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he mid-1990s to the mid-2000s was a period of significant

development and increasing awareness of the problem of
discrimination within Irish society. This is reflected in the devel-
opment of equality legislation and the establishment of bodies
such as the Equality Authority and the Equality Tribunal. Dis-
crimination is commonly understood as differential treatment on
the basis of group membership that unfairly disadvantages a
group, and is defined in Irish law as covering unfair treatment in
employment, training, accessing goods, services, accommodation
and education across nine grounds: gender, marital status, family
status, age, disability, race/ethnicity/nationality, sexual orienta-
tion, religious belief, and membership of the Traveller community
(see Bond et al., this volume). However, while expectations of a
fair society for all have become increasingly well-defined in recent
years, relatively little is known of the nature or extent of the

l The authors would like to acknowledge the Equality Authority who funded the
research as part of the Research Programme on Equality and Discrimination with
the ESRI. We would also like to thank the CSO for access to the micro-data from
the QNHS and to the European Foundation for access to the European Working
Conditions Survey micro-data.
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problem of discrimination in Ireland. This is partly because
measuring discrimination offers considerable challenges to re-
searchers, as discriminatory behaviour is rarely observed di-
rectly. A number of methods for measuring discrimination have
been used in previous research, though no single approach al-
lows researchers to address all the important measurement is-
sues and each have their strengths and weaknesses (see Bond et
al., this volume; Blank et al., 2004; Darity and Mason, 1998;
Pager and Shepherd, 2008).

Surveys of respondents’ self-reported experiences of dis-
crimination are an important instrument in the toolkit for
measuring inequality and discrimination in society. This chapter
draws on data from the first nationally representative survey de-
signed to collect information on self-reports of discrimination in
Ireland, which was carried out by the Central Statistics Office
(CSO) in 2004.

The method draws on the respondents’ own experiences and
their interpretation of events. The primary strengths of this meth-
odology are its breadth and the representative nature of the re-
sults. Surveys of discrimination or unfair treatment can investigate
a wide variety of situations and are not confined to a particular
setting such as employment or housing. One survey can ask re-
spondents about their experiences across a wide range of domains.

General population surveys also have the advantage of col-
lecting information across all sectors of society and not just
among an identifiable minority group. The results of surveys
conducted upon a nationally representative random sample of
the population can be generalised to the wider population,
which is a key limitation of some other approaches to investigat-
ing discrimination such as experimental studies, legal caseload
analyses and qualitative studies. A further advantage of this ap-
proach is that follow-up questions can be asked about respon-
dents’ reactions to discriminatory experiences and the perceived
consequences for the individual.
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The subjective nature of self-reports is the chief weakness of
this methodology — unlike legal cases, there is no independent
arbitrator to assess whether discrimination took place according
to a set of defined criteria and evidence. Self-reports of discrimi-
nation may be subject to incomplete information and bias. Dis-
crimination may be under-reported because it is not observable
to the respondent (for example, an employer might discriminate
against a job candidate who is female/pregnant/a non-national
but the applicant will not know the reason he or she has not been
hired). Others may experience discriminatory treatment but not
identify this as discrimination due to lack of knowledge about
rights or because they wrongly believe the treatment was due to
some other factor. Alternatively, discrimination may be over-
reported if, in an ambiguous situation, respondents falsely attrib-
ute their treatment to discrimination when it is in fact due to
some other reason (for example, denial of job promotion could be
due to poor performance rather than discrimination). Such un-
der- or over-reporting is especially problematic if it varies system-
atically across the groups of interest. For example, previous re-
search shows that the highly educated tend to report more dis-
crimination in a range of situations, despite being objectively ad-
vantaged (McGinnity et al., 2006). A further disadvantage of this
approach is that it is confined to discrimination that operates at
an individual level. Discrimination that operates at a struc-
tural/institutional level (for example, occupational segregation)
which disadvantages a group is unlikely to be reported in this
type of survey.

The limitations of self-report and other single methods of in-
vestigating discrimination mean that it is important to interpret
the results in conjunction with findings generated through other
research methodologies, a process known as triangulation. In
general, researchers have found direct self-reports of discrimina-
tion to be accurate and reliable when cross validated against
other data sources (Blank et al., 2004).
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Previous research has found widely varying levels of self-
reported discrimination depending on country, the social situa-
tion investigated and the way in which the questions are asked.
These type of surveys are most frequently fielded in the US, al-
though a number of cross-European studies have also been con-
ducted. The studies are often linked to specific types of dis-
crimination, for example on the basis of gender or race/ethnicity
(see Pager and Shepherd, 2008; Blank et al., 2004 for reviews; see
also Darity, this volume).

