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We know from years of experience that 
representational voices in children’s books are 
important for all children from all backgrounds. 
Books are multifaceted, providing insight into a 
variety of different lives and cultures, and they 
have an important role to play in holding up a 
mirror to the world; what they reflect impacts 
on how young readers see themselves and the 
world around them. They also affect a child’s 
motivation to read and their aspirations to 
become an author or illustrator in the future. 
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we need to build a more accurate picture of 
children’s book creators in the UK.
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to see the impact of these reflected in the data 
from 2018 onwards. We’re interested in making 
real change, so we’re using this pioneering 
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Watch the story unfold on our website  
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The British children’s book sector 
is thriving; more children’s books 
are sold in the UK than ever before. 
However, the cohort of people that 
creates these books does not reflect 
the makeup of the UK, where an 
array of lives, cultures, identities 
and stories have overlapped for 
many years. 

Inclusive children’s literature is vital. Children’s 
books can act as mirrors, to reflect the readers’ 
own lives, but also as windows so readers can 
learn about, understand and appreciate the lives 
of others. They can shape how young readers 
from minority backgrounds see themselves as 
well as how readers from the more dominant 
culture see and understand diversity.1

The absence of an inclusive range of characters,  
or creative role models, in children’s literature 
has the potential to deter children from minority  
backgrounds from reading and experiencing 
the associated benefits.2 In turn, this lack of 
engagement with reading could deter children 
from pursuing careers in writing and/or 
drawing and further embed the imbalance.

This report, commissioned by BookTrust, seeks 
to establish a clear picture of who writes and 
illustrates the books our children read. These 
authors, illustrators and author-illustrators are 
referred to throughout the report as ‘creators’.  
Findings are presented from an analysis of all 
children’s books published in the UK between 
2007 and 2017 and interviews with 15 British 
creators of colour.3 This research will inform 
BookTrust’s work with industry partners to 
improve inclusivity in children’s books and the 
children’s book sector.

“Children’s books  
can act as mirrors,  
to reflect the readers’  
own lives, but also as  
windows so readers can  
learn about, understand  
and appreciate the  
lives of others.”

About the research
Methods
•  The project employed a mixed-method 

approach, by adopting a combination of 
quantitative and qualitative strategies. 

•  The statistical data is based on the 
development and analysis of a corpus of 
relevant titles, which were identified and 
collected through the British Library’s British 
National Bibliography (BNB) database.4  

•  The database did not include information 
such as creator demographics or the type 
of publisher. This additional information 
was identified through digital and printed 
paratextual, mostly epitextual, information 
(e.g. publisher and creator websites,  
creator interviews and book covers, etc.) 
where available.5

•  Creators were segmented by their (self-
identified) sex/gender identity, ethnicity 
(based on ONS terminology)6 and nationality.7 
The data was then coded and analysed. This 
provided statistical information about what 
percentage of children’s books were created 
by different demographic groups. 

•  The database analysis focused on three main 
areas: all of the titles published (including 

Executive summary

1  Diversity is described by the We Need Diverse Books project as ‘all diverse experiences, including (but not limited to) 
LGBTQIA, Native, people of color, gender diversity, people with disabilities, and ethnic, cultural, and religious minorities’ 
(We Need Diverse Books, 2016). This report will focus on people of colour.

2 Bishop (1990, 1992, 2007, 2012); Thomas (2016).

3  The term ‘of colour’ – which refers to people who are not white – is used in this report rather than BAME. Although it is 
used as a collective term in this report it is important to note that people of colour are not a homogeneous group.  

4  The metadata team at the British Library provided a database of all books tagged with the phrases ‘Children’s 
literature’, ‘Children’s stories’ and ‘Board books’ published between January 2007 and December 2017. The British 
Library is a legal deposit library, which means publishers have to deposit all of the titles they publish in the UK there. 
Please see Ramdarshan Bold (2018 and 2019) for a comparable study of the YA market in the UK.

5 Data was missing for 12% of creators. See Appendix A in the full report for further information.

6 ONS (2018a).

7  Nationality is a complex concept, particularly so for Britain and its history of imperialism across the globe (Karatani, 2002). 
Consequently, what it means to be British is often contested (BBC, 2012). For this report, nationality was allocated through 
self-identification and used British citizenship as the framework (Gov.uk, 2018). For context, in 2017 86% of the British 
population were born in the UK, and 90% were British nationals (ONS, 2018b). The sample of creators interviewed for this 
study is a mixture of both.

8  The database analysis focused on three main areas: all of the titles published (including the various editions of a unique 
title); unique titles published (removing all of the different editions); and individual creators (removing the different titles). 

