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Introduction 

This is the very first edition of an annual anthology showcasing some of the 
innovative and outstanding work produced by dissertation students in 
Sociology at the University of Westminster. The three dissertations collected 
here were narrowed down from a shortlist nominated by the Sociology team, 
who were asked to select particularly interesting pieces of work (not 
necessarily those that have been awarded the highest marks). 

The aim of this anthology is to reward good dissertations, to provide an 
example of quality work for future dissertation students, and to promote 
more widely the achievements of our students in Sociology at Westminster. 

This year’s anthology begins with the work of Sharifa Elamin, who has 
explored the ways in which young ethnic minority women negotiate the 
exigencies of contemporary neoliberal culture, and in particular the idea that 
the inequalities of gender and race are now a thing of the past. Yusuf 
Pandor’s work also engages with the sociology of neoliberalism, focusing on 
the hold of the ‘meritocracy thesis’ on the imagination of young working class 
South Asian men who have recently been through the UK education system. 
In our final contribution, Rumena Akhtar’s work investigates the challenges 
faced by Bangladeshi heritage patients with chronic conditions in their access 
to healthcare services. 

All three dissertations have qualities that make them distinctive of the kind of 
work our students produce in Sociology at Westminster: they are 
theoretically and historically informed, they are motivated by a keen desire to 
engage and challenge social inequalities, and they are attuned to 
understanding the frequently complex and intersecting nature of those 
inequalities.  

Sharifa, Yusuf and Rumena are not alone in producing great dissertation 
projects. The Sociology team read a wide range of excellent work this year. 
In particular we’d also like to commend dissertations by Natasha Sporn, 
Khadija Paul, Beth Spackman, Umme Habiba, Betul Okyar and Rebecca 
Carter. Well done to you all. 

Dr Ben Pitcher, on behalf of the Sociology team. 
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Abstract 

With popular media inundated with the postfeminist image of the high-
achieving, independent, financially successful woman, this study analyses the 
ways in which post-gender and post-racial discourses exist at the basis of 
successfully maintaining neoliberalism as a common-sense ideal for young 
ethnic minority women in Britain, despite the particular anxieties and 
hindrances it is causing. Neoliberalism exists as a hegemonic discourse at the 
bedrock of much of contemporary life in Britain, in ways that reveres self-
governance and individualisation for the ultimate purpose of marketization. 
This is having pervasive effects on the socialisation of young women; 
particularly so for young ethnic minority women whereby discourses of post-
gender and post-race underpin neoliberalism as an illusory ideal through 
which lives are being shaped. This research analyses the ways in which young 
ethnic minority women at university are navigating within the neoliberal 
framework; considering how postfeminist, post-racial, and other discourses 
are underpinning the ways young ethnic minority women perceive success, 
achievement and their futures.  
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Introduction 

Neoliberalism is maintained as a dominant discourse with extensive effects 
on the ways subjects are socialised within contemporary society. As a 
hegemonic discourse, neoliberalism has come to underpin our ways of 
thinking and has been fused into the rational ways societies are understood 
and the ways we live our lives (Harvey, 2005; Brown 2006). Upheld through 
the insistence of self-regulation and individualisation for the purpose of 
marketization, young women are increasingly becoming apparent as key 
facets of upholding the neoliberal ideal. The self-reliant, high achieving, 
independent woman is a symbolic image prevalent in contemporary popular 
culture, illustrative of the post-feminist sentiments that assert that women can 
now achieve whatever they want if they work hard and make suitable choices. 

In analysing previous literature, it is apparent that much research on the 
effects of neoliberalism and postfeminism has centred on the rise and effect 
of postfeminist discourses within popular media culture. This research study 
is interested in exploring the ways neoliberalism and the postfeminist 
discourses that are increasingly saturating popular media culture with new 
feminine ideals, is manifesting in the lives of young women from ethnic 
minority backgrounds in Britain. Considering my own social location as an 
ethnic minority young woman living in Britain, interest in this topic is rooted 
in a personal concern of how increasing marketization is encouraging an 
increase in the need for self-governance in ways which not only brushes over 
systemic issues, but also brushes over the anxieties of young minority 
women. With this in mind, this research study aims to question: How are 
young ethnic minority women navigating within the paradigm of 
neoliberalism? What are the particular issues, anxieties or stresses for these 
young women when surveying their aspirations, planning for their futures, 
and the trajectories they aim to follow? Are postfeminist sentiments 
manifesting in different ways for women from ethnic minority backgrounds? 
And how are post-racial discourses intersecting with post-gender discourses 
to create the maintenance of neoliberalism in ways that ignore the structural 
obstacles that pertain to young women’s lives? 

Ten women, of mostly ethnic minority backgrounds, were interviewed in 
order to gain an understanding of the issues central to their experiences, 
aspirations and perceived futures. Together with previous literature 
concerned with neoliberalism, postfeminism and post-racial liberalism, an 
analysis of how young ethnic minority women are navigating through the 
established and pervasive nature of neoliberal society today was able to 
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ensue. The first section of this study consists of an outlining of previous 
literature; secondly an outline of the research methodology; thirdly an 
analysis of the research findings; and lastly an outline of final conclusions. 
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Literature Review 

Neoliberalism and Postfeminist ‘sensibilities’ 

David Harvey (2005) defines Neoliberalism in its primary form as ‘a theory of 
political economic practices that proposes that human well-being can best 
be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills 
within an institutional framework characterized by strong private property 
rights, free markets, and free trade’ (Harvey, 2005:2). Since the 1970s a 
vigorous shift towards neoliberalism has occurred in the political and 
economic sphere whereby privatisation, deregulation and ‘withdrawal of the 
state from many areas of social provision have been all too common’ (Harvey, 
2005:3). In turn Neoliberalism has been produced as a ‘hegemonic mode of 
discourse [with] pervasive effects on ways of thought to the point where it has 
become incorporated into the common-sense way many of us interpret, live 
in, and understand the world’ (Harvey, 2005:3). Wendy Brown (2006) draws 
on this also, noting that neoliberalism has ‘converted every political or social 
problem into market terms, it converts them into individual problems with 
market solutions. […] The project of navigating the social becomes entirely 
one of discerning, affording and procuring a personal solution to every 
socially produced problem’ (Brown, 2006:704); this thereby producing the 
requirement of neoliberal subjects.  

According to Chen (2013), within this neoliberal context, a new femininity is 
being produced addressing young women. ‘As a new form of self-
governance, where the only guiding principle is marketization and self-
interest, neoliberalism encourages individuals to willingly and freely choose 
to follow the path most conductive to their self-interest: the path which often 
turns out be the normative one, the one for which the state has provided the 
best conditions’ (Chen, 2013:443). Rather than being driven by direct 
disciplinary surveillance by the state, ‘individuals now willingly and actively 
self-govern in a climate enabled by the state’ (Chen, 2013:444). It is under 
this neoliberal context that postfeminist discourses can be seen to be taking 
place and thriving under.  

‘Postfeminism’ has become one of the most significant and challenged terms 
‘in the lexicon of feminist cultural analysis’ (Gills, 2007:147) and is a term used 
‘variously and contradictorily to signal a theoretical position, a type of 
feminism after the second wave, or a regressive political stance’ (Gills, 
2007:147-148). Gills conceptualises postfeminism as a ‘sensibility’, rather 
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than as an epistemological perspective or historical shift or as simply a 
backlash. What is meant by postfeminism as a ‘sensibility’ in Gills’ view is that 
postfeminist media culture should be the critical object which scholars should 
investigate, ‘rather than an analytic perspective’. Gills writes that ‘this 
approach does not require a static notion of one single authentic feminism as 
a comparison point, but instead is informed by postmodernist and 
constructionist perspectives and seeks to examine what is distinctive about 
contemporary articulations of gender [in the media]’ (Gills, 2007:148). Tasker 
and Negra remark a similar sentiment, that postfeminism refers to the 
multifaceted relationship between culture, politics, and feminism rather than 
the more popular conceptualisation of postfeminism as a backlash against 
the ‘”pastness” of feminism’ (Tasker and Negra, 2007:1). 

For Gills, constructions of feminism are a key feature of postfeminist 
sensibility, noting that ‘feminism is now a part of the cultural field’ being 
expressed within the media (Gills, 2007:161). Gills writes that although 
feminist sentiments are being talked about in the media, such as in 
discussions about beauty pressures on young girls, sexualised imagery, 
domestic violence or anorexia, the media is far from being unproblematically 
feminist. Rather, ‘it seems more accurate to argue that the media offers 
contradictory, but nevertheless patterned, constructions’ (Gills, 2007:161) 
Citing Angela McRobbie, Gills comments on the ‘contemporary ‘double 
entanglement’ of neoliberal values in relation to gender, sexuality and family 
life, and a feminism that is part of common sense yet also feared hated and 
fiercely repudiated’ (Gill, 2007:161). 

‘Imperialist white-supremacist capitalist patriarchy’ 

bell hooks uses the phrase ‘imperialist white-supremacist capitalist patriarchy’ 
as a means of reminding us of the ‘interlocking political systems that are the 
foundation of our nations politics’ (hooks, 2004:17). Contemporarily, the 
phrase comes to be particularly useful when recognising the ways in which 
patriarchy ceases to be understood as a system of dominance working in the 
same oppressive ways for all women. Because postfeminist discourses see 
women as supposedly more in control of their realities and where 
independence is valued as a desirable trait that defines “strong” women, 
‘imperialist white-supremacist capitalist patriarchy’ as a term can be used to 
recognise the ways these contemporary notions of desirable feminist 
femininity continue to be wrapped up in: imperialist white-supremacist 
capitalist patriarchy.  
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An example of hooks’ application of this term can be observed in hooks’ 
criticism of Sheryl Sandberg’s notoriety as a feminist icon and of Sandberg’s 
postfeminist rhetoric in the book ‘Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will to 
Lead’ (2013), an autobiographical account of Sandberg’s experiences 
working in business and climbing the corporate ladder as a woman, offering 
advice and motivation for women to be able to achieve the same. hooks 
writes: ‘Sandberg’s definition of feminism begins and ends with the notion 
that it’s all about gender equality within the existing social system. From this 
perspective, the structures of imperialist white supremacist capitalist 
patriarchy need not be challenged’ (hooks, 2013:n.p.). hooks is critical of a 
feminism that works with an aim of fighting for equality within the current 
patriarchal system, something she notes that Sandberg equates in Lean In. 
hooks writes that challenging and dismantling patriarchy should be at the 
centre of the feminist struggle today ‘in order for women and men to be truly 
liberated from outmoded sexist thinking and actions’ (hooks, 2013:n.p.). 
Landberg’s account of her success as a woman who has climbed the 
corporate ladder and her wish for more women to aim for the same is 
especially problematic for hooks. Lean In celebrates women climbing to the 
top of their work fields, however hooks is critical of Landberg’s failure to 
recognise the systematic obstacles that many women face within the 
workforce. hooks writes:  

Her failure to confront the issue of women acquiring wealth allows her to 
ignore concrete systemic obstacles most women face inside the workforce. 
And by not confronting the issue of women and wealth, she need not 
confront the issue of women and poverty. She need not address the ways 
extreme class differences make it difficult for there to be a common 
sisterhood based on shared struggle and solidarity (hooks, 2013:n.p.). 

Angela McRobbie (2009) explains that an individualised discourse containing 
seemingly feminist rhetoric is now apparent into many areas of contemporary 
life. She writes:  

Elements of feminism have been taken into account and have been 
absolutely incorporated into political and institutional life. Drawing on a 
vocabulary that includes words like ‘empowerment’ and ‘choice,’ these 
elements are then converted into a much more individualistic discourse and 
they are deployed in this new guise, particularly in media and popular 
culture, but also by agencies of the state, as a kind of substitute for feminism 
(McRobbie, 2009:1) 
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McRobbie notes that as a result, Western governments are now asserting 
feminism as an indication to the rest of the world that this is a vital part of 
what freedom now means. Freedom is being reconceptualised and brought 
up to date with this ‘faux feminism’ (McRobbie, 2009:1). Likewise, Gills (2007) 
articulates that ‘notions of choice, of 'being oneself', and 'pleasing oneself' 
are central to the postfeminist sensibility that suffuses contemporary Western 
media culture’ (Gills, 2007:153). hooks notes this as well, writing that Sheryl 
Sandberg uses feminist rhetoric ‘as a front to cover her commitment to 
western cultural imperialism, to white supremacist capitalist patriarchy’ 
(hooks, 2013:n.p.). 

Moreover, hooks criticises Sandberg’s wishes for more women to be at the 
top of the corporate ladder, with Sandberg assuming ‘that having more 
women at the top of corporate hierarchies would make the work world better 
for all women, including women on the bottom’. hooks hints at Sandberg’s 
seeming naivety of ‘a subculture of powerful elite women emerging in the 
workplace’ that would be ‘powerful enough to silence male dominators’ 
(hooks, 2013:n.p). It is here where a lack of focus on capitalism as a structural 
obstacle can be seen as ignoring a key component of the intertwining 
systems of dominance that define women’s realities in contemporary society. 
hooks writes that the visionary feminist goal is not of women running the 
world as is, but for women to 'do our part to change the world so that 
freedom and justice, the opportunity to have optimal well-being, can be 
equally shared by everyone’ (hooks, 2013:n.p.). 

Individualisation & The commodification of Feminism 

Criticism of neoliberal postfeminism very much centres around the capitalist 
basis postfeminism is grounded in. ‘Corporate capitalism has redefined 
citizens as consumers - and global markets replace the commitments to 
economic, sexual, and racial equality’ (Eisenstein, 1998 in Mohanty, 
2003:514). McRobbie comments on how postfeminism has given way for 
‘celebratory connections with the ordinary women, or indeed girls, who 
[have] created their own now seemingly autonomous pleasures and rituals of 
enjoyable femininity from the goods made available by consumer culture’ 
(McRobbie, 2009:3). McRobbie writes that because of this a mirage exists 
whereby there seems to be no tangible purpose of challenging the doctrines 
which capitalism is based upon. McRobbie asks: ‘Does capitalism actually 
give women more or less what they want, if indeed it provides them with 
such cheap and available narrative pleasures in the form of popular 
entertainment, which also now incorporate something like a feminist agenda 
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in their plots and story lines?’ (McRobbie, 2009:3). The commodification of 
feminism through the representation of the empowered female consumer in 
many ways makes postfeminism ‘antithetical to the notion of an open society 
in which all members are valued in accordance with their distinct identities’ 
(Tasker and Negra, 2007:2). Postfeminism with its lack of acknowledgement 
of how the capitalist structure remains a part of the maintaining of systematic 
patriarchy, offers nothing for women in terms of contextualising the relations 
of power and powerlessness within which women still find themselves 
embedded in. This sentiment is expressed by Gills (2007): 

What is striking is the degree of fit between the autonomous postfeminist 
subject and the psychological subject demanded by neoliberalism. At the 
heart of both is the notion of the 'choice biography' and the contemporary 
injunction to render one's life knowable and meaningful through a narrative 
of free choice and autonomy – however constrained one might actually be 
(Gills, 2007:154). 

McRobbie writes that as postfeminist discourses are taken on board in 
institutions such as the law, education, medicine, employment and the 
media, ‘high profile or newsworthy achievements of women and girls in these 
sectors shows the institutions to be modern and abreast with social change’. 
Celebrated feminism in this context is ‘liberal, equal opportunities feminism’, 
and in contrast what is implored more negatively is the radical feminism 
involved with social analysis ‘rather than with progress or improvement in the 
position of women in an otherwise more or less unaltered social order’ 
(McRobbie, 2009:14). Liberal feminist perspectives are regarded as 
reasonable and rational, whilst feminism and feminists are constructed as 
‘harsh, punitive and inauthentic, not articulating women’s true desires’ (Gills, 
2007:161-162). Popular texts can be seen to be normalising postfeminist 
gender anxieties in order to re-regulate young women using language 
producing discourses of ‘personal choice’ (McRobbie, 2009:21-22). This can 
be observed in the endorsement of female individualisation exemplified in 
what McRobbie calls ‘the figure of the ambitious ‘TV blonde’’ (McRobbie, 
1999b in McRobbie, 2009:15); ‘glamorous high-achievers destined for Oxford 
or Cambridge and are usually pictured clutching A-level examination 
certificates. We might say these are ideal girls, subjects par excellence, and 
also subjects of excellence’ (McRobbie, 2009:15). 

Postfeminism has come to represent a type of feminism that poses little 
threat to the existing neoliberal structure and it is this reason it has become 
desirable (Scharff, 2012). It is an articulation of the merging of feminist and 
anti-feminist notions, and this is achieved through a language of 
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individualism that fits perfectly with neoliberalism (Gills, 2007:162). hooks 
demonstrates this in relation to Sheryl Sandberg’s image as a feminist icon, 
writing that ‘had the conservative white male dominated world of mass 
media and advertising not chosen to hype her image, this influential woman 
would not be known to most folks’ (hooks, 2013:n.p.). 

Gills (2007) writes that self-surveillance and the disciplining of the self have 
long been requirements of the performance of successful femininity through 
the existence of ever present gendered regulations which women are 
supposed to shadow in order to emulate an upper-class white ideal. In 
contemporary postfeminist media culture however, what is closely related to 
the emphasis on personal choice, is a new stress on self-surveillance and self-
discipline (Gills, 2007:155). Gills writes that what is distinguishable about this 
today are three features:  

First, the dramatically increased intensity of self surveillance, indicating the 
intensity of the regulation of women (alongside the disavowal of such 
regulation); secondly the extensiveness of surveillance over entirely new 
spheres of life and intimate conduct; and thirdly the focus upon the 
psychological -- upon the requirement to transform oneself and remodel 
one’s interior life (Gills, 2007:155). 

Prioritising intersectionality 

For hooks Sheryl Sandberg’s ‘faux feminism’ rejects ‘a vision that would 
include all women rather than white women from privileged classes [which] is 
one of the flaws in the representation of herself as a voice for feminism’. 
hooks maintains that Sandberg is solely a powerful mentor figure for ‘fiscally 
conservative white female elites’ (hooks, 2013:n.p.). In addition, hooks argues 
that without a call to challenge and change racism as an essential part of 
class mobility, top level success for women from privileged classes is the only 
thing being invested in:  

The call for gender equality in the corporate American is undermined by the 
practice of exclusivity, and usurped by the heteronormative white 
supremacist bonding of marriage between white women and men. Founded 
on the principles of white supremacy and structured to maintain it, the rites 
of passage in the corporate world mirror this aspect of our nation (hooks, 
2013:n.p.). 
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Tasker and Negra (2007) comment that the ‘limited vision of gender equality 
as both achieved and yet still unsatisfactory underlines the class, age, and 
racial exclusions that define postfeminism and its characteristic assumption 
that the themes, pleasures, values, and lifestyles with which it is associated 
are somehow universally shared and perhaps more significant, universally 
accessible’ (Tasker and Negra, 2007:2). Postfeminism ‘is white and middle 
class by default’, rooted in consumption and through which other types of 
social difference, like race and class, are disregarded.  

For feminists calling for intersectionality in understandings of oppression, 
there is criticism of how mainstream feminist analysis often characterises 
women on a basis of a singular shared oppression that does not differ 
(Mohanty, 1988; hooks, 2000; Friedman, 1995; Mirza et al, 1997; Jordan-
Zachery, 2007; Jonsson, 2014). In a revisiting of her acclaimed essay ‘Under 
Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses’ Chandra 
Mohanty writes:  

While “Under Western Eyes” was located in the context of the critique of 
Western humanism and Eurocentrism and of white, Western feminism, a 
similar essay written now would need to be located in the context of the 
critique of global capitalism (on antiglobalization), the naturalization of the 
values of capital, and the unacknowledged power of cultural relativism in 
cross-cultural feminist scholarship and pedagogies (Mohanty, 2003:509).  

Drawing on globalisation as ‘an urgent site for the recolonization of peoples’ 
(2003:515), Mohanty comments on the ways globalisation is colonising 
women and men’s lives across the globe and that what is needed is an anti-
imperialist, anti-capitalist, and contextualised feminism that emphasises the 
intersecting arrangements of suppression of women’s realities. 

Writing on the prevalence of dis-identification with feminism Scharff (2011) 
notes that there are two processes through which this is occurring, one being 
from senses of individualisation and the second as a result of the process of 
othering. Determined from the results of her study Scharff writes: 
‘Respondents used individualist rhetoric to portray themselves as 
autonomous individuals who are not in need of feminism. They also 
distanced themselves from feminism by portraying other, namely ‘Muslim 
women’, as victims of patriarchal oppression’ (Scharff, 2011:120). It is thus, 
alongside postfeminist discourses, that the positioning of young women on 
several axes of difference consequences their relationship with feminism. 
Scharff further notes that ‘the juxtaposition between the west and the rest is 
frequently coded in terms of gender and the granting of sexual freedoms’ 
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(Scharff, 2011:128) and that the constructions of ‘the west and the rest’ in 
ways like this, where the west equals progress and liberation and the rest 
equals oppression and traditionalism, licenses women in the west to consider 
themselves as free and makes criticisms of the structural inequality they face 
more difficult to comprehend (Khan, 2005 in Scharff, 2011:128;). The 
‘oppressed Muslim other’ narrative maintained in ‘the west’ is also a factor 
encouraging the current dis-identification with feminism and the consequent 
shift to more postfeminist sentiments where western women are subject 
positioned as positively individualised and free: 

Through knowing and naming its other, the western self gets constructed as 
that which is not its other: if the Muslim woman is oppressed and a victim of 
patriarchal power, the western woman is liberated and free from gender 
constraints (Scharff, 2011:130). 

Post-racial discourses 

In ‘What’s Your Flava? Race and Postfeminism in Media Culture’, Banet-
Weiser (2007) writes about the ways in which two identity categories have 
appeared in the current media age: girl power, and race as a ‘flava’ - ‘a 
flexible, celebratory identity category that is presented […] as a kind of 
product one can buy and try on’ (Banet-Weiser, 2007:202). For Banet-Weiser, 
these conceptualisations of race and gender have been formed in the United 
States as a part of the particular context of late industrial capitalism, this 
being a period that has been categorised ‘in racist terms as multicultural or 
post-race society and in gendered terms as a postfeminist culture’ (Banet-
Weiser, 2007:202). The risk of labelling shifts in discourse as ‘post’ is the 
implication of it signifying something as over. The term ‘post-race’ can come 
to denote an illusory time after racism and racialised identities, stemming 
from the belief of colour blindness (Joseph, 2013:27). However, like with 
scholarly debates over the term ‘postfeminism’ (Gills, 2007:147), to call this 
moment in late capitalism ‘postracial’ is not to suggest that race is irrelevant 
but to think about how ‘recent shifts in capitalism […] contain and market 
race and diversity in the media using new strategies’ (Banet-Weiser, 
2007:214-215). 

