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;OL�>LSSJVTL� :HUNLY� 0UZ[P[\[L� PZ� H� UVU�WYVMP[� )YP[PZO� NLUVTPJZ� HUK� NLUL[PJZ� YLZLHYJO�
institute, primarily funded by the Wellcome Trust. We are a world leader in genome 
research that delivers insights into human, evolutionary and pathogen biology. We tackle 
some of the most difficult challenges in genomic research. This demands science at scale; 
a visionary and creative approach to research that pushes the boundaries of our 
understanding in ever new and exciting ways.

We are aware that scientists from marginalised 
groups such as LGBT+, Black, Asian, Minority and 
Ethnic and disabled scientists do not achieve 
success at the same rates as the majority groups 
working in science. This is why, In December 2021 
we launched the Sanger Excellence 
Fellowship1, a pioneering initiative to enable Black 
academics to develop their portfolio of research 
experience and thrive in the field of UK genomics 
science. The Fellowship is now in its second 
round of funding. 

According to an external review we commissioned2, which included interviews with both 
successful and unsuccessful candidates, the process was equitable and inclusive and also 
unique: it had a strong sense of caring and support for candidates throughout the process; 
it tested new approaches and used targeted promotion to attract high calibre candidates. 

We recognise that we do not have all the answers and we are on a long journey towards 
Z`Z[LTPJ�JOHUNL��^P[O� SV[Z�TVYL�[V� SLHYU��)\[�^L�HSYLHK`�OH]L�H�^PKL�YHUNL�VM� SLZZVUZ� 
learned, insights and evidence, which we think are valuable for anyone interested in driving 
change and furthering equity, diversity and inclusiveness in the academic and research 
sector. 

Finally, we hope that the principles and ways of working in this learning brief are also 
relevant to any equity, diversity and inclusiveness efforts, namely: building an 
evidence-based and compelling business case for change, ensuring senior leadership 
support, nurturing allies and champions, testing new approaches and remaining flexible 
and focused on learning and improvement.

We are also interested to hear from you and your experiences. Get in touch by emailing us 
at: equality@sanger.ac.uk

1. For more details consult: https://www.sanger.ac.uk/about/equality-in-sci-
ence/sanger-excellence-fellowship/
2. Document available here: https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activi-
ty:7054000634097733632/

https://www.sanger.ac.uk/about/equality-in-science/sanger-excellence-fellowship/
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7054000634097733632/
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Overview 
of the Excellence 
Fellowship 
programme.

The Excellence Post-Doctoral Fellowship is a three-year 
WYVNYHTTL� HPTLK� H[� WLVWSL� MYVT�)SHJR� OLYP[HNL� IHJRNYV\UKZ� ¶�
including those with a mixed heritage background – with an Under-
graduate and PhD (or equivalent) from an institution in the UK, the 
9LW\ISPJ�VM�0YLSHUK��0ZSL�VM�4HU�HUK�[OL�*OHUULS�0ZSHUKZ�

The Fellowship was the first of its kind within the UK and a unique 
positive action initiative within the field of genomics3. It has been 
developed in close collaboration with internal and external experts, 
JLU[LYPUN�SP]LK�L_WLYPLUJL���PUJS\KPUN�ZLUPVY�)SHJR�HJHKLTPJZ�HUK�
)SHJR�SLK� JVTT\UP[`� NYV\WZ�� ^OV� OLSWLK� [V� ZOHWL� [OL� V]LYHSS�
approach.

Figure 1 below provides a visual summary of the process we used 
to promote, select and appoint eligible candidates. 

The next sections describe how we made this happen, what works and thoughts on how we can make improvements on the design 
and implementation of the scheme to make it stronger. We end with recommendations for the wider sector. 

Figure 1: 
Excellence Fellowship 
Process Overview
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3. A new Royal Society Fellowship has just been launched: https://royalsocie-
ty.org/news/2023/09/career-development-fellowship/

https://royalsociety.org/news/2023/09/career-development-fellowship/


What was key for us is senior level buy-in and having visible support and advocacy from 
[OL�[VW��PUJS\KPUN�MYVT�4PRL�:[YH[[VU��-VYTLY�+PYLJ[VY�VM�;OL�:HUNLY�0UZ[P[\[L�HUK�*OPLM�
,_LJ\[P]L� 6MMPJLY� VM� [OL�>LSSJVTL�.LUVTL�*HTW\Z��� :HUNLY»Z� ZLUPVY� )VHYK� HUK� MYVT�
Wellcome, our funder. The next sections detail other efforts we pursued to make this 
initiative happen. 

Preparing 
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Our global reputation for scientific excellence is underpinned by our commitment4 to foster 
an environment and cultivate an inclusive culture where everyone can thrive and diversity 
is celebrated. EDI is a key strategic area with six key priorities:

Our race equity strategy hangs off our wider EDI strategy and has been developed in 
collaboration with our community, based on data, dialogue and research. It is 
\UKLYWPUULK�I`�MV\Y�WPSSHYZ!�SLHKLYZOPW"�WVZP[P]L�HJ[PVU"�JP[PaLUZOPW�HUK�WYVJLZZLZ��;OL�
Excellence Fellowship is embedded into our broader programme of activities to ensure 
a holistic and joined-up approach.

