
  

Join or start a discussion on social media using 
the hashtag: #UniqueEDIChampion 

• “Is it enough to be a person of good will 
for a more positive culture to flourish?” 

• “If the university has people working 
on Equality, Diversity and Inclusion 
(EDI) can the rest of us dedicate our 
efforts elsewhere?”  

These are some of the questions that have 
been on my mind and may well be on 
yours. Who can blame us for seeking some 
breathing room, when the most 
challenging of years drains us, and 
onslaughts of daily Zoom meetings leave 
little time for other work or family at the 
end of the day.  

I believe we will get through this together. 

Yet, if we are honest, this may also be why 
even just taking part in EDI initiatives, 
including surveys, talks or workshops, can  

 

fall through the cracks and just not make it 
on our growing list of priorities.  

Would you like to join me on a personal 
reflection surrounding these issues? 

-Chris Petkov 

 

 

The feeling that the university EDI teams 
can get it done without me  

After all, what can a white middle-aged 
cisgender male academic like me do to 
advance initiatives about which I know so 
little?  

Yet whoever you might be, like me, you too 
may still be seeing inequality perpetuate in 
striking ways and remain unsure what to 
do about it. Just this week, I was on a grant 
agency panel which turned out to consist of 
around 40 male and 3 female panel 
members, with few people of colour.  



Did I have the courage to raise the question 
of panel balance? Do you think you could 
have if you were on the panel? 

The feeling, that as long as I am a person 
of good will, that should be sufficient to 
bring about change 

It is a good start, but that may not be 
enough. Dr Anjam Khan recently gave a 
presentation to our faculty at Newcastle 
University, which with a single 
presentation slide showed me how even I, 
a person of good will, can have surprising 
unconscious biases that even override my 
prior experience, simply because of what 
we become accustomed to seeing as the 
norm.  

Anjam showed the names of a few 
individuals who worked at various jobs.  

Please, take a moment now to imagine 
what Sam the construction worker and 
Lesley the secretary might look like. 

After asking us to imagine what these 
individuals looked like, Anjam showed a 
picture of Samantha a female construction 
worker and Lesley a male secretary. He 
then asked us if we were surprised by the 
individuals shown in those roles.  

I was, even though I myself worked as a 
secretary prior to becoming a 
neuroscientist. 

Anjam’s demonstration was simple and 
powerful. Our brains often take shortcuts 
in ways we may be unaware of, which is 
why change is so difficult to sustain. This 
means that even in persons of good will, if 
we do not actively work to identify and 
remediate biases, these can and will 
unfortunately silently creep back in. Our 
university EDI teams are wonderful, but 
they cannot do it alone.  

Dr Martin Luther King Jr.—who was 
awarded with an honorary doctorate from 
Newcastle University—after being 
arrested for a protest march in Birmingham 
in 1963 wrote a letter from his jail cell to 
white moderates in which he said: “Shallow 
understanding from people of good will is more 
frustrating than absolute misunderstanding 
from people of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is 
much more bewildering than outright 
rejection.”. 

None of us can be bystanders if change is 
to happen, and, equally importantly, for 
change to sustain.  

 

Should we view EDI initiatives as 
separate from our jobs?  

Not necessarily. We do not need to 
segregate EDI initiatives from our roles, 
whatever those may be. If our job is 
ultimately to help people, patients, staff, 
students, the world, then you might agree 
that EDI is part of the role.  

We all can be EDI champions each and 
every day, as a natural part of what we do. 
All that is needed is for us to change our 
perspective somewhat and to become more 
comfortable asking questions about 
inclusivity and diversity.   

 

However, being willing is only part of the 
solution: We also need the right tools to 
empower us to feel like Unique EDI 
Champions 

To achieve sustainable change will also 
depend on having a better set of tools.  

When we ask questions on fairness, 
inclusion and diversity, we might realize 
we do not have enough information or data 



to know how balanced a grouping might 
be, or what we might expect it to be in 
order for us to do even better.  

Even if we have the data and are pleased 
with the process we have taken, are we 
sharing these transparently with the 
world—so that we can hold ourselves and 
others to a higher standard?  

What tools do we need to empower us to 
feel like EDI champions? 

There are several ongoing projects that the 
university is working on to develop tools 
and to assess their usefulness. These will 
roll out as they become available, and the 
teams working on them will no doubt 
thank you in advance for participating in 
and informing the process.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We hope that you ultimately find the tools 
helpful, put them to good use and make 
them even better. To get updates and join 
or start a discussion on social media use the 
hashtag #UniqueEDIChampion. 

 

The first important step is deciding not to 
be a bystander. We are all needed.  

Welcome Unique EDI Champion! 

 

Chris Petkov, Newcastle University Biosciences 
Institute, EDI Co-Representative for the 
Innovation, Methodology & Application Hub 

Acknowledgements: I am grateful to Anjam Khan 
for inspiring, inviting and helping me to edit this 
article, and thank Farhana Chowdhury (NUBI EDI 
Co-Representative for Innovation, Methodology & 
Application Hub) and Candy Rowe (Newcastle 
University EDI champion), partners on the 
Wellcome Trust funded EDI project, for planting the 
seeds for change 


