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Abstract

Ethnic and religious differentials in labour market outcomes within many countries

have been remarkably persistent. Yet one very well-known differential—the Catholic/

Protestant unemployment differential in Northern Ireland—has largely (although not

completely) disappeared. This paper charts its decline since the early 1980s and

examines potential explanations using Census data from 1991, 2001 and 2011

together with annual survey data. These data span the ending of The Troubles, the

signing of the Good Friday Agreement, the introduction of fair employment legisla-

tion, growth in hidden unemployment and major structural changes in Northern

Ireland. We assess the potential impact of these changes.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Ethnic and religious differentials in labour market outcomes within

many countries have proven to be remarkably persistent, even in the

face of sustained programmes of affirmative action (Darity &

Nembhard, 2000). Yet there is nothing inevitable or necessarily

permanent about such disparities, particularly where social and politi-

cal change coincides with underlying demographic and/or structural

economic change that opens up new opportunities for the previously

disadvantaged group. This paper studies just such a case: the

Catholic/Protestant unemployment differential in Northern Ireland,

which had seemed permanently entrenched, but which has largely

(if not quite completely) disappeared over the last 30 years. Among

other things, this period saw the ending of the Troubles and

the signing of the Good Friday Agreement, far-reaching equality

legislation, the establishment of devolution and major structural

change in the Northern Ireland economy.

In 1971, the Census of Population revealed that 17.3% of the

male Catholic labour force was out of work, compared with just 6.6%

of the male Protestant labour force, a ratio differential of 2.6:1

(Osborne, 1978). The scale of this differential prompted academics

and others to investigate its contributory factors. The resulting ‘fair
employment’ debate centred on whether this disparity could be better

explained by employment-relevant differences in the structure of

each population or by labour market discrimination against Catholics.

For instance, did Catholics have a higher unemployment rate because

they tended to live in areas with fewer job opportunities? Or were

they disadvantaged in hiring because they possessed less education?

Alternatively, did Catholics also face discrimination—that is, did

they receive lower labour market returns to these and other

characteristics? Econometric evidence showing that much of the

unemployment gap could not be explained by observable characteris-

tics (Borooah, 1999; Murphy & Armstrong, 1994; Smith &

Chambers, 1991) ultimately failed to resolve the debate.

Northern Ireland is not the only advanced economy with a recent

history of persistent unemployment inequality. Although comparable

inequalities exist in several other countries, the case of the

United States, where Black men have a higher unemployment rate

than White men, is instructive, albeit within a very different context.

The first point is that for many years since the 1970s, a similar
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intergroup ratio differential existed in both countries (fluctuating at

over 2:1)—see Gudgin and Breen (1996) for Northern Ireland and

Fairlie and Sundstrom (1999) for the United States. The second simi-

larity is that in neither case could the differential be explained by

observable differences in the structural characteristics of each

group—for Northern Ireland, see Smith and Chambers (1991), Murphy

and Armstrong (1994), or Borooah (1999); and for the United States,

see Abowd and Killingsworth (1984), Stratton (1993), or Ritter and

Taylor (2011). However, the similarities end when contemporary com-

parisons are drawn, because while the racial differential in the

United States has persisted (Lang & Lehmann, 2012) the religious

differential in Northern Ireland has largely (if not completely)

disappeared, as will be shown in this article.

With this background in mind, this paper documents and seeks to

explain how Catholic/Protestant unemployment inequality has

evolved in Northern Ireland since 1983. Its main contribution is to

update and expand upon the fair employment debate, which has been

largely quiet since the early 2000s. At this time, there was an indica-

tion that economic differentials by religion had begun to narrow

(Osborne & Shuttleworth, 2004), and the UK Government envisaged

a significant reduction in the unemployment differential by the time

of the 2011 Census (Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, 1998).

Using a long-running series of household survey data and a novel

large-scale data set, this paper evaluates whether this vision has been

realised. These data permit unique insight into contemporary patterns

of inequality, deeper insight into older patterns of inequality and a re-

examination of potential explanatory factors. By attempting to explain

the decline in unemployment inequality in Northern Ireland, this study

also provides a reference case for other unequal societies and opens

the door to future comparative work.

2 | HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Socio-economic differences between Catholics and Protestants on

the island of Ireland were evident even before Northern Ireland was

established in 1921. In 1901, although most of Belfast's working class

were semi-skilled or unskilled regardless of religious group, Protestant

workers had a more advantageous skilled class position in shipbuild-

ing, engineering and construction industries (Hepburn, 1983). Seventy

years later, the Census of 1971 showed that, in Northern Ireland

overall, Catholics were under-represented in upper-tier occupational

groups and industries, undertook roles of lesser status within the

same occupational class and comprised a disproportionate share of

the unemployed (Aunger, 1975).

Commentators suggested that the Catholic/Protestant unemploy-

ment differential might have been caused by differences in the

employment-relevant characteristics of each religious group. Emphasis

was initially given to religious differences in where people lived rela-

tive to economic opportunities. In 1971, male unemployment rates

were highest in peripheral areas containing the highest proportions of

Catholic residents (Osborne, 1978). By contrast, employment was

concentrated in the capital (Belfast) and its hinterland (Isles &

Cuthbert, 1957), where the Protestant population was concentrated

(Eversley, 1989) and where regional/industrial policies were often

targeted (Bradley, 1999). Thus, it was argued, a greater share of jobs

were out of reach of Catholic hands.

Demographic disadvantage was another prominent early hypoth-

esis, as the average Catholic family was typically larger and the

average Catholic typically younger (Eversley, 1989). First,

Compton (1981) suggested that Catholics had a stronger incentive to

choose unemployment because unemployment-related welfare

benefits were collected in proportion to a claimant's number of child

dependants. He also argued that the economy failed to create enough

new jobs to absorb the relatively large number of Catholics entering

the labour market each year. These suggestions met with criticism,

however, with Miller and Osborne (1983) finding no evidence in

support of the first claim and Smith and Chambers (1991) pointing out

that the second claim assumed a labour force segmented not only by

age but also by religion, raising the question of why this was the case.

Religious differences in education were also considered. Various

data suggested that Catholics had lower attainment levels in general,

but that on most counts, these differences were small and narrowed

through time. For example, although Catholics had lower age-

participation rates in higher education as late as 1973, they had

largely caught up by 1979 (Osborne et al., 1984). However, official

statistics published in 1985 showed that fewer adult Catholics (39%)

than adult Protestants (46%) had any qualifications (Osborne &

Cormack, 1986). Although educational differences might have been

expected to disadvantage Catholics in the hiring process, it was

unclear to what extent (Teague, 1997).

Although various hypotheses were put forward, it was a difficult

task to test between them. An early attempt by Compton (1981) used

a standardisation procedure to estimate what the male Catholic

unemployment rate might have been had male Catholics possessed

the same characteristics (age, geography, social class and/or industry)

as male Protestants. His approach was criticised, however, as it

produced different answers depending on which arbitrary modelling

assumptions were chosen (Murphy & Armstrong, 1994).

