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FOREWORD 

This report has been conducted by the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) under 

a joint programme of research with the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission. The 

Research Programme on Human Rights and Equality investigates issues relating to equality 

and discrimination among the ten equality grounds set out in Irish legislation. Using data 

from the 2004, 2010 and 2014 Equality modules of the Quarterly National Household Survey 

this report focuses on disability and discrimination in Ireland.  

One of the aims of the research programme is to identify if any particular groups in our 

society experience discrimination and if so, where this discrimination occurs. The previous 

reports in this research series have consistently highlighted the high levels of discrimination 

experienced by people with disabilities in a variety of life settings. We now know from the 

previous reports in this series that people with disabilities experience discrimination in the 

workplace, while seeking work, in private and public services as well as in many different 

aspects of housing, including housing and environmental deprivation. We also know that 

people with disabilities are overrepresented among the homeless population.  

More recently, the way disability is conceptualised has been challenged and is shifting from 

a medical and charitable model to a social model. The medical model focuses on the 

individual’s particular impairment and health needs as the factors that are disabling. The 

social model views the way society is organised as being disabling rather than the 

individual’s impairment itself; for example physical and attitudinal barriers. This attitudinal 

shift has been driven internationally through the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons 

with Disabilities (UNCRPD) which was ratified by Ireland in March of this year. We have a lot 

of work to do to make this shift in Ireland, where the approach to disability remains 

stubbornly grounded in the medical model.  

The purpose of the UNCRPD is to promote, protect and ensure the full and equal enjoyment 

of all human rights and fundamental freedoms by all persons with disabilities, and to 

promote respect for their inherent dignity. A notable feature of the UNCRPD is Article 31, 

which stipulates that states must collect appropriate statistical data relating to people with 

disabilities. This allows state parties to identify the barriers faced by people with disabilities 



and provides evidence to determine whether the equal enjoyment of all human rights and 

fundamental freedoms exists, and helps direct policy provision in this area.   

Education and employment are two important indicators of social inclusion, therefore it is 

crucial to ensure equal opportunity to all members of our society in these domains. 

However, the 2016 Census signals that educational attainment amongst people who have a 

disability is lower than the general population. For example amongst those aged 15 to 50 

years with a disability, 13.7 per cent have completed no higher than primary level 

education, compared to 4.2 per cent of the general population. Equally, participation in the 

labour market for people with disabilities remains lower than participation rates for the 

general population: for those aged 15 and over, 22 per cent of people with a disability were 

at work compared with more than half (53 per cent) of the overall population.  

The data analysed in this report illustrate that people with disabilities are more likely to 

report that the discrimination they experience has serious or more serious effects on them 

compared to those who do not have a disability. Furthermore, people with a disability are 

more likely to report that discrimination occurs more frequently than those without a 

disability. The data also reveal that there has been a decrease in the levels of discrimination 

experienced by people with disabilities between 2004 and 2010.  

To improve the lives of people with disabilities – like other minority groups – it is essential 

to evidence where in our society exclusion occurs and where barriers exist, preventing equal 

enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms by persons with disabilities, 

respecting their inherent dignity. We hope that the results presented in this report will 

contribute further to the understanding of disability and discrimination with a view to 

protecting and upholding human rights and equality in the State.  

I would like to thank the ESRI for their work on this research programme, particularly the 

authors of this report, Dr Joanne Banks, Dr Raffaele Grotti, Éamonn Fahey and Dr Dorothy 

Watson. 

Emily Logan 
Chief Commissioner,  
Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission.   
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report provides a detailed account of the experience of discrimination for people with 

disabilities in Ireland. Using the Equality module of the Quarterly National Household Survey 

(QNHS), this report examines the extent to which people with disabilities experience higher 

rates of discrimination across a range of life settings or domains compared to people 

without disabilities. These domains include both public and private settings such as 

education and training, access to healthcare, access to housing, the provision of goods, 

facilities or services, shops, pubs, restaurants and banks and other financial services. 

The report is organised around four main research questions: 

• Do people with disabilities experience discrimination more frequently than people 

without disabilities and does it have a greater impact on them? 

• Do people with disabilities experience discrimination to a greater extent in some 

domains than others? Are any such differences related to other characteristics 

(such as gender, age and education)? 

• Are people with specific disabilities more likely to experience discrimination than 

others? 

• Has the experience of discrimination among people with disabilities changed over 

time? 

KEY FINDINGS 

This report shows that between 2004 and 2014, between 10 and 12 per cent of the 

population reported a disability. The findings also show that people with disabilities have a 

distinct socio-demographic profile compared to the general population. In particular, they 

are more likely to be over the age of 65 compared to those without disabilities. 

Focussing on discrimination, the findings clearly show that people with disabilities 

experience higher rates of discrimination than people without disabilities. On average, 

15 per cent of people with disabilities experience discrimination compared to 11 per cent of 



      

 
 

      

       

    

   

     

   

  

    

    

     

   

  

 

    

     

    

   

    

 

   

     

   

   

  

  

 

      

     

   

x | Disability and discrimination in Ireland: evidence from the QNHS Equality modules 

those without a disability. People with disabilities are not only more likely to experience 

discrimination more frequently; when they do, it has a more serious effect on their lives. 

Pooling the data from 2010 and 2014 together, we find that people with disabilities 

experience discrimination ‘more regularly’ than people without disabilities. The data also 

reveal that people with disabilities were more likely to say that the discrimination had a 

‘serious’ or ‘very serious’ effect on their well-being. For instance, in 2014, 18 per cent of 

people with disabilities who reported experiencing discrimination said it had a ‘very serious’ 

effect on them, compared to 10 per cent of those without a disability. 

We also examine the extent to which people with disabilities experience discrimination to a 

greater extent in some domains than others. Descriptive analysis shows that discrimination 

for people with disabilities is mostly experienced in the health services followed by the 

private sector (e.g. financial institutions, shops, pubs and restaurants). This is likely to be 

due to the fact that people with disabilities interact with health services on a much more 

frequent basis than those without disabilities. Unlike the rest of the population, reports of 

discrimination among people with disabilities in the workplace, or while looking for work, 

make up a small portion of the total reports of discrimination – fewer than one-in-four. This 

is because they are less likely to be economically active, which necessarily diminishes the 

chance that they will experience work-related discrimination. 

This report employs multivariate techniques which allow us to further investigate whether 

the relationship between disability and discrimination holds when other socio-demographic 

characteristics are taken into account. We model the relationship between disability and 

discrimination in three broad domains; in the labour market, in accessing public services and 

in accessing private services. 

Our findings show that when people with disabilities are looking for work, or in the 

workplace, the odds of experiencing work-related discrimination was twice as high 

compared to those without disabilities. This pattern holds even when we take account of 

differences in terms of age, sex, family and marital status and employment status. The 

findings do show, however, that those with higher levels of education are more likely to 

report discrimination. This may be due to higher educated groups having a greater 

awareness of their legal rights. 
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Focussing on discrimination in the public services (such as education, health, transport), the 

findings also show that people with disabilities were three times more likely to experience 

discrimination compared to those without disabilities. 

Controlling for socio-demographic characteristics, the findings show that discrimination in 

private services (such as pubs, shops, restaurants, financial institutions or housing) was also 

significantly more likely for people with disabilities compared to those without disabilities 

with the odds 65 per cent higher overall. 

In Chapter 4, we investigate whether the impact of disability on the experience of 

discrimination in ‘any’ domain varies according to the specific type of disability considered. 

We focus on six different disabilities: blindness, deafness, physical disability, 

learning/intellectual disability, psychological/emotional conditions, and other 

disabilities/chronic illnesses. We find that the experience of discrimination varies by 

disability type, with blindness having the greatest risk of discrimination, followed by 

psychological/emotional conditions. 

Finally, we study whether the risk of discrimination for people affected by each type of 

disability varies over time. Overall, the probability of experiencing discrimination fell from 

24 per cent in 2004 to 17 per cent in 2010 for people with any type of disability. With the 

exception of people who are blind or deaf, individuals with each type of disability had a 

reduction in the experience of discrimination from 2004 and 2014. By contrast, 

discrimination risks for people without disabilities remained stable over the period 

examined. 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

Disability, discrimination and disadvantage 

The link between disability and poverty has been well documented, with evidence showing 

that people with disabilities are more likely to be in poverty and outside the labour force. 

The report suggests that policy should not just rely on social security or social welfare to 

address this issue, but that responsibility also lies in education and employment policy. The 

retention of people with disabilities in school is directly linked to their later life chances 
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including their access to the labour market or further education. The full implementation of 

the Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs (EPSEN) Act (2004) is essential in 

order to improve the engagement, retention and progress of students with special 

educational needs and disabilities. Given the over-representation of students with special 

educational needs in DEIS schools, programmes that aim to improve school engagement 

and retention such as the School Completion Programme and the Home School Community 

Liaison Scheme are important in targeting this group of students and providing them with 

the guidance and supports necessary during their transition from school. 

Discrimination in accessing public services 

The findings point to the need for greater awareness, amongst policymakers and service 

providers, of discrimination against people with disabilities in accessing public services, 

particularly healthcare. It is important, however, to gain a clear understanding of what 

aspect of accessing health services is giving rise to discrimination against people with 

disabilities. For other public services, the report highlights the need for implementation of 

the Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty (Government of Ireland, 2014) in 

eliminating discrimination against employees, customers and service users with disabilities 

in their interaction with all public sector bodies. 

Access to employment for people with disabilities 

The labour market participation of people with disabilities remains far lower than 

participation rates in the general population, even when controlling for age and other 

personal characteristics. As most disabilities develop during people’s working lives, 

retention in the workplace should be a policy priority. There have been a number of recent 

policy initiatives to increase the recruitment opportunities for people with disabilities such 

as increasing the public service employment target from 3 per cent to 6 per cent by 2024. 

The recent publication of the Comprehensive Employment Strategy for People with 

Disabilities 2015-2024 is important in highlighting the issues of people with disabilities in the 

workplace. In particular, it highlights the potential disincentives to taking up employment 

for some people with disabilities such as the potential loss of their Medical Card. 

Furthermore, there is a need to increase awareness among both employers and staff with 

disabilities of their legal obligations, entitlements and protection. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

1.1 PURPOSE AND AIM OF REPORT 

Based on the most recent Census of Population (2016) there are 643,131 people with 

disabilities living in Ireland making up 13.5 per cent of the population (CSO, 2017b). The aim 

of this report is to examine the experience of discrimination in Ireland for people with 

disabilities. It is based on individuals’ own reports of discrimination across a range of 

domains including the labour market, the health service, in education, and other public and 

private services. It builds on previous work which examined self-reports of discrimination 

among the general population related to employment or in a range of public and private 

services (Russell et al., 2008; McGinnity et al., 2012; McGinnity et al., 2017). It also draws on 

research specifically on the position of people with disabilities in the Irish labour market, 

which includes the experience of discrimination (Watson et al., 2012). Using data from the 

Equality modules of the Quarterly National Household Survey in 2004, 2010 and 2014, this 

report addresses several research questions pertaining to the link between disability and 

discrimination. It evaluates the prevalence, severity and frequency of discrimination over 

time and across several domains of public life. More detailed analysis considers the effect of 

different kinds of disability and the extent to which differences in socio-demographic 

characteristics on these relationships explain the patterns found. 

1.2 RELEVANT LEGISLATION AND POLICY 

There has a been global shift in thinking about disability in recent decades, from a deficit-

based medical view of people with disabilities, which sees the disability as something 

inherent in the person, to a more inclusive bio-psychosocial model where disability is 

understood as emerging from an interaction between personal capacities and facilitators or 

barriers in the environment (WHO, 2001). This section outlines a range of legislation and 

policy relevant to discrimination against people with disabilities by focussing on primary 
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legislation in Ireland, European Union law and international law, followed by a number of 

international and national policies. 

1.2.1 Primary legislation 

The Employment Equality Acts 1998-2015 and the Equal Status Acts 2000-2015 

Under the Employment Equality Acts 1998-2015 and the Equal Status Acts 2000-2015, 

discrimination in Ireland is defined as the treatment of a person in a less favourable way 

than another person is, has been, or would be treated in a comparable situation on any of 

the following ten grounds: gender; marital status; family status; age; race; religion; 

disability; sexual orientation; membership of the Traveller community; or receipt of housing 

assistance or social welfare (accommodation only).1 

The legislation identifies two types of discrimination. Direct discrimination is where a person 

is treated less favourably than another in similar circumstances based on one of the ten 

grounds above. Indirect discrimination refers to practices or policies, which seem fair at first 

sight but which in effect, either intentionally or unintentionally, result in discrimination. This 

definition can apply to complaints about discrimination in a range of social settings that can 

include employment, vocational training, the provision of goods, facilities or services, 

education and premises. Discrimination occurs when, for a reason related to a person’s 

membership of an equality group, they are treated less favourably than other people to 

whom the reason does not or would not apply, and this treatment cannot be justified. 

The Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014 

The Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (IHREC) is Ireland’s national human rights 

and equality institution. It is an independent public body established in 2014 by the Irish 

Human Rights and Equality Commission Act (2014). Under this Act, all Irish public bodies 

have responsibility to promote equality, prevent discrimination and protect the human 

rights of their employees, customers, service users and everyone affected by their policies 

and plans (Government of Ireland, 2014). Section 42 of the Act is the Public Sector Equality 

The Equality (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2015, which came into effect from January 2016, introduced 
an additional ground which prohibits discrimination in the provision of accommodation on the basis of a 
potential renter being in receipt of housing assistance payments. 

1 
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and Human Rights Duty which places ‘a positive duty on public sector bodies to have regard 

to the need to eliminate discrimination, promote equality, and protect human rights, in 

their daily work’ (IHREC, 2017). Three core steps are to be taken by public bodies in order to 

implement the Duty: 

• assess human rights and equality issues as part of their strategic plans; 

• identify policies that can address the issue identified; 

• report developments and achievements in addressing the issues identified. 