For example, in a national population survey of adults in the
US (N=3,032), Kessler et al. examine perceived discrimination
across a range of eleven domains (e.g. promotion, job hire, de-
nied bank loan, denied/received inferior medical care, other ser-
vices) across the respondent’s whole lifetime. The rate of re-
ported discrimination was highest in respect of job hires (16 per
cent), promotion (13 per cent) and other services (9 per cent),
and fell to 3 per cent in the case of medical care. A European
study on migrants’ self-reports of racism and discrimination was
conducted across 12 EU Member States including Ireland
(EUMC, 2006). Altogether more than 11,000 respondents with
migrant backgrounds answered questions about their experience
of discrimination in the preceding year across five domains: em-
ployment, private life and public arenas, shops and restaurants,
commercial transactions and institutions.” While the questions
were harmonised, the selected migrant groups and the sampling
methods differed across the countries. The Irish sample con-
sisted of four migrant groups, North African, Asian, Central/
South African and Eastern European, who had come to Ireland
through either the work-permit system or the asylum process
(see McGinnity et al., 2006 for further details). Among other re-
sults, the Irish report found that 35 per cent of migrants experi-

2
Within these five categories respondents were questioned about 16 different ex-
periences.
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enced harassment on the street/on public transport/in public
places in the past year; 32 per cent of those entitled to work ex-
perienced harassment at work, while 21 per cent of this group
reported discrimination in access to employment; 15 per cent
reported being denied access to housing because of their na-
tional/ethnic origin, and a similar percentage reported being
denied credit/a loan, or being harassed by neighbours; 14 per
cent reported being refused entry to a restaurant, pub, or night-
club during the last year because of their national/ethnic origin.
Rates of self-reported discrimination were highest among Black
Africans (ibid, p. vi).

In another European-wide study, which is repeated every five
years, the European Working Conditions Survey 2005 found that
5 per cent of those in employment felt they had been discrimi-
nated against ‘at work’ in the previous 12 months across a range
of grounds (religion, ethnic background, sexual orientation, dis-
ability, nationality, sex).” In Ireland, 6.8 per cent of employees
reported discrimination at work, and rates ranged from 2.1 per
cent in Spain to 9.1 per cent in the Czech Republic. The earlier
surveys reveal that the rates of self-reported discrimination in
Ireland increased over time, from 2.9 per cent in 1995 to 4.4 per
cent in 2000 and 6.8 per cent in 2005.

Perceived discrimination has also been found to have nega-
tive outcomes. Kessler et al. (1999) report that self-reported dis-
crimination is linked to depression, anxiety and other negative
health effects. Perceived discrimination has also been linked to
diminished effort in education or in the labour market, which
can have a further negative impact on outcomes (Loury, 2002;
Steele, 1997).

} Findings based on authors’ own analysis of the European Working Conditions
Survey micro-data supplied by the European Foundation for the Improvement of
Living and Working Conditions (contact first author for further details). The re-
sults refer to the proportion of respondents who report discrimination at work on
any of the grounds.
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This chapter is primarily concerned with identifying the
socio-demographic factors associated with greater risk of self-
reported discrimination in Ireland. We are particularly inter-
ested in the extent to which groups identified in the equality
legislation self-report that they have been discriminated against
in the recent past. In discussing these results we examine
whether they are consistent with other evidence on discrimina-
tion and inequality in Ireland using alternative methodologies.
As the survey was the first of its kind in Ireland, the results are
important for benchmarking future changes in discrimination
experiences.

The Survey

The results are based on analysis of the CSO Quarterly National
Household Survey, Equality Module, conducted in the fourth
quarter of 2004. The QNHS is a nationally representative ran-
dom sample of private households in Ireland. The Equality
Module of the survey was completed by 24,600 respondents, all
aged 18 years and over who were interviewed directly.

The survey follows international best practice to minimise
bias in the estimates of discrimination:

e Respondents were provided with an explicit definition of
discrimination and a number of concrete examples of what is
and is not considered discrimination (see Table 1).

e The experience of discrimination is linked to specific social
contexts or domains (Table 2).

e The questions are time-delimited - in this case, confined to
the two years preceding the interview (Table 2).
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Table 1: Definition of Discrimination on Equality Module (Prompt
Card)

Discrimination takes place when one person or a group of persons are
treated less favourably than others because of their gender, marital
status, family status, age, disability, ‘race’ - skin colour or ethnic group,
sexual orientation, religious belief, and/or membership of the Traveller
community.

