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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
This report presents the results from a new Eurobarometer survey on discrimination. It 
is the third in a series of surveys commissioned by the European Commission DG 
Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities.  
 
The European anti-discrimination legislation is one of the most extensive in the world. 
In 2000, the European Union adopted two very far-reaching laws1 to prohibit 
discrimination in the workplace based on racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief, 
disability, age or sexual orientation2. As far as racial and ethnic origin is concerned, 
this legislation extends to other aspects of daily life, such as education and social 
services. These texts come in addition to numerous laws that have been adopted at EU 
level since 1975 to promote equality between women and men in the workplace3. 
 
The first survey4 was conducted in the summer of 2006 in anticipation of the 2007 
European Year of Equal Opportunities for All. This European Year aimed to inform 
citizens of their rights, to celebrate diversity and to promote equal opportunities for 
everyone in the European Union. This initiative led the way to a bolder strategy 
seeking to give momentum to the fight against discrimination in the EU5. Drawing on 
the successful implementation of the 2007 European Year of Equal Opportunities for 
All6, the Commission adopted under its renewed social agenda on 2 July 2008 a non-
discrimination package comprising: a proposal for a new directive on equal treatment 
prohibiting discrimination on grounds of age, disability, sexual orientation and religion 
or belief outside the employment sphere and a communication which presents a 
comprehensive approach to step up action against discrimination and promote equal 
opportunities7. 
 
The second survey was conducted in early 2008 to track how perceptions and opinions 
in this field had changed in the intervening year8. The latest survey was conducted 
between 29 May and 15 June 2009. This time, new questions were added notably to 
measure the extent to which the economic crisis may hamper the implementation of 
anti-discrimination policies and efforts. In addition and for the first time, the survey 
also covered the three Candidate Countries: Croatia, the Former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia (FYROM) and Turkey. 

                                          
1Directive 2000/43/EC of 29 June 2000 and Directive 2000/78/EC of 27 November 2000. Both directives are 
based on Article 13 of the Amsterdam Treaty establishing the European Community which reads: "the 
Council, acting unanimously on a proposal from the Commission and after consulting the European 
Parliament, may take appropriate action to combat discrimination based on gender, racial or ethnic origin, 
religion or belief, disability, age or sexual orientation". Discrimination occurring in the workplace on the 
grounds of gender is prohibited by several other directives that have been adopted since 1975. 
2Throughout the report we use the acronym LGBT to refer to Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender people. 
3For more information on the rights to non discrimination and equal opportunities, please see 
www.equality2007.europa.eu or www.stop-discrimination.info  
4 Discrimination in the European Union: (special Eurobarometer 263). Fieldwork June-July 2006. 
http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_263_en.pdf 
5 More details can be found in the ‘Framework strategy for non-discrimination and equal opportunities for all’ 
published by the European Commission in 2005, available at  
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/fundamental_rights/pdf/pubst/poldoc/com07_en.pdf. 
6 Communication from the Commission to the Council, the European Parliament, the European Economic and 
Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions - Implementation, results and overall assessment of the 
2007 European Year of Equal Opportunities for All COM/2009/0269 final 
7 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and 
Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions - Non-discrimination and equal opportunities: A 
renewed commitment {SEC(2008) 2172} /* COM/2008/0420 final.  
8 Discrimination in 2008: (Special Eurobarometer 296). Fieldwork February-March 2008. 
http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_296_en.pdf 
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All three surveys have been carried out by TNS Opinion & Social network. The 
methodology used is that of Eurobarometer surveys as carried out by the Directorate 
General for Communication (“Research and Political Analysis” Unit)9. A technical note 
on the manner in which interviews were conducted by the Institutes within the TNS 
Opinion & Social network is appended as an annex to this report. This note indicates 
the interview methods and the confidence intervals10. 
 
The findings from this survey provide insight into the perceptions, attitudes, knowledge 
and awareness of discrimination and inequality in the European Union and the 
Candidate Countries in 2009.  
 
In the report the six legally prohibited grounds of discrimination in the EU are 
examined:  
 

1. Gender  
2. Ethnic origin 
3. Religion or beliefs 
4. Age 
5. Disability 
6. Sexual orientation 

 
The report proceeds with the following structure:  
 

♦ Setting the context, including whether citizens think of themselves as belonging 
to a minority group and the diversity of citizens’ social circles; 

♦ Perceptions of discrimination covering attitudes to different groups and the 
perceived extent of discrimination in Europe; 

♦ Measurements of discrimination in Europe, whether directly experienced by 
citizens or witnessed as happening to a third person; 

♦ An examination of media coverage of diversity; 
♦ Assessments of efforts made to combat discrimination; 
♦ Knowledge of one’s rights as a potential victim of discrimination; 
♦ Views on equal opportunities in employment; 
♦ A detailed analysis of discrimination on individual grounds; 
♦ An examination of the effect of the economic crisis on the perceived extent of 

discrimination and on efforts to combat it.  
 
In analysing each of these issues, the report firstly presents overall results at the EU 
level, noting any significant evolutions compared to the 2008 survey. This is followed 
by a breakdown of results by country, before providing a detailed look at relevant 
variations between different segments of society. The latter analysis groups are all 
derived from answers to socio-demographic questions asked in the survey: 
 

♦ Age, gender, education, urbanisation and place of birth (the typical socio-
demographic questions of the Eurobarometer); 

♦ Diversity of the respondent’s social circle11 (a question that is also analysed in 
this survey); 

                                          
9 http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/index_en.htm 
10 The result tables are included in the annex. It should be noted that the total of the percentages in the 
tables of this report may exceed 100% when the respondent has the possibility of giving several answers to 
the same question.  
11 QE16 Do you have friends or acquaintances who are…? 
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♦ Whether the respondent has been discriminated against or witnessed 
discrimination occurring (two further questions which are also analysed in this 
survey12). 

 
In addition some results are strongly linked with key attitudinal positions, namely: 
 

♦ Perceptions of how widespread discrimination is in one’s country13; 
♦ Whether respondents consider being part of a minority group14. 

 
In understanding the focus of this study, readers are reminded that the Eurobarometer 
is a general population survey of EU citizens aged 15 and, in some instances, of 
citizens in the Candidate Countries and/or EFTA countries. Whilst the Eurobarometer 
covers a cross-section of Europeans, this implies that only a small number of citizens 
belonging to the various minority groups in the EU will have been included in this 
study. Any analysis of the results pertaining to these specific sub-groups must 
therefore be treated with caution15. 
 

 

 

The Eurobarometer website can be consulted at the following address: 

http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/index_en.htm 

 

 

We would like to take the opportunity to thank all the respondents  

across the continent who have given their time to take part in this survey.  

Without their active participation, this study would not have been possible. 

                                          
12 QE3 In the past 12 months have you personally felt discriminated against or harassed on the basis of one 
or more of the following grounds? Was it discrimination on the basis of...? 
QE4 In the past 12 months, have you witnessed someone being discriminated against or harassed on the 
basis of one or more of the following grounds? Was it discrimination on basis of...? 
13 QE1 For each of the following types of discrimination, could you please tell me whether, in your opinion, it 
is very widespread, fairly widespread, fairly rare or very rare in (OUR COUNTRY)? Discrimination on the basis 
of… 
14 QE17 Where you live, do you consider yourself to be part of any of the following? Please tell me all that 
apply. 
15. The EU27 sample sizes of the minority groups covered by the survey are as follows: Ethnic minority: 
n=1210 (5%); Religious minority: n=1092 (4%); Minority in terms of disability: n=586 (2%); Sexual 
minority: n=255 (1%). 
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In this report, the countries are represented by their official abbreviations. The 
abbreviations used in this report correspond to16: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
*Cyprus as a whole is one of the 27 European Union Member States. However, the “acquis communautaire” is suspended in 
the part of the country that is not controlled by the government of the Republic of Cyprus. For practical reasons, only the 
interviews conducted in the part of the country controlled by the government of the Republic of Cyprus are recorded in the 
category “CY” and included in the EU27 average. The interviews conducted in the part of the country not controlled by the 
government of the Republic of Cyprus are recorded in the category “CY (tcc)” [tcc: Turkish Cypriot Community]. 
 
** Provisional code which does not prejudge in any way the definitive nomenclature for this country, which will be agreed 
following the conclusion of negotiations currently taking place at the United Nations. 

 
 
 

                                          
16 Readers should note that the report includes graphs showing the break-down of responses to questions at 
the EU27 level. In these graphs, the abbreviation “DK” refers to “don’t know” responses.  
 

ABBREVIATIONS 
  
EU27 European Union – 27 Member States 
  
BE Belgium 
BG Bulgaria 
CZ Czech Republic 
DK Denmark  
D-E East Germany 
DE Germany 
D-W West Germany 
EE Estonia  
EL Greece 
ES Spain 
FR France 
IE Ireland 
IT Italy 
CY Republic of Cyprus* 

CY (tcc) 
Area not controlled by the government of the 
Republic of Cyprus 

LT Lithuania 
LV Latvia 
LU Luxembourg  
HU Hungary 
MT Malta 
NL The Netherlands 
AT Austria 
PL Poland 
PT Portugal  
RO Romania 
SI Slovenia 
SK Slovakia 
FI Finland 
SE Sweden 
UK  The United Kingdom 
  
HR Croatia 
TR Turkey 
MK The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia** 
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1. SETTING THE CONTEXT 
 
This chapter aims at establishing the background to the topic of discrimination. We 
look at the extent of diversity in Europeans’ social networks and how many citizens 
define themselves as belonging to a minority group. 
 

- Diversity in friends is most widespread in terms of 
religion, disability and ethnicity - 

 
As noted in the earlier surveys, an important analytical distinction to be made when 
analysing different levels of discrimination is whether citizens count members of 
different groups amongst their own social circle17. This has considerable impact on 
attitudes to the subject. 
 
The latest survey reveals that the social circle of Europeans has become more 
diverse: close to two out three Europeans have friends or acquaintances who are of a 
different religion or have different beliefs to them (64%; +3 percentage points) and 
close to three out of five have friends or acquaintances who are disabled (58%; +3 
percentage points) or of a different ethnic origin to them (57%; +2 percentage 
points). Despite slight increases since 2008, it remains comparatively rarer for citizens 
to have gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender (LGBT) friends or acquaintances (38%; 
+4 percentage points) or to have Roma friends (17%; +3 percentage points).  
 
There is wide variation here between countries, which are in part explained by 
demographics. For example, close to six out of ten Macedonians say that they have 
friends who are Roma (59%), compared to just four percent of Cypriots who give the 
same answer. Clearly this is related to the respective proportions of the local 
populations who are Roma.  
 
However, cultural attitudes also play a factor, particularly with regard to 
sexual orientation. Whilst close to seven out of ten Dutch citizens say they have 
LGBT friends (68%), just three percent of Romanians say the same. This reflects - 
inter alia - varying attitudes towards homosexuality, which will be explored in greater 
detail below. 
 
It can be observed that citizens’ contact with others who are “different” from 
themselves varies depending on the citizens’ socio-demographic 
characteristics18. For each type of friend/acquaintance included in the survey, the 
main determining factors are: 
 

♦ Having friends/acquaintances of different ethnic origin:  
o Naturally, more common amongst those not living in their country of birth; 
o Becomes less common with age; 
o Becomes more common the longer one stays in full-time education; 
o Is more common in urban areas than rural areas; 
o Is somewhat more common among men than it is among women; 
o Is somewhat more common among citizens with a political orientation that 

is to the left of the spectrum. 

                                          
17 QE16 Do you have friends or acquaintances who are…? 
18 Full results for this question can be found in the annexes of this report 
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♦ Having Roma friends/acquaintances:  

o This is least likely among citizens aged 55 and over. 
 
 

♦ Having LGBT friends/acquaintances:  
o Is much less likely amongst those aged 55 or above; 
o Becomes considerably more likely the longer citizens stayed in education; 
o Is more common among citizens with a political orientation that is to the left 

of the spectrum; 
o Is somewhat more common in urban areas than rural areas. 
 

♦ Having disabled friends/acquaintances:  
o Is considerably more common when citizens themselves have a chronic 

physical or mental health problem; 
o The longer citizens stayed in full-time education, the more likely it is.  

 

♦ Having friends/acquaintances of a different religion or different beliefs:  
o Is less likely among citizens aged 55 and over; 
o The longer citizens stayed in full-time education, the more likely it is; 
o Is more common amongst those not living in their country of birth. 

 
- Few citizens feel they are part of a minority group – 

 
As already noted in the previous surveys, there are very few citizens who 
consider themselves as part of a minority group where they live19.  Overall 
85% do not define themselves as being part of any minority group, whilst only a 
minimal proportion consider themselves as falling into any of the minority groups 
under discussion here20. Four percent of Europeans are unable to answer to this 
question.21 

                                          
19 No general definition of minority was offered to the interviewees when they were asked this question. A 
list of the minority groups under discussion here was read out. 
20 QE17 Where you live, do you consider yourself to be part of any of the following? Please tell me all that 
apply. (MULTIPLE ANSWERS POSSIBLE)  
21 As noted in the introduction, the Eurobarometer is a general population survey. Consequently, minorities 
are under-represented. In reality, the proportion of the EU population that does not belong to majority 
ethnic/religious groups, that is LGBT or disabled is higher.  For example, the percentage of disabled citizens 
in the total EU population has been variously estimated at between 16% and 20%, depending on the 
definition of disability used. 
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QE17. Where you live, do you consider yourself to be part of any of the 
following? Please tell me all that apply. (MULTIPLE ANSWERS POSSIBLE)

 - % EU27

4%

1%

1%

2%

4%

85%

5%

DK

None of the above
(SPONTANEOUS)

Any other minority group
(SPECIFY)

A sexual minority

A minority in terms of
disability

A religious minority

An ethnic minority

 
* The abbreviation DK refers to the respondents stating “Don’t know”. It is used throughout the whole 
document.
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2. THE PERCEPTION OF DISCRIMINATION IN EUROPE 
 
2.1 The perceived level of discrimination 
 

- Discrimination on ethnic grounds is considered the most widespread - 
 
Discrimination on grounds of ethnic origin (61%) is seen to be the most widespread 
form of discrimination in the EU, followed by discrimination on grounds of age (58%) 
and disability (53%). 
 
Whilst the former has seen no significant change since 2008, we note a large shift in 
public opinion over the past year on the latter: Europeans now far more often 
perceive discrimination on grounds of age (+16 percentage points since 
2008).  This holds also true for disability, with an increase of +8 percentage 
points in perceptions that this is widespread. Whilst in 2008 the majority view 
was that discrimination on these two grounds was rare, more than half of Europeans 
now consider these two grounds for discrimination to be widespread.22 
 

 

QE1 Perception of discrimination on the basis of… 
- % EU

32

33

37

52

41

49

43

41

53

56

53

51

61

62

58

42

53

45

47

51

40

36

39

42

…ethnic origin                                               Rare Widespread

2009
2008

2009
2008

2009
2008

2009
2008

2009
2008

2009
2008

...disability

...sexual orientation

...religion or belief

…age

...gender

 
NB: “Don’t know” and “non-existent” (SPONTANEOUS) answers are not shown 

 

                                          
22 QE1: For each of the following types of discrimination, could you please tell me whether, in your opinion, it 
is very widespread, fairly widespread, fairly rare or very rare in (OUR COUNTRY)? Discrimination on the basis 
of… 
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Hence in 2009, for four of the six grounds of discrimination examined in this survey (all 
those on which discrimination is legally prohibited in the EU23), a higher proportion of 
Europeans consider discrimination to be widespread than to be rare:  apart from 
discrimination on grounds of ethnic origin, age and disability this also applies to sexual 
orientation (47%)24, although discrimination on these grounds was considered more 
widespread in 2008 (-4 points). One possible explanation of the increased perception 
of discimination on the grounds of age and disability is that the 2007 “European Year 
of Equal Opportunities for All” has increased awareness of these two grounds 
among Europeans, an impact that may not yet have been registered in the 2008 
survey. However, there is also evidence that the economic crisis has impacted people’s 
views. This argument is further developed in subsequent chapters. 
 
It is also the case that a substantial proportion of Europeans – over one third - think 
that discrimination on the grounds of gender and religion or belief is widespread.  It 
can be noted at the same time, however, that both of these two grounds are perceived 
to be ‘rare’ by an absolute majority (both 53%).  
 
Later in the report, these results are analysed in greater detail, highlighting 
considerable differences in perception between countries and by socio-demographic 
and cultural factors as well as personal experience of discrimination. 
 
It should also be noted that citizens were also able to give the spontaneous answer 
that they consider a particular type of discrimination to be non-existent in their 
country. Although a different type of response to that of the two ‘rare’ answers (fairly 
rare and very rare), a ‘non-existent’ answer should be seen as a highly positive 
response. The proportions of EU citizens giving such answers are four percent for 
discrimination on religious grounds, three percent for discrimination on ethnicity, 
gender and sexual orientation grounds and two percent on age and disability grounds. 
 

- Discrimination overall is perceived as less 
           common now than five years ago - 

 
When asked to make a comparison with the situation five years ago, citizens are 
more likely to say that discrimination on all six grounds has become less 
widespread.25 This is particularly true for discrimination on the basis of gender where 
around two-thirds (65%) consider that this has become less widespread. Furthermore, 
six out of ten citizens think that discrimination regarding sexual orientation and 
disability has become less widespread and around half hold this view with regard to 
discrimination on the basis of religion and belief (56%), ethnic origin (48%) and age 
(47%). However, there still exist sizable proportions who express contrary views.  
 