The Disability Act (2005) 

The last two decades have been a time of important policy development for people living 

with disabilities in Ireland. Introduced in 2005, the Disability Act sought to make significant 

improvements to the everyday lives of people with disabilities by imposing obligations on 

government departments and public bodies. The Act formed part of the Government’s 

National Disability Strategy (2004), which included the Education for Persons with Special 

Educational Needs Act (2004) and the Comhairle (Amendment) Bill (2004). The Disability Act 

defines ‘disability’ as a ‘substantial restriction in the capacity of the person to carry on a 

profession, business or occupation in the State or to participate in social or cultural life in 

the State by reason of an enduring physical, sensory, mental health or intellectual 

impairment’. The key aspects of the Act include: 

• the provision of an assessment system which could identify the health, personal 

and social service needs of the person with a disability. This also involves the 

drawing up of service statements which outline the services required; 

• safeguards against the use of genetic testing by an employer, insurance or 

mortgage broker. People are therefore not required to provide genetic data for 

employment, insurance policies, health insurance, occupational or other retirement 

annuities or mortgages; 

• the establishment of a Centre for Excellence in Universal Design. This was 

established by the National Disability Authority (NDA) in 2007 and aims to develop 

and promote universal access for all people; 
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• an obligation on public bodies to provide access to public buildings. There is specific 

reference to heritage sites, where all people with disabilities are able to visit 

Heritage Sites with ease and dignity; 

• an obligation on public bodies to be proactive in employing people with disabilities; 

• the provision of disability-specific services and improving access to mainstream 

public services; and 

• the creation of sectoral plans. Part of the Act required that six Government 

departments prepare sectoral plans to ensure that access for people with 

disabilities will become an integral part of service planning and provision. These 

plans were published in 2006 and set out how each department would deliver 

specific services.2 

The Education Act (1998) and the Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs 
(EPSEN) Act (2004) 

Specific legislation for children and young people with special educational needs and 

disabilities were also introduced which sought to change from a system of segregated 

educational provision for these students towards a more inclusive model of special 

education delivered in mainstream schools (Griffin and Shevlin, 2011). During the 1990s and 

early 2000s there were significant changes to policy and legislation, which led to the 

introduction of the Education Act (1998) and the Education for Persons with Special 

Educational Needs Act (2004). During this time, there were also a number of high profile 

legal cases brought to court by parents of children with special educational needs which had 

implications for special education in mainstream schools.3 

The Education Act (1998) was one of the first pieces of legislation to emphasise the 

integration of students with special educational needs into mainstream schools.4 Its 

2 The names of the Departments in 2006 were: Department of Health and Children; Department of Social 
and Family Affairs; Department of Transport; Department of Environment, Heritage and Local 
Government; Department of Communications, Marine and Natural Resources; and Department of 
Enterprise, Trade and Employment. 

3 See for example, O’Donoghue v. Minister for Health (1993) or Sinnott v. Minister for Education (2001) 
where the High Court found that the State had failed to provide two children with disabilities their 
constitutional right to free primary education. 

4 The Act followed the publication of a key policy report by the Special Education Review Committee (SERC) 
in 1993 which was the first review of special education provision in Ireland. 
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preamble specifically states its objective to ‘Give practical effect to the constitutional rights 

of children, including children who have a disability’ (Education Act, 1998, Part I, Section 6 

(a)). Schools were now required to use resources to identify and provide for the educational 

needs of students with special educational needs or disabilities (DES, 2007). 

Legislation specifically addressing the needs of children and young people with special 

educational needs and disabilities in mainstream schools was subsequently introduced in 

2004 with the Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs (EPSEN) Act. The EPSEN 

Act (2004) makes provision for children up to 18 years of age and defined special 

educational needs as meaning: 

A restriction in the capacity of the person to participate in and benefit from 

education on account of an enduring physical, sensory, mental health or 

learning disability, or any other condition which results in a person learning 

differently from a person without that condition (Government of Ireland, 

2004). 

This definition is far more detailed than the definition provided in the Education Act (1998) 

and much broader than the definition of disability in the Disability Act (2005) introduced a 

year later. A key feature of the EPSEN Act (2004) was the emphasis on inclusive education. It 

states that the education of these children will ‘wherever possible, take place in an inclusive 

environment with those who do not have such needs’ (Government of Ireland , Preamble, 

p. 5). Part of the Act led to the establishment of the National Council for Special Education 

(NCSE) in 2005 which is responsible for the provision of supports to students with additional 

needs in all schools. Since its introduction however, only some sections of the Act have been 

implemented meaning that the rights of children and young people with special educational 

needs and disabilities, particularly around school admissions, are not being fully met (NCSE, 

2013; Banks et al., 2016). 
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1.2.2 European and international law 

Charter of Fundamental Rights of the EU 

Discrimination for people with disabilities is also addressed in the Charter of Fundamental 

Rights of the EU (European Commission, 2009). This charter prohibits discrimination on the 

ground of disability and 

recognises the right of people with disabilities to benefit from measures to 

ensure their independence, social and occupational integration and 

participation in the life of the community (Article 26). 

Article 21 of the Charter is a general non-discrimination provision that includes 

discrimination on the basis of disability (European Commission, 2009). 

UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) 

The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) was adopted in 

2005 with Ireland signing the Convention in 2007. Article 1 of the Convention describes 

how: 

The purpose of the present Convention is to promote, protect and ensure 

the full and equal enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental 

freedoms by all persons with disabilities, and to promote respect for their 

inherent dignity. (Article 1, UN, 2006). 

The Convention makes specific reference to discrimination against people with disabilities 

and defines it as 

any distinction, exclusion or restriction on the basis of disability which has 

the purpose or effect of impairing or nullifying the recognition, enjoyment 

or exercise, on an equal basis with others, of all human rights and 

fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural, civil or 

any other field (UN, 2006). 
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Under international law, Ireland must abide by legal obligations created by UNCRPD. Its 

general principles include: 

• respect for inherent dignity, individual autonomy including the freedom to make 

one’s own choices, and independence of persons; 

• non-discrimination; 

• full and effective participation and inclusion in society; 

• respect for difference and acceptance of persons with disabilities as part of human 

diversity and humanity; 

• equality of opportunity; 

• accessibility; 

• equality between men and women; 

• respect for the evolving capacities of children with disabilities and respect for the 

right of children with disabilities to preserve their identities. 

The Convention is now supported by 175 countries worldwide. Although Ireland signed the 

UNCRPD in 2007 it was not until March 2018 that the Irish government ratified the 

Convention, becoming the last EU country to do so. 

1.2.3 Policy documents 

The Council of Europe Disability Strategy 2017-2023 

Within the European Union, a number of strategies have been developed to protect the 

rights of people with disabilities. The Council of Europe Disability Strategy 2017-2023 was 

recently launched with the stated objective to achieve ‘equality, dignity and equal 

opportunities’ for people with disabilities (COE, 2017). The Council of Europe is also 

responsible for providing guidance to Member States on policies and measures used to 

ensure the implementation of UNCRPD. The strategy provides a list of priorities for the 

period 2017-2023: 

• equality and non-discrimination; 

• awareness raising; 
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• accessibility; 

• equal recognition before the law; 

• freedom from exploitation, violence and abuse (COE, 2017). 

The strategy is intended to operate across five cross-cutting themes which include; 

participation, co-operation and co-ordination, universal design and reasonable 

accommodation, gender equality perspective, multiple discrimination, and education and 

training. The priority areas outlined above and the cross-cutting themes are anchored in the 

UNCRPD which reinforces the emphasis on the implementation of existing human rights 

standards (COE, 2017). 

The Comprehensive Employment Strategy for People with Disabilities 2015-2024 

Recent policy in Ireland has begun to take a proactive approach to ensure the inclusion and 

participation of people with disabilities, especially in the area of employment. The 

Comprehensive Employment Strategy (CES) for People with Disabilities 2015-2024 

(Government of Ireland, 2015), is a ten-year strategy aimed at ensuring that people with 

disabilities, who are able to work and want to work, are supported and enabled to do so. 

The CES sets out six strategic priority areas: 

• building skills, capacity and independence; 

• providing bridges and supports into work; 

• making work pay; 

• promoting job retention and re-entry to work; 

• providing co-ordinated and seamless support; 

• engaging employers. 

The CES forms part of the objective to increase the statutory target of 3 per cent of 

employees with disabilities in the public sector towards 6 per cent by 2024. The stated aim 

of the strategy is to reduce the numbers of people with disabilities entering unemployment 

either when they leave school, or if they develop a disability in adult life. An Implementation 

Group was established to monitor its implementation and, in 2017, two years after its 
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introduction, it reported an increase in the number of people with disabilities employed in 

public sector bodies. Over the same time period, however, the employment rate for people 

with disabilities increased (CSO, 2017a). These changes may, therefore, reflect the ageing of 

the public sector workforce rather than the result of recruitment initiatives, though it is 

difficult to separate the effect of policy changes from general economic trends without 

further research. 

Focussing on a range of government departments and agencies, the review highlights 

specific initiatives that have been introduced since the strategy was introduced that include: 

• the launch of a €16 million Ability Programme (2018-2021) to improve the 

employability of people with disabilities aged 15-29; 

• increased funding in transport; 

• the launch of the National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education (2015-

2019) to widen access to third level for people with disabilities; 

• the introduction of a new resource allocation model for students in mainstream 

schools to create a more equitable resource allocation system, enhance 

educational opportunities and improve retention for students with special 

educational needs and disabilities in the future (NDA, 2017a). 

These initiatives have not yet been formally evaluated so continued monitoring will be 

needed to assess their impact in the future. 

Following on from the CES, an expert group under the auspices of the then Department of 

Social Protection was established to investigate the complex interplay of earnings capacity, 

means-tested social protection entitlements and means tested access to healthcare under 

the General Medical System (‘Medical Card’) to see what was needed to ‘make work pay’ for 

people with disabilities (DSP, 2017). The expert group made a number of recommendations, 

including reconfiguring the system of payments and supports to ensure that work is 

worthwhile, promoting early intervention for those who become disabled and 

communicating effectively that work pays. Among the specific measures proposed were to 
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increase the Disability Allowance ‘earnings disregard’5 for accessing the Medical Card for 

those receiving certain disability benefits; retention of entitlement to transport benefits (as 

well as the Medical Card) for three years for people with disabilities moving into 

employment; and ensuring that those who need it have access to aids/appliances or 

assistive technology. 

The National Disability Inclusion Strategy (2017-2021) 

In 2017, the National Disability Inclusion Strategy (NDIS) (2017-2021) was launched by the 

Department of Justice and Equality. The strategy is described as a whole of Government 

approach to ‘improving the lives of people with disabilities’ (Department of Justice and 

Equality, 2017) but also includes provisions for people with disabilities who are seeking 

work. It comprises the following eight themes: 

• equality and choice; 

• joined-up services; 

• education; 

• employment; 

• health and well-being; 

• person-centred disability services; 

• housing; 

• transport and access to places (Department of Justice and Equality, 2017). 

One of the aims of the NDIS is to make Departments and agencies work more closely 

together to deliver on the themes outlined above. The four-year plan outlines the actions to 

be taken, the government department responsible and the timeframe for delivering on the 

action. The NDIS is required to produce an annual report on its implementation; however, 

further research is needed to assess its impact to date on specific outcomes for people with 

disabilities. 

For people in receipt of Disability Allowance, if the employment is considered to be of a rehabilitative 
nature, there is an earnings disregard available (see Watson et al., 2015 for more detail). 

5 
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1.3 OVERVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

In the following section, we provide a brief review of the Irish and international literature on 

discrimination against people with disabilities. This involves an analysis of a range of 

empirical research, policy reports and documents and theoretical studies on disability and 

discrimination to provide context for the study. 

Negative attitudes to people with disabilities can lead to discrimination in all spheres of life 

including education, employment and health (Barr and Bracchitta, 2015; Special 

Eurobarometer 437, 2015; Hannon, 2007). Increasingly, research highlights the experience 

of discrimination faced by people with disabilities in accessing public and private services 

and more so in entering and remaining in employment. Some studies focus on specific 

disability types, particularly psychosocial disabilities/mental health problems, and people’s 

experience of discrimination. One systematic review of the literature found that people with 

mental health problems were treated differently or less favourably to others across 

different domains (such as employment) (Sharac et al., 2010). The review cites a New 

Zealand study which examined discrimination as experienced by people with mental health 

problems. This mixed methods study found that respondents (i.e. those with mental health 

problems) reported discrimination in every area of their lives. Discrimination was highest 

from family and friends, followed by discrimination in the workplace and in accessing 

mental health services (Peterson et al., 2007). Other research also highlights how the 

direction of causality in the relationship between self-reported discrimination and mental 

health is complex. It argues that the experience of discrimination may be a cause, as well as 

an effect, of poor mental health (Kessler et al., 1999; Grotti et al., 2018; Yang et al., 2016). 

Discrimination in health domains 

It is perhaps not surprising that healthcare features in the literature on discrimination 

experienced by people with disabilities given the greater interaction they have with health 

systems as a result of acquiring disabilities or impairments over the life course (Sakellariou 

and Rotarou, 2017; Australian Government, 2015). One UK study shows how people with 

disabilities have poorer access to healthcare compared to people without disabilities. 

Reasons for lack of access were related to transport issues, long waiting lists and overall 

costs (Sakellariou and Rotarou, 2017; Lee et al., 2014). Other research focuses on both 
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direct and indirect discrimination in accessing healthcare for people with different types of 

disabilities. In one qualitative study of people with intellectual disabilities (and their carers), 

Ali et al. (2013) found that half of the participants felt the patient had been treated unfairly 

by the health services. They identified communication problems, negative staff attitudes 

and failure to make reasonable adjustments for people with intellectual disabilities (Ali et 

al., 2013). 

Discrimination in education 

Research in education settings shows that, compared to their peers, students with 

disabilities are more likely to face barriers in education, are more likely to report disliking 

school and are at risk of poorer academic outcomes (Humphrey et al., 2012; Watson et al., 

2015; McCoy et al., 2012). Findings also show that parents and teachers of children with 

disabilities have lower expectations compared to children without disabilities (Banks et al., 

2016; Shandra et al., 2009). Low expectations have clear long-term implications for 

accessing further and higher education and entry into the labour market for people with 

disabilities. For those that do progress to further or higher education, issues exist around 

transition planning and retention (Smith, 2006). Studies also show that discrimination on 

entry to higher education can vary by disability type. In one field experiment by Deuchert et 

al. (2017), students with dyslexia and depression were treated less favourably by the 

university compared to students with physical disabilities and those without a disability 

(Deuchert et al., 2017). 

In Ireland, much of the policy focus has been on inclusive education and removing the 

barriers for people with disabilities entering higher education and remaining in university 

(Mooney et al., 2017). In recent years, the number of students with disabilities in further 

and higher education has grown, leading to a substantial increase in numbers seeking 

disability services, disability funding and reasonable accommodations (HEA 2017; AHEAD, 

2016). On entry to higher education, students with disabilities can benefit from affirmative 

action through schemes such as the Disability Access Route to Education (DARE). DARE 

prioritises places in higher education for school leavers with disabilities, although research 

by Byrne et al. (2013) points to a lack of consistency in the implementation of DARE across 
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Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) and queries the effectiveness of the scheme in 

increasing participation for people with disabilities (Byrne et al., 2013). 

