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Racial discrimination in Britain, 1969–2017: 
a meta-analysis of field experiments on racial 
discrimination in the British labour market1 

Anthony F. Heath  and Valentina Di Stasio

Abstract

Field experiments represent the gold standard for determining whether discrimi-
nation occurs. Britain has a long and distinguished history of field experiments 
of racial discrimination in the labour market, with pioneering studies dating 
back to 1967 and 1969. This article reviews all the published reports of these and  
subsequent British field experiments of racial discrimination in the labour mar-
ket, including new results from a 2016/17 field experiment. The article finds 
enduring contours of racial discrimination in Britain. Firstly, there is an endur-
ing pattern of modest discrimination against white minorities of European  
heritage in contrast to much greater risks of discrimination faced by the main 
non-white groups, suggesting a strong racial component to discrimination. 
Secondly, while there is some uncertainty about the magnitude of the risks facing 
applicants with Chinese and Indian names, the black Caribbean, black African 
and Pakistani groups all face substantial and very similar risks of discrimination. 
Thirdly, there is no significant diminution in risks of discrimination over time 
either for Caribbeans or for South Asians as a whole. These results are broadly 
in line with those from the ethnic penalties literature, suggesting that discrimina-
tion is likely to be a major factor explaining the disproportionately and endur-
ingly high unemployment rates of ethnic minorities.

Keywords: Discrimination; ethnic minorities; labour market; trends over time;  
ethnic penalties

Introduction

Discrimination matters. It contravenes British values of fair play and equal 
opportunity; it is economically inefficient and wastes human resources (Pager 
2016); it has harmful psychological consequences for the victims (Schmitt, 
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Branscombe, Postmes and Garcia 2014); it is a potential source of grievance 
and of lower attachment to Britain (Maxwell 2009). While discrimination can 
occur on the basis of many different stigmatized criteria (old age, disability, dis-
advantaged social class), one major focus of government legislation has been 
racial discrimination, with a long series of Acts dating back to 1965 designed to 
curb racial discrimination and promote good race relations.

Britain also has a long and distinguished history of field studies of racial dis-
crimination, dating back to 1967. To the best of our knowledge, this is the lon-
gest such series in the world. This article provides a systematic review of these 
studies together with results from a new British study conducted in 2016/17. 
We investigate the contours of racial discrimination in Britain and the extent 
of change over time.

Racial discrimination in employment has been illegal in the UK since 1968. 
The 1968 Act specified that:

For the purpose of this Act a person discriminates against another if on 
the grounds of colour, race or ethnic or national origins he treats that 
other in any situations less favourably than he treats or would treat, other  
persons ….

Discrimination, from a legal point of view, therefore depends on the outcome 
– less favourable treatment – not on the intention.

Field experiments have become the gold standard research method for 
establishing risks of discrimination (National Research Council 2004).2  To 
be sure, alternative sources such as the Office for National Statistics labour 
force surveys can provide authoritative evidence on the magnitude of ethnic 
disparities with respect, for example, to unemployment. However, it cannot 
be assumed that any disparities found in rates of unemployment are due spe-
cifically to discrimination, since alternative mechanisms – minorities’ lack of 
social capital or information about job openings, or differences in job search 
strategies – could in principle explain the disparities in whole or part. Field 
experiments, in contrast, are able to focus on the specific mechanism of dis-
crimination by ensuring that other potential mechanisms are by design held 
constant.

Thus in labour market field experiments, matched fictitious applications 
differing solely in the ethnicity of the applicants (typically signalled by iden-
tifiably ethnic minority and ethnic majority names) are sent to advertised job 
vacancies. The responses from the firms indicate whether the minority appli-
cants receive equally favourable treatment as the majority applicants. Field 
experiments, like the legal approach to discrimination, thus focus on dispar-
ities in the outcomes for different but equally qualified groups of applicants. 
The outcomes examined are typically invitations to interview or expressions 
of interest in the candidate more generally; that is the first stage of the hiring 
process. They also tend to focus on applicants at a relatively early career stage.
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Britain was one of the pioneers in developing anti-discrimination legislation 
and was also the pioneer in using field experiments to monitor discrimination. 
Indeed, the two were not unconnected. The results from the very first field 
experiment in 1967, conducted by Political and Economic Planning (PEP), was 
a crucial piece of evidence showing that complaints about the occurrence of 
discrimination in employment had a real basis and that legislation was needed 
(Gaddis 2018).

The pioneering 1967 field experiment was a follow-up to a survey of 
migrants from Commonwealth countries (Daniel 1968). Many of the migrants 
interviewed spoke of the discrimination they had experienced when applying 
for jobs. The field experiment was intended to investigate these claims and 
determine whether the firms mentioned were indeed discriminating. Male 
testers, belonging to different ethnic groups and matched in all job-relevant 
criteria, applied for vacancies at the firms accused of discrimination. Three 
testers – one white English, one Hungarian and one non-white (West Indian 
or Asian) – applied in person for each vacancy; the non-white tester applied 
first, followed by the Hungarian and then by the white English tester. Out of 
the 40 white testers, 15 were given a positive response (either offered the job or 
invited to apply), compared with 10 out of the 40 Hungarian testers, but only 1 
out of the 40 West Indian or Asian testers.