Comparing results with those of 2008, the same shift in views concerning 
discrimination on the basis of age and disability is found. For both age and disability, 
there are notable increases in the share of ‘more widespread’ answers (+9 and 
+5 percentage points respectively). 

                                          
23 The EU Member States are free to adopt stricter anti-discrimination legislation, for example prohibiting 
discrimination based on additional grounds, and many have done so.  
24 QE1 For each of the following types of discrimination, could you please tell me whether, in your opinion, it 
is very widespread, fairly widespread, fairly rare or very rare in (OUR COUNTRY)?  
25 QE2 If you compare the situation with 5 years ago, would you say that the following types of 
discrimination are more common or less common in (OUR COUNTRY)? Discrimination on the basis of…  
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At the same time, further improvements concerning discrimination on the basis 
of ethnic origin and religion or belief are noted. For these two grounds, the share 
of ‘less widespread’ answer has steadily increased since 2008.  
 

 

QE2. If you compare the situation with 5 years ago, would you say 
that the following types of discrimination are more common or less 

common in (OUR COUNTRY)? Discrimination on the basis of… 
-% EU 

47

57

48

44

56

52

60

67

60

61

65

67

42

33

41

48

32

38

29

24

28

29

24

24

Less widespread More widespread

…age

…ethnic origin

…religion or belief

…disability

…gender

…sexual orientation

2009
2008

2009
2008
2009
2008
2009
2008

2009
2008

2009
2008

2009
2008

2009
2008

 
 
NB: “Don’t know” answers are not shown 
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2.2 Attitudes to diversity in public office 
 
In order to further uncover citizens’ attitudes to different groups, a question that was 
introduced for the first time in 2008 has been asked again this year26. The question 
requires the respondent to say how comfortable they would be having someone from a 
specific group assigned to their country’s highest political office, using a scale from 1 
to 10 where 10 represents being ‘totally comfortable’27.  
 

- Acceptance of diversity in the public sphere varies - 
 
 
Europeans make strong distinctions depending on the group in question. They 
have relatively few qualms with the highest political office being occupied by a woman 
(8.5) or a disabled person (7.4). There is more reluctance when it comes to 
homosexuality, religion (6.5 each) or having a different ethnic origin than the rest of 
the population (6.2). Age is also an issue, especially if the person were over 75 (4.8), 
but also if they were under 30 (5.9).  
 

 

QE6. And using a scale from 1 to 10, please tell me how you would 
feel about having someone from each of the following categories 

in the highest elected political position in (OUR COUNTRY)? 
 - % EU27

4,8

5,9

6,2

6,5

6,5

7,4

8,5

A person aged over 75

A person aged under 30

A person from a different ethnic origin than
the majority  of the population

A homosexual (gay man or lesbian woman)

A person from a different religion than the
majority of the population

A disabled person

A woman

Average score out of 10

 
 

 

                                          
26 QE6 And using a scale from 1 to 10, please tell me how you would feel about having someone from each 
of the following categories in the highest elected political position in (OUR COUNTRY)? On this scale, '1' 
means that you would be "very uncomfortable" and '10' means that you would be "totally comfortable" with 
this situation. 
27 The responses are considerably more negative than those given in 2008. It appears that this is due to a 
context effect: in 2008, citizens were first asked how they feel about having citizens from different minority 
groups as a neighbour. However, in the 2009 survey this question has not been asked. For 2008 results, 
please see Special Eurobarometer 296: http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_296_en.pdf 
 



Special EUROBAROMETER 317                                                                         DISCRIMINATION IN THE EU IN 2009 

 - 15 - 

Again, these overall figures mask variations according to socio-demographic groupings 
and between countries, which are treated further down in the report (see chapters 7 to 
12).   
 
2.3 Diversity in the media 
 

- A significant share of Europeans feels that diversity is not sufficiently 
reflected in the media - 

 
In wave 71.2 a new question was added to ascertain to what extent Europeans see 
diversity reflected in the media.  Again, the various grounds for discrimination were 
measured.  Across all grounds for discrimination, a significant share of Europeans is of 
the view that diversity is not sufficiently reflected in the media.28   
 
As illustrated in the below graph, this perception is particularly widespread for 
‘disability’, with 44% of Europeans feeling that diversity on this aspect is not 
sufficiently reflected in the media. Around a third of Europeans also holds this view 
when it comes to ‘ethnic origin’ (36%), ‘religion or belief’ (35%), ‘age’ (33%) and 
‘sexual orientation’ (31%). In terms of ‘gender’, around a quarter of Europeans feel 
that diversity is not sufficiently reflected in the media (26%).29   
 

 

QE11. Do you think that diversity is sufficiently reflected in the media, in terms of…? 

36%

35%

33%

31%

26%

55%

52%

66%

13%

44%

56%

59%

48% 8%

9%

13%

8%

8%

Disability

Ethnic origin

Religion or belief

Age

Sexual orientation

Gender

No Yes DK

 
 

                                          
28 QE11: Do you think that diversity is sufficiently reflected in the media, in terms of …… 
29 ‘The total ‘No’ answers are reported, which combine ‘No definitely not’ and ‘No, not really. 
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Looking at the national level, the following pattern emerges: For the aspect of 
‘disability’, the highest proportion of ‘Total No’ responses can be seen in France, with 
65% of citizens feeling that diversity is not sufficiently reflected in the media in this 
respect. Other countries where at least half of the respondents share this view are 
Sweden (58%), Greece, Hungary (each 53%), Spain (51%) and Belgium (50%). 
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Regarding ‘ethnic origin’, the survey shows that one respondent in two in Spain feels 
that it is not sufficiently reflected in the media (50%), with this view next most 
pronounced in Italy (47%) and Greece (46%).  
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In terms of ‘religion or belief’, the survey shows that over half of the respondents in 
Greece feel that it is not sufficiently reflected in the media (57%). As such, the Greeks 
voice a significantly higher level of criticism than other Europeans with the next 
highest level of ‘Total No’ responses recorded in the Czech Republic (45%).  
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The response pattern for ‘age’ sees Greece again as the country where responses on 
diversity in the media are least positive, with a total of 58% saying that this kind of 
diversity is not sufficiently reflected. Turkey (50%) and Austria (48%) follow. 
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Greece also records the highest ‘Total No’ responses in terms of ‘sexual orientation’, 
(51%), although similar observations are recorded in Turkey (49%).  
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Finally, the survey shows that particularly in Greece, a large share of people feel that 
diversity in terms of gender is not sufficiently reflected in the media (55%). The next 
highest proportion of ‘Total No’ responses is recorded in Turkey (44%). 
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3. EXPERIENCE OF DISCRIMINATION 
 
Thus far we have seen evidence of the perceived extent of discrimination in Europe. 
Overall, the proportions answering that discrimination is widespread are substantial. 
For four of the six grounds, it is still more likely to be seen as widespread rather than 
rare, even with the evident positive development that Europeans believe it to be on the 
decrease rather than on the rise. In this chapter we analyse discrimination, either as 
directly experienced by the respondent or when witnessed as a third party. 
 
3.1 Personal experience of discrimination 
 

- 16% of Europeans say they were discriminated against in the last year - 
 
In the course of the 12 months leading up to the survey, 16% of citizens report that 
they personally felt discriminated against or harassed for at least one of the grounds 
under consideration here: gender, disability, ethnic origin, age30, sexual orientation, 
religion or belief.31 83% of Europeans say that they have not felt discriminated against 
in the year prior to this survey and one percent lacks an opinion. 
 
As in 2008, age is the most common ground of self-reported discrimination, 
with six percent experiencing this over the course of the year. This is followed by 
discrimination on the grounds of gender and ethnic origin, which three precent report 
having experienced32.  

 

2%

3%

1%

2%

2%

2%

3%

6%

15%

1%

3%

1%

1%

2%

3%

3%

6%

16%

DK

For another reason

Sexual orientation

Religion or belief

Disability

Ethnic origin

Gender

Age

Yes

2008 2009

QE3. In the past 12 months have you personally felt discriminated against or harassed on 
the basis of one or more of of the following grounds? Please tell me all that 

apply.(MULTIPLE ANSWERS POSSIBLE)
- % EU

 

                                          
30 Note: it was intentionally not specified in the questionnaire whether this was on the grounds of age or 
youth, so as to allow the respondent to interpret ‘age discrimination’ as they see it. 
31 QE3 In the past 12 months have you personally felt discriminated against or harassed on the basis of one 
or more of the following grounds? Please tell me all that apply. (MULTIPLE ANSWERS POSSIBLE) 
32 A further 3% indicate that they have been discriminated on a different ground than any of the six ‘official’ 
grounds. 
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In terms of national results, the variations are rather moderate. The highest rate of 
self-reported discrimination is seen in the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 
(25%), with discrimination on the ground of ethnic origin and age accounting for a 
large share of this (8% each). In fact, self-reported discrimination on the ground of 
ethnic origin is highest among Macedonians. After the Macedonians, Austrians and 
Italians have the highest self-reported discrimination (22% each). In Austria, age 
discrimination represents the largest share of this (7%) while in Italy gender is most 
commonly reported (7%). Single-digit self-reporting levels are noted only in Greece 
(6%), Malta (7%) and Romania (9%). 
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- There is a clear link between experiencing discrimination and feeling part of 
a minority - 

 
 

The data point to a strong relationship between citizens defining themselves as 
part of a minority group and the experience of discrimination, with this 
particularly notable in the case of discrimination on the grounds of disability, ethnicity 
and sexual orientation.  
 
This suggests either that self-perceived minorities are more likely to experience 
discrimination or that the experience of discrimination or harassment is a significant 
factor in citizens perceiving themselves to be a ‘minority’ in these term. 
 
The graph below illustrates this link. For example, a quarter of those Europeans who 
say that they belong to a minority group in terms of their ethnic origin also say that 
they have felt discriminated against on these grounds in the last 12 months. In 
contrast, the reported rate of experienced ethnic discrimination stands at only three 
percent when we consider all Europeans and not just those who define themselves as 
belonging to a minority group.  

 

12%

12%

23%

31%

11%

23%

25%

33%

Religion or belief

Sexual orientation

Ethnic origin 

Disability

2008 2009

QE3 / QE17 In the past 12 months, have you personally felt disciminated against or 
harassed on the basis of one or more of the following grounds? 

- % EU27
% of those self-defining as minority who experience discrimination on relevant grounds

 
Bases: All self-defining as a minority for grounds under consideration (Disability n=586; Ethnic origin 
n=1210; Sexual orientation n=255; Religion or belief n=1092). Caution: small bases. 
NB: For the question on self-defining as part of a minority, there were no options for ‘age’ or ‘gender’. 

 
 
These findings are generally very similar to those obtained in 2008. The recorded 
increase among respondents who self-define themselves as belonging to a minority in 
terms of sexual orientation is based on very small sample sizes which do not make it 
possible to validate the shift since 2008. 33 

                                          
33 In 2009, 255 respondents self-defined themselves as belonging to a sexual minority. In 2008, this figure 
was even lower (n=190). 
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3.2 Seeing others discriminated against 
 

- Around a quarter of Europeans report witnessing discrimination or 
harassment in the past year - 

 
An alternative measure of the extent of discrimination is to ask whether citizens have 
witnessed other citizens being discriminated against or harassed. 
 
Around a quarter (26%) say they have seen this happening in the 12 months 
leading up to their interview34. It is quite logical that this figure is higher than that 
for self-reported discrimination, for a number of reasons: 
 
● There may be more than one witness to an incident of discrimination (i.e. it would be 
‘double-reported’).  
 
● A given respondent may also witness more than one incident of discrimination over 
the course of a year and thus be ‘double counted’ in this way. 
 
● Perceptual factors: if a respondent is to some extent sensitive to the idea of 
discrimination they are more likely to perceive an incident as being one of 
discrimination.  
 

 

2%

5%

6%

6%

7%

7%

14%

29%

2%

3%

5%

5%

6%

6%

8%

12%

26%

1%
DK

For another reason

Gender

Religion or belief

Sexual orientation

Disability

Age

Ethnic origin

Yes

2008 2009

QE4. In the past 12 months, have you witnessed someone being discriminated against or 
harassed on the basis of one or more of the following grounds? Please tell me all that 

apply.
- % EU27

 
 

 

                                          
34 QE4 In the past 12 months, have you witnessed someone being discriminated against or harassed on the 
basis of one or more of the following grounds? Please tell me all that apply. 
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We also notice that, when we examine specific grounds for discrimination, the order 
of results differs between self-reported and third party-witnessed 
discrimination. Considering the latter, ethnic origin is the most common with 12% 
saying they have witnessed discrimination on these grounds, whilst age is the second 
most common with eight percent saying they have witnessed this. This order 
represents a reversal of the top two items seen for the question on self-reported 
discrimination. 
 

 

 
 

 
Again, the results are broadly similar to those obtained in 2008 when 14% of 
Europeans had witnessed ethnic discrimination and seven percent had witnessed age 
discrimination. 
 

QE3/QE4 - Experience of discrimination
-% EU27

3% 6% 2% 3%

12%

8%
6% 6%

5% 5%
3%1% 1%

3%

Ethnic
origin

Age Sexual
orientation

Disability  Gender  Religion or
belief

For another
reason

% personally experienced % witnessed
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- Wide variation in results from one country to the next - 
 
Looking at the national results, we see that over a third of Swedes (42%), Austrians 
(38%) and Danes (36%) say that they witnessed discrimination over the period in 
question. In all three countries, the large overall figure is in particular a result of high 
rates of claims to have witnessed discrimination on ethnic grounds (23% in Denmark, 
20% in Sweden and 16% in Austria). 
 
Third-party reported discrimination, on any grounds, is lowest in Malta (12%). 
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- Several factors influence how likely someone is to say that they have seen 
discrimination or harassment - 

 
We can distinguish between four layers that influence results for these questions:  
 

1. General factors that make a respondent more likely to witness discrimination, 
2. Belonging to a minority (self-defined membership), 
3. Personal experience of discrimination and 
4. The effect of social contact with citizens from minority groups. 

 
Concerning general factors, the following are likely to increase a respondent’s chances 
of claiming to have witnessed discrimination: 
 
● Being younger rather than older: 35% of those aged 15-24 report witnessing 
discrimination or harassment, compared to 19% of those aged 55+. 
 
● Staying in full-time education for longer: 32% of citizens staying in education 
until the age of 20 or above have witnessed discrimination compared to 18% of those 
finishing at the age of 15 or earlier. 
 
● Living in an urban area (30%) rather than a rural village (23%).  
 
It should be noted that all these groups are more likely to have diverse social circles 
(see chapter 1) and this is a key factor in making citizens more likely to report having 
witnessed discrimination (see below). All these groups are also more likely to have 
higher levels of media access, thereby making them more ‘sensitive’ to discrimination 
issues. 
 
Citizens who belong to a particular minority (self-defined) are much more 
likely to witness discrimination on the grounds of that minority classification. 
In other words, 33% of citizens who define themselves as belonging to an ethnic 
minority witnessed discrimination on the grounds of ethnic origin; 26% who belong to 
a sexual minority witnessed discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation; 23% 
of disabled citizens witnessed discrimination on the grounds of disability.  
 
There is a very strong relationship between having experienced discrimination 
oneself and witnessing it happening to others: 17% of those who were not 
discriminated against themselves in the period in question report having seen it 
happening elsewhere, compared to 69% of citizens who were discriminated against on 
one ground and 77% of those discriminated against on multiple grounds (these being 
citizens who report experiencing discrimination on multiple grounds in the 12 months 
before the survey)35.  
 

                                          
35 Caution: note small base size here (812 respondents report being discriminated against on multiple 
grounds) 
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Having a social network characterised by diversity clearly has an effect in 
making a respondent more likely to witness discrimination on the relevant 
grounds, particularly when it concerns racial discrimination. 

 
 

 
QE16. BY HAVING FRIENDS WHO ARE… 

 

QE4 In the past 12 months, have 
you witnessed someone being 
discriminated against or harassed 
on the basis of one or more of the 
following grounds? 

Total 
% Yes 

Different 
ethnic origin 

Roma Disabled LGBT 

Ethnic origin 12% 17% 19%   

Disability 6%   8%  

Sexual orientation 6%    10% 

 
 

 
There is also a strong link between having witnessed discrimination happening (or 
indeed being discriminated against) and the belief that discrimination is widespread. 
We explore this in more detail in the chapters below on specific forms of 
discrimination. 
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4. COMBATTING DISCRIMINATION 
 
4.1 Assessment of efforts made to fight discrimination 
 

- Opinion of national efforts made to combat discrimination is divided 
between those who think these are sufficient and those who do not - 

 
Taking aggregate results at EU level, we can see that opinion is divided as to 
whether sufficient efforts are being made in citizens’ countries to fight all 
forms of discrimination: Whilst a slight majority of 49% think that this is the case, 
44% express the opposite view. Seven percent give a ‘don’t know’ answer indicating 
that awareness is high for this topic36. 
 
Opinion tends to be more qualified than absolute, with answers for ‘yes’, to some 
extent’ (38%) and ‘no, not really’ (33%) outnumbering those for ‘yes, definitely’ and 
‘no, definitely not’ (11% each). 

