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Sue Brown, Managing Director 
Real Estate Balance
	
I became Managing Director of Real Estate 
Balance on April Fool’s Day during the middle 
of a pandemic. Make of that what you will, but 
when I took up the role in 2020, I knew we needed 
to move the industry beyond simply replacing 
white middle-class men with white middle-class 
women. 

I also started just as the Black Lives Matter 
movement was really gathering pace – a hugely 
significant moment. I’ve long known that real 
estate has challenges around ethnicity and social 
mobility, which is why I was so committed to 
broadening Real Estate Balance’s scope to include 
these areas alongside gender when I came on 
board. 

I’m pleased to say that, in large part thanks to the 
hard work and commitment of our members, and 
support from the industry media such as Estates 
Gazette, our industry is now a much fairer, more 
inclusive and representative place than it’s ever 
been before. But there’s still important work to do 
and we can’t let ourselves become complacent. 

Real Estate Balance’s latest survey showed that 
our industry’s women are still not reaching Board 
and senior leadership levels in equal numbers, and 
that UK real estate professionals continue to be 
more privileged than national averages. 

As Real Estate Balance embarks its second 
decade, I’d like to thank you all for your efforts and 
support as we continue working together to create 
much-needed change.  	

Jo Davis, Chair  
Real Estate Balance	

Before joining as Chair in 2024, I remember being 
genuinely impressed by Real Estate Balance’s 
ability to unite a group of very different property 
organisations around a common cause so critical 
to our industry. 

Together, Real Estate Balance and its members 
have achieved some incredible work over the last 
decade – we now have 130+ organisations all 
working collaboratively to drive progress across 
the areas of gender equality, ethnic diversity and 
social mobility.

Getting companies to open up, share knowledge 
and work together doesn’t just happen, especially 
in today’s competitive marketplace. It is nurtured 
through the mutual trust and respect for Real 
Estate Balance values and I’m very encouraged 
to see increasing membership as real estate 
organisations recognising the business case for 
diversity and coming together. 

We also run the largest and most comprehensive 
survey of diversity, equity and inclusion in UK 
real estate and our sell-out events programme 
continues to grow year-on-year. 

I believe this is all testament to what’s possible 
when the industry joins forces – which Real Estate 
Balance is uniquely positioned to facilitate.

Looking ahead to the next decade, I want to 
continue using our platform to move the industry 
forward – examining the barriers and drivers to 
progress and sharing what works so we can keep 
accelerating change. 

Welcome
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Real Estate Balance’s origin story: 
how it all began 
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Completely independently and under their own 
steam – and knowing they would be stronger and 
more effective together – they resolved to join 
forces and form a team to tackle the issues head on.

From the very beginning, this small group 
recognised that three things would be critical if they 
were to achieve meaningful, long-lasting change.

Firstly, that gender balance isn’t only a ‘women’s 
issue’ and that men and women would need to 
work together to truly shift the dial.

Secondly, they knew that working across all levels 
of property – from gaining CEO buy-in to nurturing 
the next generation – would be vital if things were 
really going to change. 

Thirdly, they understood the value of strong 
data in evidencing performance and measuring 
progress on gender, as well as the importance of 
disseminating best practise. 

Realising that the industry needed to actively work 
together to address gender isuses and bring about 
real change, cross-sector collaboration was also 
firmly in their DNA.

This group – Real Estate Balance’s 
seven founders – are:

•	 Suzanne Avery, Non-Executive 
Director at LondonMetric Property 
and Committee Chair at Church 
Commissioners for England

•	 Sue Clayton, Non-Executive Director 
at Segro

•	 Karen Friebe, Partner at Bird & Bird

•	 Vivienne King, Founder of Impactful 
Places and Board member of Revo

•	 Claire Milton, Real Estate Partner at 
Bryan Cave Leighton Paisner

•	 Liz Peace, independent advisor in 
property and politics and former BPF 
Chief Executive

•	 Elisabeth Teo-Pennell, Senior Advisor 
at Newbridge Capital Partners

Ten years ago, seeing the vast gender imbalance that existed within 
the UK property industry, seven women leaders grew tired of waiting 
for change to happen and decided to take things into their own hands. 

After consulting with the industry and receiving 
unanimous support, this group of women decided 
to make their vision a reality. 