Since this pioneering study, further field experiments on discrimination in 
recruitment have been conducted in Britain. Altogether there have been thir-
teen further published studies, most recently one in 2016/17, covering a time-
span of nearly fifty years (see Table I).

The first aim of this paper is to compare the risks of discrimination faced by 
different ethnic minorities in Britain. Do we still find, as the pioneering 1967 
study found, that there is a racial divide with white minorities experiencing less 
discrimination than non-white minorities? Surveys of the labour market have 
shown that black and Muslim minorities tend to have higher rates of unem-
ployment than do similarly qualified white minorities (Khattab and Modood 
2015) but survey research cannot demonstrate that this pattern is the result of 
discrimination rather than of differences in social capital, information or job-
search strategies.

The second aim is to investigate whether risks of discrimination have 
declined over time. There are several reasons why a reduction might be antic-
ipated. Firstly, the legislation was strengthened: the 1976 Race Relations Act 
outlawed all forms of discrimination in employment and established the 
Commission for Racial Equality (CRE) to address racial discrimination and 
to promote racial equality; the 2000 Race Relations (Amendment) Act placed 
a duty on public bodies to promote race equality; the 2006 Equality Act out-
lawed discrimination on the grounds of religion or belief. This series of acts, 
together with arrangements for complainants to seek redress from employers 
through labour tribunals, might be expected to have deterred employers from 
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engaging in discriminatory practices. There is also evidence of substantial eth-
nic minority progress in the labour market, with an increasing proportion of 
minorities (especially those with a Chinese or Indian background) securing 
professional and managerial jobs (Li and Heath 2010), and of declining racial 
prejudice among the British population (Ford 2008). On the other hand, there 
also appears to have been marked Islamophobia since 9/11, perhaps leading 
to increased difficulties for Muslims in the labour market (Storm, Sobolewska 
and Ford 2017).

However, we cannot simply read off changes in risks of discrimination from 
trends in measured attitudes, labour market situations, or the legislation on the 
statute book. Minority progress in the labour market, for example, could occur 
as a result of the increasing proportion born in Britain with British qualifica-
tions and fluency in English, even in the continuing presences of discrimina-
tion. Instead, direct measures of discrimination, such as those provided by field 
experiments, are needed. As Ross observes, ‘it is very attractive to view the 
population of existing testing studies for a market as observations essentially 
randomly drawn from the [US] economy over space and time, so that trends in 
the findings of those studies can be viewed as evidence of trends in discrimina-
tion’ (Ross 2017: 10815).

Our aims in this paper, therefore, are to see what light the British series of 
field experiments can shed on patterns of racial discrimination in Britain and 
how these have changed over the last fifty years. We proceed as follows. We 
begin with a description of the British field experiments of racial discrimina-
tion in the labour market. We discuss the methodological issues which might 
hinder comparability over time and between studies and address which sta-
tistical measures to employ in order to generate comparable metrics. We then 
report our results before finally discussing their interpretation.

The studies

In this section we review the published field experiments which have been 
conducted in Britain and draw attention to differences that are likely to affect 
comparability. (Further methodological details of the studies are provided in 
the supplementary material.) Table I provides a summary of the 14 studies.

Before moving on to describe the studies, however, we should note the issue 
of publication bias: studies which find null results are generally less likely to 
be published in the literature, thus biasing upwards estimates based on the 
published literature (Borenstein, Hedges, Higgins and Rothstein 2009). We 
have searched for unpublished studies (finding one which unfortunately did 
not provide sufficient details to be included)3  but there is always the possibility 
that there may be others which our search failed to reveal. We return to this 
issue in the section on methods of statistical analysis.
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As noted above, the very first, 1967, study involved in-person tests, with male 
testers applying for manual jobs (Daniel 1968). However, since the testers 
were sent only to firms which had been accused of discrimination by survey 
respondents (36 per cent of the respondents), the study likely overstates the 
risk of discrimination compared with later studies which tested more repre-
sentative samples of firms. With great regret we therefore exclude this study 
from the statistical analysis which follows, while recording our recognition of 
its landmark status.

The next study, carried out in 1969 by Social and Community Planning 
Research (SCPR) pioneered a different method – the correspondence test. 
Rather than in-person applications, matched written application letters were 
sent to vacancies for white-collar jobs. Among the goals was the ‘need for reli-
able baseline information which could be used for purposes of monitoring lev-
els of discrimination over time’ (Jowell and Prescott-Clarke 1970: 400) and this 
study is indeed our baseline.

PEP then carried out a second study in 1973/4 (McIntosh and Smith 1974). 
This used both the in-person method of the 1967 study and the correspon-
dence method of the 1969 study. The in-person method was used for (male) 
applications to less-skilled manual jobs and the correspondence method for 
white-collar vacancies (both male and female applicants). Telephone applica-
tions were also made for skilled manual jobs. These choices reflected the real-
ities of the labour market at that time. In view of the differences in methods 
and jobs applied for, we report the results of the in-person and correspondence 
tests separately.