Subsequent studies used an alternative approach—multivariate

regression analysis—to separate the share of the unemployment dif-

ferential associated with religion from the share associated with other

variables. These studies used various individual-level data sets—the

Continuous Household Survey (CHS) (Smith & Chambers, 1991),

Labour Force Survey (Murphy & Armstrong, 1994) and the Sample of

Anonymised Census Records (Borooah, 1999)—to show that Catholic

men had a statistically significantly higher probability of unemploy-

ment than Protestant men even after adjusting for religious differ-

ences in age, education level, family size and other factors. Taken

together, these studies suggested that roughly half the unemployment

differential could be explained by observed correlates of religion and

unemployment. The question of what accounted for the rest—

discrimination, omitted variables or the effect of religion itself

(e.g., the Protestant Work Ethic)—remained open, however. Although

there was widespread agreement that some discrimination had taken

place (Cormack & Osborne, 1987; Whyte & FitzGerald, 1991), there
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was much disagreement about how much it contributed to the

unexplained gap (Shirlow & Shuttleworth, 1996).

In summary, there are a number of plausible explanations for his-

toric Catholic/Protestant unemployment differentials, although none

of them won universal acceptance. The decline in the unemployment

differential, however, raises fresh questions. Chief among these con-

cerns the role of employment-relevant characteristics—has their rela-

tive contribution increased or decreased? Which characteristics make

the greatest contribution? And if the importance of these productive

characteristics has changed, can anything be deduced about the

existence of discrimination or the value of the Northern Ireland

employment equality legislation or other political developments?

These and other questions are investigated below using novel data.

3 | METHODS

3.1 | Data

There are two main sources of data used here. The first, the Northern

Ireland Longitudinal Study (NILS), provides large samples that repre-

sent the Northern Ireland population in each of the last three Census

years (1991, 2001 and 2011). The second, the CHS, provides much

smaller samples from a household survey conducted annually since

1983. Although the NILS enables precise (but infrequent) estimates of

the relationships of interest, the CHS permits the gaps between each

Census to be filled in (albeit with less precision).

The core of the NILS is based on a 28% (circa 500,000 individuals)

random sample of all people registered for health care services in

Northern Ireland. This sample is linked to various administrative

databases and to 1981, 1991, 2001 and 2011 Census returns for

enumerated individuals (O'Reilly et al., 2012). The demographic and

socio-economic variables used here (described in Table S2) are drawn

largely from its Census element. This paper does not exploit the longi-

tudinal linkage capability of the NILS, however; instead, it treats the

data for 1991, 2001 and 2011 as repeated cross-sections.1

The CHS is a repeated cross-sectional survey based on a 1% ran-

dom sample of households in Northern Ireland. Although it contains

similar socio-economic and demographic information as the NILS, it

does not contain any information on subregional geography. To boost

sample size, annual CHS samples are placed into pairs.

In both data sets, the analysis sample comprises residents in private

households, and in the NILS, we restrict it to those born in Northern

Ireland, although results are no different otherwise; by contrast, the CHS

contains no record of birthplace. Unless otherwise specified, the age of a

given sample is restricted to 16–64 year olds (males), 16–59 year olds

(females), and 16–64 year olds (samples pooled over gender).

3.1.1 | Outcome variables

In line with previous related studies, the focus here is on unemploy-

ment, which we define as closely to the International Labour

Organisation (ILO) definition as possible given the data sources.2 In

the NILS, individuals were classified as unemployed if, in the week

before Census, they were not working but were seeking work or

waiting to start a job already obtained. In 2001 and 2011, the Census

question more closely reflected the ILO definition, asking whether

search was conducted during the last 4 weeks and whether the

respondent could start a job within 2 weeks had one been available.

In the CHS, individuals were classified as unemployed if they did not

have a job but were looking for a job or waiting to take up a job

already obtained.

The analysis sample is restricted to labour force participants, who

comprise individuals either in employment, self-employment or unem-

ployment (i.e., economically active). The economically inactive, who

comprise out-of-work individuals not actively seeking work (students,

retirees, long-term sick/disabled, homemakers and others), were

excluded to conform with the ILO definition, although our conclusions

are unchanged if they are included.

3.1.2 | Religion variable

The key explanatory variable is a binary indicator that distinguishes

Catholics from Protestants. In the NILS, religion in 1991 is classified

according to the religious denomination or body to which individuals

belonged at Census. In 2001 and 2011, however, individuals who

declared no religion or failed to state any religion could also state

which denomination or body they were brought up in (community

background). Therefore, in 2001 and 2011, religion is based on either

current religion (if reported) or community background (if no current

religion was reported). Between 1983 and 2004, respondents to the

CHS were asked if they could reveal their religion and, if so, to state

their denomination. After 2004, they were asked about their religion

even if they were not actively practising.

Protestants include Presbyterians, members of the Church of

Ireland, Methodists and Christians from numerous smaller denomina-

tions. Individuals who reported no religion, or did not state one, are

excluded from CHS samples. The NILS sample also excludes these

individuals in 1991, but in 2001 and 2011 includes those who were

Catholic or Protestant according to community background.

Conclusions from the NILS analysis are no different if current religion

is used in every year and no religion or not stated respondents are

always excluded. A small number of non-Christians are excluded, but

again, this does not affect the results.

3.2 | Empirical strategy

A two-part analytical strategy is adopted. In Part 1, the unemployment

differential is estimated using all available data to provide a picture of

how it has evolved through time (Section 4.1). In Part 2, a statistical

decomposition is performed using the NILS data to quantify how

much of it can be explained by various observed factors (Section 4.2).

This two-part approach provides insight into temporal changes in
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unemployment inequality and the measurable forces driving these

changes.

3.2.1 | Measuring the unemployment differential

In Part 1, three measures of the unemployment differential are taken:

(i) the Catholic unemployment rate divided by the Protestant rate

(ratio differential), (ii) the Catholic rate minus the Protestant rate (raw

differential) and (iii) the conditional differential defined as the

coefficient on being Catholic (δ) estimated from the following

regression

yi ¼ αþδciþXiβþϵi, i¼1,…,n: ð1Þ

where yi equals 1 if individual i is unemployed and 0 if employed/

self-employed, ci is equal to 1 if Catholic and 0 if Protestant and Xi is

a set of observed control variables as set out in Table 1. The choice of

control variables is informed by previous fair employment studies, for

example, Smith and Chambers (1991). The set of controls include

personal characteristics, namely, age (in years), gender, educational

attainment, marital status and a measure of health; household charac-

teristics, namely, number of children and tenure; and dummy variables

for Assembly Area of residence. The area dummies (18 areas in total)

are included to account for religious variation in where people live

and thus religious variation in spatial access to labour market

opportunities. The parameters of Equation 1 are estimated by

ordinary least squares, but conclusions are robust to re-estimation as

either logit or probit models.

