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Anyone who has been tracking the public 
health literature on the greater risks expe-
rienced by minority ethnic groups in the 
coronavirus pandemic will have been 
struck by the almost ubiquitous use of 
the acronym ‘BAME’. Government public 
health agencies use BAME as a modi-
fying adjective for ‘… communities’, ‘… 
groups’, ‘… households’, ‘… people’, ‘… 
populations’, ‘… staff ’ and as a noun. A 
2020 report by Public Health England1 
on the impact of COVID-19 on minority 
ethnic groups mentioned BAME 217 
times without defining the term other 
than spelling out the acronym. Such 
usage is redolent of Ian Hacking’s ‘kinds 
of person’,2 a social group brought into 
being by the creation of labels for them 
and whose life narratives are dependent 
on social practices associated with such 
labelling.

While ‘BME’ (black and minority 
ethnic) entered the lexicon in the early 
1980s and was first used in Parliamen-
tary proceedings in 1987,3 BAME made a 
later debut in this source in 2004 but had 
exceeded BME in frequency by 2020.4 A 
search of the GOV.UK portal—the website 
for the UK Government launched in 
2012—reveals that results for the use of 
BAME substantially outpace BME (428 vs 
242), a progressively widening gap that 
now makes it the government’s collective 
term of choice for minority ethnic groups. 
Astonishingly, all five petitions submitted 
in June 2020 to the UK Government 
and Parliament5 requesting the banning 
or review of BAME were rejected on the 
grounds that ‘the Government’s guidance 
on writing about ethnicity already states 
that it does not use BAME or BME for a 
number of reasons’. The disingenuousness 
and obvious falsity of the statement derives 
from the fact that this guidance relates 
only to the work of the Race Disparity 

Audit, a small unit in the Cabinet Office, 
and not to Government as a whole. The 
growing usage of these acronyms has also 
been apparent in the work of the media 
and the third and private sectors. Indeed, 
BAME was added to the Oxford English 
Dictionary’s ‘new words list’ in 2014, 
confirming its arrival in the authorita-
tive lexicon of contemporary English and 
further sustaining its use.

The use of BAME is problematic for 
a number of reasons. A survey by the 
Race Disparity Audit, the best avail-
able evidence, found that among nearly 
300 people across the UK, <1% either 
recognised the acronym or knew what it 
stood for,6 against a required government 
standard of 80% of the UK population. 
The term is generally used to refer to all 
minority ethnic groups except those that 
are white, thus excluding such group s as 
Gypsies, Roma and Travellers, some of 
the most disadvantaged and marginalised 
in Britain. It is illogically constructed, 
the use of ‘minority ethnic’ following 
‘black’ and ‘Asian’ suggesting that these 
pan-ethnicities are not minority ethnic 
groups. Moreover, the acronym implies 
that the individuals captured by it are a 
homogeneous group and it singles out and 
highlights specific pan-ethnicities (‘black’ 
and ‘Asian’), raising issues of exclusion 
and divisiveness. Black British Academics 
argue that BME and BAME ‘reproduce 
unequal power relations where white 
is not a visible marker of identity and is 
therefore a privileged identity’.7 Both the 
Office for National Statistics and Cabinet 
Office advise against the use of these 
acronyms.

In policy work on racial/ethnic dispar-
ities and inequities and structural or 
systematic racism, the language of BME 
and BAME offers a convenient shorthand 
for those who are discriminated against 
by virtue of their physical appearance, but 
at the cost of confusion, ambiguity and 
a lack of understanding. Unfortunately, 
these acronyms are gaining in reality with 
respect to usage by government and the 
media. A wider public debate is invited 
on appropriate collective terminology for 
minority ethnic groups. There is evidence 
that terms like ‘minority ethnic’ and 

‘ethnic minority’ are widely accepted and 
understood and a case for the use of accu-
rate description to delineate the popula-
tion groups encompassed by collective 
terms.
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