Discrimination can occur in situations such as where a person or per-
sons is/are refused access to a service, to a job, or is/are treated less fa-
vourably at work. In other words, discrimination means treating people
differently, negatively or adversely because they are for instance Asian,
Muslim, over 50 years of age, a single parent, and/or homosexual.

If the reason you may have been treated less favourably than someone
else is due to another reason (such as your qualifications, being over an
income limit or because you are further back in a queue for something)
this does not constitute discrimination.

Respondents were asked about the experience of discrimination
across nine social situations or domains. Two of these were
work-related and the remaining seven related to accessing ser-
vices (see Table 2). For those who reported discrimination in any
of these situations, follow up questions were asked concerning
the grounds on which they felt they were discriminated, the effect
the experience had, and their response. The respondents were not
asked who was responsible for the discrimination, therefore it is
possible, for example, that discrimination ‘at work’ was instigated
by an employer/manager or by colleagues or customers, etc.
Similarly, service discrimination may have been instigated by
the service provider or by other users.

In addition to the specific questions on subjective experi-
ences of discrimination, the module also included some classifi-
catory information not routinely collected in the QNHS. This
included two questions on disability, detailed information on
religious affiliation and a question on ethnicity. The QNHS
measure of ‘ethnicity’ is self-selected from a set of 11 pre-coded
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categories using the classification applied in the 2006 Irish Cen-
sus (see Garner, 2004, for a discussion of the use of the term
ethnicity in Ireland and Russell et al., 2008 for further details of
the measure in the survey).

Table 2: Questions on Experience of Discrimination

In the past two years, have you personally felt discriminated against:
1. In the workplace?

2. While looking for work?

3. In places like, shops, pubs or restaurants?

4. Using services of banks, insurance companies or other financial insti-
tutions?

5. In relation to education?
6. In respect of obtaining housing/accommodation?

7. In respect of accessing health services (e.g. getting access to a GP, ac-
cess to hospital, access to specialist treatment)?

8. In respect of using transport services?

9. In respect of accessing other public services either at a local or na-
tional level?

Self-reported Discrimination

This paper is concerned with two inter-related questions: firstly,
what are the characteristics of those most at risk of discrimination
according to self-reports? And secondly, does the context matter
— are the same groups at risk in different social situations? In an-
swering the second question in particular it is important to bear
in mind that involvement in different social contexts, for example
accessing health services, education services or the job market,
varies across different groups and the rates of discrimination re-
ported apply only to those who participated in this situation at
some point over the preceding two years. For example, those who
were not involved in the labour market in the last two years were
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defined as ‘not applicable’ for the work-related questions. The eli-
gible population therefore varies across the social situations from
100 per cent for ‘accessing shop, pubs and restaurants’, transport,
financial services and other public services, to only 43 per cent for
education and 42 per cent for ‘looking for work’.

Overall, 12.5 per cent of respondents reported experiencing
discrimination in at least one of the domains covered by the ques-
tionnaire (see Figure 1). Service-related discrimination was re-
ported by 9 per cent of respondents and work-related discrimina-
tion by 7 per cent of respondents. Within the more detailed cate-
gories, the highest rate of discrimination reported was in relation
to looking for work - 5.8 per cent. Discrimination in the work-
place was the next most commonly reported: almost 5 per cent of
the eligible population felt discriminated against in this domain.

Figure 1: Rates (%) of Self-reported Discrimination by Social
Situation

L 12.5
Any discrimination

Service discrimination

Work-related discrimination

Looking for work
In work

Housing
Financial services
Shops, pubs etc
Health services
Education

Other public services

Transport services

o 5 1 15

Note: ‘Not applicable’ are excluded, therefore the Base N differs across the domains
(see text)
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Within the services domains the highest rates of discrimination
were reported in accessing accommodation (4 per cent), finan-
cial services (3.7 per cent) and shops, pubs and restaurants (2.6
per cent). The lowest rates of discrimination were reported in
accessing education (1.3 per cent) other public services (1 per
cent) and using transport services (0.7 per cent).