In the NILS samples, each differential is estimated separately by

gender in 1991, 2001 and 2011. Coefficient standard errors are

clustered over 890 statistical geographies known as Super Output

Areas (SOAs), to account for the possibility that observations within

the same SOA are not independent (Moulton, 1986). In the CHS,

estimates are obtained from 17 pairs of annual samples which begin

in 1983–1984 and finish in 2015–2016. These samples are pooled

over gender due to sample size constraints, and coefficient standard

errors are robust to heteroskedasticity as the lack of subgeographical

information prevents clustering (White, 1980).

A relatively small number of observations were dropped from the

NILS sample due to nonresponse. To enhance the reliability of the

NILS data, individuals were dropped entirely if they reported a change

in birthplace or a fall in the highest level of education through time,

and dropped in a given year if any relevant variable had an imputed

value. Our conclusions are robust, however, to their inclusion. Missing

values in the CHS, where present, were mostly found in variables on

both sides of the regression equation.

3.2.2 | Decomposing the unemployment
differential

In this part, the decomposition methodology of Oaxaca (1973) and

Blinder (1973), commonly used in the discrimination literature, is

applied to the NILS data in each census year, treating the model as lin-

ear3 as in Equation 1. In the present study, this technique is not used

to quantify discrimination—as this cannot be credibly measured using

these data—but rather to identify which observable factors contribute

to unemployment inequality, in the spirit of Gelbach (2016).

In general, the decomposition splits the raw outcome differential

into two components: (i) a portion explained by intergroup (Catholic/

Protestant) differences in observed factors (the characteristics effect)

and (ii) an unexplained portion due to intergroup differences in

regression coefficients (i.e., differences in the ‘returns’ to

characteristics—equated with discrimination if all characteristics are

accounted for, ceteris paribus). Following Neumark (1988), a general

formula can be expressed as follows:

yc�yp ¼ Xc�Xp
� �cβ� þXc

bβc�cβ�� �
þXp

cβ� �bβp
� �

þ bαc�bα�ð Þþ bα� �bαpð Þ
ð2Þ

where subscript c (p) denotes Catholics (Protestants) and an overbar

denotes mean values (proportions for binary variables).4 The

asterisked parameters represent the returns assumed to prevail in a

non-discriminatory labour market (non-discriminatory coefficients).

Because they help to determine the size of each component, a key

question is how they should be estimated.

The theoretical grounds for adopting each approach are discussed

in Oaxaca and Ransom (1994). Following Fortin (2008), this analysis

takes the estimates of α and β from Equation 1 as the non-

discriminatory5 coefficients. An attractive feature of this specification

is that the total unexplained component is equal to the religion

coefficient bδ (the conditional differential) from Equation 1. Hence, the

total explained portion coincides exactly with the (absolute) gap between

the raw differential and the conditional differential. As shown by

Gelbach (2016), the decomposition can be used to break this gap down,

variable by variable, into its constituent parts. Thus, in this application,

the decomposition reveals how much of the Catholic/Protestant unem-

ployment differential can be explained by Catholic/Protestant variation

in the means of each observed factor (age, education, location, etc.).

Criticisms and limitations of the decomposition methodology are

highlighted in Cotton (1988) and Jones (1983) and summarised in

Oaxaca and Ransom (1999). An important concern is omitted variables

bias. Provided they are correlated with religion and unemployment, con-

trol variables in Xi will contribute to the explained component, explaining

some (or potentially all) of the differential. However, any correlated

unobservables will be captured by the unexplained component, which

then reflects omitted variables bias as well as (potential) discrimination.

Here, this issue is mitigated with the use of a wide range of control vari-

ables, but it cannot be fully addressed without additional data.

Another issue relates to how far each component of the decom-

position can be meaningfully interpreted. The main issue is that, when

dummy control variables are used, each variable's contribution to each

component depends on which reference categories are chosen

(Oaxaca & Ransom, 1999). Fortunately, this problem does not affect

the total contributions to each component, nor the total contributions
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of each set of dummy variables to the explained component. For this

reason, when discussing the contributions of dummy variables (i.e., all

control variables except age), only the sum total of the coefficients

effects (including the constant), and the sum total of the characteris-

tics effects within each set of variables, are interpreted.6

4 | EMPIRICAL RESULTS

The first part of this section uses the NILS data to document long-

term changes in the level of unemployment inequality. The second

part combines this with CHS data to pinpoint when short-term

changes occurred. Returning then to the NILS data, the third part

compares the observable characteristics of each religious group in

1991 and 2011 and then performs the decomposition to quantify the

contribution of each characteristic to the unemployment differential.

4.1 | Levels of unemployment inequality

Table 1 reports unemployment rates and differentials along with

estimated coefficients from Equation 1. It shows that, regardless of gen-

der, being Catholic rather than Protestant is associated with a higher

probability of unemployment in every census year. In 1991, male Cath-

olics had a 16.3 pp higher probability of unemployment than male Prot-

estants. Adjusting for observable factors reduces this probability to

10.9 pp, echoing earlier studies showing that differences in individual

and contextual characteristics correlated with both religion and unem-

ployment explain part but not all of the gap (Borooah, 1999; Murphy &

Armstrong, 1994; Smith & Chambers, 1991). Although the same pattern

is true for women, differentials are all smaller, as previously reported by

Murphy (1995) and Borooah (1999). By 2001, the conditional differen-

tial among men had fallen to 3.0 pp, where it largely remained in 2011

(3.2 pp). For women, the conditional differential had fallen to 1.5 pp by

2001 and to 0.8 pp by 2011. For both men and women, the ratio differ-

ential declines year on year. Despite the substantial narrowing of the

gap, however, note that it has not entirely disappeared.

Religion is not the only factor associated with unemployment. As

expected, the probability of unemployment is lower for individuals

who are older, better educated and married rather than single. By con-

trast, individuals with an activity-limiting health condition, as well as

those living in rented (rather than owner-occupied) accommodation,

have a higher chance of unemployment. Although the patterns aren't

consistent across gender or year, there is also significant geographical

variation in unemployment. The remaining characteristics are not con-

sistently associated with unemployment.

The previous results show that the unemployment differential

declined dramatically between 1991 and 2001. To pinpoint when this

change took place, differentials were estimated using the CHS data,

with analysis samples pooled over gender. The results, plotted in

Figure 1 alongside NILS estimates from the closest matching years

(with analysis samples pooled over gender), first show the scale of the

change over the full time period. Although in 1983–1984 Catholics

had a 9.6 pp higher probability of unemployment than observably sim-

ilar Protestants, by 2015–16 this difference was statistically no differ-

ent from zero. Importantly, the figure shows that differentials began

to fall prior to 1991 (during the late 1980s), continued to fall in the

early and late 1990s, and remained at a low but steady level from

2001 onwards.