Discrimination related to housing 

More recently, a number of studies have sought to examine whether some groups 

experience discrimination in accessing housing (Turner et al., 2005). Using field experiments, 

this research highlights discrimination in accessing housing is most often the result of an 

individual’s ethnicity or nationality (Andersson et al., 2012; Auspurg et al., 2017) or their 

disability (Verhaeghe et al., 2016; Aranda, 2015). One pilot study from the Chicago area 

suggests that those with disabilities are more likely than those from ethnic minority groups 

and those without a disability to be discriminated against in inspecting potential properties 

or getting information from landlords (Turner et al., 2005). Where people have physical 

disabilities, the findings for those searching for rental accommodation suggest 

discrimination both during the searching process, when communicating with landlords and 

when being shown accommodation (Aranda, 2015). In Ireland, recent research has 

highlighted the specific issue of discrimination for people with disabilities related to 

housing. The findings show that people with disabilities are more than twice as likely to 

report discrimination related to housing and over 1.6 times more likely to live in poor 

housing or neighbourhood conditions (e.g. leaking roof, damp walls, no central heating, 

crime/vandalism in the area, etc.). 

Labour market discrimination 

Much of the literature on discrimination against people with disabilities has, however, 

focussed on discrimination in the labour market based on disability status. Research on the 

experiences of people with disabilities in the labour market tends to focus on those either 

seeking work and their ability to enter the labour market or those who are working and 

their performance and outcomes in the labour market. People with disabilities are less likely 

to be in employment compared to those without disabilities and (once in the labour market) 

are more likely to be unemployed (Kraus et al., 2018; Watson et al., 2017). Discrimination is 

cited as a likely reason for these poorer employment outcomes among people with 

disabilities (Kaye, 2009). Studies show how the characteristics of employers, of people with 

disabilities, and employers’ organisations influence attitudes towards people with 
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disabilities in the workplace (Vornholt et al., 2013). In one US study, Bendick et al. (2018) 

compared those with and without a disability applying for sales positions at clothing 

retailers. They found that people with disabilities were only 27 per cent as likely to receive a 

job offer or advance as far in the hiring process as their equally qualified counterparts 

without a disability (Bendick, 2018). They describe this as a ‘no foot in the door’ 

discrimination pattern which gives no opportunity for people with disabilities to explain or 

demonstrate their suitability for the job (Bendick, 2018). For those in employment, people 

with disabilities are more likely to be in low status jobs that are temporary or part-time or in 

low-skilled, low paid occupations. Snyder et al. (2010) examined the experiences of 

employees at a large US university that included 90 self-identified people with disabilities. 

They found that employees with disabilities reported more ‘overt and subtle’ discrimination 

than their non-disabled colleagues (p.5). They also noted differences in the level of 

discrimination by type of disability, with those with non-physical disabilities reporting more 

negative experiences than those with physical disabilities (Snyder et al., 2010). This report 

seeks to build upon this literature to better understand what factors influence the likelihood 

of people with disabilities being discriminated against at different stages of the employment 

process. 

Disability and discrimination: research from Ireland 

In line with disability policy developments, there has been a major expansion of research on 

disability in Ireland over the last decade. Much of this work has focussed on attitudes to 

disability, the experiences of people with disabilities and the issue of disability and labour 

market and service-related discrimination. Attitudinal surveys show that attitudes to people 

with disabilities in Ireland have improved over time (NDA, 2017b; 2006; 2011). A number of 

studies have sought to deal with the issue of disability and labour market and service-

related discrimination (Watson et al., 2017; Russell et al., 2008; McGinnity et al., 2012; NDA, 

2017b; CSO, 2005). In the analysis of the 2004 QNHS Equality module, the Central Statistics 

Office (2005) found that 20 per cent of people with disabilities reported experiencing 

discrimination compared to 13 per cent of the general population (CSO, 2005). Using the 

same 2004 Equality module, Russell et al. (2008) expanded on these findings showing that 

disability was one of the strongest factors associated with discrimination. They showed that 

people with disabilities are at greatest risk of discrimination in health and transport domains 
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(over five times more likely to report problems of discrimination). For work-related 

discrimination they found that those with disabilities are 2.8 times more likely to report 

discrimination compared to those without a disability (Russell et al., 2008). In their report 

on discrimination in Ireland, McGinnity et al. (2012) also examined QNHS Equality modules 

for 2004 and 2010. This report examined the extent of discrimination across a number of 

‘equality groups’ (e.g. men/women; those with/without a disability) in both work and 

service domains. The authors reported a strong relationship between having a disability, 

work-related discrimination and discrimination in accessing services such as health and 

transport (McGinnity et al., 2012). 

Focussing specifically on people with disabilities in the Irish labour market, Watson et al. 

(2012) used the QNHS Equality modules for 2004 and 2010. They showed that work-related 

discrimination was higher for people with disabilities compared to those without disabilities 

but highlighted a fall in this type of discrimination for people with disabilities during that 

time period, from 16 per cent to 10 per cent (Watson et al., 2012). The authors note the 

importance of context in these findings, as Ireland experienced a period of economic boom 

and extremely low rates of unemployment. Controlling for a range of factors, their analysis 

identifies certain groups who are at higher risk of work-related discrimination including 

single parents with disabilities, younger people with disabilities and those with learning or 

intellectual disabilities (Watson et al., 2012). 

The impact of disability on employment, and particularly on earnings, has been the subject 

of much research which has sought to understand the ‘earnings gap’ between people with 

disabilities and those without (Gannon and Nolan, 2005). This discussion often takes place 

alongside debates around labour market activation measures for people with disabilities, 

the impact of disability benefits on earnings, and income support or wage subsidies for 

people with disabilities. Much of the policy in this area seeks to balance incentives to work 

with providing adequate social protection for people with disabilities (OECD, 2010). In 

Ireland, Nolan (2015) examined the issue of the earnings gap for people with disabilities in 

the Irish labour market. Controlling for a range of characteristics, he showed that people 

with a chronic illness or disability are more likely to have a lower hourly wage compared to 

those without a disability (Nolan, 2015). 
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1.4 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Given the intensive policy attention paid to this area in Ireland since 2005, it is timely to 

examine whether there has been an improvement in the circumstances of people with a 

disability over time. The report is organised around a number of broad research questions 

which evaluate the relationship between disability and the experience of discrimination in 

Ireland: 

• Do people with disabilities experience discrimination more frequently than people 

without disabilities and does it have a greater impact on them? 

• Do people with disabilities experience discrimination to a greater extent in some 

domains than others? Are any such differences related to other characteristics 

(such as gender, age and education)? 

• Are people with specific disabilities more likely to experience discrimination than 

others? 

• Has the experience of discrimination among people with disabilities changed over 

time? 

1.5 METHODOLOGY 

This report relies on two related sources of data. First, it uses data from the Quarterly 

National Household Survey (QNHS), a large and nationally representative sample of the Irish 

population. While representative of the overall Irish population, it might not be 

representative of the population with disabilities given that people with the most severe 

forms of disability may be in residential care homes or unable to answer the questions in 

the manner in which they are asked, and thus outside the scope of the survey. Implications 

of this for our results are, on one hand, overestimation of the exposure to discrimination for 

people with disabilities and, on the other, possible underestimation of their experience of 

discrimination because we might expect people with the most severe disabilities to be most 

at risk of experiencing discrimination. Notwithstanding these possible limitations, the QNHS 

still remains the best source of information available. Indeed, this survey collects a wide 

range of individual and family information including labour market information and, most 

importantly for our purposes, information about the disability status and the specific type of 



   

 
    

    

   

    

 

     

    

 

       

   

   

     

   

    

  
   

  
 

   
 

    
  

  
  

     
 

 

 

    

     

 

                                                      
 

     

Introduction | 17 

disability. Second, this report relies on data from a special module collected periodically as 

part of the QNHS: the Equality module. So far, this module has been collected for the years 

2004, 2010 and 2014 and consists of a sample of between about 15,000 and 25,000 people 

in each of the three rounds. Accordingly, this report focuses on these three years, with the 

exception of Section 4.1 (explained later). The Equality module includes information for 

individuals aged 18 years and over who were interviewed directly – there were no proxy 

respondents. It is particularly suitable for our study because it provides information on the 

experience of discrimination in several domains or social settings. Domains of discrimination 

include work-related domains (‘in the workplace’; and ‘looking for work’); public services 

domains (in relation to education; in accessing health services; in using transport services; 

and in accessing other public services); and private services domains (in shops/pubs/ 

restaurants; while using banks, insurance companies and other financial institutions; in 

looking for housing or accommodation).6 

BOX 1.1 DEFINITION OF DISCRIMINATION IN EQUALITY MODULES 

I am going to ask you some questions about your experiences of discrimination in 
Ireland. The focus of this section of the questionnaire is to collect data on 
discrimination as defined in Irish law. Under Irish law, discrimination takes place 
when one person or a group of persons is 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. When the term discrimination is used in this 
questionnaire, it refers to this legal definition only. 

If you believe you were treated less favourably than someone else but it was for 
another reason (such as your qualifications, being over an income limit or because 
you are further back in a queue for something), this is not considered discrimination 
under Irish law. 

Respondents to the Equality module were first prompted by being provided with a 

definition of discrimination (see Box 1.1) which involves being treated less favourably on the 

For further details, see: www.cso.ie/en/qnhs/abouttheqnhs/whatistheqnhs. 6 

http://www.cso.ie/en/qnhs/abouttheqnhs/whatistheqnhs/
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basis of the nine grounds specified in Irish law.7 Finally, the questions in the module specify 

a particular time period: they ask about discrimination experienced in the previous two 

years. 

It is worth noting that the Equality module provides a subjective measure of discrimination. 

It does not tell us whether individuals have experienced discrimination but rather whether 

individuals have reported to have experienced discrimination. Some groups might therefore 

over- and others under-report discrimination depending on characteristics such as gender 

and levels of education for example. 

Providing the respondent with the definition of discrimination as reported in Box 1.1 should 

reduce the bias between discrimination experienced and discrimination reported; the 

discrepancy between the two is not eliminable completely. For a more detailed discussion of 

the Equality module and the measurement of discrimination see McGinnity et al. (2017). 

The disability status and the type of disability that affects people is collected by directly 

asking them whether they have any long-lasting condition. Over time, the way this was 

asked has changed as Table 1.1 shows. First of all, the filter question has changed: while the 

2004 round refers to long-lasting ‘conditions’, the following rounds (2010 and 2014) refer to 

‘conditions or difficulties’. 

The tenth ground was added after the most recent Equality module was fielded. 7 
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TABLE 1.1 MEASURE OF DISABILITY TYPES. WORDING OF QUESTIONS OVER TIME 

2004 2010 2014 
Do you have any of the following long 

lasting conditions? 
Do you have any of the following long lasting 

conditions or difficulties? 
Blindness/ 
deafness 

Blindness, deafness or a severe vision of 
hearing impairment 

Blindness or a serious vision impairment 
Deafness or a serious hearing impairment 

Physical 

A condition that substantially limits one 
or more basic physical activities such as 
walking, climbing stairs, reaching, lifting 
or carrying 

A difficulty with basic physical activities such as 
walking, climbing stairs, reaching, lifting or carrying 

Intellectual A learning or intellectual disability 
An intellectual disability 
A difficulty with learning, remembering or 
concentrating 

Psychological/ 
emotional A psychological or emotional condition A psychological or emotional condition 

Other Other, including any chronic illness Difficulty with pain, breathing or any other chronic 
illness 

Source: QNHS (2004, 2010 and 2014). 

There were also changes in how the response categories were worded. Blindness and 

deafness have been split in the recent waves and, in addition, the items refer to ‘severe’ 

impairment in 2004 but to ‘serious’ impairment in 2010-2014. Physical disability also 

involved changes in wording. The most recent version, referring to ‘difficulty with basic 

physical activities’ seems to be more inclusive compared with the 2004 wording which 

refers to conditions that ‘substantially limit’ those activities. Intellectual and learning 

disabilities were distinguished in the 2010-2014 rounds but in 2004 were combined in the 

question wording. Moreover, the latest rounds refer to ‘difficulties with learning’ rather 

than ‘learning disability’. Finally the ‘Other’ category has also changed, with specific 

mention of pain and breathing difficulties in the 2010-2014 rounds. 

Changes in wording might have affected the extent and the type of disability that individuals 

reported. For example, people that would not have responded ‘yes’ in 2004 might do so 

when presented with the 2010-2014 wording, or vice-versa; or people that in 2004 would 

have considered themselves as affected by one specific type of physical disability such as 

difficulties related to pain or breathing might in 2010 put themselves in the ‘Other’ 

category. 

Whether these changes are more likely to increase or to decrease reported disability, 

however, is not entirely clear. If these changes will have an impact, it is more likely that this 
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impact will be visible for the detailed analysis of disability types rather than in the overall 

levels and trends. 

Finally, in order to maximise the comparability over time, we have collapsed the items for 

the 2010-2014 rounds to correspond with the 2004 round. The labels of the classification of 

disability types that we use throughout the report are shown in the first column of Table 

1.1. 

Studying people with disability and distinguishing them according to the different types of 

disability implies that we have to deal with very small groups in some cases. Therefore, in 

order to have sufficiently large groups and thus have more robust estimates, in most of the 

analyses we pool the data across the three rounds. After the pooling, our analytical sample 

exceeds 56,000 individuals. 

1.6 REPORT STRUCTURE 

Chapter 2 of this report presents baseline data on the numbers and characteristics of people 

with disabilities in Ireland using the three waves of the QNHS Equality module. It examines 

the extent to which people with disabilities experience discrimination, and the severity and 

frequency of that discrimination. Chapter 3 investigates people’s experience of 

discrimination in a range of different life settings or domains including work-related 

discrimination, discrimination in private services and discrimination in public services. In 

Chapter 4, we focus on whether people with some types of disability are at a greater risk of 

discrimination than others. Using the five disability categories shown in Table 1.1, Chapter 4 

assesses the extent to which their experience of discrimination can be explained by other 

characteristics associated with having a disability or being discriminated against. Chapter 5 

provides a summary of findings and outlines some policy issues arising from the data. 
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CHAPTER 2 

The experience of discrimination among people with disabilities 

This chapter uses data from the three waves of the QNHS Equality module to present 

descriptive statistics on disability and the experience of discrimination in Ireland. It gives a 

breakdown of the prevalence of different types of disability recorded in the data, as well the 

socio-demographic characteristics of people living with disabilities, highlighting where they 

are similar and different to the rest of the population. Turning to discrimination, the chapter 

investigates to what extent disability is associated with the domain, frequency and severity 

of the experience of discrimination. 