In the following section the social and demographic character-
istics associated with subjective experiences of work-related dis-
crimination and service-discrimination are examined through lo-
gistic regression models. Many of the characteristics are covered
by anti-discrimination legislation in Ireland such as gender, age,
family status, marital status, race/ethnicity, nationality, disability
and religion. Two characteristics covered by the equality legisla-
tion could not be included in the models - sexual orientation and
membership of the Traveller community. Information on respon-
dent’s sexual orientation was not collected in the survey, while
the number of respondents identifying as Travellers in the ethnic-
ity question was too small for further analysis.* The models also
include employment status and education level. For the models of
work-related discrimination, the characteristics of the job are also
controlled but these are not discussed in detail in this chapter
(see Russell et al., 2008, p. 18). The section below focuses on the
model results and in the concluding section we discuss the extent
to which these findings replicate those from studies adopting
other methods, for example, studies comparing objective condi-
tions and experimental studies of direct discrimination.

Discrimination at Work and Looking for Work

Women were more likely than men to report they had been dis-
criminated against at work, controlling for a wide range of per-

4 . . .
In the follow-on questions respondents could chose sexual orientation as one of
the grounds on which they believed they had been discriminated against.
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sonal and occupational characteristics. However, men were more
likely to report they had been discriminated against in job search.

Age had relatively little impact on either self-reported work-
place discrimination or looking for work, so older age groups
(45-54 and 55-64 years) were no more likely to report discrimi-
nation. In fact, the small number of over-65s in the labour mar-
ket were much less likely to report either discrimination at work
or seeking work.

Non-Irish nationals were more than one and a half times as
likely as Irish respondents to report discrimination in the work-
place and two and half times more likely to report discrimina-
tion when looking for work. While the ‘raw’ percentage of re-
spondents of minority ethnic background reporting work-
related discrimination was significantly higher than for White
respondents,5 these differences do not remain significant in the
models when other personal and job characteristics are taken
into account. There are a number of possible reasons for this
non-significance. Firstly, the numbers in the Black, Asian and
Other categories are small, and secondly, due to the recent na-
ture of immigration in Ireland there is a strong overlap between
non-national and minority ethnic groups. Most respondents
from minority ethnic groups experience higher levels of work-
related discrimination attached to being a non-Irish national but
the models do not indicate an additional penalty for being of
Black, Asian or Other ethnicity, once nationality is accounted
for. A further test of this was conducted by creating dummy

> Ten per cent of Black respondents and 17 per cent of Asian respondents reported
discrimination at work compared to 5 per cent of White respondents, similarly 18
per cent of Black respondents and 15 per cent of Asian respondents reported dis-
crimination in job search compared to 6 per cent of White respondents. The ‘in
work’ models suggest that Asians may be more likely to experience discrimination
in work but the difference is only marginally statistically significant, and is re-
ported in the table as ‘same’.
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Table 3: Model’ of Work-related Discrimination: Personal

Characteristics
At Work Looking for Work
0dds® Odds

Male Reference Reference
Female 1.38 .59
Irish Reference Reference
Non-Irish 1.54 2.53
White Reference Reference
Black Same Same
Asian Same Same
‘Other’ Same Same
Catholic Reference Reference
Non-Catholic 1.62 1.40
No disability Reference Reference
Disability 2.76 1.86
Single Reference Reference
Married 78 0.73
Separated 1.56 Same
No child <15 yrs Reference Reference
Couple child<is yrs 1.32 Same
Lone parent Same Same
Employed Reference Reference
Unemployed 3.14 871
Inactive Same 2.96

Under 25 years Reference Reference
Age 25-44 years Same Same
Age 45-54 years Same Same
Age 55-64 years Same Same
65 + years 0.27 0.13
Primary education Reference Reference
Lower second ed. Same 0.62
Upper second ed. Same 0.56
Post-second/Third level 1.62 Same

Note: 1. Logistic regression model. The model also controls for the work character-
istics for those in employment: occupation, sector, trade union membership, em-
ployment contract (full-time, part-time, self-employed). 2. Odds of less than 1
mean that the group in question is less likely to have experienced discrimination
than the reference group. Odds greater than 1 mean they are more likely. All fig-
ures reported are statistically significant at the .05 level. ‘Same’ means that the risk

of discrimination does not differ significantly from the reference group.
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variables that identified those of Irish nationality who were
members of a minority ethnic group - this group was not signifi-
cantly more likely to report work-related discrimination than
White Irish nationals. However, there were only 50 respondents
in this category.