9 This is all titles including multiple editions.

the various editions of a unique title); unique 
titles published (removing all of the different 
editions); and individual creators (removing 
the different titles).

•  Interviews with 15 British creators of colour, 
published between 2007 and 2017, were 
undertaken to explore this area in more depth. 

Limitations
•  Interviews focused on creators of colour  

who have been published. Further research 

is needed to understand the experiences of 
those who have not.

•  Intersections between ethnicity and social 
class are not interrogated fully in this report 
and warrant further investigation.

The full report is available at  
booktrust.org.uk/represents and includes 
full details of publications referenced in this 
Executive Summary.

Key findings: representation of people of colour 
among children’s book creators
Analysis of a dataset of children’s books published between 2007 and 2017 
revealed that people of colour are under-represented among children’s 
book creators.

Key stats

Between 2007 and 2017,  

 8.62% of children’s  
book creators were people  
of colour and they created  

 4.98% of unique 
titles.8

Between 2007 and 2017, 

 1.96% of children’s 
book creators were British 
people of colour and they 
created  

 1.16% of unique titles.

In 2017,  

 5.58% of children’s 
book creators were people of 
colour and they created 

 4.02% of unique 
titles.

In 2017,  

 1.98% of children’s 
book creators were British 
people of colour and they 
created    

 1.58% of unique 
titles.

Between 2007 
and 2017, white 
children’s book 
creators had 
around twice 
as many books 
published 
compared 
to creators 
of colour:9 
on average 
approximately 
4 books in 
comparison to 
approximately  
2 books.

Key:           Creator Title
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There was a positive trend in the percentage of creators 
of colour published between 2007 and 2015 but a downturn 
between 2015 and 2017
• Overall, 8.62% of creators between 2007 and 2017 were creators of colour. 

•  The percentage of children’s book creators of colour showed a small 
increase from 3.99% in 2007 to 5.58% in 2017. However, it peaked at 7.8% in 
2015 (see Figure 1.1).12

•  The downturn between 2015 and 2017 is set against a general decline in  
the number of creators published during this time period (See figure 2.2 
in full report). However, the number of creators of colour has declined at a 
greater rate.

In 2017, 4.02% of unique titles published were written and/
or illustrated by people of colour
•  Although this is an improvement from 2007, when only 2.27% of unique titles 

were by creators of colour, it was the least representative year since 2008. 

•  There was an overall increase in the number of unique titles published by 
creators of colour between 2007 and 2017 with a high of 6.4% in 2013 and a 
downturn between 2015 and 2017 (see Figure 1.2). 

•  The downturn between 2015 and 2017 is set against a general decline in  
the number of children’s books published during this time period (See 
figure 2.2 in full report). However, the number of titles produced by  
creators of colour has declined at a greater rate. 

10  Gov.uk (2011).

11  Arts Council England (2019).

12  This is based on the unique creators each year. The overall figure (8.6%) is based on the unique creators over the 
course of 2007–2017.

In 2017, 5.58% of children’s book creators were people  
of colour
•  This was the least representative year for creators of colour since 2009 

(see Figure 1.1).

•  In comparison, at the last Census (2011) the proportion of people from 
Black, Asian, Mixed or other ethnic groups (BAME) in the UK was 13%10 and 
a report by Arts Council England states that 16% of the total working age 
population of England belong to BAME groups.11 

Fewer than 2% of children’s book creators between 2007 
and 2017 were British people of colour 
•  When we look at the data by nationality, we find that 1.96% of children’s 

book creators were British people of colour.  

• British creators of colour wrote and/or illustrated 1.16% of unique titles. 

•  British men of colour wrote/illustrated 0.35% of unique titles, and British 
women of colour wrote/illustrated 0.86% of unique titles.

Unique titles by people of colour were more likely to  
have originally been published outside of the UK, 
compared to those by their white counterparts 
•  Over a third (37.5%) of the unique titles, created by people of colour 

between 2007 and 2017, were first published abroad before being published 
in the UK, in comparison to 15.45% of unique titles by white people. 

•  Just over half (50.72%) of unique titles by people of colour, published in the 
UK between 2007 and 2017, were first published in the UK. In comparison, 
78.91% of unique titles by white people were first published in the UK.13 

Creators of colour have fewer books published on average 
and are more likely to self-publish than white book creators 
•  White children’s book creators had around twice as many books  

published: on average approximately 4 books in comparison to 
approximately 2 books.14  

•  Creators of colour are more likely than white creators to self-publish 
children’s books: over twice as many unique titles by creators of colour 
were self-published in comparison to titles by white creators.

•  This is especially true for British children’s book creators of colour: one- 
third of their unique titles (33.33%) were self-published or published by a 
hybrid publisher.15 In comparison, 10.74% of unique titles by white British  
creators were self-published or published by a hybrid publisher. 