Banet-Weiser focuses on television within this ‘post-race’ and ‘postfeminist’ 
culture, commenting on how these two features cause a tension which 
resides in ‘the acknowledgement that race and gender are important identity 
categories to consider in terms of representation, while at the same time the 
acknowledgement itself works to repudiate this very importance’ (Banet-
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Weiser, 2007:203-204). In the same way McRobbie (2009) comments on 
postfeminism in popular culture, whereby a deceptive appearance of feminist 
ideology prevalent in popular culture now exists, Banet-Weiser comments on 
how a similar happening has occurred with representations of race and 
ethnicity. Non-white narratives are now expressed on television, advertising 
and merchandising; however, these representations of racial difference are 
being marketed by media corporations to sell notions of cool, urban and 
authenticity to a broad and primarily white audience. Like gender, race is 
currently presented to audiences as a commodity, a ‘commercial hoax’: 

[The] redefinition of the urban stands in contrast to media representations in 
the United States of the “urban” in the 1980s and early 1990s, which 
predominantly signified the dangerous “other” and indeed functions to 
render irrelevant and repudiate those earlier concerns about racist imagery. 
The representation of the “urban”, like the representation of girl power, is 
associated with the ideological notion that contemporary American society is 
a multicultural, postfeminist one in which racial difference and gender 
discrimination are no longer salient (Banet-Weiser, 2007:204).  

Mary Waters (1990) writes that for many white people ‘ethnicity is 
increasingly a personal choice of whether to be ethnic at all, and, for an 
increasing majority of people, of which ethnicity to be. An ethnic identity is 
something that does not affect much in everyday life’ (Waters, 1990:147). 
Joseph (2013) comments that this ‘optional ethnicity’ is problematic when 
people of colour are presumed to have the same flexibility, ‘or the same 
ability to throw off forces of racialised ascription’ (Joseph, 2013:27). Joseph 
writes about this in the context of representations of multiracial Americans, 
noting that imagery of the outstanding multiracial can stand in as politically 
correct ‘neoracism’ – ‘racism without races’ (Balibar in Joseph, 2013:27) - ‘a 
celebration of whiteness and denigration of blackness’. Such images of the 
‘exceptional multiracial’ often come with political changes like the removals 
of established race-based initiatives such as affirmative action in the United 
States (Joseph, 2013:27). 

Like Banet-Weiser (2007), Joseph writes that the ideology of post-racial 
society is facilitated in a similar way to that of postfeminism. Implementations 
of certain racialised performances of femininity are producing impressions of 
movement beyond race. By celebrating the supposed shared value of 
equality both post-race and post-feminism philosophies are concentrating 
more on ‘individual (or micro) experiences as opposed to institutional (or 
macro) analyses’. Notions of post-race and postfeminism disregard structural 
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and historical boundaries, which offers those empowered in society to 
‘celebrate and not challenge their privilege’. They are both individualist 
stances where ‘hard work earns gains, laziness merits loss, and structural 
inequalities simply do not exist’ (Joseph, 2013:28). 
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Methodology 

As illustrated in the previous section, much research on postfeminist and 
post-racial discourses prevalent in contemporary society focus on the ways in 
which said discourses are manifested within popular media culture. This 
research aims to explore beyond this, providing an examination as to how 
young women from ethnic minority backgrounds are navigating within the 
neoliberal, often presumed post-race and post-gender, framework so 
prevalent in popular culture today. 

In order to conduct an exploration of this, qualitative interviews were 
conducted to gain a real understanding of the experiences and issues at 
hand for the young women. To conduct an analysis of this within the 
framework of capitalist neoliberalism, interviewees were asked questions 
pertaining to their goals and perceptions of success, in order to find out 
whether they are navigating through the neoliberal epoch in different ways 
because of their particular ethnic social location. Ten women were 
interviewed for this research and were asked questions pertaining to their 
own long-term goals, their perceptions of reaching their goals, and whether 
they felt they or others faced obstacles when it comes to achieving such 
goals. The objective for this research was to gather a generous amount of 
responses in order to analyse what young women, in particular minority 
ethnic women, in Britain are experiencing today; taking into account the 
intersections of experiences these women may be facing in their day-to-day 
lives. Are young ethnic minority women’s experiences and perceptions 
correlating with the post-racial and postfeminist discourses that have been 
evaluated as being products of the overriding, often unchallenged, 
neoliberalism embedded in our ways of thinking and life trajectories? By 
contextualising the interviews within the framework of the women’s 
perceptions of their goals and achievement, considering whether there is a 
correlation between the life courses and ambitions of the young women and 
the postfeminist/neoliberal notion of the ‘independent woman’ was 
significant to analyse.  

In order to conduct research concerning the experiences of young ethnic 
minority women, selecting participants who constitute within this grouping 
was imperative. Ten in-depth interviews were conducted with young women 
from different ethnic and racial backgrounds in order to analyse the 
interconnections and dissimilarities that occur for women from a broad range 
of ethnic backgrounds. In addition to the seven women of colour 
interviewed, three white women were also interviewed in order to analyse 
whether there were any differences and similarities between experiences and 
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attitudes, considering the varying points of difference that constitute peoples 
lives beyond ethnicity and race. Because ethnicity is the main social 
construction being considered in this research, selecting participants that 
would provide a fair analysis of this - considering the varying differences that 
make up an individuals social circumstances and experiences - proved to be 
a challenge. For this reason variables of age, class and occupation were kept 
within the same range, in order for the varying ethnicities to be the main 
subject of analysis in this research. All ten women who were interviewed were 
university students between the ages of 20-22, and all described themselves 
as coming from working class backgrounds. This allowed for a more focused 
research study whereby the main social variable of ethnicity was able to be 
studied more unambiguously within the context of all the women interviewed 
being 20-22 year old, working class background, university students. 
Participants were selected through the use of quota, convenience and 
snowball sampling, whereby participants relevant to the study (quota 
sampling) were found through connections and recommendations 
(convenience and snowball sampling) (Adler and Clark, 2015:118-119). 
Considering my own social location as a young woman studying at a 
university, this proved to be the most pragmatic, time-considerate and 
accessible mode of recruiting participants to interview.  

Being a social research study concerned with understanding the experiences 
and sentiments of the participants, in-depth interviews were chosen as the 
methodological tool to be used to obtain rich and detailed data pertaining to 
this. As Merriam (2009) writes, qualitative research involves: ‘understanding 
how people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and 
what meaning they attribute to their experiences’ (Merriam, 2009:5). Overall, 
conducting the interviews produced thorough responses, with all 
interviewees willing to sufficiently share their experiences and observations. 
Differentiations were apparent in the length of the interviews due to the 
extent each interviewee went with answering the questions posed to them. 
The interview lengths ranged from approximately twenty to thirty minutes 
each. As the subject matter of the interviews were not of a sensitive nature, 
there were no significant ethical considerations according to the Statement 
of Ethical Practice observed by the British Sociological Association (2002). 
Prior to starting the interviews, participants were given knowledge of their 
right to withdraw from the interview at anytime and that they were not 
obliged to answer questions that they did not want to, in addition to making 
sure that the participants knew the process of the interview and what their 
responses would be used for. Participants were also explained that they 
would be granted full anonymity so information they provided would not be 
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identifiable as theirs within the study (British Sociological Association, 
2002:n.p.).  

The interview guide used in order to pilot the structure of the interview was 
designed in such a way to provide relevant direction without influencing 
participants’ responses. This research involves analysing the women’s 
perceptions and experiences of navigating within the structure of 
neoliberalism, in addition to considering whether they had an awareness of 
this themselves. Therefore, constructing an interview guide that unveils this 
without fabricating participants’ own perceptions of their experiences with 
leading questions was particularly important (Merriam, 2009:99; King and 
Horrocks, 2010:27). Qualitative interviews allow the freedom for participants 
to speak on their experiences with more room for expanding on their 
responses in comparison to more controlled or quantitative methodological 
tools. Balancing this element with the need for data that allowed for an 
analysis that remained true to the research aims proved to be somewhat 
difficult to balance. An additional limitation of the methodology used for this 
study is that with a small sample of ten participants, it is vital to consider that 
responses were not necessarily representative of all ethnic minority women 
and White women considering that these social groupings themselves are 
categorically diverse; with individuals from a range of social backgrounds and 
intersecting social circumstances located within them. All in all however, the 
qualitative interviews allowed for unidentified premises to be uncovered; 
‘exploring unanticipated issues’ (Lewis and Nicholls, 2014:48), and in many 
instances throughout the interviews, different perspectives and viewpoints 
were brought to light which provided for a substantially richer analysis that 
fully took into account the intricacies of peoples insights and experiences.  
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Findings & Analysis 

Successful women: Neoliberal individualisation & self-regulation 

The neoliberal discourse regarding individualised hard work leading to 
success was a discourse identified in nearly all participants’ responses, with 
notions of success predominantly encased in the notion of financial success. 
When asked what success and achievement means to them a key observed 
theme was that success pertained to achieving the end goal of a career. As 
university students many of the women outlined the steps by which this 
would occur; graduating with a good degree, which would then lead onto 
them finding a good job. As Participant E describes: 

‘For me, success and achievement would be landing a really good job that’s 
both rewarding or fulfilling, as well as something which gives me financial 
security. Achievement more specifically for me is working hard, and gaining a 
reward or reaching a milestone because of the work I’ve put in’ (Participant 
E). 

The notion of hard work and working hard in all aspects of many of these 
women’s lives was another theme prevalent in the ways participants 
perceived success, through which the ambition to ‘get to the top’ was a 
common key goal. 

‘I think success is working and putting your all into something and then 
achieving the outcome from all the work you’ve put in. For me it would be 
getting to the top through hard work’ (Participant D). 

Success and achievement in the majority of the women’s responses thus 
comes to be understood as grounded in idealistic neoliberal 
conceptualisations through which the young women shaped and imagined 
their futures. In ‘Top Girls?’ (2007), McRobbie observes the same sentiment, 
noting that ‘nowadays the young woman’s success seems to promise 
economic prosperity on the basis of her enthusiasm for work and having a 
career. Thus, a defining feature of contemporary girlhood is the attribution of 
capacity’ (McRobbie, 2007:722). As young women attending university, it is 
fair to acknowledge that aspiration for many of the women is structured 
within this particular context. As McRobbie conceptualises, within the 
neoliberal framework, young women are requested to recognise themselves 
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and their ambitions - what it means to be a successful woman – in ways that 
prioritises and idealises them in financially driven terms. When asked about 
whether she thinks about her future plans and achieving her goals, one 
participant (Participant C) depicts a recognition of the obligation she feels to 
‘work hard’ in order to ‘succeed’: 
 
‘I think about it a lot actually cos I feel like we live in a society where we’re 
meant to be high achievers. People who have achieved a lot are the ones we 
look up to, so I do feel this pressure of having to succeed and I don’t wanna 
be thought of or considered… by other people and myself really, I don’t 
wanna be considered as someone who didn’t work hard’ (Participant C). 
 
For Anita Harris (2004), the ‘Can-Do Girl’ as she terms, encompasses the 
financially active female ideal that young women are socially conditioned to 
identify with and prioritise: ‘The “girls with the world at their feet” are 
identifiable by there commitment to exceptional careers and career planning, 
their belief in their capacity to invent themselves and succeed, and their 
display of a consumer lifestyle’ (Harris, 2004:14). Young women who do not 
fit ideally under this charter, the girls who for whatever reason do not 
prioritise this archetype, come to be positioned as at-risk. It is worth to note 
that this conceptualisation of young women not prioritising the successful 
woman ideal is a notion that brushes over the varying social conditions that 
may prevent young women from prioritising it. It is through this framework 
whereby the either-or arranging of young women as either successful or 
failures can be seen as existing as a result of the neoliberal location it is 
structured within. Accordingly, what are the issues of this for young women 
arranged within this context? Harris makes note of a research report 
conducted by ‘The Body Shop’ which found that young women who ‘do not 
expect to succeed in life manifest their low ambitions in mental health 
problems such as depression and eating disorders, and are more likely to 
become teen mothers’ (Harris, 2004:13-14). As Harris rationalises, in this 
image and that of the successful girl, both positioning’s are grounded in the 
historical circumstance of the neoliberal present day: ‘it is the features of 
current times that render young womanhood a site of either new possibilities 
or problems, that fill young women with confidence and optimism or, 
conversely, leave them alienated and self-destructive’ (Harris: 2004:14). The 
binary between a failing and a successful woman, and the feelings of either 
hopelessness or contentment that are associated with each category, is a 
theme prevalent in participants’ responses also. Feelings of hopelessness 
were categorised by some participants as feelings of stress due to the 
uncertainty of not knowing what their future career plans were. Participant F 
for example comments: 
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‘These days it’s getting harder and harder to think long-term for me, it’s quite 
stressful balancing thinking about doing well now and thinking long term as 
well. It’s funny cos you feel like you’re working hard now almost for a future 
you don’t even have a certainty on. But all I know is I want to get a good job 
obviously, that would be the end goal’ (Participant F). 

The desire to succeed despite the stress of not being sure about the future is 
clearly explained by the participant here. A notion of ‘having everything 
figured out’, as represented in the above excerpt also, was a notion that 
many of the young women appeared to understand as the model through 
which success would be attainable for them. Not having everything figured 
out with regards to their futures can be observed as being linked with the 
young women’s feelings of stress and insecurity. The importance of having a 
life-plan pertaining to their professional goals was apparent by many of the 
women, even for those who responded an uncertainty in their plans and 
career goals. The image of the ‘Can-Do girl’ as termed by Harris, is seemingly 
reflected as an ideal image for many of the women, whereby the ability to 
‘fold together ambition, professional intentions, success, and her DIY project 
of the self’ (Harris, 2004:18) is recognised as encompassing the correct 
standards of a successful woman. For some of the young women, a 
recognition that this is the idealised archetype along with the recognition 
that they were not mirroring this ideal themselves, proved to be a difficulty 
and described as a certain source of anxiety for them:  

‘I don’t wanna be considered as someone who didn’t work hard. It’s hard 
though cos I feel like I’m only nearly 21 and I’m meant to have figured 
everything out. So I don’t really have a plan yet. I think I’m the type of person 
that can only think short-term; thinking too far into the future stresses me out’ 
(Participant C). 

Naturalised neoliberal life trajectories 

Harvey (2005) describes Neoliberalism as a hegemonic discourse that has  
‘pervasive effects on ways of thought to the point where it has become 
incorporated into the common-sense way many of us interpret, live in, and 
understand the world’ (Harvey, 2005:3). The ideal neoliberal subject thus 
comes to be a person who encompasses the characteristics of being highly 
individualised and self-driven, ideals which if successfully encompassed will 
lead to the financially self-made individual, i.e. the successful individual. 
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Harris (2004) and McRobbie (2007) recognise young women as playing a 
significant role in the upholding of this liberal ideal, with young women’s 
places in the ‘new meritocracy’, as McRobbie terms it, demonstrating the 
ways femininity for young women is being wrapped up within neoliberal 
ideals of success via individualised hard work and striving for the top. 
Successful individuals within the neoliberal context are also those following 
certain linear trajectories that see little room for scope outside of its bounds. 
Time and space can therefore be seen as being highly regulated within the 
neoliberal sphere that constitutes the life trajectories commonly undertaken. 
To observe how the women make sense of their future plans and the life 
trajectories they observe, participants were asked what their ‘ideal life course’ 
would be if they were to plan ahead or plan the rest of their lives. As 
mentioned, many of the responses pertained to their career goals or the 
uncertainty of their career goals. In addition to this, many spoke of their plans 
outside the scope of their careers. Some responses include: 
 
‘So apart from getting a good job, probably to be able to travel a lot and see 
the world, cos there’s so much I want to see and experience. Get a nice flat 
in London if it wasn’t so expensive! Start a family one day as well probably’ 
(Participant A). 
 
‘Well firstly to graduate, then get a job hopefully, live in a nice place, travel a 
lot, get married probably, have children and buy a house, grow old happily. 
The usual really!’ (Participant C). 
 
‘I think my ideal life would be to be able to travel a lot, start a family one day, 
get a good job obviously, and grow old happy’ (Participant D). 
 
 
Commenting on the new life trajectories that are increasingly constituting 
young peoples lives, Wyn (2004) writes that the ‘slow but steady rupture of 
the link between educational outcomes and employment outcomes has 
undermined a relationship that was seen as the “natural” order of things’ 
(Wyn, 2004:6). For Wyn a rethinking of the youth transitions, which are 
commonly understood as normal, is much needed because increasingly more 
young people are not following the linear sequence of an education-to-work 
pathway. Young people’s life patterns are increasingly more compound and 
multidimensional, which as Pawagi notes, is not being acknowledged by 
policy makers: 
 
For increasing numbers of young people the transition period is becoming 
longer, and transition patterns are becoming less defined and less certain 



Sharifa Elamin: Navigating through Neoliberalism 

24 

than they once were. Young people seem more and more to be charting 
their own pathways and these do not always coincide with those that policy 
makers have developed (Pawagi in Wyn, 2004:8). 

Wyn’s study found that young people’s life trajectories were not reflecting 
the assumptions about school to work transitions that dominated policies 
made in the early 1990s (Wyn, 2004:9). One of Wyn’s findings is that young 
people are approaching transitions to adulthood with a broader perspective 
that encompasses the ability to achieve ‘a balance in life, between the 
different competing elements of work, study, leisure, relationships and 
personal development [which] must be accommodated’ (Wyn, 2004:11). This 
sentiment is also illustrated in the women’s responses to questions regarding 
their future goals and plans. Although, job and career remained a big part of 
the neoliberal trajectory they seemingly aimed to follow, it was observed that 
for some of the young women, fulfilment, contentment and happiness were 
major elements of the futures they envisioned for themselves. As Participant 
E articulates: 

‘For me, success and achievement would be landing a really good job that’s 
both rewarding or fulfilling, as well as something which gives me financial 
security’ (Participant E). 

Although within the context of the participant’s career plan, narratives such 
as this - which talk about fulfilment in addition to or instead of financial 
elements - portray a trajectory arguably contrary to the neoliberal ideals that 
value economics over all. Another participant (Participant G) articulates that 
money is not important for her: 

‘Financial success… Not that important really, I know it sounds a bit 
hypocritical. Finding a job that I enjoy and makes me happy, that I feel fulfils 
me, is more important than financial success’.  
[Participant is asked: ‘Hypocritical in what way?’]: 
‘Because it sounds like I don’t care about money but I do. For me finding a 
job that I feel fulfils me takes priority over money’. (Participant G). 

Similar sentiments that express desire to move away from thinking about 
financial gain are predominant throughout participant’s testaments. Where 
neoliberalism prioritises linear trajectories as complimentary to the 
individualised economic prosperity it favours, trajectories for young people 
today, as expressed by Wyn (2004) and Pawagi (in Wyn, 2004), highlight a 
need to move away from viewing life transitions contrary to the neoliberal 
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ideal, as problematic. Many of the young women speak of the desire for 
happiness within and outside their future careers. Financial success for many 
of the participants was not a priority but instead seen as important for the 
security having a ‘good’ income allows.  

Immigrant families and balancing varying degrees of pressure 

When asked about pressure they felt to do well, one observed theme in 
participants’ responses was the variety of modes pressure was manifested in 
for the young women. Three observed themes of this are: pressure from 
parents, pressure they feel that they put on themselves, and the sense of a 
general overriding pressure to do well also. As the following participants 
explain: 

‘I kind of do yeah, but only because my mum sets a high standard for me 
which I appreciate. So yeah I do have an obligation to prove myself to her 
because she cares and prove to myself as well that I’m capable’ (Participant 
A). 

‘I think yeah I always want to prove myself to… myself and to my family as 
well. Luckily my parents don’t put too much pressure on me but I want to 
make them proud you know obviously. But I wouldn’t say it’s so much in a 
way that it’s an obstacle’ (Participant D). 

‘[…] There’s also this pressure that’s not from a person per say but just this 
like… overriding feeling you get, I don’t know where it comes from but it’s 
just this pressure you learn and internalise in a way from society that you have 
to succeed. And that definition of success is always academic or work related 
success’ (Participant C). 

These sentiments were expressed across the range of participants, ethnic 
minorities and White participants alike. An observed difference in the 
responses between White and ethnic minority young women was the 
reasoning behind felt pressures. For the ethnic minority women pressure was 
expressed in relation to the need to work hard and be academically and 
career successful; something deemed especially important because of family 
pressure. The subject of immigrant family backgrounds was a prevalent 
theme observed that showed a clear distinction between experiences of 
ethnic minority women and the White women interviewed. Interestingly, 
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ethnicity or perceptions of ethnic difference were not explicitly spoken about 
as an observed difference that pertained to obstacles or differences in 
experience, although a minority of participants did highlight race and 
ethnicity as obstacles. Family background however - particularly that of being 
from immigrant families - was a clearly mentioned circumstance associated 
with pressure and difference of experiences. It is in this way that experiences 
concerning race and ethnicity are to be primarily examined: within the 
framework of migration that many of the ethnic minority women 
contextualised their experiences and feelings of pressure.  

In ‘Parental Influences on the Educational Outcomes of Immigrant Youth’, 
Kao (2004) examines the ways by which family dynamics for many immigrant 
families in the United States differ in relation to that of White families. Kao 
notes that scholars of Asian Americans contend that for East Asians, 
educational attainment and success is understood as especially important for 
family honour instead of individual success. A particular focus is placed on 
socialising Asian youth to understand duties to their parents ‘above all else’ 
and in ways that reiterate that when they succeed ‘they bring honor and 
“give face” to families; similarly, if they fail, their failure reflects the family’s 
shortcomings’ (Kao, 2004: 432). For Kao, the hierarchal dynamic of Asian 
families, whereby parental pressure to succeed is especially more salient for 
Asian Americans, sees academic success and career aspiration as relative to 
the importance of family relations: 

Dynamics of Asian families are much more hierarchical than in Western 
families; hence the pressure parents exert on children to succeed may be 
more salient for Asian than for white youth. Hence, it is reasonable to 
hypothesize that Asian-American youth are more attached to their parents in 
thinking about their educational trajectories (Kao, 2004:432). 