In 2015, following a considerable amount of effort 
by the group and their allies, Real Estate Balance 
was officially formed to address the gender 
imbalance in UK real estate. 
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Key milestones and achievements 
over the last decade
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From the very beginning, we have adopted a number of core principles to help 
guide our strategy – including working simultaneously at senior leader, middle 
management and NextGen levels, as well as recognising the importance of 
including and involving men in efforts towards gender equality. Our work has 
always been underpinned by a strong focus on data and evidence, and we 
have prioritised cross-sector collaboration while ensuring we don’t stray into 
territory already covered by existing industry bodies. Lastly, we have continued 
to work closely with industry media to maximise our reach and impact. Below, 
we’ve summarised our key milestones and achievements over the last ten years.

2015
n	 10 CEO Commitments launched.

2017
n	 First DEI survey issued – the largest 

and most comprehensive study of 
diversity, equity and inclusion in the 
UK property industry. The survey is 
repeated biennially. 

2020
n	 Sue Brown appointed as  

Managing Director. 

n	 Real Estate Balance broadens 
scope to include ethnicity and 
social mobility alongside gender.

n	 NextGen Committee for early 
career professionals formed.

n	 Speed Mentoring events launched.

Speed 
Mentoring
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Key milestones and achievements 
over the last decade

Sue Brown wins Outstanding 
Individual Award

2021
n	 Parents’ Network launched to 

support those transitioning back  
to work after parental leave.

n	 Real Estate Balance welcomes its 
100th member.

2022
n	 Better Balance launched – an 

annual flagship event bringing the 
industry together and celebrating 
progress on DEI.

n	 Reverse Speed Mentoring  
events launched.

2023 
n	 Patrons Group launched to  

maintain connections with senior 
industry figures who have been 
advocates for Real Estate 
Balance over the years.

n	 Real Estate Balance founders  
win DEI Team of the Year at 
Property Week’s Inspiring Women  
in Property Awards. 

n	 Real Estate Balance Chair Liz  
Peace wins Property Week’s 
Lifetime Achievement Award. 

n	 Sue Brown wins Outstanding 
Individual Award at the Estates 
Gazette Awards.

DEI Team of the Year

Better Balance



Real estate touches everyone in society – from 
our homes to the places we work, learn and play 
– making it all the more important that the built 
environment is designed with principles of equity 
and inclusivity in mind.

Recognising that real estate is also an industry 
that’s historically associated with privilege, over 
the last decade businesses across the sector 
have been on a journey to learn how to build more 
inclusive workplaces that better represent society. 

Led by Real Estate Balance and other 
organisations working in this space, the industry 
has made significant progress since 2015. 

The lived experiences of people working in real 
estate and the culture of the industry have changed 
dramatically over the past ten years. Clear policies 
and practices are now in place to encourage 
fairness, representation and belonging. The 
industry is now more diverse than it’s ever been.  

Despite this progress, important work still remains. 
Our 2024 survey found that that the sector hasn’t 
shifted significantly with gender equality over the 
last ten years, particularly at senior leadership 
level, and that progress with ethnicity equality and 
socio-economic diversity is also slow. 

The survey results challenge the idea that the lack 
of representation in senior roles is a consequence 
of the talent pipieline. Although the percentage 
of women in middle management positions has 
fallen since 2022, there are still plenty of women 
with the knowledge, skills and experience to be 
developed for senior leadership roles. 

Yet the gender gap remains, and as as industry, 
we now need to focus efforts on addressing the 
barriers keeping women and people from minority 
groups from making it to the top. 

Fortunately, more and more real estate 
businesses are recognising the direct link between 
creating more diverse workforces and their own 
commercial success.

If our organisations are more truly reflective of 
society, including at senior levels, the places we 
shape are more likely to be inclusive in nature. The 
more inclusive the places are, the more likely they 
are to attract visitors, spending and investment. 

This is not only a good outcome for our businesses, 
but also sends an important signal in society 
around the role places can play. 

Leading change in the property 
industry since 2015 
The British Property Federation estimates that the UK real estate industry 
directly employs more than 1.2m people and contributes over £100bn to the 
economy every year – about 7% of its total.

The industry is now 
more diverse than 
it’s ever been.  