2.1 PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES IN IRELAND 

2.1.1 Type of disability 

According to the QNHS data, the proportion of people in Ireland with disabilities was 12 per 

cent in 2004, 10.6 per cent in 2010 and 12.7 per cent in 2014 (see Figure 2.1). This change 

over time is at least partly explained by a change in the wording of the questions between 

2004 and 2010/2014 (Watson et al., 2012). However, this does not explain the change from 

2010 to 2014, because the question wording remained consistent over these surveys. One 

partial explanation is the ageing of the population. Older people are more likely to have a 

disability, and the share of the sample aged 65 or over increased from 15.5 per cent in 2010 

to 17.4 per cent in 2014. Looking at specific disability types, the main changes after 2010 

were a decrease in the percentage of people answering ‘yes’ to ‘physical disabilities that 

limit daily activities’ and an increase in the percentage answering ‘yes’ to the ‘other/chronic 

illness’ category. 
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FIGURE 2.1 DISABILITY BY TYPE – 2004, 2010 AND 2014 

0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12% 14% 

Other chronic 

Blind/deaf 

Physical 

Learning/intellectual 

Psychological/emotional 

Any disability 

2004 2010 2014 

Source: QNHS (2004, 2010 and 2014). The margins of error on these estimates range from less than 0.1 percentage points to 0.5 
percentage points. 

2.1.2 Socio-demographic characteristics 

The socio-demographic characteristics of people with disabilities differ in a number of ways 

to the rest of the population (see Figure 2.2). These differences are important because when 

we attempt to examine the association between disability and discrimination in later 

chapters, we need to control for these other characteristics. One of the most notable 

characteristics is age, because the disabled population is significantly older than the non-

disabled population. For instance, while 13 per cent of the non-disabled pooled sample was 

aged 65 or over, the equivalent proportion for people with disabilities was over 40 per cent. 

Conversely, the youngest age category, 18-24, accounted for 13 per cent of people without 

a disability but only 3 per cent of people with disabilities. 
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FIGURE 2.2  SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES 

a.  
 

Source: QNHS (2004, 2010 and 2014). The margins of error on these estimates range from 0.2 percentage points to 0.9 percentage 
points for people without disabilities, and from to 0.4 to 2.2 for people with disabilities. 

 

Figure 2.2 also shows that people with disabilities have lower levels of educational 

attainment than people without disabilities. Over the three rounds of the survey, we see 

that 55 per cent of people with disabilities aged 18-64 had not completed secondary 

education, compared to just 27 per cent of their counterparts without disabilities. The 

percentage with third-level education (honours and non-honours), at 17.7 per cent, was 

under half that for people without disabilities. Related to the finding that people with 

disabilities tended to have lower levels of education, we see that they were twice as likely as 

people without disabilities to be outside of the labour force. Part of this relationship may  
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also be explained by the age profile of this group. The overlapping relationships between 

disability, age, employment and education are disentangled when estimating their effects 

on discrimination in the analysis which follows in Chapters 3 and 4. 

Finally, interesting patterns emerge regarding marital status and family type. On the family 

type variable, it appears that people with disabilities, at 41 per cent, were almost twice as 

likely to be unpartnered (and without children) as people without disabilities. On the marital 

status variable, however, they displayed a relatively low probability of being ‘never married’ 

(28.1 per cent compared to 38.9 per cent). The main reason for this difference is that 

widowed and divorced/separated individuals were included in the unpartnered category in 

the family status variable. People with disabilities were much more likely to be widowed or 

divorced, which once again may be explained by their age profile, or by relationship stress 

associated with their disability. 

2.2 DISCRIMINATION AGAINST PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES IN IRELAND 

Figure 2.3 shows the percentage of people with and without disabilities that report 

experiencing discrimination in the three waves of the Equality module. A positive 

development is the overall reduction in reported discrimination by people with disabilities 

after 2004, which suggests that the 2005 Disability Act and subsequent disabilities policies 

might be having an impact on attitudes towards people with disabilities. While the 

experience of discrimination did increase slightly from 2010 to 2014 among people with a 

disability, this change is not statistically significant.8 However, despite this progress, there 

remained a non-trivial discrimination gap between people with and without disabilities in 

2014. In fact, as of 2014 people with disabilities were still almost 50 per cent more likely to 

experience discrimination. 

Notes on statistical significance versus practical importance are provided in Appendix A1. 8 
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FIGURE 2.3 THE EXPERIENCE OF DISCRIMINATION AMONG PEOPLE WITH AND 
WITHOUT A DISABILITY 

0% 

5% 

10% 

15% 

20% 

25% 

2004 2010 2014 

No disability 

Disability 

Source: QNHS Equality module. 
Note: The margins of error on these estimates range from 0.4 to 0.5 percentage points for people without disabilities, and from 

1.3 to 1.6 percentage points for people with disabilities. 

2.2.1 Where do people with disabilities experience discrimination? 

We next turn our attention to the nine domains in which people with and without 

disabilities report experiencing discrimination. Figures 2.3 and 2.4 show the distribution of 

reports of discrimination by domain for the three waves of the Equality module.9 We find 

that reports are distributed somewhat unevenly across these domains. For instance, in all 

three waves, discrimination was most likely to have occurred in the workplace for people 

without disabilities. In fact, in both 2010 and 2014 over one-quarter of all reports of 

discrimination by people without disabilities concerned the workplace. Discrimination 

against people without disabilities was also common in financial institutions, though this has 

become relatively less common in recent years. In 2004, financial institutions accounted for 

21 per cent of reports of discrimination against people without disabilities, but this figure 

fell to 16 per cent in 2010 and 12 per cent in 2014. This change occurred in tandem with a 

greater concentration of reports of discrimination in job-seeking which has increased from 

14 per cent of the total in 2004 to 20 per cent in 2014. However, this is probably due to 

changing labour market conditions. Discrimination in job-seeking was relatively uncommon 

in 2004, not necessarily because prospective employers were more egalitarian, but perhaps 

These charts show the distribution of reports of discrimination across domains, rather than the 
distribution of people reporting discrimination across domains. These figures vary slightly because it is 
possible for people to report discrimination in more than one domain in the data. 

9 
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because there were fewer people unemployed and looking for work during the Celtic Tiger 

(McGinnity et al., 2012). 

Turning to people with disabilities, we see that the picture is somewhat different. People 

with disabilities were most likely to report discrimination when accessing health services, 

though the situation changed considerably over time. In 2004, one-in-four reports of 

discrimination made by people with disabilities in the Equality module related to health 

services, but this figure fell to 21 per cent in 2010 and 19 per cent in 2014. In contrast to the 

rest of the Irish population, people with disabilities were much less likely to experience 

discrimination in the labour market. For instance in 2004 and 2010, only about 20 per cent 

of reports of discrimination by people with disabilities related to the labour market 

(workplace and looking for work). Perhaps due to changing labour market conditions, this 

figure increased to 25 per cent in 2014. However, this low prevalence of reporting of labour 

market discrimination by people with disabilities is entirely due to lower rates of labour 

market participation. In essence, it is only possible to experience discrimination in the 

workplace if you are employed, and it is only possible to experience discrimination in 

looking for work if you are, or have been, a job-seeker. 

The purpose of this analysis is to demonstrate to policymakers where they can maximise the 

impact of anti-discrimination policy measures. Despite rapid progress since 2004, as of 2014 

health services were still the domain in which people with disabilities were most likely to 

report discrimination. Enhancing anti-discrimination policy in private services such as shops, 

pubs, restaurants and financial institutions would also address a substantial proportion (up 

to 30 per cent) of instances of discrimination reported by people with disabilities. 
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FIGURE 2.4 DISTRIBUTION OF REPORTS OF DISCRIMINATION BY DOMAIN AMONG 
PEOPLE WITH NO DISABILITIES 

a. 
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Source: QNHS Equality Module. 

FIGURE 2.5 DISTRIBUTION OF REPORTS OF DISCRIMINATION BY DOMAIN AMONG 
PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES 
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Source: QNHS Equality Module. 
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2.3 THE FREQUENCY AND SEVERITY OF DISCRIMINATION 

Respondents in the 2010 and 2014 QNHS Equality modules who report experiencing 

discrimination were asked how often they had this experience. The distribution of these 

responses is shown in Table 2.1. In 2010, people with disabilities showed a similar 

distribution on this item to the rest of the population that experienced discrimination. 

Approximately one-third say that they only experienced discrimination once, half reported it 

‘on a few occasions’ and the remainder said it happened ‘more regularly’. In 2014 there was 

a slight difference between the groups, because people with disabilities became more likely 

to say that discrimination occurred ‘more regularly’ (28 per cent) and less likely to say that it 

happened just once (23 per cent). While there were similar changes for people without 

disabilities, these were not as large. Pooling the two years, we find that the difference 

between people with and without disabilities is only statistically significant for people 

reporting discrimination ‘more regularly’. 

TABLE 2.1 FREQUENCY OF ANY DISCRIMINATION 

2010 2010 2014 2014 
No disability 

% 
Has disability 

% 
No disability 

% 
Has disability 

% 
Just once 32 32 27 23 
On a few occasions 50 48 53 49 
More regularly 19 21 20 28 

Source: QNHS Equality Module (2010 and 2014). 
Notes: Sample limited to those who had experienced discrimination in the previous two years. The margins of error on these 

estimates range from 1.9 to 2.6 percentage points for people without disabilities, and from 4.9 to 6 percentage points for 
people with disabilities. 

QNHS Equality module respondents who report discrimination are also asked ‘How serious 

was the effect of this discrimination on your life?’ Table 2.2 shows that in both 2010 and 

2014, people with disabilities were much more likely to be seriously or very seriously 

affected by discrimination.10 In 2010, 43 per cent of respondents with disabilities who 

reported discrimination said it had a ‘serious’ or ‘very serious’ effect on them, compared to 

about 30 per cent of people without disabilities. When data from the two time periods are 

pooled together, the differences between people with and without disabilities prove to be 

Neither this question nor the question on the frequency of discrimination were asked in the 2004 survey. 10 
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statistically significant. However, additional tests revealed that the change over time was 

not statistically significant. 

TABLE 2.2 EFFECTS OF ANY DISCRIMINATION 

2010 2010 2014 2014 
No disability 

% 
Has disability 

% 
No disability 

% 
Has disability 

% 
Little or no effects 27 20 23 17 
Some effects 43 37 44 36 
Serious effects 20 27 22 29 
Very serious effects 10 16 10 18 

Source: QNHS Equality module (2010 and 2014). 
Note: Sample limited to those who had experienced discrimination in the previous two years. The margins of error on these 

estimates range from 1.5 to 2.6 percentage points for people without disabilities, and from 4.2 to 5.8 percentage points for 
people with disabilities. 

2.4 SUMMARY 

This chapter presents summary statistics on disability and discrimination using data from 

the QNHS Equality module. The headline finding from the chapter is that although there has 

been a considerable reduction in the prevalence of discrimination among people with 

disabilities, in 2014 there remained a substantial ‘discrimination gap’ between those with 

and those without disabilities. 

The data also show that between 10 per cent and 12 per cent of the population report 

having a disability. There have been some changes in the prevalence of certain kinds of 

disability over the three years of the Equality modules, though this may be due to changes 

in question wording between 2004 and 2010. 

The socio-demographic characteristics of people with disabilities are significantly different 

to the rest of the population. Pooling the years together, 41 per cent of people with 

disabilities were aged over 65, compared to just 12 per cent of people without disabilities. 

Perhaps partly as a result of their age profile, people with disabilities were also more likely 

to be widowed or divorced. The findings show that 19.6 per cent were widowed and 9.7 per 

cent were divorced compared to 5.4 per cent for each for people without disabilities. This 

chapter also highlights how people with disabilities were much less likely to be active in the 

labour market, and if they were active, were more likely to be unemployed. Over three-
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quarters of people with disabilities surveyed in the three Equality modules were inactive 

compared to less than one-third of people without disabilities. 

Turning to discrimination, we find some evidence that disability is a significant factor in 

determining experience of discrimination. However, we cannot rule out that other factors 

which affect both disability and discrimination might be driving the relationship. This is 

because of the differences in the socio-demographic characteristics of people with and 

without disabilities. Chapters 3 and 4 turn to multivariate modelling to investigate this issue 

further. 

We also find that the domain where discrimination is experienced varies by disability status. 

While discrimination reported by people without disabilities is most likely to occur in the 

labour market, discrimination reported by people with disabilities is most likely to be in 

accessing health services. This is explained by lower rates of labour market participation, 

and higher rates of interaction with the health service among people with disabilities. 

In addition to being more likely to experience discrimination, people with disabilities were 

more likely to report that the discrimination they experienced had ‘serious’ or ‘very serious’ 

effects on them compared to those with no disability. They were also more likely to report 

that the discrimination occurred more frequently than those with no disability. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Disability and discrimination in different domains 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

The QNHS Equality modules in 2004, 2010 and 2014 ask respondents about discrimination 

they have experienced in nine different domains of life. In the previous chapter, we looked 

at the domains from the perspective of the person who had experienced discrimination and 

asked in which domains they were most likely to have experienced it: in other words, the 

domain composition of the discrimination they experience (see Figures 2.4 and 2.5). This will 

be affected by both the extent to which they are active in the domain (seeking work, 

seeking advancement or seeking services) and in the extent to which, once active in the 

domain, they experience discrimination. In this chapter, we focus more specifically on the 

risk of experiencing discrimination among those active in the domain. For instance, in the 

last chapter, we saw that people with a disability who experienced discrimination were less 

likely than those without a disability to report discrimination in the workplace. This was at 

least partly because people with disabilities were less likely to be in employment or seeking 

employment. When we focus on the risk of discrimination in this chapter, we base the 

analysis on those who are active in the domain. 

We now group them into three categories – work-related discrimination, discrimination in 

public services, and discrimination in private services (see Table 3.1) – and model the 

association between each one and disability, taking account of a range of other 

characteristics. The work-related grouping captures discrimination in looking for work and in 

the workplace. This means that it could potentially apply to people who are both employed 

and unemployed (but seeking work), but not those who are outside of the labour force 

(students, carers, retirees etc.). The public services category includes discrimination in 

health, education, and transport, and respondents are given an option to report 

discrimination in ‘other public services’. Private service discrimination is recorded in shops, 

pubs and restaurants, in financial institutions such as banks and insurance companies, and 

in housing. 
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TABLE 3.1 DOMAINS OF DISCRIMINATION COVERED BY THE QNHS EQUALITY MODULE 

Aggregated Domain Detailed Domain 

Labour market 
In the workplace 
Looking for work 

Education 
Health 

Public services 
Transport 
Other public services 

Private services 
Shops, pubs restaurants 
Financial institutions 
Housing 

Source: Equality Questionnaire Q3 2014 v 1.0. 

3.2 THE RISK OF EXPERIENCING DISCRIMINATION BY DOMAIN 

We first compare the risk of experiencing discrimination among people with and without 

disabilities across the entire sample (exposed and not exposed) in the three broad domains 

described above. 

Table 3.2 shows that with the exception of work-related discrimination in 2010, the risk of 

experiencing discrimination was higher for people with disabilities across all three domains, 

in all three years.11 The largest gaps between the groups were in public services in 2004 (6.8 

percentage points) and in 2014 (4.4 percentage points). Looking at change over time, we see 

that discrimination against people with disabilities fell significantly in all domains after 2004. 