Religion is also associated with self-reported discrimination in
the workplace. Grouping all those who are not members of the
majority Catholic religion together (including those with no reli-
gious affiliation), it was found that the non-Catholics were 1.6
times more likely to experience discrimination at work and 1.4
times more likely to report discrimination while looking for work.

People with a disability were almost three times more likely
to report discrimination at work than those without a disability
and were 1.9 times more likely to report discrimination in job
search.

In both job search and at work married people were signifi-
cantly less likely to report discrimination than single people. The
small number of separated respondents reported higher levels of
discrimination at work than those who were single. In terms of
family status, couples with children had somewhat higher odds
of experiencing discrimination in work than couples without
children. While there was a difference in the ‘raw’ rates of work
discrimination between lone parents and those without chil-
dren, this difference was not apparent in the model. However
the larger group of couples with children were more likely to re-
port discrimination at work than those without children.

Regarding education, those with post-secondary/third level
education were more likely to report discrimination in work. In
terms of looking for work, those with lower and upper secondary
education were less likely to report discrimination than the refer-
ence group - those with primary level only. The higher educated
did not differ significantly from those with primary education.

Those currently unemployed were significantly more likely to
report discrimination ‘at work’ in the last two years - more than
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three times as likely as the employed after controlling for their
personal characteristics, such as education and age, and job
characteristics like sector and occupation. The effect of being
unemployed was even more marked with regard to seeking
work. Here the unemployed were eight times more likely to re-
port discrimination than the employed who had engaged in job
search over the last two years. It is not possible from this data to
assess to what extent their unemployment was due to discrimi-
nation on the part of employers, but it is clear that a sizeable
proportion of this group felt they had been discriminated against
in seeking work. Discrimination seeking work was also high
among those inactive in the labour market.

The models of discrimination at work and discrimination in
job hires also control for a range of job characteristics, namely
industrial sector, occupational class, trade union membership
and employment contract (full-time, part-time, self-employed).
These analyses (not shown, see Russell et al. (2008) for details)
found that the predictive power of occupational characteristics
was considerably weaker than personal characteristics.” Self-
reports of discrimination were not widely differentiated by oc-
cupation or sector, with the same rate occurring across many
sectors and occupations when personal characteristics are con-
trolled.” The self-employed were less likely to experience dis-
crimination in work due to being their own boss, however they
were more likely to report discrimination when looking for
work. This latter result suggests that some entry to self-

6
The pseudo R square for personal characteristics was 060, and when occupa-
tional characteristics were added this only increased to 075.

’ Only those in the Transport and Education sectors reported higher discrimination
at work and only those in the Financial services sector reported higher discrimina-
tion rate in hiring (out of 11 sectors specified). Across the occupational categories
only the unskilled manual respondents had higher rates in the at work model,
whereas three of the seven occupational categories had significantly higher rates of
self-reported discrimination while looking for work.
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employment may be prompted by failure to secure employment.
Trade union members were more likely to report discrimination
at work, which may be connected to greater awareness of em-
ployment rights. It is also possible that trade union members
feel discriminated against because of their membership, or that
the experience of workplace discrimination may motivate people
to become union members. These possible explanations cannot
be disentangled with the current data.

Self-reported Discrimination in Accessing Services

Respondents were asked whether they had been discriminated
against in accessing seven types of services over the last two
years. In the main report the influence of personal characteris-
tics on experiences within each of these social situations was ex-
amined through a series of separate models for each domain
(Russell et al., 2008). Here we present the results for the overall
model, which estimates the likelihood of reporting discrimina-
tion in any of the seven domains (Table 4); the results of the in-
dividual models are summarised in Table 5.

With the exception of gender, all of the characteristics covered
by the equality grounds that were available in the data were
found to be significantly linked to the likelihood of reporting dis-
crimination accessing services in the combined model. Within
the detailed services domains, women were more likely to say
they had been discriminated against in accessing health services,
while men were more likely to report discrimination in accessing
financial services such as banking and insurance (Table 5).