“ “
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While at different stages in their journey 
towards representative and inclusive 
workplaces, what unites them is a vision of 
an industry that’s fairer, better-balanced and 
more equitable for everyone.

In creating our Better Balance events, we 
wanted to showcase our members’ progress 
and celebrate their success. 

We also wanted to recognise the scale of 
investment our members make – not only in their 
own organisations, but in Real Estate Balance 
and the strength they bring to the industry at 
large.  

Our members are willing to look beyond 
commercial competition and collaborate with 
each other – sharing best practice and being 
open about what isn’t working. 

This openness and generosity is the fuel driving 
our industry forward and enabling real change 
to be possible. 

I’d like to thank all our members for taking 
action and leading the way – both those who 
have been with us from the very beginning and 
those who have joined us more recently. 

Your commitment to creating fair opportunities 
and inclusive workplace environments for 
people of all backgrounds will absolutely be 
noted by other firms and I’m genuinely  
proud to have you in our membership.

Sue Brown, Managing Director,  
Real Estate Balance

Our members’ commitment  
and contribution 

“Real 
Estate Balance 

is now one of the 
most influential agents 

for change and boasts a 
membership of just about 
every meaningful business 

associated with real estate”

David Sleath,  
CEO, SEGRO
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Real Estate Balance’s 130+ member organisations are the beating heart of 
everything we do.

“

“



Our members
The following public and private sector organisations have made a commitment 
to representation and inclusion by joining Real Estate Balance.
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DEI Survey 
Our biennial survey is the largest and most 
comprehensive study of diversity, equity and 
inclusion in the UK real estate industry. Data is 
gathered via two separate surveys: an Employee 
survey for individuals and a Company survey 
for Real Estate Balance members. Both are 
anonymous, and by examining the drivers and 
barriers to progress, the results help us uncover 
the realities facing underrepresented people 
working in real estate so we can take action to 
accelerate change. The survey results can also be 
used as a benchmarking tool for organisations to 
measure their own progress. 

10 CEO Commitments on diversity, equity and 
inclusion
Ten inclusive actions that each of our member 
CEOs agrees to take on DEI, designed to be 
implemented in ways most appropriate for 
them. Launched in 2017 and most recently updated 
in 2023, over 125 senior industry leaders have 
already signed up. The commitments ensure senior 
leader buy-in and help create an industry where 
everybody – regardless of their gender, ethnicity 
or socioeconomic background – is supported and 
encouraged to aim for the top. 

NextGen Committee
Our NextGen Committee drive our programme 
for property professionals aged under 35 or 
within the first 10 years of their real estate 
career. Their insights and perspectives also 
inform our work with industry leaders and middle 

Where we are now:  
a summary of our work today 
We undertake research to inform, produce guidance to educate and share 
reports from events to inspire. 

managers. Alongside its own events programme, 
the Committee runs a survey of early-career 
real estate professionals every two years, to 
investigate barriers to entry, workplace attitudes 
and behaviours, and line management. The 
Committee also runs a LinkedIn network for Real 
Estate Balance members to connect, exchange 
information and hear about the Committee’s 
activities and initiatives. 

Events programme
We run a regular programme of events for and 
in partnership with our members, including our 
popular Speed Mentoring and Reverse Speed 
Mentoring events, which connect senior real 
estate professionals with emerging talent. Our 
events are open to our members, free to attend 
and are designed to facilitate cross-company 
conversations.  

Guide to DEI data collection
In partnership with PwC, we produced a guide 
to collecting DEI data to help real estate 
organisations analyse and progress their 
commitments. 

Parents’ Network
An initiative to support parents at Real Estate 
Balance member organisations as they navigate 
the pressures of work and parenting or transition 
back to work following a period of parental 
leave. By drawing on the experience that exists 
within the industry and identifying and sharing 
best practice, the Network strives to ensure the 
workplace is somewhere that everyone, including 
working parents, are encouraged to reach their full 
potential. 

Patrons’ Group
Our Patrons’ Group allows us to maintain 
connections with senior industry figures who have 
been advocates for Real Estate Balance over the 
years in order to draw on their experience and 
gain advice for our Board on an informal and non-
executive basis.