The CRE then in 1977–9 helped the Nottingham and District Community 
Relations Council to undertake a study in the Nottingham area following 
claims from local employers to the Community Relations Council that formal 
equal opportunities policies were not needed since applicants were already 
treated equally on their merits (Hubbuck and Carter 1980). The study fol-
lowed the correspondence method with written applications to white-collar 
jobs (including both men and women applicants).

The correspondence method was also used for a 1977/8 field experiment 
which focused on positions in accountancy (Firth 1981). Seven matched appli-
cations were sent to each vacancy (with minor variations in each application 
to avoid suspicion). Seven applications per vacancy is very unusual, although 
Firth stated that ‘Prior consultation with personnel officers had established 
that accounting vacancies typically draw many responses and thus the arrival of 
the seven letters used in the research was not expected to lead to an employer 
receiving a suspiciously large number of applications’ (Firth 1981: 268).

The Policy Studies Institute (PEP’s successor) then conducted their third 
field experiment (Brown and Gay 1985). As with the 1973/4 study, it used the 
correspondence method for white-collar vacancies (men and women) and 
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telephone applications for skilled manual jobs (men only). We report the esti-
mates for the white collar and manual jobs separately.

The next study in 1992, by Esmail and Everington (1993) investigated racial 
discrimination against doctors from ethnic minorities, following up a survey of 
doctors graduating from British medical schools which had suggested that eth-
nic minority applicants experienced disproportionate difficulty in obtaining 
hospital posts. It used the correspondence method, sending applications from 
(fictitious) newly qualified doctors for their first senior house officer post. The 
study originally planned to cover all hospital specialties but had to be curtailed 
after the authors were arrested by the fraud squad and charged with making 
fraudulent applications (Esmail and Everington 1993: 692). Undeterred, they 
conducted a second study in 1997, using the same methods but without being 
arrested (Esmail and Everington 1997).

A rather different sort of field experiment was conducted by Noon in 1992. 
Speculative applications asked for information about the company’s gradu-
ate training, requesting advice and a contact name. The applications were sent 
to the top 100 UK companies ‘because they were considered more likely to 
have the time and resources to spend on fair recruitment practices (Noon 
1993: 37). A second study on the same lines was conducted five years later in 
1997 (Hoque and Noon 1999). The low-stakes outcome measured in these two 
studies – whether or not the applicant received information – is not therefore 
comparable with the other field experiments. We report the results for com-
pleteness sake but discard them in our statistical analysis.

In 1996 the CRE conducted a field experiment, similar to the 1977–9 
Nottingham study. The 1996 study focused on school and college leavers in 
Scotland and the north of England, using correspondence tests for entry-level 
white-collar positions (CRE 1997).

NatCen (formerly known as SCPR) then conducted a study for the 
Department of Work and Pensions in 2008/9 (Wood et al. 2009), following a 
recommendation from the National Employment Panel. This study used the 
standard correspondence method for white-collar jobs, but was the first to 
move largely to online applications.

In 2016 Bagley and Abubakr conducted an innovative field experiment 
which involved sending applications from a genuine applicant (a Muslim 
young woman of Pakistani background) who was looking for an accountancy 
job in the Manchester area. Rather than sending paired applications to the 
same firm, the study used an unpaired design with applications sent to dif-
ferent, randomly chosen firms. This unpaired design requires a larger number 
of applications to be sent than does the paired design but reduces the risk 
of detection (Weichselbaumer 2015). Results can be directly compared with 
those from the traditional paired design (Vuolo, Uggen and Lageson 2016).

The final study in our series is part of a cross-national project with 
standardized procedures implemented in Britain, Germany, the Netherlands, 
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Norway and Spain in 2016/17 (Lancee et al. 2019). Like the study by Bagley 
and Abubakr, this cross-national study employed the unpaired method of one 
application per vacancy. It covered both manual and non-manual jobs and 
was conducted solely online (reflecting the increased use of online recruit-
ment). For comparability with previous studies we report the estimates for 
the non-manual jobs only. The study was also unusual in the number of ethnic 
groups which it covered. Instead of the two or three groups usual in British 
field experiments, it included 33. Two of these – Nigerian and Pakistani – were 
designed to have sufficiently large numbers of applications for separate analy-
sis. The other groups had small numbers of applications and we therefore com-
bine them into five broader groupings. However, because of their substantive 
interest, we report separately the results for the small Indian category as well 
as for the larger Pakistani group.

In addition to these methodological differences, the studies also vary in their 
precise outcome measures. Some studies only count invitations to a job inter-
view or actual job offers as a positive outcome, but the majority include other 
positive responses, such as requests to provide additional information, which 
signal an interest in the candidate. There are also differences in the occupations 
covered, the seniority of the applicants (all studies however involving appli-
cants at relatively early stages of their career), the gender of the applicants, 
their migration status, the geographical coverage, and the state of the labour 
market at the time of the study. (See supplementary material for details.) In 
several cases the original reports describe supplementary analyses by gender, 
region and occupation, typically finding differences to be rather small and gen-
erally non-significant. An international meta-analysis by Zschirnt and Ruedin 
(2016) also found that gender differences tended to be small, that the state of 
the labour market had a non-significant relationship with risks of discrimina-
tion, and that generational differences were non-significant. On the other hand 
their meta-analysis did find significant associations with method (higher dis-
crimination with in-person studies than with correspondence tests) and with 
the applicants’ educational level (lower discrimination against more highly 
qualified applicants). In our analysis, therefore, we distinguish results for cor-
respondence and in-person tests and for manual and non-manual occupational 
status (the closest we can get to the qualification level of the applicants).