In summary, this analysis shows that religious unemployment dif-

ferentials are much smaller than they once were, and going by the

CHS alone one might conclude that they have essentially disappeared

in contemporary Northern Ireland. Among other things, this highlights

the value of the large-scale NILS data, which shows that small differ-

entials persist (up until 2011). Moreover, the CHS tentatively suggests

that unemployment differentials rose only slightly, and certainly did

not rise substantially, after the financial crisis of 2007–2008. Esti-

mates from the NILS are consistent with this, though we do not know

whether the differential would have continued to fall in the absence

of this economic shock.

4.2 | Population differences as a source of
inequality

The results have so far established that religion and various other fac-

tors predict unemployment. As indicated by a comparison of raw and

conditional differentials, they also show that the magnitude of the

religious effect declines after adjusting for these other factors. What

has yet to be established is which factors are responsible for this

decline—that is, which are associated with religion and unemploy-

ment. This remainder of this section addresses this question.

Table 2 compares the structure of each religious group by

displaying the mean values of each control variable calculated sepa-

rately by religion, gender and year. It indicates that the average

Catholic and Protestant labour force participant differs along several

dimensions and that although some of these differences have

persisted through time, many have either disappeared or narrowed

considerably.

Firstly, Catholics continue to be younger than Protestants.

Whereas the mean age gap has remained at roughly 2 years among

men, among women it has fallen from 2.4 years in 1991 to 1.6 years

in 2011. Although Catholics and Protestants report poor health in vir-

tually the same proportions, the incidence of poor health has

increased through time for both groups. In terms of education, male

Protestants held a slight overall advantage over male Catholics in

1991 but not in 2011. Among females, despite similar proportions

with no qualifications, there are relatively more Catholics at the top of

the educational ladder and relatively fewer in the middle. More nota-

ble is the sharp rise in educational attainment for both religious

groups. Likely reflecting differences in age structure, a greater propor-

tion of Catholics have never been married, though for both groups,

the labour force consists mostly of married individuals. Catholic

households are still typically larger than Protestant households but no

longer by a substantial margin. Whereas 1-in-4 Catholic men reported

living in a household with three or more children in 1991, roughly
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TABLE 1 Relationship between unemployment and religion by gender and year: Northern Ireland Longitudinal Study (NILS)

Males Females

1991 2001 2011 1991 2001 2011

Unemployment rate

Catholic 0.298 0.104 0.122 0.144 0.060 0.057

Protestant 0.135 0.058 0.074 0.080 0.035 0.041

Ratio differential

Catholic/Protestant 2.21*** 1.79*** 1.65*** 1.80*** 1.71*** 1.39***

Raw differential

Religion (base: Protestant)

Catholic 0.163*** (0.007) 0.046*** (0.004) 0.048*** (0.003) 0.065*** (0.005) 0.024*** (0.002) 0.016*** (0.002)

Conditional differential and effects of control variables

Religion (base: Protestant)

Catholic 0.109*** (0.004) 0.030*** (0.002) 0.032*** (0.003) 0.044*** (0.003) 0.015*** (0.002) 0.008*** (0.002)

Age (in years) �0.001*** (0.000) �0.000 (0.000) �0.002*** (0.000) �0.003*** (0.000) �0.001*** (0.000) �0.001*** (0.000)

Activity-limiting illness (base: No)

Yes 0.141*** (0.009) 0.057*** (0.005) 0.027*** (0.005) 0.137*** (0.012) 0.036*** (0.005) 0.030*** (0.004)

Education (base: No qualifications)

Intermediate �0.121*** (0.004) �0.053*** (0.003) �0.079*** (0.004) �0.090*** (0.004) �0.039*** (0.003) �0.078*** (0.005)

Higher �0.146*** (0.005) �0.066*** (0.003) �0.121*** (0.004) �0.101*** (0.004) �0.052*** (0.003) �0.100*** (0.005)

Marital status (base: Single)

Married �0.077*** (0.004) �0.055*** (0.003) �0.073*** (0.003) �0.043*** (0.004) �0.026*** (0.002) �0.032*** (0.002)

Separated 0.043*** (0.010) 0.011 (0.006) �0.008 (0.006) 0.003 (0.008) 0.006 (0.004) �0.008* (0.004)

Number of children (base: None)

One or two

children

�0.002 (0.003) 0.001 (0.002) �0.002 (0.002) 0.000 (0.003) 0.008*** (0.002) 0.014*** (0.002)

Three or more

children

0.045*** (0.004) 0.006* (0.003) 0.001 (0.003) 0.009* (0.005) 0.021*** (0.003) 0.024*** (0.003)

Housing tenure (base: Owner)

Socially rented 0.261*** (0.005) 0.216*** (0.006) 0.204*** (0.008) 0.125*** (0.005) 0.132*** (0.006) 0.111*** (0.005)

Privately rented 0.153*** (0.009) 0.103*** (0.007) 0.086*** (0.006) 0.074*** (0.008) 0.080*** (0.006) 0.070*** (0.004)

Assembly area (base: Belfast East)

Belfast North 0.030* (0.014) 0.017 (0.010) 0.036*** (0.010) 0.022* (0.011) 0.010 (0.006) 0.015* (0.006)

Belfast South �0.017 (0.012) �0.018* (0.007) �0.014 (0.008) �0.018* (0.007) �0.011* (0.005) �0.002 (0.005)

Belfast West 0.071*** (0.015) 0.041*** (0.010) 0.042*** (0.008) 0.039*** (0.011) 0.029*** (0.007) 0.010 (0.006)

East Antrim �0.015 (0.010) �0.005 (0.007) 0.016* (0.006) 0.000 (0.008) 0.006 (0.005) 0.014** (0.005)

East

Londonderry

�0.014 (0.011) �0.002 (0.008) 0.036*** (0.008) �0.012 (0.008) 0.018** (0.006) 0.023*** (0.006)

Fermanagh/

South Tyrone

�0.007 (0.012) �0.004 (0.008) 0.006 (0.006) �0.015 (0.009) 0.016* (0.006) 0.012* (0.005)

Foyle 0.020 (0.013) 0.038*** (0.010) 0.054*** (0.008) �0.003 (0.009) 0.038*** (0.006) 0.041*** (0.006)

Lagan Valley �0.051*** (0.010) �0.023*** (0.006) 0.004 (0.006) �0.012 (0.007) �0.001 (0.004) 0.006 (0.004)

Mid Ulster 0.006 (0.017) �0.027*** (0.007) �0.001 (0.007) 0.016 (0.010) 0.007 (0.005) 0.015** (0.005)

Newry and

Armagh

0.004 (0.014) 0.001 (0.008) 0.024*** (0.007) 0.014 (0.010) 0.015* (0.006) 0.016** (0.005)

North Antrim �0.037*** (0.010) �0.022** (0.007) 0.007 (0.006) �0.013 (0.008) 0.008 (0.005) 0.013** (0.005)

North Down �0.024* (0.010) 0.004 (0.007) 0.008 (0.006) �0.003 (0.007) 0.014** (0.005) 0.007 (0.005)

South Antrim �0.042*** (0.010) �0.017* (0.007) �0.001 (0.006) �0.018* (0.007) 0.006 (0.005) 0.004 (0.005)

South Down �0.056*** (0.011) �0.019* (0.008) 0.015* (0.007) �0.005 (0.009) 0.012* (0.005) 0.011* (0.005)
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1-in-8 reported the same in 2011. Finally, Catholics and Protestants

have practically identical rates of homeownership and private rental

arrangements, with the proportions living in socially rented house-

holds having declined substantially, particularly for Catholics. Finally,

there continue to be significant religious differences in the distribu-

tion of individuals across Assembly Areas.

