comfortable either.”

Focus group discussions and alumni interviews, 
April-May 2018
University is replete with racialised interactions, White-centric 
knowledge and an anti-working class discourse. Within this 
context Bangladeshi women oscillate between hyper-visibility 
and invisibility. They are hyper-visible when they are targeted 
to resolve inequalities (e.g. asked to sit on an equalities 
working group, experience a number of micro and macro 
aggressions) and are made invisible when their accounts 
of racism are discouraged, fictionalised or excluded from 
institutional discourses (e.g. they are told that it isn’t really 
racism, that they are upsetting people by raising issues, that 
it didn’t happen that way). Instead of asking women of colour 
- and Bangladeshi women in particular - to come forward and 
tackle racism on campus and in the workplace, Queen Mary 
has a responsibility to acknowledge failings where they are 
occurring and to deliver an ongoing training and development 
programme that targets White management and members 
of staff so that complicity with perpetuating inequalities is 
tackled in a meaningful way.

centred seminars and socialising in the form of a monthly 
mobile Women’s Café. This event could become a space to  
create opportunities for establishing friendships and 
trusting relationships with one another as well as providing 
an occasion for potential employers to visit, discuss 
discrimination and develop better relations among our 
students and alumni.

2. Launch a small business kick-starter 
grant for women of colour

“I think we feel like we are not capable of doing it [a corporate 
job]. I don’t know why. And…like especially high paid jobs are 
more white-dominated. So they probably see it as a threat to 
bring more of the ethnic minorities into the organisation… as 
opposed to just sticking to the white majority that they are. We
 are in a white country so it does make it a little more harder 
for us to succeed. To be honest, they will always come first.”

“There were schemes targeted for people of, you know, 
that weren’t well off. For example the Q consulting that I 
did, the fact that they were emailing particular students of 
lower income families that didn’t have families that could 
expose them to you know certain careers or certain types of 
knowledge, I think those kind of schemes did help a lot.”

Alumni interviews
While we wait for anti-racist training, policy-changes and an 
anti-racist culture strategy to be developed and rolled out 
across the university, Bangladeshi women continue to be part 
of a system that is not inclusive and seems to be working 
hard at keeping them out of positions of influence and power. 
Alongside making interventions that will educate White 
academics and students about racial inequalities and racism, 
the report recommends that the School launches a targeted 
kickstarter grant scheme that will provide mentoring, business 
skills and opportunities to young women of colour who we 
know will face impediments in the world of work. This will 
enable young women of colour to create their own businesses 
where they can exercise control and leadership over their 
futures and help build a more inclusive workplace for others. 

BreakThrough! Recommendations

Six key recommendations are outlined below. 
These recommendations are based on findings 
from focus groups and interviews with Bangladeshi 
students and alumni. Each recommendation is 
prefaced with key quotes from interviews and focus 
group discussions that were carried out during the 
data collection phase of the research. 

Recommendations to ETG

1. A mobile Women’s Café  - not networking!

“When I was going to interviews and assessment centres, 
I was the only one that was of ethnic minority.”

“The networking always involves some sort of alcohol related 
atmosphere…it didn’t fit in line with my views and I wanted to 
make sure I was doing something in line with my views.”

“I found [networking] really uncomfortable and I didn’t enjoy 
that. I think it was quite a barrier.”

“At networking events [White people] talk about their lifestyle 
and things like that. It’s completely two different worlds… and 
its just like you know… anyone with a hijab – they wouldn’t be 
there.”

Networking events are also described as: “alcohol 
surroundings”, “slowly start changing myself to accommodate drinking 
culture”, “culture – White middle class men.” “Not a level platform”, 
Networking has its “own rules”. “Self-centred (centring White 
male)”

Focus group discussions and  
Alumni interviews, April-May 2018
Networking events immediately put Bangladeshi women 
off from engaging. However, they are wide-spread and 
commonly used as engagment and socialising opportunities. 
BreakThrough!’s findings indicate that these events are male-
centric, alcohol-centred and represent elite groups across 
the University and department. Further, networking events 
have their own logic and rules of engagement that limit the 
inclusion of Bangladeshi women. There is a critical need 
to provide safe spaces for women of colour and for Muslim 
women in particular so that their isolation is addressed.  
BreakThrough! suggest facilitating alcohol-free student-