However, while the rate remained below 7.5 per cent in public and private services after 

2010, there was a small (but statistically insignificant) increase in reports of work-related 

discrimination in 2014. 

The difference between the groups on work-related discrimination in 2010 and 2014 is not statistically 
significant. All other between-group differences are significant at p < 0.05. 

11 
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TABLE 3.2 THE RISK OF EXPERIENCING DISCRIMINATION BY DOMAIN 

2004 2004 2010 2010 2014 2014 
No 

disability 
% 

Has 
disability 

% 

No 
disability 

% 

Has 
disability 

% 

No 
disability 

% 

Has 
disability 

% 
Work-related 5.7 8.9 6.6 5.8 6.9 8.5 
Public services 2.6 9.4 2.7 6.8 2.8 7.2 
Private services 6.4 10.0 4.8 7.0 4.3 7.3 

Source: QNHS Equality module (2004, 2010 and 2014). 
Notes: Work-related discrimination calculated for population aged 18-64. See McGinnity et al. (2017) for a more detailed breakdown of 

the experience of discrimination by socio-demographic groups. Margins of error range from 0.2 to 0.5 percentage points for 
people without disabilities, and from 1 to 1.6 percentage points for people with disabilities. 

3.3 EXPOSURE TO DISCRIMINATION – AGGREGATED DOMAINS 

Much of the variation in discrimination between people with and without a disability occurs 

because of differences in the kinds of interactions each group has in everyday life. As shown 

in Chapter 2, people with disabilities are generally older, are less likely to be active in the 

labour market, and have lower rates of educational attainment. This means that they have 

fewer interactions with employers and educational institutions and more interactions with 

the health service. People with disabilities therefore have lower chances of being 

discriminated against in the labour market and in education, and have higher chances of 

experiencing discrimination in the health service. We label this concept ‘exposure to 

potential discrimination’. Figure 2.4 of the previous chapter demonstrates the effect of 

exposure quite clearly with the health service emerging as the most commonly cited domain 

of discrimination for people with disabilities. 

While we cannot completely account for the amount of exposure to discrimination a 

respondent has, we can at least exclude those who report having no exposure at all by 

answering ‘not applicable’ to the questions on discrimination in specific domains. These are 

people who are not active (i.e. employed, seeking work or seeking services) in the domain. 

The labour market domains (the workplace and looking for work) are the only ones with a 

well populated ‘not applicable’ category. This is expected, because nearly all respondents 

will have had some experience of using at least some public and private services. 

Table 3.3 shows the percentage of working-age respondents with and without a disability 

that are exposed to labour market discrimination in each year. The ‘not exposed’ row refers 

to people that answer ‘not applicable’ when asked about work-related discrimination. In 
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most cases, a respondent would answer ‘not applicable’ because they had not been in 

employment or looking for work in the two years preceding the survey. All other 

respondents are deemed to be exposed. It is clear that exposure to work-related 

discrimination, at between 51.7 per cent and 57.1 per cent is much lower among people 

with disabilities than people without disabilities (between 81.3 per cent and 83.1 per cent). 

TABLE 3.3 POTENTIAL EXPOSURE TO ANY WORK-RELATED DISCRIMINATION, 2004, 
2010 AND 2014 

2004 2004 2010 2010 2014 2014 
No 

disability 
% 

Has 
disability 

% 

No 
disability 

% 

Has 
disability 

% 

No 
disability 

% 

Has 
disability 

% 
Not exposed 18.7 45.5 16.9 42.9 17.7 48.3 
Exposed 81.3 54.5 83.1 57.1 82.3 51.7 

Source: Own calculation based on the Equality module (2004, 2010 and 2014). 
Notes: Individuals aged 18-64. Margins of error range from 0.6 to 0.7 percentage points for people without disabilities, and from 2.3 

to 2.9 percentage points for people with disabilities. 

Table 3.4 shows how the experience of work-related discrimination changes after removing 

those who respond ‘not applicable’ to the survey item. The first row in the table shows the 

overall percentage reporting having experienced work-related discrimination (i.e. including 

the ‘not applicable’ group and recording their answer as ‘no discrimination’). The second 

row excludes the group responding ‘not applicable’ (because they are not active in the 

work-related domain and not exposed to potential discrimination in this area). We find that 

the values increase for both groups, but that the increase is much greater among people 

with disabilities, meaning that the discrimination gap grows. In fact, when we restrict the 

cross tabulation to exposed respondents, the risk of experiencing workplace discrimination 

is almost twice as high for people with disabilities in 2014. Even with this correction, the 

prevalence of work-related discrimination may be understated, because people with 

disabilities might self-select into less discriminatory workplaces, or may choose to work 

fewer hours – or, indeed, drop out of the labour market entirely – to avoid potential 

discrimination. 
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TABLE 3.4 EXPERIENCE OF WORK-RELATED DISCRIMINATION BY EXPOSURE, 2004, 
2010 AND 2014 

2004 2004 2010 2010 2014 2014 
No 

disability 
% 

Has 
disability 

% 

No 
disability 

% 

Has 
disability 

% 

No 
disability 

% 

Has 
disability 

% 
Work-related (Full sample) 5.7 8.9 6.6 5.8 6.9 
Work-related (Exposed sample) 7 16.4 7.9 10.1 8.3 

8.5 
16.4 

Source: Own calculation based on the Equality module (2004, 2010 and 2014). 
Notes: Individuals aged 18-64. Margins of error range from 0.3 to 0.6 percentage points for people without disabilities, and from 1.3 

to 3 percentage points for people with disabilities. 

3.4 MODELLING THE EFFECT OF DISABILITY ON THE EXPERIENCE OF DISCRIMINATION 

3.4.1 Work-related discrimination 

The following section uses multivariate statistical analysis to evaluate the effect of disability 

on the experience of discrimination in the three broad areas of public life – work-related 

discrimination, discrimination in access to private services, and discrimination in access to 

public services – while accounting for the effect of socio-demographic characteristics.12 The 

analysis is conducted using a nested models approach. This involves adding blocks of 

characteristics at a time, which allows us to interpret the extent to which individual 

characteristics alter the association between disability and discrimination. 

Beginning with the analysis of work-related discrimination, the sample is restricted to the 

working age population (aged 18-64) who are active in the labour market (either at work or 

seeking work). To help to overcome the problem of small sample size among people with 

disabilities who are exposed to this form of discrimination (see Chapter 1), we pool the data 

from the three rounds of the survey, and include a series of dummy variables for each year 

to account for change over time. 

Table 3.5 presents the results for the analysis investigating the effect of disability on work-

related discrimination. The first model controls only for the year of the survey. The second 

model controls for age, and the third model adds in a range of other socio-demographic 

variables, including gender, education and family type. 

The results of a series of models on discrimination in any of these three domains are presented in 
Appendix Table A3.1. 

12 
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The figures in the table are odds ratios. These show the odds of having experienced work-

related discrimination for each group compared to the reference category. For example, in 

Model 1, the odds of work-related discrimination among people with disabilities are 1.97 

times higher than the odds of this type of discrimination among those without a disability. 

TABLE 3.5 IMPACT OF DISABILITY ON WORK-RELATED DISCRIMINATION WITH OTHER 
CHARACTERISTICS CONTROLLED (ODDS RATIOS) 

Disability 
Ref. No disability - - -
Disability 1.97*** 2.00*** 2.01*** 
Ref. 2004 - - -

Year 2010 1.06 1.07 1.04 
2014 1.25*** 1.26*** 1.22*** 
Ref. 18-24 - -

Age 25-44 0.91 0.87 
45-64 0.86 0.87 
Ref. Male -

Sex 
Female 1.16*** 
Ref. Lower 2nd or less -
Higher/post 2nd 0.96 

Education Tertiary non-honours 1.19** 
Tertiary honours 1.23** 
Missing 1.03 
Ref. Never married -
Married 0.87* 
Widowed 0.68* 
Divorced or legally separated 1.33*** 

Marital 
Status 

Ref. Couple no children -
Couple with children 1.16* 

Family Type Lone parent 1.20* 
Living with parents 1.00 
Unpartnered (no children) 1.13 
Pseudo R2 0.006 0.007 0.012 
N 34,114 34,114 34,114 

Any work related discrimination 
Individuals aged 18 64 1 2 (+age) 3 (+age and other 

characteristics) 

Source: Own calculation based on the Equality module (2004, 2010 and 2014). 
Note: Individuals aged 18-64 and exposed to work-related domains. * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 

Being disabled has a strong and statistically significant effect across all models. 

Furthermore, the effect is likely an underestimate because, as shown above, people with 

disabilities have lower levels of exposure to discrimination in this area. Some of those with a 

disability may have become discouraged from looking for work and may have opted out of 

the labour market because of prior experience of discrimination, or because they expect to 
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face discrimination. Nonetheless, the effect of disability is robust – it remains largely 

unchanged as controls are added. When controlling for age only, people with disabilities are 

twice as likely as people without a disability to experience discrimination. The same is true 

when a range of other socio-demographic characteristics are included (see Model 3). These 

results are consistent with McGinnity et al. (2017) who find that people with disabilities are 

approximately twice as likely as people without disabilities to experience discrimination in 

both the workplace and when looking for work. 

The models also show that work-related discrimination increased by over 20 per cent in 

2014 relative to 2004, and that this change is not due to changes in the other variables in 

the models. Women are 16 per cent more at risk of experiencing work-related 

discrimination, and educational attainment is positively associated with the experience of 

discrimination. Previous research in Ireland has also found that despite their advantage in 

the labour market, more educated people are more likely to report discrimination (Russell 

et al., 2010; McGinnity et al., 2006; Bond et al. 2010). This may be because they hold higher 

expectations about equal treatment in work and have a greater knowledge of their rights 

under the Irish law – as shown by McGinnity et al (2012). 

Relative to the ‘never married’ group, and after controlling for age and gender, married 

people and widow(er)s are less likely to experience work-related discrimination than those 

who have never married. Divorced and separated people, by contrast, show a 33 per cent 

higher risk of experiencing discrimination relative to the reference category. Model 3 also 

shows that people with children, especially lone parents, are more likely to experience 

work-related discrimination than couples without children. 

3.4.2 Discrimination in public services 

The analysis of discrimination in access to public services is presented in Table 3.6 in a 

similar way to work-related discrimination. However, additional variables have been added 

to the third model to account for the effect of principal economic status (employed, 

unemployed and inactive). This can be done here because, unlike for work-related 

discrimination, economic status is not part of the identification of those exposed to 

discrimination. Also, the analysis has been extended to the entire adult population, rather 
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than just people of working age, because service-related discrimination is relevant at all 

ages. 

The results show that having a disability has a much stronger association with discrimination 

in this arena than in the area of work, with odds ratios exceeding three in all three models. 

Note that this does not refer to the level of discrimination experienced by people with a 

disability in any absolute sense, but to the gap between people with and without a 

disability. In fact, as we saw in Table 3.2, the risk of discrimination against people with 

disabilities is quite similar in the work arena, and in the public and the private services 

domains. Instead, it shows that it is in accessing public services that large discrimination 

gaps between people with and without disabilities can be found. Controlling for the effect of 

age in the second model increases the odds ratio substantially (because older people are 

less at risk than the reference group of young adults). The odds ratio for disability is reduced 

to 3.06 with the addition of other controls in Model 3. Separate analysis (not shown) 

revealed that this reduction is almost entirely driven by the inclusion of principal economic 

status in the model. This occurs because employed people are at lower risk of discrimination 

than the unemployed and the economically inactive. In other words, the relationship 

between disability and discrimination is stronger for those not in employment. 
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TABLE 3.6 IMPACT OF DISABILITY ON DISCRIMINATION IN PUBLIC SERVICES WITH 
OTHER CHARACTERISTICS CONTROLLED (ODDS RATIOS) 

- -
Disability 3.04*** 3.56*** 3.06*** 
Ref. 2004 - - -

Year 2010 0.91 0.90 0.86** 
2014 

Disability 
Ref. No disability -

0.92 0.92 0.89 
Ref. 18-24 - -
25-44 1.29* 1.22 
45-64 0.99 0.89 
65+ 0.75* 0.62** 
Ref. Male -

Age 

Sex 
Female 1.13* 
Ref. Lower secondary or less -

0.94 
Tertiary non-honours 1.11 
Tertiary honours 1.18* 
Missing 0.89 

Education 
Higher/post-secondary 

Any public discrimination 1 2 (+age) 3 (+age and other 
characteristics) 

Ref. Never married -

Marital Married 0.99 
Status Widowed 0.92 

Divorced or legally separated 1.47*** 
Ref. Couple no children -
Couple with children 1.16* 

Family Lone parent 1.61*** Type 
Living with parents 0.92 
Unpartnered (no children) 1.05 
Ref. Employed -Labour 

Market Unemployed 1.95*** 
Status Inactive 1.84*** 

Pseudo R2 0.025 0.029 0.043 
N 56,238 56,238 56,238 

Source: Own calculation based on the Equality module (2004, 2010 and 2014). 
Note: * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 

There is very little evidence that the rate of discrimination in public services changed over 

time, with only one statistically significant coefficient – for 2010 in Model 3 – suggesting a 

slight reduction. As in work-related discrimination, these models reveal that women are 

more at risk (with odds that are 13 per cent higher than for men). As before, age has a 

negative relationship with discrimination, but it is mainly driven by people aged over 65 
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having a lower risk. Like in the first set of models, lone parents and couples with children are 

significantly more at risk than couples without children. 

3.4.3 Discrimination in private services 

The models of discrimination in private services are presented in an identical fashion to 

discrimination in public services, with three nested models and the full adult population 

considered (Table 3.7). 

Once again, the effect of disability is strong and statistically significant across all of the 

models presented below. As in the analysis of discrimination when using public services, the 

size of the effect of disability is sensitive to the inclusion of control variables. When the year 

of the survey is the only control, people with disabilities have 1.65 times the odds of 

experiencing discrimination compared to people without disabilities. The effect of age is 

controlled in Model 2, revealing that age is negatively associated with discrimination in 

private services. The odds of experiencing private service discrimination among people aged 

over 65 are only 18 per cent that of people aged 18-24. Because people with disabilities are 

relatively concentrated in the older age groups, the negative effect of age reduces the 

positive effect of disability on discrimination in Model 1. Controlling for the effect of age in 

Model 2 therefore causes the odds ratio for disability to rise to 2.44. In other words, this 

analysis shows that if it wasn’t for disabled people being older on average, they would be 

even more at risk of experiencing discrimination in accessing private services.13 These 

results are consistent with the findings of recent Irish research using the Equality modules, 

which showed that people with disabilities were over twice as likely as people without 

disabilities to experience discrimination in access to housing (Grotti et al., 2018) and the fact 

that younger adults are more likely to be at the life course stage where they are seeking 

housing. McGinnity et al. (2017) present an odds ratio of 1.93 for people with disabilities in 

a similar model of private service discrimination.14 

The other control variables influence the odds ratio for disability to a lesser extent. As in 

public services, separate analysis (not shown) reveals that the control variable with the 

13 See Box 4.1 for more information on the relationships between age, disability and discrimination. 
14 The odds ratio differs slightly here because a different set of control variables are used. 
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largest impact on the disability odds ratio is principal economic status, suggesting that 

disabled people are more likely to experience discrimination in private services in part 

because they are more likely to be unemployed or inactive. The finding that part of the 

discrimination experienced by disabled people results from their labour market situation 

means that addressing disabled people’s access to employment may help to reduce their 

exposure to discrimination in the private services domain. 