NextGen Committee
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Our partnership with  
Estates Gazette
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‘Creating diverse, fair 
workplaces is the right  
thing to do, but it’s also  
the smart thing to do’

Sue Brown
Managing director, 
Real Estate Balance 

This week is an exciting one for 
me, for Real Estate Balance and, 
I hope, for the whole property 
industry. It sees Real Estate 

Balance pass the significant milestone of 
welcoming our 100th organisation into 
membership. 

For those who don’t know us, we’re a 
membership organisation, founded in 
2015, working to improve diversity and 
inclusion in the real estate industry. 

When I took on the role of managing 
director in 2020, it already counted 
among its 82 members some of the 
largest names in the property industry. 
Today, it’s clear the extent to which the 
sector is embracing this movement 
towards change, equal representation 
and diversity. However, while this is a 
moment to celebrate our coming of age, 
it’s also important to reflect on where our 
priorities now lie. 

Social imbalances
Real Estate Balance was originally 
set up by a small group of women, 
all volunteers, to address the gender 
imbalance at senior levels in property 
organisations. Time marches on, and we 
have recently seen the context in which 
we all live and work change dramatically.

The pandemic, with its attendant 
upheaval, economic shock and disruption 
to the job market, has given many 
businesses pause for thought – and plenty 
of us cause to reflect on the disparities 
in how different groups within society 
have been affected. The Black Lives 
Matter movement, given momentum and 
terrible urgency by the murder of George 
Floyd, has brought into sharp focus issues 
of racial injustice here in the UK as well as 
around the world.  

In this changed world it’s clear to me, 
and to our members, that it is more 
important than ever that the property 

industry continues to take strides to 
improve diversity and inclusion across the 
board, not simply in relation to gender. 

The challenges women face in this 
industry are no different than those 
encountered by anyone who feels 
sidelined or othered due to their 
race, sexual orientation, age, religion, 
education or upbringing. Now, as we 
welcome our 100th member, we are 
taking the opportunity to celebrate our 
commitment to broader D&I objectives, 
particularly around ethnicity and social 
mobility. Our CEO commitments remain 
the same – but now when we ask our 
members to commit to gathering data, 
influencing their supply chain to make 
progress on diversity, or push for cultural 
change – all of which are priority actions 
for us this year – we ask them to consider 
these additional categories.

We have already begun to work 
towards change around our new wider 
focus. We recently hosted an event with 
Savills and SEGRO exploring barriers to 
social mobility in the sector. There, our 
chair Liz Peace referred to property’s 
“middle class citadel”, shorthand for the 
establishment that some feel excludes 
those who haven’t attended the right 
schools or who don’t speak with a 
received pronunciation accent. I was 

the first person in my family to go to 
university, which seems to have become 
a shorthand for showing that I wasn’t 
born with a silver spoon in my mouth, 
and the industry must be opened to 
people like me as well as those from more 
“traditional” property backgrounds. 

With brilliant contributions from an 
imaginative panel, we heard that the 
industry is beginning to understand 
the benefits that flow from a wider 
talent pool, and how to access that 
pool, whether via targeted internship 
programmes or better outreach so that 
young people understand the range of 
careers on offer in property.

Change is happening
All this is not to say that we feel our 
work on gender is complete. Our latest 
member survey, completed late last year, 
tells us some progress has been made and 
we are beginning to see the changes we 
want, but there is more to do – and we 
will not be taking our eye off the ball. 

I am proud to be part of Real Estate 
Balance at this momentous point in its 
history, and to be part of a movement 
that has brought together so many 
talented people who all believe in the 
vision of a property industry where every 
organisation is diverse, inclusive and 
offers equal opportunities to all who 
choose to make a career here. Creating 
diverse, fair workplaces is the right thing 
to do, but it’s also the smart thing, as we 
know that it’s these organisations that are 
more successful and more innovative. 

So I would like to thank all our 
members for the commitment they have 
shown to being a part of the property 
industry of the future, and issue an open 
invitation to anyone – whether agent, 
owner, developer or investor – who is yet 
to join us to get in touch. Let’s see what 
we can achieve together.
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Take 10 
minutes 
to make a 
difference 
Help drive change in real estate by     
having your say in the property               
industry’s most comprehensive           
survey on equity, diversity and inclusion.        
Survey closes 30 September.  
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Estates Gazette is the exclusive media partner for Better Balance IV. Here’s a 
look back at some of the highlights Estates Gazette has covered about Real 
Estate Balance over the past decade.