Areas for further inquiry

3. Need for curriculum review and race audit
of classroom dynamics

“I never used to answer. And I’m a very outspoken person. I’d 
like others to put their hand up first. Yeah… I never used to 
speak. I just never used to speak because I just felt so out of 
place… and I think sometimes that… it was just like I think 
when there was less of a minority and there was a couple of like 
modules you find more Asians there, another couple of Asians 
or there’s a mix - I think I was more comfortable then. But 
there were times when I was like complete silence. I felt really 
embarrassed. I wasn’t comfortable, I really wasn’t comfortable.
I really felt out of place.”

“Usually White people talk and bring in family dynamics, such 
as, “my dad works for so and so.” I feel judged by parents’ 
work-life – my dad’s a bus driver. Not having the same 
backgrounds as other White people in the class can lead to a 
fear of being ‘wrong’. ” 

“Don’t feel worthy to contribute. It’s a feeling of not being 
good enough or saying something wrong in class.”

 “In 2008 a lecturer said “I don’t like brown people they smell 
of curry”. We complained but nothing happened.”

“Alienation. That’s how you feel at university.”

“SBM teachers are White men.”

Focus group discussions and  
Alumni interviews, April-May 2018
Despite the curriculum including a wide range of modules 
that look at gender and some that look at race discrimination, 
there is very little practical application, insight or strategizing 
to collectively overcome racism in the classroom and at 
university. This has led to students being unable to transform 
the knowledge they learn in lectures into clear demands or 
provide insights into the barriers they personally encounter. A 
full curriculum review is required as well as carrying out an audit 
of classroom dynamics. Students need to be empowered with 
knowledge about how Universities work and what problems with 
regards to equalities they struggle with (e.g. attainment gap, 
graduate outcomes). In parallel, staff need to be provided with 
relevant statistics and student narratives that highlight where and 
how discrimination is occurring. Students and staff should work 
collaboratively towards better outcomes. 
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could become a thriving element of the School’s widening 
participation and engagement strategy in the future. We can 
also clearly see how corporations and institutions could learn 
about our experiences in accessible and clear ways and how 
this could lead to change. 

We would like to prioritise the issue that is one of the most 
challenging for Bangladeshi women in the university and 
workplace – networking events. We hope to address the 
problems with networking events by launching a mobile 
Women’s Café in September 2018. We propose the  
Women’s Café should take place every month for women  
of colour and include a rich programme of speakers, artists, 
music and potential employers. We propose a Women’s 
Café to enable Bangladeshi women students to develop a 
deeper understanding about the world of work – alongside 
acknowledging all the challenges we as being BME will face 
within society. It would also enable students to become 
familiar with appropriate role models - we hope to invite 
Bangladeshi women business and political leaders to come 
down to Queen Mary and be our guest speakers. This would 
provide students with examples and narratives about how 
important education is, the barriers we face being BME and 
how we might overcome discrimination. The Café could also 
become a platform to facilitate mentoring between older,  
more experienced women of colour (staff or alumni) and  
SBM students.

This section of the report sets out BreakThrough!’s vision for 
the future of student engagement, widening participation 
and alumni relations in the School and beyond. The 
BreakThrough! Organizing team has prioritised lobbying for a 
mobile Women’s Café and has developed a marketing strategy 
to increase awareness of BreakThrough!’s methodology and 
findings, as well as researching the experiences of women 
of colour on campus and after graduation. As such, the 
strategy would help raise awareness of the Café  alongside 
BreakThrough!’s work. Connected to the Cafe, BreakThrough! 
would like to run three complimentary processes:

1) Building partnerships with audit or accounting firms to 
develop fast-track recruitment routes as well as producing  
a social audit tool to evaluate intersectional inequalities,

2) Develop a social enterprise business model and design 
products or services that will generate cash flows to sustain 
BreakThrough!’s activities in the future.