TABLE 3.7 IMPACT OF DISABILITY ON DISCRIMINATION IN PRIVATE SERVICES WITH 
OTHER CHARACTERISTICS CONTROLLED (ODDS RATIOS) 

Disability 
Ref. No disability - - -

Any private discrimination 1 

Age 

Ref. Male -

2 (+age) 3 (+age and other 
characteristics) 

Has disability 1.65*** 2.44*** 2.13*** 
Ref. 2004 - - -

Year 2010 0.80*** 0.80*** 0.75*** 
2014 0.75*** 0.78*** 0.74*** 

Single (childless) 1.11 
Ref. Employed -Labour 

Market Unemployed 1.51*** 
Status Inactive 1.46*** 

Pseudo R2 0.006 0.031 0.045 
N 56,189 56,189 56,189 

Sex 

Marital 
Status 

Family Type 

Ref. 18-24 - -
25-44 
45-64 
65+ 

Ref. Lower secondary or less 
Higher/post-secondary 
Tertiary non-honours 
Tertiary honours 
Missing 
Ref. Never married 
Married 

Female 

Education 

Widowed 0.74** 
Divorced or legally separated 1.53*** 
Ref. Couple no children -
Couple with children 1.11 
Lone parent 1.60*** 
Living with parents 0.74** 

0.58*** 0.58*** 
0.33*** 0.32*** 
0.18*** 0.18*** 

0.90* 
-
0.95 
1.16* 
1.24** 
0.85 
-
0.77*** 

Source: Own calculation based on the Equality module (2004, 2010 and 2014). 
Note: * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 
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We also see that private service discrimination was significantly and robustly less prevalent 

in 2010 and 2014 than in 2004, contrasting with the pattern in workplace discrimination. 

The effect of educational attainment on private service discrimination is comparable to its 

effect in the other two domains. Those with third-level honours degrees (or equivalent) are 

25 per cent more likely than early school leavers to report discrimination. 

The patterns with respect to marital and family status are similar to the patterns observed 

for work-related discrimination, where risks were higher for divorced/separated people, 

lone parents and couples with children (though the latter isn’t statistically significant here); 

and the least at risk are widow(er)s and married people. 

3.5 SUMMARY 

In this chapter, we examined the association between discrimination and disability in three 

broad domains, controlling for socio-demographic characteristics and the year of the survey. 

Work-related discrimination includes discrimination in looking for work or in the workplace 

and this was examined for those aged 18 to 64 who were exposed to this kind of 

discrimination (i.e. who were active in the labour market in that they had been at work or 

had been looking for work in the previous two years). The odds of experiencing 

discrimination were about twice as high for people with disabilities compared to those 

without disabilities. Controlling for socio-demographic characteristics (such as age, gender, 

marital status and family status) made little difference to this overall pattern. The findings 

do show, however, that educational attainment is positively associated with the experience 

of discrimination. 

Discrimination in public services covered the domains of education, health, transport and 

other public services. This was where we found the largest gap between people with and 

without disabilities, with the odds of discrimination being about three times higher among 

those with disabilities. Controlling for socio-demographic characteristics did little to account 

for this gap. Being older tended to reduce the likelihood of experiencing discrimination 

when accessing public services (especially for those over age 65); but being outside the 

labour force, which is more common among people with disabilities, caused the odds ratios 

to increase. This latter finding may well be due to people outside the labour market being 



   

 
   

   

   

    

     

      

   

   

     

   

  

   

   

 

Disability and discrimination in different domains | 43 

more dependent on public services meaning that they might face more potential situations 

in which discrimination can occur. 

Discrimination in private services included discrimination experienced in shops/pubs/ 

restaurants, in financial institutions and in housing. People with disabilities are also 

significantly more likely to experience discrimination in private services than those without 

disabilities, with odds of discrimination that are about 65 per cent higher overall. Again, 

controlling for socio-demographic characteristics does not reduce the size of this gap; 

rather, the gap would be larger were it not for the fact that people with disabilities tend to 

be older – a trait which usually reduces an individual’s experience of discrimination. 

The overall pattern of results is confirmed by the additional analysis run with ‘any 

discrimination’ as the dependent variable (see Appendix Table A3.1). Here we see that 

people with disabilities are between 1.6 and 2.2 times as likely to experience discrimination 

as people without a disability. The odds ratio is sensitive to the inclusion of age as a control 

variable, but changes little when additional socio-demographic controls are added. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Discrimination for people with different types of disability 

This chapter has two aims. The first is to investigate whether the link between disability and 

discrimination shown in Chapter 3 varies by type of disability. The QNHS Equality module 

distinguishes between disability types in term of sensory, physical, psychological or 

emotional conditions and intellectual disabilities. As in Chapter 3, this chapter investigates 

whether the effects of disability on discrimination hold when controlling for relevant socio-

demographic and economic characteristics. The second aim of the chapter is to examine 

whether these associations have changed or remained constant over time. 

Recent research on Ireland has shown that people with disabilities tend to be disadvantaged 

in many respects. For example, people with disabilities are overrepresented among 

homeless people and are more likely to experience bad housing conditions (Grotti et al., 

2018), are more at risk of poverty and deprivation (Watson et al., 2018), and they also are 

more likely to be discriminated against in a series of domains as shown by McGinnity et al. 

(2017) and in line with Chapters 2 and 3 of this report. 

However, while most previous research has considered people with disabilities as a 

homogeneous group, the present chapter adds to the existing research by studying how 

discrimination is associated with different types of disability. While Watson et al. (2012) 

have already shown the variability in the experience of discrimination between people with 

different types of disability, this study extends their research up to more recent dates, 

namely up to 2014. 

4.1 DISCRIMINATION AND DISABILITY TYPES: DESCRIPTIVES 

In this section we address the question of whether some types of disability are associated 

with a greater risk of discrimination. To this end, we consider the risk of experiencing 

discrimination in any domain (including the labour market, private services, and public 

services). 
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As discussed in Chapter 1, the way the QNHS collects information about the different types 

of disability has changed over time. Most importantly, while the 2010 and 2014 waves 

distinguish between blindness and deafness, the 2004 wave merges these two disability 

types together. In order to conduct a more in-depth analysis of the experience of 

discrimination of people with different types of disability and to take into account possible 

heterogeneity in the experience of discrimination of blind and deaf people, in this chapter 

we focus on the most recent waves, namely 2010 and 2014. In these two waves, the same 

question wording was used to capture disability types. 

Table 4.1 reports in the first column the percentage of people with any disability, and those 

with any specific type of disability. The first row of the table shows that almost 12 per cent 

of the Irish adult population has a disability. Concerning the specific type of disability, about 

4 per cent of the population have conditions that limit basic physical activities. Smaller 

shares ranging from about 0.5 to 0.9 per cent characterise other types of disability: 

blindness, deafness, learning or intellectual disabilities, and psychological or emotional 

conditions. The residual category, which also includes pain, breathing and chronic illnesses, 

accounts for 7.4 per cent of the sample. Note that the sum of the percentages with each 

type of disability is larger than the percentage with any type of disability. This is because the 

same individual may have more than one type of disability. 

TABLE 4.1 PERCENTAGE OF PEOPLE WITH EACH TYPE OF DISABILITY AND PERCENTAGE 
OF THOSE WITH EACH TYPE WHO EXPERIENCE DISCRIMINATION 

Adult People with 
disability 

Experienced 
discrimination 

Experienced 
discrimination 

(%) (%) Margin of error 
(± %) 

People with no disability 88.2 11.4 0.3 
Any type of disability 11.8 15.0 1.1 
Blindness or a serious vision impairment 0.6 22.5 5.1 
Deafness or a serious hearing impairment 0.7 8.2 3.3 
A condition that limits one or more basic 
physical activities 4.0 13.9 1.8 

A learning or intellectual disability 0.5 13.0 5.2 
Psychological or emotional condition 0.9 19.1 4.4 
Other, including chronic illness 7.4 15.5 1.4 

Source: Own calculation based on the QNHS Equality module (2010 and 2014); population aged 18 and over. Margin of error for the 
proportion of people with disability rages between 0.08 percentage points for people with learning or intellectual disabilities 
and 0.35 percentage points for people with any type of disability. 
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The second column of Table 4.1 reports the percentage of people who experienced 

discrimination; while the third column reports the margin of error of that percentage, 

showing that the uncertainty around our estimates increases while the size of the groups 

decreases. The experience of discrimination across people with different types of disability 

varies substantially, but in almost all cases is higher compared with people without 

disability. Indeed, while 11.3 per cent of people without disability experience discrimination, 

on average (see Figure 2.3), 15 per cent of people with disabilities experience 

discrimination. The most likely to report discrimination are people with blindness or serious 

vision impairment (22.5 per cent), followed by people with psychological or emotional 

problems (19.1 per cent). On the other hand, the lowest levels of discrimination are 

experienced by people with deafness or a serious hearing impairment (8.2 per cent), a value 

that is even lower than for people without disability. The experience of discrimination 

among people with other types of disability ranges between 13 and 15.5 per cent. However, 

we have to interpret these differences between groups with caution given that the margin 

of error for some groups is rather wide. If we focus on people affected by blindness or a 

serious visual impairment, for example, the ‘true’ percentage of people experiencing 

discrimination falls, with the 95 per cent of confidence, within the interval 17 (22-5) and 27 

(22+5) per cent. Therefore, the value of 22 that we observe for them cannot be considered 

statistically different from the value of 19 observed for people with psychological or 

emotional conditions (ranging between 15 and 23). 

BOX 4.1 AGE, DISABILITY AND DISCRIMINATION 

Age has consistently been an important variable in mediating the relationship between 
disability and discrimination in the models thus far. While we can confidently assert that 
disability is associated with an increased risk of reporting an experience of discrimination, 
we have shown that the size of this effect increases substantially when age is taken into 
account in the models. The diagram shows why this is the case. 

We know that people with disabilities are overrepresented among older people (positive 
association), and we also know that older people are less likely to experience discrimination 
(negative association). From this it follows that when measuring discrimination for people 
with disabilities, we are measuring discrimination for a group that tends to experience low 
discrimination levels given their older age. 
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Therefore, while the disability status per se increases discrimination, the age profile of 
people with disabilities decreased discrimination. In each set of models in Chapter 3 and 4, 
the first column (Model 1) mixes these two opposite forces, which leads to an 
underestimation of the effect of disability. On the contrary, Model 2 takes into account the 
age composition of people with disabilities and provides estimates of the effect of disability, 
net of the effect of age. 

4.2 DISCRIMINATION AND TYPE OF DISABILITY: MODELLING 

The next step is to investigate if, and to what extent, the higher risk of discrimination 

experienced by people with particular types of disability is explained by other characteristics 

that may be associated with both type of disability and discrimination. We do that using 

regression models which allow us to study the impact of disability type on discrimination 

while controlling for other relevant characteristics. 

Model 1 in Table 4.2 includes the different types of disability and controls for the year of the 

survey. The second model adds age, while the third model adds other socio-demographic 

characteristics. The variables indicating each disability type are equal to 1 if the individual 

has the specific type of disability and are equal to 0 otherwise. This means that if the 

individual does not have a specific type of disability, say intellectual disability, he or she may 

well have other types of disability, such as limited physical activity. When all the types of 

disability are included in the model in this way, the reference category is people with no 

disability. Consistent with Table 4.1, the first model in Table 4.2 shows that with the 

exception of deafness, all types of disability are positively associated with discrimination. 

People with blindness and psychological/emotional conditions are almost twice as likely as 
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people who do not have those disabilities to experience discrimination. A lower but positive 

and significant effect can be observed for people with other types of disability. On the 

contrary, deaf people are just over half as likely as non-deaf people to experience 

discrimination. People with conditions that limit physical activities and with intellectual 

disabilities do not present substantial and statistically significant effects. 

Model 2 adds a control for age. As in many of the models presented in Chapter 3, age is an 

important mediating characteristic for the relationship between disability and 

discrimination. Indeed, once age is taken into account, the observed pattern and the size of 

the disability impact change: many of the effects of the disability types strengthen. The 

types of disability differ in their relationship with age. For instance, the prevalence of 

deafness or hearing impairments, physical disability and sensory disability and most 

problems with pain and breathing (in the ‘other’ category) increase sharply with age, while 

intellectual/learning disabilities are concentrated in the earlier part of adulthood and 

psychological/emotional disability is more evenly spread across the adult years (Watson et 

al., 2012). 

When we control for age, the impact of visual impairment on discrimination increases 

strongly. The effect size of having ‘other’ types of disability also increases, as well as the 

effect of having physical disabilities, which also becomes statistically significant. On the 

other hand, the effect of deafness decreases and becomes not statistically significant: 

controlling for age, deaf people experience the same likelihood of being discriminated 

against as non-disabled people. 

Overall, we have observed that the penalty of disability increases for all those types of 

disability that are more common among older people, namely blindness, deafness, physical 

conditions, and ‘other’ types of disability. This is explained by the fact that, all else equal, 

older people are less likely to experience discrimination (see Box 4.1 for a more detailed 

discussion of the relationship between age, disability and discrimination). For these reasons, 

not controlling for age would lead to an underestimation of the association between 

discrimination and these types of disability. 
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TABLE 4.2 EXPERIENCE OF DISCRIMINATION IN ANY DOMAIN. LOGISTIC MODEL (ODDS 
RATIOS) 

Model 1 Model 2 
Types of 
disability + Age 

No disability 1 1 

Model 3 
+ Control 
variables 

1 
Blindness 1.94*** 2.70*** 2.77*** 
Deafness 0.63* 0.89 0.91 
Physical activities 1.07 1.38*** 1.40*** 
Intellectual 1.06 1.07 1.10 
Psychological/emotional 1.80*** 1.61** 1.55** 
Other 1.29*** 1.57*** 1.56*** 
Year (ref. 2010) 
2014 1.03 1.05 1.07 
Age (ref. 18-24) 
25-44 0.97 0.83* 
45-64 0.81* 0.72*** 
65+ 0.33*** 0.35*** 
Sex (ref. Male) 
Female 1.11** 
Education (ref. Lower 2nd or less) 
Higher/post 2nd 1.04 
3rd non-honours 1.24** 
3rd honours 1.27*** 
Marital status (ref. Never married) 
Married 0.92 
Widowed 0.80* 
Divorced or legally separated 1.45*** 
Family type (ref. Couple no children) 
Couple with children 1.03 
Lone parent 1.24* 
Living with parents 0.56*** 
Unpartnered (no children) 1.03 
Employment status (ref. Employed) 
Unemployed 2.66*** 
Inactive 1.13* 
Constant 0.12*** 0.15*** 0.12*** 
Pseudo R-squared 0.0025 0.0197 0.0376 
N 31,675 31,675 31,675 

Source: Own calculation based on the Equality module (2004, 2010 and 2014). 
Note: All models include year dummies. 