13  The remaining unique titles were published simultaneously in the UK and another country.
14  This is all titles including multiple editions.
15 Hybrid publishers combine different features of both traditional publishing and self-publishing, often for an upfront fee. 76



2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

96% 94.7% 95.3% 94.1% 93.1% 92.9% 93.2% 93.2% 92.2% 92.4% 94.4%

4% 5.3% 4.7% 5.9% 6.9% 7.1% 6.8% 6.8% 7.8% 7.6% 5.6%

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

97.7% 96.1% 95.8% 95.3% 95.5% 94.6% 93.6% 95.2% 94% 94.1% 96%

2.3% 3.9% 4.2% 4.7% 4.5% 5.4% 6.4% 4.8% 6% 5.9% 4%

Figure 1.1: Percentage of creators of colour and white creators per year

Figure 1.2: Percentage of unique titles by creators of colour and white 
creators per year

Creators of colour White creatorsKey:           Creator Title
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Insights: barriers and enablers to improving 
representation of creators of colour
The following insights are based on interviews with 15 creators of colour 
and grounded in existing research into inclusive publishing.

People of colour face  
multiple barriers to becoming,  
or sustaining a career as, a 
children’s book creator 
 

“I feel like it’s a vicious cycle. 
It’s like, you don’t have brown 
people in children’s books, 
so brown people don’t grow 
up reading children’s books 
or enjoying children’s books, 
so they don’t make children’s 
books, and so on and so forth.”

John Aggs

The causes of under-representation of  
people of colour among children’s book 
creators are complex, multifaceted and 
embedded in broader social inequalities. 
However, common barriers, identified in this 
study, can be expressed as a negative cycle 
that not only prevents them from pursuing 
creative careers but can also hinder their 
careers once they have been published. 

This cycle begins with children not seeing 
themselves in books and not experiencing 
creative role models, with whom they identify, 
at a time when young people of colour might 
be considering their future professions. Even 
when a person of colour does make the 
decision to pursue a career in this precarious 
profession, they may face barriers when 
looking for an agent or publisher. Lastly,  
when they manage to enter the children’s  
book industry, creators of colour struggle 
to publish as many titles as their white 
counterparts and feel unsupported at  
various stages in the publishing process. 

In brief, these are systemic problems that  
will continue until the systemic inequalities 
that give rise to them are addressed. Figure 1.3 
shows how this negative cycle may contribute 
to ongoing under-representation of people of 
colour among children’s book creators. 
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Representation:
People of colour are 

under-represented in 
children’s books

Access:
Aspiring creators of 

colour face challenges in 
accessing routes to 
getting published

Aspiration:
Lack of representation reduces 
the number of children of colour 

who see children’s books as a 
viable career 

Sustainability: 
Successful creators of colour

 face greater struggles 
continuing to make a living 

when published

Figure 1.3: Barriers to inclusivity among children’s 
book creators

Factors that contribute to this cycle, identified through interviews with creators 
of colour, include:

•  Lack of role models: both the characters in and the people who create books 
for children. 

•  Financial insecurity and class disadvantage: social inequality is reinforced by 
low income from creative careers. Additionally, the cultural industries can be 
socially exclusive, with subtle barriers to those not from middle/upper-middle 
class backgrounds.16

•  Under-representation of people of colour in the children’s book industry and 
the systemic issues this can cause.

16 Brook et al (2018). 

17 Spread the Word (2015); Ramdarshan Bold (2019).

18  The concept of ‘diversity’ (particularly in the context of ethnicity) is problematic because it perpetuates the notion 
of ‘otherness’, which is viewed through a dominant white lens (Saha, 2018). In the publishing industry, the terms 
‘diverse’/’diversity’ are increasingly being replaced with inclusive/inclusivity. As noted in footnote 1, the term diversity 
will be used in this report when talking about representation in the broadest sense (based on the We Need Diverse 
Books (2016) definition).    

Improving representation is 
a challenging and complex 
endeavour 
 

“I feel like everyone is talking 
about diversity in the industry 
now, that the awareness is 
more centre stage, but I feel 
concerned that after the noise, 
it might become a short-lived 
trend. I’m concerned that some 
of the actions taken feel a little 
tokenistic and will therefore  
be short-lasting.”