3) Build partnerships with other student groups here or 
abroad who are involved in similar work and can help enrich 
BreakThrough!’s methodology.

From all of this, we would like to expand the project and 
take it to the next level. We do not want this to be the end 
of a journey, in which the report is published and presented 
but no further actions are taken to follow through with the 
6 recommendations. The project has huge potential and it 

6. Moving towards assessment portfolios

“White people are naturally seen as ‘skillful’, whereas BME 
have to ‘learn these skills’”

“Things like portfolios, [prospective employers] really wanted 
to see how much you’d done during your time at university and 
a grade transcript doesn’t show anyone anything.”

“Need to build implicit knowledge / white knowledge about how 
to access certain roles.”

“I did Business Management, and I was questioning a little 
bit the modules I was doing, like how it actually helped with 
employment and I don’t feel I’m using much of it now. But in 
terms of skills, I would say organisation skills, management, 
prioritising work, using your initiative, all of that goes into my 
job role and I think uni did prepare me for it.”

“Yep, so a lot of the modules I think relate quite well. In terms of 
more specifically I think even from first year doing the 
management studies and skills it was really good basis in terms 
of you know having the assessment as a CV, learning different 
management techniques, it was quite useful as well as modules 
like I said managing diversity, ethics and business and more the 
marketing module helped with my knowledge and things like that.”

Focus group discussions and  
Alumni interviews, April-May 2018
It is difficult for students to see how the modules they have 
taken have practical applications to the world of work, critical 
analysis and business. It is equally difficult for employers 
to understand how a degree outcome or grade transcript 
translates into skills and capacities developed during a 
degree. Where conversations in the School have led to 
highlighting how modules relate to employability skills, it may 
be beneficial for assessment components to integrate projects 
or assignments that develop key skills - especially research 
and critical analysis skills. Such projects could feature as part 
of a digital portfolio curating students’ achievements during 
the degree. These project components should draw on Global 
South histories and experiences.

BreakThrough! Recommendations “What We Want Now” –  
A note from the organizing team

5. Addressing the lack of Bangladeshi 
women role models 

“I probably think because…previously, from other 
generations… you didn’t really hear much about Bangladeshi 
women doing very well. And I think there’s a lack of faith in 
them. Whereas now, there are Bangladeshi women out there 
focusing on their careers, wanting to get a good job and things 
like that. Because it’s something unusual and something 
that hasn’t been covered before. They’re more likely to face 
discrimination. I think that’s why there are still low numbers. 
I think by speaking more about the importance of diversity is 
key.”

“Lack of role models – it’s obvious what’s going on. There 
aren’t any women of colour in senior roles here.”

“Get advice from people experienced in chosen fields.”

“Um, role models, yeah, my, two of my lecturers, one 
that taught me [in Geography] was a module on uneven 
development and she was of Indian descent and because she 
was of an ethnic minority background teaching about uneven 
development in India and stuff, it was enlightening. So she was 
a good one.”

Focus group discussions and  
Alumni interviews, April-May 2018
A role model is someone who you can identify with, someone 
in whom you see a part of you reflected in who the role 
model is and what they stand for. Interviewees struggled to 
identify with staff in SBM despite there being a number of 
women of colour in junior roles in the department. There 
are three suggestions coming from the analysis: 1) the 
School should review BME staff promotions so that more 
academics of colour and admin of colour are promoted to 
senior positions, 2) Women of colour in the department are 
provided training and support to become mentors to students 
of colour, 3) Academics of colour and administrators of colour 
are empowered to give realistic advice and coaching to our 
students and women of colour studying in our department.

“Networking events have their own rules, there’s always alcohol 
and men talk to you in ways that make you uncomfortable.”

“Support usually comes with friendship groups.”

“Connect with networks for people of colour.”
Focus group discussions and Alumni interviews,  
April-May 2018
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-  On yourself // Are there issues that have impacted 
you? Would you like to share your personal 
reactions to the work?

“I have found that the interviewees are saying the same 
things as us, it’s all relatable”

“When I heard about XXX’s experience of how she has had 
to struggle, I felt really grateful for my family support and 
my parents. I didn’t realise how much they support me. I 
appreciate life.”