Statistical methods

To determine whether risks of discrimination faced by ethnic minorities vary 
across groups or over time, we collated estimates found in the different stud-
ies. For the reasons described above, we exclude the studies by Daniel (1968), 
Noon (1993) and Hoque and Noon (1999), leaving us with eleven studies for 
analysis. We exploit the fact that many of these studies compared two or more 
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minorities with the white British majority group. We treat each comparison as 
a separate observation yielding in total 43 observations in the 11 studies,4  with 
9 observations for white minorities, 10 for West Indian or black Caribbean 
minorities, 3 for black African, 18 for South Asian minorities (including those 
described as Indian, Pakistani or simply ‘Asian’), and 3 for Chinese/East Asian 
minorities.

The outcome of interest in field experiments on hiring discrimination is the 
difference in positive responses received by minority and majority applicants. 
Many of the earlier studies reported net discrimination rates (NDRs) – the 
percentage-point difference in the positive responses received by the white 
British and the ethnic minority applicants. While this is straightforward to cal-
culate and to interpret, it has some drawbacks. In particular, the NDR will tend 
to vary according to the number of cases where both applicants are rejected. 
If a high proportion of both minority and majority applications are rejected 
(perhaps because the investigators did not design sufficiently strong applica-
tions to meet employers’ requirements), the NDR may be misleadingly small 
(Quillian, Pager, Hexel and Midtbøen 2017). Furthermore, investigators have 
differed in their treatment of cases where both applicants were rejected, some-
times excluding them as ‘invalid’.

Instead of the NDR, therefore, it has become customary for scholars to 
report the relative risk ratio (also known as the disparity ratio). This is the 
ratio of positive responses received by the white British applicants to those 
received by the minority applicants. One advantage of this statistic is that, in 
a paired design, it does not depend mathematically on the number of cases 
where both applicants are rejected.5  We can therefore estimate the risk ratio 
statistic for all the published British field experiments. A further advantage 
is that it has an intuitive interpretation. A risk ratio of 1:1 indicates parity of 
treatment while a ratio of 2:1 indicates that the minority applicant has to make 
twice as many applications as does the white British applicant in order to get 
a positive response. We shall use this measure throughout, terming it the dis-
crimination ratio.5

As well as calculating the risk ratio for all the majority/minority compari-
sons, we also calculate the variances. These enable us to determine whether 
estimates from different studies or for different ethnic groups are significantly 
different from each other. There are different formulae for calculating the vari-
ance depending upon whether the study has a paired or an unpaired design. 
We use the formula provided by Zou (2007: 27) for paired designs and that by 
Borenstein et al. (2009: Formula 5.3) for unpaired designs.6 

The studies vary in the number of applications sent and thus in their sta-
tistical power, and will therefore need to be weighted. We weight estimates 
according to the inverse of the variance of the log risk ratio. Estimates with 
greater uncertainty about their value thus receive less weight.
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Since we entertain the hypothesis that the true effect sizes may differ across 
time, we cannot assume that all the studies included in our analyses share a 
common (true) effect size. We therefore employ a random effects specifica-
tion which takes into account both the variance within studies and the vari-
ance between studies. The random effects specification will tend to yield larger 
confidence intervals for the summary effect than will a fixed effects specifica-
tion but is much more realistic when comparing disparate studies (Borenstein 
et al. 2009).

Statistical analysis of the results of the published reports which we consider 
indicates that there is a risk of publication bias: there is an asymmetry with 
several small (imprecisely measured) studies showing larger-than-average 
discrimination ratios but very few such studies showing smaller-than-average 
ratios, suggesting that we may be missing some small unpublished studies which 
had found relatively low discrimination ratios. This means that our summary 
statistics may be somewhat biased upwards. In making comparisons between 
discrimination ratios, we have therefore checked our conclusions using the 
‘trim and fill’ methods recommended in the technical literature.7  These checks 
suggest that the problem particularly affects the black Caribbean and Asian 
estimates but does not alter our substantive conclusions (see supplementary 
material for details).

Results

We begin by examining the overall patterns of discrimination experienced by 
the different ethnic minorities which were identified in the field experiments. 
Our first question is whether there is indeed a racial divide in the British 
labour market, with white minorities significantly less likely to experience dis-
crimination than black and Asian minorities, and whether there are significant 
differences between the various black and Asian minorities in their risks of 
discrimination.

Differences between ethnic groups

The studies distinguish various white groups (explicitly identified as Australian, 
Greek and so on); they also distinguish West Indian/black Caribbean and 
black African groups (most studies making no distinction between different 
origins such as Jamaican, Trinidadian and so on), and various South and East 
Asian groups, sometimes distinguished specifically as Indian or Pakistani and 
in other cases simply described as Asian. In II we label the ethnic groups in 
the same way as the original investigators did in their reports. We show the 
estimated discrimination ratio for each observation, together with the 95 per 
cent confidence interval around each ratio. We also present, at the bottom of 
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the table, summary statistics calculated over each column and indicating the 
weighted average discrimination ratio.