 
 

 
 

 
A positive development has now been recorded for the second successive time since 
the survey was first carried out in 2006. Over the past year, positive answers have 
increased by 2 percentage points whilst negative answers have decreased by 4 
percentage points. 
 

                                          
36 QE9 In general, would you say that enough effort is made in (OUR COUNTRY) to fight all forms of 
discrimination? 
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As in 2008, the highest proportions who think that enough effort is being made are 
found in Finland (68%), followed by Cyprus (65%), the Netherlands (63%) and 
Luxembourg (62%). At the other end of the scale, 28% of Latvians and 31% of 
Swedes feel current efforts are sufficient. 
 
The relationship between evaluations of the efforts being made to combat 
discrimination and perceptions of it being widespread or not is present in some 
countries but not in others (see chapters 6-12). As just one example, Sweden and 
Latvia are both countries where a low proportion of citizens think that current efforts 
suffice, but in Latvia discrimination is generally seen as very rare whilst in Sweden it is 
seen as much more widespread. 
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Considering the evolutions at national level, we see that citizens in Greece are now 
much more critical than was the case in 2008 (-11 points). A significantly more critical 
stance concerning the national efforts made to fight all forms of discrimination is also 
noted in Malta (-9), Romania and Austria (both -8).  
 
Conversely, in a number of countries, higher levels of satisfaction are reported. 

  

QE9: Assessment of efforts: Notable changes 2008 – 2009 
 

Note: Figures shown = % ‘yes’ 
 

 
2008 2009 

 
Change 

(% points) 

 Belgium 54% 60% +6 

 Slovakia 47% 53% +6 

 Poland 30% 36% +6 

 Germany 53% 58% +5 

 Ireland 45% 50% +5 

 France 38% 43% +5 

 Italy 39% 43% +4 
     

 Estonia 46% 42% -4 

 Bulgaria 39% 34% -5 

 Hungary 41% 36% -5 

 Austria 57% 49% -8 

 Romania 51% 43% -8 

 Malta 52% 43% -9 

 Greece 51% 40% -11 

 
 

 
-Evaluations differ depending on minority membership- 

 
The survey reveals that citizens who belong to a sexual minority are particularly 
likely to feel that not enough effort is being made in their country to fight all 
forms of discrimination (58%). This sentiment is even more widely voiced by 
citizens who say they belong to a minority group not specified by the 
interviewer (62%). Conversely, half of citizens who say they belong to an ethnic 
minority feel that enough effort is being made in their country. They do not differ as 
such from citizens who do not belong to a minority group. 

 
 

QE17. CITIZENS WHO SELF-DEFINE AS BELONGING TO … QE9. In general, would you 
say that enough effort is 
made in (OUR COUNTRY) to 
fight all forms of 
discrimination? 

Total 
% 
 Ethnic 

minority 
Religious 
minority 

Sexual 
minority 

Minority 
in terms 

of 
disability 

Other None 

Yes 49% 50% 45% 40% 44% 30% 50% 

No 44% 45% 50% 58% 53% 62% 44% 
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- Those that think discrimination is widespread are more likely to feel that 
current efforts to fight it are insufficient - 
 
It is important to note that evaluations of measures being taken at national level are 
very much related to views on the pervasiveness of discrimination in society. Citizens 
who perceive discrimination to be widespread are more likely to feel efforts 
are insufficient.  

 
 

QE1. CITIZENS PERCEIVING DISCRIMINATION IN (OUR COUNTRY) 
TO BE WIDESPREAD 

QE9. In general, would you 
say that enough effort is 
made in (OUR COUNTRY) to 
fight all forms of 
discrimination? 

Total 
% 
 Ethnic 

origin 
Gender 

Sexual 
orientation 

Age 
Religion 
or belief 

Disability 

Yes 49% 44% 41% 41% 45% 42% 41% 

No 44% 52% 55% 55% 50% 54% 54% 

 
 
Similarly, experience of discrimination – whether it has happened to the 
respondent personally or whether they claim to have witnessed it happening 
to someone else – is also an important influence on opinions of the sufficiency of 
efforts made to fight discrimination.  Those who have witnessed discrimination are 
more likely to think these efforts sufficient. 
 

 
 

QE3. EXPERIENCED DISCRIMINATION 
IN LAST 12 MONTHS 

QE4. WITNESSED 
DISCRIMINATION IN LAST 

12 MONTHS 

QE9. In general, would you 
say that enough effort is 
made in (OUR COUNTRY) to 
fight all forms of 
discrimination? 

Total 
% 

No 
Single 
Ground 

Multiple 
Grounds* 

Yes No 

Yes 49% 51% 41% 32% 53% 39% 

No 44% 43% 54% 65% 40% 58% 

*Note: Results for multiple grounds should be considered as indicative due to the small base (n=812), i.e. 
only 3% of Europeans have experienced multiple discrimination in the last 12 months.  

 
 
In terms of general socio-demographic factors, citizens are more likely to say that 
enough effort is made in their country if they are: 
 
● Male: 51% of men think current efforts suffice, compared to 47% of women. 
 
● Aged 55 and over: 52% of those aged 55 and over say enough effort is made 
compared to 44% of those aged 15 to 24. 
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5. KNOWLEDGE OF THE LAW 
 
In this brief chapter we examine the extent to which citizens are aware of their rights 
in cases of discrimination and harassment. We also test a newly added question to 
ascertain which reporting points citizens prefer in the event that they have been a 
victim of harassment or discrimination.  
 
 
5.1 Knowledge of one’s rights as a victim of discrimination 
 

- The majority of Europeans still do not know their rights related to 
discrimination or harassment - 

 
As in 2008, only one-third of EU citizens say that they know their rights, 
should they be a victim of discrimination or harassment (33%). Over half 
(52%) give the opposite answer, with the remainder saying that ‘it depends’ (12%). As 
the graph below shows, views in this regard have not changed much since 200837. 
 

 

QE10. Do you know your rights if you are the victim of 
discrimination or harassment? 

-% EU27

11%

53%

33%

12%

52%

33%

3%

3%
DK

That depends
(SPONT.)

No

Yes

2008 2009

 
 

 
Although the direction of results in most countries is close to the overall EU average, 
there are nonetheless some countries where more citizens say they would know their 
rights rather than they would not: Finland (63% would know vs. 27% would not), the 
UK (49% vs. 44%), Sweden (47% vs. 43%), Malta (45% vs. 41%) and Slovenia (41% 
vs. 38%).  
 

                                          
37 QE10 Do you know your rights if you are the victim of discrimination or harassment? 
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In the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, there is a nearly even split (45% vs. 
44%). The lowest proportions knowing their rights are recorded in Austria (16%). 
 
It can be noted in this context that in Austria the proportion of citizens saying they 
have suffered discriminated in the past year (22%) is above the EU average of 16%. 
 

 

 
 

 



Special EUROBAROMETER 317                                                                         DISCRIMINATION IN THE EU IN 2009 

 - 36 - 

Although the EU average has remained stable over the last year, there are a number 
of countries that have seen substantial fluctuations in knowledge of rights 
since the last survey.  

  

Knowledge of rights: Notable changes 2008 – 2009 
 

Note: Figures shown = % ‘yes’ 
 

 
2008 2009 

 
Change 

(% points) 

 UK 41% 49% +8 

 France 31% 38% +7 

 Sweden 41% 47% +6 

 Ireland 30% 36% +6 

 Spain 32% 36% +4 

 Bulgaria 17% 21% +4 
     

 Malta 49% 45% -4 

 Slovakia 46% 41% -5 

 Italy 31% 25% -6 

 
Czech 

Republic 
40% 33% -7 

 Hungary 39% 32% -7 

 Greece 35% 27% -8 

 Portugal 35% 24% -11 

 Poland 36% 24% -12 
 

 
 

- Awareness levels not much higher among minority respondents - 
 
The survey reveals that citizens who belong to a minority only slightly more 
often report awareness than other citizens. The only group that stands out are 
citizens who say they belong to a minority group not specified by the interviewer: four 
out of ten feel they know their rights if they are the victim of discrimination or 
harassment, compared to, on average, a third of European citizens38. 
 

 
 

QE17. CITIZENS WHO SELF-DEFINE AS BELONGING TO … 
QE10 Do you know your 
rights if you are the victim 
of discrimination or 
harassment? 

Total 
% 
 Ethnic 

minority 
Religious 
minority 

Sexual 
minority 

Minority 
in terms 

of 
disability 

Other None 

Yes 33% 37% 34% 35% 37% 40% 33% 

No 52% 47% 49% 43% 51% 45% 53% 

 
 

 

                                          
38 These findings need to be seen as only indicative due to the small proportion of self defined minorities 
interviewed. 
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- Victimisation does not increase awareness - 
 
It is important here to consider whether citizens have actually experienced 
discrimination or not, as these citizens would most need to be aware of their rights.  
 
We can see that these citizens do have a slightly higher level of awareness – 35% of 
those experiencing discrimination on a single grounds and 37% of those experiencing it 
on multiple grounds say that they know their rights, compared to 33% of those who 
did not experience discrimination. However, this gap is not a large one and it could be 
argued that raising awareness amongst those who have already experienced 
discrimination or are liable to do so in future is a matter of high importance. 
 

 
 

QE3. BY EXPERIENCE OF DISCRIMINATION 
LAST 12 MONTHS 

QE10 Do you know your 
rights if you are the victim 
of discrimination or 
harassment 

Total 
% Yes 

NO 
SINGLE 

GROUND 
MULTIPLE 
GROUNDS* 

Yes 33% 33% 35% 37% 

No 52% 53% 48% 45% 

 
*All citizens who experienced discrimination on more than one grounds over the course of the last 12 
months. Caution: small bases. 

 
 

- Length of education an important influence on knowledge - 
 
Education is a much more telling factor of claimed knowledge, with the latter 
generally increasing the longer a respondent has spent in education. We see that the 
knowledge gap between those who stayed in full-time education the shortest and the 
longest is very large and in fact even larger than it was in 200839. 
 

 
 

BY AGE OF FINISHING FULL-TIME EDUCATION 
QE10 Do you know your 
rights if you are the victim 
of discrimination or 
harassment? 

Total 
% Yes 

15- 16-19 20+ Still studying 

Yes 33% 21% 33% 44% 33% 

No 52% 64% 52% 42% 51% 

 
 

 

                                          
39 Discrimination in 2008: (special Eurobarometer 296). Fieldwork February-March 2008. 
http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_296_en.pdf 



Special EUROBAROMETER 317                                                                         DISCRIMINATION IN THE EU IN 2009 

 - 38 - 

5.2 Preferred reporting ‘points’ in case of harassment or discrimination  
 

 
-In the event of becoming a victim of discrimination or harassment, the 

majority of EU citizens prefer to report the case to the police or a lawyer - 
 
One of the newly added questions in this wave aimed at ascertaining which reporting 
points citizens preferred in the event that they became a victim of discrimination or 
harassment.   
 
From a list of possible answers that were polled, the majority of European 
citizens mentioned ‘the police’ or ‘lawyer’ first as a preferred reporting point.  
The gap between the former and the latter is considerable, with the police being 
mentioned by 34% of EU citizens and ‘a lawyer’ by 14%. It can be hypothesised, 
especially when looking at the total mentions later on, that a lawyer is the second step 
in a reporting process, with the police being the preferred first reporting point.40   
 
As can be seen in the chart below, further mentions of preferred reporting points are 
for the ‘body for the promotion of equal treatment in one’s country’ and a ‘trade union’ 
(13% of Europeans mention these respectively as a first mention).  All other reporting 
points receive equal or less than five percent of mentions.  Just over one European in 
ten spontaneously mentioned ‘don’t know’ (12%). 
 

 
 

QE15a In case you are the victim of discrimination or harassment, to whom would you prefer to 
report your case? Firstly?

-%EU 

12%

5%

4%

5%

13%

13%

14%

34%

DK

Other (SPONTANEOUS)

NGO's - associations

Tribunals

Trade Unions

Body for the promotion of
equal treatment 

Lawyer

Police

 
 
 
 

                                          
40 QE15a In case you are the victim of discrimination or harassment, to whom would you prefer to report 
your case? Firstly? 
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Citizens were given the opportunity to provide second and third mentions as well.  The 
aggregated analysis of total mentions sees the above results repeated, with 
‘lawyer’ now being mentioned by 51% of Europeans after ‘police’ at 55%: 
 

 

QE15T In case you are the victim of discrimination or harassment, to whom would you prefer to 
report your case? Total mentions 

-%EU 

11%

8%

18%

27%

35%

35%

51%

55%

DK

Other (SPONTANEOUS)

NGO's - associations

Trade Unions

Tribunals

Body for the promotion of
equal treatment 

Lawyer

Police

 
 
Looking at the national level for total mentions, wee see the following results: 
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-Diverse reporting preferences at country level - 
 
An examination of the national resuts reveals a strongly diverse pattern of 
preferences. For instance, the extent to which Europeans would report their case of 
discrimination to a lawyer ranges from 27% in Estonia to 71% in Greece. The country 
results are even more extreme in the case of national bodies for the promotion of 
equal treatment. The proportion of citizens who would prefer reporting to this body in 
the case of victimisation ranges from 18% in Spain to 74% in Sweden. The strong 
diversity of preferences reflect different attitudes and relations with official instances 
as well as varying degrees to which specific bodies have been set up and 
operationalised in the Member States. 
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In terms of general socio-demographic factors, citizens in the different socio-
demographic groups show the following preferences in reporting (looking at ‘total 
mentions’): 
 
● For the ‘police’ (55% EU average), females are slightly more likely to express a 

preference compared to men (57% vs. 53%). 
 
● Regarding the various age groups, the youngest age group of 15-24 years show a 
preference for the ‘police’ (61% vs. 55% average) as well as for a ‘body for the 
promotion of equal treatment in one’s country’, with 38% of these mentioning this 
preference vs. 35% at EU average.  We also see a preference in those in the older age 
group of 40-54 years of age for this reporting point.  For the ‘police’ we see similar 
figures repeated with those who have ended their education at 15 years of age also 
showing a preference (59%) as well as those who are still studying (62%).  With 
regards to ‘lawyer’ as a preferred reporting point (51% EU average), those somewhat 
older (25-39 year age group) as well as those having ended their education at 20+ 
years of age indicate a preference (55% and 56% respectively). 
 
● For ‘tribunals’ (35% EU average), those in the 25-54 age group indicate a preference 
(38% and 37% for the 25-39 years and 40-54 years groupings) as do those still 
studying (37%).  This is repeated when looking at the ‘body for the promotion of equal 
treatment’ (35% EU average) with these age groups as well as those with higher 
education levels or those still studying showing higher figures (44% and 41% 
respectively).  The latter education categories also show a preference for NGOs, with 
21% and 23% respectively compared to the EU average of 18%.  A similar picture is 
seen for ‘trade unions’ (at 27% EU average) with those in the age group of 25-54 
years of age indicating a preference (33% and 32% for the 25-39 years and 40-54 
years groupings) as well as those with longer time spent in education (34% for those 
who have ended their education at 20+ years of age). 
 
● In terms of occupation we see preferences by those self-employed for ‘lawyer’ and 
‘NGOs’ with 59% and 21% compared to EU averages of 51% and 18% for these 
reporting points. 
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6. VIEWS ABOUT EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES IN EMPLOYMENT 
 
The European Union Equality in Employment Directive implements the principle of 
equal treatment in employment and training irrespective of religion or belief, disability, 
sexual orientation and age41. The Racial Equality Directive42 provides the same 
protection regarding race and ethnic origin, as well as applying outside the labour 
market, for example to social protection and access to goods and services. This is in 
addition to the numerous laws adopted in the past 30 years to fight discrimination 
based on gender and to allow for equal treatment of women and men in the workplace. 
 
In this chapter we examine three aspects of equal opportunities in employment plus a 
question newly added in 2009: 
 

1. Factors which are seen as putting someone at a disadvantage,  
2. Support for measures aimed at ensuring equal opportunities, and 
3. Support for the monitoring of the implementation of equal opportunities 

policies. 
4. Whether citizens feel that is enough is being done to increase diversity in the 

workplace 
 
6.1 Factors which put citizens at a disadvantage 
 
In order to test perceptions of equal opportunities in the workplace, citizens were 
asked which factors they feel may put job applicants at a disadvantage if a company 
had to choose between two candidates with otherwise equal skills and qualifications43. 
 

- A job candidate’s look and age are seen as the factors most likely to put 
them at a disadvantage; disability and ethnic origin now feature less - 

 
As can be seen from the chart below, it is clear that the EU public still feels that a 
‘level playing field’ in employment is far from a reality, with significant 
proportions of citizens seeing a range of criteria as being likely to lead to disadvantage. 
 
In analysing these results, it should be borne in mind that there may be some degree 
of ‘under-claim’ in that some citizens may feel it is more socially acceptable to give 
certain answers (particularly if they are thinking about the question in terms of 
whether they themselves were to be hiring). 
 
Close to half of Europeans (48%) in 2009 believe that a candidate’s look, dress-
sense or presentation and the candidate’s age would be a disadvantage. This is 
followed by skin colour or ethnic origin (38%), having a disability (37%) and 
the candidate’s general physical appearance (36%). 
 