Young people aged 18 to 24 years (the reference group) were
much more likely than all other age groups to report discrimina-
tion while accessing services. The detailed models showed that
this effect was strongest in financial services, housing, and
shops, pubs and restaurants.
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Table 4: Model of Services Discrimination in Last Two Years

Group Odds
Male Reference
Female Same

18 - 24 years Reference
25 — 44 years 0.67

45 — 64 years 0.45

65+ years 0.31
White Reference
Black 2.70
Asian Same
Other ethnic group .71

Irish Reference
Non-Irish 1.34
Catholic Reference
Not Catholic 1.60

No disability Reference
Disability 3.26
Single Reference
Separated 134
Married 0.75

No child <15 years Reference
Couple child <15 years 1.31

Lone Parent child <15 years 1.85
Primary Education Reference
Secondary level Same
Post-second Level 1.21
Employed Reference
Unemployed 1.39
Inactive 1.43

Note: All figures reported are statistically significant at the .05 level. ‘Same’ means
that the risk of discrimination does not differ significantly from the reference
group. Odds less than 1 imply a lower risk than reference group. Not Catholic in-
cludes those of no religion, who also report a higher rate of discrimination relative
to Catholic.
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Table 5: High Risk Groups by Service Domain

Domain Groups

Housing Non-Irish nationals, Black and ‘Other’ ethnicity, no
religion, lower education, unemployed, economically
inactive, people with disabilities, lone parents, par-
ents, non-married

Health Women, minority religious groups, 25-64 years, peo-
ple with disabilities, separated, unemployed, inactive,
parents

Shops, pubs, Young people, minority ethnic groups, non-Irish,

restaurants people with disabilities, unemployed and economi-
cally inactive

Financial Young people, men, Black ethnicity, non-Irish na-

Institutions tionals, people with disabilities, not married, gradu-

ates, no religion, minority religious groups

Transport People with disabilities, Black or Asian ethnic groups,
non-Irish nationals, minority religious groups, eco-
nomically inactive, respondents with children, includ-
ing lone parents

Education People aged 18-44, other Christian, unemployed, eco-
nomically inactive, parents with children under 15
years

Other public Other Christian, no religion, people with disabilities,
services economically inactive, those with children under 15
years including lone parents

Note: These results are taken from regression models that control for all the char-
acteristics outlined in Table 4. The full model results are available in Russell et al.,
2008.

The model results for ethnicity show that Black respondents had
a significantly higher risk of services discrimination than White
respondents, even when other characteristics were held constant
(including nationality). The highest relative rate of self-reported
discrimination for those of Black ethnicity was in relation to
shops, pubs or restaurants, where this group were almost five
times more likely to experience discrimination than White re-
spondents. Those of ‘Other’ ethnic background were also more
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likely to report greater discrimination accessing services in the
combined model (Table 4).

Non-Irish nationals were 1.3 times more likely to report dis-
crimination accessing services than Irish nationals, suggesting
that nationality has a less pronounced effect in this domain than
in the labour market as seen above. Within the service catego-
ries, nationality had the greatest impact in relation to using
transport services.

Respondents who were members of minority religious groups
or had no religious affiliation were more likely to report service
discrimination than Catholic respondents. This effect was sig-
nificant in all seven service domains examined.

Disability was the characteristic most strongly associated
with self-reported discrimination in services. People with dis-
abilities were 3.3 times more likely to report such discrimination
than those without a disability. The rate of discrimination for
this group was highest in transport services and health services,
and was also significant in all service domains except education.

Marital status and family status also proved significant. The
married group was less likely to perceive discrimination in ser-
vices than single people, as was the case for work-related dis-
crimination. The context was significant here: marriage was ir-
relevant for education, health, transport or other public services,
but was particularly ‘advantageous’ in terms of access to housing
and to a lesser extent accessing financial services, and pubs,
shops or restaurants. The separated group were more likely to
report discrimination than those who were single. Respondents
with children were significantly more likely to report service dis-
crimination in the combined model, with lone parents reporting
the highest level of discrimination among the family status
groups. Family status was particularly relevant in the financial
service and education models and was not significant in the
health service domain.
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Overall then, the groups identified as needing protection
from discrimination under equality legislation were indeed more
likely to report that they had experienced discrimination in ac-
cessing services and/or in the labour market over the preceding
two years. It is noticeable that some groups experienced dis-
crimination in a wide variety of domains. For example, people
with disabilities were found to be at higher risk of discrimina-
tion in both work-related and all but one of the service domains
(except education). Similarly, non-Irish nationals were more
likely than Irish nationals to report discrimination in four ser-
vice domains and both work-related domains. For other groups
discrimination was more context-specific, for example young
people were particularly likely to report discrimination in the
use of financial services and shops, pubs and restaurants. In the
concluding section we will discuss how these results correspond
to findings from other studies in the Irish context. Before con-
cluding, the impact of perceived discrimination and the actions
taken in response to discrimination are discussed briefly.