One finding is very clear: white groups (predominantly of European heri-
tage) face only modest risks of discrimination. The nine estimates for the white 
minorities vary from 1.0 for Australians in the 1969 study to 1.34 for the East 
European group in the 2016/17 study – much lower than most of the discrimi-
nation ratios found for non-white ethnic groups.

While individually many of the nine observations are not significantly differ-
ent from the equal treatment ratio of 1:1, the pooled summary ratio of 1.15 has 
a 95 per cent confidence interval from 1.08:1 to 1.21:1. Since this interval does 
not include 1:1, we can conclude that in general white minorities were at risk of 
unequal treatment relative to white British applicants (Z = 4.81, p < 0.0001).8 

While we should not rule out the possibility that discrimination varies 
between white groups or over time, the observed variation between the white 
minority estimates is no larger than would be expected by chance. In other 
words the observed variation between estimates is what might be expected 
given that each of the individual estimates has a substantial confidence inter-
val.9  Overall, then, we conclude that there has been significant bias against 
white minorities in favour of white British applicants, but the magnitude of the 
bias has been substantively modest and fairly similar for the different white 
minorities. We can interpret the overall discrimination ratio of 1.15:1 as telling 
us that white minorities needed to make 15 per cent more applications than 
did the white British in order to obtain a positive response from employers.

Next, we have ten observations for West Indians/black Caribbeans. (The 
earlier studies tended to use the term West Indian while later ones used the 
term black Caribbean in their reports.) In the few cases where specific origins 
were identified, the origin country was typically named as Jamaica. The esti-
mated ratios show the largest variability of all the groupings, ranging from a 
(non-significant) discrimination ratio of 1.13 in the pioneering 1969 study to a 
high of 4.83 in the 1996 CRE study. We cannot exclude the possibility that this 
large variability is due to the difficulty in conveying black Caribbean ethnicity 
with names. Black Caribbean names often have white European roots and, in 
an online survey of name recognition, only around half of the sample correctly 
attributed black Caribbean names (Wood et al. 2009). This could lead to an 
underestimation of the true level of discrimination.

Despite this variability, the summary discrimination ratio is a substantial 
and highly significant 1.56 (1.47 after trim and fill adjustment) and most of 
the estimated discrimination ratios are significantly different from the equal 
treatment ratio of 1:1. In this series of studies, black Caribbean applicants had 
to make about 50 per cent more applications than their white British counter-
parts in order to receive a positive response.

It is also clear that, in general, black Caribbeans have faced significantly 
greater risks of discrimination than have white minority groups. A strict test is 
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to compare observations for the white and black Caribbean minority groups 
from those studies which included both minorities (the 1969, 1973/4, 1977/8, 
1996 and 2016/17 studies). These comparisons will be internally consistent 
with respect to methods, dates, occupations and geographical coverage, thus 
reducing measurement error. When we make this comparison, we find that 
black Caribbean minorities were significantly more likely to face discrimina-
tion than were white minorities and had to make 28 per cent more applications 
than white minority applicants in order to obtain a positive response.10 

Next, it is striking that discrimination ratios in the case of the three black 
African observations are very close to the black Caribbean ratios in the same 
studies. In none of the three studies is the Caribbean/African difference signif-
icant, and pooling the three studies confirms that there is no significant differ-
ence between them in risks of discrimination. We therefore conclude that the 
two black groups have likely faced the same risks of discrimination.

We turn next to consider discrimination against South Asian applicants with 
Indian or Pakistani names. The nomenclature of some of the earlier studies 
is somewhat confusing. The 1969 study, for example, included applicants with 
both Indian and Pakistani names but, because of the small numbers involved, 
reported them together in a single ‘Asian’ category. The 1984/5 study tells us 
that their applicants had Hindu names but describes the category as ‘Asian’ 
rather than Indian. Other studies simply report results for Asians and give 
no further details of the names or origins of the notional applicants.11  For the 
moment, we keep the three categories of Asian, Indian and Pakistani separate.

As we can see from II, the summary discrimination ratios for the three 
categories are fairly similar, 1.51 for the Indian names, 1.73 for the Pakistani 
names, and the Asian group lying in between at 1.61 (1.52 after trim and fill 
adjustment). While it does appear that applicants with Indian names may have 
experienced somewhat less discrimination than those with Pakistani names, 
the overlapping confidence intervals suggest that the difference is not statis-
tically significant. If we carry out a strict test, limiting ourselves to the studies 
which included both Indian and Pakistani-named applications, we find that 
the overall difference between the two groups is not significant (Z = 0.875, 
p > 0.10). In the most recent 2016/17 study, however, the risks facing Indian-
named were significantly lower than those facing Pakistani-named applicants.