We started our journey with this Fellowship in 2021 and one of the first things we 
needed to do was to build a strong business case to secure leadership and funding 
support for this new and innovative programme. 

We used our recruitment, census and wider academic data – quantitative and qualitative 
insights to outline the issue, being mindful that behind each data point there is an 
individual and we are talking about people's real life experiences. These data show us that 
[OL�U\TILYZ�VM�WLVWSL� MYVT�)SHJR�OLYP[HNL�IHJRNYV\UKZ�HUK� PU�WHY[PJ\SHY��)SHJR�)YP[PZO�
backgrounds, disproportionately drops at each stage of the academic pipeline and this is 
propagated along all stages of the academic process – e.g. from degree awarding gaps at 
the undergraduate level, through to fewer numbers at postgraduate and professoriate 
levels and lower success rates with funding councils and granting agencies. Moreover, 
there is a lack of diversity amongst senior leaders and an under-representation of people 
MYVT�)SHJR��(ZPHU��HUK�4PUVYP[`�,[OUPJ�IHJRNYV\UKZ��WYVNYLZZPUN�^P[OPU�[OL�ZLJ[VY5. 

Evidence also suggests that unconscious biases and dominant Eurocentric curricula can 
negatively impact aspects of degree attainment, which disproportionately disadvantages 
)SHJR��(ZPHU��4PUVYP[`�HUK�,[OUPJ�Z[\KLU[Z�HUK�[OLPY�HWWSPJH[PVU�Z\JJLZZ�YH[LZ6. 

This is very topical and as a sector we all recognise that change is needed. The Nature 
article referenced above tells the story in terms of data; other influential institutions, such 
as The Wellcome Trust7, the LSHTM8 and Liverpool School9 have also recently had 
independent reviews to examine their race equality work and these reviews have found that 
much more targeted work is required to catalyse meaningful change.Maintaining a diverse, representative workforce at all levels

Managers at all levels taking ownership of EDI 
and demonstrating effective leadership and due regard to EDI

Sustaining an inclusive work environment where staff 
HUK�Z[\KLU[Z�YLZWLJ[�HUK�]HS\L�VUL�HUV[OLY»Z�KP]LYZP[`

Nurturing a diverse talent pipeline.

Delivering facilities and services in a way that promotes equality 
and respects diversity and inclusion.

Ensuring Inclusive research approaches.

࠮

࠮

࠮

࠮

࠮

࠮
4. Find out more here: https://www.sanger.ac.uk/about/equality-in-science/
5. Gibney, E (2022) How UK science is failing Black researchers – in nine 
stark charts. Nature. Available online: https://www.nature.com/immer-
sive/d41586-022-04386-w/index.html
6. “The Broken Pipeline – Barriers to Black Phd students accessing research 
council founding”. Leading Routes, 2019. Available online: https://leadin-
groutes.org/the-broken-pipeline
7. https://wellcome.org/news/update-wellcomes-anti-racism-programme
8. https://www.lshtm.ac.uk/aboutus/organisation/governance/equi-
ty-diversity-and-inclusion/racial-equality/independent-review
9. https://www.lstmed.ac.uk/about/equity-inclusion-at-lst-
m/race-equity-at-lstm

https://www.sanger.ac.uk/about/equality-in-science/
https://www.nature.com/immersive/d41586-022-04386-w/index.html
https://leadingroutes.org/the-broken-pipeline
https://wellcome.org/news/update-wellcomes-anti-racism-programme
https://www.lshtm.ac.uk/aboutus/organisation/governance/equity-diversity-and-inclusion/racial-equality/independent-review
https://www.lstmed.ac.uk/about/equity-inclusion-at-lstm/race-equity-at-lstm
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Under the pillar of positive action within our Race Equity strategy, we launched our 
Sanger Excellence Fellowship in December 202110�� )LSV^� HYL� X\V[LZ� MVYT� 4PRL�
Stratton and Saher Ahmed, Head of EDI at the Sanger Institute, when we launched the 
scheme.

Michael Stratton
Director Wllcome Sanger Institute

Saher Ahmed
Head of Equality, Diversity and Inclusion
Wellcome Sanger Institute

“
”
Diversity is essential to scientific progress. When 
we have a group composed of individuals with 
diverse perspectives and approaches, innovation 
is more likely to flourish leading to new insights 
and better science.

10. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-cambridgeshire-59563717
11. Members of the advisory group can be found here: https://ww-
w.sanger.ac.uk/about/equality-in-science/sanger-excellence-fellowship/

“
”
There are barriers that we must remove if we are 
to better represent society in science and ensure 
that excellence can thrive.