Kao’s findings were based on immigrant experiences in the United States, 
thus arguably might exercise differing conclusions than if findings were based 
on the migrant experience in Britain. However, similarities as well as 
differences pertaining to parental pressure by immigrant parents were found 
in comparing Kao’s theorisations with the responses provided by the young 
women interviewed in this study. When asked about whether she felt there 
were standards expected to be lived up to and whether she felt any 
obligations to prove herself Participant A, who described her ethnic 
background as Vietnamese/Malaysian British, expressed sentiments similar to 
that found by Kao: 
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‘I think there’s a standard in Asian communities to do well, there’s no room 
for failure. For families who have moved here that’s instilled in you from when 
you’re young. Academically you’re expected to do well. It’s a stereotype but 
it’s true in a way’ (Participant A). 

In addition, whilst Kao (2004) focused particularly on East Asian immigrants, 
participants from a variety of ethnic minority backgrounds yielded sentiments 
which expressed the importance of academic success in relation to family 
honour due to their ethnic or migrant backgrounds. Participant B, who 
describes her ethnic background as Bengali British, and Participant E who 
describes her ethnic background as Black African British, responded: 

‘I think the community, like Bengali community, is proper about one up-ing 
each other and doing well academically so your parents have something to 
show off about to other family members! But I also think it’s society in 
general; having a strong work ethic is always pushed for but probably even 
more in Asian families’ (Participant B). 

‘[…]Definitely pressure from my parents to do well and succeed in life. I think 
there’s an overriding pressure as well from society as well, cos you know if 
you don’t work hard you’ll pay the price later on life. So there’s pressure from 
all directions really’ (Participant E). 

Responses concerning parental pressure ‘to do well’ in their academic studies 
and careers were expressed exclusively by the young women of ethnic 
minority backgrounds, albeit not all ethnic minority young women expressed 
this sentiment. For the young White women interviewed such sentiments 
were not expressed. Pressure was instead contextualised in terms of a desire 
to push past what was expected of them in relation to stereotypes felt were 
associated with their class backgrounds which Participant J described as ‘the 
area she grew up in’ and also stereotypes of an individual basis as described 
by Participant I who when asked about feelings of obligation to prove herself 
or to work extra hard for any reason, explained: 

‘I think yeah in some ways you do, because if you don’t achieve what other 
people expect you to achieve in one situation, then you wanna be able to 
prove them wrong by achieving something that they don’t expect. And you 
go ha! look what I achieved when you didn’t expect me to do it. […] If you’re 
associated as being the student that does this, gets kicked out, then being 
able to turn around and go ha! I’ve got my GCSE’s, I got my A Levels, I’m at 
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university, is really important because it’s like you said I couldn’t do this but I 
am’ (Participant I). 

Another finding in analysing participants responses is that contrary to Kao’s 
note of immigrant (Asian) youth being socialised to understand duties to their 
parents ‘above all else’ and which sees success being understood as family 
success rather than individual success (Kao, 2004:432), participants expressed 
sentiments concerning success and pressure in ways which went beyond this. 
Many of the young women highlighted an increasingly individualistic 
understanding of importance to do well for themselves, in addition to, for the 
family. Contrary to Kao’s notes, these young women’s notions of success 
interconnected the importance of success for the family with individualistic 
success. Family success was not the superior reasoning for doing well but 
one of the reasons. In addition, it is especially relevant to reiterate and 
consider that even when family pressure and success is mentioned by the 
young women the modes by which this form of success is understood to be 
achieved through is increasingly neoliberal and individualised; that is that 
working hard produces merit and self-regulation is of immense importance.  

Another finding uncovered from participant responses was an awareness of 
gendered socialisation in their own lives and apparent in society at large. For 
some of the young ethnic minority women, this was especially expressed with 
regards to gendered expectations within their own ethnic communities 
and/or families. Participant B comments: 

‘[…] There’s so many things you’re meant to balance. Being respectable, 
working hard, when you’re older it’s things like balancing a family and a 
work-life. In Asian households it’s even more I think cos there’s the strong 
work ethic aspect and the respectful girl aspect which are both emphasised’ 
(Participant B). 

Dion and Dion (2001) comment that there are greater socialisation 
expectations enacted by immigrant parents towards their daughters than 
towards their sons. This is manifested especially for second-generation young 
women whereby, as found by responses like Participant B above, ‘daughters 
may be encouraged to seek educational and career opportunities but also be 
expected to adhere to forms of behavior with family and peers valued in their 
parents’ society of origin’ (Dion and Dion, 2001:517). Pressures pertaining to 
having to balance the values emphasised within family cultures along with the 
neoliberal and postfeminist notions of economic self-development and self-
success was articulated as an issue for many of the young women. As 



Sharifa Elamin: Navigating through Neoliberalism 

29 

Participant B expresses, ‘there’s so many things you’re meant to balance’, 
and for young women from ethnic minority groups living in Western, 
globalised and increasingly neoliberal societies, the varying values that the 
young women feel they need to uphold can come to be conveyed and 
understood as competing values. Pressure to uphold gendered expectations 
specific to their own family cultures, along with pressure to do well 
academically and in their careers are seen to be values which - even when 
together are ideals encouraged by their parents - they are still seen as 
conflicting paradigms for these young women. 

Post-gender & post-racial discourses: Maintaining the neoliberal 
ideal  

As discussed, postfeminist discourses are increasingly apparent in society at 
hand today and hold as a major element in maintaining the neoliberal 
trajectories that are imbedded in contemporary British society. ‘What is sold 
to women to raise their self-esteem will also turn them into the kind of 
citizens needed for the successful operation of the neoliberal state’ (Nybell et 
al., 2009:368). This premise is at the core of postfeminist discourses and is 
exerting a new feminine ideal that is addressing young women: one that 
prioritises self-regulation for the purpose of marketization (Chen, 2013). 
Postfeminist discourses in their most prevalent form are manifested in 
everyday life and with women acceptably encouraged in ways that inspire the 
seeking of high-paid jobs and the image of the independent and empowered 
women. These ideals have come to denote and render society as post-
gender which consequently ignores the structural realities of neoliberal 
marketization and the inequalities ensuing from it. Similarly post-racial 
discourses are increasingly emerging as acceptable discourses that have 
come to denote an illusive time that is supposedly post-racism and post-
racialised identities (Joseph, 2013, Banet-Weiser, 2007). Both post-feminist 
and post-race discourses prioritise individualism; reasoning that hard work, 
regardless of the array of systemic conditions that constitute our social 
realities, pertains to success that corresponds with merit.  

As examined, the ways through which participants spoke of their experiences 
of navigating and planning their futures can contextualised within the 
neoliberal groundwork of contemporary society. Going further than this, it is 
noteworthy to observe that many of the interviewees did not consider 
gender as an obstacle or particular issue for them when it came to achieving 
their goals or their perceptions of gender differences in public life. In 
addition, being majority ethnic minority women, a majority of participants did 
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not overtly highlight race or ethnicity as being particular issues which 
constitute as individual hindrances or structural obstacles. One participant 
(Participant C) did observe this however, commenting: 

‘[…] it’s like if you’re a woman, from an ethnic or racial minority, low social 
class, and even worse all these three things together. And things like 
disability and sexuality as well. But yeah if you’re these things, there’s 
definitely barriers that you have to push down. […]The statistics in general 
that you read about like things like pay equality, it’s even worse for women of 
colour and men of colour. Also just in everyday life you can clearly see the 
living conditions are different for different people. Where I grew up in a 
mostly working class area on a council estate it’s white working class people 
and immigrant families that live there. If you go to richer areas in London it is 
mostly rich white people. Not to say all white people live in great conditions 
obviously not, I’ve just never seen loads of black families in, I don’t know, say 
Hampstead, like I do in Brixton for example’ (Paricipant C). 

The majority of other participants however, did not overtly or in anyway 
consider racial disparities as an issue that affects common conceptualisations 
of achieving success. Considering why this is, it is reasonable to consider how 
this may be due to the ways post-racial discourses have come to be 
internalised. Discourses wielding equal opportunities, working hard to reap 
the rewards, and that “anyone can do it” are sentiments that make up 
established neoliberalism in contemporary society. Media culture has been 
analysed by writers such as Kusz (2010), as a key site through which the 
standards of ‘neoliberal racism’ are established and promoted: 

One of the most prominent ways the logics of neoliberal racism are 
popularized is through the production of affectively appealing “feel-good” 
stories of American individuals of various racial and ethnic backgrounds 
whose success is explained “simply” as the product of their extraordinary 
talents, will, hard work, and good choices (Kusz, 2010:149). 

This individualised rhetoric refutes the systemic and political significance of 
race at the same time as ‘superficially embracing racial difference’ (Giroux in 
Kusz, 2010:150). In doing so, notions of colour-blindness come to be agreed 
upon whereby structural privileges or disadvantages pertaining to race 
usefully do not exist. Success is thus considered an artefact of the ambition 
and willpower of the individual, whereby race is no longer a hindrance. As 
discussed, Anita Harris (2004) termed the notion of the ‘Can-Do girl’; the 
exceptional young woman who is idealised as hard-working, independent, 
and actively makes the “right” choices within the neoliberal paradigm. 
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Considering how a similar archetype is idealised in terms of race is 
significant. The exceptional “ethnic” comes to be recognised as an ethnic 
minority person who is ‘post-racial’, that is a person who supposedly 
transcends race and acceptably conforms to neoliberal and “White” ideals. 
Post-racial neoliberalism contends that racism is of diminishing significance 
and as such individuals within ethnic minority groups are able to transcend 
the barriers of systemic racism, because it is not a problem. Hard work 
renders merit and self-regulation and independence is romanticised; 
neoliberalism emphasises a society which is both colour-blind and gender-
less; that is that gender, race, as well as other socialised constructs, are no 
longer obstacles. For young women from ethnic minority groups, an 
intersection concurs whereby the ‘Can-do girl’ (Harris, 2004) and the 
exceptional “ethnic” come to be idealisations by which young ethnic minority 
women in Britain adopt as standards, which as discussed completely ignore 
issues at the core of structuring social life. It overlooks issues concerned with 
structural dynamics which make up subjectivities, ignores issues concerned 
with subverting neoliberal life trajectories, and disregards the difficulties 
Participants identified in balancing multifaceted and often contending tenets 
felt due to coming from immigrant families and growing up in contemporary 
Britain. As Participant C summarises: 

‘[…] We’re at a disadvantage from the get go in terms of the quality of the 
schools and the help we get. Like my parents couldn’t afford extra tuition for 
me or extra curricular activities which I know a lot of middle class kids get. I 
think another obstacle as well actually is coming from an immigrant family, 
there’s a lot of pressure that I don’t think I’d have gotten as someone from 
here. Because my parents aren’t from here originally I feel like I had to 
navigate my way round and grow up and figure things out on my own a lot of 
the time. Because my parents didn’t know the system that much, obviously 
they pushed me to succeed and that’s always been instilled in me from them, 
probably even more because they are immigrants. But yeah there’s that 
pressure to do well but at the same time a lot of the time you feel like you’re 
figuring it out on your own how to get through everything, so it’s like an 
added obstacle’ (Participant C).  
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Conclusion 

By interviewing women from a variety of ethnic backgrounds an analysis of 
young women’s experiences and perceptions of success, achievement and 
planning of their lives was able to ensue. Contextualising the young women’s 
responses within the framework of neoliberalism allowed for an analysis that 
examines the post-gender and post-racial undercurrents which make up how 
young ethnic minority women construe their understandings of their futures 
and their experiences in navigating through increasingly liberalised 
contemporary society. Interviewing the women and analysing their responses 
reaffirmed much of what literature researched prior to conducting this study 
has maintained concerning post-feminism and post-racial discourses that 
underpin the prominence of neoliberalism. At the surface of the neoliberal 
emphasis are seemingly simplistic notions: working hard attains 
accomplishment and career aspiration is highly idealised. However, what has 
been shown in previous theory and the responses of the young women in this 
study is that the sustaining flaw in neoliberalism is that hard work, 
accomplishment, and aspiration are all idealised in terms of marketization 
and with an evident capitalist agenda. Individualisation and self-regulation 
are key facets of this and are identified as a cause for concern for the young 
women in the ways they felt they were expected to have a clear plan of how 
their lives would plan out and particularly so with their career goals. In 
addition and to this, participant’s responses concerning their aspirations, 
goals and plans, reflect the linear trajectories of life expected of them, 
operating in ways that foresee these life courses as ‘the natural order of 
things’ (Wyn, 2004:6), deviation is considered undesirable and abnormal. 
Because of this, the naturalised linear life trajectory - a clear component of 
contemporary neoliberalism - is to be considered as a cause of angst and 
apprehension for the young women, particularly so for the young women 
who expressed uncertainty in what they wanted in their futures and the 
transitions they would take.  

Prior to undertaking this research, I hypothesised that boundaries pertaining 
to ethnicity or race would be overtly expressed by participants as issues 
relating to - if not central to - their experiences and perceptions and that a 
range of particular issues concerning neoliberalism and ethnicity would be 
analysed and brought to light. What has been found from analysing 
responses is that this is not the case. Rather, coming from migrant families, 
was analysed as the prominent way through which the young women spoke 
about their concerns pertaining to ethnicity and race. Feelings of pressure 
from family members was analysed as a means through which the young 
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women contextualised issues related to ethnicity and race. For the majority of 
participants race or ethnicity were not proclaimed as obstacles manifested 
from wider society, but rather the difficulty of balancing family pressures 
within the migrant family was proclaimed as a key cause of pressure. It is thus 
argued that for the young women pressures concerning family honour, 
particularly the pressure to succeed within the neoliberal framework because 
of family pressure, was an additional barrier that the young ethnic minority 
women felt they had to balance and deal with. Intersected with this were the 
gender roles many of the young ethnic minority women identified that they 
had to observe. Amongst burdens pertaining to individualisation and self-
regulation, some of the young women expressed difficulty in having to 
balance traditional family values within their cultures, especially gendered 
values, with the emphasis on working hard pushed by both their parents and 
the neoliberal discourses they felt overlook contemporary society in general.  

All in all, it is especially clear that by analysing the responses of young ethnic 
minority women navigating within the neoliberal paradigm, the prominence 
of post-gender and post-racial discourses are paramount in maintaining the 
neoliberal ideal that obligates young women to centre their aspirations and 
trajectories within this framework. Theorists such as Nybell (2009) and Chen 
(2013) maintain that post-feminist discourses are exerting ideals that prioritise 
individualisation for the purpose of maintaining the neoliberal state. What 
has been found from considering both previous literature and analysing the 
responses of the participants of this research study, is that at the core of this 
are post-gender narratives that concur that gender ceases to be an obstacle 
at all, let alone a structural barrier. For young women from ethnic minorities 
living within the framework of neoliberalism, it is important to consider the 
intersection post-gender discourses have with post-racial discourses, as both 
prove to be significant undercurrents which have idealised and naturalised 
neoliberalism; causing considerable elements of tension and anxiety for 
young ethnic minority women as has been observed.  

In undertaking this research participants interviewed were from a broad 
range of ethnic backgrounds in order to provide a rich amount of data that 
reflected the experiences of young ethnic minority women in Britain as a 
broader whole. It is important to reiterate that a small sample of ten 
participants were interviewed and as such issues pertaining to validity and 
representativeness are to be taken into consideration when deliberating the 
reliability of this study. Further research, with a larger sample, can be done 
focusing on particular ethnic minority groups in order to gain an insight into 
whether neoliberalism is impacting young women from particular 
communities in particular ways. In addition, a key element of this research is 
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that all the women interviewed were young women between the ages of 20-
22. It is noteworthy to consider how responses may be shaped by the factor
of age, as all the young women were transitioning from a university setting. 
How different might responses be from older women, women already in their 
desired careers, retired women, women who are not working, or women in 
other minority or intersecting social locations? All things considered, this 
research has provided a basis for conceptualising the ways neoliberalism is 
underpinning the insights and experiences of young ethnic minority women’s 
perceptions of working for their futures; setting the ground for further 
research to be conducted that can suggest suitable alternatives that replace 
the neoliberal marketization of young women’s lives. 
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Abstract 

Education is seen as a vital component of a meritocracy. It is reasoned that 
those who work hard and achieve educationally will bear the fruits of their 
commitment and dedication in the form of upward mobility. Despite the 
widespread belief in a meritocracy, educational achievement data suggests 
that it does not exist. In fact, the data shows that there are vast inequalities in 
education with working class pupils at a disadvantage to their middle class 
peers. Other factors of identity such as gender and ethnicity only serve to 
compound these educational inequalities and it is imperative to bear in mind 
the intersectional nature of such inequalities. In spite of these inequalities, 
the meritocracy thesis prevails and discovering how and why was the purpose 
of this study. The working class respondents in this study where investigated 
in terms of their adherence or lack thereof to the meritocracy thesis with an 
emphasis being placed on their educational experiences and how they 
negotiated a sense of educational inequalities. The respondent’s 
employment experiences were then analyzed to see if those experiences 
suggested a meritocracy and it was interesting to note that even in the face 
of inequality, the respondents still maintained a sense of agency and 
personal responsibility. It was interesting to note the influence that neoliberal 
discourses have on individuals and the way in which they express their life 
stories. Rather than admit to suffering inequalities, as some of their 
experiences suggested, the respondents expressed a sense of responsibility 
in explaining their educational and by extension, life outcomes.  
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Introduction 
 
 
The establishment of an equal society through means of social mobility is 
high on the political agenda in the United Kingdom (Cabinet Office 2011). 
Successfully navigating the education system is often viewed as one of the 
ways to improve an individual’s life chances with this logic being dependant 
on an ‘innately egalitarian’ education system (Andersen, 2007: 400). In this 
way, the education system, at least in contemporary British society is thought 
to be a fair system, with education coming to be seen as the basis and 
‘saviour’ of the meritocratic ideal (Themelis, 2008: 427). A meritocracy refers 
to social positions and/or financial gain that an individual can obtain on the 
basis of their own ability and effort rather than that which is obtainable as a 
result of one’s families social position or wealth (Young, 1958). The idea of 
social status being dependent on a formula of ‘effort + IQ’ is prevalent today 
and is in fact a part of wider discourses. This discourse leads to a line of 
reasoning in which the ‘hardworking’ and ‘excellent’ student goes onto live a 
successful life, whereas the student who ‘didn’t try hard enough’ goes to a 
live a life on the lower rungs of the economic hierarchy (Lampert, 2013: 50). 
This discourse of meritocracy has made its way in to government policy in 
that education is viewed as playing a vital role in upward social mobility with 
this being illustrated by the government’s view that education is key to a 
more inclusive and equal society (Bathmaker et al, 2013). Despite the widely 
held belief in a meritocracy, educational achievement data suggests that we 
do not live in a meritocratic society. In fact, Gillborn and Mirza’s (2000) 
analysis of achievement data which may be seen as an empirical test of the 
meritocracy thesis, suggests that structural factors and more specifically, the 
intersection of one’s identity plays a major role in determining one’s level of 
educational attainment and subsequent social mobility. In this way, it argued 
that the education system does little to bridge inequalities in society (Perry 
and Francis, 2010).  
 
The aim of this dissertation was to investigate the level of adherence to the 
meritocracy thesis by working class individuals. Achievement data suggests 
that working class individuals are less likely to be educationally successful 
than their middle class counterparts and I was interested in how working class 
individuals explain these inequalities and the way in which they make sense 
of them with regards to a meritocracy. Although social class was my primary 
focus, I also took in to account the effects of both gender and ethnicity in 
terms of their effects on one’s educational experiences. Upon learning of the 
respondent’s educational experiences, I attempted to see if there was a link 
between one’s educational attainment and the types of employment that 
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they eventually assumed. My main undertaking in this thesis was to 
understand the effects that one’s social positioning has on one’s educational 
achievement and to discover why in spite of these experiences, the idea of a 
meritocracy prevails. Alongside this, I aimed to determine the role that 
neoliberal discourses play in sustaining a meritocracy (Littler, 2013). 

Methodologically, this project started out as a theoretical dissertation that 
aimed to discover the links between one’s social class and their educational 
experiences. However, further research proved to me that alongside social 
class, gender and ethnicity also play a role in effecting one’s educational 
achievement. This intersectional effect of identity factors and the premise of 
discovering why people adhere to a meritocracy in spite of widening 
educational inequalities convinced me to shift methods to a research based 
qualitative driven project. More specifically, I opted to use depth interviews 
as I felt that this method allows one to gain authentic and insightful 
information and I felt that this information was useful in discovering why 
people adhere to a meritocracy (Wengraf, 2001). I also felt that the collation 
of such ‘high quality’ would be useful in understanding the role that 
neoliberal discourses play in contributing to the idea of a meritocracy 
(Sarantakos, 2007).   

To give this paper a logical flow, my initial research on the topic has been 
placed first with this giving the reader an insight in to what has already been 
discussed on the matter. Subsequently, the methodology is explained and 
justified which is then followed by the findings and subsequent analysis of my 
research. At this point comes a brief conclusion by which I will be able to 
judge my initial aims. For the convenience of the reader, a range of 
appendices has been attached to this document, which have been 
referenced occasionally throughout this dissertation. 
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Literature Review 

Educational theory 

In a dissertation that aims to explore the links between one’s social class and 
other intersections of identity and the possible effects that these will have on 
social mobility, it is important to return to the classical sociological schools of 
thought. This is because these classical theories tend to influence how 
contemporary theorists situate schools and it is thus imperative to remain 
mindful of these perspectives. The first classical sociologist to be discussed in 
this section is Talcott Parsons. Parsons, who was a functionalist, developed 
Durkheim’s view on education and held the belief that after the family, the 
education system was the secondary agent of socialization. This secondary 
agent of socialization instilled universalistic values, which in turn helped to 
maintain social solidarity (Parsons, 1959). Alongside this view, Parsons 
endorsed Ralph Linton’s concept of achieved status. Linton argued that 
unlike in traditional societies where status was ascribed without reference to 
one’s ‘innate differences or ability’, modern societies were characterized by a 
model of achieved status in which status is bestowed upon an individual 
based on ‘individual achievement’ (Linton, 1936: 123). Essential to Parson’s 
belief that staus in contemporary society was achieved was his claim that the 
education system was a part of a meritocracy. He maintained the view that as 
well leading to social solidarity; secondary socialization also instilled values of 
competition, equality and individualism into children (Parsons, 1959).  