 

                                          
41 EC Directive 2000/78/EC of 27 November 2000 establishing a general framework for equal treatment in 
employment and occupation. 
42 EC Directive/2000/43/EC of 29 June 2000 implementing the principle of equal treatment between persons 
irrespective of racial or ethnic origin. This Directive offers a more comprehensive protection than the EC 
Directive 2000/78/EC (see above foot note): it covers employment and occupation and also education, social 
protection (including social security and healthcare), social advantages and access to goods and services, 
including housing.     
43QE5 In (OUR COUNTRY), when a company wants to hire someone and has the choice between two 
candidates with equal skills and qualifications, which of the following criteria may, in your opinion, put one 
candidate at a disadvantage? 
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We see that ethnic origin and disability are less and less seen as a disadvantage. 
Following a drop of eight points in the percentage of citizens who feel that disability 
would be a disadvantage between 2006 and 2008 a further fall has now been noted (-4 
from 41% to 37%). Concerning skin colour or ethnic origin, the percentage of citizens 
who feel that this would be a disadvantage decreased from 42% to 38% in the latest 
survey following a drop of 4 points between 2008 and 2009. 
 
Conversely, the percentage of citizens who feel that age would be a disadvantage has 
increased since 2008 (+3 points). This is in line with the fact that – compared to 2008 
– citizens are now considerably more likely to say that discrimination on the basis of 
age is widespread in their country (see chapter 10, below).  
 

 

1%

5%

9%

14%

18%

21%

22%

26%

34%

38%

41%

42%

45%

50%

4%

2%

4%

9%

13%

16%

18%

19%

22%

30%

36%

37%

38%

48%

48%

3%DK

Other (SPONTANEOUS)

None of those (SPONTANEOUS)

The candidate’s address

The candidate’s name

Whether the candidate is a smoker or not 

The candidate’s sexual orientation (for example, being gay
or lesbian)*

The candidate’s gender

The expression of a religious belief (for example, wearing a
visible religious symbol)

The candidate’s way of speaking, his or her accent

The candidate’s general physical appearance (size,
weight, face, etc.)

A disability

The candidate’s skin colour or ethnic origin

The candidate's age

The candidate’s look, dress-sense or presentation 

2008 2009

QE5. In (OUR COUNTRY), when a company wants to hire someone and has 
the choice between two candidates with equal skills and qualifications, which

of the following criteria may, in your opinion, put one candidate at a 
disadvantage?- % EU

 
*NB: Since 2008 this item was given as ‘The candidate’s sexual orientation (for example, being gay or 
lesbian)’ 

 
 
It is important to note that whilst most of the factors examined in this question 
represent ‘discrimination’ if they are used as the basis for a hiring decision, this is not 
the case for the factor seen as most likely to lead to disadvantage – look, dress sense 
or presentation. For many jobs, presenting a professional appearance will be as 
important an aspect as skills and qualifications.  
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6.2 Support for measures to provide equal opportunities in employment 
 

- EU citizens are highly supportive of equal opportunities measures - 
 
As we have seen above, citizens consider that several factors other than skills and 
qualifications play a role in the selection of job applicants.  Perhaps because of this, 
there is strong support for the implementation of specific measures aimed at 
providing equal opportunities in the field of employment44. This support ranges 
from 63% for specific measures related to sexual orientation to 81% for measures 
related to disability. 
 
This question was also asked in 2006 and 2008. However, in 2008, a slightly modified 
version was fielded to include specific examples of the types of ‘measures’ that could 
be implemented (special training schemes or adapted selection and recruitment 
processes). These were not included in the 2006 and 2009 versions. Because of this, it 
is best to focus on the evolution between 2006 and 2009. Over time, we have seen a 
slight decline in support for special measures, with the exception of ethnic 
origin where opinions have not evolved. However, the ranking of the grounds for 
special measures was identical in all three surveys. 

                                          
44 QE7: Would you be in favour of or opposed to specific measures being adopted to provide equal 
opportunities for everyone in the field of employment? Specific measures for people depending on their… 
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An analysis as to whether support for specific measures is higher when people are 
personally affected provides interesting insight. It shows that disabled people are 
particularly supportive of specific measures being adopted to provide equal 
opportunities for everyone in the field of employment. Not only are disabled 
people more in favour when the measures concern them, they are also more 
supportive when the measures concern other minorities. For example, when the 
measures concern religion or belief, 72% of disabled respondents express support, 
compared to 66% of respondents for whom the measures are meant, namely those 
who say they belong to a religious minority.  

 
 

QE17. CITIZENS WHO SELF-DEFINE AS BELONGING TO … 
QE7 In favour of specific 
measures being adopted 
to provide equal 
opportunities for everyone 
in the field of 
employment…depending 
on.. 

Total 
Ethnic 

minority 
Religious 
minority 

Sexual 
minority 

Minority 
in terms 

of 
disability 

Other None 

Disability 81% 77% 73% 70% 82% 73% 81% 

Ethnic origin 69% 71% 68% 64% 73% 56% 70% 

Religion or belief 67% 66% 66% 61% 72% 53% 68% 

Sexual orientation 63% 59% 59% 59% 66% 48% 64% 

 
 

 
As an overall pattern, it can be seen that the youngest age group is more 
favourable towards the adoption of specific measures. This is not so true for 
measures based on age, where the difference is that those aged 55+ are slightly less 
supportive. 
 

 
 

BY AGE 
QE7 In favour of specific 
measures being adopted to 
provide equal opportunities 
for everyone in the field of 
employment…depending on. 

Total 

Age 15-24 Age 25-39 Age 40-54 Age 55+ 

Disability 81% 82% 80% 82% 78% 

Age 77% 79% 78% 78% 75% 

Gender 75% 77% 75% 75% 73% 

Ethnic origin 69% 74% 69% 70% 66% 

Religion or belief 67% 72% 69% 67% 64% 

Sexual orientation 63% 67% 65% 65% 58% 

 
 
Ultimately, however, we stress that any variations in results between different groups 
represent minor variations in the overall pattern, which is that of wide support 
amongst EU citizens for equal opportunities measures. 
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6.3 Support for monitoring measures 
 
As in 2008, citizens were also asked a further question45 about equal opportunities 
measures in the workplace, applying more specifically to ethnic origin. This question 
arose from the results revealed by the 2006 Eurobarometer: discrimination on the 
basis of ethnic origin was perceived as the most widespread throughout the EU and, as 
we have already seen, in 2009 this was still the case. 
  
Citizens were asked to indicate whether they support or oppose two measures: 
 

1. Monitoring the composition of the work-force in order to evaluate the 
representation of citizens from ethnic minorities. 

 
2. Monitoring recruitment procedures to ensure that candidates from ethnic 

minorities have the same chance of being selected for interview or hired as 
other candidates with similar skills and qualifications. 

 
- The majority of Europeans support monitoring measures aimed at evaluating 

equality in the workplace based on ethnicity - 
 

 

 
 

 
Europeans remain favourable towards both of these proposals, although it 
should be noted that public opinion is less positive than in 2008. Support for 
monitoring recruitment procedures (67%; -4) remains more widespread than support 
for monitoring the composition of the work-force (52%; -5). Despite the falls recorded 
since 2008, these results continue to provide clear evidence of strong support for 
active measures to ensure and monitor equality of opportunity at work.  

                                          
45 QE8. To what extent do you support or oppose the following in the workplace? 
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For the first item, monitoring the composition of the work-force for 
representation, the most supportive publics are found in Greece (78%; +1) Cyprus 
(67%; -11), and Denmark (66%; -5). Conversely, in Austria, Germany, Sweden and 
Slovakia an outright majority rejects these measures. Support is weakest in Austria 
(31%; -11) and Germany (33%; -7).  
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For the second item, concerned with recruitment procedures, the country-by-
country picture is more homogenous, with an absolute majority in all countries being in 
support. In Sweden, for instance, with 78% of citizens feeling that discrimination is 
widespread, there is strong support for monitoring recruitment procedures (79%; -4). 
The most favourable citizens of all after Sweden are found in Denmark (78%;-6), 
Finland (77%; -1) and the UK (77%; -1). The lowest support is noted in Malta (50%; -
10) and Austria (50%; -5).  
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The results point to a strong distinction between the two measures and it must be 
noted that there does not appear to be a relationship between support for these 
measures and the extent to which discrimination on the ground of ethnic origin is 
perceived to take place. Hence we find that for instance in Sweden – where 78% of 
citizens feel that discrimination is widespread – there is strong support for monitoring 
recruitment procedures (79%), yet a majority rejects the monitoring of the 
composition of the work-force (57%). 

 
- Support is related to personal experience and age - 

 
As for the measures examined in the preceding section, support for these monitoring 
measures depends on people’s personal situation and experiences.  
 
Among citizens belonging to an ethnic minority (self-defined): 
 
● 71% (+4 compared to EU average) support monitoring recruitment procedures;  
● 58% (+6) support monitoring workplace composition. 
 
Among citizens born outside Europe: 
 
● 73% (+6 compared to EU average) support monitoring recruitment procedures;  
● 59% (+7) support monitoring workplace composition. 
 
Among citizens with Roma friends: 
 
● 72% (+5 compared to EU average) support monitoring recruitment procedures;  
● 58% (+6) support monitoring workplace composition. 
 
Among citizens who have experienced multiple discrimination in the past year: 
 
● 72% (+5 compared to EU average) support monitoring recruitment procedures;  
● 54% (+2) support monitoring workplace composition. 
 
Age is also important with youngest citizens being more supportive than ‘older’ 
Europeans: 
 
● 73% (+11 compared to those 55 years of age and over) support monitoring 

recruitment procedures;  
●  56% (+10) support monitoring workplace composition. 
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6.4 Perception of whether enough has been done to increase diversity in the 
work place 

 
As part of the newly added questions in this wave, citizens were asked whether they 
felt that enough has been done to increase diversity in the work place for the six 
grounds of potential discrimination.46   
 
- The majority of citizens in the workplace are positive about the level of what 

has been done to increase diversity in the workplace - 
 
As this question is specifically asked in the workplace context, more than half of 
European citizens (54%) spontaneously said that the question and the various grounds 
of discrimination about which it asked were ‘not applicable’.  This percentage of 
Europeans includes those who are not in work: the unemployed, the retired, students, 
house persons or those of other status who are not in the workplace (sickness, 
maternity leave, etc.).  For the purpose of analysis, the ‘not applicable’ responses have 
been excluded and the percentages have been recalculated on the base of the 
remaining respondents47. 
 

 
QE14. Do you think that enough is being done to increase diversity in your work place 

as far as… is concerned? -%EU27 

55%

51%

48%

48%

46%

37%

39%

38%

10%

58% 33%

42%

39%

10%

16%

13%

8%

9%Gender

Age

Ethnic origin

Disability

Religion or belief

Sexual orientation

Total Yes Total No DK

 
 

 

                                          
46 QE14: Do you think that enough is being done to increase diversity in your work place as far as… is 
concerned? Total Yes’ combines ‘Yes definitely’ and ‘Yes, to some extent’; ‘Total No’ combines “no, definitely 
not’ and ‘no, not really’ from the scale. 
47 The bases are: Ethnic origin (QE14.1)- n = 12389; Gender (QE14.2) – n = 12426; Sexual orientation 
(QE14.3) – n =  12248; Age (QE14.4) – n = 12507; Religion or belief (QE14.5) – n = 12296; Disability 
(QE14.6) – n = 12328. 
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Amongst those in the workplace, the survey thus shows that the absolute majority 
feels that enough is being done to increase diversity in the workplace for all grounds 
for discrimination, with ‘gender’, ‘age’, and ‘ethnic origin’ showing 50% results for 
‘total yes’. ‘Sexual orientation’ shows the lowest figure at 46%; this aspect also 
generates the highest level of ‘don’t know’ responses. 
 
Turning to the national analysis and looking at the ‘total yes’ responses, we see that 
the Nordic countries such as Denmark (72%) and Sweden (71%) emerge as those 
where the majority of citizens in the workplace state that enough has been done to 
increase diversity in the workplace in terms of ‘gender’ (58% EU average).  Belgium 
follows suit at 70%.  The lowest levels of ‘total yes’ responses are noted in Turkey and 
Romania (28% and 35% respectively). 
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In terms of ‘age’ (EU average ‘total yes’ of 55%), we see the lowest levels of ‘total 
yes’ again occurring in Turkey with 26%, followed by Romania (33%).  However, 
citizens in the workplace in Slovenia and Sweden, as well as Denmark, Germany and 
the UK are more positive with levels of 67%+. 
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The picture for ‘ethnic origin’ (51% yes at EU average) is somewhat similar.  Levels 
are highest for Slovenia and the UK, where 65% of citizens think that measures are 
adequate, followed closely by the Nordic countries of Denmark and Sweden at 64%.  
The countries with the lowest levels in this respect are Turkey and Bulgaria where less 
than a third feels that enough has been done (27% for Turkey and 30% for Bulgaria). 
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A similar pattern emerges across the remaining three grounds for discrimination, with 
the UK and Slovenia showing higher levels for ‘disability’ and ‘religion or belief’ as 
well as ‘sexual orientation’, with Belgium also reporting high levels for the latter 
aspect. 
 
In terms of lower levels of approval for all three aspects, Turkey and Bulgaria 
consistently report similar results. 
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7. DISCRIMINATION ON GROUNDS OF ETHNIC ORIGIN 
 
From this chapter onwards, we conduct a more detailed examination of discrimination 
on the six different grounds. This covers the following areas: 
 

• The perceived extent of the type of discrimination in the respondent’s country. 
• How these views have changed over time. 
• National differences for measures of reported discrimination – both as 

experienced by the citizen and witnessed as happening to someone else. 
• Attitudes to the particular group in question, as measured by the question on 

comfort with having a member of that group elected to the highest political 
office of one’s country. 

 
7.1 The perceived extent of ethnic discrimination 
 
- Ethnic discrimination continues to be seen as widespread by the majority of 

Europeans- 
 
Of the six grounds of discrimination examined in the survey, discrimination on 
grounds of ethnic origin is seen as the most widespread: 16% of European 
citizens think that this is very widespread in their country, whilst 45% think that it is 
fairly widespread. A quarter think that it is fairly rare with a further seven percent 
considering that it is very rare and just three precent giving the spontaneous answer 
that it is non-existent in their country. Four percent say that they ‘don’t know’.48 
 
There is a considerable degree of variation from one country to the next in 
opinions of the prevalence of ethnic discrimination. It is seen as widespread by at least 
three-quarters of Dutch (80%), French, Hungarian (both 79%), Swedish (78%), 
Danish and Maltese (both 77%) citizens. At the other end of the scale, fewer than 4 in 
10 Lithuanians (26%), Poles (33%) and Latvians (34%) share this view. In these three 
countries we also find an above average proportion of citizens saying that 
discrimination on the grounds of ethnic origin is non-existent (10%, 9% and 11%, 
respectively compared to EU average of 3%). In Bulgaria and Estonia, this figure is 
even higher (12%). 
 
The above figures should be interpreted in context of the particular ethnic profiles of 
the given countries and the extent to which issues such as ethnicity, immigration and 
multiculturalism feature in public discourse. 
 
 

                                          
48 QE1.For each of the following types of discrimination, could you please tell me whether, in your opinion, it 
is very widespread, fairly widespread, fairly rare or very rare in (OUR COUNTRY)? Discrimination on the basis 
of… 
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- National variations in perceptions of ethnic discrimination defy a simple 

explanation - 
 
This wide difference between national results is a complex phenomenon that defies a 
simple explanation. In the first place, the perception of ethnic discrimination as 
widespread is not related to more citizens actually experiencing discrimination in these 
countries: none of the countries where at least three-quarters see ethnic discrimination 
as widespread have above average self-reported discrimination levels on ethnic 
grounds (see chapter 3).  
 
Again, an explanation for this could be that the perception of ethnic discrimination in 
national contexts is driven by the prominence of related issues in the national media 
and the visibility of ethnic minority populations.  
 
Nonetheless, in some countries there is a relationship between ethnic 
discrimination reported as witnessed (rather than experienced) by a citizen 
and the belief that discrimination is widespread, as shown in the table below. 
 
 

 
 

 

Ethnic 
Discrimination 

widespread 
% 

(diff from EU) 

Witnessed 
discrimination on 
ethnic grounds 

% 
(diff from EU) 

High perception of ethnic discrimination as widespread 
(75% or over) 

 Netherlands 
80% 
(+19) 

19% 
(+7) 

 France 
79% 
(+18) 

15% 
(+3) 

  Hungary 
79% 
(+18) 

11% 
(-1) 

 Sweden 
78% 
(+17) 

20% 
(+8) 

 Denmark 
77% 
(+16) 

23% 
(+11) 

 Malta 
77% 
(+16) 

6% 
(-6) 

Low perception of ethnic discrimination as widespread 
(30%) or under 

 Lithuania 
26% 
(-35) 

4% 
(-8) 

 Poland 
33% 
(-28) 

4% 
(-8) 

 Latvia 
34% 
(-27) 

7% 
(-5) 
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We can see that: 
 
●The Netherlands, Sweden and Denmark are countries where higher than average 
proportions of citizens claim to have witnessed ethnic discrimination, and think that 
this is widespread in their country.  
 
●This link is weaker in France and does not hold for Hungary and Malta. 
 
●The reverse link (fewer witnessing ethnic discrimination, fewer believing it is 
widespread) is evident in Lithuania, Poland and Latvia. 
 