Case study: Spitalfields 

The power of real estate to transform 
places in partnership with local 
communities

Spitalfields was specifically chosen as the site for our 
flagship Better Balance IV event, celebrating a decade 
of Real Estate Balance, since it exemplifies the power 
of what’s possible when the property industry and local 
communities work closely and collaboratively together.

Our Managing Director Sue Brown was heavily involved 
in the regeneration of the area back in the late ‘80s and 
‘90s, leading on comms and ensuring close 
engagement with local people, businesses and 
communities. 

Here, we share the story of one of London’s 
most fascinating and diverse locations and 
how, through community participation and by 
embracing principles of inclusion, it became the 
thriving, culturally rich destination it is today.

“We are incredibly proud to celebrate 20 years 
since the redevelopment of Spitalfields, a milestone 
that has transformed this historic area into the 
vibrant and thriving community it is today.  This 
anniversary is a testament to the vision, dedication 
and collaborative spirit that has shaped Spitalfields 
into a truly unique destination. We look forward 
to continuing to build on this rich legacy for many 
years to come.”

Jason Dervin, Spitalfields Estate Director
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A new chapter in the Spitalfields story

In 1991, with no room for the expansion it so badly needed and to help reduce congestion, 
Spitalfields’ fruit and vegetable market moved to a new location in Leyton, east London. 

Moving the market created an opportunity to redevelop a large area right next to the City of 
London – one that had traditionally been in decline. 

The Spitalfields Development Group (SDG) was formed to lead the process and by the end of 
2005, the redevelopment was complete.  

The regeneration retained the world-famous covered market, creating new public spaces, a 
public art and events programme, the restoration of historic streets, new homes and a vibrant 
mix of local food vendors, independent retailers and award-winning restaurants. 

14

A rich history of diversity

Spitalfields is a site that has historically attracted a diverse, transient community.

The area was rural until 1682, when King Charles II granted a Royal Charter for a market – the 
success of which encouraged people to settle nearby. In 1685, fleeing religious persecution, 
Huguenots began arriving from France bringing silk weaving skills with them. 

Irish weavers arrived in the mid-1700s after the decline in the Irish linen industry, followed by 
eastern European Jews escaping ‘the Polish pogroms’ – anti-Jewish violence. 

Since the 1970s, a thriving Bangladeshi community has flourished in the area, bringing the 
vibrant food and fabrics that have led Brick Lane to become one of London’s most loved and 
visited streets. 

Evidence of the diverse people and communities that have shaped the area can still be seen 
today – with a Huguenot church, a Methodist chapel, a Jewish synagogue, and Muslim mosque 
standing among the traditional and new shops, restaurants, markets and homes.



Change and opposition 

Few of London’s property development projects have 
matched Spitalfields for interest and public profile. At its 
peak, over 120 different pressure groups opposed the SDG 
project – many with widely differing views on what should 
happen to the site. 

The issues were complex, multi-faceted and there was no 
single solution that would satisfy all sides. Chief executive 
Sir Michael Bear describes the SDG’s approach: 

“To help overcome these challenges, the SDG set up 
offices onsite with an open-door policy to local residents 
and community groups who wanted to make their views 
and priorities known. We became a partner of the local 
authority and the local community in the regeneration of 
the area.” 

“The SDG’s contribution […] has not 
just been through its commercial 
operations. The chief executive Sir 
Michael Bear has […] been able to 
listen and respond to the needs of 
the community. I believe SDG have 
shown how a developer can play a 
responsible role”.

Sunawar Ali, Project Director  
for the Microcredit Trust,  

Toynbee Hall.

Consulting and involving the community

The community consultation at Spitalfields was lengthy, 
detailed and had a real impact on the way the Masterplan 
evolved – even if not all participant hopes and ideas could 
be included in the final design.

Local residents were invited to contribute to the design 
process for the development and the public spaces around 
it, resulting in places that encourage inclusivity and social 
interaction. 