Identifying and engaging 
allies and champions

A wide range of internal and external stakeholders11 were invited to form part of an advisory group. They 
PUJS\KLK�ZLUPVY�)SHJR�HJHKLTPJZ�HUK�)SHJR�SLK�JVTT\UP[`�NYV\WZ"�M\UKLYZ��WVSPJ`�THRLYZ"�ZLUPVY�:HUNLY�
-HJ\S[`� HUK� PUMS\LU[PHS� HNLU[Z� VM� JOHUNL� �� V\Y� RL`� WYLTPZL� ^HZ� [V� JLU[YL� WLVWSL»Z� SP]LK� L_WLYPLUJL� [V�
co-create and co-design the overall approach. An internal steering group was convened to help make the 
scheme come to life.

We would like to acknowledge the huge support that our advisory and steering groups provided and their 
enthusiastic and keen participation.  The members of our groups act as allies, champions, provide technical 
and expert advice and are used as a sounding board to test out ideas and they really helped us to push and 
challenge our own thinking. Members of the groups also provide mentorship and support to the candidates 
along the process. 

A range of activities were also implemented internally at Sanger to raise awareness, socialise the 
programme and to work with Faculty members to understand and reflect on what it means to lead diverse 
research teams. The work with Faculty included co-designing practical solutions and procedures to 
support them to create and nurture a thriving and inclusive environment. This included talks and targeted 
workshops and facilitated discussions with our research leaders.   

Staff at the Sanger Institute

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-cambridgeshire-59563717
https://www.sanger.ac.uk/about/equality-in-science/sanger-excellence-fellowship/
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What is really exciting is that we are using the Fellowship as an opportunity to pull apart 
our processes and to do new things in the way that we outreach, engage and work with 
candidates - completely deconstructing the existing journey. This is a very purposeful 
and intentional approach, utilising interventions that are proven to work, which are 
\UKLYWPUULK�I`�KH[H��L]PKLUJL�HUK�YLZLHYJO�°([�[OL�OLHY[�PZ�TLU[VYZOPW�HUK�Z\WWVY[�¶�
recognising that academia is not a “meritocracy” and the current landscape rewards 
and recognises a very one-dimensional view of what contributes to “research 
excellence” and the lack of diversity in science will limit innovation12.

We partnered with Leading Routes to organise an internal workshop for potential 
supervisors and panel members. This was followed by peer-to-peer support and 
discussions to co-create processes used in the scheme.

The goal was to refocus attention to “potential for excellence”, since we know that 
)SHJR�Z[\KLU[Z�KV�UV[�HS^H`Z�NL[� [OL�ZHTL�TLU[VYZOPW��ZWVUZVYZOPW�HUK�HJJLZZ�[V�
opportunities as their White counterparts.

We wanted to make sure we were valuing all types of research outputs, not just the 
more “traditional” markers of what denotes “research excellence”, such as research 
publications, where it has been shown that discrimination against members of 
minoritised groups leads to racial inequalities along the publishing processes13. 

>L� \[PSPZLK� ¸UHYYH[P]L� *=Z¹� [V� Z\WWVY[� [OL� HWWSPJH[PVU� WYVJLZZ�� ;OPZ� PZ� H� MYHTL^VYR� [OH[� ^HZ� KL]LSVWLK�
by The Royal Society and aims to specifically recognise broader and varied contributions to the research 
environment14.

>L�^LYL�HSZV�H^HYL�[OH[�H�SV[�VM�)SHJR�Z[\KLU[Z�HUK�YLZLHYJOLYZ�TPNO[�LUK�\W�PU�MSL_PISL�^VYRPUN�HYYHUNLTLU[Z��
pursuing alternative career routes and breaks from academic research, which negatively impacts productivity, 
track records, career development and progression in academia We wanted to make sure that this is understood 
and taken into account when assessing potential for excellence.

During the workshop, we challenged ourselves to co-design a process that reflects these aspects, with a focus 
on potential versus access to opportunity. 

�����/VMZ[YH�L[�HS���������;OL�+P]LYZP[`�0UUV]H[PVU�7HYHKV_�PU�:JPLUJL��75(:�����°����° ���� � ���(]HPSHISL�VUSPUL!�O[[WZ!��^^ �̂WUHZ�VYN�-
doi/10.1073/pnas.1915378117
13. Heidt, A (2023), Racial inequalities in journals highlighted in giant study. Nature. Available online: https://www.nature.com/arti-
cles/d41586-023-01457-4
14.  More information is available online: https://royalsociety.org/topics-policy/projects/research-culture/tools-for-support/resume-for-researchers/

Staff at the Sanger Institute

https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.1915378117
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-023-01457-4
https://royalsociety.org/topics-policy/projects/research-culture/tools-for-support/resume-for-researchers/
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We opened the call for the Fellowship in 2022 with a comprehensive promotion 
Z[YH[LN �̀� 2L`� ^HZ� [OH[� ^L� I\PS[� H\[OLU[PJ� HUK� NLU\PUL� WHY[ULYZOPWZ� ^P[O� )SHJR�SLK�
community groups and networks. The Excellence Fellowship was promoted via our 
website, social media and across a wide range of outlets, including news and media 
VYNHUPZH[PVUZ��>L�HSZV�YHU�^LIPUHYZ�HUK�8
(�ZLZZPVUZ�MVY�PU[LYLZ[LK�HWWSPJHU[Z��)\[�
what was particularly effective in reaching out and attracting high-calibre candidates 
was to work closely with Diverse (a recruitment agency involved in the process) and our 
EDI networks - many applicants were directly contacted and encouraged to apply 
(source: external review).

