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Disability and Employment Research 
Are you being discriminated against?  

 

This booklet is based on research from Cardiff Univer-

sity researchers. It draws on survey data from big sur-

veys on people’s experience at work. In these surveys 

disabled and non-disabled people were asked about 

their experience at work. We found that disabled peo-

ple were much more likely to experience 21 different 

forms of ill-treatment at work but they were very un-

likely to understand their experience as discrimination.   

 In this booklet you will find:  

1 What are the differences in the odds of ill-
treatment for disabled and non-disabled people? 

2 

2 What is discrimination? 7 

3 Why are people so unwilling to call their ill-
treatment discrimination?  

8 

4 What should you do if you think you are being dis-
criminated against?  

9 

5 
Why disability discrimination matters  

10 

6 Resources  10 

7 About this project 13 
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What are the differences in the odds of ill
-treatment happening for disabled versus 

non-disabled people? 

 

 

Type of ill-treatment Physical or 
sensory im-
pairments 

Learning Diffi-
culties and 
Mental Health 
Conditions  

Other Con-
ditions or 
Impair-
ments 

Someone withholding information that 
affects your performance 

0.7 1.4 1.2 

Pressure from someone else to do 
work below your level of competence 

1.4 1.4 1.7 

Having your opinions and views ig-
nored 

0.7 1.3 1.4 

Someone continually checking up on 
you or your work when it is not neces-
sary 

1.3 0.8 1.8* 

Pressure from someone else not to 
claim something which by right you are 
entitled to 

0.8 2.2 6.0** 

Being given an unmanageable work-
load or impossible deadlines 

1.4 2.0 1.2 

Your employer not following proper 
procedures 

1.0 2.6** 2.6** 

Being treated unfairly compared to oth-
ers in your workplace 

1.0 3.0** 1.0 

Being humiliated or ridiculed in con-
nection with your work 

0.6 1.4 2.7** 

Gossip and rumours being spread 
about you or having allegations made 
against you 

1.1 4.6** 2.8** 

Being insulted or having offensive re-
marks made about you 

0.8 2.9** 1.4 

Being treated in a disrespectful or rude 
way 

0.7 2.1 2.4** 

People excluding you from their group 0.9 3.9** 2.1* 

Hints or signals from others that you 
should quit your job 

1.6 2.0 2.5** 
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Type of ill-treatment Physical or 

sensory im-
pairments 

Learning 
Difficulties 
and Mental 
Health 
Conditions  

Other 
Condi-
tions or 
Impair-
ments  

Persistent criticism of your work or perfor-
mance which is unfair 

1.7 1.6 2.2** 

Teasing, mocking, sarcasm or jokes which go 
too far 

0.8 2.8** 1.3 

Being shouted at or someone losing their 
temper with you 

1.9** 2.5** 1.6 

Intimidating behaviour from people at work 0.9 2.2* 1.8* 

Feeling threatened in any way while at work 1.2 7.1** 1.3 

Actual physical violence at work 1.5 8.9** 1.0 

Injury in some way as a result of violence or 
aggression at work 

2.2* 1.5 2.5* 

It is also possible to measure the overall differences between disabled 
and non-disabled people across all 21 types of ill-treatment by summing 
up all the differences in odds and turning them into a percentage.  For 
those with learning difficulties or mental health conditions, the likeli-
hood of experiencing any ill-treatment at work was increased by 177%; 
those with other conditions or impairments by 102% and those with 
physical or sensory impairments by 15%.   

277

202

115

100 Non-disabled

Physical

Other

Learning



 

4  

 

Where does this information come from?  

All the information about the prevalence of different types of ill-treatment on the 

last two pages is taken from analysis of the British Workplace Behaviour Survey 

2008. This survey was undertaken by researchers at Cardiff and Plymouth Universi-

ties. The research was funded by the ESRC, EHRC, ACAS and the Runnymede Trust. 

Face-to-face interviews with 3,494 British employees (or those with recent experi-

ence of employment) were carried out between November 2007 and February 

2008.  

How are the different forms of disability defined?  

