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Context for Research Findings (Spring 2013) 

Religion and belief are important aspects of people’s lives,
informing how they see and live in the world, both as individuals
and as part of wider groups. Issues around discrimination and
equality on the grounds of religion or belief (including non-
religious beliefs) are sensitive and sometimes highly contested.

These issues involve matters of individual freedom of conscience
and of collective organization and expression in public life. This
can be most evident in their interface with the responsibilities of
employers and service providers, but it also cuts across many
other aspects of everyday life including: education, the media,
the criminal justice system, housing and planning, health care,
social and other services, and funding. 

These issues involve relationships within and between religion or
belief groups and between these groups and the wider society,
including debates about the nature of a ‘secular society’. Religion
and belief also exist alongside and are interlinked with other
aspects of people’s identity, many of which have achieved legal
recognition as ‘protected characteristics’, and conflicts between
which result in debates about whether these should or can be
balanced.

This research project aimed to contribute to a better
understanding of the nature, extent and any change in unfair
treatment on the grounds of religion or belief over the past
decade. This included an assessment of the adequacy of
policies, practices and laws designed to tackle such unfair
treatment. In doing so it linked with and built on the results of
previous research (1999-2001) carried out for the Home Office,
the report of which can be accessed via the National Archives at:
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk

Research Objectives

Uniquely, the project has been able to compare and analyse
results from research questions asked both a decade ago and
now. These included: to assess the evidence of religious
discrimination in England and Wales, both actual and perceived;
to describe the patterns shown by this evidence, including: its
overall scale, its main victims, its main perpetrators, and the main
ways in which the discrimination manifests; to indicate the extent
to which religious discrimination overlaps with racial
discrimination; and to identify the broad range of policy options
available for dealing with religious discrimination.

In the light of developments during 2000-2010, the project also
asked about the extent to which reported experience of unfair
treatment might have changed, including those groups most
affected. By focusing on reported unfair treatment the project
gathered evidence of a wider kind than that of only legally
determined instances of religion or belief discrimination.

The project has also kept in mind the policy changes that have
taken place over the decade in the light of events such as the 7/7
bombings, and the introduction of new laws relating to religion
and belief. The project considered the implications of the
evidence gathered for the further development of theory, policy
and practice with regard to issues of discrimination and equality
measures that are concerned with religion or belief. 

Finally, the project considered awareness and use of the law,
including the extent to which provision for religious ‘exemptions’
from equalities legislation might have contributed to unfair
treatment among both religion and belief groups and/or in
relation to other groups and aspects of identity such as gender,
ethnicity and sexual orientation.
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Research Approach

The findings are based on a postal and on-line
questionnaire survey completed in 2011 on a stratified
sample of over 1700 national and local religious
organizations in England and Wales. This resulted in just
under 500 responses (including just over 200 from
organizations that also responded in 2011). In addition,
case studies and interviews took place in 2011 with over
230 religion or belief, voluntary and community, public,
private and legal sector participants in Blackburn, Cardiff,
Leicester, the London Borough of Newham and Norwich.
Project focus groups also engaged with 40 people who
see themselves as ‘non-religious’ or ‘secular’. 

Finally in Autumn 2012, at ‘Knowledge Exchange
Workshops’ held in Cardiff, Derby, London, Manchester
and Oxford, interim findings were shared and discussed
with over 200 practitioners from religion or belief,
community and voluntary, public, private and legal sector
organisations and groups. Further input was gathered
from these practitioners, and informed the project’s overall
findings, including especially the recommendations of its
Policy Brief.

In order to develop an understanding of the legal context,
over 130 relevant legal cases were identified and
reviewed. Other relevant research evidence identified from
the past decade was also reviewed. A doctoral research
case study (on Church-related adoption agencies)
explored the relationship between religious freedom and
sexual orientation.

Key Findings: Continuity and Change?

A decade ago in England, Wales and Scotland unfair
treatment on the basis of religion or belief had little scope
for domestic legal redress. Since then, equality legislation
such as the 2003 Employment Equality (Religion or Belief)
Regulations, the Incitement to Racial and Religious Hatred
Act, 2006, and the 2006 and 2010 Equalities Acts came
into force. These laws are designed to protect the holders
of religious and non-religious beliefs from unfair treatment.

The findings of the project survey suggest that there is
evidence that over the past decade there has, in general,
been a reduction in the reported experience of unfair
treatment on the basis of religion or belief. The project’s
fieldwork findings suggest there are indications that the
introduction of law has been associated with changes of
policy and practice, particularly in the public sector. For
example, Pagan organizations, in particular, have cited
human rights law as having opened up the possibility of
more equitable participation in aspects of public life.

However, both the survey and the fieldwork results
continue to highlight substantial levels of reporting of
unfair treatment on the basis of religion or belief in
important areas of people’s lives. With regard to its
impact, the survey findings indicate that, in most areas
and across most religious groups, the unfair treatment is
more often reported to be occasional than frequent. The
unfair treatment is generally reported to be more to do
with the attitudes and behaviour of individuals (including 
within employment in relation to managers and
colleagues) than with the policies or practices of
organizations. 