The remaining challenge
How can we expand the reach of our promotional and 
YLJY\P[TLU[�LMMVY[Z�[V�LUZ\YL�[OH[�HSS�)SHJR�HJHKLTPJZ�[OH[�
might be eligible to apply for this Fellowship are reached, 
particularly those most disenfranchised or marginalised 
^P[OPU�[OL�)SHJR�JVTT\UP[`&

Promoting this opportunity through the more usual routes could also help to expand 
reach. This might include posters and mailing list notices at universities, and hosting 
Z\TTLY�]PZP[Z�HUK�JHYLLYZ� [HSRZ� MVY�7O+�Z[\KLU[Z�WV[LU[PHS�HWWSPJHU[Z��;OLYL� PZ�HSZV�
more work we would like to do to better understand how socioeconomic dimensions 
play a role and what support different individuals might need throughout the process.
 
;OYV\NO� V\Y� L_[LYUHS� YL]PL �̂� ^L� HSZV� ILJHTL� H^HYL� [OH[� :HUNLY»Z� YLW\[H[PVU� HUK�
profile can make it “daunting” to potential applicants, giving the impression that “you 
might need to be from a certain bread to land this Fellowship”.  

There is also more work we would like to do on examining how we communicate, with 
the aim of demystifying Sanger and what it means to work in a high-performing 
research setting. This might be through case studies from current Fellows and staff 
from different backgrounds and varied academic journeys. 

The remaining challenge
There is a high likelihood that the programme attracted 
)SHJR� JHUKPKH[LZ� ^P[O� OPNO� SL]LSZ� VM� JVUMPKLUJL�� HSYLHK`�
in academia, that could see themselves working at a place 
like Sanger.



Table 1: Criteria used to make the “matches”

Table 2: Application - scoring criteria & rubrics

Application stage
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Interested candidates were asked to submit an expression of interest, which was used to assess their 
eligibility. At this stage, they were also offered the opportunity to have an informal discussion with the Head of 
Equality, Diversity and Inclusion at Sanger. The latter was particularly useful to clarify the process, encourage 
applications and get support early on (source: external review).

It was made clear that any further requests for informal discussions, and questions, would not negatively 
affect or influence any subsequent decision-making processes, so that candidates felt comfortable to seek 
the support they needed and provide a bespoke package of support.

(SS�LSPNPISL�JHUKPKH[LZ�^LYL�ZLU[�HU�HWWSPJH[PVU�MVYT�[V�JVTWSL[L��JVTWYPZPUN�VM�H�UHYYH[P]L�*=��ZLL�HIV]L���
The applications were assessed by the Sanger Faculty Lead and “matches” were made between the potential 
candidates and Faculty. 

Anonymised applications were sent to principal investigators (PIs) at Sanger, which would act as supervisors. 
Names, university names, degree classifications and other identifying information was removed to minimise 
bias. The Faculty were encouraged to utilise the six criteria co-developed in the Leading Routes Workshop to 
assess the applications (see Tables 1 and 2).

Detailed rubrics were developed to help score each application, here is an example:

1. Education, training and research experience

Evidence to look for

Quality Indicators

Criterion: Career trajectory

���*HYLLY�[YHQLJ[VY`

���4V[P]H[PVU��PU[LYLZ[��¸WHZZPVU¹�

���0UZ[P[\[L�ZJPLUJL�MP[

���(SPNUTLU[�^P[O�[OL�L[OVZ�VM�[OL�PUZ[P[\[L��)*-��*VSSHIVYH[PVU"�*VTT\UPJH[PVU"�
Innovation; Integrity; Leadership; Results-driven

Potential for further growth is a cross-cutting theme. 
Assessing potential could include exploring:

Track record of continuous learning
Track record of continuous accomplishments (based on opportunity)
*VU[PU\HSS`�ZLLRPUN�TVYL�YLZWVUZPIPSP[PLZ
How their leadership has produced results
Evidence that they are self-motivated with drive
Track record of adopting technology
Track record of adaptability
Track record of successfully implementing innovation