We split the results up for three different forms of disability: 

 Physical and Sensory Impairments - Includes deafness, blindness and/or a condi-

tion that substantially limits one or more basic physical activities such as walk-

ing, climbing stairs, lifting or carrying   

 Learning Difficulties and Mental Health Conditions - Includes learning disabilities 

and longstanding psychological or emotional conditions such as generalised anx-

iety disorder or depression 

 Other Impairments or Conditions– Includes long term health conditions such as 

cancer or HIV 

What do the asterisks mean?   

Researchers often set a threshold for which factors they will report which refers to 

the possibility that the association they have discovered has arisen by chance.  If a 

number has * next to it that means we are 90% certain that this correlation did not 

arise out of chance. If a number has ** beside it we are 95% sure.  You can see 

there are only two results for physical or sensory impairments which pass the 90% 

threshold. This means we cannot be certain that there really is a difference be-

tween people with these impairments and non-disabled people for each of the oth-

er types of ill-treatment.  

How do we work out the differences in the odds of ill-treatment for dis-

abled and non-disabled people? 

Calculating the odds of something happening conveys information about the chanc-
es (or probability) of something happening and the chances (or probability) of 
something not happening. So, say research shows the probability of a disabled per-

What are the differences in the odds of ill-
treatment for disabled versus non-disabled 

people? 
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son escaping being ill-treated in a particular way to be 80 per cent. This necessarily 
means the chances of it actually happening to them are 20 per cent. To work out the 
odds of the ill-treatment happening both probabilities are simply put together giving 
odds of 80/20. This is what bookmakers call odds of 4/1 (four to one odds). Odds of 
4/1 convey that something is more likely to happen than odds of 20/1 but exactly 
how much more likely? This where odds ratios come in and its these odds ratios that 
are recorded on pages 2-3. Imagine that the 20/1 odds represent the result for non-
disabled employees as against the 4/1 odds for disabled people. The odds ratio here 
is 5 because 20/4 = 5.  
 
This is fairly easy to understand but why don’t we just stick to comparing probabili-
ties? For example, here we know that the probability of the ill-treatment happening 
to a disabled person are 20 per cent whereas for a non-disabled person the probabil-
ity is just under 4.8 per cent. The answer is that odds ratios are one of the most useful 
ways you can present the results produced by a type of analysis that allows you to 
compare the effects of several different variables at the same time. The comparison 
of probabilities in this simple example could not help us to decide if disabled people 
were so much more likely to experience ill-treatment because they are more likely to 
be employed in bad workplaces, for example. The odds ratios we used for the quiz 
come from a fairly standard, but quite powerful, form of multivariate analysis. It takes 
into account all of the possible factors that might explain why people experience ill-
treatment (things about them, their work and their workplace) at once. This allows 
researchers to find out which factors really make a difference.  
 

What causes a difference in the odds of something happening?  

Just because two things correlate does not necessarily mean that one thing has 
caused the other. There is always the possibility that a third factor (like being in a  
workplace that is bad for everyone) is really related to the ill-treatment. In our re-
search however, we did multi-variable analyses which controlled for different factors 
to make sure that there was not really a different underlying reason why  
disabled people are ill-treated.  
 
  However, while we can be sure how the numbers for different impairments and con-
ditions and ill-treatment are related (that there is a correlation), the statistics cannot 
tell us why this correlation exists.  If the cause is not discrimination, what else might 
be behind the differences revealed by the survey? The only other realistic possibility 
is that ill-treatment causes health problems. 
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Are people being treated badly because of their impairment or condition or 
does ill-treatment cause impairments and conditions? 
 
For example, we found out that the odds of people with other impairments and conditions 
being pressured not to claim something they are entitled to were six times higher. It is 
plausible that some of these entitlements were only denied to disabled employee or that 
they were reasonable adjustments required by law. In either case their denial constitutes 
discrimination.  It is less plausible that the higher odds reflect people who are working in 
poor working conditions and have been told not to ask for something that would protect 
their health and that this denial has led them to acquire impairments or conditions.  On 
the other hand,  it is more plausible that suffering actual physical violence at work may 
cause someone to acquire a physical or sensory impairment.  
 

Why are the numbers so much higher for learning difficulties/mental health 
conditions and for other impairments/conditions? 
 