We can also compare the risks of discrimination faced by black Caribbean 
and South Asian applicants. Since a number of the Asian observations come 
from studies with distinctive objectives – for example the 2016 study of Muslim 
applications for accountancy positions and the 1992 and 1997 studies which 
investigated Asian applications for medical posts, it is once again preferable 
to restrict the analysis to studies which included both groups. We have a total 
of ten studies which measured discrimination against both black and South 
Asian applicants (i.e., Asian or Indian and Pakistani).12  If we directly compare 
the relative risks in these ten studies, the difference turns out to be minuscule. 
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The Caribbean/South Asian discrimination ratio is only 1.02, not remotely sig-
nificant (Z = 0.36, p = 0.64). We can conclude that, over the period as a whole 
covered by the studies, the two groups faced similar risks of discrimination.

Finally, we turn to the three studies which included Chinese or East Asian 
applicants. The three observations yield an average discrimination ratio of 1.48, 
significantly different from parity with the white British majority group and 
quite similar to the estimate for applicants with Indian names. However, the 
Chinese summary estimate has a large confidence interval, requiring us to be 
cautious about the magnitude of the risks they face.

Our overall conclusion on the ethnic differences, then, is that white minority 
groups tend to face only modest risks of discrimination, whereas applicants 
with black Caribbean, black African and Pakistani names all experience much 
greater, and more or less equally high, risks of discrimination. In short, the 
pattern of the discrimination ratios shows a largely racial pattern with white 
groups facing much lower risks than the non-white minorities.

Changes over time

We turn next to consider changes over time. The key questions are whether 
there has been any tendency for overall risks of discrimination to decline, and 
whether trajectories vary between the different main ethnic groups. We focus 
on the black and South Asian groups as there are no observations for Chinese 
in earlier decades and only two for white minorities in more recent decades. 
As shown above, black and South Asian groups are those suffering the greatest 
disadvantage and it is therefore particularly relevant to examine whether there 
has been any sign of progress over time.

In order to compare like with like we restrict our attention to white-collar 
jobs. We therefore exclude the 1973/4 and the 1984/5 sets of applications for 
manual jobs (which also used in-person methods, further reducing their value 
for overtime comparisons). Figure I shows the results for the applicants with 
West Indian/black Caribbean names, where we have eight observations once 
manual jobs are excluded. For technical reasons the figure shows the relation-
ship between the year of the study and the log of the discrimination ratio. The 
size of the circles indicates the relative weight attached to each study (reflect-
ing its statistical power).

A formal statistical analysis indicates that the variation between the eight 
observed discrimination ratios is greater than would be expected on the basis 
of sampling error (Q value = 25.6, 7 df, p < 0.001). As we can see, some of this 
variation is due to the striking outlier of the 1996 CRE study. Recall that the 
1996 study was somewhat anomalous with its restricted geographical range 
and focus on school and college leavers. This study has, however, relatively 
little weight in the analysis by virtue of its small sample size.
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At first sight Figure I suggests that risks of discrimination facing black 
Caribbeans may have increased over time. However, if we fit a linear regression 
line to test this, we find that the slope is not significantly different from zero 
(B = 0.0087, standard error = 0.0057, p = 0.11; see the supplementary material 
for further technical details). We cannot therefore be sure that discrimination 
against Caribbeans has increased but we can confidently reject the hypothesis 
that the risks have declined.13 

We follow the same approach with the South Asian observations.II shows all 
eleven cases where we have either an ‘Asian’, an Indian or a Pakistani estimate 
for non-manual jobs. (Where there are both Indian and Pakistani estimates in 
a given study we use the weighted average of the two.) While there is consid-
erable fluctuation from study to study, there is no obvious trend over time in 
either direction. Once again, the 1996 observation is a striking outlier. If we fit 
a linear regression line to test change over time, we obtain a more or less flat 
slope (B = 0.0007, standard error = 0.0033, p = 0.82).14 

We also need to check whether this overall Asian stability is a result of 
diverging trends among Indian and Pakistani minorities, possibly as the result 
of rising Islamophobia after 9/11. We have five studies where applicants had 
Pakistani names. III shows that there was virtually no change over time: the 
studies from the 1970s and from the twenty-first century show almost identi-
cal patterns of discrimination against applicants with Pakistani names despite 
being almost forty years apart (B = 0.0005. standard error = 0.0037, p = 0.89.)

Figure I: Discrimination against black Caribbeans over time  
[Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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We can carry out a similar analysis for applicants with Indian names. We 
have five studies which can be included, the fifth being the 2016/17 study 
which found no discrimination (although it contained a very small sample 

Figure III: Discrimination against Pakistanis over time  
[Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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Figure II: Discrimination against Asians over time  
[Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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of Indians and hence a very large confidence interval). IV shows the trend 
over time. This time we do see a downwards slope, largely driven by the low 
estimate for 2016/17. However, the slope is far from statistically significant  
(B = –0.0043, standard error = 0.0069, p = 0.55) due to the lack of statistical 
power in 2016/17.

Overall, then, we find no evidence of increased discrimination against 
applicants with Pakistani names after 9/11, despite the rise of Islamophobia. 
Similarly to the situation facing black Caribbeans, the risks of discrimina-
tion facing people with Pakistani names have not materially changed over 
forty years. On the other hand, there are hints from the 2016/17 study that 
discrimination against Indians may be in decline. However, a larger sample 
of Indians than that available in the 2016/17 study is needed in order to gain 
greater statistical power and to be able to draw firm conclusions about the 
trend.