࠮
࠮
࠮
࠮
࠮
࠮
࠮
࠮

Score : 3 – Outstanding

Exceptional set of evidence of being an active researcher.
>VYRLK�^P[OPU�[OL�MPLSK�VM�NLUL[PJZ�NLUVTPJZ�VY�YLSH[LK�HYLHZ
+PZWSH`Z�\UKLYZ[HUKPUN�VM�[OL�^OVSL�WYVQLJ[�SPML�J`JSL��MYVT�JVUJLP]PUN�[OL�PKLH�[V�W\ISPJH[PVU�YLWVY[Z
Has built their network of collaborators
/HZ�[OLPY�YVSL�HZ�L�N��ZLUPVY�7VZ[�KVJ�ZOHWLK�[OL�[LHT»Z�KPYLJ[PVU��VYNHUPZH[PVU�HUK�Z[YH[LN`
Potential to fulfil a more rounded function which might include: teaching, project supervision, 
raising of research funds.
Desire to engage with stakeholders, whether they be potential collaborators or end-users both within 
and outside of the Institute - ensuring the maximum societal impact of their research.

࠮
࠮
࠮
࠮
࠮
࠮

࠮

The applicant has made outstanding contributions to the research field, generation of knowledge, 
ideas and tools in the field. 
The applicant has articulated in great depth the impact of their contributions. They possess all of the 
YLSL]HU[�ULJLZZHY`�WYHJ[PJHS�ZRPSSZ�YLZLHYJO�HUK�VY�THUHNLTLU[�SLHKLYZOPW�ZRPSSZ�[V�\UKLY[HRL�H�
post-doctoral research project.
;OL�HJOPL]LTLU[Z�SPZ[LK�WYV]PKL�V\[Z[HUKPUN�JVU[L_[�YLNHYKPUN�[OLPY�PTWVY[HUJL�[V�[OL�HWWSPJHU[»Z�
JHYLLY�YLZLHYJO�L_WLYPLUJL�WV[LU[PHS�MVY�M\Y[OLY�NYV^[O
;OL�TV[P]H[PVU�MVY�[OL�YLZLHYJO�HJ[P]P[PLZ�YLZLHYJO�JHYLLY�PU�^OPJO�[OL�JHUKPKH[L�OHZ�ILLU�PU]VS]LK�
is outstanding. 
Meets all expectations at a high level and is an outstanding candidate.
Suitable for advancement based on accomplishments, potential, and career goals.

࠮

࠮

࠮

࠮

࠮
࠮
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The remaining challenge
;OL�\ZL�VM�UHYYH[P]L�*=Z��^OPSL�^LSJVTLK�HZ�H�^H`�[V�YLK\JL�
bias, was questioned for its effectiveness. Most candidates 
YLWVY[LK� P[� ILPUN� [OLPY� MPYZ[� [PTL� ^YP[PUN� H� UHYYH[P]L� *=� HUK�
needing more guidance and support around it. Some were 
unclear about what was being assessed as part of this effort 
or what was important for Sanger (source: external review).

Anonymised and the redacted applications were useful up to the shortlisting stage, 
after that it was useful to share all information with the principal investigators as 
background and to build an open and nurturing relationship for the rest of the process.

*HUKPKH[LZ�^LYL� LUJV\YHNLK� [V� PUKPJH[L� [OLPY� WYLMLYYLK� YLZLHYJO� WYVNYHTTL� HYLHZ�
HUK�VY�WYPUJPWHS�PU]LZ[PNH[VYZ»�YLZLHYJO�PU[LYLZ[Z�^P[OPU�[OLPY�HWWSPJH[PVUZ�[V�LUZ\YL�[OH[�
we built in these insights from the outset. This was followed by calls with the 
JHUKPKH[LZ��/LHK�VM�,+0�HUK�-HJ\S[`�3LHK�[V�M\Y[OLY�L_WSVYL�[OL�JHUKPKH[LZ»�PU[LYLZ[Z��
motivation and scientific synergies. This information supported the “matching 
process”. Once the potential matches were made, candidates were invited to a 30min 
call with the PIs and the Head of EDI. Together, they explored research interests and 
synergies further to ensure alignment. 

If there was a match, then the candidates worked with the principal investigators to 
JV�JYLH[L� H� WYVQLJ[� I\PSKPUN� VU� [OL� JHUKPKH[LZ»� ZRPSSZ�� L_WLYPLUJL� HUK� PU[LYLZ[Z� HUK�
LUZ\YPUN�MP[�^P[O�:HUNLY»Z�ZJPLU[PMPJ�Z[YH[LN �̀��

The remaining challenge
It was unclear whether this approach effectively allowed 
reviewers to assess performance based on opportunity and 
potential for excellence (source: external review).



Selection Process

Learning brief

.12

The majority of candidates felt that the opportunity to co-create a project worked well, 
enforcing the care and support model that makes this Fellowship unique 
(source: external review)

*V�JYLH[LK� WYVQLJ[Z� ^LYL� [OLU� YL]PL^LK� I`� HU� PU[LYUHS� ZJPLU[PMPJ� YL]PL^� WHULS�� ;OPZ�
JVTWYPZLK�:HUNLY»Z�:JPLU[PMPJ�7YVNYHTTL�/LHKZ�HUK�0UZ[P[\[L�+PYLJ[VY��;V�LUZ\YL�[OH[�^L�
were continuing to mitigate against any bias, the panel received the co-developed projects 
and no additional information about the candidates. The purpose of this process was to 
assess and re-confirm scientific excellence and although this was welcomed, it also 
reflects the level of scrutiny that these kinds of efforts face. 