An alternative means of exploring different perceptions is to look at how they differ 
according to socio-demographic and political factors. 
 
- Having friends of a different ethnic origin makes citizens more sensitive to 

discrimination on this ground - 
 
Here an important factor is having friends who are of a different ethnic origin. 
67% of citizens for whom this is the case say that discrimination is widespread in their 
country. The figure drops to 54% for those without such friends49.  
 
We have already noted (see chapter 2) that citizens with friends who represent a 
certain type of minority are more likely to say they have witnessed discrimination on 
those particular grounds. Given that the same is also true for believing this kind of 
discrimination to be widespread, we can conclude that the make-up of one’s social 
circle is key in making the individual more ‘sensitive’ to perceiving different grounds for 
discrimination and to believing them to be common. 
 
Interestingly, those who consider themselves to be part of an ethnic minority 
are only slightly more likely than average to think that ethnic discrimination 
is common in their country. 
 

 
 

QE16. FRIENDS WITH 
DIFFERENT ETHNIC 

ORIGIN 

QE17. SELF-DEFINED 
MINORITY 

QE1.1 DISCRIMINATION ON 
GROUND OF ETHNIC 
ORIGIN 

Total 
% 

Yes No Ethnic* 

Widespread 61% 67% 54% 65% 

Rare 32% 29% 36% 31% 

 
*Note: In this table, the figures for those who say that they belong to an ethnic minority should be 
considered as indicative due to the small base (n=1210). In other words, 5% of citizens consider themselves 
to be part of an ethnic minority. 

 
 

                                          
49 It should be noted that having Roma friends is less of a distinguishing factor: overall, 64% of citizens with 
Roma friends believe discrimination is widespread, compared to 61% of citizens without Roma friends. 
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Finally, we note that the belief that ethnic discrimination is more widespread is: 
 

• more common amongst the youngest group of citizens (65%) compared to the 
oldest (57%). 

• more frequent amongst citizens who spent the longest time in education (66%) 
compared to those who spent the shortest time (57%). 

• more likely to be held by citizens with left-wing political views (69%) than by 
those with centrist or right-wing views (both 59%). 

 
As will be shown below, these distinctions hold for most grounds for discrimination, 
rather than being specific to ethnicity. 
 
 
7.2 Changes in the perceptions of ethnic discrimination 
 
Having examined in detail the static picture in terms of perceived ethnic discrimination, 
we now briefly examine the dynamic view. This can be done in two ways: 
 

1. By looking at the evolution of opinion since 2006.  
2. Through examining the question of whether ethnic discrimination is perceived to 

be more or less widespread than it was five years ago. 
 

- Perceived extent of ethnic discrimination remains widespread - 
 
Taking the first approach, we see that at the EU level the perception that ethnic 
discrimination is widespread is slowly decreasing (from 64% in 2006 to 62% in 
2008 to 61% now) although the view that it is rare is more volatile (30% in 2006 vs. 
33% in 2008 and 32% in 2009).  
 
However, if we focus on the most recent changes at national level, we find a more 
mixed situation with large improvements in some countries mirrored by a more 
negative view in others. Thus, we find that the proportion of citizens who think that 
ethnic discrimination is widespread has gone down most in the UK (-11) but this is 
mirrored by an even larger increase in Hungary (+12). 
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Perception of ethnic discrimination as widespread in country: 
 Notable changes 2008 – 2009 

 

Note: Figures shown = % ‘very widespread’ + %’fairly widespread’ 
 

 2008 2009 
Change 

(% points) 

 UK 69% 58% -11 

 Ireland 52% 46% -6 

 Greece 76% 71% -5 

 Italy 76% 71% -5 
     

 Poland 28% 33% +5 

 
Czech 

Republic 
52% 57% +5 

 Bulgaria 34% 40% +6 

 Romania 40% 46% +6 

 Latvia 27% 34% +7 

 Slovenia 43% 50% +7 

 Finland 65% 72% +7 

 Malta 69% 77% +8 

 Cyprus 61% 70% +9 

 Hungary 67% 79% +12 

 
 
Despite these variations, it should be noted that the same extremity of views noted in 
2008 also exists in 2009. As in 2008, discrimination on ethnic grounds is perceived to 
be least widespread in Lithuania (26% vs. 23% in 2008) and most widespread in The 
Netherlands (80% vs. 79%). 
 
- A small majority feel that ethnic discrimination is now less widespread than 

five years ago - 
 
Taking the second approach, based on a more medium-term comparison with five 
years ago, we see that just over four in ten citizens feel that ethnic discrimination is 
now more widespread (41%). Close to half of citizens feel that the opposite is the case 
(48%). These figures reflect more positive perceptions than the previous two surveys 
when close to half of respondents still perceived discrimination on the grounds of 
ethnic origin to be widespread (49% in 2006 and 48% in 2008).50 
 
Despite these improvements, there are only seven countries where an absolute 
majority feel that ethnic discrimination has become less widespread over the past five 
years led by Cyprus (70%) and Croatia (65%). Conversely, there are six countries 
where an absolute majority believe that discrimination is now more widespread, led by 
Hungary (73%) and Malta (66%). 

                                          
50 QE2.If you compare the situation with 5 years ago, would you say that the following types of 
discrimination are more common or less common in (OUR COUNTRY)? Discrimination on the basis of… 
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7.3 Measuring discrimination on grounds of ethnic origin 
 
In this survey we have used two methods to measure discrimination – whether 
someone has personally felt discriminated against in the last 12 months51, and whether 
people think they have seen someone discriminated against in the same period.52  
 
Regarding the measure of personal experience of discrimination, we do not present the 
results for each country here, as on the whole these do not much exceed the overall 
EU average of three percent. We do note, however, that eight percent of 
Macedonians and six percent of Bulgarians and Turkish citizens say that they 
had been discriminated against on grounds of ethnicity in the 12 months 
leading up to the survey. This may well be linked to particular ethnic groups who 
live in these countries. 
 
National results for witnessing discrimination on ethnic grounds vary from the 
EU average (12%) more than they do for witnessing discrimination on the 
basis of other grounds. As was demonstrated earlier, those countries with the 
highest proportions of citizens who think that they have seen discrimination on the 
grounds of ethnicity occur (Sweden, Denmark and the Netherlands) also rank among 
the highest when it comes to feeling that this form of discrimination is widespread. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                          
51 QE3. In the past 12 months have you personally felt discriminated against or harassed on the basis of one 
or more of the following grounds? Please tell me all that apply. 
52 QE4.In the past 12 months, have you witnessed someone being discriminated against or harassed on the 
basis of one or more of the following grounds? Please tell me all that apply. 
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7.4 Attitudes towards different ethnic groups 
 
We end this chapter by examining attitudes to ethnic diversity as measured by the 
question on how ‘comfortable’ or not citizens would be with having someone of a 
different ethnic origin from the majority of the population in the highest elected 
political position in their country53.  
 
- Strong national variations in the extent to which Europeans feel comfortable 

about having a different ethnic majority in their country’s highest elected 
political position - 

 
For the EU as a whole, the average ‘comfortable’ score on a scale from 1 to 10 is 6.2. 
However, this average figure conceals wide variations at the national level: the results 
range from 3.5 in Cyprus to 8.0 in Sweden. 
 

 
 

Level of comfort with person from different ethnic origin in the 
highest elected political position in (YOUR COUNTRY) 

EU average  EU average 6.2 

   

 Sweden (8.0) 

     France (7.3) 
Highest results by 

country  
 

 
     

 

Denmark, Poland (7.2) 

   
 

 
 

 
 

Austria, The Czech Republic (4.6)  

 Malta (4.4) 

 Greece (4.2) 

Lowest results by 
country 

 Cyprus (3.5) 

 
 

 

                                          
53 QE6.3 And using a scale from 1 to 10, please tell me how you would feel about having someone from 
each of the following categories in the highest elected political position in (OUR COUNTRY)?... A person from 
a different ethnic origin than the majority of the population? 
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As seen throughout the survey, the composition of a respondent’s social circle is 
an important factor. We see that citizens with friends or acquaintances of a different 
ethnic origin tend to feel more comfortable (average of 6.8 compared to 5.5 for those 
without such friends or neighbours)54. 
 
Linked to this, the groups that are most comfortable with having someone of a 
different ethnicity elected to the highest political office are also those who we have 
seen earlier are most likely to have a diverse social circle. On average: 
 

• Citizens born outside Europe (7.3)55 are more comfortable than those born in 
the country in question (6.2) 

• Citizens with the longest educations (6.8) are more comfortable than those with 
the shortest educations (5.6). 

• The youngest citizens (6.7) are more comfortable than the oldest (5.7). 
• Citizens with left wing views (6.7) are more comfortable than those with right 

wing views (5.8). 
 
The survey shows that the average comfort level among citizens who define 
themselves as belonging to an ethnic minority is – for the EU as a whole – not much 
higher than average (6.5 vs. 6.2)56. This result should be seen in the context of the 
question wording which stresses “someone from a different ethnic majority”. In other 
words, respondents from an ethnic minority are – as other respondents - asked how 
they feel about having someone from a different ethnic group than themselves in the 
highest political office. 
 
Finally, it is interesting to note that disabled respondents tend to feel more comfortable 
than those who say they belong to an ethnic minority about having a person from a 
different ethnic origin elected to the highest national political position (6.8 vs. 6.5). 
 

                                          
54 Contrary to what we noted earlier, citizens with Roma friends or neighbours feel even more comfortable 
(7.0) than those with friends or neighbours from ‘ethnic minorities’. 
55 Due to the small number of citizens who were born outside Europe (n=574) these results can only be 
regarded as indicative.  
56 Due to small bases (n=1210 for self-defined ethnic minority), we cannot examine the extent to which 
comfort levels among ethnic minorities would differ between countries. 
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8. DISCRIMINATION ON GROUNDS OF AGE 
 
8.1 The perceived extent of discrimination on grounds of age 
 

- Public opinion has shifted considerably since 2008: the majority of 
Europeans now perceive discrimination on grounds of age to be widespread - 

 
As noted in chapter 1, opinions about the extent of discrimination on grounds of 
age have turned around in the course of a single year. If in 2008 an outright 
majority of Europeans perceived discrimination on this ground to be rare (52%), the 
balance has shifted in 2009 with 58% now perceiving it to be widespread (16% very 
widespread, 42% fairly widespread) compared to 37% who believe it is rare (10% very 
rare, 27% fairly rare). Two percent think that discrimination on grounds of age is non-
existent in their country and a further three percent say that they ‘don’t know’. 57 
 
It it important to remember that when citizens were asked to estimate the extent of 
age discrimination, they were not asked to differentiate between whether it is on the 
grounds of old age or youth. Thus citizens will have had different ideas in mind when 
thinking about this question. 
 
Regardless of the above distinction, the majority view in all but six countries58 
is that age discrimination is widespread. In fact, in 22 of the 30 countries 
surveyed this opinion is held by an absolute majority. Hungarian citizens top the list, 
with 79% saying that age discrimination is widespread in their country, followed by 
citizens in the Czech Republic (74%), France (68%), Latvia (67%) and The 
Netherlands (66%). 

                                          
57 QE1.For each of the following types of discrimination, could you please tell me whether, in your opinion, it 
is very widespread, fairly widespread, fairly rare or very rare in (OUR COUNTRY)? Discrimination on the basis 
of… 
58 The six countries are Turkey, Ireland, Luxembourg, Denmark, Malta and Germany. 
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- Older citizens are more likely to say age discrimination is widespread - 
 
As already noted we cannot be sure whether a respondent associates ‘age 
discrimination’ with a specific age group. The only thing we can say on the basis of the 
survey is that citizens aged 40 or over are more likely to say that 
discrimination on ground of age is widespread. This is in direct contrast to the 
other grounds, which are more likely to seen as widespread by the youngest group of 
citizens. 
 

 
 

BY AGE QE1.4 DISCRIMINATION ON 
GROUNDS OF AGE 

Total 
% 

15-24 25-39 40-54 55+ 

Widespread 58% 49% 56% 60% 60% 

Rare 37% 45% 40% 36% 33% 

 
 

 
Other distinctions are more along typical lines seen for other grounds for 
discrimination: 
 

• Women (60%) are more likely to see age discrimination as widespread than 
men (55%) are; 

• Left-wing citizens (63%) think it is more common than do those with centrist 
(54%) or right-wing views (57%). 

 
 
8.2 Changes in the perceptions of discrimination on grounds of age 
 
- Perception that age discrimination is widespread has increased throughout 

the EU -  
 
Since 2008, the perception that age discrimination is widespread has 
increased from 42% to 58% (+16 points). This trend is noted in all countries 
surveyed, with the exception of Portugal where only a minor increase has been 
recorded (+2). Furthermore, apart from Italy (+8), these shifts are above 10 
percentage points in all other countries surveyed. The largest increases have been 
recorded in Cyprus (+27), Romania (+25), France and The Netherlands (both +22). 
The economic crisis seems to lie at the core of this shift in opinion: one of the 
perceived consequences of the crisis is that the jobs of older Europeans are 
less secure. 
 
Despite the significant shift in opinion since 2008, when invited to make a 
comparison with the situation five years previously the proportion of citizens 
who feel that such discrimination is now less widespread (47%; 38% slightly 
less widespread, 9% far less widespread) still slightly outnumbers the percentage 
that feels it is now more widespread (42%; 10% far more widespread, 32% 
slightly more widespread).59 However, the difference between these two opinions is 
now considerably smaller than it was in 2008 (+5 points vs. +24 points). 

                                          
59 QE2.4 If you compare the situation with 5 years ago, would you say that the following types of 
discrimination are more common or less common in (OUR COUNTRY)? Discrimination on the basis of…Age 
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In fourteen of the thirty countries surveyed the majority view is that age discrimination 
is now less widespread. This view is particularly strong in Cyprus (77%) and is next 
highest in Denmark (64%) and Malta (62%). Conversely, there are also three 
countries where at least six out of ten citizens feel the contrary: 73% of Hungarians, 
65% of Czech and 60% of Slovakians think it is now more widespread. 
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8.3 Experience of age discrimination 
 

- Age is the ground for discrimination that is most frequently experienced - 
 
Whilst we have seen public perceptions of age discrimination shift in the course of the 
year, the proportion of citizens reporting that they have been discriminated 
against has not changed. However, at six percent, ‘age’ continues to represent the 
most common ground of self-reported discrimination. 
 
Unlike ethnic discrimination, there is no significant gap between experienced and 
witnessed discrimination, with eight percent reporting the latter. 
 
This comparatively high figure may well be due to the fact that age is a shared 
attribute relevant to all, and young and old may be susceptible to suffer discrimination 
under various (often differing) circumstances. 
 
Age discrimination is ‘most’ prominent in the Czech Republic, with 11% saying they 
have experienced it and 17% that they have witnessed it. Other countries showing 
higher than average levels of reported discrimination – for both measures – are 
Sweden and Slovakia. 
 

 
 

 
EXPERIENCED AGE 

DISCRIMINATION (QE3) 
WITNESSED AGE 

DISCRIMINATION (QE4) 

  EU average 6%  EU average 8% 

1 (Highest)  Czech Rep. (11%)  Czech Rep. (17%) 

2  Sweden (9%)  Sweden (14%) 

2  Slovakia (9%)  Slovakia (14%) 

Lowest  Cyprus (1%)  
 

Cyprus, Malta (2%) 
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8.4 Attitudes to citizens aged under 30 and citizens aged over 75 in the 
highest political office 
 
Next we present attitudes to having “young” or “old” people occupying the highest 
political position in the respondent’s country. Here, respondents were asked how 
comfortable they would be with someone aged under 30 or a person aged over 75 in 
this position. 
 
- Relatively low levels of comfort with both a very young and a very old holder 

of the highest political office - 
 
Having someone aged under 30 or above 75 in the highest political office of 
one's country both provoke significantly more discomfort than some of the 
other scenarios presented to citizens - such as having someone from a religious 
minority or a woman in office (see section 1.3).   
 
Of the two, Europeans are – on average – more comfortable with the idea of 
someone aged under 30 (5.9) than they are with that of someone aged over 75 
(4.8) in this position. 
 
Considering the example of a person aged under 30, the countries most receptive to 
having such a political leader are Croatia (7.8) Romania (7.7), Poland (7.3) and 
Denmark (7.2). A very low score is recorded in Germany (4.0)60. 
 

  
Level of comfort with someone aged under 30 in 

highest political office in one's country 

EU figure  EU average 5.9 

   

 Croatia (7.8) 

 Romania (7.7) 

 Poland (7.3) 

Highest results 
by country 

 Denmark (7.2) 

   

 FYROM (5.0) 
Lowest results 

by country 
 Germany (4.0)  

 
 

 
As would be expected, we can see a clear relationship between a respondent’s 
age and answers to this question, with the expressed level of comfort 
decreasing the older the respondent. 

                                          
60 The full results for this question can be found in the annexes of this report. 
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BY AGE QE6.4 Level of 
comfort with a 
person aged under 
30 in highest 
political position 

EU 
average Age 15-24 Age 25-39 Age 40-54 Age 55+ 

Average score out of 
10 5.9 7.0 6.3 5.8 5.3 

 
 

 
 

For the situation with a person older than 75, it is notable that the variation in average 
comfort levels among individual countries is less. Even in the country with the highest 
results - Poland (5.9) - the average score is just 1.1 points higher than the EU average 
(4.8). Citizens in Cyprus are least comfortable with the idea of being led by a person 
that is older than 75. 
 