These comparisons reveal that Catholics and Protestants tend to

have different average characteristics. Importantly, if any characteris-

tic that varies by religion also influences the chance of finding a job,

then it will generate religious variation in the unemployment rate. This

section now turns to the question of which characteristics are having

this effect.

Decomposition results are reported in Table 3. In the accompany-

ing discussion, a focus is placed on the explained component and

whether its subcomponents have changed through time. When inter-

preting these components, positive (negative) values indicate charac-

teristics distributed in such a way as to increase (decrease) a

Catholic's relative probability of unemployment. Similarly, a positive

unexplained component is also disadvantageous for Catholics, but in

this case because it signifies a relatively unfavourable set of

coefficients (or the effect of omitted variables), and vice versa.

Beginning with males in 1991, there exists a 16.3 pp higher rate

of Catholic unemployment to be explained. Firstly, because every part

of the explained component, with the exception of health, is positive,

the distribution of every characteristic (except health) disfavours

Catholics, increasing their relative chance of unemployment. In total,

this explains 5.5 pp (34%) of the differential, most of which can be

attributed to religious variation in household tenure and area of resi-

dence. For instance, the larger proportion of Catholics living in rented

(rather than owner-occupied) households is associated with a Catholic

rate of unemployment 1.9 pp higher than the Protestant rate (12% of

the raw differential). Similarly, the relative distribution of Catholics

across Assembly Area neighbourhoods is associated with a 1.8 pp

higher Catholic rate. Indeed, throughout the period, the relative

TABLE 1 (Continued)

Males Females

1991 2001 2011 1991 2001 2011

Strangford �0.051*** (0.010) �0.013* (0.007) 0.014* (0.007) �0.019** (0.007) 0.005 (0.005) 0.008 (0.005)

Upper Bann �0.054*** (0.011) �0.022** (0.007) 0.008 (0.007) �0.005 (0.008) 0.002 (0.005) 0.009* (0.005)

West Tyrone 0.007 (0.014) 0.003 (0.008) 0.021* (0.008) 0.008 (0.009) 0.026*** (0.006) 0.025*** (0.005)

Constant 0.241*** (0.011) 0.116*** (0.008) 0.243*** (0.008) 0.224*** (0.010) 0.081*** (0.006) 0.144*** (0.008)

Observations 78,438 75,171 75,177 53,136 60,955 68,893

Note: Outcome variable equals 1 if unemployed, 0 if employed/self-employed. Sample is restricted to labour force participants aged 16–64 (males) and

16–59 (females). The model is linear, and standard errors clustered by Super Output Area (SOA) are in parentheses.

*p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.

F IGURE 1 Raw and
conditional Catholic/Protestant
unemployment differentials,
males and females. Data:
Continuous Household Survey;
Northern Ireland Longitudinal
Study
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geographical spread of the Catholic labour force is the single most

important observed factor leading to excess Catholic unemployment.

The remaining variables contribute very little—age and marital status

each contribute 0.3 pp while education and household children each

contribute 0.6 pp—or nothing at all (health status). The remaining

10.9 pp (66%) of the higher Catholic unemployment rate cannot be

explained by religious differences in the distributions of these

variables.

In 2001, the absolute contribution of each component is smaller,

and no single observed variable contributes any more than 0.7 pp. In

relative terms, however, housing tenure and area of residence both

continue to make the largest contribution (11% and 15%, respectively).

Overall, in 2001, 1.6 pp (35%) of the 4.6 pp raw differential can be

explained by all included observables, leaving the remaining 3 pp (65%)

unexplained. This pattern is largely unchanged by 2011, though the rel-

ative contribution of each variable changes somewhat in this year.

TABLE 2 Means and proportions of control variables by gender, year and religion: Northern Ireland Longitudinal Study (NILS)

Males Females

1991 2011 1991 2011

C P C P C P C P

Age (in years) 36.2 38.4 38.9 40.9 33.8 36.2 38.0 39.5

No activity-limiting illness 0.971 0.969 0.925 0.921 0.980 0.978 0.931 0.927

Activity-limiting illness 0.029 0.031 0.075 0.079 0.020 0.022 0.069 0.073

No qualifications 0.669 0.623 0.165 0.152 0.445 0.480 0.078 0.086

Intermediate 0.234 0.269 0.547 0.568 0.441 0.430 0.490 0.541

Higher 0.097 0.108 0.289 0.281 0.114 0.089 0.432 0.373

Single 0.354 0.298 0.412 0.342 0.380 0.287 0.386 0.305

Married 0.626 0.669 0.526 0.581 0.581 0.654 0.504 0.569

Separated 0.020 0.033 0.062 0.076 0.039 0.059 0.110 0.126

No children in household 0.390 0.524 0.537 0.585 0.401 0.517 0.451 0.508

One to two children 0.363 0.370 0.344 0.340 0.402 0.399 0.428 0.415

Three or more children 0.246 0.106 0.118 0.075 0.196 0.084 0.121 0.077

House is owner-occupied 0.677 0.748 0.839 0.852 0.722 0.772 0.811 0.830

House is socially rented 0.284 0.210 0.062 0.058 0.237 0.190 0.074 0.070

House is privately rented 0.039 0.042 0.098 0.089 0.041 0.038 0.115 0.101

Belfast East 0.007 0.076 0.012 0.066 0.010 0.086 0.017 0.071

Belfast North 0.053 0.051 0.040 0.035 0.056 0.053 0.047 0.037

Belfast South 0.038 0.055 0.056 0.039 0.057 0.061 0.060 0.040

Belfast West 0.110 0.017 0.066 0.011 0.116 0.017 0.076 0.012

East Antrim 0.017 0.071 0.019 0.078 0.019 0.070 0.021 0.082

East Londonderry 0.046 0.057 0.046 0.057 0.043 0.054 0.041 0.053

Fermanagh/South Tyrone 0.072 0.047 0.066 0.046 0.058 0.039 0.061 0.043

Foyle 0.106 0.025 0.092 0.023 0.100 0.024 0.090 0.024

Lagan Valley 0.022 0.085 0.042 0.089 0.026 0.089 0.046 0.092

Mid Ulster 0.083 0.037 0.090 0.037 0.073 0.034 0.082 0.031

Newry and Armagh 0.097 0.037 0.087 0.041 0.082 0.034 0.082 0.036

North Antrim 0.044 0.083 0.047 0.088 0.044 0.075 0.044 0.084

North Down 0.011 0.067 0.013 0.074 0.014 0.075 0.015 0.083

South Antrim 0.036 0.076 0.051 0.079 0.042 0.080 0.056 0.079

South Down 0.094 0.035 0.106 0.039 0.094 0.032 0.098 0.037

Strangford 0.019 0.085 0.023 0.092 0.023 0.088 0.026 0.099

Upper Bann 0.064 0.063 0.068 0.073 0.070 0.064 0.067 0.070

West Tyrone 0.082 0.032 0.076 0.031 0.074 0.026 0.072 0.027

Observations 31,690 46,748 33,218 41,959 20,269 32,867 31,137 37,756

Note: Sample is restricted to labour force participants aged 16–64 (males) and 16–59 (females). Catholics (Protestants) denoted C (P).
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For females, religious gaps in unemployment are always much