The assessment criteria and scoring included: quality of science, clarity of project, 
innovation and strategic fit. Detailed rubrics were developed by the Head of EDI and
 Faculty Lead to help score each application, here is an example:

Some PIs were keen for candidates to demonstrate leadership behaviours, even though 
this was not made clear to candidates nor acknowledged as assessment criteria. 
Therefore, we needed to improve support and clarify the co-creation process, with a focus 
on increasing transparency and fairness by:

As part of the co-creation process, candidates were invited to visit the Sanger 
0UZ[P[\[L�PU�*HTIYPKNL��^OPJO�^HZ�H�OPNOSPNO[�MVY�TVZ[�VM�[OLT��SLHKPUN�[V�PUJYLHZLK�
motivation and a desire for the Fellowship. It also allowed candidates to see a more 
diverse set of stakeholders otherwise not encountered before that point. Suitable 
alternatives might need to be offered to cater for those that are not able to do this trip 
(source: external review). 

Providing further guidance around the co-development 
VM�[OL�WYVQLJ[�WYVWVZHSZ��L�N��YVSLZ�YLZWVUZPIPSP[PLZ�L_WLJ[H[PVUZ�
for PIs and candidates)

*SHYPM`PUN�^OH[�SL]LS�VM�SLHKLYZOPW�HUK�V[OLY�ILOH]PV\YZ�
are being assessed or expected.

Providing guidance on how to write proposals for Sanger 
(e.g. scale, values & strategic areas of interest).

࠮

࠮

࠮

Meets all expectations at a high level; 
advancement

The remaining challenge
The process is time-consuming and might not be scalable. 
PIs with two candidates or more might struggle with the 
workload and there are no rewards or incentives for them 
(source: external review).

The remaining challenge
There were concerns around unconscious biases 
based on the area of interest since some Heads of 
Programmes at Sanger were scoring proposals that 
were part of their programme (source: external 
review). 

Table 2: Application - scoring criteria & rubrics

Evidence to look for

Score: 3 – Outstanding 

The proposal develops and test new concepts, methods or technologies. 
The proposal combines existing ideas and approaches in a novel way. 
The research is highly likely to deliver a significant shift in understanding in the relevant field 
and beyond, and will stimulate further innovative research. 
Where the goal of the research proposal is to develop new methods, tools or technologies, 
it is highly likely that they will provide a clear and significant advance over existing methods. 

࠮
࠮
࠮

࠮

Table 3: Scientific review - scoring rubrics
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The top-scoring candidates were progressed through to the interview stage. Applicants were asked to 
prepare a 15 min presentation with slides on their previous experience and an outline of the research 
WYVWVZHS��;OPZ�̂ HZ�MVSSV^LK�I`�H�8
(�ZLZZPVU�HYV\UK�[OL�WYVWVZHS��[OL�JHUKPKH[L»Z�IYVHKLY�ZRPSSZ��L_WLYPLUJL�
and career development ambitions. 

Pre-interview The Head of EDI ran workshops for the interview panel and the PIs to ensure that as much 
information as possible was shared ahead of the interviews, this included sending the candidates the 
prepared Q&A questions (which had been co-developed at the workshop with Leading Routes). These 
worked well - they gave candidates a sense of what to expect and how to prepare.

Then interview panel comprised a cross-section of people across the advisory group; steering group and 
)SHJR�HJHKLTPJZ¶�WLVWSL�^OV�OHK�HSYLHK`�PU]LZ[LK�[PTL��LULYN`�HUK�LMMVY[�PU�THRPUN�[OL�WYVJLZZ�JVTL�[V�
life and were personally committed to the scheme and making sure that it was a fair and equitable process.

Most of the candidates that reached the interview stage, identified as already being in academia, 
and reported feeling that the panel was constructive, fair and supportive. This is in contrast to how other 
processes feel (source: external review).

There were concerns around unconscious biases 
based on the area of interest since some Heads of 
Programmes at Sanger were scoring proposals that 
were part of their programme (source: external 
review). 

Appointment & Closure
Mentorship, training and sponsorship are built into the heart of the programme and all 
candidates, including those who are unsuccessful, receive feedback, and career 
development support and have the opportunity to be mentored by members of the 
Advisory or Steering group.

Most candidates reported that communication was mainly around decisions made and 
suggested that the feedback could be improved to include further mentorship and 
training plans, particularly if given in writing. (source: external review). 