Kingsley Davis and Wilbert Moore (1945) further developed Parson’s 
meritocratic view of the education system and maintained that the most 
difficult jobs in society are the most necessary and subsequently require the 
highest levels of compensation and rewards for individuals to fulfill them. 
They reasoned that the education system is the best mechanism for role 
allocation as those who work hard will achieve and subsequently get the best 
jobs, whereas those who do not work hard will not achieve and therefore 
perform more menial jobs. From this, it can be seen that Davis and Moore’s 
idea of role allocation relies on education system being innately egalitarian 
and therefore meritocratic. 

Besides the consensus value of functionalism, there are other perspectives 
that remain critical of the educational institution such as the Marxist 
perspective. Karl Marx was critical of the structure of society itself under the 
capitalist model, arguing that the institutions of society such as the law, 
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family, science, religion and indeed the education system were part of the 
superstructure of capitalist society (Marx, 1904). According to Marx, the 
education system under capitalism supported the subordination of the 
working classes by means of ideas. He believed that the education system 
played a key role in upholding capitalism by concealing its true power 
relations and making the subordination of the working classes fair seeming. 
Marx called this ‘false consciousness’ and held the view that once the 
working class overcome this false consciousness, only then will they see the 
reality of their exploitation (Crompton, 1999: 99). 

Other, more contemporary sociologists who uphold this Marxist view of 
education are Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis (1976) who in their well-
regarded research ‘Schooling in Capitalist America’ explored the close 
relationship between an individual’s social class and the occupations that 
they eventually fulfill. They concluded that alongside the intersection of 
identity factors, social class was the biggest determinant of one’s educational 
achievement. They denied the ‘myth’ that the education system was a 
meritocracy by suggesting that children do not compete on equal terms, as a 
meritocracy would suggest, rather that middle class children enjoy an 
educational advantage which means that they are able to obtain high grades 
and subsequently, a high status. Conversely, working class children do not 
have this advantage and are therefore more likely to receive lower grades 
and consequently, a lower status. Bowles and Gintis (1976) argue that the 
role of the education system under the capitalist system is to allow 
inequalities to continue to exist whilst presenting itself as a just system of 
selection. 

Another influential theorist who challenged the meritocracy thesis was Pierre 
Bourdieu (1977) who argued that the education system served as a means for 
the ruling class to reproduce their own culture, which he termed cultural 
reproduction. Bourdieu contended that the education system is not an 
egalitarian one and that rather, it is a class based system in which middle 
class children who possess the required cultural capital are able to succeed in 
an environment that validates and emphasizes their own culture and values 
(Bourdieu and Passerson, 1977).  Cultural capital, Bourdieu articulates, refers 
to non-financial assets, such as knowledge and skills that give an individual a 
high status in society (Bourdieu, 1989). The success in the education system 
that middle class children experience subsequently allows them to maintain 
and improve their economic and social status (I Lin Sin, 2014). Conversely, 
working class children do not possess the dominant cultural capital and this 
in turn leads to them struggling through the education system and to 
ultimately lose interest in it, which Stephen Ball (2004) argues leads to a 
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detrimental impact on their social positioning and chances of upwards 
mobility. 

Identity 

As noted in the introduction, the meritocracy thesis suggests that educational 
success and subsequent upward mobility is down to the hard work and effort 
of the individual, regardless of their social positioning. Despite the 
contemporary neoliberal political focus on the individual, research shows that 
one’s identity factors such as gender, social class and ethnicity have a large 
bearing on educational attainment with each of these factors intersecting to 
compound one another (Gillborn and Mirza, 2000). As a marker of identity, 
one’s social class has an effect on their educational achievement and 
subsequent social mobility with there being clear inequalities in relation to 
social class and education. (Gillborn & Mirza, 2000; Marshall, 2002). When 
compared to their middle class counterparts, working class students are less 
likely to achieve 5 A* - C GCSE passes and are therefore less likely to go on 
to Higher Education (Office for National Statistics, 2004; OFSTED, 2005). 
Much research has attempted to explain this social class attainment gap with 
Stephen Ball (2010) arguing that middle class parents are likely to have 
access to advantages such as economic capital, which they can use ‘to seek 
out opportunities to maintain the social advantages of education for their 
children’ (Ball, 2010: 160). On the other hand, working class parents are less 
likely to afford such opportunities, which may contribute to the favorable 
position held by middle class children in the education system (Gewirtz, 
2001; Todd and Higgins, 1998). With regards to employment, Marshall (2002) 
argues that even when educational achievement is high, social class still plays 
a significant role in determining future life chances. In Harris’ (2007) and 
Edwards’ (2008) analysis of employment chances, they found that even when 
educational achievement was high, individuals who were from privileged 
middle class backgrounds and attended prestigious universities such as 
Oxford university or Cambridge university were more likely than their working 
class counterparts to be involved in the highest paid professions.  

Gender is another factor of identity that has an effect on educational 
achievement with Gillborn and Mirza’s (2000) analysis of achievement data 
showing that on estimate, 53.4% of girls achieve 5 A*-C GCSE passes. This is 
in comparison to 42.8% of boys who achieve 5 GCSE passes with this gap 
amounting to more than 10 points. A variety reasons have been put forth to 
explain boys’ lower educational attainment with one prominent explanation 
being that boys’ masculine gender performances have an adverse effect on 
their attitude to school work. In line with this is Smith’s (2007) suggestion that 
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some working class young men devalue academic school work by equating it 
with an ‘inferior effeminacy’ which is subsequently inappropriate for them as 
men (Smith, 2007: 182). Despite the undeniable gender attainment gap and 
the various reasons out forth to explain it, it is important to keep in mind that 
there are large number of boys who do in fact achieve academically with 
Steven Roberts (2012) claiming that ordinary boys are often overlooked in the 
sociological literature. Roberts argues for the existence of the ‘ordinary boy’ 
who is able to negotiate getting into trouble whilst also achieving 
academically, referring to this a ‘middle ground behavior’ (Roberts, 2012: 
208). 

Ethnicity also has an effect on one’s educational achievement with ethnic 
inequalities of attainment consistent throughout the years (Gillborn and 
Mirza, 2000). The data from Gillborn and Mirza’s (2000) study shows that on a 
generalized basis, Indian pupils were the highest academic achievers, 
followed by white students. Then come Pakistani students followed by 
Bangladeshi students who seem to perform the worst in the South Asian 
ethnic group. The lowest achieving groups were black pupils with the 
average achievement of African Caribbean students, particularly males, being 
lower than that of other groups with this performance gap on the increase 
(Foster and Wiilemstyn, 2005). It is interesting to note the intersectional 
nature of achievement data as ethnic attainment inequalities persist even 
when simultaneously controlling both gender and class (Claire, 2004). 
Accordingly, even when ethnic minority pupils are from middle class 
backgrounds, inequalities in attainment persist with an example of this being 
black pupils from middle class backgrounds. These black students, despite 
their social class positioning are the ‘lowest attaining of the middle class 
groups…and in some cases, are barely matching the attainment levels of 
working class pupils from other ethnic groups’ (Gillborn and Mirza, 2000: 21). 

Gillborn and Mirza’s (2000) influential report which maps out educational 
inequality using a framework of class, gender and ethnicity displays the 
structural effects that each of these identity factors have on educational 
achievement and it is thus imperative to keep this in mind when investigating 
ideas concerning education and meritocracy. This brief analysis of 
educational achievement data shows that one’s identity and social 
positioning plays a role in shaping one’s educational attainment level and it is 
fair to say that this in contradiction to the meritocracy thesis. As Themelis 
(2008) articulates, the meritocracy thesis relies on the education system being 
an innately fair system in which individuals from all social class and identity 
positions can progress and experience upwards mobility. The reality of 
achievement data suggests that this is not the case and this certainly casts a 
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shadow of doubt on to the meritocracy thesis. If there are systemic 
disadvantages in the education system, how is it expected that those most 
deserving will fill the most rewarding roles in society? Despite the persistence 
of wide scale educational inequality, the meritocracy thesis remains 
prevalent. In order to understand this prevalence, it is imperative to 
investigate contemporary neoliberal educational British politics, which 
according to Val Gillies (2005) positions educational success and subsequent 
upward mobility as down to the right kind individual who is a ‘responsible risk 
taker’ (Gillies, 2005: 837). 
 
Educational Policy 
 
Before going on to explore contemporary educational policy, it is important 
to remain mindful of the history of the British education system, which itself is 
long and varied. It is interesting to note that historically, the British education 
system was divided on the basis of social class (Best, 1973). Before the turn 
of the 19th Century, education was not formally provided by the state and 
was instead provided by voluntary organizations such as the Church with the 
education being designed to be ‘appropriate for working class students’ 
(Ball, 2013: 67). In this way, most educational policy of the time had ‘class 
specific undertones and intentions’ (Hoppens, 1998: 101). The turn of the 
century saw the introduction of state provided education through means of 
The Education Act 1944 which sought to ensure equality of opportunity and 
access for all children (Themelis, 2008). The main change brought with this 
policy was the introduction of the tripartite system, which sought to sort 
children in to the type of school best suited to their ‘needs’, as determined 
by their results in the 11 plus examination (Jones, 2003: 59). Despite this 
seemingly fair selection process, the reality was that the majority of students 
attending the most respectable schools were from a middle class 
background. This led to various reports that the tripartite system only served 
to reproduce inequalities in educational achievement (Glass, 1954). The next 
type of school to emerge was the comprehensive system, which did not 
select their pupils based on academic achievement. In 1965, the newly 
elected Labour government issued Circular 10/65 which aggressively pushed 
for the comprehensive schooling format with this eventually becoming a legal 
requirement with the passing of The Education Act 1976 (Dean, 1988).  
 
The 1970 General Election saw the re-election of the Conservative Party 
under the leadership of Margaret Thatcher who in 1988 introduced The 
Education Reform Act 1988. This act brought Thatcher’s neoliberal policies to 
the education system in the form of deregulation and marketization. An 
education market was created by reducing direct state control over 
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education and by increasing competition between schools and the parental 
choice of school.  (Ball, 2013). League tables that displayed the performance 
of schools were made accessible with the intent being that parents would 
view these tables and make their own decisions as to where they wanted to 
send their children. Alongside this, the funding formula was introduced with 
the idea being that schools that were performing badly would lose pupils to 
good schools, and therefore lose funding. These ‘bad’ schools would either 
have to improve, reduce in capacity, or close down all together (Ball, 2013). 
Despite the imposition of neoliberal values on to the education system, it is 
argued that they do little to solve existing educational inequalities. Schools 
that are ranked high on the league table are able selectively choose their 
students which tend to be high achieving, often middle class children. 
Schools that rank lower in the league table cannot afford to be selective in 
their intake and subsequently take on students achieving lower grades, often 
working class children (Taylor, 2002). 

Contemporary government policy acknowledges the need to address the 
prevailing inequalities in the education system with New Labor’s ‘Unleashing 
Aspiration’ document being one such policy designed to tackle this issue 
(Cabinet Office, 2009). This paper acknowledged the deep inequalities that 
persist in education yet predicted an increase in the number of university 
graduates (Brown, 2013). The arrival of the Conservative-led Coalition 
government into cabinet supported this perspective in their own policy 
document ‘Opening Doors, Breaking Barriers: A Strategy for Social Mobility’ 
2011 (Cabinet Office, 2011). Despite their supposed support for this view on 
social mobility, the Coalition government cut financial support to people 
from disadvantaged and poorer backgrounds whilst at the same time raising 
the university tuition fees. Closer analysis of the potential outcomes of this 
policy could be that fewer students from working class backgrounds go on to 
study at a university level due to the expenses of the tuition fees, which 
would prevent an increase in upwards-social mobility rates. Despite 
recognizing the relatively low levels of social mobility in Britain, Payne (2012) 
argues that the focus of the Coalition government is to lift aspirations and 
provide greater opportunities to those from working class backgrounds, 
rather than addressing the inequalities that are present in society. 

This theme of not addressing wider societal problems as a possible cause for 
the lack of social mobility of working class individuals is present in much 
educational policy as well as wider discourse. In this way, Dermott (2012) 
argues that working class educational failure is positioned as being the result 
of the manner in which working class parents raise their children. This is 
neatly summed up by David Cameron’s declaration that ‘what matters most 
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to a child’s life chances is not the wealth of their upbringing but the warmth 
of their parenting’ (David Cameron, 2010). This suggestion was echoed by 
the Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg when he penned an editorial titled 
‘'good parenting, not poverty, shape a child’s destiny’ (The Telegraph 2010). 
This rhetoric was also present under New Labour with Minister for Children 
Margaret Hodge expressing that ‘good parenting in the home is more 
important than anything else in determining children’s outcomes’ (Margaret 
Hodge, 2004). These claims made by members of different governments 
illustrate government’s view on working class educational failure and 
subsequently low levels of social mobility. They view this issue as not one of 
structural inequality, which sustained differential achievement data may 
suggest, but according to Dermott (2012) squarely place the blame on 
working class parents and their parenting practices. These quotes from 
government figures point to a wider shift in which the government views 
inequalities. New Labour, and subsequently the Coalition policies have 
shifted from financial and material aid to focusing on ‘empowering’ 
individuals by generating ‘opportunities’ for them (Dwyer, 2002: 274). The 
term ‘social exclusion’ is now used to describe working class educational 
failure with Whitty (2001) arguing that this shifting policy focus creates an 
‘excluded minority’ who are themselves worthy of blame for their own failures 
by way of lacking in self- governance, ‘unable or unwilling to appropriately 
capitalize on their lives’. This centering of blame on to the working class 
detracts from the possibility that there may be a link between structural 
inequalities and working class educational failure (Whitty, 2001:  291). 
 
The government’s response to sustained working class educational failure has 
not been particularly groundbreaking, but a continuation of its existing 
policies. Along the lines of placing blame on working class parents, one 
government solution to tackling social disadvantage is to essentially 
implement middle class values as the default family values. The government 
Green Paper, Every Child Matters, argued that a variety of factors such as 
strong parent-child relationships, parental involvement with education and 
appropriate role models, were essential if working class children were to 
overcome the effects of disadvantage. Absent from this list was any 
acknowledgement of the effect that financial and material deprivation can 
have on one’s life outcomes. It has been argued that the government’s 
method of increasing social mobility is to teach working class parents how to 
raise middle class children (Gillies, 2005). 
 
It is fair to say that the governments approach to tackling educational and by 
extension societal inequalities is in line with neoliberal politics, which 
according to Jo Littler (2013) started to emerge in the 1970’s. Despite its 
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market-based association, Laurie Ouellette (2009) argues that neoliberal 
values have permeated the cultural sphere in that individual lives are now 
seen in terms of ‘responsibility’ and that success is explained as being down 
to the individual and the choices that they make. Naturally, this positions 
those who are less successful as ‘the authors of their own misfortunes’ 
(Ouellette, 2009: 224). McKoy and Major (2007) argue that neoliberal values 
of responsibility and hard work go hand in hand with the meritocracy thesis 
and that as such, the idea of academic success being the result of hard work 
serves to justify the logical inference that those who have achieved a higher 
status have done so through hard work and commitment. On the other hand, 
it also justifies the working classes and their lack of social mobility as a lack of 
effort on their part. The neoliberal idea of success as being down to the 
individual and the choices that they make positions social mobility as the 
result of individual choices and inherently downplays the effects that one’s 
social positioning can have on social mobility (Brown, 2013). In this way, it 
can be seen that the government does little to entertain the possibility of 
working class educational failure being the result of structural inequalities; 
instead preferring to focus on the parenting styles as well the ‘responsibility’ 
of working class individuals.  This is despite the consistency of achievement 
data illustrating that working class children are outperformed by their middle 
class counterparts which casts doubts as to the effectiveness of the 
educational system and whether it truly leads to a meritocratic society. In this 
vain, McKoy and Major (2007) argue that rather then leading to a more 
egalitarian society, the meritocracy thesis ‘justifies societal inequalities by 
locating the cause of status differences in the individual’, as opposed to the 
structure (McKoy and Major, 2007: 341). 
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Methodology 

As noted in the introduction, this project started out as an entirely theoretical 
piece with the aim of discussing the effects that one’s social class has on 
one’s educational achievement. Further research of the educational literature, 
and more specifically Gillborn and Mirza’s (2000) report made clear to me 
gender and ethnicity also play a role in effecting educational achievement. 
The disconnect between the reality of achievement data and the subscription 
to the meritocracy thesis led me to want to discover whether even those who 
were educationally unsuccessful subscribed to a meritocracy and I felt that 
the way to do this would be to shift to an empirically based research project. 
Exploring the educational experiences of working class individuals and 
examining whether they adhered to the meritocracy thesis was the 
underlying aim of this project and despite this vague proposal, the research 
was designed to explore the ways in which these respondents explained their 
experiences with emphasis placed on their possible subscription to the 
meritocracy thesis and the reasons for this. Further research highlighted to 
me the prevalence of neoliberal values and it was interesting to see whether 
the respondents described their educational experiences in these terms and 
whether these values explained the prevalence of a meritocracy thesis 
despite differential achievement data (Whitty, 2001). 

One approach to test the existence of a meritocracy would be to analyse 
achievement data and to see whether the data supports the thesis. This 
approach would adopt a positivist quantitative method and despite the 
advantages associated with this method, I felt that it would lack the ‘quality’ 
and the ‘detail’ associated with the qualitative tradition (Neale, 3: 2006).  For 
this reason, an interpretivist method of research was chosen in the form of 
depth semi-structured interviews, which would provide ‘authentic’ responses 
(Connell et al, 2001). The interpretivist tradition is attentive to the subjective 
meanings of social actions and as such, is an appropriate epistemological 
position to hold when trying to discover how and why my respondents 
explained their adherence or lack thereof to the meritocracy thesis (Bryman, 
2012). In order to obtain data, the use of depth semi-structured interviews 
was chosen with this method allowing for the collation of rich, high quality 
responses (Bryman, 2012) which proved to be constructive in obtaining 
knowledge on the subject. Despite the open nature of depth interviews, I felt 
it important to construct an interview guide that comprised of a few key 
themes that were in correspondence to ideas that emerged during my initial 
research (King, 2004)(see appendix I). The use of an interview guide was 
particularly useful in that it gave my research a sense of stricture, whilst at the 
same time giving my respondent and I the flexibility to pursue topics of 
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particular interest, which was helpful in investigating the research aims 
(Leidner, 1993).  

The process of selecting participants to take part in the study was done so 
through the use of non-probability purposive sampling, which refers to the 
selection of participants that are relevant to the research aims of the project 
(Bryman, 2012: 418). In this way, I chose to interview working class 
participants and investigate the manner in which they explained their 
educational experiences and how they negotiated these feelings under the 
context of a meritocracy. My sample consisted of 6 working class Asian males 
with an age range of 21 to 26 years old with the reasoning behind being that 
the respondents were most likely to be finished with their education and/or 
likely to have jobs. Despite the applicability of this sample in relation to the 
research aims there were a few difficulties with the first one being my initial 
desire to have three working class individuals who were educationally 
successful and three who were not. This would have allowed me to establish 
if there is any link between one’s educational success and whether this adds 
to one’s adherence to a meritocracy. However, such a sample was not 
possible and as such it could be argued that I also made of convenient 
sampling, which refers to the selection of participants based on how 
accessible they are (Salkind, 2010). A limitation of this approach is that I only 
included 6 working class Asian males whereas I initially wanted to interview 6 
middle class respondents alongside 6 working class respondents in order to 
discern if these respondents from differing social classes responded to the 
idea of a meritocracy in a different ways. I also felt that it would have been 
useful if my sample included females as well as people of other ethnicities 
with this potentially enhancing my understanding of the way in which 
different intersections of identity affect one’s adherence to a meritocracy. 
Despite this, the underlying focus of my research is with regards to social 
class and as such, I felt justified in my selection of 6 working class males.  

The respondents were well known to me making the research process easier. 
Before proceeding with the interviews, the respondents were made aware of 
the intentions of my research and I had in fact prepared a consent form in 
line with Sin’s (2005) suggestion that informed the respondents of the 
voluntary nature of their participation and that they held the right to 
withdraw. The consent form also let them know that their confidentiality will 
be kept and the option of adopting an alias was also present, which all of 
them did. The respondents were informed that I would be using a mobile 
phone to record the interview and were asked to sign the consent form if 
they agreed with the terms set forth (see appendix IV). The interviews were 
scheduled to be convenient for the respondents in terms of time location 
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with this being done so according to the British Sociological Association 
guidelines (BSA, 2002). Despite my practical difficulties in travelling to the 
respondents chosen spaces, they all mentioned the convenience for them, 
which is what I set out to achieve Practically, the time taken to conduct each 
interview was also a surprise with the first interview taking over 45 minutes 
and after this, I was sure to mention this to the other respondents. The use of 
interviews proved to be fascinating as it allowed for the collation of ‘in depth 
responses’ and it was particularly interesting to see whether these ordinary 
experiences were in line with the educational literature (Sarantakos, 2007). 
The semi-structured nature of my research allowed me to make use of 
prompts, which enabled me to follow up on responses that were in line with 
the research aims. Despite the high quality nature of depth interviews, it is 
imperative to keep in mind that due to the sensitive nature of one’s 
educational experiences as well as my explanation of the research aims, their 
remains the possibility of the Hawthorne effect. This refers to the 
respondents expressing their educational experiences in a manner that is 
compatible with the research aims, rather than the truth, with this having an 
obvious impact on the authenticity of the research (Hawthorne, 2005). 
 
With regards to the analysis of the depth interviews, the transcription process 
was a lengthy one with a 30 minute interview taking over four hours to write 
up (see appendix II). It is fair to say that despite the depth knowledge gained 
through using this method, it is certainly time consuming as alluded to by 
Savage (2007). The limited nature of this project meant that the sample size 
was particularly small and with a greater project I would have liked to 
interview many more respondents from various backgrounds in order to gain 
a greater understanding of the link between one’s educational experiences 
and the sustained idea of a meritocracy. However, I now understand that this 
would require a substantial amount of time.  Another limitation of the limited 
nature of this project is that I am prevented from an extensive write up of my 
findings, which meant that I have had to be selective in my analysis. In this 
way, the axial coding process was utilised which allows one ‘to make sense of 
the substantial data’ obtained through the transcription process (De Vaus, D. 
2002). This method allowed me to go through the transcripts and pick up on 
emergent ideas, which were then identified and categorised in to themes 
with the use of highlighting and colour coding (see appendix III). These 
themes were formed in relation to my research and formed the theoretical 
foundations through which I would analyse and make sense of the data. 
 