smaller. Again, the distribution of characteristics generally disfavours

Catholics, though education is one exception: female Catholics are

slightly better educated than female Protestants, reducing their rela-

tive chance of unemployment, albeit only slightly. Despite this, similar

to the male case, this educational advantage is greatly outweighed by

the distributions of other characteristics. In particular, although the

absolute contributions are small, location differences are the single

most important endowment in every year. Interestingly, household

size plays only a small role, though its relative effect is greater for

females compared with males.

Importantly, these results indicate that although religious differ-

ences in population structure still contribute to religious differences in

unemployment, the importance of such differences has diminished

through time, at least in absolute terms. For men, as the raw unem-

ployment gap fell by 11.5 pp between 1991 and 2011, the portion

attributable to structural differences fell from 5.5 pp to 1.6 pp—a fall

of 3.9 pp, equating to 33% of the decline in the differential. For

women, a 4.9 pp decline in the raw gap was accompanied by a 1.3 pp

decline in the explained component (27%).

The diminished role over time of differences in population struc-

ture between Catholics and Protestants in explaining unemployment

TABLE 3 Oaxaca–Blinder
decomposition of the raw unemployment
differential: Northern Ireland
Longitudinal Study (NILS)

Males Females

1991 2001 2011 1991 2001 2011

Unemployment rate

Catholic 0.298 0.104 0.122 0.144 0.060 0.057

Protestant 0.135 0.058 0.074 0.080 0.035 0.041

Absolute contributions

Raw differential (E + U) 0.163 0.046 0.048 0.065 0.024 0.016

Explained (E) 0.055 0.016 0.016 0.021 0.010 0.008

Age 0.003 0.000 0.004 0.006 0.001 0.002

Health status 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

Education 0.006 0.000 0.001 �0.003 �0.003 �0.002

Marital status 0.003 0.003 0.004 0.003 0.002 0.002

Number of children 0.006 0.000 0.000 0.001 0.002 0.001

Housing tenure 0.019 0.005 0.002 0.006 0.002 0.001

Area of residence 0.018 0.007 0.006 0.008 0.006 0.004

Unexplained (U = S + C) 0.109 0.030 0.032 0.044 0.015 0.008

Constant (S) 0.206 0.028 0.067 0.126 0.024 0.052

Coefficients (C) �0.098 0.003 �0.034 �0.083 �0.009 �0.045

Relative contributions (% of the raw differential)

Raw differential (E + U) 100 100 100 100 100 100

Explained (E) 34 35 33 32 42 50

Age 2 0 8 9 4 13

Health status 0 0 0 0 0 0

Education 4 0 2 �5 �13 �13

Marital status 2 7 8 5 8 13

Number of children 4 0 0 2 8 6

Housing tenure 12 11 4 9 8 6

Area of residence 11 15 13 12 25 25

Unexplained (U = S + C) 67 65 67 68 63 50

Constant (S) 126 61 140 194 100 325

Coefficients (C) �60 7 �71 �128 �38 �281

Observations 78,438 75,171 75,177 53,136 60,955 68,893

Note: Each cell in ‘Relative contributions’ is the corresponding estimate in ‘Absolute contributions’
divided by the raw differential in the same column. For example, column 1 shows that religious

differences in observable characteristics explain 5.5 pp (34%) of the 16.3 pp higher Catholic

unemployment rate among men in 1991. In particular, religious differences in average age contribute

0.3 pp (2% of the raw differential). Note that some components may not add correctly due to rounding.

Super Output Area (SOA)-clustered standard errors are not reported.
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differentials could reflect either a narrowing of the gap in such popu-

lation differences, a decline in the effect of those population differ-

ences that persist, or both. We know from Table 2 that differences in

population structure have persisted in some cases (e.g., marital status,

for both males and females) and narrowed in others (e.g., number of

children and housing tenure, again for both males and females). To

further investigate this, Table S3 presents a simple comparative exer-

cise in which the actual unemployment differentials in 2001 and 2011

are compared to counterfactual unemployment differentials which

assume 1991 population characteristics. Although these results

should be interpreted cautiously, they show that raw and ratio differ-

entials would be larger in 2001 and 2011 had the characteristics of

each group remained at their 1991 levels. Thus, changes in population

structure go some way to explain how this economic inequality has

diminished. However, religion itself, and/or unobserved structural dif-

ferences, continue to exert an influence, inducing a relatively higher

rate of Catholic unemployment. Given that our empirical analysis

allows us to rule out factors such as age and education (and others),

can anything be deduced about the factors contributing to the

unexplained gap, noting that its absolute size has also diminished

through time?

5 | DISCUSSION

During the 1990s, when unemployment inequality declined dramati-

cally, Northern Ireland experienced several notable economic, social,

legislative, and political changes. Many of these might be expected, a

priori, to have implications for the role of religion in the labour market.

In this discussion we consider the potential impact of several of these

changes. Because the NILS data are only available from 1991

onwards, we focus our discussion on the period between 1991 and

2001, although we present results for 2011 where appropriate and

for the late 1980s where available. The discussion concentrates on

males because they experienced the biggest fall in unemployment

inequality, although selected results are also presented for females.

5.1 | ‘Hidden unemployment’ and external
migration

Before discussing the potential effects of these changes, it is first nec-

essary to establish whether the decline in unemployment inequality

reflects a rise in Catholic employment or a rise in ‘hidden’ Catholic
unemployment: it is possible that Catholic unemployment is lower

today because unemployed Catholics increasingly left the labour force

or because Catholics with few employment prospects increasingly

failed to join.

This question was tackled in three ways. First, to check whether

Catholic labour force nonparticipation (inactivity) rates increased

relative to Protestant rates, the econometric exercise of Section 4.1

was repeated, this time using a sample of the population stratified by

gender and an outcome variable distinguishing the economically

inactive from the economically active. Figures 2 and 3 show that

although Catholic inactivity was higher during the period, this

differential has not widened, and nor have sustained increases in the

inactivity differential coincided with sustained falls in the unemploy-

ment differential. Thus, there are no grounds to conclude that the

unemployment differential has been replaced by an inactivity

differential. Notably, however, there is some evidence for men that

the inactivity differential increased between 1991 and 2001. This was

examined next.