Impact of Discrimination

Of those experiencing discrimination, 26 per cent said it had a
serious or very serious impact on their lives. The impact of dis-
crimination was found to vary across social groups and also de-
pended on the context. Workplace discrimination and discrimi-
nation accessing housing were found to have a more serious im-
pact. The former result is likely to arise because the domain of
employment is particularly important to individuals’ quality of
life and mental well-being. Employment also represents a social
situation where there is an ongoing set of relationships and in-
teractions, whereas in other domains interactions are more
likely to be of a one-off or intermittent nature. A denial of em-
ployment due to discrimination can also have serious financial
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consequences. A denial of housing could also have significant
consequences for individuals’ quality of life.

A statistical model of the characteristics associated with a
more severe impact found that people with disabilities were most
likely to report serious impact, which may be linked to their
higher likelihood of experiencing discrimination across multiple
domains. The unemployed were also significantly more likely to
respond that discrimination had a serious impact on their lives
when other personal characteristics were held constant.

Responses to Discrimination

Sixty per cent of those who self-reported discrimination took no
action. The most common form of action taken was verbal, with
26 per cent saying they had taken such action. A further 4 per
cent made a written response, with only 6 per cent making a for-
mal response by making an official complaint or taking a legal
action. This result suggests that the cases that make it to the
Equality Tribunal, the Labour Court or other legal arena represent
a very small fraction of all cases of discrimination. ‘In work’ dis-
crimination was most likely to prompt action; discrimination
while looking for work was least likely to have been responded to.

Regarding taking action, the analysis shows that in many
cases the social groups who report experiencing the highest lev-
els of discrimination are the least likely to take action. Respond-
ing to discrimination requires a range of resources such as lan-
guage skills, confidence and knowledge of one’s rights and enti-
tlements. It appears that more marginalised groups who are sub-
ject to higher levels of discrimination may also lack some of
these resources.
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Conclusions: Do Self-reports of Discrimination
Confirm Evidence from Other Sources?

The self-reported data from the QNHS Equality Module based
on a nationally representative sample of the Irish population
suggest that 7 per cent of labour market participants experi-
enced discrimination over a two-year period, while g per cent of
the population report discrimination accessing services. The re-
sults represent an important first benchmark on the distribution
of perceived discrimination across social groups and within dif-
ferent social contexts, and provide a basis for tracking changes
in perceived discrimination over time. Self-report data alone
cannot establish incidence and distribution of discrimination
but can be used to corroborate other sources of evidence for Ire-
land. A key issue, then, is how far the distribution of self-
reported discrimination in the labour market and services is in
agreement with other research results.

The greater likelihood of women to report discrimination ‘at
work’ is consistent with analyses of working conditions and la-
bour market experiences, which show that women are disadvan-
taged relative to men, for example in relation to pay when other
human capital characteristics are controlled (McGuinness et al.,
2009; Russell and Gannon, 2002; Russell et al., 2005; see Greg-
ory, this volume, for international evidence), and occupational
positions (Russell et al., 2009; O’Connor, 1998; Fahey et al,,
2000). However, the size of the gender difference is perhaps
smaller than these studies on objective conditions would sug-
gest. This may be because, in objective labour market inequality,
structural inequalities such as gender segregation also play a role
and these are not experienced as direct personal discrimination.

High rates of self-reported discrimination among people with
disabilities in the labour market and in accessing services is also
consistent with previous Irish research, which found that people
with disabilities are significantly disadvantaged in the labour
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market and in other spheres such as poverty and social partici-
pation (see Gannon and Nolan, this volume). Gannon and Nolan
(2004) found that people with disabilities were more likely to be
unemployed or outside the labour market, holding other charac-
teristics constant, and were disadvantaged in terms of earnings
(Gannon and Nolan, 2005). There is also evidence of prejudicial
attitudes towards people with disabilities (CSO, 2010),

Research on objective labour market conditions also show
that non-Irish nationals are significantly disadvantaged in the
labour market in terms of unemployment risks, occupational
position and wages, even when factors such as educational level,
labour market experience, length of time in country and lan-
guage ability are controlled (O’Connell and McGinnity, 2008;
Barrett et al., 2006; Barrett and McCarthy, 2007). McGinnity et
al. (this volume, and 2009) also found direct evidence of dis-
crimination against non-Irish nationals in recruitment through a
field experiment among Irish employers. The experiment found
that job applicants from German, Asian and African back-
grounds were only half as likely to be called to interview as Irish
candidates.