A place of significant archaeological importance, the 
SDG also funded a 12-year archaeological excavation, 
preserving many historic artefacts for permanent public 
view. Posters were regularly updated with new discoveries, 
while local schools and archaeological societies were 
given tours of the site. A website and visitor centre were 
also created, attracting over 27,000 people in 1999.
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An inclusive model for urban renewal 

The SDG team made an early and major impact by leading 
two regeneration initiatives aimed at alleviating poverty in the 
Spitalfields area, namely the Bethnal Green City Challenge and 
Cityside regeneration.

The Bethnal Green City Challenge (1992–1997) was 
a large-scale regeneration programme that 
transformed the area through investment, job 
creation and community improvements. It attracted 
over £160 million of public and private funding, 
created more than 3,000 jobs, supported the launch 
of hundreds of businesses, and provided extensive 
training and qualifications for local people. Alongside 
this, it delivered new homes, refurbished social 
housing, upgraded community facilities, improved 
childcare provision and enhanced public spaces. The 
initiative stood out for its collaborative approach, 
involving the council, community groups and private 
partners, becoming a new model for urban renewal 
by linking economic growth with social benefits.

The Cityside initiative (1997–2002) built on this 
momentum, with a strong focus on entrepreneurship 
and inclusion. It supported the creation of over 
300 new businesses, many led by people from ethnic minority 
backgrounds, and generated more than 1,000 new jobs, most 
of which also went to ethnic minority residents. The programme 
expanded commercial workspace, boosted visitor numbers 
significantly and helped strengthen the area’s economic diversity 
and cultural vibrancy.

Together, these initiatives show how targeted regeneration can 
combine economic development, social inclusion and physical 
improvements to revitalise urban communities.

Spitalfields today

Today, Spitalfields is no longer just a Sunday destination. It has 
evolved into one of London’s most diverse, thriving and vibrant 
areas – attracting people and businesses from across the 
globe.

The site’s success is in large part thanks to the preservation 
of its rich cultural history, as well as the local community’s 
inclusion and involvement throughout the redevelopment 
process.

Whatever the future holds for Spitalfields, this unique place 
with its strong community spirit will go down in history as one 
of the UK’s most inclusive and inspiring regeneration projects. 

“Thanks so much for having us and 
the young people from Ian Mikardo 
School over at Spitalfields Market the 
week before last. It was a fantastic 
experience for the young people. 
Being able to trade from their own stall 
allowed them to develop a large range 
of skills and qualities – confidence, 
customer service, communication 
– that will be invaluable for job 
applications and the workplace.”

Josh Babarinde OBE, Founder, 
Cracked It – a social enterprise 

smartphone repair service staffed by 
ex-offenders and at-risk youth
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Looking to the future: 
Where we’d like to see Real Estate Balance and our industry in…

1-3 years 3-5 years 10 years
The importance of creating 
diverse and inclusive 
workplaces will be understood 
across the industry and form 
a key part of every real estate 
organisation going forward 
– regardless of the political 
climate. With an even greater 
focus on collaboration, our 
membership will include even 
more real estate organisations, 
creating opportunities to share 
best practice and facilitate 
important cross-sector 
conversations. Our NextGen 
Committee will have a more 
prominent role, using their 
voice to hold today’s leaders 
to account on DEI. Our updated 
Toolkit will be relaunched and 
used widely.

By now, our NextGen cohort will 
be in middle management or 
even senior-level roles, creating 
a huge opportunity to scale 
up our mentoring and reverse 
mentoring programme and 
cultivate even further support 
for inclusive practice. Against 
a backdrop of increasing AI, 
which will create fundamental 
shifts in the way we do business 
– from our use of offices to our 
approach to leasing – we’ll be 
supporting our members to 
navigate these key changes 
and challenges through the lens 
of diversity and inclusion. 

By the time Real Estate Balance 
is 20, a diversity of people 
is anticipated at every level 
of the property industry and 
built environment community 
– including senior leaders. We 
also hope that by 2035, Real 
Estate Balance – which started 
in 2015 with the intention of 
accelerating change in equity, 
diversity, and inclusion (EDI) 
within UK property – will be 
an example and inspiration 
of what’s possible when an 
industry comes together to 
collaborate and share best 
practice. The result will be a 
diverse, inclusive and thriving 
property industry that better 
reflects and serves UK society.
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