F IGURE 2 Raw and
conditional Catholic/Protestant
inactivity differentials, males only.
Data: Continuous Household
Survey; Northern Ireland
Longitudinal Study
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The second check investigated whether unemployed Catholic

men were more likely than unemployed Protestant men to have with-

drawn from the labour force between 1991 and 2001, a trend that

would have contributed to a narrowing of the unemployment differ-

ential, ceteris paribus. Exploiting the longitudinal structure of the

NILS, we found some evidence for this: 33.1% of Protestant men who

were unemployed in 1991 had left the labour force by 2001, com-

pared with 37.8% for Catholic men (see Table S1). Thus, we cannot

rule out the possibility that the unemployment differential fell

because a relatively greater proportion of unemployed Catholic men

stopped looking for work.7

A final possibility is that the unemployment differential fell

because relatively more unemployed Catholics left the labour force

via external migration. Due to an absence of suitable migration data,

this question could not be fully addressed. Given the limited informa-

tion available elsewhere, however, it seems highly unlikely, on balance,

that migration has played a key role in unemployment convergence at

least over the period examined here. Northern Ireland experienced

net out-migration in the 1970s and 1980s, but from the late 1990s

has seen inflows and outflows roughly in balance (Russell, 2012). Dur-

ing this time, the Catholic share of the population has proportionally

and absolutely increased (Gregory et al., 2013), and the numbers of

Catholics in the workforce has grown almost on a year-by-year basis

according to Annual Monitoring Returns published by the Equality

Commission for Northern Ireland. Thus, there is no evidence showing

a net loss of working-age Catholics or their families who might be

assumed to have exited along with parental breadwinners.

Although this analysis suggests that labour force exit behaviour

might explain some of the decline in the male unemployment differen-

tial between 1991 and 2001, the experiences of those who remained

in the labour market, and those who joined, will also be important.

Furthermore, the religious difference in the proportions of each

population in either unemployment or economic inactivity (i.e., the

non-employment differential) also declined during the period (see

Figure S1), suggesting that a rise in Catholic employment is the key to

this story. The rest of the paper discusses how this may have been

achieved.

5.2 | Economic and structural change, policy and
discrimination

Several major economic, legislative, social and political changes are

plausibly linked to the decline in the unemployment differential

through their effect on Catholic employment. The first question is

whether Northern Ireland produced enough new jobs to shift the

unemployed into work. To answer this question, a measure of labour

demand was constructed for the relevant period using the most con-

sistent data available. This measure, defined as the average number of

employee jobs available in Northern Ireland per annum for each work-

ing age person, is plotted in Figure 4 alongside the conditional unem-

ployment differential from the CHS for available years. The plot

shows that labour demand decreased sharply between 1978 and

1986, increased over a 20-year period interrupted only by the eco-

nomic slowdown of the early 1990s and decreased once again after

the financial crisis in 2007–2008. Notably, the long-running increase

in employment began in the late 1980s, just as the unemployment dif-

ferential began to fall. Between 1987 and 2001, the number of

employee jobs per head increased by 29.6%, equating to roughly

149,400 jobs (not shown). This is substantial when compared with

growth in London (9.7%), and even more impressive relative to com-

parable regions such as Wales or North-East England. It also marked a

F IGURE 3 Raw and
conditional Catholic/Protestant
inactivity differentials, females
only. Data: Continuous
Household Survey; Northern
Ireland Longitudinal Study
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step change from Northern Ireland's own past performance, which in

preceding years was largely poor (Birnie & Hitchens, 1999;

Crafts, 1995). Thus, it is clear that Northern Ireland enjoyed an

impressive rate of jobs growth during the 1990s.

Due to historical differences in how jobs were distributed

between Catholics and Protestants, the types of new jobs on offer

may also have affected the distribution of unemployment during this

time. The balance of advantage in the labour market may have been

upset by growth in sectors traditionally favouring, or at least not disfa-

vouring, male Catholics—construction and services, for example

(Aunger, 1975; Smith & Chambers, 1991)—and by decline in sectors

traditionally favouring Protestants, such as manufacturing and engi-

neering (Pollak, 1982; Teague, 1993). As Figures 5 and 6 show, this is

the very pattern of change we observe. The services sector accounts

for an increasing number of male and female employee jobs (Panel a),

and since the 1980s has provided a consistent stream of male

employee jobs (Panel b). Meanwhile, manufacturing experienced little

net change after 1982, whereas construction experienced a 20-year

boom after the mid-1990s. However, although this compositional

shift would have provided a favourable context for a more equitable

allocation of employment during this time, it is not clear how much of

an impact this might have had. For instance, despite a substantial

shake-out of male (and disproportionately Protestant) manufacturing

jobs in the 1970s and 1980s, there was little or no change in

the Catholic/Protestant unemployment ratio during this time

(Harrison, 1982; Teague, 1987). This perhaps suggest that the singular

influence of this change may have been small.

Though necessary, changes in the number and type of jobs may

not have been sufficient to reduce inequality, because how they are

distributed will also depend on how labour market participants

interact with one another. In response to the claim that Catholics

faced hiring discrimination in certain sectors, two pieces of equality

legislation were enacted prior to 1991, the first in 1976 and the sec-

ond in 1989. The first intervention aimed to promote equality of

opportunity and eliminate employment discrimination on the grounds

of religious and political opinion, though it was ultimately viewed as

unsuccessful (Graham, 1983). A revamped Fair Employment Act,

introduced in 1989, sought to address its predecessor's failings by

formalising employers' recruitment procedures and requiring them to

regularly monitor the religious composition of their workforce and to

review employment practices where monitoring identified an under-

representation of a particular religious group. Was the second piece

of legislation any more successful than the first?

Muttarak et al. (2013) finds evidence that this legislation

boosted workforce de-segregation through a policy instrument—

known as an agreement8—designed to increase the representation of

under-represented religious groups (both Catholic and Protestant) in

highly segregated firms. They found that, between 1990 and 2005,

although overall religious balance improved across all employers, it

improved faster in employers that were subject to agreements. For

agreements seeking to boost Catholic representation, marked change

was identified within manufacturing and services employment,

perhaps indicative of a reduction in barriers to entry for job-seekers

in these sectors. Change within the services sector is notable

given its significant contribution to employment growth during the

period.