  
Level of comfort with someone aged over 75 in 

highest political office in one's country 

EU figure  EU average 4.8 

   

 Poland (5.9) 
Highest results 

by country 
 Spain (5.7) 

   

 
Bulgaria, Latvia, FYROM 
(3.3)  Lowest results 

by country 
 Cyprus (3.1) 

  
Having seen the link between being younger and feeling more comfortable with a 
younger political leader, we might suppose that the reverse would be true for having 
an older leader. In fact, we see that this is not the case – it is the group of 
youngest respondents that is more comfortable with an older leader – even if 
the difference in average comfort levels between the age groups is small. 
 

 
 

BY AGE QE6.7 Level of 
comfort with a 
person aged over 75 
in highest political 
position 

EU 
average Age 15-24 Age 25-39 Age 40-54 Age 55+ 

Average score out of 
10 

4.8 5.1 5.0 4.6 4.5 
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9. DISCRIMINATION ON GROUNDS OF DISABILITY 
 
9.1 The perceived extent of disability discrimination 
 
Just over half of Europeans perceive discrimination on grounds of disability to 

be widespread - 
 
The same shift noted for age has occurred with regards to discrimination on grounds of 
disability. If the majority view in 2008 was that discrimination on grounds of 
disability was rare (49%), the majority now feel that it is widespread (53%: 
13% very widespread, 40% fairly widespread). Just over four out of ten citizens 
now believe it is rare (41%: 10% very rare, 31% fairly rare). Two percent think that 
discrimination on the grounds of disability is non-existent in their country and a further 
four percent say that they ‘don’t know’. 
 
As for the two other grounds of discrimination already discussed, country-by-country 
results exhibit a strong degree of variation, with the countries where discrimination is 
seen as most widespread being France (74% widespread), Latvia, Hungary (both 
64%), Belgium, Greece (both 63%) and The Netherlands (62%). The countries where 
this perception is least common are Malta (33%), Turkey (34%), Ireland (35%), and 
Austria (39%). 
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- As can be expected, disabled citizens are most likely to see discrimination 
on this ground as widespread - 
 
There are several variables that are linked to the perception of discrimination on 
grounds of disability being widespread. 
 
For example, having friends who are disabled makes one more likely to believe 
that discrimination is widespread in the country where one lives – this same 
link was also seen for discrimination on ethnic grounds, although it should be noted 
that the link applies to having all kinds of different friends and is not limited to having 
disabled friends61.  
 
However, unlike the results described earlier for ethnicity, citizens who declare to 
belong to a minority in terms of disability much more often say that in their 
view discrimination on this ground is widespread. 

 
 

QE16.4 FRIENDS WHO 
ARE DISBALED 

QE17 SELF-DEFINED 
MINORITY QE1.6 DISCRIMINATION ON 

GROUNDS OF DISABILITY 
Total 

% 
Yes No Disabled* 

Widespread 53% 56% 50% 69% 

Rare 41% 39% 43% 29% 

 
*Note: Results for self defined minority as disabled should be considered as indicative due to the small base 
(n=586), i.e. only 2% of citizens consider themselves to belong to this minority group.  
 

 
 
In fact, as already noted it appears that citizens who self-define themselves as being 
disabled are more likely to say that discrimination on the various grounds is 
widespread. 
 
Holding left-wing political views (60%) as opposed to centrist (52%) or right-wing 
views (51%) is a further factor that makes citizens more likely to consider 
discrimination on the grounds of disability as widespread. Factors such as age and 
gender have less impact on people’s views concerning the extent of this ground of 
discrimination. 
 

                                          
61 In fact, citizens with LGBT friends are even more likely to feel that discrimination against disabled citizens 
is widespread (60%). 
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9.2 Changes in the perceptions of discrimination on grounds of disability 
 
- In most countries discrimination on grounds of disability is now perceived to 

be more widespread -  
 
At EU level, the perception that discrimination on grounds of disability is 
widespread has increased from 45% to 53% (+8 points). Following a significant 
move away from the belief that discrimination on this ground was widespread in 2008, 
the 2009 results as such represent a return to the situation in 2006.  
 
This trend is noted in nearly all countries surveyed, with the exception of Italy (-1), 
Austria (+1) and Portugal (+2). In 17 of the 27 EU Member States, shifts of at least 10 
percentage points have been recorded, with Cyprus (+26) and Romania (+22) showing 
the largest shift in the percentage of citizens who now feel that discrimination on the 
grounds of disability is widespread in their country. Countries where this shift is 15 
percentage points or more are shown in the table below. 

  

Perception of discrimination on grounds of disability as widespread in country: 
 Notable changes 2008 – 2009 

 

Note: Figures shown = % ‘very widespread’ + %’fairly widespread’ 
 

 
2008 2009 

 
Change 

(% 
points) 

 Cyprus 30% 56% +26 

 Romania 30% 52% +22 

 Belgium  46% 63% +17 

 Spain 41% 56% +15 

 Hungary 49% 64% +15 

 Netherlands 47% 62% +15 

 Bulgaria 32% 47% +15 
 

 
 
- Sixty percent say discrimination on grounds of disability is less widespread 

than five years ago - 
 
When invited to make a comparison with the situation five years ago, we see a similar 
situation to that noted for age discrimination. Namely, that despite the notable 
increase since 2008 in the perception that discrimination on grounds of disability is 
widespread, the majority of citizens nevertheless feel that it is less widespread 
than five years ago (60%: 49% slightly less widespread, 11% far less widespread). 
Yet it should be noted that for this measure as well, the trend since 2008 is the same: 
the percentage of citizens believing that discrimination on the grounds of disability is 
now more widespread than five years ago has gone up since 2008 (29% vs. 24%) and 
the proportion that feels it is now less widespread has gone down (60% vs. 67%). 
 
At the national level, the majority view in all countries except Latvia, Hungary and the 
Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia is that discrimination on this ground is now 
less widespread than it was five years ago. 



Special EUROBAROMETER 317                                                                         DISCRIMINATION IN THE EU IN 2009 

 - 82 - 

 
 

 
 



Special EUROBAROMETER 317                                                                         DISCRIMINATION IN THE EU IN 2009 

 - 83 - 

9.3 Measuring disability discrimination 
 
- Self-reporting and witnessing of discrimination on grounds of disability over 

the course of a year remains at the same level as in 2008- 
 
The increased perception that discrimination on the grounds of disability is widespread 
is not matched by increased levels of self-reporting of this ground for discrimination. 
As in 2008, two percent of citizens across Europe say they were discriminated against 
because of a disability in the 12 months preceding the survey62, with six percent 
saying that they have witnessed this happening to someone else.63  
 

 
 

Proportion of citizens witnessing discrimination on 
grounds of disability of 12 months 

EU figure  EU average 6% 

   

 
 
Sweden (12%) 
 Highest results 

by country 
     Austria (9%) 

   

 

 

 

 
Croatia, Greece, Hungary, 
Lithuania, Portugal (3%) 
 
 

Lowest results 
by country 

 
Malta, Cyprus (2%) 
 

 

                                          
62QE3. In the past 12 months have you personally felt discriminated against or harassed on the basis of one 
or more of of the following grounds? Please tell me all that apply. 
63QE4. In the past 12 months, have you witnessed someone being discriminated against or harassed on the 
basis of one or more of the following grounds? Please tell me all that apply. 
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9.4 Attitudes towards disabled people in public office 
 

 
- Relatively high acceptance of disabled persons in the highest political office- 

 
Europeans are relatively comfortable with the idea of having a disabled person in the 
highest elected political office in their country.64 Close to a third of Europeans report 
feeling totally comfortable with this idea. These respondents selected point 10 on the 
scale from 1 to 10 and the average comfort level is 7.4.  
 
However, there are large variations at the country level with average ‘comfort’ scores 
ranging from4.7 in the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia to 8.8 in Sweden. 
 

 
 

Level of comfort with a disabled person in the highest 
elected political position in one’s country 

EU figure  EU average 7.4 

   

 Sweden (8.8) 

     Ireland (8.7) Highest results 
by country 

 Denmark (8.6) 

   

 Bulgaria, Hungary (5.6) Lowest results 
by country 

 FYROM (4.7) 

 
 

 
At a personal level, it is perhaps not surprising to find that respondents who say they 
are disabled feel more comfortable than average with the idea of having a disabled 
person in the highest elected national office (8.0 vs. 7.4).  
 
The survey again highlights how important having a diverse circle of friends is. 
Europeans with LGBT friends feel most comfortable (8.1), followed by those with 
disabled friends or with friends of a different religion (both 7.7).  
 
Finally, it is interesting to note that managers (8.0) are much more comfortable than 
the other occupational groups. 
 
 
 
 

                                          
64 QE6.6 And using a scale from 1 to 10, please tell me how you would feel about having someone from each 
of the following categories in the highest elected political position in (OUR COUNTRY)? A disabled person. 
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10. DISCRIMINATION ON GROUNDS OF SEXUAL ORIENTATION 
 
10.1 The perceived extent of discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation 
 
- Just under half of EU citizens think that discrimination on grounds of sexual 

orientation is widespread in their country - 
 
In contrast with what we found for discrimination on the grounds of age and disability, 
Europeans are on average now less inclined to see sexual orientation as a 
widespread ground for discrimination in the EU than was the case in 2008.65 It 
is now seen as the fourth most widespread ground for discrimination in the EU. Just 
under half think that it is widespread (47% widespread: 12% very widespread, 35% 
fairly widespread), as opposed to 43% who think that it is rare (32% fairly rare, 11% 
very rare). Three percent think discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation is non-
existent in their country and seven percent state ‘don’t know’. 
 
Examining the national results we see the same pattern as in 2008, namely that 
discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation is seen as being particularly 
widespread in many of the Mediterranean countries. For example, the three 
countries where it is seen as being most widespread are Cyprus (66%) and Greece 
(64%). Italy and France (both 61%) also have results far above the EU average of 
47%.  

                                          
65 QE 1.3 For each of the following types of discrimination, could you please tell me whether, in your opinion, 
it is very widespread, fairly widespread, fairly rare or very rare in (OUR COUNTRY)? Discrimination on the 
basis of… Sexual orientation (for example being gay or lesbian) 
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Looking at the lower percentages, we can see that discrimination on grounds of 
sexual orientation is perceived as much less widespread in many of the newer 
entrants to the EU – the bottom four countries are Bulgaria, the Czech Republic 
(both 22%), Slovakia (27%) and Estonia (28%). 
 
It can also be noted that a lower than average proportion of citizens in these countries 
report that they have LGBT friends66. Conversely, in countries where an above average 
proportion reports having LGBT friends the perception that discrimination on grounds 
of sexual orientation is widespread is towards the higher end of the country ranking67. 
Hence, we see that having LGBT friends makes one more likely to think that 
discrimination on this ground is widespread. 
 
The results of the survey seem to indicate that people who feel they are part of a 
sexual minority more often perceive discrimination on this ground to be widespread. 
However due to small sample sizes, we can not attach any statistical proof to this 
finding. 
 

 
 

QE16. LGBT FRIENDS  
QE17. SELF-DEFINED 

MINORITY 
QE1.3 DISCRIMINATION ON 
GROUNDS OF SEXUAL 
ORIENTATION 

Total 
% 

Yes No Sexual* 

Widespread 47% 53% 44% 57% 

Rare 43% 43% 43% 39% 

 
*Note: In this table, the result for those who say that they belong to a sexual minority should be treated 
with extreme caution due to very the small base (n=255). In other words, only 1% of citizens consider 
themselves to be part of a sexual minority. 
 

 
 
The other relevant factors in the perception of the extent of discrimination on grounds 
of sexual orientation also follow the patterns examined above: 
 

• The youngest citizens (53%) see it as being more widespread than the oldest 
(42%). 

• It is seen as more common by citizens on the political left (51%) than those in 
the centre or on the right (both 45%). 

• Citizens who stayed in education until at least the age of 20 (48%) are more 
likely to see it as being widespread than those who finished studying at the age 
of 15 or younger (44%). 

• Men are slightly more likely to perceive it as rare than are women (45 vs. 
42%). 

 

                                          
66 In Bulgaria, seven percent have LGBT friends; In the Czech Republic, 20%; In Estonia, 17%; In Slovakia, 
15% vis-à-vis the EU average at 38%.  
67 The highest proportions are noted in The Netherlands (68%), followed by Sweden and France (both 
59%). 



Special EUROBAROMETER 317                                                                         DISCRIMINATION IN THE EU IN 2009 

 - 88 - 

10.2 Changes in the perceptions of discrimination on grounds of sexual 
orientation 
 
 

- Discrimination on sexual grounds in the EU is now perceived to be less 
widespread- 

 
The perception of how widespread discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation 
is has fallen since 2008 to a level below that recorded in 2006. The belief that it is 
widespread has dropped by four percentage point since 2008 (from 51%) whilst the 
view that it is rare has increased by two percentage points (from 41% in 2008). In 
2006, the corresponding figures were 50% and 41%. 
 
Although this drop in the perceived extent of discrimination is noted in many countries, 
there are a few exceptions. The most prominent instance is the nine-point increase 
amongst the Dutch in the belief that discrimination on grounds of sexual 
orientation is widespread. In fact these figures can be linked to the increased 
incidence of attacks against LGBT people in recent years, a topic that has been widely 
covered by the Dutch media68.  At the same time, significantly fewer citizens in Italy 
and the UK now believe that discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation is 
widespread in their country than was recorded in 2008.  
 

  

Perception of discrimination on grounds of sexuality as widespread in country: 
 Notable changes 2008 – 2009 

 

Note: Figures shown = % ‘very widespread’ + % ‘fairly widespread’ 
 

 
2008 2009 

 
Change 

(% points) 
 Italy 72% 61% -11 
 UK 50% 40% -10 
 Greece 73% 64% -9 
 Ireland 38% 30% -8 
 Lithuania 43% 36% -7 
 Portugal 65% 58% -7 
 Cyprus 73% 66% -7 

 
Czech 

Republic 
27% 22% -5 

 Estonia 32% 28% -4 
 Germany 40% 36% -4 
 Spain 48% 44% -4 

     

 Denmark 34% 38% +4 
 Latvia 36% 40% +4 
 Romania 45% 49% +4 
 Luxembourg 34% 39% +5 
 Netherlands 45% 54% +9 

 
 

                                          
68 See, for instance, a report from the Dutch news channel NOS on 20 November 2008: 
http://www.nos.nl/nosjournaal/artikelen/2008/11/20/201108_homos.html.  
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- Discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation is seen as less widespread 
now than five years ago - 

 
When making a medium-term comparison with five years ago, citizens are much 
more likely to say that discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation is now 
less widespread (60%) than they are to say it is more widespread (28%). These 
figures are very similar to those obtained in 2008 (61% vs. 29%).69  
 
In virtually all countries of the EU, the majority opinion is that discrimination on 
grounds of sexual orientation is now less widespread. There are some exceptions with 
the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia being the only one where citizens who 
think it is now more widespread significantly outnumber those who think that it is less 
widespread (39% vs. 32%). 
 

 

 
 

                                          
69 QE2.3 If you compare the situation with 5 years ago, would you say that the following types of 
discrimination are more common or less common in (OUR COUNTRY)? Discrimination on the basis of… 
Sexual orientation (for example being gay or lesbian) 
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10.3 Measuring discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation 
 

- Discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation much more likely to be 
witnessed than experienced - 

 
Just one percent of citizens across the EU report experienced discrimination on the 
grounds of sexual orientation over the year before the survey. At four percent, the 
highest self-reported level is noted in Italy. 
 
As with the general pattern, a higher proportion of citizens think they have witnessed 
this discrimination taking place (6%). The Dutch (10%), Swedes and Austrians (both 
9%) are the most likely to say this. 
 

 
 

Proportion of citizens witnessing discrimination on 
grounds of sexual orientation of 12 months 

EU figure  EU average 6% 

   

 Netherlands (10%) 
Highest results 

by country 
 Sweden, Austria (9%) 

   

Lowest results 
by country 

 
 

Bulgaria, Czech Republic, 
Cyprus (1%) 
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10.4 Attitudes to LGBT people 
 

 
- Strong national variations in the degree to which people feel comfortable 

with having a LGBT leader in their country - 
 
The survey reveals large variations in the extent to which Europeans feel comfortable 
with the idea of having a LGBT person holding the highest political office in their 
country.70 On average, around a quarter of Europeans (27%) would feel totally 
comfortable with this situation.  
 
If we examine the average scores on the comfort scale from 1 to 10, we find that 
people in Sweden (8.7), Denmark (8.4) and the Netherlands (8.2) feel most 
comfortable with having a LGBT leader in their country, while people in Bulgaria (3.2), 
Romania and Turkey (each 3.4) report feeling least comfortable. 

 
 

Level of comfort with a LGBT person in highest 
political position 

EU figure  EU average 6.5 

   

 
 
Sweden (8.7) 
 

 Denmark (8.4) 
Highest results 

by country 

 Netherlands (8.2) 

   
 

 
 

Romania, Turkey (3.4) 
Lowest results 

by country 
 Bulgaria(3.2)  

 
 

In this context again, the importance of having LGBT friends or acquaintances in 
shaping opinions is evident. Europeans with LGBT friends are much more open to the 
idea of having them in political office than Europeans without LGBT friends. 