In Model 3, we also control for other socio-demographic characteristics including sex, 

education, employment status, and marital and family status. Unlike the inclusion of age, 
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adding these characteristics to the model does not substantially affect the association 

between discrimination and type of disability. 

Concerning the direct effect of all the control variables included in the model, their effects 

on discrimination in any domain are in line with results shown in Chapter 3 regarding 

domain-specific discrimination. In other words, the experience of any type of discrimination 

falls with age, is higher for females and for those with higher levels of education, for lone 

parents, people who are divorced/separated and (as we say in the case of discrimination in 

the services domains) those not at work. 

4.3 EXPERIENCE OF DISCRIMINATION OVER TIME FOR PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES 

Our next step is to investigate whether the experience of discrimination has changed over 

time for people with various types of disability. Unlike in Section 4.1, here we focus on the 

entire time span available in the QNHS, namely from 2004 to 2014. This is important 

because in this decade Ireland experienced an economic cycle of boom, bust and early 

recovery, which may have impacted also on people’s experience of discrimination. As 

discussed above, extending the observational window comes at the cost of less detail in 

distinguishing between types of disability – blindness and deafness are merged together. In 

addition, it is worth remembering that other questions have changed wording over time, 

possibly influencing the choice of ‘physical disability’ or ‘other’ disabilities (see Table 1.1 in 

Chapter 1). 

We model discrimination trends over time by interacting each type of disability with the 

survey year. In order to facilitate the interpretation of the results, we present predicted 

probabilities of experiencing discrimination by year (Figure 4.1). Predicted probabilities are 

estimated controlling for all the other characteristics included in the model. They represent 

the ‘pure’ differences by disability type, after isolating them from any differences that might 

be linked to other characteristics such as age, gender or level of education. 

Figure 4.1 presents separate graphs for having any type of disability and for each single type 

of disability. Each graph reports predicted probabilities of having experienced discrimination 

for people without a disability (dashed line), and for people with each specific disability type 
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(solid line). The horizontal axes in the graphs represent the years of the survey, while the 

vertical axes represent the probability of having experienced discrimination. Significance 

tests for changes over time and for the differences in the experience of discrimination 

between people with and without disability are reported in Table A4.2a and Table A4.2b 

respectively. 

The first graph on the top left of Figure 4.1 shows the trend for people with any type of 

disability and without disability. In terms of levels, we can observe substantial and 

statistically significant differences between the two groups (see Table A4.2b). For example, 

all else equal, about 24 per cent of people with any disability (solid line) experienced 

discrimination in 2004, compared to 10 per cent of people without a disability (dashed line). 

In terms of comparisons in the rates of discrimination between people with and without 

disability, differences are almost always statistically significant. Exceptions include 

intellectual disability for all the three years; and psychological/emotional disability does not 

differ from those with no disability in 2014 only. 

Concerning trends over time, for people with any type of disability, we observe a strong and 

statistically significant decline (almost 7 percentage points) in the experience of 

discrimination between 2004 and 2010, with little change between 2010 and 2014 (see 

Table A4.2a). For people without disability, we can see a very flat trend over the entire 

period: the experience of discrimination of people without any disability has not changed 

substantially over the decade that we observe. 
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FIGURE 4.1 PREDICTED PROBABILITIES OF EXPERIENCING DISCRIMINATION IN ANY 
DOMAIN, BY TYPE OF DISABILITY OVER TIME 
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Source: Own calculation based on the Equality module (2004, 2010 and 2014). 
Note: Predictions for each type of disability based on the Model in Table A4.1 in the Appendix that includes the interaction between 

survey year and types of disability. Blindness and deafness have been aggregated because not identifiable separately for 2004. 
Predictions for people with no disability and any disability estimated on a separate model with the same set of control variables 
(available from the authors). 

A fairly flat trend also characterises people with blindness or deafness impairments (and 

none of these changes are statistically significant). However, more substantial changes can 

be observed for people with other types of disability. All of these groups, in fact, experience 

a declining risk of discrimination over time. People with intellectual disabilities experience a 

substantial drop in discrimination. However, while neither the drop between 2004 and 2010 

nor the drop between 2010 and 2014 are statistically significant, the drop of almost 10 

percentage points between 2004 and 2014 is statistically significant. A very similar pattern is 

also observed for people with psychological or emotional conditions. 

The risk of experiencing discrimination decreases by about 10 percentage points also for 

people with physical disabilities, though this decline is concentrated in the first period – 

between 2004 and 2010. A substantial and statistically significant decline of discrimination 

can be also observed for people with ‘other’ disabilities in the first period (by about 6 
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percentage points). After 2010 the risk increases by 3 percentage points (statistically 

significant increase). In this case, however, we cannot exclude that changes in the 

experience of discrimination are driven by change in the wording of questions between 

2004 and 2010 with the consequent variation in the composition of this group. 

Overall, considering trends over time in the experience of discrimination, we have shown 

that while discrimination risks have not changed for people without disabilities, people with 

disabilities experienced decreasing risks of discrimination over the examined decade. 

4.4 SUMMARY 

This chapter uses QHNS data and the Equality module data for the years 2010 and 2014 to 

examine the experience of discrimination and the labour market outcomes of people 

affected by different types of disability. 

On average, 15 per cent of people with a disability and 11.3 per cent of people without a 

disability experience discrimination. The experience of discrimination, however, varies 

substantially across people with different types of disability – and it is in almost all cases 

higher compared with people who do not have any disability. People with blindness or 

serious visual impairment and psychological/emotional disabilities are the most likely to 

experience discrimination. 

As in Chapter 3, we find that age is an important mediating characteristic in the relationship 

between disability and discrimination. Indeed, once age is taken into account, the 

experience of discrimination intensifies for many types of disability. Conversely, the other 

controls (gender, marital and family status, education) do not substantially affect the 

association between disability and discrimination. 

Over time, the experience of discrimination does not change for people without disability. 

However, it declines for almost all types of disability, especially physical disability, learning/ 

intellectual disability and psychological/emotional disability. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Summary and conclusions 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

This report builds on previous research using the QNHS Equality module on discrimination in 

Ireland (e.g. McGinnity et al., 2017), and on the position of people with disabilities in the 

Irish labour market (Watson et al., 2012; 2017). In this chapter, we provide a summary of 

the key findings and highlight the main implications for policy. The report is organised 

around four main research questions: 

• Do people with disabilities experience discrimination more frequently than people 

without disabilities and does it have a greater impact on them? 

• Do people with disabilities experience discrimination to a greater extent in some 

domains than others? Are any such differences related to other characteristics 

(such as gender, age and education)? 

• Are people with specific disabilities more likely to experience discrimination than 

others? 

• Has the experience of discrimination among people with disabilities changed over 

time? 

After a brief overview of the characteristics of people with disabilities, this chapter brings 

together the results of the analysis to address these questions and to outline the main 

implications for policy. 

5.2 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

5.2.1 Characteristics of people with disabilities 

The findings reported in Chapter 2 show that between 10 and 12 per cent of the population 

reported a disability in the period from 2004 to 2014. People with disabilities are also shown 

to have a distinctive socio-demographic profile. In particular, they are older compared to 
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those without disabilities, with 41 per cent of them over the age of 65 compared to just 12 

per cent of other adults. 

5.2.2 Do people with disabilities experience discrimination more frequently than people 
without disabilities and does it have a greater impact on them? 

The findings show that, overall, people with disabilities experience higher rates of 

discrimination than people without disabilities. On average, 15 per cent of people with 

disabilities experience discrimination compared to 11 per cent of those without a disability. 

Respondents in the survey were also asked how often they experienced discrimination and 

how severe the impact of this discrimination was. The findings here show that people with 

disabilities report experiencing discrimination ‘more regularly’ than the rest of the 

population. Focussing on the severity of the impact of discrimination, the report finds that 

people with disabilities are more likely to suffer adverse effects of being discriminated 

against. In 2014, for example, 18 per cent of people with disabilities who experienced 

discrimination reported it having a ‘very serious’ effect on them, compared to 10 per cent of 

those without disabilities. 

5.2.3 Do people with disabilities experience discrimination to a greater extent in some 
domains than others? Are any such differences related to other characteristics (such 
as gender, age and education)? 

Using the three waves of the data (2004, 2010 and 2014), we examine where people with 

disabilities are most likely to report discrimination. The findings show that discrimination for 

people with disabilities is mostly experienced in the health services followed by the private 

sector (e.g. financial institutions, shops, pubs and restaurants). We note that this 

concentration of reports of discrimination in the health sector is most likely due to people 

with disabilities requiring more health services due to a higher incidence of health 

problems, perhaps related to their disability. On the contrary, fewer than one-in-four 

reports of discrimination among people with disabilities relate to the workplace. This is 

because they are more likely to be inactive in the labour market which obviously reduces 

their likelihood of experiencing this type of discrimination. 
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Using multivariate analysis, we further examine the effect of disability on discrimination in 

three broad social domains: the labour market, accessing public services and accessing 

private services. Focusing on those who are either at work or looking for work, the findings 

show that the risk of experiencing work-related discrimination is almost twice as high for 

people with disabilities compared to those without disabilities. This relationship remains 

statistically significant after controlling for socio-demographic characteristics such as age, 

sex, family and marital status, and employment status. In line with previous research 

however, the findings show that educational attainment is positively associated with the 

experience of discrimination. This may be because higher educated groups have higher 

expectations about equal treatment in work and greater knowledge of their rights under 

Irish law. 

Comparing levels of discrimination in the three different domains, the largest gap between 

people with and without disabilities is found when people are accessing public services such 

as health, education and transport. Chapter 3 shows how people with disabilities accessing 

public services are between 3 and 3.5 times more likely to experience discrimination than 

people without disabilities. 

The influence of having a disability on the likelihood of being discriminated against in private 

services is also evident in the research findings. People with disabilities are significantly 

more likely to experience discrimination than those without disabilities in pubs, shops, 

restaurants, financial institutions or housing (up to two times more likely). 

Interestingly, the findings highlight that for all three domains, controlling for age in the 

models strengthens the association between disability and the experience of discrimination. 

This can be explained by the fact that people with disabilities are overrepresented in older 

age groups which are characterised by relatively low discrimination risks. 

5.2.4 Are people with specific disabilities more likely to experience discrimination than 
others? 

In Chapter 4, we examine whether people with some types of disability are more likely to 

experience discrimination compared to those with other disabilities in any domain. As 

mentioned in Chapter 2, almost 12 per cent of survey respondents reported having some 
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form of disability. This group is made up of people who report their disability as ‘Other, 

including chronic illness’ (6.2 per cent), those with conditions that ‘limit basic physical 

activities’ (5 per cent), people who are blind or deaf or those with severe vision or hearing 

impairments (1.3 per cent), and people with a ‘psychological or emotional condition’ and a 

‘learning and intellectual disability’ (both 1 per cent). The findings show that discrimination 

varies by the type of disability and that discrimination is particularly prevalent for people 

who are blind followed by those with a ‘psychological or emotional condition’. As before, 

controlling for age appears to strengthen the relationship between discrimination and these 

types of disabilities. 

5.2.5 Has the experience of discrimination among people with disabilities changed over 
time? 

Chapter 4 also examines the extent to which discrimination against people with different 

disabilities has changed over time. The findings show that between 2004 and 2014, 

discrimination declined for almost all types of disability, especially physical disability, 

learning/intellectual disability and psychological/emotional conditions. Net of socio-

demographic factors, the overall probability of experiencing discrimination fell from 24 per 

cent in 2004 to 17 per cent in 2010 for people with any type of disability. 

5.3 POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

The findings in this report highlight the experience of discrimination for people with 

disabilities in Ireland. The results show that people with disabilities continue to experience 

more discrimination than people without disabilities. Alongside Black people and members 

of the Travelling Community, people with disabilities are among the most likely of all 

minority groups to experience discrimination (McGinnity et al., 2017). 

From a policy perspective, it is important to acknowledge the findings which show that the 

prevalence of discrimination against people with disabilities has declined between the years 

2004 and 2014 from 20 per cent to 16 per cent. Most of the improvement occurred 

between 2004 and 2010. It is not possible based on the current analysis to fully understand 

the reasons for this improvement over time. However, it may be the result of the increased 

attention to the status of people with disabilities prompted by national and international 
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policies introduced during this time (UN, 2006; European Commission, 2010; Department of 

Justice, Equality and Law Reform, 2004), attitudinal changes towards people with 

disabilities, and enforcement activities by the Equality Authority, one of the legacy bodies of 

the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission. 

There are a number of specific policy issues arising out of the findings of this report: 

Addressing the link between disability, discrimination and disadvantage 

Previous research has shown that disability increases the risk of poverty as people with 

disabilities have a lower rate of participation in the labour market than those without 

disabilities (Watson et al., 2015). Although anti-poverty policy is often seen as the remit of 

the Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection, policy areas such as education 

and employment must also be used in order to address the issue. 

The reasons for low labour market participation for people with disabilities may, in part, be 

due to negative school experiences and outcomes among this group of students (McCoy and 

Banks 2012; Mc Guckin et al., 2013). The stigma associated with the label of a disability has 

been shown to influence teacher and parent educational expectations of children and young 

people (Banks et al., 2016; Shandra et al., 2009). This has clear long-term implications for 

whether a young person with a disability enters further or higher education or the labour 

market. Furthermore, this may lead to young people with disabilities being stereotyped into 

lower qualifications and lower paid employment (Humphrey et al., 2012; Cosgrove et al., 

2014; EHRC, 2017). For those whose disability emerges during their school years, facilitating 

retention in education is paramount to improving later life chances by enhancing initial 

labour market entry (Watson et al., 2015). Within this context, it is essential that the EPSEN 

Act (2004) is fully implemented so that students with special educational needs and 

disabilities can get access to assessments and be provided with the necessary resources to 

allow them to engage with school and improve their retention at second-level. Given the 

policy emphasis on inclusive education, retention for students with disabilities should be 

under the remit of the School Completion Programme and the Home School Community 

Liaison Scheme. These supports operate through the DEIS programme (Delivering Equality 

of Opportunity in Schools) which aims to address the educational needs of children living in 
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disadvantaged communities. Given the over-representation of children with special 

educational needs in DEIS schools these programmes should place greater emphasis on the 

retention of students with special educational needs and disabilities. Identifying the reasons 

for early school leaving among this group of students would be important in order to target 

policy more effectively. At third level, the promotion of incentives such as the DARE 

(Disability Access Route to Education) scheme are also important in increasing the numbers 

of young people with special educational needs and disabilities transitioning to higher 

education. The funding and support for university based access programmes is also 

important in improving both entry and retention of students with disabilities. Access 

programmes can provide information and guidance to students with disabilities and can act 

as a point of contact within the university setting. Other initiatives aimed at promoting the 

inclusion of people with disabilities in education and broader society should also be 

supported and expanded. The Trinity Centre for People with Intellectual Disabilities (TCPID), 

for example, provides higher education programmes at Level 5 of the NFQ for people with 

intellectual disabilities. 