Much more difficult to pin down, but potentially playing a crucial

role in (and perhaps in part reflecting) the marked decline in unem-

ployment differentials in the late 1990s, were wider social and politi-

cal changes in Northern Ireland over that period, culminating in

F IGURE 4 Employee jobs per
person (16- to 64-year-old males
and females) and the conditional
Catholic/Protestant
unemployment differential.
Shaded regions show
recessionary periods. Data:
Continuous Household Survey,
Northern Ireland Statistical

Research Agency, Office for
National Statistics
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paramilitary ceasefires in the mid-1990s and the signing of the Good

Friday Agreement in 1998. Among other things, this heralded the

establishment of the devolved Executive (with cross-community allo-

cation of ministerial portfolios) and the Northern Ireland Assembly

(enshrining cross-community voting on key decisions). This is a far cry

from the pre-1972 Stormont political settlement in Northern Ireland

which might have been termed as a type of ‘ethnocracy’—politics

dominated by one ethnic or national group in pursuit of their own sec-

tional interests (Kaufmann, 2004).

The final consideration is whether the contribution of discrimina-

tion has diminished through time. Because we cannot convincingly

measure discrimination, it is difficult to draw any firm conclusions

about whether it is a salient characteristic of the contemporary

Northern Ireland labour market. Nevertheless, two pieces of evidence

F IGURE 5 Share of employee
jobs by sector, males and females.
Data: Northern Ireland Statistical
Research Agency

F IGURE 6 Employee jobs

index, males only. Data: Northern
Ireland Statistical Research
Agency
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are consistent with the suggestion that discrimination plays less of a

role today. The first is survey data showing a steady decline in

Catholic perceptions of mistreatment in employment between 1989

and 2003, which is consistent with any decline in incidences of

mistreatment (Morrow et al., 2013). The second is monitoring data

collected by the Equality Commission showing that since the 1990s

the proportion of Catholics applying for jobs within the monitored

workforce9 has roughly matched the proportions being appointed

(ECNI, 2002, 2017). If the decrease in the unexplained (religion)

component of the unemployment gap captures changes at least in

part associated with discrimination, then many of the factors

discussed above (e.g., equality legislation) may have contributed,

either via a reduction in the effects of discrimination, a reduction in

the extent of religious prejudice within Northern Ireland, or both.

6 | CONCLUSIONS

The first contribution of this paper is to exploit newly available data

to chart the recent history (1983–2016) of unemployment inequality

between Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland, updating and

extending the existing literature in doing so. Unemployment

differentials were high in (and prior to) 1991, had fallen substantially

by 2001, and have changed little since. Moreover, historical levels of

unemployment inequality did not re-emerge after the financial crisis

of 20,072,008. Nevertheless, it is also clear that unemployment

inequality had not disappeared entirely by 2011, especially for men.

The second contribution of this paper is to provide a deeper

understanding of historical and contemporary contributory factors

and in doing so assess whether they might explain the decline in

inequality. This was achieved firstly by using a statistical decomposi-

tion to identify how much of the differential could be explained by

observable differences in the structure of each religious population

(age, education, geography, etc.). Because this approach does not shed

light on the contemporary role of discrimination (or any other

unobserved factor), we evaluated its likely significance by considering

the potential impact of relevant coincident changes (e.g., equality

legislation) and by tracking changes in perceptions of discrimination

and employers' behaviour at the point of hiring.

We find that roughly 33%–50% of the excess in Catholic unem-

ployment can be explained by observable differences in the structure

of each religious population. Where people live and the tenure of their

household are two notable structural factors, though like all others,

their absolute (but not relative) influence has diminished (though not

disappeared) through time, contributing to a decline in the differential.

The remainder, which cannot be explained by the data, is also less

important today, at least in absolute terms. It was suggested that this

might be linked to several changes that have affected the jobs market:

growth in employment opportunities benefiting labour market

entrants and the unemployed; structural changes to the demand for

labour; and legislative attempts to create an environment in which job

vacancies are matched with job seekers on a religiously neutral basis.

Despite this, we cannot also rule out behavioural factors—namely, a

higher rate of labour force drop out among the male Catholic

unemployed—as a partial driver of unemployment rate convergence

during the 1990s. Finally, although we cannot draw any firm conclu-

sions about the extent of historic or contemporary discrimination in

the Northern Ireland labour market, we can at least argue that the

direction of travel in terms of equality legislation, structural change,

and wider social and political change, is highly unlikely to be consis-

tent with an increased role for discrimination. Reassuringly, changes in

patterns of public opinion and trends in hiring outcomes within the

monitored workforce both support this conclusion.

Given these changes, what lessons, if any, do they have for other

societies faced with persistent employment inequalities? One limita-

tion of the study is that, because we have not determined causality,

caution must be observed when offering specific policy guidance. Sim-

ilarly, the suggested explanation was multifaceted, and the relative

importance of each individual factor is unknown; for example, work-

force desegregation would likely have been slower in the absence of

rapid jobs growth. Therefore, in seeking a formula that could be

applied elsewhere, although these findings give an idea of which

ingredients might be needed, they do not reveal their precise quanti-

ties. Nevertheless, many of the suggested factors in the formula—such

as equality legislation and convergence in structural characteristics—

are malleable and thus subject to policymaker intervention (albeit to

different degrees). As revealed in Section 2, a narrowing of the educa-

tion gap took place prior to the study period, leaving almost no role

for educational differences as a source of unemployment inequality

after 1991. Although this could have been driven by many different

factors, one possible contributory factor is a series of policy decisions,

which eventually closed the funding gap between Catholic and Prot-

estant schools (Gallagher et al., 1994). In this instance, policies that

level the playing field for the acquisition of pre-labour market human

capital might have a long-term payoff.

ENDNOTES
1 Data for 1981 are excluded due to enumeration problems at this

Census.
2 In some of our analysis we consider economic inactivity and non-

employment as outcome variables.
3 Probit and logit approaches to performing the decomposition (following

Fairlie (2005, 2017)) were also applied, but the conclusions were

unchanged.
4 For clarity, i subscripts are suppressed.
5 Although the point estimates are naturally sensitive to whether Protes-

tant or Catholic coefficients are used instead, the main conclusions are

unchanged.
6 For example, it cannot be deduced whether the unemployment

differential reflects lower Catholic returns to education, nor can it be

deduced whether religious differences in specific levels of education

(e.g., high-level vs. none) contribute; however, it can be deduced

whether religious differences in overall education levels contribute.
7 Back-of-the-envelope calculations suggest that the male Catholic

unemployment rate might have been 0.7 pp higher in 2001 had their

withdrawal rates been equal, ceteris paribus.
8 Agreements are made between the equality regulatory body and firms,

and there are three types: (i) legally enforceable (Article 13) agreements,
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(ii) formal agreements approved by the FEC/ECNI Board and

(iii) voluntary agreements negotiated with FEC/ECNI staff. Most agree-

ments have been voluntary, whereas most of the remainder have been

legally enforceable (Muttarak et al., 2013).
9 The monitored Northern Ireland workforce, covering 64%–67% of those

in employment, is comprised of both full-time and part-time employees

in all specified public bodies and registered private sector concerns in

Northern Ireland (ECNI, 2017).
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