 
 

QE16.3 LGBT 
FRIENDS  

QE6.3 Level of comfort with 
LGBT people in highest 
elected office 

Total 
% 

Yes No 

Average 6.5 8.0 5.5 

 

                                          
70 QE6.2 And using a scale from 1 to 10, please tell me how you would feel about having someone from each 
of the following categories in the highest elected political position in (OUR COUNTRY)? A homosexual (gay 
man or lesbian woman). 
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11. DISCRIMINATION ON GROUNDS OF GENDER 
 
11.1 The perceived extent of discrimination on grounds of gender 
 

- Over half of citizens in the EU think that gender discrimination is rare - 
 
Discrimination on grounds of gender is one of the two forms of discrimination 
perceived by more citizens as being rare than widespread: 53% think it is 
rare (15% very rare and 38% fairly rare) and 40% that it is widespread (33% 
fairly widespread and 7% very widespread). Three percent say, spontaneously, that it 
is non-existent and four percent ‘don’t know’.71 
 
This overall pattern is found to exist in all countries but a few. Looking at the 
exceptions, we find three countries where an outright majority feel gender 
discrimination is widespread: Hungary (57%), France (54%) and Sweden (52%). In 
five further countries public opinion is divided: Greece, Cyprus, Italy, FYROM and 
Turkey. At the other end of the scale, around two in three people in Luxembourg 
(69%), Denmark, Ireland, Finland (each 67%) and Germany (65%) think gender 
discrimination is rare in their country. 

                                          
71 QE1.2 For each of the following types of discrimination, could you please tell me whether, in your opinion, 
it is very widespread, fairly widespread, fairly rare or very rare in (OUR COUNTRY)? Discrimination on the 
basis of… Gender 
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- Women are much more likely than men to say gender discrimination is 

common - 
 
Even if both genders are more likely to see gender discrimination as rare 
rather than widespread, the survey reveals a considerable gender gap: 44% of 
women in Europe believe it is widespread, compared to 37% of European men.  
 

 
 

BY GENDER QE1.2 DISCRIMINATION ON 
BASIS OF GENDER 

Total 
% 

MALE FEMALE 

Widespread 40% 37% 44% 

Rare 53% 56% 49% 

 
 
The usual differences according to political leanings – with those to the left being 
more likely to think that discrimination is widespread – are also strongly evident 
in the case of gender discrimination. Citizens on the political left are more likely to say 
that this is widespread than rare by a gap of just two percentage points, with this 
rising to 16 points for those in the centre and 17 points for those on the right. 
 

 
 

POLITICAL VIEWS QE1.2 DISCRIMINATION ON 
GROUNDS OF GENDER 

Total 
% 

LEFT CENTRE RIGHT 

Widespread 40% 47% 39% 38% 

Rare 53% 49% 55% 55% 
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11.2 Changes in the perceptions of discrimination on grounds of gender 
 

- Gender discrimination is seen to be as widespread as in 2006 after a 
temporary decrease in 2008 - 

 
The 2009 results are very similar to those obtained in 2006 and represent an increase 
in the perception that gender discrimination is widespread since 2008. The 
proportion answering either very or fairly widespread has increased (+4 points, from 
36%), with a near-corresponding decrease in the share of those answering either fairly 
rare or very rare (-3 points, from 56%). 
 
Many individual countries reflect this overall trend and many of these countries are 
those where the proportions considering gender discrimination to be widespread most 
decreased in 2008. In other words, in many countries we find a return to the 2006 
situation. The largest increase has been recorded in Hungary and Cyprus (both +14). 
As is frequently the case with anayses of shifts, there are also some exceptions. In two 
Mediterranean countries in particular, we see that gender discrimination is now far less 
often seen to be widespread than was the case in 2008. 
 

 
 

Perception of discrimination on grounds of gender as being widespread in 
country: 

 Notable changes 2008 – 2009 
 

Note: Figures shown = % ‘very widespread’ + %’fairly widespread’ 
 
 

 
2008 2009 

 
Change 

(% points) 
 Spain 54% 45% -9 

 Portugal 43% 35% -8 

 Italy 49% 46% -3 
     

 Germany 23% 30% +7 
 Bulgaria 13% 20% +7 
 Estonia 26% 33% +7 

 
Czech 

Republic 
38% 45% +7 

 Belgium 31% 39% +8 
 France 46% 54% +8 
 Slovenia 30% 40% +10 
 Netherlands 27% 38% +11 
 Romania 25% 38% +13 
 Cyprus 34% 48% +14 
 Hungary 43% 57% +14 
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- However, around two-thirds say gender discrimination is less widespread 
than it was five years ago - 

 
The shifts since 2008 regarding the measure which asked for a comparison with the 
situation five years previously are very minor and the dominant view remains that 
gender discrimination has declined considerably. Less than a quarter (24%) think 
that it is now more widespread than five years ago, whilst around two-thirds (65%) 
hold the contrary opinion.72  
 
In many countries, the opinion that discrimination is now less widespread reaches even 
higher proportions. This is especially the case in Cyprus (82% less widespread), 
Denmark (78%) and Finland (75%). As in 2008, Hungary is the only country where 
more citizens think that gender discrimination is now more widespread than five years 
ago (51%) than think it is now less widespread (42%). 
 

 

 
 

                                          
72QE2.2 If you compare the situation with 5 years ago, would you say that the following types of 
discrimination are more common or less common in (OUR COUNTRY)? Discrimination on the basis of… 
Gender 
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11.3 Experience of discrimination on grounds of gender 
 

- Three percent of Europeans say they have experienced gender 
discrimination in the past 12 months - 

 
In the EU as a whole, three percent of citizens say that they experienced 
discrimination on the ground of gender in the 12 months before they were 
interviewed, with this rising to eight percent in Hungary and seven percent in Italy 
and Sweden.73 
 
Five percent of the total sample report having witnessed gender discrimination in the 
year before interview.74 A far higher than average proportion of Swedes (14%) say 
that they saw this happening during the 12 month period in question. This is 
considerably higher than the second-ranking country (Spain, at 8%). 
 

  

 
EXPERIENCED GENDER 

DISCRIMINATION (QE3) 
WITNESSED GENDER 

 DISCRIMINATION (QE4) 

Highest  EU average (3%)   EU average (5%) 

1  Hungary (8%) 1  Sweden (14%) 

2  Sweden (7%) 2  Spain (8%) 

2  Italy (7%) 3 - 6 countries (7%) 

Lowest  Poland (1%)   Portugal (1%) 

 
 
 

- Gender discrimination is experienced much more by women than by men - 
 
Although gender discrimination can encompass both sexes, it is experienced 
more often by women (5%) than men (2%). There is no difference between men 
and women when it comes to witnessing discrimination (5% of both genders have 
witnessed it). 

                                          
73 QE3 In the past 12 months have you personally felt discriminated against or harassed on the basis of one 
or more of of the following grounds? Please tell me all that apply... Gender. 
74 QE4. In the past 12 months, have you witnessed someone being discriminated against or harassed on the 
basis of one or more of the following grounds? Please tell me all that apply...Gender 
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11.4 Attitudes to women in the highest political office 
 
- The average European is very comfortable with a female holding the highest 

political office - 
 
The idea of having a woman in the highest elected political position causes 
little discomfort for the vast majority of Europeans surveyed, with the average 
‘comfort rating’ being 8.5 out of a maximum of 1075. Around half of respondents (49%) 
answer that they would be totally comfortable with having a woman in this position 
(point 10 on the scale). Just 1% would be very uncomfortable.  
 
All countries record a very high average result here, with the Swedes and Lithuanians 
being most comfortable of all with the idea (average score is 9.6 out of 10 for both 
countries). Over 8 out of 10 citizens in these two countries (84% and 81%) and in 
Denmark (81%) feel totally comfortable. 
 

 
 

Level of comfort with a woman in highest political 
office of one's country 

EU figures  EU average 8.5 

   

 Sweden, Lithuania (9.6) 

 Denmark (9.5) Highest results 
by country 

 Ireland, Slovenia (9.3) 

   

 Italy, FYROM (7.8) 
Lowest results 

by country 
 Portugal (7.6)  

 
 

 
Whilst there is something of a gender difference here with women showing an 
average level of comfort higher than that for men (8.8 vs. 8.3), we emphasise 
that this is a minor variation on the overall pattern, which is that EU citizens show very 
little prejudice in terms of gender when it comes to the issue of political office76. 

                                          
75 QE6.1 And using a scale from 1 to 10, please tell me how you would feel about having someone from each 
of the following categories in the highest elected political position in (OUR COUNTRY)? A woman 
76 There are also small differences depending on education with citizens who stayed in full-time education 
giving a higher score (8.9) than citizens who left school aged 15 or younger (8.2).  
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12. DISCRIMINATION ON GROUNDS OF RELIGION OR BELIEF 
 
12.1 The perceived extent of discrimination on grounds of religion or belief 
 

- Discrimination on grounds of religion or belief is now seen as the least 
widespread form in the EU, although still perceived as widespread by close to 

four out of ten Europeans - 
 
Discrimination on grounds of religion or belief is considered to be the least 
widespread form of discrimination in the EU: 39% of citizens say that this is 
widespread and over half (53%) think that it is rare77. Four percent think that it does 
not exist in their country and the same proportion is unable to answer. 
 
Again responses are more moderate than extreme, with 30% and 37% respectively 
saying that this type of discrimination is fairly widespread or fairly rare, compared to 
9% saying it is very widespread and 16% that it is very rare. 
 
Discrimination based on religion/belief is seen as most widespread of all in the 
Netherlands (59%) and France (58%), followed by Denmark (55%), Belgium (54%), 
Sweden (53%) and Greece (51%). We note that these are all countries where 
immigration issues feature prominently in the public debate. At the other end of the 
scale, just 12% of Czechs and Slovakians, 13% of Latvians and 14% of Lithuanians 
think this type of discrimination is common in their country. These are all countries 
where there is relatively little religious diversity. 
 
The map below demonstrates that all the new Member States except Cyprus and 
Slovenia are below the EU average and towards the bottom of the ranking. In the 
three Candidate Countries views are closer to the EU average. 

                                          
77 QE1.5 For each of the following types of discrimination, could you please tell me whether, in your opinion, 
it is very widespread, fairly widespread, fairly rare or very rare in (OUR COUNTRY)? Discrimination on the 
basis of… Religion or belief 
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In terms of social groupings, opinion follows the familiar pattern, with this type of 
discrimination being more likely to be perceived as widespread by: 
 

• The youngest citizens (43%) rather than the oldest (34%). 
• Citizens with left-wing views (44%) more than those with right-wing views 

(36%). 
• Citizens with friends who have a different religion or belief from their own (41% 

vs. 36% of those without such friends). 
• Citizens who self-define as a religious minority (51%). 

 
 

 
QE16.5 FRIENDS WHO 

HAVE DIFFERENT 
RELIGION OR BELIEF 

QE17. SELF-DEFINED 
MINORITY 

QE1.5 DISCRIMINATION ON 
BASIS OF RELIGION OR 
BELIEF 

Total 
% 

Yes No Religious* 

Widespread 39% 41% 36% 51% 

Rare 53% 53% 53% 45% 

 
*Note: Results for those who consider themselves to be part of a religious minority should be considered as 
indicative due to the small base (1092), i.e. only 4% of citizens say that they belong to a religious minority.  
 

 
 
Again we note that citizens with LGBT friends are more inclined to feel that 
discrimination on the grounds of religion or belief is widespread (47%) than those with 
friends belonging to the group of citizens that is perceived as suffering discrimination. 
This indicates that having a social circle that includes friends or acquaintances of a 
different sexual orientation may make citizens more perceptive of the issue of 
discrimination in general. 

 
 

DISCRIMINATION 
IS WIDESPREAD 
ON GROUNDS OF… 

EU27 TOTAL 
LGBT 

FRIENDS 
 

FRIENDS OF 
A 

DIFFERENT 
ETHNIC 
ORIGIN 

 

ROMA 
FRIENDS 

 

DISABLED 
FRIENDS 

 

FRIENDS 
WITH 

DIFFERENT 
RELIGION 

 

…Ethnic origin 61% 71% 67% 64% 65% 65% 

…Gender 40% 46% 42% 44% 42% 42% 

…Sexual 
orientation 

47% 53% 50% 51% 49% 48% 

…Age 58% 61% 59% 62% 60% 59% 

…Religion 39% 47% 42% 40% 41% 41% 

…Disability 53% 60% 56% 58% 56% 56% 
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12.2 Changes in the perceptions of discrimination on grounds of religion or 
belief  
 
- Overall, the perception that discrimination on religious or belief grounds is 

widespread continues to decline - 
 
Overall, the opinion that discrimination on the basis of religion or belief is 
widespread continues to fall since it was first measured by this survey in 
2006. Following a three point drop between 2006 and 2008, we now note a further 
decline of three points (from 42% in 2008). This drop is matched by an increased 
tendency to believe this form of discrimination is rare: from 47% to 51% in 2008 with 
a further increase of two points noted in the latest survey. Thus since 2006, we have 
moved from a state of opinion that was split roughly evenly to one where a majority 
think discrimination is rare. 
 
Despite this overall shift, the belief that discrimination on grounds of religion or belief 
is widespread has increased significantly in a number of countries, with the largest 
shifts noted in Finland and Romania (both +7). The most notable shifts in the opposite 
direction have occurred in the UK (-11) and Italy (-10) where 45% now believe 
discrimination on the basis of religion or belief is widespread. 

 
 
Perception of discrimination on grounds of religion or belief as widespread in 

country: 
 Notable changes 2008 – 2009 

 
Note: Figures shown = % ‘very widespread’ + %’fairly widespread’ 

 
 

 
2008 2009 

 
Change 

(% points) 
 UK 56% 45% -11 
 Italy 55% 45% -10 
 Portugal 36% 27% -9 
 Spain 41% 32% -9 
 Denmark 62% 55% -7 
 Malta 39% 35% -4 

     

 Bulgaria 15% 19% +4 
 Netherlands 55% 59% +4 
 Hungary 17% 23% +6 
 Slovenia 33% 39% +6 
 Austria 41% 47% +6 
 Romania 20% 27% +7 
 Finland 27% 34% +7 
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- Overall, the majority view is that discrimination on religious grounds is less 

widespread than five years ago - 
 
There has been a further increase since 2008 in the proportion of citizens who 
feel that discrimination on grounds of religion or belief is now less 
widespread than it was five years ago78. An outright majority holds this view 
(56%; +4) and less than a third think it is more widespread than it was five years ago 
(32%; -6). 
 
Most countries follow the general pattern, with more citizens thinking discrimination is 
now less widespread. This belief is expressed at extremely high levels in Cyprus (79%) 
the Czech Republic (78%), and Slovakia (72%). 
 
At the same time, in the Netherlands and Denmark, an outright majority of citizens 
consider discrimination to be more widespread than it was five years ago (55% and 
52%, respectively). In France, this is also the majority view (46% ‘more widespread’ 
vs. 39% ‘less widespread’) whilst public opinion is divided in Sweden (46% vs. 45%) 
and Austria (45% vs. 47%). 

                                          
78 QE2.5 If you compare the situation with 5 years ago, would you say that the following types of 
discrimination are more common or less common in (OUR COUNTRY)? Discrimination on the basis of… 
Religion or belief 
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12.3 Experience of discrimination on grounds of religion or belief 
 

- One percent of citizens report experiencing discrimination on grounds of 
religion or belief in the past year - 

 
Across the EU, only one percent of citizens say that they experienced 
discriminated on the grounds of religion or belief in the year leading up to 
their interview79. Apart from the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (6%), 
Austria (5%) and Italy (3%), the proportion of citizens who report this form of 
discrimination is two percent or less in all surveyed countries. 
 
In terms of witnessing discrimination, five percent say that they saw this happen on 
the grounds of religion or belief in the year before interview80. By far the highest result 
here is recorded in Denmark (15%), followed by Sweden (11%), Austria and the 
Netherlands (each 10%). At one percent, witnessing discrimination on grounds of 
religion or belief is least common in the Czech Republic, Hungary, Malta, Romania and 
Portugal. 
 

 
 
 

Proportion of citizens witnessing discrimination on 
grounds of religion or belief over 12 months 

EU figure  EU average 5% 

   

 Denmark (15%) 

 Sweden (11%) Highest results 
by country 

 
 

Austria, The Netherlands 
(10%) 

   
 

 
 
From the country ranking it is apparent that witnessing this form of discrimination is 
related to the extent to which countries are culturally diverse. This is also evident 
when the influence of origin is considered: 
 

• 16% of citizens who belong to a religious minority have witnessed this form of 
discrimination. 

• 11% of citizens born outside of the EU and 10% of citizens born in the EU but 
outside the country of survey have witnessed this form of discrimination.  

 

                                          
79 QE3. In the past 12 months have you personally felt discriminated against or harassed on the basis of one 
or more of of the following grounds? Please tell me all that apply... Religion or belief 
80 QE4. In the past 12 months, have you witnessed someone being discriminated against or harassed on the 
basis of one or more of the following grounds? Please tell me all that apply... Religion or belief 
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12.4 Attitudes to citizens of a different religion or belief in public office 
 
- Close to a quarter of Europeans would feel totally comfortable with having a 

person from a religious minority as political leader in their country - 
 
Finally, we see that on average close to a quarter of Europeans (24%) would feel 
totally comfortable with the idea of a person from a minority religion holding 
the highest political office in their country, giving a rating of 10 out of 1081. 
On the comfort scale from 1 to 10, the EU average is 6.5. This average figure conceals 
high variations at the national level: the results range from 3.7 in Cyprus to 8.1 in 
Poland. 
 