It is imperative to remain aware that despite the ‘authenticity’ of knowledge 
gained through the process of qualitative depth interviews, the sample size 
was relatively small and these results can in no way be generalised. This is 
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argued to be true of the interpretivist qualitative driven tradition in general in 
that that this approach is usually equated with lacking in replicability that 
invariably means that results garnered from this method cannot be 
generalised to a wider scale (Bryman, 2012). However, this was never the 
intention for my small-scale project that aimed to discover the reasons why 
people subscribe to the meritocracy thesis, regardless of their social 
positioning. 
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Findings and Analysis 
 
 
Identity and its effects on educational experiences/attainment 
 
It is imperative to start this analysis section by contextualising the research 
undertaken with regards to the expressed identities of the respondents. This 
is because when it comes to educational experiences and subsequent 
achievement, identity plays a key role with Gillborn and Mirza’s (2000) report 
displaying the effects that each of these identity factors have on educational 
achievement and it is thus imperative to keep this in mind when investigating 
ideas concerning education and meritocracy. As mentioned in the 
methodology section, my sample consisted of 6 working class Asian males 
who have had mixed educational experiences. Waseem and Yaseen were two 
respondents who were educationally successful and have now entered in to 
professional careers. On the other end of the scale were Imtiaz and Rizwan 
who for a variety of reasons were less educationally successful and who now 
hold non-manual unskilled jobs. Shafiq and Bilal are two respondents who 
have had mixed experiences with both of them achieving well up to an A 
Level standard but not going on to university. Shafiq currently works for Asda 
but both himself and Bilal do someday plan to attend university.  All of the 
respondents come from a South Asian background, either identifying as 
having Pakistani or Bangladeshi heritage and it is interesting to note the ways 
in which this shaped the respondents view on education. There was a 
constant reference to educational success being deeply ingrained in ‘Asian 
values’, and it is also noteworthy that the respondents often conflated ethnic 
values and religious teachings. In this vein, Basit claims ‘British Asian Muslim 
families attach a great deal of importance to education’ (Basit, 1997: 426).  
This view is also alluded to by Tahir Abbas (2004) through his claim that 
educational achievement is ‘ingrained’ in South East Asian cultures (Abbas, 
2004: 30).  
 
It is interesting to note that despite the postmodern assumption that class as 
an identity marker is on the decline, all the respondents in my research 
identified with coming from a working class background (Gorz, 1982). The 
respondents each articulated working class experiences in their own terms, 
which brought rise to an underlying theme of economic and material 
deprivation. The respondents expressed their working class identification 
primarily in terms of an economic struggle, with Bilal referring to ‘money 
always being tight’ and Imtiaz referring to ‘not being rich’. Despite this class 
awareness, the respondents had differing views as to whether this had an 
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effect on their educational experiences. Yaseen and Bilal did feel that their 
social class effected their education, referring to economic deprivation. 
Yaseen explicitly mentioned that being from a working class family meant 
that his parents ‘did not have the time or the money to get tutors’, which he 
felt that he would have ‘benefited greatly from’. Bilal alluded to a similar view 
in that he felt that his working class background has ‘limited’ his educational 
experiences in the sense that his parents could not afford tutors. It is 
interesting to note that this is very much in line with Stephen Ball’s (2010) 
suggestion that working class parents are unable to afford and therefore 
unlike middle class parents who possess economic capital to ‘seek out 
opportunities to maintain the social advantages of education for their 
children’. This is not the case for working class parents, who may not be able 
to afford these ‘opportunities’ (Ball, 2010: 160).   

Bilal was very critical of his working class background and the ways in which 
he felt that it impacted on his educational experiences. Having achieved 
outstanding grades for his GCSE’s, he placed a high value on educational but 
felt that his working class background had limited him. More specifically, Bilal 
felt that his good grades and high levels of educational achievement could 
have landed him a place at a ‘prestigious university…like Oxford University.’ 
However, he was aware that his positioning as a working class individual 
meant that he was always unlikely to go there, which in turn could limit what 
he is able to achieve in life‘…going to Oxford and not going to Oxford…that 
could change your life’. Bilal is acutely aware of the limitations placed upon 
him due to his working class background as many of the highest paid 
professions are dominated by individuals that have Oxford or Cambridge 
university educational backgrounds predominately from privileged 
backgrounds (Harris (2007); (Edwards (2008). 

In spite of all the respondents identifying as working class individuals, it is 
interesting to note that only some felt that this had an effect on their 
educational experiences. In fact, Shafiq recognized the possible effects of 
being working class and its implications but felt that he ‘maybe compensated 
for this by working hard and putting in extra effort’. Waseem who felt that his 
life experiences were similar to those who have ‘ended up in prison’ also held 
a similar view. He felt that he went to a ‘crappy school’ and an ‘average 
university’ and also pointed out that he didn’t get tutoring. Waseem further 
recognized that his educational experiences ‘might be the result of being 
working class’ but felt that he made up for this with ‘hard work, effort and 
determination’. These articulations from these respondents rationalized 
educational achievement as being down to ‘hard work’ ‘effort’ and 
‘determination’ as opposed to wider social structures, such as coming from a 
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working class background. It is important to note that this rationalization of 
educational achievement is in line with Littlers’ (2013) suggestion that 
contemporary neoliberal British politics position educational achievement 
and subsequent social mobility as available to everybody, regardless of one’s 
‘social position at birth’. This view posits that each individual in society is 
capable of ‘rising to the top’ with the right levels of determination and effort 
(Littler, 2013: 52). 
All of the respondents in my research were males and it was therefore no 
surprise that ideas of masculinity and gender performance arose in relation to 
educational experiences. Most of the respondents mentioned gender when 
discussing their educational experiences and out of this, two opposing views 
arose. The first view saw no contradictions between masculinity and 
educational success and was held by two respondents, Shafiq and Waseem, 
both who were relatively academically successful. These respondents knew 
when to ‘mess about’ and when to ‘put their heads down’. Shafiq explicitly 
mentioned that he enjoyed ‘being one of the lads’ but did not let this impact 
on his grades by finding a balance between ‘getting in trouble and putting 
my head down’. Waseem held a similar view in that he felt that his balance 
between being a masculine ‘lad’ and knowing when to study ‘has definitely 
paid off’. In this way, it can be seen that both Shafiq and Waseem represent 
Robert’s (2012) conception of the ‘ordinary boy’ who is able to combine both 
‘laddishness’ with academic achievement and does not see a contradiction 
between the two (Roberts, 2012: 208). 
 
Another view, held by Imtiaz and Rizwan, saw contradictions between 
masculinity and educational achievement with these two respondents placing 
little value on education and subsequently dropping out of school at 16. 
These respondents constantly distanced themselves from ‘book nerds’, had 
little respect for those who ‘stick their heads in the books’ and expressed a 
sense of masculinity in being ‘practical guys’. It is interesting to note that 
masculinity played a big role in how these two respondents articulated their 
schooling experiences which is in line with Smith’s (2007) suggestion that 
some working class boys equate school work with an ‘inferior effeminacy’ and 
therefore inappropriate for them as men (Smith, 2007: 182). Both of these 
respondents shared anecdotes of them having a laugh at school with Imtiaz 
mentioning that he missed a GCSE exam to ‘take drugs and get high’. This 
failure to reach an exam is in line with masculine discourse that positions 
‘having a laugh’ and educational failure as ‘laddish’ behavior, as alluded to by 
these two respondents (Conolly and Parkes, 2013: 99).  An interesting insight 
provided by Imtiaz was his constant reference to his GCSE geography 
lessons, the one GCSE that he achieved. Imtiaz described his success in this 
subject as partly being down to the teacher of that subject, who he felt was 
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‘…like a proper man…he didn’t make me feel like an idiot just because I was 
loud and stuff’. Throughout the interview, Imtiaz made constant reference to 
this teacher who he feels did not devalue the ‘brash’ and ‘loud’ manner in 
which he expressed himself. He felt that the culture and types of attitudes 
accepted within a schooling environment ‘…were all about respect…all that 
posh boy shit…’ Imtiaz felt that he did not fit in to this ‘respect’ culture and 
when asked what he felt the government should do for the education system 
he replied, 

‘… I think they need to be more embracing…more acceptable of other 
cultures. I don’t mean ethnic cultures…but I mean like different ways of life. 
Some boys are rowdy and will always look for trouble and fight, but does this 
mean that they are worthy of exclusion from an education? Maybe there 
should specifically be schools that don’t require every single student to be 
goody-two shoes…we’re not all posh…so why try to make us all like that? If 
school was just about the education…and not about being they’re version of 
a good citizen…maybe others and me would have stayed on. I remember 
there was a time when my school tried to ban all slang words…or specific 
ones…and teach us the supposed proper words…I don’t know man…that 
just seems disrespectful. I never felt fully respected in school and I am smart 
enough so I feel like there needs to be schools, or that maybe all schools 
should stop demonizing that kinda rough boys culture and be more 
accepting of it, within realistic boundaries obviously…’ 

Imtiaz clearly articulates the sense in which he feels that his ‘different way of 
life’, which include his ‘rowdy’ gender performances is not in line with 
schooling culture. Despite this, Imtiaz is critical and wonders whether this 
difference in ‘cultures’ should mean that some people are not able to obtain 
an education. Moreover, Imtiaz felt educational success was not down to 
‘being smart enough’, but more about being in line with the schools ‘culture’ 
and recommended that there should be schools that do not ‘demonize’ 
young masculine gender performances. Imtiaz was seemingly aware that his 
‘culture’ was not the version of culture valued in a schooling environment 
(Bourdieu and Passerson, 1977: 73). The result of Imtiaz being on the wrong 
side of schooling culture is that he ‘never felt fully respected in school’ which 
in turn led to him ultimately losing interest in education. This is a prime 
example of how one’s identity, more specifically gender and social class can 
intersect to compound the effects that these factors may have on one’s 
educational achievement. From this, it can be see that one’s social 
positioning can affect one’s level of educational attainment, which may bring 
in to question the meritocracy thesis. If the education system itself is not an 



Yusuf Pandor: education and the ‘meritocratic ideal’ 

59	  

innately egalitarian one as Anderson (2007) suggests, how can it be thought 
of as the basis and ‘saviour’ of the meritocratic ideal?   
Employment experiences 

Following from the exploration of the respondent’s educational experiences, 
the next key theme to emerge from my research was with regards to 
employment. It is imperative to explore the effect that one’s educational 
attainment has on one’s employment, which is ultimately one of main 
barometers of one’s level of success. The meritocracy thesis suggests that 
the ‘hardworking’ and ‘excellent’ student is more likely to enjoy success as 
opposed to the student ‘who didn’t try hard enough’ and it is interesting to 
see whether this idea is in line with the experiences of the respondents in my 
research (Lampert, 2013: 50).  It is interesting to note that the respondents in 
my research had diverse employment experiences, which ranged from a 
software tester at the Daily Mail to a courier delivery driver. What first came 
to my attention was that two of the respondents who were educationally 
successful had in fact managed to gain meaningful employment. Waseem 
who was educationally successful in that he gained an undergraduate degree 
in computer science was a now a software tester for the Daily Mail and 
therefore earned a respectable salary. Waseem felt that education was one of 
the main ways to achieve success and in fact felt that ‘education is a no 
brainer for success…’ He mentioned that his salary was at about the ‘£50,000 
bracket’ and felt that this was a good accomplishment considering his 
working class upbringing.  Yaseen was another respondent who was 
educationally successful and had managed to gain meaningful employment. 
Yaseen achieved a 2:1 on an undergraduate degree and now works as an 
electoral role officer for Islington Council, which he felt, was a good 
foundation for a successful career. He also felt that education was a means to 
success in that he felt that ‘without a degree, there are only so many career 
paths one can take…with a degree there are countless paths that will 
eventually lead to being paid more money’.   

On the other hand, Rizwan who was less educationally successful and 
subsequently did not hold education in high regard dropped out college at 
17 years old and now at the age of 21 works as a courier delivery driver. He 
did not feel that education plays any role in allowing one to succeed, ‘I know 
one guy with a degree who works in Tesco’s. That’s hardly success is it?’ Also 
educationally unsuccessful was Imtiaz who dropped out of the education 
system at the age of 16. He is currently 24 years old and works at a citizen’s 
advice centre, which he describes as a ‘bit like the job centre’. He felt that his 
decision to leave the education at the age of 16 years old was justified, as it 
allowed him to work jobs and save up sums of finance. Imtiaz also felt that 
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education did not a play a major role in determining one’s level of success 
and in fact referenced one of his friends who attended a ‘university and is 
currently on Job Seekers Allowance. That’s whilst having a big debt over his 
head…how is that any definition of success?’ Despite Imtiaz’ mention that his 
salary was ‘about £15K’ which he felt to be successful at the age of 25, it 
clearly is not in the same bracket as Waseem’s salary, which at 26 years old 
was ‘about £50,000.’ From the employment experiences of these four 
respondents, it could be argued that the meritocracy thesis in in fact a reality, 
that those who apply more effort educationally and subsequently achieve 
higher grades do in fact go on to gain meaningful employment and therefore 
achieve upwards mobility. The typical divide between Lampert’s (2013) 
conception of ‘excellent’ students and those students ‘who did not try hard 
enough’ could, on my sample said to be apparent, with those who were 
educationally successful, such as Waseem and Yaseen going on to start 
meaningful careers whereas those who were less educationally successful 
such as Rizwan and Imtiaz going on to less meaningful employment which 
subsequently pay them less money. In this way, it could be argued that the 
education system is operating as a mechanism of role allocation in line with 
Davis and Moore’s (1945) suggestion, in that those who have worked hard 
such as Waseem and Yaseen have entered meaningful employment whereas 
Imtiaz and Rizwan have not.   

Despite the agreeability of the links between educational success and social 
mobility, it could be argued to be too simplistic a view. Another respondent 
who was educationally successful was Shafiq, who was a hardworking and 
devoted student and achieved good grades at both GCSE and A Level. 
Despite this, he currently works for Asda and could not carry on to go to 
university due to the death of his father. He dropped out of education in 
order to financially support his family and from this it can be seen that 
Shafiq’s employment at Asda is not due to a lack of educational attainment 
on his part. In this way, it can be seen that economic conditions and 
therefore social class play a role in determining one’s educational success 
and subsequent employment with Themelis (2008) arguing that achieved 
characteristics are not enough to ensure upwards mobility. Unlike Parson’s 
(1959) idea of an educational meritocracy sorting individuals into the jobs 
best suited to their abilities, it can be argued that this theory does not 
adequately explain the realities and complexities of life. If a meritocracy sorts 
the most able in to the best jobs, why does Shafiq work for Asda? An 
argument can therefore be made that education does not lead to a 
meritocracy. 



Yusuf Pandor: education and the ‘meritocratic ideal’ 

61	  

Influences 

Another key theme to emerge from my research was the influence that 
families, and particularly parents had on the participant’s educational 
experiences. It is noteworthy that there was somewhat of a clean distinction 
between respondents who felt that their parents had an influence on their 
educational experiences and those who did not feel that their parents had 
much of an influence on their education. One of the questions from my 
interview guide explicitly queried whether the respondents felt a level of 
parental influence and it came to be seen that those respondents who held 
education in high regard had in fact felt this way. Waseem and Yaseen who 
were both educationally successful and now work in meaningful employment 
felt that their parents had a large influence on their educational achievement 
and articulated this in similar ways. Waseem made references to his parents 
actively participating in his education, ‘I remember even as a child in my early 
schools years my dad would help me with my math homework…’ He also felt 
that his parents would encourage him throughout his education years 
through motivational speeches and made mention of his parents buying him 
a car to make his commute to university easier. Waseem stated that his 
parents would also help him financially throughout his college and university 
years ‘to make things easier’. Yaseen alluded to similar experiences and also 
felt that his parents had been very influential in his educational experiences 
by means of support, motivationally and financially ‘…he used to give us 
pocket money every week, just so that we did not have to go out and work, 
which would have made university much more difficult…’ The financial 
support that both and Waseem and Yaseen received from their parents is in 
line with Simister’s (2011) suggestion that financial support leaves some 
students with more time devoted to their studies, as opposed to those 
students who must ‘partake in paid work during term time’, which may partly 
explain the respondents educational successes (Simister, 2011: 114). 

On the other hand, Rizwan and Imtiaz who were not particularly educationally 
successful felt that their parents had a limited influence on their educational 
experiences.  Rizwan articulated this by referring to his decision to drop out 
of the college at 17 and felt that despite the decision he made to leave the 
education system, his parents did not make too much effort to persuade him 
to stay on ‘…when I dropped out of college…I feel like maybe they weren’t 
that bothered. If they were really bothered and made a big fuss about it I 
probably would have went back’. Another way that Rizwan expressed this 
was through his mention that his parents never really conveyed care for the 
good grades that he would receive ‘…when I did get good grades…they 
didn’t really seem that bothered…’ Imtiaz who also felt that his parents had 
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little influence on his educational experiences mentioned that his parents had 
recently migrated from Pakistan before he was born and that ‘they were too 
concerned with trying to put food on the table’ which subsequently meant 
that they could not be concerned with his education. Later on in the 
interview, Imtiaz mentions that his ‘father was not really bothered about 
education’ and gave an example of his father not willing to drop him off to 
school, even in the snow. He justified this example by mentioning that his 
father ‘was a bit more old school’ and a ‘bit of a hard guy’ which he felt may 
be the reason for his father lax attitude to education.  

In line with these findings is Dermott’s (2012) suggestion that contemporary 
neoliberal political discourse positions working class educational failure as a 
fault on the part of working class parents. Waseem and Yaseen who felt that 
their parents had an influence on their education were in fact educationally 
successful whereas those who felt that their parents had a limited influence 
on their educational experiences, such as Rizwan and Imtiaz, were not 
educationally successful. From this, it could be argued that there is in fact a 
link between working class educational success and the influence of parents. 
However, to arrive at such a conclusion would be to ignore the factors that 
shape the experiences of the working class. Imtiaz justified his parents’ lack 
of educational influence in terms of poverty and recent migration…‘they 
were too concerned with trying to put food on the table.’ It could be argued 
that poverty, and therefore the concerns of the working class are at fault for 
Imtiaz’ educational failure, rather than any lack from his parents. Shafiq also 
had similar experiences. He felt that his parents had a ‘massive influence’ on 
his education and expressed the importance that his family felt for education. 
In spite of this, he was not able to educate himself beyond A Levels and 
currently works for Asda. Shafiq always planned to go to university but 
following the death of his father whilst in college, he was left with no choice 
but to drop out of education and get a job, in order to provide for his family. 
Shafiq dropped out of education to financially support his family and the 
argument can be made that once again, social class is playing a role. If Shafiq 
was from a middle class background and had higher levels of economic 
capital, would he have dropped out of education in order to financially 
support his family? In this way, it can be seen that despite David Cameron’s 
(2010) emphasis on the ‘warmth’ of one’s upbringing, the ‘wealth’ and by 
extension the social class of one’s upbringing also play a role in determining 
one’s life chances (David Cameron, 2010).  
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Neoliberalism 
 
The final theme to emerge from my research was that of neoliberal personal 
responsibility. Within my research, meritocracy was operationalised as hard 
work and effort exerted within the educational system with this being justified 
by asking the respondents whether they felt that they had equality of access 
to educational opportunity (Andersen 2007). It was noteworthy that many of 
the respondents also mentioned a sense of responsibility in terms of their 
educational experiences and this was another way through which I gauged 
the respondent’s subscription or non-subscription to the meritocracy thesis. 
Most of the respondents in my research felt that they had equal access of 
opportunity to education and justified this position by referring to the free 
education provided until the age of 18. Those who achieved well 
academically such as Waseem, Yaseen and Bilal acknowledged that their 
working class upbringing might have limited the type of school that they 
attended but ultimately felt that hard work and effort can counter the effects 
that their social class may have on their educational opportunity. This is 
neatly summed up by Waseem’s assertion that despite the ‘crappy school’ 
that he went to, he ‘knew how to work hard’ and that despite the ‘advantage 
that some people may have due to better resources’, he felt that ‘this just 
means that you’ve got to work a little bit harder to make up for that.’ From 
this, it can be seen that despite being successful educationally, these 
respondents are aware of differential educational opportunity and felt that 
their hard work and effort will ‘compensate’ for their social positioning as 
working class young men, with this being in line with Benes’ (1979) assertion 
that working class pupils must compensate for their working class habitus by 
exerting high levels of educational effort, as opposed to their middle class 
counterparts.  
 
Those who were not educationally successful also felt this way with Imtiaz and 
Rizwan expressing that the biggest factor to determine educational 
opportunity was financial restraints and that a free education alleviated those 
concerns. This was summed up Rizwan’s statement that ‘…the education 
system is free isn’t it? What else can get in the way?’ Imtiaz also expressed 
similar sentiments and felt that a free education was a commendable act on 
the part of the government and mentioned that it would never be possible in 
his parent’s home country of Pakistan. It is noteworthy that despite their 
educational failures, these two respondents subscribed to the idea of 
educational opportunity being open to everyone and It could be argued that 
Bowles and Gintis (1976) conception of the education system allowing 
inequalities to whilst presenting itself as a just system of selection is present 
here. 
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With all of the respondents feeling that they had equal opportunity to 
education, the next logical step was to discover the ways in they explained 
educational success. If everyone has equal access to an education, shouldn’t 
everyone have equal access to educational achievement? It was remarkable 
to note that all of my respondents felt that educational achievement was 
down to one’s hard work and effort.  This attitude was very evident for those 
students were educationally successful, such as Waseem, Yaseen and Bilal. 
Each articulated and explained their educational achievements as a result of 
their hard work and felt that it was the main ingredient for success. Waseem 
explained his educational achievement ‘…I wouldn’t consider myself the 
brightest student…but it all seemed achievable with a bit of effort.’ He also 
felt that ‘the basic thing that is needed is hard work’ when queried on what 
he felt was needed to do well educationally. With regards to the successes in 
his career, he also felt that hard work ‘and that alone’ helped him achieve the 
things that he has. Yaseen also expressed a similar view of his educational 
success and felt that good grades were not the result of ‘being gifted’, but 
rather ‘the willingness to put in hard work and effort.’ He felt that success was 
down to the individual and the hard work that they put in. This is reflected in 
the literature with McKoy and Major’s (2007) suggestion that the idea of 
academic success being the result of hard work serves to justify the logical 
inference that those who have achieved a higher status have done so 
through hard work and commitment. On the other hand, it also justifies the 
working classes and their lack of social mobility as a lack of effort on their 
part.   