Some religious groups continue to report experience of
higher levels of unfair treatment than others - in particular
Muslim and Pagan and New Religious Movement
organizations. Jewish organizations also continue to
report significant experience of antisemitism including
stereotyping and targeted attacks on Jewish property.

High profile controversies and legal cases reflect
continued experience of what is felt to be unfair treatment
with regard to employer dress codes in relation
particularly to Muslim women using head coverings and to
Christians wearing crosses. In schools such issues affect
pupils as well as teachers, and in comparison with a
decade ago, the research contains some indicative
evidence of what might be more widely spread difficulties
for Sikhs in the wearing of ‘the 5Ks’ of their religion.  

It is clear that the relationship between the perception and
reporting of unfair treatment on the basis of religion or
belief and the legal determination of it remains complex
and open to contested interpretations. The introduction of
new laws has not been a panacea. Moreover, the
fieldwork findings suggest that many religious people are
only very generally aware of their new legal rights. At the
same time, many ‘non-religious’ focus group participants
had a sense that, despite a broadening of the meaning of
‘belief’ in recent case law, these laws do not work equally
for them. 

Unfair Treatment in Various Areas of Life

Findings from the survey indicate a general reduction in
the incidence of reported unfair treatment since 2001. This
is especially so in criminal justice and employment.
Fieldwork research evidence points to continuing unfair
treatment in relation to immigration controls. 

Evidence from interviews with research participants in the
fieldwork suggests that where there is an awareness of
them, legal changes have contributed to a sense of
improvement among religion or belief groups in terms of
their being consulted on a more inclusive basis in relation,
especially, to public sector policies and practices.
Examples of this include liaison between the police and
religion or belief groups. At the same time, during the
fieldwork, concerns were expressed about both some of
the concepts and also aspects of the implementation of
Prevent initiatives. 

Also from within the fieldwork, education (and especially
Religious Education) was identified as having become
more inclusive of diversities of religion or belief (including
humanist views). These developments were especially
linked with the work of Standing Advisory Councils on
Religious Education (SACREs), despite the fact that some
SACREs still do not accommodate non-religious
participants. But, ’Knowledge Exchange Workshop’
participants expressed concern that such gains could be
undermined by policy developments around Academies
and Free Schools in which Religious Education was not
given an integral place.



Participants in fieldwork research reported that, overall,
relations between different religious groups have
improved since 2001. Survey results also show a
reduction in reporting of unfair treatment from other
religious groups since 2001. However levels of reported
unfair treatment from other religious groups were
substantial and religious organisations were more likely to
identify other religious groups as being a source of unfair
treatment than they were likely to identify ‘non-religious’
groups in general. At the same time some political groups
including right wing groups were frequently cited in both
the survey and the fieldwork as a source of hostility and
insecurity.

Similar Reported Patterns of Unfair Treatment 

Education, employment and the media remain key areas
of people’s lives in which they report experience of unfair
treatment. Although there has been an overall reduction in
the reported experience of unfair treatment in education
and employment, evidence relating to the media suggests
considerable continuity. However, as in 2001, experience
of unfair treatment is more strongly identified with national
rather than local media. But the fieldwork findings suggest
that the ‘new media’ is seen as bringing both benefits and
new problems. 

As in 2001, more experience of unfair treatment was
reported in relation to employment in the private sector
than the public sector. Overall, even where there have
been positive policy developments in organizations, there
remain issues of consistency in translating policy into
practice. Individual prejudicial attitudes can still create
impacts that go beyond the individual, both internally
within organizations and in their delivery of goods and
services.

There is continuing complexity around the intersections
between religion or belief and ethnicity in relation to
claims of unfair treatment, with evidence that ‘visible’
religion or belief minorities continue to experience
patterns of unfair treatment through a combination of
factors that can also involve gender as well as ethnicity. 

New Forms of Reported Unfair Treatment

New forms of unfair treatment are being reported –
particularly, but not only, by Christians. For example, both
the project’s survey and field work research evidence
point to a greater reported incidence of Christian
employees concerned about employer policies and
practices on Sunday working. 

Some Christians were also articulating a sense of the
marginalisation of Christianity compared to its historic
position in society and spoke of what they felt was a now
comparatively fairer treatment of other religion or belief
groups compared to Christians. 

At the same time, the project focus groups highlighted the
degree to which ‘non-religious’ people feel that
Christianity and religion in general is privileged in ways
that are structurally embedded in the society and can
result in unfair treatment for others, especially in
education and governance. 

In both the fieldwork and survey evidence it was clear that
people from a number of other religious groups (including
especially, but not only Sikhs) were being misidentified as
Muslims and thereby becoming the target for unfair
treatment and a particular hostility that was clearly
intended to be directed towards Islam and Muslims. This
highlights not only the unfair treatment Muslims have
been encountering but also how this affects other groups.