People with learning difficulties, mental health conditions and other impairments or condi-
tions reported experiencing more ill-treatment at work than people with physical or senso-
ry impairments. This does not however imply that people with physical impairments expe-
rience less discrimination than others, only that they experience less in-work discrimina-
tion. Employers may avoid hiring someone they know has an impairment and people with 
physical or sensory impairments may well be more visible to discriminatory employers. 
Many people who have mental health conditions or develop long term illnesses while em-
ployed and/or were not recognised as being disabled when they were hired. This contrasts 
with those with physical or sensory impairments who  might be experiencing discrimina-
tion in the labour market and therefore do not get to the point where they can be subject-
ed to ill-treatment at work.  

If disabled people are so much more likely to experience ill-treatment at work than non-

disabled people we are obviously dealing with a pattern. In fact, all of the forms of ill-

treatment we asked about can be discrimination which is outlawed under the 2010 Equali-

ty Act. Find out more about discrimination on the next page.  
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 Discrimination means treating someone less favourably than someone else because 

of a protected characteristic like their disability or long-term illness.   

 It is also illegal to treat a disabled person unfavourably because of something con-

nected with their disability (like their need to take sick leave) when this cannot be 

objectively justified. And to fail to make the reasonable adjustments to a feature of 

the workplace or a 'practice' that can allow a disabled person to keep their job. 

 The practices that are covered include recruitment and selection; determining pay, 

terms and conditions; sickness absence; training and development; promotion; dis-

missal; redundancy. 

 Employers should ensure they have rules in place to prevent disability discrimination 

in all of these practices. 

 Harassment is unwanted behaviour related to a protected characteristic which has 

the purpose or effect of violating someone’s dignity or which creates a hostile, de-

grading, humiliating or offensive environment. This is also illegal. 

 In some circumstances all of the types of ill-treatment on pages 2 and 3 above can be 

covered by one or more of these provisions.  

We can see that disabled people experience much more ill-treatment at work than oth-

er people. But when we asked them why they were experiencing ill-treatment, only 

very few (6%) said they were experiencing disability discrimination. Instead they 

named a variety of other reasons:  

What is discrimination? 
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Why are people so unwilling to call their ill
-treatment discrimination?  

There are many reasons why people might not want to frame their experience as discrimi-
nation. 
Because no one wants to be ‘a victim’ 
People who live in the UK mostly think about themselves as ordinary individuals who are 

just living their day to day lives. Thinking that you might have been 
a victim of discrimination can undermine your sense of autonomy 
and independence, and make you feel powerless. This is a very 
strong incentive to think of your experiences as ‘just one of those 
things’ rather than discrimination. 

Because no one wants to ‘make a fuss’ 
It is always difficult to complain about something: you don’t want to be that person who is 

always making a fuss. It is even more difficult to complain about 
discrimination, because discrimination is seen as something very 
serious or even taboo. So the risks of making a complaint about 
discrimination can seem greater than the risks of making a more 
general complaint. 

Because discrimination is often sneaky 
Discrimination in work is often quite subtle: it can be difficult to put your finger on exactly 

what is wrong, or to be sure that something has happened because 
you have a condition or impairment. It is often not until we have 
systematic data over many people’s experiences that a pattern 
starts to emerge. This means that often you just don’t have enough 
information to be sure that it is discrimination. 

Because we think that discrimination is something that only bad people do 
When we think about discrimination, we think about angry strangers who shout at us in 

the street. However, there are other forms of discrimination. 
Sometimes discrimination is based in work policies and practices. 
Sometimes it is done by good people (and even the people who 
are our friends). These are often the most painful experiences of 
discrimination. 

Because we want to be grateful for what we have 
We often look for a ‘silver lining’ when we have difficult experiences in the workplace. We 

may feel grateful that our experiences have not been a whole lot 

worse (i.e., an experience of outright, in-your-face hatred). This 

means that we have a tendency to underplay negative experienc-

es, and to reconstruct them as a mistake or a misunderstanding 

(rather than discrimination). 
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What should you do if you think you are 
being discriminated against?  

If you do think you might be experiencing discrimination at work, what should you do 
about it? We asked people who had had difficulties at work which source of workplace 
information they found most helpful.  