Discrimination in accessing public services 

Focussing on where people with disabilities experience discrimination, this report shows 

that people with disabilities most commonly experience discrimination when accessing 

public services. Although the rate of discrimination among those at work or seeking work 

may be higher, because so many people with disabilities rely on public services, most of the 

discrimination they experience is in the context of accessing these services, particularly 

health services. As a result, from the perspective of the quality of life of people with 

disabilities, tackling discrimination in access to public services needs to be a priority. The 

implementation of the Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty (Government of 

Ireland, 2014) is therefore essential in eliminating discrimination in these areas. More 

detailed investigation than was possible with these data would be needed in order to 

identify where the discrimination was experienced. In the context of health services, for 

instance, what part of the health services was in question (e.g. primary, specialised or acute 

care)? Also, it would be important to know in what part of the process of accessing services 

the discrimination is encountered (e.g. in obtaining an appointment, in gaining physical 

access to services, time spent on the waiting list, quality of care and aftercare). 
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Understanding discrimination in the private sector 

The results suggest that areas of the private sector such as financial institutions, housing 

and the labour market require closer attention for identifying discriminatory practices. In 

light of the findings of this report and Grotti et al. (2018), access to housing for people with 

disabilities should be a policy priority. People with disabilities are specifically mentioned in 

the Rebuilding Ireland report which seeks to address some of the issues around access and 

suitability of accommodation (Government of Ireland, 2016). This report highlights the need 

to improve access to social housing for people with disabilities and to provide grants for 

modifications to homes to improve access or other supports/devices (p.47). 

Work-related discrimination 

Turning to accessing the labour market, for those whose disability emerges during their 

working life (a much larger group), ensuring retention in employment needs to be 

emphasised in policy. To this end, working with employers (as noted in the Comprehensive 

Employment Strategy for People with Disabilities) is a key element. To the extent that 

discrimination – or the fear of discrimination – discourages people with disabilities from 

seeking work or remaining in employment after the onset of disability, the Irish Human 

Rights and Equality Commission and its partner Department, the Department of Justice and 

Equality, have roles in ensuring that both employers and people with disabilities are familiar 

with the legal protection of the rights of people with disabilities. Not all people with 

disabilities will be able to work. In order to protect this group from poverty, reasonable 

accommodations, income supplementation and free or subsidised access to services will 

continue to be important. 

Improving access to employment for people with disabilities 

Participation in the labour market remains far lower than participation rates in the general 

population. These findings are in line with previous research which has highlighted how 

people with disabilities have a greater risk of being outside the labour market (Watson et 

al., 2015). In recent years there have been a number of policy initiatives to increase 

recruitment opportunities for people with disabilities both in Ireland and internationally 

(Government of Ireland, 2015; UN, 2006). This has meant an increase in the public service 
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employment target from 3 per cent to 6 per cent by 2024 with special public service 

competitions for people with disabilities. 

However, a case can be made for increasing the emphasis on strategies to keep employed 

people with disabilities in their jobs. Watson et al. (2015) found that most disabilities (70 per 

cent) are acquired in later life, where the difficulty lies around retaining people in 

employment or retraining them for more suitable employment (Watson et al., 2015). They 

argue the need for employers and policymakers to facilitate greater flexibility in the 

workplace for people with disabilities, provide information on requirements and suggest the 

need for some form of supplemental income to bridge the gap between the required level 

of income and what they are able to earn (Watson et al., 2015). The publication of the 

Comprehensive Employment Strategy for People with Disabilities 2015-2024 highlights how 

Ireland’s current incentives to ‘make work pay’ for people with disabilities is in line with 

policies internationally. The report, however, shows the potential disincentives to taking up 

employment for some people with disabilities such as the potential loss of their Medical 

Card. This is particularly important as people with disabilities tend to have greater health 

needs than the general population so it is a significant support to them (WRC Social and 

Economic Consultants, 2007). 

5.4 FURTHER RESEARCH 

Improving educational outcomes for people with disabilities 

Alongside the development of policy for people with disabilities, there have been major 

changes in educational policy for children and young people with special educational needs 

and disabilities. As discussed in Chapter 1, the EPSEN Act (2004) represents a commitment 

by government to the effective inclusion of children and young people with special 

educational needs in mainstream education settings. Since its introduction, the profile and 

characteristics of students attending mainstream schools has altered dramatically with more 

and more students with a broad range of special educational needs and disabilities 

attending school alongside their peers without such needs (Banks et al., 2011). The 

establishment of the NCSE at this time represented a shift in policy towards more effectively 

supporting and resourcing students with special educational needs in an inclusive way. 

Following its introduction, a large body of research (commissioned by the NCSE and the 
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NDA) was undertaken to better understand the progress, experiences and outcomes of this 

group of students (Rose et al., 2015; Banks and McCoy, 2011; McCoy et al., 2014; Scanlon et 

al., 2015). In light of this policy change, however, there remains limited understanding of 

the outcomes of students with special educational needs and disabilities, the barriers to 

them accessing further or higher education or employment (with the exception of McGuckin 

et al., 2013; Scanlon et al., 2015). Longitudinal data, such as the Growing Up in Ireland 

study, could provide much needed insights into the experiences of students with special 

educational needs and disabilities at the ages of 13 and 17 as they prepare for the transition 

to further or higher education, training or employment. Further research could identify the 

barriers to successful transitions and, where successful transitions occur, the factors 

influencing student engagement and retention. 

Employment for people with disabilities 

Another avenue worthy of exploration in future research is to develop the understanding of 

what people with disabilities would require in order for them to be able to work. Research 

based on the National Disability Survey pointed to the importance of flexible working hours 

and modified job tasks (Watson and Nolan, 2011). Wage subsidies also have a role to play, 

to the extent that earnings capacity is reduced as a result of disability. 

The area of employment is particularly important for a number of reasons. First, 

employment is crucial for the full participation of individuals in society and for their personal 

fulfilment. Second, disability is strongly associated with poverty and, given that paid 

employment is the main channel for moving people out of poverty, bringing disabled people 

to the labour market would at the same time bring them out of poverty. 

The integration of people with disabilities into the labour market will thus profit from 

understanding the range of occupations undertaken by people with disabilities, what their 

typical working arrangements are, and in which sectors are they more likely to be employed 

or excluded from, perhaps because of a low availability of part-time or flexible working 

arrangements. 

A critical issue which also emerges from the Department of Employment Affairs and Social 

Protection’s ‘Make Work Pay’ report is the need for early intervention, namely the retention 
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in the labour market of those people who become disabled while already in employment. 

Research on this issue could be possible thanks to the QNHS/LFS which provides information 

on whether people currently not in employment ever had a job in the past, and the main 

reason for leaving that job, including illness or disability. 

Another important issue is the availability of flexible working arrangements, such as part-

time work. In this regard, information about the number of hours worked by people in 

employment, whether they are working less than usual because of their disability, and 

whether they would like to work more, would be useful. This type of data would shed some 

light on whether part-time employment can represent a route for helping people access 

employment, or if it should be considered another form of inequality and exclusion of 

people with disabilities from more standard working arrangements. 
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APPENDICES 

A1 SOME NOTES ON STATISTICAL SIGNIFICANCE VS PRACTICAL IMPORTANCE 

In presenting results from the data this report does not use confidence intervals around 

estimates. While confidence intervals are often a useful and simple tool for making 

inference about differences in averages or proportions between groups, they can 

sometimes be misleading. Indeed, while it is true that we can assert that the difference 

between two groups is statistically significant if their confidence intervals do not overlap, 

the opposite is not necessarily true: the difference between groups may be statistically 

significant even in cases where the confidence intervals overlap.15 For this reason, where we 

comment on the statistical significance of differences between groups, we test these 

differences for each pairwise comparison rather than reporting confidence intervals. 

In addition, in the presentation of our results, we do not limit our comments to the 

statistically significant effects only. Indeed, while on one hand, a statistically significant 

effect is not necessarily relevant if trivial in its magnitude, on the other hand, a non-

statistically significant effect should not be considered as meaningless if substantial in size 

(Bernardi et al., 2017). Therefore, rather than discard large effects because they are not 

statistically significant or give much importance to small effects only because they are 

statistically significant, we prefer to use caution in commenting on our results and 

distinguish between statistical significance and substantive significance. 

See for example www.cscu.cornell.edu/news/statnews/stnews73.pdf. 15 

https://www.cscu.cornell.edu/news/statnews/stnews73.pdf
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TABLE A2.1 DISABILITY BY TYPE – UNWEIGHTED CASES 2004, 2010 AND 2014 

2004 2010 2014 
Blindness/deafness 369 226 243 
Limits activities 1,951 801 698 
Learning/intellectual 103 76 84 
Psychological/emotional 271 137 166 
Other chronic illness 1,108 1,206 1,448 
Any disability 3,482 2,011 2,164 

Source: Own calculation based on the Equality module (2004, 2010 and 2014). 

TABLE A2.2 SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES – 
UNWEIGHTED CASES 2004, 2010 AND 2014 

No 
Disability Disability 

2004 2010 2014 

Sex 
Male 7,997 1,352 5,760 826 4,963 918 
Female 13,130 2,130 9,049 1,185 7,729 1,246 
18-24 1,543 49 833 <30 554 <30 
25-44 8,914 556 6,577 337 5,280 334 

No 
Disability Disability No 

Disability Disability 

Age 
45-64 7,251 1,183 4,938 737 4,467 829 
65+ 3,419 1,694 2,461 916 2,391 975 

5,944 Lower 2nd or less 1,105 2,821 560 1,886 565 
Higher/post 2nd 6,392 430 4,602 313 3,850 361 

Education 3rd non-honours 1,966 112 2,031 104 1,730 117 
3rd honours 3,082 117 2,572 93 2,627 125 

3,419 Older than 65 1,694 2,461 916 2,391 975 
Never married 6,056 813 4,408 472 3,938 563 

Marital Married 12,340 1,563 8,430 914 6,941 914 
status Widowed 1,554 846 995 427 941 431 

Divorced/separated 

Family 
Status 

1,177 260 976 198 872 256 
Couple no children 4,262 841 3,351 499 2,855 562 
Couple with children 9,003 766 6,110 446 5,093 414 
Lone parent 1,834 347 1,358 180 1,181 220 
Living with parents 1,120 110 573 50 558 50 
Unpartnered (no children) 4,908 1,418 3,417 836 3,005 918 

12,461Employed 580 7,872 319 7,216 371Employ-
ment Unemployed 516 44 1,275 76 867 84 
Status Inactive 8,150 2,858 5,662 1,616 4,609 1,709 

Source: Own calculation based on the Equality module (2004, 2010 and 2014). 
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TABLE A3.1 IMPACT OF DISABILITY ON (ANY) DISCRIMINATION WITH OTHER 
CHARACTERISTICS CONTROLLED (ODDS RATIOS) 

Ref. No disability 
Disability 1.57*** 2.22*** 2.21*** 
Ref. 2004 - -

1 

Disability 

-
Year 2010 0.96 0.96 0.85*** 

2014 0.99 1.01 0.9** 
Ref. 18-24 - -

Age 
25-44 0.81*** 0.75*** 
45-64 0.58*** 0.57*** 

2 3 

65+ 0.25*** 0.31*** 
Ref. Male -

Sex 
Female 1.08* 
Ref. Lower secondary or less -

Education Tertiary non-honours 1.37*** 

Missing 1.01 

Higher/post-secondary 1.08* 

Tertiary honours 1.43*** 

Ref. Never married -
Married 0.86** 

Divorced or legally separated 1.44*** 

Couple with children 1.10* 
Ref. Couple no children -

Family Status Lone parent 1.39*** 
Living with parents 0.69*** 

Marital Status 
Widowed 0.79** 

Unpartnered (no children) 1.02 

Labour Market 
Status Unemployed 2.67*** 

Ref. Employed -

Inactive 1.13*** 
Pseudo R2 0.004 0.0253 0.0426 
N 56,281 56,281 56,280 

Source: Own calculation based on the Equality module (2004, 2010 and 2014). 
Notes: * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 
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TABLE A4.1 CHANGES OVER TIME IN THE EXPERIENCE OF DISCRIMINATION IN ANY 
DOMAIN, SELECTED COEFFICIENTS (ODDS RATIOS) 

Coefficient Odds ratio 
Blindness/deafness 1.664** 
Physical activities 2.531*** 
Intellectual 1.711* 
Psychological/emotional 2.440*** 
Other 2.011*** 
Year (ref. 2004) 
2010 0.902** 
2014 0.962 
Blindness/deafness*2010 1.042 
Blindness/deafness*2014 1.180 
Physical*2010 0.617*** 
Physical*2014 0.553*** 
Intellectual*2010 0.852 
Intellectual*2014 0.478 
Psychological/emotional*2010 0.753 
Psychological/emotional*2014 0.562* 
Other*2010 0.738* 
Other*2014 0.893 
Pseudo R-squared 0.0427 
N 56,280 

Source: Own calculation based on the Equality module (2004, 2010 and 2014). 
Note: This model corresponds to Model 3 in Table 4.2 plus the interaction between types of disability and year of the 

survey. 

TABLE A4.2 STATISTICAL SIGNIFICANCE TESTS FOR CHANGES OVER TIME AND 
DIFFERENCES BETWEEN PEOPLE WITH AND WITHOUT A DISABILITY 

a. Changes over time for people disabilities 

2014 vs 2004 S NS S S S 
2014 vs 2010 NS NS NS NS NS 

b. Differences between people with and without a disability, at different points in time 

S 
NS 
S 

2010 vs 2004 S NS S NS NS 

Any type of 
disability 

Blindness/ 
deafness 

Physical 
activities Intellectual Psychological/ 

emotional Other 

Any type of 
disability 

Blindness/ 
deafness 

Physical 
activities Intellectual Psychological/ 

emotional Other 

2004 S S S NS S S 
2010 S S S NS S S 
2014 S S S NS NS S 

Source: Own calculation based on the Equality module (2004, 2010 and 2014). 
Note: Statistical significance is evaluated at the 95 per cent level. 
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