Imtiaz and Rizwan also felt that hard work and effort was needed to achieve 
success. They both felt that success was result of hard work and effort and 
felt that this applied educationally. Despite not achieving academically 
himself, Imtiaz couldn’t ‘deny that to get the good grades…you’ve got to 
work hard.’ Rizwan alluded to similar through his claim that good grades can 
only be achieved ‘if you work hard at it.’ It is interesting to note that despite 
claiming that educational success was down to hard work and effort, these 
two respondents made no connection between their lack of educational 
success and any possible shortage of efforts on their part. This irony is in line 
with Lampert’s (2013) assertion that the role of the schooling system under 
modern capitalism is to create a fair seeming system in which the majority 
working class students resign to the possibility that ‘higher education is 
great, but probably not for me’ (Lampert, 2013: 19). It may also be argued 
that evident within these expressions from Imtiaz and Rizwan are neoliberal 
ideals. Despite being educationally unsuccessful, these two respondents felt 
that educational success was down to hard and effort, which may then serve 
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to justify their positions as the result of not working hard enough (Dermott, 
2012). 
 
Another factor to emerge in relation to educational success was that of 
individual responsibility. Waseem felt that success was less about the 
background that he came from and more about ‘taking responsibility for your 
life and making the right choices.’ He once again made reference to his 
friend who is currently in prison and felt that the choices that one makes in 
life determine one’s outcomes. Bilal expressed a similar position and 
explicitly challenged the effects that coming from a working class 
background can have on one’s life ‘…it’s not that people are born in to 
certain classes and therefore are more successful…its your own life, don’t be 
a bystander…take responsibility for it.’ Besides education, Imtiaz and Rizwan 
also expressed a strong sense of responsibility when conceptualising success. 
In this vain, Rizwan felt that ‘you gotta’ take control of your life…success will 
not achieve itself.’ Imtiaz shared similar views and gave the example of some 
of his friends who dropped out of school at the same age as him but have 
achieved nothing since. He feels that he has taken responsibility by ‘making 
the right choices to give myself a better life.’ 
 
Regardless of whether they were academically successful or not, it is 
apparent that the respondents in my research placed a large emphasis on 
personal responsibility in relation to progression and success. More 
specifically, throughout the process of my research it came to be seen that 
the respondents expressed and articulated success through means of 
personal responsibility whilst concurrently downplaying the possibility of 
structural effects, such as being working class, inhibiting their chances of 
success. In this way, it may be argued that in line with Ouellette’s (2009) 
suggestion, individual lives are now seen in terms of ‘responsibility’ and 
success is explained as being down to the individual and the choices that 
they make. Naturally, this positions those who are less successful as ‘the 
authors of their own misfortunes’ (Ouellette, 2009: 224). This is evident in my 
research with all of the respondents feeling that success is achievable with 
hard work and the right decisions (Brown, 2013). 
 
It can be seen from my research that there is a general adherence to the 
meritocracy thesis across respondents who were educationally successful as 
well as those were not. A more detailed analysis of this adherence sees the 
emergence of a meritocracy continuum with respondents such as Waseem 
and Yaseen who were educationally successful strongly subscribing to a 
meritocracy. In the middle would be Imtiaz and Bilal who have had mixed 
educational experiences and who at times question the effect of their social 
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positioning in terms of their class and gender on their educational 
achievement. At the end of the continuum is Shafiq who explicitly feels that 
his working class position has affected his educational achievement and 
subsequent social mobility. Despite the recognition of structural 
disadvantage by some of the respondents, they all adhered to the 
meritocracy thesis. All of the respondents expressed a sense of personal 
responsibility with regards to success and it can be seen that neoliberal ideas 
have in fact positioned success as down to the individual, with my 
respondents feeling this way (Ouellette, 2009). This meritocratic discourse of 
hard work and individual responsibility invariably provides justification for 
inequalities in income justification with even those respondents who are in 
less meaningful jobs subscribing to this view (Otero, 2010). 
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Conclusion 

Upon reviewing the analysis section, it came to be seen through the process 
of my research that there was an all-encompassing adherence to the 
meritocracy thesis. Despite the consistency of achievement data showing that 
one’s social positioning has a marked effect on one’s level of educational 
achievement and subsequent level of social mobility, the respondents in my 
research all subscribed to the meritocracy thesis. It is fascinating that this 
faith in meritocracy prevailed even when the respondents took in to account 
the manner in which their own social positions hampered their educational 
experiences. This was true for those who were educationally successful such 
as Waseem and Bilal, who whilst being aware of differential educational 
opportunity felt that the meritocratic nature of the education system allowed 
them to work harder in order to ‘compensate’ for their working class 
backgrounds whilst also being true for those were educationally unsuccessful. 
Imtiaz and Rizwan who whilst admitting to being structurally disadvantaged, 
still maintained that educational success was down to the hard work of the 
individual. It is interesting to note that a meritocracy relies on an ‘egalitarian’ 
education system and whilst all of the respondents felt this to be the case, it 
is clear to see from their responses that their identity as working class Asian 
males played a substantial role in influencing their educational experiences 
(Andersen, 2007).  

The analysis of the respondent’s employment experiences initially seemed to 
suggest a meritocracy with those individuals who worked hard and who were 
in fact educationally successful finding meaningful employment and careers. 
However, this ‘meritocracy’ did not stand up to Shafiq’s employment 
experiences, who whilst being educationally excellent, worked a retail job at 
Asda due to his personal situation which was heavily shaped by his 
positioning as a young Asian working class man. The experiences of Shafiq 
bring in to question the meritocracy thesis as it can be seen once again that 
identity factors play a role in determining one’s outcomes, as opposed to the 
meritocratic ideal of ‘hard work’ and ‘effort’. It can be seen that the neoliberal 
political discourse of ‘responsibilisation’ has truly permeated the cultural 
sphere on an individual level in that individuals, and more specifically the 
respondents felt that success was solely explained on the individual level in 
terms of hard work, effort and good decision making. An argument could be 
made that this explanation of social mobility, which reduces success to the 
personal level, serves to justify a logic that positions those who fail to achieve 
upwards social mobility as not having worked hard enough and not having 
taken their chances (McKoy and Major, 2007). This was evident through the 
responses of Imtiaz and Rizwan who whilst having being educationally 
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unsuccessful, felt that success in the education system was down to individual 
hard work. In this way, it could be argued that despite the inconsistencies 
between individual lived experiences and the idea of upward mobility being 
based on merit, neoliberal ideals play a large role in sustaining this ‘myth’ of 
meritocracy. An argument could therefore be made that education is not the 
saviour of the meritocratic ideal and that one’s social positioning plays the 
biggest role in determining outcomes, rather than the neoliberal idea of hard 
work and effort.  

Methodologically speaking, the use of depth interviews was an effective 
choice in that it allowed me to gain a high quality insight in to people’s 
adherence or lack thereof to the meritocracy thesis. The primary nature of my 
research allowed me, first-hand, to gain an understanding of why people may 
subscribe to a meritocracy, in spite of their own experiences. Despite this, 
the time consuming nature of depth interviews severely limited my sample 
size which has obvious negative ramifications for it’s representativeness and 
reliability. It is interesting to note that the meritocracy thesis is predominately 
written about as a class-based issue but through the process of my research, I 
have come to learn that alongside social class, other identity factors such as 
gender and ethnicity play a big role in effecting one’s educational attainment 
(Littler, 2013). 

Despite the effectiveness of my research in relation to my initial aims, I feel 
that this research project would greatly be improved by having a larger 
sample size. This would enable me to research and gauge a middle class 
adherence to a meritocracy and to discover if this differs from the way 
working class individuals adhere to the thesis. Another way that this project 
may be improved is in relation to discovering the role that ideology plays in 
sustaining a meritocracy. Despite the undoubted effect that neoliberalism 
plays in maintaining the idea of a meritocracy, I feel that if I had the chance 
to extend this project, I would be able to discover and understand the role 
that ideology plays in maintaining the meritocratic myth.  
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Abstract 

This study looked at data from six semi-structured interviews carried out on 
Bangladeshi individuals living in the UK and diagnosed with either type II 
diabetes or hypertension or both. The aim of the study was to identify 
barriers Bangladeshi patients face when trying to access healthcare and 
favourable health outcomes, and suggest recommendations to implement in 
order to address the barriers. Finally the study aimed to compare the barriers 
to healthcare faced by Bangladeshis in relation to barriers faced by other 
Black Minority Ethnic groups.    
Type II diabetes and hypertension are two highly prevalent chronic 
conditions and pose challenges for those providing patient care. Individuals 
diagnosed with both conditions have a higher risk of morbidity and early 
mortality [Mckeigue and Marmot,1988: 43]. The Bangladeshi community, as a 
south Asian subset, has one of the highest rates of type II diabetes and 
hypertension in the UK [Mckeigue and Marmot,1988: 43].  
The barriers preventing access to healthcare and good health outcome 
included both internal factors relating to the participant and external 
structural barriers. The internal barriers identified in the study were fatalistic 
thinking, insufficient understanding of the causes and complications of the 
diseases in question and English language difficulties. The external barriers 
identified included a lack of access to interpreters, a lack of access to female 
physicians and unsupportive opening hours at GP surgeries. 
In order to address these barriers the study recommends the creation of 
community groups to educate and support Bangladeshi patients, a greater 
access to interpreters, easier access to female GPs and longer GP surgery 
opening hours.  
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Introduction 

This study aims to identify barriers that Bangladeshi individuals diagnosed 
with chronic conditions such as type II diabetes and hypertension face when 
trying to access healthcare in the UK. The second aim of the study is to 
provide recommendations to address and overcome the barriers identified. 
Additionally the study aims to assess the barriers faced by Bangladeshi 
individuals diagnosed with type II diabetes or diagnosed with hypertension 
or both in relation to barriers face by Black Minority Ethnic (BME) groups in 
the UK. The study will use primary data gathered from semi structured 
interviews and secondary data from literature sources to address the aims of 
the research study. 

The research study used a qualitative method of semi-structured interviews, 
consisting of both set and spontaneous questions when necessary. The six 
participants in the study were recruited using snowball sampling. In order to 
be included in the study participants had to fulfil specific criteria. These were 
as follows; participants needed to be ethnically Bangladeshi, currently a 
permanent resident in the UK, and with a diagnosis of either type II diabetes 
or a diagnosis of hypertension or a diagnosis of both conditions. The data 
gathered from the six participant interviews was collected and analysed using 
the Glaser and Strauss grounded theory (Bryman,2008). 

In order to provide clarity the study will define type II diabetes and 
hypertension, highlighting the common causes and expected prognosis of 
both. There is extensive research on both diseases because of the ubiquitous 
nature of the conditions. Diabetes and hypertension are associated with 
significant morbidity and mortality (Martin and Baker,2012:24).    

 Type II diabetes is characterized by an abnormal rise in blood glucose and 
subsequent metabolic and microvascular abnormalities. Clinically Type II 
diabetes is defined using the World Health Organization definition of 
diabetes, which requires a degree of high plasma glucose level (high blood 
sugar), sufficient to put the individual at risk of the microvascular 
complications of diabetes. A person is diagnosed with type II diabetes if they 
have raised blood glucose and are not diagnosed with type 1 diabetes 
(insulin dependent and early onset), monogenetic diabetes or other medical 
treatment suggestive of secondary diabetes (World Health Organization, 
2005:6). Type II diabetes is commonly associated with raised blood pressure, 
a disturbance of blood lipid (fat) levels and a tendency to develop 
thrombosis (clots and blockage of arteries and veins (Martin and 
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Baker,2012:20). Diabetes increases the risk of coronary artery diseases 
(disease of the arteries supplying the heart) such as heart attacks (World 
Health Organization, 2005:4). The specific small vessel or 'microvascular' 
complication of diabetes includes damage to the eyes, kidneys and nerve 
cells; the latter can in extreme cases result in limb amputation. Considering 
these complications and the chronic nature of diabetes, it can be a complex 
and difficult disease to seek treatment for. 

Hypertension (high blood pressure) is one of the most important preventable 
causes of premature morbidity and mortality in the UK. It is defined by 
National Institute of Clinical excellence (NICE) as a blood pressure 140/90 
mmHg or higher, confirmed minimally by a second measurement (NHS, 
2013:8). High blood pressure increases the likelihood of premature death 
and is a major risk factor for strokes, myocardial infarctions (heart attack), 
heart failure, kidney failure and early cognitive decline. The risk associated 
with blood pressure is on a spectrum range, with each 2mmHg rise in systolic 
(normally the highest number and the first reading) blood pressure there is a 
an associated 7% statistical increased risk of mortality from ischemic (low 
oxygen) heart disease and a 10% increased risk of mortality from stroke 
(NHS,2013:7).   

Previous research in the area of chronic disease has identified Black and 
Minority Ethnic groups as at higher risk of suffering from chronic metabolic 
disorders such as type II diabetes and hypertension (All Parliamentary 
Group,2006:5). The Bangladeshi community, as a south Asian subset, has 
one of the highest rates of type II diabetes and hypertension in the country. 
Diabetes and hypertension are risk factors for myocardial Infarctions and 
strokes, and therefore significantly increase likelihood of morbidity and 
mortality (Mckeigue and Marmot,1988: 43). There is also a general lack of 
awareness of the raised prevalence of hypertension among South Asians, 
which has resulted in lower detection rates for hypertension (Queen Mary 
University of London).  
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Literature Review 
 
The following literature review will highlight key research and current 
sociological discussions surrounding the barrier to medical treatment faced 
by British Bangladeshis. The literature review will identify and analyse the 
barriers that Bangladeshi patients need to overcome, when trying to access 
medical care in relation to their type II diabetes or hypertension. The 
literature review will attempt to summarise current literature and research on 
Bangladeshi patients trying to access health care and the barriers they face in 
attaining good overall health outcomes.  
 
The first Bengalis arrived to the UK in 1850, although significant migration 
only took place later, in the 1950's and 1960's (Department for Communities 
and Local Government,2009:22). The outbreak of war in Bangladesh and a 
shortage in the labour market saw an influx of Bangladeshi workers to 
different regions of Britain, including London (Department for Communities 
and Local Government,2009:24). Most Bangladeshis in London initially 
settled in Tower Hamlets in East London. The Bangladeshi community in the 
UK has grown steeply in number from 6000 to 1961 to 162,835 in 1991, and 
currently this figure is thought to be doubled. Bangladeshis in England 
experience in disproportionate rates of unemployment and economic 
inactivity (Department for Communities and Local Government,2009:33).  
 
Overall mortality rate is much higher and the life expectancy is much lower in 
the British Bangladeshi community compared to the rest of the community 
(Mckeigue and Marmot,1988: 290). Previous research in the field reported 
that immigrants from the Indian Subcontinent, including Bangladeshis in 
England and Wales suffered far higher morbidity and mortality from coronary 
heart disease compared to the general population (Mckeigue and 
Marmot,1988: 289). The study also included that the increased risk of 
coronary heart disease could not be attributed to dietary fat intakes, plasmas 
lipids, smoking or blood pressure. In a sample of 253 men and women, aged 
35-69, from general practice, mean plasma cholesterol (fat) was lower in 
Bangladeshi's than in Europeans (Mckeigue and Marmot,1988: 301). 
Diabetes is three times more common in Bangladeshi men and serum insulin 
concentrations measured after a glucose load were twice as high in 
Bangladeshi's (Mckeigue and Marmot,1988: 300). It was proposed by 
Marmot that insulin resistance, leading to diabetes and secondary lipid 
disturbance was a possible mechanism for the high rates of coronary heart 
disease in South Asians (Mckeigue and Marmot,1988:292).    
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 The Audit Commission Patient Survey highlighted significant gaps in patient 
knowledge, understanding and confidence in managing diabetes (All 
Parliamentary Group for Diabetes,2006:14). The survey reported a 
substantially more pronounced gap in knowledge in understanding of 
diabetes expressed for ethnic minorities rather than the white population. A 
census commissioned in 2001 reported that 6/10 ethnic minority households 
do not speak any English; therefore a difficult language barrier clearly exists 
in the access to GPs and medical treatment for all conditions including 
diabetes and hypertension (All Parliamentary Group for Diabetes,2006:13). 
Furthermore analysis of the UK DIABS dataset showed that people with 
diabetes from Black Minority Ethnic groups (which included South Asian) are 
less likely to have annual health check-ups than the greater population for 
blood glucose, cholesterol and blood pressure. Only 37% of BME individuals 
asked thought diabetes could lead to blindness compared to an average 
63% of the general population (All Parliamentary Group for Diabetes, 
2006:15). 

Difficulties faced by Bangladeshi patients within healthcare 

Researchers suggest Bangladeshi community faces barriers similar to other 
migrant communities in trying to access healthcare (Hawthorne, 2002:187). 
Many Bangladeshi individuals are self-employed and a large proportion work 
in the catering industry; restaurant hours make it difficult for some patients to 
attend early morning surgery sessions (Hawthorne,2002:182). Additionally 
the difficulty in language (including reading) ability results in 
misunderstanding. Commonly it is usually information on the prevention and 
management of chronic disease such as recommendations to podiatry and 
retinal screening in diabetes, which is most likely to get lost in translation and 
ignored by the patient (Hawthorne,2002:180).  

 One specific study based on the Bangladeshi community in Cardiff, Wales, 
looks in greater detail at the difficulties arising from language in primary care 
(Hawthorne,2002:185). The study looked at four GP practices based in 
economically deprived regions of the city with high unemployment. It 
reported that staff at the GP practice had difficulties in identifying with and 
communicating with Bangladeshi patients (Hawthorne,2002:185). In trying to 
communicate effectively with their patients, receptionists and doctors would 
use other bilingual receptionists, children, spouses or parents from the 
waiting room (Hawthorne,2002:185).  
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In the GP surgeries based in Cardiff, there was a consensus amongst nursing 
staff and GPs that Bangladeshi patient did not take enough  responsibility for 
the management of their diabetes, one nurse commented, ‘they just bury 
their heads in the sand because it’s [diabetes] not something you can actually 
see and they think it’s going to go away’ (Hawthorne,2002:182). A GP 
commented that patients did not seem prepared to change their lifestyles 
and were not willing to exercise (Rhodes and Nacon,2003:57). There was also 
a general agreement amongst the study and doctors at the surgery that they 
did not know enough about the Bangladeshi and south Asian community, its 
belief, diet or culture (Rhodes and Nacon,2003:58). It is clear from the study 
that the reception staff and GPs often felt frustrated and helpless at the lack 
of avenues for effective communication with the patients (Hawthorne, 
2002:18). An interview study of hospital nurses working with ethnic minority 
patients also reported that nurses experienced many of the same problems 
and frustrations with communication and misunderstanding (Hawthorne, 
2002:185).  
 
It is significant to note that the feelings of negativity and resentment 
identified in the previous studies were not only aimed at patients, but more 
often at the rigid primary care guidelines which healthcare professionals 
often viewed as a barrier in their work to help patients (Hawthorne,2002:185). 
A paper examined the experiences of 12 Bangladeshi individuals living in 
Bradford, who needed to provide their own interpreter for GP appointments 
(Rhodes and Nacon,2003:45). Patients often stated an inability to find 
someone to go with them as a cause of cancelled appointments (Rhodes and 
Nacon,2003:48). In a survey of the health and lifestyles of Black and Minority 
Ethnic groups in England, Bangladeshis individuals had the highest 
percentage of patients who called on their family to translate (Rhodes and 
Nacon,2003:46). Ebden et al (1988) found that translation errors occurred in 
39% for simple questions and 82% for complex questions (Rhodes and 
Nacon,2003:47). Sometimes middle aged patients used their children as 
translators. This appeared to be the preferred option in situations where the 
English speaking spouse or other adults were unavailable (Rhodes and 
Nacon, 2003:51). 
 
In order to overcome some of the communication barriers, it has been 
suggested that increasingly trained link or liaison officers, speaking the 
Bengali language should be used (Rhodes and Nacon,2003:50). Kaufert et al 
(1999) made the distinction that, whereas interpreters can help patients with 
basic understanding and to articulate perspective, it is the cultural mediators 
that can ensure that the patient’s values are appropriately influencing the 



Rumena Akhtar: barriers to a good health outcome for Bangladeshi patients 

82	  

clinical communication, by acting as an advocate for the patient in addition 
to translating (Rhodes and Nacon, 2003:52).  
 The Rhodes and Nocon paper states that strategies to reduce barriers to 
care need to tackle communication and language issue but within the overall 
context of good patient care (Rhodes and Nacon,2003:53). An investment in 
link workers and bilingual health workers is one example (Khanchandani& 
Gillam 1999, Rhodes & Nacon,2003:53). Another suggestion was drop-in 
sessions in the community (Alderman 2000) (Rhodes and Nacon, 
2003:49).These community clinics could easily be led in the native language 
of the patients with additional nursing support and opportunity for screening, 
as well as providing a platform in which to provide patients with up to date 
information and advice on the management of their diseases (Rhodes and 
Nacon,2003:54).  

A paper which looks at the difficulties surrounding interpreter use from the 
perspective of the nurses found that the use of an interpreters by primary 
care nurses varied (Gerrish and Chau,2004:407). Nurses who had recieved 
training using interpreters and who had the most control over timing of 
patient admittance were more likely to use the interpreting services (Gerrish 
and Chau,2004:408). Inadequate training of both nurses and interpreters 
adversely affected the quality of interaction in the consultation when the 
interpreter was used (Gerrish and Chau,2004:408). Importantly what the 
paper concluded was that primary care nurses acted as the gatekeepers to 
interpreting services. Many nurses appeared to accept the damaging status 
quo and were prepared to rely on the patients family for interpretation rather 
than champion a much needed improvement to the current services (Gerrish 
and Chau,2004:410).  