*HUKPKH[LZ� MLS[� WVZP[P]L� HIV\[� [OL� MVSSV^�\W� YLJLP]LK� HM[LY� [OL� WYVJLZZ� JVUJS\KLK��
however, most reported not having talked to their PIs since the process ended. And some 
PIs were unclear about the next steps and whether they could hire unsuccessful 
candidates for something else. Further clarification on this in future rounds was needed 
(source: external review).

Staff at the Sanger Institute
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Innovative programmes need evidence-based learning and improvement. 
This is why we commissioned an external review in 2021, after our first 
funding call. We wanted to understand what worked well or needed to 
improve before launching the second funding call. 

Nexus Evaluation LTD conducted the review, they talked to both successful 
and unsuccessful candidates, to faculty and leadership stakeholders at 
Sanger as well as external stakeholders involved in the process as 
TLTILYZ� VM� [OL� Z[LLYPUN� HUK�VY� HK]PZVY`� NYV\W�� ZJPLU[PMPJ� YL]PL^�HUK�VY�
interview panel. 

We recommend that reviews and evaluations of this kind of programme 
consider the below lines of inquiry, as our external review 
did: 

We shared findings broadly, with our advisory and steering groups, with 
:HUNLY»Z�,+0�-VY\T�HUK�]PH� [OPZ�KVJ\TLU[��)\[�LUZ\YPUN� [OH[� MPUKPUNZ�
can be used for strategic and corporate-level discussion is key for 
systemic change. Nexus Evaluation enabled this by developing a table 
that maps what the journey towards systemic change looks like, using 
key factors of success emerging from primary and secondary data 
collection.

Uniqueness & potential impact of Fellowship. 
,X\P[HISL�HJJLZZ�I`�HSS�)SHJR�HJHKLTPJZ�PU�[OL�
field of genomics. 
Relevance and impact of support provided 
during the process. 
Equity, diversity and inclusiveness of the overall 
process, with a focus on transparency, panel 
interview dynamics & decision-making criteria. 
What worked well and what could be improved, 
and why. 

࠮
࠮

࠮

࠮

࠮

Table 4: Journey towards systemic change

Success factors 1. Project focus 2. Expansion focus 3. Systemic change Focus

Leadership

Sceptic leadership:

Project does not originate or is led 
by senior leaders. 
They need extra data, insights and 
influence to understand the issue & 
agree to pilot a solution. 
They are not involved in making the 
effort successful or are consistent 
in their commitment. 

࠮

࠮

࠮

Converted leadership:

They are convinced that the effort 
has value to them and the organisa-
tion. 
They are committed to playing 
a role & contributing to the success 
of the effort.
They support the expansion 
of efforts 

࠮

࠮

࠮

Champions:

They show emotional 
investment and empathy for those 
at a disadvantage and implications 
around potential vs access to 
opportunity.
They have a significant role in the 
effort and its success.
They advocate for systemic change 
within the organisation and across 
the sector.
They create incentives and rewards 
for those innovating and 
implementing solutions.

࠮

࠮

࠮

࠮

Reach

Works within the existing pool 
of candidates.
Focus on finding the best within 
the pool.

࠮

࠮

Seeks to expand the reach.
Focus on engaging those most 
disenfranchised or marginalised 
within the target group

࠮
࠮

Seeks to expand the pool 
of candidates .
Takes a pipeline approach.

࠮

࠮

Scale

*VUJLP]LK�HZ�H�WPSV[�VY�L_WLYPTLU[�
Limited funding in terms of 
envelope or period (1-3. Years)
Small scale: mainly implemented 
within one organisation. 

࠮
࠮

࠮

9LWSPJH[PVU�HUK�VY�ZJHSL�\W�HJYVZZ�
more than one organisation.
Increased funding for a larger 
number of beneficiaries. 
Medium-term investment (5 years+)

࠮

࠮

࠮

Systems change
Long-term commitment (10 years +)
Focus on convening a wide range 
of organisations playing 
complementary roles.

࠮
࠮
࠮

Process

Time-intensive, a lot of time and 
effort goes towards developing and 
trying new approaches. 
Group involved is not diverse nor 
representative of the target group.

࠮

࠮

Focuses on balancing time and 
effort investment to produce more 
results. 
Group involved is diverse and more 
representative of the target group.

࠮

࠮

Is nimble & scalable, focusing on 
reducing barriers to success based 
on evidence on what works, for 
whom, and when. 
Governance models and org culture 
is diverse and representative of the 
population at large.

࠮

࠮

*VTT\UPJH[PVU
styles

Do not challenge preference for 
particular styles, incl. extrovert 
communication styles &
that come across as having high 
levels of confidence.

Starts experimenting with how to 
engage with non-preferential 
communication styles and to 
understand what support they 
might need to perform adequately.  

Is inclusive and suited to different 
communication styles, has 
adequate support and rewards that 
help them thrive.