Polly Ho-Yen

Improving representation is not easy and 
a drive to improve inclusivity in publishing 
has given rise to its own challenges. Strong 
indications suggest that tokenism – the 
superficial action/s to support marginalised 
groups in order to give the appearance of 
fairness – is a continuing problem in the 
industry; the evidence in this report supports 
other recent research in this respect.17

Many of the British children’s book creators 
of colour, interviewed for this research, 
were concerned that ‘diversity’ in children’s 
publishing was just a buzzword rather than 
an agenda for fundamentally transforming 
the industry.18 This concern is understandable 
because, despite the numerous industry 
discussions and initiatives occurring during  
the time period of this study (2007–2017), 
people of colour remain under-represented 
among children’s book creators. 

However, positive things are 
happening to support creators  
of colour
It is important to acknowledge and learn  
from the enablers that have helped creators to 
achieve success in their careers. These include:

•  School and library visits: visits by book 
creators were an important source of 
encouragement and inspiration from a  
very young age, offering positive creative  
role models. Libraries also provided a source  
of inspiration through access to books.

•  Support from other creators of colour and 
small organisations: many of the creators 
we spoke to expressed gratitude to other 
creators of colour and small organisations 
either for paving the way before them, or for 
their practical support and/or guidance.

•  Alternative routes into publishing – small 
press and self-publishing: creators who were 
unable to publish through traditional routes 
turned to self-publishing or setting up their 
own companies to publish their books.

•  Financial support and/or social class 
advantage: while this is not something 
that can be easily changed, having the 
financial support to create, despite the low 
remuneration, and/or having the background 
to navigate these cultural spaces makes the 
profession more accessible.

•  Support from publishers and the wider 
children’s book sector: despite the challenges 
outlined in the previous section, most 
creators interviewed for this study had 
positive experiences with their publishers  
and the wider children’s book sector. 
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Recommendations: what can be done to improve 
representation of creators of colour in children’s 
book publishing?
Working with BookTrust, we offer the following 
recommendations to improve inclusivity  
within the sector. These are based on the 
statistical data presented in this report, insights 
from 15 creators of colour and existing research.

•  Support children and families to read 
books from an inclusive range of creators 
by connecting them with books that reflect 
our society. This could usefully involve: the 
publishing industry, retailers, reviewers, 
teachers, librarians, journalists, publicists and 
the charity sector in making more books by 
creators of colour accessible to families.

•  Engage the next generation of writers  
and illustrators by providing a career path 
that is accessible for young people from all 
backgrounds. We believe that this can be 
supported effectively by providing young 
people with strong role models, for example 
through school and library visits. The industry 
could support this by promoting established 
creators of colour, while actively seeking  
out and developing emerging talent.

•  Engage meaningfully with creators of 
colour to avoid tokenism. This could usefully 
involve the sector recognising the diversity 
of experience among creators of colour, 
confronting assumptions and inaction, and 
welcoming challenge and debate. Increasing  
representation of people of colour among 
decision makers within the industry will also 
contribute to this.

•  Recognise the social, cultural and creative 
case for inclusive publishing alongside 
the commercial opportunity and invest 
accordingly. The industry would benefit from 
investment in creators of colour, to avoid 
losing talent or the commercial opportunities 
that come with inclusive publishing. This 
could also include engaging with creators  
of colour who self-publish.

•  Take collective action to break down the 
systemic barriers to representation of 
creators of colour. We know that people of 
colour are under-represented in the creative 
and cultural sectors. In this report we argue 
that one of the challenges to changing this is to 
confront a negative cycle of barriers which are 
reflective of those seen within our society more 
generally. No single organisation can do 
this alone. Cross-industry monitoring, research 
and insight can help us to understand the 
problems faced by creators of colour, and what 
works to improve inclusivity. Commitment 
from, and accountability to, leading industry 
figures to implement recommendations, and 
build on successful sector initiatives, can result 
in tangible strategies, which can then effect 
meaningful change.

•  Increase support for people of colour to 
access, navigate and thrive in the publishing 
process. In this report we assert the 
importance of role models for increasing 
the representation of creators of colour 
across the sector. We support the use of both 
mentoring and networking (physical and 
virtual) opportunities as valuable vehicles to 
facilitate this. New writers and illustrators also 
benefit from support when trying to navigate 
their way around the industry. We support the 
use of workshops and courses available to 
all creators to help them with this. However, 
these can sometimes be expensive or 
inaccessible. The sector could offer practical 
support to creators of colour by allocating 
sponsored or subsidised places, while making 
more resources available free online.

We recognise that this research only represents 
part of the picture and invite colleagues from 
across the sector to work with us, and with each 
other, to further develop these recommendations 
into plans to deliver authentic and sustainable 
improvements in the representation of people of 
colour among children’s book creators.

BookTrust 
G8 Battersea Studios 
80 Silverthorne Road 
London 
SW8 3HE

T: +44 (0)20 7801 8800

booktrust.org.uk/represents

Charity number: 313343
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