High levels of self-reported discrimination in services among
minority ethnic groups in Ireland were also reported by McGin-
nity et al. (2006) and in smaller non-statistically representative
surveys of ethnic minority groups (e.g. Amnesty International
Ireland, 2001). O’Connell and McGinnity (2008) also found that
Black respondents were significantly more likely to experience
unemployment and to occupy lower level occupational positions
when education, work experience and nationality are controlled.
The insignificance of ethnicity in the work-related discrimina-
tion models, despite the high raw rates of self-reported dis-
crimination, may therefore be attributable to the methodologi-
cal issues discussed (primarily small number of cases), rather
than accurately reflecting the underlying reality.
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While there is a strong level of correspondence in the results
of the self-report survey and studies using other methods to in-
vestigate inequality and discrimination, there are nevertheless a
number of important inconsistencies (in addition to the differ-
ences in strength of effects outlined above).

Firstly, studies of income, labour market and social inclusion
show that graduates are objectively advantaged (for example,
O’Connell et al., 2004; Russell et al., 2010) but they report higher
discrimination at work and accessing services. It is likely that
higher self-reports of discrimination among this group arise
from a greater awareness of rights, higher expectations about
equal treatment, and a greater propensity to report discrimina-
tion to a third party. Results from other research also show that
the highly educated are more likely to self-report discrimination
(e.g. McGinnity et al., 2006; EUMC, 2006).

Secondly, the QNHS module finds that older people have low
levels of self-reported discrimination in both the labour market
and services despite evidence of ageism in attitude surveys
(O’Connor and Dowds, 2003) and poorer outcomes in some ser-
vice areas, e.g. financial exclusion (Russell and Maitre, forthcom-
ing) and health care (McGlone, 2005). Evidence on objective con-
ditions of older people in the labour market varies depending on
the outcome examined. Among those in employment, older
workers tend to occupy higher occupational positions (Russell
and Fahey, 2004). Wages also increase with age, due to increased
seniority and experience (e.g. Barrett et al., 2000). Similarly, the
rates of unemployment tend to be lower among older workers.
However, a number of studies have shown that, once unem-
ployed, older people have more difficulty re-entering employment
(e.g. O'Connell et al., 2009). Experimental studies in other coun-
tries have also found direct evidence of discrimination in recruit-
ment on the basis of age (Rich, this volume).

These research results suggest that, other things being
equal, older people are less likely to identify their treatment as
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being discriminatory. This may partly be due to a lack of
awareness of rights: in the QNHS Equality Module, 28 per cent
of those aged over 65 years said they had no knowledge of their
rights under Irish equality law, compared to 20 per cent of the
whole population.

Where the self-reported results are not corroborated by
other sources of evidence, as in these cases, it is important to
consider possible biases in responses caused by cultural factors,
differential resources or other issues which make some groups
more or less likely to identify discriminatory treatment.

Policy Implications

The results of this study suggest that accessing financial services
and housing, along with recruitment and the workplace, are ar-
eas that may require particular monitoring for discriminatory
practices. In the case of work-related discrimination, the re-
sponse of the unemployed and the economically inactive, non-
Irish nationals (including minority ethnic migrants) and people
with disabilities suggest that these groups are particularly at
risk. In relation to services, disabled people, non-Irish nationals
and minority ethnic groups reported greater likelihood of con-
sistently experiencing discrimination. The finding that some of
the groups who most commonly report discrimination are the
least likely to take action indicates the potential benefit of pro-
active third party interventions, such as information campaigns,
advocacy and legal supports, along with initiatives by employers
and service providers to implement good practice. These strate-
gies are also important to raise awareness of rights among
groups who appear to under-report discrimination, for example,
older people and those with lower levels of education.

The Equality Module is due to be repeated by the CSO in the
fourth quarter of 2010. This will provide a valuable opportunity
to track changes in perceived discrimination over time. It will
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also provide evidence to address questions of whether the eco-
nomic downturn since 2008 has led to increased discrimination
in general, and against certain groups in particular (e.g. mi-
grants, ethnic minorities and those with disabilities). This
changed context makes the continued collection of equality rele-
vant data all the more important.
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