 

 
 

Level of comfort with a  political leader with a 
different religion than the majority of the population 

EU figure  EU average 6.5 

   

 Poland (8.1) 

 Ireland (7.8) 
Highest results 

by country 

 Sweden (7.2) 

   

 Austria (4.8) 

 Malta (4.6) 
Lowest results 

by country 

 Cyprus (3.7)  

 
 

 
 

                                          
81 QE6.5 And using a scale from 1 to 10, please tell me how you would feel about having someone from each 
of the following categories in the highest elected political position in (OUR COUNTRY)? A person from a 
different religion than the majority of the population 
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13. THE IMPACT OF THE ECONOMIC AND FINANCIAL CRISIS 
 
13.1 The perceived impact of the crisis on the importance and funding of 

equality and diversity policies  
 

 
- Almost half of Europeans see the crisis as having a negative impact on the 

importance and funding of policies promoting equality and diversity - 
 
 
As part of the newly added questions in the wave under discussion, Europeans were 
asked about their views on how the crisis would impact the importance of equality and 
diversity policies in their countries and whether these policies would receive less 
funding due to the crisis.  
 
As can be seen throughout all Eurobarometer questions that deal with the crisis, the 
mood in spring 2009 is indeed somber and Europeans at this time have few illusions 
about the impact of the crisis on all types of policies.  Equality and diversity policies 
are no exception to this rule.  When asked whether they thought that “due to the 
economical crisis the policies promoting equality and diversity in (our country), will be 
considered less important and receive less funding”, 49% of Europeans stated that this 
would definitely (11%) or to some extent (38%) have an impact.  Just over a third felt 
it would have no impact (26% ‘not really’ and 8% ‘no, definitely not’), with about one 
in six (17%) stating ‘don’t know’ on this question.82 
 

 

 
 

                                          
82 QE12 Do you think that due to the economical crisis the policies promoting equality and diversity in (OUR 
COUNTRY), will be considered less important and receive less funding? 
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As might be expected, across countries wide variations can be seen.  The country with 
the most somber assessment is Sweden, where 68% of citizens feel that the crisis will 
have an impact.  Denmark and the Netherlands follow closely at 67% and 66%, with 
65% of Slovenians and Latvians also feeling that the crisis will have an impact on 
equality and diversity policies in their countries.   
 

Conversely, Spanish citizens do not share this view, with 55% expecting no impact 
(versus EU average of 34% ‘Total No’ answers to this question).  The highest ‘don’t 
know’ responses can be found in Malta and Bulgaria with 39% and 37% respectively. 
Further countries where more than 30% of citizens answer ‘don’t know’ are Portugal 
and Cyprus, at 32% and 33% respectively). 
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13.2 The perceived impact of the crisis on levels of discrimination in the 
labour market 

 
 

- The crisis is seen as most contributing to an increase in levels of 
discrimination in the labour market on grounds of ‘age’ - 

 
The crisis was further discussed with European citizens in terms of discrimination in the 
labour market and the extent to which it may contribute to discrimination on various 
grounds in the labour market.  
 
As illustrated in the graph, the greatest contribution of the crisis to an increase in 
discrimination levels is on the grounds of ‘age’.  In earlier chapters, we already made 
the link between the crisis and the increased perception of age discrimination. This link 
is futher confirmed by the results presented here: 64% of European citizens indicate 
that the economic crisis will contribute to an increase of discrimination on the grounds 
of age in the labour market. Just under a third (29%) disagrees and less than a tenth 
(7%) doesn’t know.83  Looking later at the ‘don’t know’ levels in more detail, we see 
opinions on this particular ground for discrimination being most firm. 
 
A possible increase in the levels of discrimination in the labour market on grounds of 
‘ethnic origin’ and ‘’disability’ is perceived by more than 50% of Europeans (57% for 
the former and 56% for the latter).  More than 40% of Europeans state that the crisis 
will contribute to increased levels of discrimination in the labour market on grounds of 
‘gender’ (43%) and ‘religion or belief’ (42%), with half of Europeans giving ‘Total No’ 
answers to these two grounds of discrimination (49% respectively).  The crisis is seen 
to have less of impact on grounds of ‘sexual orientation’ in the labour market, with 
fewer than four in ten Europeans seeing the crisis contributing to this aspect (37%). 

                                          
83 QE13: Do you think that the economic crisis will contribute to an increase of discrimination on the basis 
of…in the labour market? ‘Total Yes’ combines ‘Yes definitely’ and ‘Yes, to some extent’; ‘Total No’ combines 
“no, definitely not’ and ‘no, not really’ from the scale. 
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QE13. Do you think that the economical crisis will contribute to an increase of 
discrimination on the basis of… in the labour market? -%EU27

57%

56%

43%

42%

37%

34%

36%

52%

8%

64%

49%

49%

29% 7%

9%

9%

11%

8%

Age

Ethnic origin

Disability

Gender

Religion or belief

Sexual orientation

Yes No DK

 
 

 
Looking at the national level, a clear trend in terms of highest  ‘Total Yes’ responses on 
each grounds of discrimination emerges:   
 
High proportions of Greek and Slovenian as well as Finnish citizens feel that the crisis 
will contribute to an increase in levels of discrimination on all grounds in the labour 
market.   
 
On the grounds of ‘age’ the picture is somewhat more varied, with 83% of Finns 
thinking that the crisis may contribute to increased levels of age discrimination in the 
labour market.  Greece and Latvia follow suit with 80% of citizens feeling this way.   
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Over eight out of ten Greeks (83%) believe that the crisis may contribute to increased 
discrimination on the grounds of ethnic origin, with Cyprus and Finland following at 
78%.  Seventy percent of Slovenians also share this view. 
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Over three quarters of Greek and Finnish citizens (each 77%) see a potential increase 
of discrimination on the basis of disability in the labour market, with 76% of 
Slovenians following suit; 66% of Greeks and 64% of Slovenians see the crisis as 
potentially contributing to discrimination on grounds of gender. 
 
Results for these two countries are similar for the grounds of ‘religion or belief’ and 
‘sexual orientation’:  63% of Greeks and Slovenians feel that the crisis will contribute 
to an increase in discrimination levels on the former aspect, with 62% of Slovenians 
and 61% of Greek citizens seeing such a potential increase on grounds of ‘sexual 
orientation’. 
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It is worthwhile looking at patterns emerging in the ‘don’t know’ levels. Three countries 
consistently record the highest levels for all grounds of discrimination compared to the 
EU averages for ‘don’t know’ on these aspects:  about one in five Portuguese (18%) 
state ‘don’t know’ for ‘age’ (versus the EU average of 7%), whereas more than one in 
five Maltese and Bulgarians state ‘don’t know’ for the other grounds of discrimination 
(which is double or more than the relevant EU averages for ‘don’t know’).
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CONCLUSION 
 
As with its predecessors, this study analysed the opinions and perceptions of 
Europeans on issues and public policies that relate to discrimination. This 
Eurobarometer has further extended our analysis of how these perceptions and 
opinions change through time (this being the third such study). Cognisant of the global 
financial crisis that the European Union has found itself very much a part of, a decision 
was taken to broaden this year’s study to include an examination of how this crisis 
would be effecting European perceptions and opinions when it came to discrimination. 
The results are very illuminating. In general, the survey highlights the following: 
 
Personal experience of discrimination 
Personal experience of discrimination remains largely at 2008 levels, with “age” being 
the most common (6%) grounds upon which discrimination was experienced in the 12 
months leading up to the study. Overall, 16% of Europeans reported experiencing 
discrimination in 12 months leading up to the study.  
 
Perceptions of discrimination 
Ethnic origin remains the most widely perceived ground for discrimination in Europe 
(61% vs. 62% in 2008) in 2009, although it is now closely followed by age (58% in 
2009 vs. 42% in 2008).  
Europeans would also feel least comfortable with someone from an ethnic minority or 
non-middle-aged as measured by the comfort rating for a person so described 
attaining to the highest elected position in their country. Europeans would be most 
comfortable with a woman attaining to such an office, followed by a person with a 
disability.  
Just less than half of Europeans (47%) considered discrimination based on sexual 
orientation to be widespread, this is 4% lower than last year. The degree to which this 
was considered widespread varied importantly by country, with many Mediterranean 
countries considering discrimination in this regard to be quite widespread, while new 
entrants to the EU particularly did not seem to think that this form of discrimination is 
widespread. Overall, Europeans appear comfortable with a LGBT person attaining to 
the highest elected office in their country, but this varies with the respect to whether 
LGBT people form part of a person’s social circle as well as again by country with the 
Scandinavians countries appearing more comfortable than countries newer to the EU.  
Discrimination on the grounds of gender or religion/belief was not perceived by 
Europeans to be widespread. There is a particularly high degree of comfort with a 
woman attaining to the highest elected office in a country, with a shade under half 
(49%) of Europeans being “totally fine” with this. Comfort with those of religious 
minorities varied quite widely, with noticeably lower levels of comfort being reported in 
countries where immigration particularly, was noted to form an important part of the 
public debate. However, religion/belief was considered by Europeans to be the least 
widespread form of discrimination. This profile of perceptions of discrimination on the 
grounds of religion/belief suggests that the issue remains largely latent but potentially 
troublesome. 
 
The report also examined, where possible, the views of minority groups although these 
results can only be seen as indicative due to small sample sizes.  
 
Views of respondents who belong to an ethnic minority 
The 1210 interviewees – five percent of the total sample - who indicated they belong 
to an ethnic minority on average only slightly more frequently perceive ethnic 
discrimination as being widespread in their country (65% vs. 61% EU average). 
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Views of respondents who belong to a religious minority 
There were 1092 interviewees who indicated that they belong to a religious minority, 
representing four percent of the total sample. Of these respondents, just over half 
perceive discrimination on grounds of religion or belief to be widespread (51%). This 
compares starkly with the EU average of 39% and it would thus appear that belonging 
to a religious minority makes citizens much more perceptive of the occurrence of 
discrimination on this ground. A quarter of these respondents personally felt 
discriminated against on the ground of their ethnicity. 
 
Views of disabled respondents 
The survey includes 586 respondents who self-define themselves as disabled, two 
percent of the total sample. This group of Europeans much more often says that in 
their view discrimination on grounds of disability is widespread (69% vs. 53% EU 
average) and a third of them have personally felt discriminated against because of 
their disability. Overall, it appears that disabled Europeans are more likely to feel that 
discrimination in general (i.e. on the various grounds) is widespread. Again, these 
results are only indicative and need to be treated with caution. 
 
Views of respondents who belong to a sexual minority 
Only 255 of the interviewees indicated that they belong to a sexual minority. The 
results of the survey seem to indicate that people who feel they are part of a sexual 
minority more often perceive discrimination on this ground to be widespread and more 
frequently report having been discriminated against. However the sample is too small 
to give these findings any statistical weight.  
 
Finally, the five following findings stand out clearly from the data of which the first two 
may well be of a short term nature. 
 

1. This wave saw an increase in the perception that discrimination 
occurred with respect to age and disability compared to 2008. 

In 2009 an outright majority of Europeans (58%) considered discrimination on the 
basis of age to be widespread; this is significantly more than in 2008 when 42% of 
Europeans considered it to be widespread. The perception that discrimination upon the 
grounds of age is widespread is noticeably more prevalent amongst those who are 40 
years or older (60% of those aged 40-54 hold this view, while 49% of those aged 15-
24 hold this view).  
Considering the current economic crisis, this perception around age found an 
ominously strong expression in views about discrimination in the labour market, with 
48% of respondents considering one’s age to be a disadvantage when seeking 
employment. This increase of three percent on last year’s level sees age becoming the 
most common perceived disadvantage when seeking a job  (together with a 
candidate’s look, dress and presentation) and will no doubt colour public perception of 
the crisis as jobs become more scarce than they have been in many years. 
Having a disability is the only other ground for discrimination that is now seen by more 
Europeans as being widespread than was the case last year (53% in 2009 vs. 45% in 
2008).  
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2. The advent of the financial crisis has lowered confidence that European 
governments will continue to address issues of discrimination with the 
same level of funding and sense of priority. 

Europeans expect that the financial crisis will see less funding allocated to policies 
aimed at combating discrimination as well as these policies declining in priority. 
Considering the above finding around age and disability, it is important to note that the 
majority of Europeans think that the economic crisis will lead to an increase of 
discrimination in three specific areas: on the grounds of age (with 64% of Europeans 
believing this), ethnic origin (57%) and disability (56%). 
However, it should be noted that a positive evolution has been noted now for two 
surveys in a row when it comes to combatting discrimination in general, with slightly 
more (49%, +2 percentage points) people saying that enough is being done and fewer 
people (44%, -4 points) saying that not enough is being done than was the case last 
year. Yet, where citizens perceive discrimination to be widespread (on any of the six 
grounds specified by the EU), they are less likely to consider efforts to combat 
discrimination to be sufficient.  
Finally, in this context, support for equal opportunities measures in the workplace 
appears to have remained at the high levels reported in 2008 (ranging from 81% for 
disability-targeted measures to 63% for measures dependent upon sexual orientation). 
With respect to particular workforce monitoring policies, support remains firmer for 
policies that monitor recruitment processes (67%) rather than composition of the 
workforce (52%).  
 

3. The most important determinant of sensitivity to discrimination, as well 
as comfort with minorities, continues to be the degree of diversity to be 
found in one’s social circle. 

It is quite stunning how potent an influence diversity in one’s social circle is upon 
attitudes to minorities. Being open-minded and having contact with minorities is the 
factor with the most positive influence on people’s attitudes. When rating out of 10 
how comfortable (with 10 being completely comfortable) they would feel with a LGBT 
person attaining the highest elected office in the land, those with LGBT friends gave an 
average rating of 8.5, while those without gave an average rating of 5.5 – a 
significantly lower rating. This sort of finding is now consistent across three waves of 
this Eurobarometer study and is, no doubt, going to continue being so. 
Given the positive association between high levels of diversity in one’s social circle and 
acceptance of minorities, it is encouraging that this wave saw a net increase in the 
diversity to be found in Europeans’ social circles with respect to at least five minority 
groups. Nearly two out of three people have friends who hold different beliefs to them 
(64%), are disabled (58%) or are of different ethnic origin (57%); this is an increase 
on the last wave of three percent, three percent and two percent respectively. 
Increases of similar magnitude were noted for the incidence of people with LGBT 
friends and Roma friends, although these remained at lower levels (38% and 14% 
respectively). 
People who are more likely to have a diverse social circle appear to be those who are 
younger, have spent longer in full-time education, live in urban areas and who describe 
themselves as holding political views that are more to the left of the political spectrum. 
Finally, it appears in particular that having a social circle that includes friends or 
acquaintances of a different sexual orientation may make citizens more perceptive of 
the issue of discrimination in general. 
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4. Diversity is not sufficiently reflected in the media. 

Whilst the latest survey thus reveals a positive shift in that the social circle of 
Europeans has become more diverse, a significant proportion of Europeans does not 
feel that diversity is sufficiently reflect in the media. This is particularly a concern when 
it comes to ‘disability’, with 44% of Europeans feeling that diversity on this aspect is 
not sufficiently reflected in the media. Around a third of Europeans also holds this view 
when it comes to ‘ethnic origin’ (36%), ‘religion or belief’ (35%), ‘age’ (33%) and 
‘sexual orientation’ (31%). In terms of ‘gender’, around a quarter of Europeans feel 
that diversity is not sufficiently reflected in the media (26%). 
 

5. Europeans are not sufficiently aware of their rights. 

Only a third of Europeans say they know their rights should they be a victim of 
discrimination or harassment (33%). Knowledge levels have not improved since 2008. 
This lack of awareness also affects citizens who belong to a minority. These citizens 
only slightly more often report awareness than average. Furthermore, the survey 
reveals that citizens who have actually experienced discrimination are also not 
significantly more aware of their rights: 35% of those experiencing discrimination on a 
single grounds and 37% of those experiencing it on multiple grounds say that they 
know their rights. This lack of knowledge is further evident from the finding that the 
majority of Europeans would prefer to report to the police if they felt they had been 
discriminated against. Awareness of the existence of special agencies, such as bodies 
for the promotion of equal treatment or tribunals appears to be low with fewer citizens 
selecting these as the preferred reporting point. Hence the survey highlights that 
raising the awareness of all Europeans in terms of discrimination laws is a matter of 
high importance. 
 
With the clouds of recession hanging over many European economies, it is encouraging 
to see the progress that the European Union has made in a number of ways when it 
comes to reducing discrimination. This report does, however, point to an immediate 
challenge in that discrimination on the grounds of age and disability is perceived as 
being more widespread than last year. Encouragingly, the data has also begun to 
reveal the social mechanism by which such discrimination may be resolved—the social 
circle and the role of education and awareness raising. Efforts and policies that seek to 
work with this reality will no doubt go some way to ensuring that the other major 
finding of this report—that Europeans largely believe that the economic crisis will 
reduce the efforts made to combat discrimination—will remain largely that, 
expectations. 
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