However, few workplaces have a trade union (or staff association) representative 

and these are mostly in public sector. Most workers do not have representatives in 

their workplaces. 

If you do not have a workplace union representative, approaching your line manager for 

help can be just as effective. However it is a very hit and miss way of solving your prob-

lems because it depends on how good that manager is. Another option is to get in touch 

with the organisations on pages 9-11. 
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Why disability discrimination matters  

1. Throughout the last lifetime of the UK’s laws against disability discrimination, there 

have been press campaigns which portray disability as a tactic used by people to extract 

special treatment from the state and other organisations. Our research has shown that 

far from exaggerating the effects of impairments, disabled people are largely unaware 

of the extent to which their impairment or condition is associated with less favourable 

treatment at work. This means that both disabled people and non-disabled people are 

likely to underestimate the amount of discrimination that disabled people experience.  

2. Being part of a group of people who are exposed to discrimination means you can 

benefit from their resources. Even if you have doubts about trying to do something to 

solve your problems at work, remember that whatever you feel able to do might bene-

fit other people like you in the future because it may change policies, practices and the 

people who operate them. 

3. Much discrimination is caused by a lack of knowledge, rather than ill-will. As we’ve 

seen before, one of the main reasons that people won’t speak up against discrimination 

is that they don’t want to make a fuss or seem ungrateful. There is always the danger 

that you will be seen as a troublemaker if you draw attention to a problem at work. But 

there is also a chance that those responsible for the discrimination aren’t aware that 

they are being discriminatory. Many of the organisations listed on the next two pages 

offer support for employers to make workplaces more disability friendly.  These organi-

sations support the social model of disability, arguing that most problems disabled peo-

ple face are caused by the way society is organised.   

Disabled People’s Organisation  

Action on Hearing 
Loss  

Action on Hearing Loss supports people with hearing loss  
www.actiononhearingloss.org.uk 

Arthritis Care  Arthritis Care offers a helpline and an online community for people with 
arthritis 
www.arthritiscare.org.uk 

Breakthrough UK  Breakthrough UK is a charity which focuses on supporting disabled peo-
ple into employment and works with employers to make their work-
places accessible - www.breakthrough-uk.co.uk 

Changing Faces  This group does advocacy for people with facial disfigurements  
www.changingfaces.org.uk 

  



 

11  

 

Crohn's & Colitis 
UK  

Crohn's & Colitis UK off support to people with inflammatory bowl dis-
ease.  - www.crohnsandcolitis.org.uk 

Disability Rights 
UK  

Disability Wales is an independent non-for-profit organisation that 
champions the rights of disabled people in Wales. DW offer information 
resources for disabled people on their homepage 
www.disabilitywales.org 

Dyslexia Adult 
Network  

The Dyslexia Adult Network (DAN) has been founded to increase aware-
ness of the impact of dyslexia and related conditions on adults. DAN 
can offer signposting to different dyslexia organisations  
www.dan-uk.co.uk 

Inclusion Scotland  Inclusion Scotland is a ‘Disabled People’s Organisation’ (DPO) – led by 
disabled people ourselves. Their mission is to ensure that policy 
affecting the everyday lives of disabled people in Scotland is informed 
by, and reflects their views, so that the full inclusion of disabled people 
in to all aspects of Scottish society can be achieved.  
http://inclusionscotland.org/ 

Epilepsy Action  Epilepsy Action has published a guide on working with epilepsy. They 
also offer support through a phone line.  - www.epilepsy.org.uk 

National Associa-
tion of Deafened 
People  

Offer support for people with hearing loss  
http://www.nadp.org.uk/ 

National Associa-
tion of Disabled 
Staff Networks  

NADSN super-network  connects and represents disabled staff net-
works.  It is focussed on the tertiary education sector (i.e. universities 
and colleges).  https://nadsn-uk.org 

National Autistic 
Society 

The National Autistic Society offers a variety of resources for autistic 
employees.  www.autism.org.uk 

Macmillan Cancer 
Support  

 Macmillan support cancer survivors. They offer support at work in the 
form of guides and a special Cancer at Work program  
www.macmillan.org.uk 

