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Promoting diversity against the odds 

An In Practice™ Series by Helen Kelly 

Article One 
How One Executive Promotes Diversity within Her Team 

Patiently, persistently, respectfully and on many fronts at once, ITV are quietly 

becoming diverse. Certainly they aim to be an inclusive employer. More than that, 

they aim to see applicants equally, irrespective of race, creed, national origin – or 

who you know.  

For this industry, that‘s a leap - and not because stereotypes reign in the hiring 

arena. Friday a show is commissioned and Monday, production begins. How do 

you staff up? Trawl your production contacts; look at filed CV‘s and ask your team 

if they have any recommendations.  

―We‘re realistic,‖ says Dianne Nelmes, Director of Daytime 

and Lifestyle Programming for the company. ―We‘re white 

and fit. We don‘t mean to be that, but it‘s where we are.  

We hire on the run so we hire who we know. We do 

advertise and interview for key roles but inevitably we are 

looking for experience and recommendations from industry 

professionals. Add to the mix that ours is a tough business to 

get into and that‘s not because of ethnic or other barriers. 

Once you have even a brief shot, you want trained qualified 

people. It‘s such a risk to hire someone you don‘t know."  

 

… not much diversity in the contacts list  

So that‘s the problem: there‘s not much diversity in the contacts list. And that is 

exactly where we‘re working to interrupt the cycle. Once there‘s a diverse talent 

pool out there that‘s active and known, it won‘t be an issue any more.  

The situation is often a matter of expectations and social factors, of which the 

nature of this industry is only one. Fewer minority students experience art, 

performance, or production as young people – either as spectators or participants. 

So aspirations to work in broadcast may not surface or may stall, seeming to be 

hopeless dreams. As a result fewer minority candidates present themselves for 

those majors at secondary school, and those who would like to may never go on to 

university for training and qualifications.  

Still, it is often true that those who do finish broadcast studies at university have a 

diminished chance to interview or audition and Dianne feels the burden.  
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There are dozens of reasons to widen the talent and employee profile: 

reflecting and representing the British public; seeing all the talent that might 

apply lest we miss the very best; being fair; enriching our days with new 

views and perspectives. I could talk about it for hours and often do. We also 

have to make things happen and can‘t single-handedly revolutionise the 

industry or even change our culture overnight. So here‘s what we‘ve done.  

We – my team – meet regularly and part of the meeting is 'Any ideas about 

widening the talent pool to meet this challenge of diversity?' Then we act on 

any idea we can.  

One was 'Keep your eyes and ears open in case you hear about someone 

we wouldn‘t ordinarily meet who‘s actively looking, or who dreams of TV, or 

who has potential for one of the jobs.' We‘ve taken on untrained people of 

diverse backgrounds - some who have and some who haven‘t worked out – 

yet everyone has benefited and gone on to work successfully in the industry 

and elsewhere.  

I wanted to know something about the realities of 

being disabled and so I took the one-year BSL 

Stage 1 Sign Language Course. There were 

fifteen of us hearing students in an environment 

of deaf people, many of whom also had speech 

difficulties. We were not allowed to speak once 

the class started and this time it was me with the 

problem. At first, I simply could not communicate. 

The joy when I was able to introduce myself to a 

deaf person and sign ‗how are you,‘ was simply 

profound. Often during tea breaks other deaf students would tease our group 

of struggling hearing people!  

WE were the disabled, trying to adapt to THEIR world The day of the exam—

by which time more than half the class had given up the course -- was simply 

terrifying. I was handed my examination papers in silence by a deaf person 

and examined by a deaf person—of course!  

I thought I had done pretty well—I had 

understood everything and responded with my 

then well practised basic sign language. I failed; 

the first time in my life I had failed an 

examination. It was a humbling experience which 

taught me more than I could ever learn in a 

diversity seminar. I am re- taking the examination 

next summer.  
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Also it took me to another level of action. I went to an open day where 

industry executives met ethnic minority and disabled people who aspire to 

work in the broadcast media. It was an important day. I met some who I 

thought had potential, and one who clearly had a powerful talent. I kept in 

touch and offered advice, generally supporting the people I thought had a 

real chance of making it into our industry – as there is no point in ever giving 

people false hope.  

I asked Dianne that most difficult of questions – one that so many people ask 

about positive action. Is it fair to give minority people that chance of a lifetime to 

stand in front of broadcast executives when so many majority people would love 

the same chance? 

"We‘re broadcasters,‖ she said. ―If what goes out on screen doesn‘t reflect 

diversity of Britain, it‘s a concern to me. British viewers are my customers. If my 

customers are diverse and the content we‘re putting out doesn‘t reflect that 

diversity, it‘s a concern to me. We don‘t often meet people from diverse 

backgrounds who want to, are qualified to, and are talented enough to work in the 

industry. So we have to reach out.  

 

 ―Of course it‘s difficult. I‘m not going to give a job to 

someone because they‘re not white or are disabled. 

What I can do, and do, is look out and be vigilant. I do all 

I can to meet people who otherwise wouldn‘t get before 

those who contract or hire staff. So we keep trying and I 

remind my colleagues…"  

 

 Be aware.  

 Get some direct experience so you know what it‘s like.  

 Don‘t be afraid to do anything, however small.  

 Do what you can to meet people who are of ethnic background or people 

who are labelled disabled.  

 Include people of ethnic backgrounds and disability when it‘s reasonable 

and feasible.  

 Talk about it with colleagues. Have regular meetings with your team. Keep 

the topic high on the agenda.  

 If there‘s a diversity manager, make time for him or her. 

  

When I get an email from Sally [Sally Milne, Employment and Diversity Manager at 

ITV] I‘m on alert. I read it closely. Sally has made everyone more aware; she‘s 

really made a difference.    
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When, more than 30 years ago, I wrote a newspaper feature about gay men living in 

a heterosexual world, I attracted a storm of criticism, not least from my mother who 

had grown up in Britain when it was a criminal offence to practice gay sex. Today that 

would be unthinkable and the broadcasting industry is, some would say, dominated 

by gay men and women. That did not happen overnight.  

One day we won‘t be promoting diversity because we‘ll be diverse. I can‘t wait.  
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