Staff at the Sanger Institute

https://nexusevaluation.co.uk/
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We are proud to say that we have moved to the expansion phase of our journey.  We 
HYL�KLSPNO[LK�[OH[�;OL�4LKPJHS�9LZLHYJO�*V\UJPS��49*��PZ�WHY[ULYPUN�^P[O�\Z�[V�WYV]PKL�
opportunities for six more fellows over three years and in 2023, we appointed four 
-LSSV^Z��[^V�M\UKLK�I`�:HUNLY�HUK�[^V�M\UKLK�I`�[OL�49*���>L�HYL�HSZV�L_WSVYPUN�
further additional strategic links and the Head of EDI has been sharing insights with 
other organisations that are interested in setting up similar initiatives. 

In June 2023 we ran a workshop for Faculty and funders on “Leading Diverse Research 
Teams”. During the workshop participants discussed what equality, equity and justice 
PU�YLZLHYJO�TLHUZ�[V�[OLT�HUK�[OL�THPU�IHYYPLYZ�MVY�)HJR�OLYP[HNL�YLZLHYJOLYZ��;OL`�
were also encouraged to think what they could continue, start or stop doing to 
WVZP[P]LS`� PTWHJ[� [OL� YLJY\P[TLU[�� L_WLYPLUJL� HUK� YL[LU[PVU�VM�TPUVYP[PaLK�NYV\WZ� PU�
their labs and across the Sanger Institute. Key recommendations from the workshop 
include:

Establishing the “Diverse Research Teams Workshop Series”, 
giving the Sanger community (and beyond) a forum to 
exchange ideas, disseminate best practice and promote 
accountability. 

*V�JYLH[PUN�^P[O�[OL�^PKLY�JVTT\UP[ �̀�WHY[PJ\SHYS`�UVU�9\ZZLSS�
Group Universities, Sanger Excellence “offspring programmes” 
(undergraduate internships, MPhil, PhD Programmes). 

*V�JYLH[PUN�^P[O�M\UKLYZ��WHY[PJ\SHYS`�;OL�>LSSJVTL�;Y\Z[��
*HUJLY�9LZLHYJO�<2�HUK�4LKPJHS�9LZLHYJO�*V\UJPS���<290��
instruments to guarantee the sustainability of current and future 
initiatives and how to support the roll out of these programmes 
across the UK Research Ecosystem 

࠮

࠮

࠮

Other areas of inquiry that will be useful to pursue are:

We will be continually reviewing, evaluating and making adjustments to strengthen the scheme and its 
\UKLYS`PUN�WYVJLZZLZ��°

Assessing whether the Excellence Fellows are able to flourish at Sanger as any other 
post-doctoral Fellow.

How relevant and effective the mentoring, training and sponsorship provided to both 
successful and unsuccessful candidates is.

Tracking the career development and journeys of the Fellows, to better understand 
the long-term impact of the Fellowship.  

࠮

࠮

࠮

Staff at the Sanger Institute
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;OLYL�PZ�H�IPN�YPZR�[OH[�WLVWSL�TPZ\UKLYZ[HUK�YLJY\P[PUN�M\UKPUN�)SHJR�JHUKPKH[LZ�HZ�
the solution to a problem that is systemic and long-term. Too much responsibility is 
often placed on the few successful candidates to represent their entire group in 
exceptional ways. 

Work needs to continue within organisations to transform governance, working 
practices and culture to adequately support more diverse, equitable and inclusive 
environments. Leadership is key to advancing EDI over time and making it a genuine 
organisational commitment. 

EDI is highly relational, the way we talk, behave and relate to those we aim to support 
is as important as the funding we provide. The challenge is how to scale up the level 
of care and support provided in this programme if, over time, awards increase 
significantly.

)\[�^L�HSZV�ULLK�[V�JVTL�[VNL[OLY�HZ�H�JVTT\UP[`�[V!

Finally, perseverance is key- meaningful and sustainable change takes time and a lot 
of effort. 

)\PSK�WHY[ULYZOPWZ�[OH[�HKKYLZZ�JOHSSLUNLZ�[OYV\NOV\[�[OL�HJHKLTPJ�
and research pipeline.

Jointly reflect on challenges, lessons learned and emerging evidence to inform 
Z[YH[LNPJ�HUK�VWLYH[PVUHS�WYHJ[PJL��)\[�HSZV��[V�JLSLIYH[L�Z\JJLZZ�

Advocate for systemic change and elevate the voices of marginalised 
and discriminated individuals, groups and communities.

Support each other as a community, leading systemic change can take a personal 
toll on people, nurturing relationships and safe spaces are key to success

࠮

࠮

࠮

࠮
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Dr Saher Ahmed
Head of Equality, Diversity and Inclusion 

at Wellcome Sanger Institute)

Dr David Adams
Senior Group Leader at Wellcome Sanger Institute

Dr Maria Augusta Arruda
+PYLJ[VY�VM�[OL�)YHaPSPHU�)PVZJPLUJLZ�5H[PVUHS�3HIVYH[VY`�

H[�[OL�5H[PVUHS�*LU[YL�MVY�9LZLHYJO�PU�,ULYN`�HUK�4H[LYPHSZ�
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