MS Society  The MS Society offers support to individuals with Multiple Sclerosis and 
also campaign for the rights of people with MS to get reasonable ad-
justments.  www.mssociety.org.uk 

Spinal Injury As-
sociation  

SIA offers a range of support to people with spinal injuries 
www.spinal.co.uk 

Thomas Pockling-
ton Trust  

The TPT offers support for people with sight loss. www.pocklington-
trust.org.uk 

Disabled People’s Organisations 

https://www.crohnsandcolitis.org.uk/support
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PCS - Public and 
Commercial Ser-
vices Union  

PCS offers a range of resources on different equalities issues.  
www.pcs.org.uk/equality/guidance-and-resources 

Prospect - Union 
for Professionals  

Prospect offer support and a range of information about neurodiversi-
ty and disability at work. www.prospect.org.uk 

Trade Unions Con-
gress (TUC)  

The TUC offer a wide range of resources around disability and work. In 
particular the TUC have produced a guide about disability issues at 
work, a resource list for mental health issues and a list of disability ac-
cess resources. www.tuc.org.uk 

UCU - University 
and College Union  

UCU offers some support to disabled workers  
www.ucu.org.uk/equality 

Unison - the public 
sector union  

Unison offers a range of resources about disability discrimination.   
www.unison.org.uk 

Unite the Union   Unite offers different guides for disabled members. They produce 
a Zero tolerance to disability discrimination guide. 
www.unitetheunion.org 

Trade Unions 

acas (Advisory, 
Conciliation and 
Arbitration Service)  

Acas provides free and impartial information and advice to employers 
and employees on all aspects of workplace relations and employment 
law.  www.acas.org.uk 

Citizens Advice Bu-
reaus   

CABs offer a wise range of advice on different issues  
www.citizensadvice.org.uk 

Equality Advice and 
Support Service  

Helpline advises and assists individuals on issues relating to equality 
and human rights, across England, Scotland and Wales. We can also 
accept referrals from organisations which, due to capacity or funding 
issues, are unable to provide 'in depth help and support' to local us-
ers of their services local users of their services.  
http://www.equalityadvisoryservice.com 

Equality and Hu-
man Rights Com-
mission  

Great Britain’s national equality body. The Commission has unique 
powers to challenge discrimination, promote equality of opportunity 
and protect human rights. We work with other organisations and in-
dividuals to achieve our aims, but are ready to take tough action 
against those who abuse the rights of others. 
www.equalityhumanrights.com 

Other Resources  
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This information accompanies an online quiz developed by researchers 
at Cardiff University. You can find out more about the research here 
https://tinyurl.com/mgw283c  
 
Or find the quiz at:  https://tinyurl.com/y8d5f9rz  
Or a screen-reader friendly version here:  https://tinyurl.com/ycrhplm3  

 

IPSE - The Association of 
Independent Profession-
als and Self-Employed  

PSE offers support to self-employed people.  
www.ipse.co.uk/ 

If you want to know more about the research in this booklet you can find all the infor-
mation here: 
 
 Andreouli, E., Greenland, K., & Howarth, C. (2016). ‘I don’t think racism is that bad 

any more’: Exploring the ‘end of racism’ discourse among students in English 
schools. European Journal of Social Psychology, 46(2), 171-
184.   

 Fevre, R., Foster, D., Jones, M., Wass, V. (2016): Closing Dis-
ability Gaps at Work—Deficits in Evidence and Difference in 
Experience, Cardiff: Cardiff University. Available online 
here: https://tinyurl.com/disreport  

 Fevre, R., Robinson, A., Lewis, D., Jones, T. (2013): The ill-
treatment of employees with disabilities in British work-
places. Work, employment and society. 27(2) 288-307.  

 Greenland, K., & Taulke-Johnson, R. (2017). Gay men’s 
identity work and the social construction of discrimina-
tion. Psychology & Sexuality, 1-15  

 
You can also contact Professor Ralph Fevre at Cardiff University by email:  
Fevre@Cardiff.ac.uk 
 
Much of the research reported in this booklet was supported by funding from the Eco-
nomic And Social Research Council (grant number RES-062-23-312)  and the UK Gov-
ernment’s Department of Business Innovation and Skills. 

Other Organisations 

 