Summary and discussion

Our review of British field experiments shows some enduring contours of 
racial and ethnic discrimination in Britain, contours which have shown little 
sign of erosion over time. Firstly, there is an enduring pattern of modest dis-
crimination against white minorities in contrast to the much greater risks of 

Figure IV: Discrimination against Indians over time  
[Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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discrimination faced by the main non-white groups. In general, white minori-
ties are much closer to the white British than to the non-white groups in their 
risks of discrimination, suggesting a strong racial component to discrimination.

Secondly, differences between the main non-white groups are small and not 
statistically significant. There is some uncertainty about the situation facing 
Chinese and Indians (due to lack of statistical power), but the black Caribbean, 
black African and Pakistani groups all face substantial and very similar risks of 
discrimination. It is particularly striking that the black Caribbean and Pakistani 
groups face such similar risks despite their very different patterns of social and 
economic integration in Britain (Maxwell 2010).

Thirdly, we found no significant diminution in risks of discrimination over 
time either for Caribbeans, for South Asians as a whole or for Pakistanis in 
particular. This is particularly striking as many of the earlier studies explic-
itly included applicants born abroad with some foreign education whereas 
applicants in the most recent studies received all their education in Britain. 
Discrimination does not therefore appear to have declined after the 1976 
Act although equally there is no evidence of increased discrimination against 
applicants with Pakistani names after 9/11 and the subsequent Islamophobia.

These British results are in line with studies mapping over-time trends in 
discrimination in other countries. Thus Zchirnt and Ruedin (2016), in their 
cross-national meta-analysis of post-1990 field experiments, found no change 
in risks of discrimination in EU countries after the 2000 European directives 
on racial discrimination (2000/43/EC and 2000/78/EC). Quillian et al. (2017) 
found a similar lack of change over time in the US.

Our results also have strong similarities with those found in the ethnic 
penalties literature. For example Cheung and Heath (2007) found no penal-
ties with respect to employment against the white Irish but highly significant 
and similarly large penalties against black Caribbeans, black Africans, and 
the Pakistani/Bangladeshi group, and mixed results for Indians. More recent 
research has also found that the relative risks of unemployment faced by black 
and Pakistani/Bangladeshi groups show little sign of a downward trend over 
time, although Indians’ relative risks of unemployment do appear to be lower 
and to have reduced (Heath, Li and Garratt, 2018: Figure 6.6). While statis-
tical studies of ethnic penalties and field experiments of discrimination are 
tackling distinct concepts,15  these parallels suggest that discrimination may 
well be a major driver of non-white minorities’ enduringly elevated risks of 
unemployment.

We must, however, acknowledge several limitations of our analysis. While 
field experiments have a high degree of validity, the methodology employed has 
varied from one study to another, potentially limiting comparability (although 
also partly reflecting changing recruitment practices in the labour market). As 
well as the noise due to the methodological differences between studies, lack 
of statistical power limits our ability to detect significant differences between 
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ethnic groups. One also suspects that employers may have some difficulty 
in distinguishing Indian from Pakistani names, and Caribbean from British 
names. In general, noise will tend to blur differences and so is unlikely to have 
a major impact on our principal findings of significant and substantial continu-
ing discrimination against both black and Pakistani minorities.

What are the wider implications for theory? Perhaps the biggest challenge 
is to make sense of the temporal stability of racial discrimination in the labour 
market given the legislative changes, increasing diversity, increased intermar-
riage and inter-group contact, and declining prejudice apparent in British 
society. The failure of legislation to reduce discrimination is not perhaps alto-
gether surprising: there has been weak enforcement, little financial incentive 
for employers to change, and lack of monitoring. Racial equality has not been 
a priority for firms or governments, contrasting with the much stricter enforce-
ment of the Fair Employment legislation in Northern Ireland (Muttarak, 
Hamill, Heath and McCrudden 2013).

Nevertheless, it is somewhat paradoxical that survey research finds declin-
ing racial prejudice among the public (Ford 2008; Storm et al. 2017) whereas 
our results show continuing racial discrimination in the labour market. In this 
context, psychologists’ distinction between blatant and subtle racism may be 
relevant (Pettigrew and Meertens 1995). Pettigrew and Meertens argue that 
subtle racism may be on the rise as expressions of blatant racism become less 
acceptable. Subtle racism can take a variety of forms. Our hypothesis is that 
one form it might take is negative employer beliefs about the linguistic and 
work-related skills and motivations of minorities with a migration background 
from less-developed countries.

One illustration of the kind of process that might be at work comes from 
Midtbøen’s follow-up interviews (in Norway) with employers who had been 
subject to a field experiment. In the field experiment the minority appli-
cants had been clearly identified as born in Norway, with Norwegian qual-
ifications and application materials indicating fluent Norwegian language 
skills (Midtbøen 2014). Nevertheless some employers, when explaining their 
rejection of the minority candidates, indicated that they thought the applicants 
were foreign-born and likely to have a poor command of Norwegian. The pres-
ence of such negative beliefs may explain why racial discrimination persists 
despite the decline of blatant racism. Somewhat similarly, in their US research 
Pager and Karafin (2009) found that employers failed to update their negative 
general beliefs about African Americans’ work ethic despite positive experi-
ences of African Americans in their own work force, who were regarded as 
‘exceptions’ to the general rule.