The relationship between the patient and the doctor 

An exploration of multiple sociological approaches together can provide a 
more comprehensive understanding of health and society than any one 
sociological theory alone (Cockekrham, 2009)(Barkan,2014:102). The 
functionalist approach to health and medicine was first conceived by Talcott 
Parsons (Parson, 1951: cited in Scambler, 2002). The functionalist approach 
argues that good health and effective medical treatment are essential for a 
society’s ability to function. Parsons continued that poor medical care was 
dysfunctional for society (Anthony,2006:432). According to Parson, in order 
to qualify a sick person should not be perceived as the cause of their own 
illness, secondly they must want to get well (Anthony,2006:432). Finally sick 
people should have their sickness confirmed by a physician and then follow 



Rumena Akhtar: barriers to a good health outcome for Bangladeshi patients 

83	  

the recommended treatment; if a sick person fails to do this they lose the 
right to perform the sick role Barkan,2014:103).  

Parsons believed that physicians have a role to perform; first and foremost 
they needed to diagnose a person’s illness, then decide on how to treat the 
condition and were responsible for helping the patient get well 
(Barkan,2014:102). In order to achieve these objectives, patient cooperation 
and understanding is necessary. Parsons viewed the doctor –patient 
relationship in terms of hierarchy where the doctor advised and the patient 
listened (Anthony,2006:420). A critique of Parson is that his sick-role only 
applies to conditions and is less successful when applied to chronic 
conditions. Another important critique, is that Parson fails to acknowledge 
that social class, race, ethnicity and gender affect the likelihood of becoming 
ill and the quality of medical care we receive (Barkan,2014:106).  

The barriers to care highlighted in previous literature highlight 
communication difficulties. A lack of appropriate communication may result 
in a reduced patient understanding and compliance. Therefore the patient 
may continue to practice activities which exacerbate their conditions (Nazroo 
and Falaschetti,2009:1024). This is of particular significance in patients 
suffering from diabetes and hypertension. The severity of both conditions 
can be significantly impacted by a patient’s lifestyle choices and nutrition, 
often more successfully than medications (Lago and Singh,2007:667). 
Therefore it is integral that appropriate communication exists. Parsons 
functionalist approach to the physician-patient relationship requires that the 
doctor advise the patient and give instructions which are subsequently 
followed. However this relationship is severely limited if the patient and 
physician cannot talk together freely and with mutual clarity (Anthony, 
2006:426).  

The case of Bangladeshi patients and poor access and outcome in healthcare 
can be understood as a classic example of the conflict model of medical 
sociology in play (Barkan,2014:112). Most often Bangladeshi’s are on the 
lower socioeconomic spectrum, with as previously mentioned higher rates of 
social housing, poverty and a lack of educational attainment, which 
undoubtedly has a detrimental effect when they are trying to access 
healthcare (Rodolfo and Butlatao,2004:39). 

The interactionist approach discusses the notion of medicalization and the 
overreach of physicians (Barkan,2014:92). Once again this is particularly 
pertinent in the case of Bangladeshi suffers of type II diabetes and 
hypertension. Both type II diabetes and hypertension are spectrum 
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conditions, which use numerical cut off in order to generate a diagnosis 
(Martin and Baker,2012:44). Currently fasting blood glucose equal to or over 
6.9 mmol/litre or a raised glucose over 11.1 will allow a patient to be 
diagnosed with type II diabetes (Martin and Baker,2012:43). These numerical 
values have been decided on because they correlate with worse disease 
outcome (All Parliamentary Group for Diabetes,2006:19). However if these 
cut off points were to increase or decrease by one degree they would be 
responsible for either medicalization or de-medicalization of a significant 
number of people (Martin and Baker,2012:43).  

Exploring identity and belonging 

The theorist Vasta looks at migrants and the issues they face in integration 
into the host country. She identifies the problem of ‘lack of belonging’ often 
felt by ethnic immigrant communities in relation to their country of residence. 
The problem of a uniform national identity is that it is not inclusive or 
considerate of the immigrant experience and therefore a dominant uniform 
national identity discourse affects intra-community social cohesion. 
(Vasta,2013:197). This is why the theorist Baubock, rejects what he calls 
liberal cultural nationalism which suggests that individuals belong 
‘fundamentally, to one and only [...] and that political arrangements should 
be tailored to protect and preserve homogenous national cultures’ 
(Vasta,2013,211). 

When looking at a sociological study centred on an ethnic community, such 
as this research project, it is important to address the concept of ‘belonging’. 
‘Belonging’ can be defined as a person’s membership in a group based on 
the person’s identification with the group or society, and acceptance or 
recognition by the group or society (Vasta,2013:198). Belonging cannot be 
considered entirely subjective or passive but rather it is the interplay of the 
subjective self, collective agency and structural positioning (Valentine, 
2009:238). A sense of belonging can help individuals to feel comfortable in 
their life and everyday activities and affords them the confidence to ask 
questions and fully participate in society (Valentine,2009:238). In the context 
of health a sense of belonging may help individuals suffering from disease to 
be more forthright in their medical demands and ask questions of the doctor 
if they feel confused. Unfortunately as the theorist Waqar articulates, those 
that are the most in need are less likely to receive good quality healthcare in 
a paradoxical ‘inverse care law’, coined by Julian Tudor Hart (Waqar, 
2008:46). 
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The theorist Williams offers an alternative understanding of belonging and 
defines the idea of belonging, as centred on a shared fate (Vasta,2013:202). 
To clarify Williams is likely to state that belonging as an idea is heavily 
dependent on the common themes connecting individuals to each other and 
not necessarily the exact shared identity. A shared commitment to common 
or system of social interdependence, as shown by the sense of belonging 
different immigrant groups may feel towards each other irrespective of 
language and cultural dissimilarity (Vasta,2013:202). The theorist Vasta 
proposed that if immigrants retain their cultural heritage, they are unlikely to 
develop a sense of belonging to the national identity (Vasta,2013:198). This 
retention of culture is offered by Valentine, as a possible cause for the large 
numbers of Bangladeshi women in Tower Hamlets, who affiliate only with 
other Bangladeshi women and cannot speak English (Vasta,2013:198).  

Atkin, Ahmed, Hewison and Green’s discuss the role of religion and faith in 
influencing decisions over antenatal screening and abortion (Waqar,A & 
Bradby,2008).The study is based on hypothetical questions without the 
formation of real decisions, however it is still of valuable interest in that it 
emphasizes the contextual nature of religion and how it can merge with ideas 
more social and cultural in origin (Waqar,A & Bradby, 2008). 

White explores how living and working conditions can impact an individual’s 
health (White,2009:3). White found that individuals with high paying jobs and 
financial affluence reported a longer average life span compared to poorer 
counterparts.  White argues that an important factor influencing health is the 
lifestyle choices individuals make, as a result of poor understanding of 
diseases and treatment (White,2009:3). 

Ethnicity has become an important factor in distinguishing health data in the 
UK (Margaret, 2010:221). Nazroo et al found that African Caribbean ethnic 
minorities had a low percentage of notifying chronic illness (Margaret, 
2010:233). Pilgram et al supports this by explaining that Afro-Caribbean 
patients were less likely than white and south Asian patients to report 
medical issues such as diabetes or hypertension(Margaret, 2010:239). 
Research conducted by Howlett et al showed that patients from an Afro-
Caribbean background were more likely to have a positive outlook on their 
health and place less emphasis on discussing illness (Margaret, 
2010:239).This may explain the low percentages of disease notifications in 
this ethnic group, in comparison to south Asians. Additionally Margaret et al 
notes that black ethnic groups where more health positive and would 
describe their health as excellent rather than just good (Margaret, 2010:239). 
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Lupton discusses the implications of ethnicity on illness, for example different 
ethnic groups favour different foods, which can affect their health (Lupton 
and Najman,2011:3). Lupton also states that ethnic groups are at 
disadvantaged when trying to access health care (Lupton and 
Najman,2011:3). The disadvantage is due to the position of migrants in 
society, their socioeconomic vulnerabilities, and lack of linguistic fluency and 
confidence in speaking English (Lupton and Najman,2011:4). 

In summary current literature on Bangladeshi patients highlights 
communication and comprehension difficulties as a major barrier to 
accessing healthcare and treatment (Hawthorne, 2002:187). The Bangladeshi 
population is socio economically unstable and therefore there is a poverty 
barrier to good healthcare outcome (NHS,2013:9). Sociological health and 
disease models such as Parsons functionalism, the conflict model, the 
interactionist model, sociological understanding of identity and Lupton’s 
discussion on ethnicity and its implications on illness help to understand the 
context within which Bangladeshi individuals seek treatment.  It is useful to 
approach the barriers that Bangladeshi individuals face in accessing 
healthcare services and good health outcome in the context of broader 
sociological understanding and commentary (Anthony, 2006:422).  
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Methodology 
 
The next sections will discuss research method adopted in the study. The 
analysis will explore the reasoning behind the choice of research method, an 
evaluation of the method, in particular the validity and limitations of any 
inferences made. Additionally it will include a specific evaluation of the 
sampling method used to recruit participants to the study and the ethical 
implications of conducting the research method, in relation to personal 
privacy and data protection. 
 
Van Maaen describes qualitative method ‘as an array of interpretive 
techniques which seek to describe, decode, translate and otherwise come to 
terms with the meaning, not the frequency, of certain more or less naturally 
occurring phenomena in the social world’ (Carson et al,2001:65). Van 
Maaen’s description accurately depicts the reasoning behind the choice of 
the qualitative method in this research study, in that it facilitates an 
unrestrictive environment, where the participants have the opportunity to 
express themselves with clarity and depth (Carson et al, 2001:65). 
 
The research study used a qualitative method of semi-structured interviews, 
consisting of both set and spontaneous questions when necessary. The use 
of the semi-structured interviews allowed participants to open up fully, all the 
participations were very forthcoming in the interview about their use of the 
health service and the difficulties and challenges they faced when trying to 
access healthcare. Patton states that the  gathering of qualitative data offers 
a thorough description of ‘events,  situations  and  interaction  between  
people  and  things,  providing both  depth  and  detail’ and this then helps 
the researcher to gain a in nuanced understanding (Carson et al,2001:65). 
The use of the semi structure interview format also provided a flexibility in 
the interviews and questioning, which allowed greater exploration of 
meaning. An interpretivist approach, such as the one adopted in this 
research study is both enriched and limited by the focus and requirement for 
subjective interpretation behind the individual response (Merriam,2009:145).  
However the ability to ask further questions and explore a response, helps to 
diminish researcher generalizations in understanding and significance, 
improving overall validity of any study inferences or conclusions 
(Bryman,2008;31). 
 
The six participants in the study were recruited using snowball sampling. In 
order to be included in the study participants had to fulfil certain criteria. 
These were as follows; participants needed to be ethnically Bangladeshi, 
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currently a permanent resident in the UK, and with a diagnosis of either type 
II diabetes or a diagnosis of hypertension or a diagnosis of both conditions.  
All six of the semi structured interviews were first conducted and recorded, 
and transcribed after completion of interview. Each interview lasted 
approximately 30-40 minutes in total. It was a lengthy process, requiring a 
high input of time. The necessary investment in time required limited the 
number of participants who could be included in the study.  Sample size is an 
important consideration when evaluating validity of a study conclusion, so 
the relatively small sample size of this study (six participants) may be used as 
a critique of the validity of any conclusions offered by the study (Merriam, 
2009:55). However it is important to note that had sample size been any 
larger, than it would not have been feasible to conduct similar in-depth, 
multi-layered interviews due to time constraints. By choosing to conduct only 
six interviews, enough time remained in order to fully explore individual 
participant perspectives and experiences. 
 
Qualitative methods for data collection such as semi-structured interview are 
often appropriately criticised for the low reliability factor of the data 
collected. This is because data generation from methods such as a semi 
structured interview is difficult to repeat (Bryman,2008;391). Unfortunately 
replication of results is often the benchmark used in an-evidence based 
approach. 
 
The nature of the semi-structured interview method and the use of open and 
closed questions will commonly contain an element of question bias 
irrespective of how carefully the questions are worded or delivered in the 
interview (Merriam,2009:92).  Recording the interview helped to minimise any 
recall bias. Recording also minimised any error in recording the 
comprehensive participant responses accurately, while also facilitating a 
relaxed interview, where the researcher focused fully on the participant 
without distraction. This enabled the researcher to pay greater attention to 
non-verbal gestures, participant facial expression, and participant tone of 
voice, all of which helped the researcher to gain a more accurate 
understanding and context of the response (Merriam,2009:145). 
 
Therefore the word ‘barrier’ is never used in the interview questioning, as 
identifying barriers to health outcome for Bangladeshi patients is the ultimate 
aim of the research study. Instead open questions such as ‘what is the most 
difficult thing about living with your condition?’ were used in the interview. 
This allowed the participant to offer any barriers or challenges they faced in 
respect to their condition, without being led into it. 
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The wording of the questions reflected an avoidance of corporate language 
and confusing terms, for example ‘hypertension’ is replaced by ‘blood 
pressure’ throughout the semi-structured questions. Furthermore the 
researcher adopted behaviour to enable good rapport, such as smiling and 
use of colloquial language before beginning the interviews (Dundon and 
Ryan,2010:25). Thereby increasing trust in order to generate more insightful 
data (Dundon and Ryan,2010:25). Two of the six participants in the study 
required the rephrasing of the question in Bengali, where again very basic 
language was used in order to pose clear questions. These three interviews 
were subsequently completely conducted in Bengali and had to be 
translated into English. This is challenging in terms of validity, because the 
patient’s own words cannot be used. 
 
The researchers own Bangladeshi ethnic and cultural background was 
integral to the data collection aspect of the study, as demonstrated by the 
previously mentioned example of translation. The researcher was able to 
relate well to patients because she not only understood linguistic 
terminology and phrasing but was also familiar with both the cultural and 
religious practices of the participants. An example is when participant’s 
wanted to thank God, they just said – thank Allah, without qualifying or 
translating the statement. They assumed correctly that the researcher would 
not need to be told that this was the word used for God. This added a 
deeper dimension to the rapport between the researcher and the participant, 
encouraging the participant to discuss their thoughts and opinions without 
fear of judgement or cultural misunderstanding.  
 
The semi-structured interview questions followed four major themes, 
dispersed throughout the interview, enabling cohesion and flow. These were: 
 

• Identity and the immigrant experience  
• Understanding of disease pathology and prognosis  
• The challenges of living with type II diabetes and hypertension 
• Participant recommendations for healthcare improvement 

 
The six participants who took part in the research were recruited through the 
use of snowball sampling. Snowball sampling is a none-probability sampling 
technique. Snowball sampling consists of the researcher recruiting two 
participants known to them; these two participants are then asked to 
recommend two other participants and so on (Bryman, 2008:180). The first 
two participants recruited by the researcher were family friends, who fulfilled 
the criteria for inclusion in the study. The two participants personally 
recruited by the researcher were asked in turn to recruit two more friend or 
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family members each (also fulfilling the research criteria). This ensured that 
ultimately six participants were included in the study. The researcher was 
fortunate in that she was from a large Bangladeshi community based in 
central London and that both type II diabetes and hypertension were 
common medical conditions in the community.  

This study used a twofold snowball sampling method to recruit six 
participants. The snowball sampling method depends heavily on the 
authenticity and reliability of the participants volunteered by the first two 
participants’ and so on. The small size of the sample (six participants) and 
sampling method means that the data cannot be used to represent the 
Bangladeshi population as a whole; however it does identify specific barriers 
faced by these six participants and provides an avenue for further research. 

Snowball sampling was the chosen method of recruitment due to the 
difficulty in accessing a random sampling of Bangladeshi participants, who 
were willing to give up a significant time commitment and personal 
information. The alternative of identifying and recruiting participants through 
the NHS patient records was not feasible due to the time constraint and the 
lengthy legal and confidential considerations associated with NHS patient 
data access.   

After the interview was recorded it was then transcribed. The data was 
collected and analysed using the Glaser and Strauss grounded theory 
(Bryman,2008). This is a method which guides the researcher in collecting 
data using qualitative interviews and observations. It includes a firm 
procedure of data analysis through identifying themes within the collected 
data. This highlights patterns of central issues within the research. The 
qualitative data can also be broken down to generate substantive codes 
which can then be used to make connections between the distinct original 
themes and further understanding of participant responses. This is a time 
intensive process; however is considered the best approach when analysing 
qualitative research data. 

In order to meet the guidelines for the ethics committee at the University of 
West minister, ethical release forms were completed and signed before any 
practical commencement of the study. The ethics form is important, in 
encouraging a pre-emptive consideration and plan of action in order to 
minimise any risk of harm or ethical malpractice (Merriam,2009:234). At the 
start of all interviews, the study was once again explained to the participant 
and they were asked for verbal consent, for both the interview and the audio 
recording. It was made clear to all participants that any information they 
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offered as part of the semi-structured interview would be confidential and 
only used for the purposes of this specific research study. Names and 
identification of the participants is kept anonymous by the use of designated 
alphabetical identification letters, A,B,C,D,E and F and also the substitution  
of ‘age’ as a marker rather than ‘date of birth’, which is harder to identify and 
therefore more confidential. 

In summary, the method of semi-structured interview is both enriched and 
limited by the structure of structured and spontaneous questions. The 
qualitative aspect of the method means that it is highly irreproducible, and 
therefore difficult to verify objectively however a qualitative method does 
ensure the acquisition of meaningful, layered and multi-dimensional data, 
which can be highly insightful. The purpose of qualitative research it is to link 
events and meaning during the construction of a social reality, as 
experienced by organisational members (Dundon, 2010:2).Therefore it 
crucially provides a comprehensive understanding.  
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Research findings and analysis 

This section will be analysing and examining the data collected, as a result of 
six semi-structured interviews, on six participants suffering from either 
diabetes or hypertension or both. The semi-structured interviews were 
themed under four headings: 

• Identity and the immigrant experience
• Understanding of disease pathology and prognosis
• The challenges of living with type II diabetes and hypertension
• Participant recommendations for healthcare improvement

The following paragraphs will look at the responses for questions on each 
theme, using the data gathered to answer the research study aims. The first 
aim of the research study is to identify specific barriers to good health 
outcomes for Bangladeshi individuals suffering from type II diabetes and 
hypertension living in London. The second aim is to identify 
recommendations to improve health outcome in Bangladeshi patients. And 
the final aim is to compare the barriers identified by the Bangladeshi subjects 
in the study against barriers faced by other black minority ethnic groups 
when trying to access healthcare. 

Identity and the immigrant experience 

In the study, five of the six participants were born in Bangladesh, while only 
one, unsurprisingly the youngest participant was born in Britain. One of the 
first questions asked of the participants was to list their nationality and how 
strongly they felt it represented their identity. Five of the participants were 
British citizens whilst only one still retained their Bangladeshi citizenship. The 
responses from the five British participants were very interesting. On a scale 
of 1-10, with 1 representing the statement ’my nationality is independent of 
my identity and sense of self and 10 representing the statement ‘my 
nationality helps form my identity and sense of self’, two participants 
answered 2/10 and the other three participants said 3/10. All five participants 
felt a definite disconnection between their nationality and their identity and 
sense of self. The participants that both responded 2/10 said the following: 

“I don’t feel very British, not like my children. My children speak English very 
well; all their friends are in this country. I have friends in this country too but 
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my childhood, my family, everything like that is in Bangladesh, do you 
understand?”(Participant A, female and 50 years old) 
 
“For me being British, means that I have a British passport, but who I am 
inside is still Bangladeshi. I eat fish and chips and I watch neighbours, but 
when I die I want to be buried in Bangladesh” (Participant B, female, 58 years 
old & translated) 
 
Hall states that new individuals to a country “must learn to inhabit two 
identities, speak two cultural languages and translate between them”. 
(Dweyer, 2000:457). Ultimately the most successful individuals who are able 
to do this with ease are the new generation. The response from participant A 
and the emphasis placed on their children’s ability to integrate highlights the 
difference between the new and old generation of Bangladeshi individuals 
living in London.  
 
It is important to look at identity and belonging in the context of healthcare, 
because a sense of belonging may give individuals suffering from disease the 
confidence to ask questions and participate in their healthcare decisions 
(Valentine,2009:238). The inability to integrate or belong can act as a barrier 
to healthcare. When asked if she trusted her GP, participant E responded: 
 
“My GP is very nice, but I don’t trust them completely only because they 
don’t really understand me. When I say I am old or I feel like I am going to 
die they don’t take me seriously. In Bangladesh 54 years old is considered 
old, but when I complain about being old to my GP, they laugh and say I am 
young” (Participant E, female, 54 years old & translated) 
 
Participant E has stated that they feel they cannot really trust their GP, 
because of the differences in cultural understanding of old age. The inability 
to trust the GP has immense implication for health. The GP is the first port of 
call, especially for complications in conditions such as diabetes and 
hypertension, which are commonly managed in the community. If a patient 
does not trust the GP, they may not report complications in their disease 
management or medication.  
 
Second generation immigrants appear more comfortable in England and may 
feel greater ownership of institutions such as the NHS, because they identify 
as British. However it is the older generation that is in most need of 
healthcare services, as the incidence of diabetes and hypertension increase 
with age. As discussed in the literature review, Julian Tudor Hart coined the 
phrase ‘inverse care law’ to describe how often those in need are less likely 
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to receive good quality healthcare’ (Waqar,2008:46). Individuals, who do not 
feel that they belong, can find it difficult to access healthcare services: 
 
“The majority of Bengali’s seem to be scared of doctors and dentists but it is 
better to go and find out then not know at all ... I know this is hard to do, I 
mean I speak English and it is hard for me” (participant F, male, 47 years old) 
 
Participant F is a classic case in point of a second generation immigrant 
(Participant F was born in the UK and raised intermittently in Bangladesh). 
Participant F suggests that he is more likely to access healthcare compared 
to older generations, because he is not scared of doctors and dentists. 
Participant F is in alignment with British values and norms which places an 
emphasis on trust of doctors and medical professionals rather than fear.  
As discussed in the literature review, Vasta proposed that if immigrants retain 
their cultural heritage, they are unlikely to develop a sense of belonging to 
the national identity (Vasta,2013:198). The responses from the participants 
supported this, as most participants preferred to carry out the interview in 
Bengali, and felt very comfortable in relating to their Bangladeshi culture. 
These were the same participants who felt that being British was not a 
significant component of their identity, as illustrated in the following quote: 
 
I don’t feel very British, not like my children. My children speak English very 
well; all their friends are in this country. I have friends in this country too but 
my childhood, my family, everything like that is in Bangladesh’ (Participant A, 
female, 50 years old) 
 
A proposed understanding of Participant A’s response is Vasta’s proposition 
that if immigrants retain their cultural heritage, such as participant A clearly 
appears to, they are unlikely to develop a sense of belonging to the national 
identity.  
 
