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What is race and racism?  

Race can mean a person’s colour, nationality, ethnicity or 
citizenship. It’s a protected characteristic in law under the Equality 
Act 20101 in England, Scotland and Wales, and the Race 
Relations Order 19972 in Northern Ireland. 

This means it’s illegal to discriminate against someone, or treat 
them differently, because of their race. 

It’s important to remember that someone’s ethnicity or national 
origin may not be the same as their current nationality. For 
example, someone may have Indian national origins and be living 
in Britain with a British passport. 
 
Race also includes different ethnic and racial groups. This means a group of people who all 
share the same protected characteristic of ethnicity or race. General examples of racial groups 
include White British, Black British, British Asians, British Sikhs, British Jews, Romany Gypsies 
and Irish Travellers.3 
 
Racial discrimination or racism is when someone is treated differently because of their race, 
ethnicity, nationality or colour. Any type of racism or racial discrimination is abusive and 
distressing for children and young people who experience or witness it. 

If someone commits a crime against you because of your race it is considered a hate crime 
and is against the law. Instances of bullying that are racially motivated but not a crime are 
considered racist incidents. 

Types of racism and racial discrimination 

Racism, racial discrimination and racial bullying can take many forms and children and young 
people may experience more than one type of racism. 

For example, a young person experiencing racial bullying in school could also be sent abusive 
comments online, and face racial discrimination at their workplace. 

Racism can also happen alongside other forms of discrimination or abuse. 
 
Racism or racial discrimination can include: 

Discrimination 

This involves treating a child or young person worse than someone else in a similar situation 
because of their race. 
  
It can also include policies in a school, workplace or similar organisation that disadvantage 
people from a particular racial group. 
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Harassment 

This involves making a child, young person, or adult feel humiliated, offended or degraded. 
Harassment can be through spoken or written words, offensive emails, comments online or 
on social media, jokes, physical or facial expressions. 
  
Victimisation 
This is when a person is treated badly because they have made a complaint of race related 
discrimination under the Equality Act 2010. 
  
It can also happen when someone is supporting a person who’s complained about racism or 
racial discrimination. 
  
Overt racism 
 
This involves making openly racist remarks to a child, young person or adult. It can include 
racist comments, such as being called racist names or being sent insulting messages or 
threats. It can also include physical violence or assault, or damaging personal belongings. 
  
Covert racism 
 
Covert racism involves making comments that devalue or put someone down because of their 
race. 
  
These comments or ‘microagressions’ reflect racial prejudice and can make young people feel 
like they’re less important because of their race or that they don’t fit in. 
  
Examples include things like saying ‘I don’t see colour’, which may come from a well-
intentioned place but it doesn't recognise the diversity which actually does exist. 
  
If you claim to not see colour it can mean you're not acknowledging a young person's identity 
and lived experience. 
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How racism affects children 

Racism and racial abuse or bullying can be really distressing for 
children and young people. When a child is bullied or treated 
differently because of their race, it can lead to feelings of 
isolation, depression, anger or even shame about their race or 
how they look. 
 
In 2020/21, Childline delivered 285 counselling sessions where 
racist bullying, racism or being bullied for spiritual, cultural or 
religious reasons were mentioned. In the same year, there were 
36 contacts to the NSPCC helpline from adults with concerns 
about these issues. 

Racism or racial bullying can be overt or openly hostile, such as 
being called racist names or being sent threats. 

Or it can be covert or harder to recognise, involving subtle comments that put a child or young 
person down and devalue their experience or identity. 

Both types of racism are equally distressing for children and young people and can have a 
significant impact on their mental health. 

Covert racism can affect young people’s self-esteem and support the idea that’s it’s okay to 
challenge a person’s experience. 

This type of racism is subtle and can make it seem like it’s okay to dismiss racial prejudice or 
discrimination with comments like, ’it’s in your head’, or telling someone they’re ‘playing the 
race card’. 

These comments can be very subtle but they are no less abusive, painful and humiliating for 
children and young people. 

How to talk to children about racism 

Children and young people will have seen images and stories 
in the news around Black Lives Matter. 

They may also have heard or taken part in recent 
conversations around racism since the murder of George Floyd 
and many others in the US. 

However, some children may not fully understand what’s 
happening and may have questions. It’s important to 
encourage positive and open conversations about race and 
racism with children and young people. 

And to have them often, not just when Black Lives Matter is 
covered in the news, to keep the conversation going. We have 

advice to help. 

Please look at the following website for more information:  
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