Emerging New Challenges: Identity and Law

A number of emerging new challenges are being
highlighted, especially around the balance between the
different so-called ‘protected characteristics’ in law, and
particularly in the relationships between religion or belief,
gender and sexual orientation. Fieldwork participants
often cited specific high profile cases as being indicative
of wider social trends.

Overall, the progress facilitated by new law has also
highlighted what are as yet unresolved tensions in the
interpretation and application of domestic law. In January
2013, European Court of Human Rights judgements were
given on the cases of Eweida and Chaplin v. the United
Kingdom and Ladele and McFarlane v. the United
Kingdom. The former concerned the wearing of religious
symbols at work and the latter concerned conscientious
objections on religious grounds of an employee in relation
to conducting civil partnership ceremonies. 

Following these cases, the Equality and Human Rights
Commission has issued helpful guidance on
understanding these judgements and their implications for
employers which are intended to provide better guidelines
in the uncertainties around the tensions and clashes that
have emerged and continue in mediating between various
‘protected characteristics’. 

Evidence from the survey shows a majority of religious
organizations favour exemptions (especially but not only
for the internal structures of religion or belief groups) on
matters of gender, sexual orientation and religion or belief.
The survey evidence also points to strongly divided
opinions on marriage/civil partnership and sexual
orientation exemptions, as well as to some support for
exemptions from equalities legislation in relation to age
and disability.

A Spectrum of Unfair Treatment

In order to understand and consider how best to tackle
the full range of unfair treatment, and to create the
conditions for developing a more inclusive society in
relation to matters of religion or belief, it is important to try
to differentiate between the different kinds of unfair
treatment. To inform interpretation of the evidence that it
has gathered the project has employed an analytical
spectrum which it has further developed from the one
used in 1999-2001. In terms of religion or belief hatred,
direct and indirect discrimination the spectrum overlaps
with law, but in other aspects goes beyond it:

Religion or belief naivety is a lack of basic religion or belief
literacy that sometimes leads to actions that can be seen 
and/or result in unfair treatment. 



Religion or belief prejudice involves the stereotyping of
particular religion or belief groups through attitudes that
can wound individuals and form a basis for exclusionary
unfair treatment, harassment or victimisation. 

Religion or belief hatred can occur when prejudice
intensifies into a settled attitude of mind, emotion and will
that can spill over into intimidatory and/or violent
behaviour towards the religion or belief ‘other’. 

Religion or belief disadvantage is a more structural
instance of unfair treatment. In at least some measure,
this can be experienced by all minority religion or belief
groups in relation to the relative position and (sometimes)
privileges of majority groups. 

Religion or belief direct discrimination occurs in deliberate
exclusion of individuals from opportunities or services.

Religion or belief indirect discrimination can occur where
the effects of historical decisions, contemporary
structures or patterns of behaviour have not been
reconsidered in the light of current religion or belief
plurality and result in unintentional discrimination. 

Religion or belief institutional discrimination can develop
when unfair treatment becomes endemic and structurally
embedded in organizations, leading to a collective failure
to provide equitable treatment.

Views on Tackling Unfair Treatment

From the survey, among recent policy emphases for
assisting the participation in society of people of various
religious groups, the policy emphases on citizenship,
community cohesion and ‘multiculturalism’ were seen as
being the most helpful for creating a context in which
unfair treatment on the grounds of religion or belief might
be reduced. The idea of ‘Britishness’ was not seen as so
helpful.

In the fieldwork, the importance of examples of good
practice was cited, particularly in relation to a more
inclusive approach to consultation with religion or belief
groups and a basic literacy concerning their perspectives
on life.

In comparison with 2001 there is not as much appetite
among religion or belief groups for further new laws or for
changes to existing law. Public education remained the
preferred way to tackle unfair treatment on the basis of
religion or belief. In the fieldwork research (including by
some ‘non-religious’ participants in the focus groups)
inter-faith initiatives were also seen as important.

Through the comparisons that it has been able to draw
over a period of ten years the project has arrived at some
unique evidence. This evidence provides the kind of
insight on which policy-makers and practitioners can draw
for the next decade and beyond.  

Further Information on the Project

The project (AH/H016074/1) has been a part of the Arts
and Humanities Research Council’s and Economic and
Social Research Council’s Religion and Society research
programme whose financial support (January 2010-
January 2013) is acknowledged. Further information on
the project in general can be accessed from its website at:
www.derby.ac.uk/religion-and-society, while information
on its outputs and public engagement can accessed from
the Research Councils’ Gateway to Research at
http://gtr.rcuk.ac.uk/

The project has developed a Policy Brief document and
an annotated bibliography covering the project themes
during the period 2000-2010. Copies will be accessible
from the project website and from University of Derby
Online Research Archive at:
http://derby.openrepository.com/derby

A book on Religion or Belief, Discrimination and Equality:
Britain in Global Contexts by Paul Weller, Nazila Ghanea,
Kingsley Purdam and Sariya Cheruvallil-Contractor will be
published by Bloomsbury/Continuum (London, New Delhi,
New York, and Sydney) in November 2013 and gives
further details on the project findings summarised here.  
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