The theorists Atkin, Ahmed, Hewison and Green focus on the role of religion 
and faith in influencing decisions over antenatal care and abortion. Religion 
can hold great influence over individual and collective life. For example the 
idea of ‘fate’ and predestination can often encourage a defeatist attitude. 
(WaqarAnd Bradby,2008).When asked what advice they would give other 
Bengali patients with diabetes, one participant replied: 
 
“Take you medicine and pray. There’s nothing else you can do. [Are you 
sure? What about lifestyle changes?] Yes of course I know about that, but 
what I mean is the diabetes is never going to go away so there’s not much 
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you can do to cure it. Prayer is good, it helps to relieve stress, leave it all to 
Allah [God]”. (Participant B, female, 58 years old & translated) 
 
Additionally when asked to name the person or thing with the most influence 
on their health, one participant responded: 
 
“I think my behaviour is important for my health, if I put on more weight I 
know it will make my other illness worse. So I would say my behaviour has a 
big effect on my health. But at the end of the day, the thing with the biggest 
influence in my life, not just health is Allah [God].” (Participant C, female, 47 
years old & translated). 
 
Participant C gave the impression that their behaviour would have negligible 
impact on their diabetes. Although it is true that diabetes is a lifelong chronic 
disease, the progression of the disease is heavily influenced by the patient 
behaviour. Good dietary practice, weight reduction and lifestyle guidance 
can reduce the escalation of both diabetes and hypertension, thus reducing 
the risk of serious complications in the future, often more so than drugs (Lago 
and Singh,2007:667).  As discussed in the literature review, previous research 
looking at diabetic patients attending GP surgery, quotes a nurse saying 
‘they just bury their heads in the sand because it’s [diabetes] not something 
you can actually see and they think it’s going to go away’ (Hawthorne, 
2002:182). A GP in the Rhodes and Nacon et al study commented that 
patients did not seem prepared to change their lifestyles and were not willing 
to exercise (Rhodes and Nacon,2003:57). A belief in religion, or a ‘fatalistic’ 
outlook, may take away a sense of personal autonomy or responsibility. If an 
individual feels that everything is predestined in their life they may be less 
likely to instigate lifestyle changes for their health. This is an important 
consideration as the most Bangladeshi individuals residing in the UK, have a 
strong Muslim identity. All 6 participants identified as Muslim. On a scale of 
how strictly they practiced their religion all respondents said 8 or above, 
where 10 was the maximum strict practice. 
 
 
Understanding disease pathology and prognosis 
 
An appropriate understanding of disease is fundamental in promoting good 
healthcare. Without appropriate communication or understanding patients 
may exhibit reduced compliance or continue to practice activities which 
exacerbate their conditions (Nazroo and Falaschetti,2009:1024).  When asked 
to explain what they understood of their conditions, participants responded 
as follows: 



Rumena Akhtar: barriers to a good health outcome for Bangladeshi patients 

96	  

“I think you get diabetes if you eat too much, lots of good food and 
occasionally sweets will probably do it to you. But diabetes isn’t so bad, they 
have medicine for it. It’s not like cancer; I don’t know anyone that has died 
because of diabetes.” (Participant D, female, 48 years old) 

“Diabetes is to do with eating too much sugar, your body just stops coping, 
but you need sugar too. Your body needs to balance everything. If you take 
the tablets for diabetes it helps your body balance things. “(Participant F, 
male, 47 years old)  

The knowledge offered by all participants on their condition, was very basic. 
The responses of the participants in the study supports results from the Audit 
Commission Patient Survey (ACPC), which as discussed in the literature 
review highlighted significant gaps in patient knowledge, understanding and 
confidence in managing diabetes (All Parliamentary Group for 
Diabetes,2006:14). One particular response from participant D highlights the 
lack of knowledge of the disease processes in type II diabetes and 
hypertension: 

“When I went to Bangladesh I didn't take the medication all the time and I 
was fine so it can't be that bad if I don't take the medicine. I think I might feel 
unwell but I will still be fine. It not like it cancer so it's not like I will need to 
go to the hospital” (participant D, female, 48 years old) 

Parsons functionalist approach to the physician-patient relationship requires 
that the doctor advise the patient and give instructions which are 
subsequently followed, however this relationship is severely limited if the 
patient and physician cannot talk together freely and with mutual clarity 
(Anthony,2006:426).The most obvious barrier to communication and 
understanding that was identified in the semi-structured interviews was the 
language barrier. Of the six interviews, three were conducted fully in Bengali, 
because the participants were not fluent enough in English. The three 
interviews conducted in English, also highlighted a difficulty felt by 
participants to express themselves in English, with occasional additions of a 
Bengali phrase for clarity.  

“I am an active person, I don’t just sit ... errr I am not a, how do you say ... 
errr a lazy person sitting on the sofa... err I am not a couch potato, that’s 
what I wanted to say.” (Participant F, male, 47 years old) 

Additionally of the six participants, no single one had attended an institution 
of higher education such as university in the UK or even Bangladesh, the 
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most was a high school equivalent.  Three of the six participants were also 
unemployed, suggesting a lower socioeconomic standing.  As mentioned in 
the literature review, the theorists Rudolfo and Butlatao state that frequently 
Bangladeshi’s are on the lower social economic spectrum, with high rates of 
social housing, poverty and a lack of educational attainment, which 
undoubtedly has a detrimental effect when they are trying to access 
healthcare (Rodolfo and Butlatao, 2004:39).  
 
Difficulties in language, including reading ability may result in longer 
consultations and loss of information from within the consultation. The 
information lost is usually the important, complex directions for the 
prevention and management of chronic disease. Participant E mentions that 
she finds outpatients appointments, particularly her eye check tricky, because 
she does not know her alphabet in English.  
 
“My eye checks also take more time because I don’t know the English 
alphabet so it is difficult for the doctor to test me. Sometimes I know A, B, C 
and the first few ones, but after I am confused. Occasionally I try to draw out 
the letters to help the hospital doctor but she doesn’t like that. She said 
that’s not how the test is supposed to be (Participant E, female, 54 years old 
& translated) 
 
Retinopathy is an important complication of diabetes, and patients are 
screened annually. However the inability to recognize letters of the alphabet, 
mean that the test to assess the eyes is likely compromised. The participant 
mentions that occasionally she would draw the letters out, however this has 
limited use in terms of accuracy. This is an example of how language barriers 
can affect health outcome, in this instance participant E’s eyes cannot be 
appropriately measured and evaluated because she lacks the language skills. 
As mentioned in the literature review the theorist Vasta states that the 
problem of a uniform national identity is that it is not inclusive or considerate 
of the immigrant experience. In this context Participant E tried to help the 
doctor, by drawing out the shapes, but she was rebuffed. In the participants 
own words, drawing the shape was not how the test was supposed to be and 
her language limitations were not being accommodated.  
 
 
Challenges of living with type II diabetes and hypertension 
 
A common source of difficulty for the participants, was attending either GP or 
referral appointments. This is because attending appointments either 
required the use of a translator or assistance getting to the appointment 
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location, both of which required external help. Usually the help was provided 
by a member of the family or occasionally a friend. 

“The diabetes doesn’t give me too much trouble in my day to day life. It is all 
the other appointments like the eye scan, or the podiatrist for my foot, those 
little things can build, and it can get stressful. I think it would be easier if I 
could read or write myself in English and then I could take care of myself. But 
relying on my children is very frustrating; I know they sometimes get annoyed 
by me. I am always asking them about my medical letters, or my next 
appointment. I think I can nag them too much. If I spoke and read English I 
could do it all myself.” (Participant B, female, 58 years old & translated) 

The literature review highlighted a survey conducted by Rhode and Nacon et 
al, which found that Bangladeshi individuals had the highest percentage of 
patients who called on their family to translate (Rhodes and Nacon, 2003:46). 
The researcher Ebden et al (1988) found that errors in translation occurred in 
39% for simple questions and 82% for complex questions (Rhodes and 
Nacon,2003:47). All of which suggest that attending appointments on time 
and with appropriate language assistance is a challenge. Appointments and 
referrals for chronic conditions such as diabetes and hypertension act as 
monitoring tools to watch the diseases. Without appropriate and regular 
monitoring, individuals with chronic disease may get sicker much sooner. 

“If it is important, or if I am feeling very unwell, I always make one of my 
daughters come with me. It makes me feel better about going to the 
Doctors. My daughters speak English very well and I don’t have to worry 
about trying to understand properly.” (Participant B, female, 58 years old & 
translated) 

“Sometimes I have missed an appointment because I have had no one to go 
with. It’s not just that I need help translating but also getting to the location 
is a problem. It’s not like going to the GP, sometimes they send you off to 
different places and it is hard figuring out where” (Participant E, female, 54 
years old & translated) 

As stated previously in the literature review Rhodes and Nacon 2003:47 et al 
also found that more broadly, when needing a translator, parents often used 
their children as translators. The children unsurprisingly lack sufficient 
knowledge to explain and translate medical ideas and instructions 
successfully (Rhodes and Nacon,2003:51). 



Rumena Akhtar: barriers to a good health outcome for Bangladeshi patients 

99	  

“I have tried to use an interpreter before but I did not have a good 
experience. I did not feel comfortable and open with them. It felt strange to 
have someone else who wasn’t family at my appointment. Also I don ‘think 
the interpreter was good, she didn’t seem to talk as much as me. After trying 
it I decided bringing my family with me was better.” (Participant C, female, 
47 years old & translated) 

Due to the high demand of interpreters, current interpreters may not be 
trained to as high standards as interpreters working in the past. A paper 
looking at difficulties around interpreter use, written by Gerrish and Chau, 
found that Inadequate training of both nurses ad interpreters adversely 
affected the quality of interaction in the consultation when the interpreter 
was used (Gerrish and Chau,2004:408). Other challenges of living with 
diseases such as diabetes or hypertension were identified as follows: 
“And watching the salt because of my high blood pressure is impossible. 
Asian cooking and food relies on a lot of salt. [Have you thought about 
cooking with less salt?] The only cooking I know is Asian cooking; I would not 
know how to cook with less salt and still make my food taste good.” 
(Participant F, male, 47 years old). 

The lifestyle changes recommended to individuals with diabetes and 
hypertension can be difficult to implement. An example, changes to diet and 
cooking are particularly difficult, because of cultural expectations of cooking. 
Participant F is clearly concerned about their salt intake but feels unable to 
make the appropriate changes. It seems likely that participant F needs 
greater support and help in learning about how to change, possibly recipe 
suggestions.  

Another challenge mentioned by a participant, was the difficulty in trying to 
see a female GP, of the six participants in the study, five were female. The 
five female participants all identified as strict observant members of Islam, a 
faith which advises against unnecessary male and female interaction. 
However in spite of this, some participants were willing to see male GPs, 
however most were not: 

“I always request a lady GP just because sometimes they want to examine my 
chest and I feel uncomfortable with a man doing that. Sometimes I have to 
wait much longer, like another week to see the lady GP.” (Participant E, 
female, 54 years old & translated) 

In this study, participants highlighted a number of barriers in their access to 
healthcare. Analysis of the responses from participants also helped to identify 
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broader sociological and cultural phenomena as barriers to good health 
outcome. Firstly difficulties arising from cultural differences and distrust of the 
GP as articulated by participant E in the following quote: 
 
“My GP is very nice, but I don’t trust them completely only because they 
don’t really understand me.” (Participant E, female, 54 years old & translated) 
A significant cultural barrier identified was fatalistic thinking heavily reliant on 
devout religious belief and practice. As mentioned all of the study 
participants self-identified as observant Muslims, with a number making 
references to God or Allah in their questionnaire response. 
 
“Take you medicine and pray. There’s nothing else you can do.” (Participant 
B, female, 58 years old & translated) 
 
“But at the end of the day, the thing with the biggest influence in my life, not 
just health is Allah [God].” (Participant C, female, 47 years old & translated)  
 
Health outcome in diabetes and hypertension can be greatly influenced by 
personal life style choices, therefore a mind-set which tells these individuals 
that lifestyle choices are beyond their control, is particularly demoralising and 
can act as a self- fulfilling prophecy. 
 
“All the people I know with diabetes and other disease also can’t seem to 
lose weight, so I don’t feel too bad.  I think Allah intended some people to 
be a little round... (Laughs out loud).” (Participant F, male, 47 years old). 
 
The quote above is particularly relevant when thinking about how difficult 
lifestyle changes are to implement. Lifestyle changes such as cutting down on 
sugar and salt and exercising are arguably more challenging for Bangladeshi 
patients due to the cultural significance of sugar, salt and exercise. An 
example was Bangladeshi sweets are traditionally pure moulded sugar, which 
is deep fried, and served at events such as weddings or festivals. There is a 
social expectation to consume sweets that may be difficult for a diabetic to 
decline. Similarly the staple of Bangladeshi cuisine is predominantly spicy, 
salty curry and white rice. And finally there appears to be no cultural spaces 
for exercise, which may explain the low uptake of exercise amongst 
Bangladeshis: 
 
“In Bangladesh, women work very hard in the house, they don’t need 
exercise. It is strange to me that people in this country get on machines and 
run to exercise, I think it is funny.” (Participant E, female, 54 years old & 
translated) 
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All of the participants had a very a basic understanding of their condition and 
possible future prognosis. Often individuals make poor lifestyle choices 
because they are unaware of the true consequences of their action, for 
example late 20th century saw a huge and popular smoking boom, which only 
curtailed when the dangers of cigarettes were brought to public attention. A 
basic or unrealistic understanding of conditions such as diabetes and 
hypertension is an overt barrier to good long-term health outcome. This is 
because both diseases have wide ranging and very serious long term 
consequences such as heart attack and stroke for both and amputation 
specifically in diabetes.  

Analysis of participant responses as discussed previously also highlighted 
language difficulties as a reoccurring theme and barrier to good long term 
health outcome. The concern and need for interpretation in medical 
consultation was common for most if not all participants. Even the few 
participants who spoke English did not feel confident in their ability to do so, 
not in comparison to their children for example. Additionally lack of 
education was also suggested as a barrier to better disease understanding 
and arguably health outcome.  

“Leaflets translated into Bengali, is always helpful, although you have some 
people who don’t event read or write in Bengali.” (Participant F, Male, 47 
years old). 

Participant F highlighted a barrier in health outcome by articulating the poor 
level of education amongst Bangladeshi patients. As discussed in the 
literature review, the research conducted by Rodolfo and Butlatao et al 2004 
suggests that Bangladeshi’s are on the lower socioeconomic spectrum with a 
lack of educational attainment. This is supported by participant F’s personal 
assertion that not only can some member of the Bangladeshi community not 
read or write in English, they are sadly unable to do this in Bengali either.  

Recommendations for healthcare improvements 

In order to overcome the barriers to long term health outcomes, it is 
important to recognize that the barriers listed fall into two broad categories, 
either internal to the participant or external to the participant. What is meant 
by internal to the participant, are the barriers that exist due to the 
participants own ideas and cultural understandings. Barriers external to the 
participant would include structural barriers such as the lack of an interpreter 
in the medical consultation or the lack of female doctors.   
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In order to overcome internal barriers such as lack of understanding of 
disease prognosis, participant F, born in the UK, suggested informative 
leaflets written in Bengali: 

“Leaflets translated into Bengali, is always helpful, although you have some 
people who don’t event read or write in Bengali.” (Participant F, Male, 47 
years old)  

However participant F also mentioned why leaflets may not be ideal for all 
members of the Bangladeshi community, therefore verbal and interactive 
forms of promoting medical education should be considered such as 
community groups or workshops: 

“Sometimes community centres run classes on what kind of foods to eat, lots 
of people with high blood pressure also go so you can talk to them and swap 
ideas on how to change, it’s very helpful.” (Participant E, female, 54 years old 
& translated) 

Another barrier identified in participants was fatalistic thinking. Community 
groups and workshops may also offer a way to combat the fatalistic mind-set 
or at least make those attending question and challenge this way of thinking. 
Ideally workshops and educational interaction could take place in the Bengali 
language in order to widen the access and impact of the sessions. This could 
help to tackle some of the fatalistic ideas and promote a more autonomous 
and self-achieving agenda in those taking part in the workshops.  

The participants in the study did not feel very British. If individuals do not feel 
they belong or that they are not represented by the dominant society, they 
may be less likely to engage successfully with healthcare services. 
Community workshops may also provide a platform to challenge these 
assertions of identity and work towards helping Bangladeshi individuals feel 
more British. For example community classes teaching English, may not only 
help improve the success of medical consultations, but could also potentially 
help the Bangladeshi individuals to improve their language skills. An 
improvement in English language skill is arguably the most effective way to 
facilitate greater integration of Bangladeshi individuals into British society.  
The external barriers identified, include difficulties in attaining interpreters. 
Without appropriate and relevant communication and understanding the 
medical consultation cannot be properly facilitated. Recommendations would 
include greater use and opportunity for interpreters: 
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“I would try to get more Bengali interpreters, and more female doctors and 
longer opening hours. If they had longer opening hours, my children would 
not have to take time off work to take me to appointments.”(Participant B, 
female, 58 years old & translated). 
 
Participant B in particular appears to rely heavily on her own family for 
interpretation services. This was difficult for participants to organize, as their 
children had prior educational or employment commitments. Therefore 
something as straight forward as longer opening hours may help Bangladeshi 
patient’s access healthcare services. 
 
Additionally the participants mentioned the lack of female doctors. 
Participant E for example would wait for up to weeks in order to see the 
doctor, if a female physician could not be found: 
 
“I always request a lady GP just because sometimes they want to examine my 
chest and I feel uncomfortable with a man doing that. Sometimes I have to 
wait much longer, like another week to see the lady GP.”(Participant E, 
female, 54 years old & translated). 
 
Therefore again simple measures such as greater availability to female GP’s 
could help Bangladeshi patients, specifically Bangladeshi women to access 
healthcare and ultimately achieve better health outcomes as a result.  
The barriers listed that Bangladeshi subject’s face in accessing healthcare 
share certain similarities with the barriers faced by black minority ethnic 
groups. Both a Bangladeshi cohort and Afro-Caribbean patients experience 
higher disease incidences of conditions such as type II diabetes and 
hypertension compared to the Caucasian population. Therefore both groups 
require regular follow up appointments at general practice and common 
hospital referrals. Afro-Caribbean subjects similar to Bangladeshi subjects, 
are a minority group in Britain, and may experience similar feelings of 
alienation and disconnection from the dominant cultural discourses in British 
society. Language and communication difficulties are also a likely shared 
barrier, as Afro-Caribbean’s and other BME groups include new immigrants 
to the UK, who have poor English speaking skills.  
 
Nazroo et al as discussed in the literature review, found that Afro-Caribbean’s 
had a low percentage of notifying chronic illness (Margaret, 2010:233).  
Pilgrim et al as previously discussed states that Afro-Caribbean’s patients are 
less likely than white and South Asian patients (such as Bangladeshi’s) to 
report medical issues such as diabetes. Afro-Caribbean subjects are also 
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more likely to have a positive outlook on their health and prognosis, 
compared to South Asians such as Bangladeshis: 
 
“When I say I am old or I feel like I am going to die they don’t take me 
seriously. In Bangladesh 54 years old is considered old” (Participant E, 
Female, 54 years old & translated). 
 
For example BME subjects suffering from chronic disease were more likely to 
describe their health in a positive frame using words such as ‘excellent’. This 
is in marked contrast to south Asians, for example participant E, provides a 
clear example of the pessimistic thought process that is common in 
Bangladeshi subjects.  
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Conclusion 
 
In conclusion this study has identified multiple barriers preventing access to 
healthcare and good health outcome in Bangladeshi patients diagnosed with 
type II diabetes or hypertension. Firstly a possible lack of belonging and 
disconnect with British culture resulting in a fear or apprehension of the 
British health services. A second barrier identified was a fatalistic mind-set 
associated with strict practice of the Muslim faith, the fatalistic mind-set acted 
as a barrier to practicing physical activity and initiating dietary changes. A 
third barrier was a lack of understanding of diabetes type II and 
hypertension, expressed as a lack of appreciation of the impact their current 
behaviour could have on future prognosis. A fourth barrier was English 
language difficulties. A fifth barrier was educational attainment (Margaret, 
2010:233). An external barrier was lack of access to interpreters, short GP 
opening hours. 
 
Recommendations to combat the barriers included investment in Bengali 
leaflets, development of Bengali community groups and workshop sessions 
to discuss health, disease progression, learn English and challenge the 
fatalistic mind. Community groups and encouragement of English language 
skills would help to integrate Bangladeshi individuals with the rest of the UK. 
Additional recommendations include access to more female GPs and longer 
GP opening hours.  
 
The conclusions and recommendations of the study are limited by the small 
sample size and the subjective nature of the data collection and analysis. The 
sample size of six was disproportionately female, with only one male 
participant. Therefore any conclusions are limited in their application to the 
Bangladeshi patient population as a whole. However it is also important to 
note that if the sample size had been any larger, than it would not have been 
feasible to conduct such in depth, multi-layered interviews due to time 
constraints. By choosing to conduct only six interviews, enough time 
remained in order to fully explore individual participant perspectives and 
experiences. Three of the participants could not speak English and were 
interviewed in Bengali before being translated into English. The need and 
use of translation is an important factor to consider when trying accessing the 
validity and recommendations from the study.  
 
A future continuation of the study may want to explore barriers to health 
outcome in a larger sample size, where participant selection is based on 
objective random allocation, rather than snowball sampling. Additionally the 
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study could be adapted to include data collection from BME subjects, in 
order to generate primary data for comparison studies. Another possible 
avenue of exploration is to interview doctors and nurses working with large 
Bangladeshi cohorts in order to identify any other structural barriers to good 
health outcomes in Bangladeshi patients. Finally future studies may consider 
evaluating the recommendations made in this study, in order to provide 
supporting or refuting data, to argue its practical application. 
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