“I want to do these interviews with other women of colour 
because it would be good to see how Bangladeshi women’s 
experiences are different. May be we are all the same, may 
be it isn’t about being Bangladeshi?”

BreakThrough! Has provided high-skilled work 
opportunities to 5 Bangladeshi women and alumni 
at SBM. It has sparked a real enthusiasm amongst 
young women to continue developing interventions 
and growing the project so that other departments 
can benefit from the work’s findings. We are 
actively looking for funding and for ways of making 
our project sustainable. We believe this project has 
the power and potential to make a real change to 
the lives of the most vulnerable - and in doing so - 
it will change EVERYONE’s experiences of studying 
and graduating for the better. We end our report 
by providing you with some feedback from the 
Organizing Group about how they have  
felt BreakThrough! has impacted them.

-  On the work // What have you reflected on as being 
important or worthwhile? What has been a concern 
or a problem?

“Empowering – I feel like I can use my difference as a strength 
now. Like I said, when I go into a room with loads of White 
people I always felt put off. I now feel like I can walk in and 
offer them something new.”

“Talking about our differences makes us feel more connected 
and less alone.”

“I am much more aware of differences and how they 
impact others.” 

“What We Want Now” –  
A note from the organizing team

Ending Note

As well as running a Women’s Café , our long term goal is 
to deliver the message of equality and inclusion within the 
workforce and for this to be widely communicated across the 
University and stakeholder organizations. One of the ideas 
that we came up with as a group was to work with an audit 
firm to develop an auditing tool. We would like to co-create a 
tool that can evaluate diversity and inclusion in organizations 
as well as evaluating race dynamics in classrooms, on 
campus and in the workplace. Having the opportunities to 
work with an audit firm may provide BreakThrough! with a 
national platform from which further field-level work can be 
undertaken. As well as auditing organizations, our ambition is 
to be able to offer consulting to these organizations (HEIs or 
corporations) so we can promote the means and mechanisms 
through which more equal and democratic organizing is 
possible. Phase Two of BreakThrough! is outlined below.

PHASE TWO
Moving on from phase one, we propose to create a schedule 
of relevant events and experiences for women of colour 
and to provide a space that is alcohol free and women-
centred. A key finding in our research includes the need 
to create a positive experience where women of colour are 
able to express themselves freely. The aim of Phase 2 of 
BreakThrough! will be to organize activities and spaces that 
allow women to share their stories and connect with each 
other in a comforting and open environment, as well as being 
supported to find work that best suits their needs and desires. 

Phase 2 of BreakThrough! would comprise: a) the launch 
of a ‘Women’s Café’ – a free monthly drop-in session that is 
open to all women of colour students and alumni associated 
with SBM and beyond, b) creating a website for sharing our 
research and experiences with other Bangladeshi women 
alumni and students as well as with UK universities who  
want to address similar issues in their institutions.

The Women’s Café could be funded by SBM for the following 
year and may comprise: once a month café sessions from 
September 2018 to April 2019 that will include a variety 
of career-related activities (e.g. discussing employability, 
addressing self-confidence and self-esteem), inviting external 
and internal speakers, as well as hosting music events. These 
activities would aim to have a positive impact on the future of 
Bengali women and women of colour in a variety of different 
ways, for example, providing a mechanism in the university 
that reaches out to women of colour as well as responding to 
their social, mental and economic needs.

We have also created a website with information about the 
group, the research project, a proposed Women’s Cafe 
schedule and our publications. We have a series of scheduled 
blogposts that will align with the proposed Cafe activities 
and themes as well as adding new opinions, view points and 
next steps. We will also use the hashtags #breakthrough! 
#womenpower and #breakthroughbangladeshiwomen on 
Twitter to help raise awareness. Our website can be accessed 
at: www.breakthroughbangladeshiwomen.wordpress.com

“In-group solidarity works!
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different accessible format we will 
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possible. For further information  
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Find out more: www.breakthroughbangladeshiwomen.wordpress.com
Get in touch: qmbreakthrough@gmail.com
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