Persisting negative stereotypes of non-white minorities in Britain may well 
be a result of the well-known high rates of school exclusion for black young-
sters, disproportionate rates of ‘stop and search’, and over-representation of 
black and Muslim young men in prison. While the absolute number of young 
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men involved is very small (and may well be a product of prejudice in the first 
place), stereotyping may lead to the unwarranted generalization of negative 
characteristics to the ethnic group as a whole. These negative stereotypes may 
thus act as a kind of tie-breaker when deciding between otherwise equally 
qualified applicants.

The persistence, then, of subtle racism in the form of negative stereotypes 
and beliefs about non-Europeans’ aptitudes and skills might help to explain 
the stability over time of the risks of discrimination faced by these groups.

(Date accepted: April 2019)
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No. 649255. Our especial thanks are due to 
Viktor Duo who undertook the computer 
programming, without which the study 
could not have been undertaken.

2. Field experiments are not, however, 
immune from criticism. Thus, in the case of 
in-person audit studies, the testers will not 
be blind to the nature of the experiment and 
may act in ways that compromise validity. 
Furthermore, applications may be unreal-
istic and thus be discounted by employers, 
while some ethnic names may have dis-
tinctive class connotations, introducing a 
non-ethnic factor. Gaddis (2018) provides 
an overview of the issues involved.

3. This study was conducted by the BBC 
in 2017 and found that an applicant called 
Mohammed received only 4 offers to inter-
view out of 100 applications compared with 
12 offers received by Adam (BBC News, 6 
February 2017, https ://www.bbc.com/news/
uk-engla nd-london-38751 307).

4. For these purposes we treat the in-per-
son and correspondence tests of the 1973/4 
and 1984/5 studies as providing separate 
observations.

5. In a paired design, where a minority and 
a majority application is sent to each adver-
tised job vacancy, the risk ratio is given by 
the ratio of the absolute numbers (the raw 
counts) of positive responses received by the 
majority and minority applicants. Because N 
is the same for both sets of applicants, we do 
not need to know what proportion of each 
set was rejected. (In the standard formula, 
N simply cancels out.) However, in the case 
of unpaired designs, where the Ns typically 
differ, we do need to know the number of 
rejections.

6. Three studies employing paired designs 
(CRE 1997, Hoque and Noon 1999, and 
Wood et al. 2009) do not report the infor-
mation needed to calculate the variance cor-
rectly. We have therefore used the formula 
for unpaired designs, which can be calcu-
lated from the data supplied but will overes-
timate the variance.

7. We use the Comprehensive Meta-
analysis package designed by Borenstein 
and his colleagues for all analyses  
(https ://www.meta-analy sis.com). This pack-
age implements Duval and Tweedie’s (2000) 
trim and fill procedure. The supplementary 
materials show the results.

8. Multiple observations from the same 
study (as with the 1969, 1977/8, and 2016/17 
studies) are not independent of each other, 
violating the assumptions of our statistical 

//www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-london-38751307).
//www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-london-38751307).
//www.meta-analysis.com).
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test. However, adjusting for this, the sum-
mary remains significantly different from 
equality of treatment.

9. A formal test shows that we cannot 
reject the null hypothesis that the variation 
between the estimates can be accounted for 
by the within-study errors (C = 13.35 with 8 
df, p > 0.20).

10. In making this comparison we select 
only one European group from each study – 
Cypriot in the 1969 study, French in the 1977/8 
study and South and West European in the 
2016/17 study, in order to avoid issues of depen-
dence. The resulting Caribbean:European 
summary log discrimination ratio is 0.248, 
variance 0.0071, p < 0.001.

11. The term Asian was used to describe 
people with an Indian or Pakistani back-
ground, including the ‘twice migrants’ 
coming from East Africa after the former 
colonies achieved independence in the 
1960s.

12. Where there are both Indian and 
Pakistani estimates in a given study we use 
the weighted average of the two.

13. We can also calculate an alternative 
outcome measure for the 2016/17 study, 
namely the relative risks of receiving an 
invitation to an interview (rather than 

the relative risks of receiving any kind of 
positive response). This alternative mea-
sure yields a lower discrimination ratio for 
Caribbeans in 2016/17 of 1.23, although 
with a larger confidence interval. If we use 
this alternative measure, the fitted regres-
sion coefficient declines to 0.0069 with an 
increased standard error of 0.0061.

14. If we use the alternative outcome mea-
sure for the 2016/17 study, we again find a 
lower ratio – 1.42 – but the regression slope 
barely changes, becoming 0.0006, standard 
error .0035.

15. Thus the statistical surveys cover the 
whole of the economically active popula-
tion, including the self-employed, whereas 
self-employment by necessity is excluded in 
field experiments of employers’ behaviour. 
Furthermore, field experiments cannot 
show the actual prevalence of discrimina-
tion in the labour market, since they are 
based on hypothetical applicants applying 
for a specific set of jobs. In the real world, 
actual applicants may avoid applying for 
jobs where they are particularly likely to 
experience discrimination, or may seek 
self-employment. Labour market surveys 
do, however, show the actual prevalence of 
unemployment.
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