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Measuring inter-racial inequalities in the labour market: issues, facts and challenges

Introduction 

A key condition for effectively addressing discrimination in employment and occupation is to know how significant it is and how it manifests itself.  Data collection is hence necessary to: (i) broaden the knowledge base on discrimination; (ii) set targets and benchmarks to measure progress towards equality; (iii) inform policy choices; (iv) influence budgetary allocations; (v) and monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of policy interventions.

This paper discusses the main issues and challenges associated with the measurement of inter-ethnic/inter-racial inequalities in the labour market. It examines, in particular, the methods of racial identification and the racial categories used in Brazil, Britain and the USA and the corresponding results. These countries share a history of past and recent immigration from many countries. In addition, Brazil and the USA have in common a legacy of slavery of Africans, although the relative size of their black population differs considerably.

This paper seeks to examine the employment statistics of “people of African descent” and compare them with those of “white” people or other dominant ethnic groups. An important preliminary question is: how do we identify “people of African descent” and what distinguishes them from other ethnic groups -whether the “white” majority or other ethnic subordinate groups?

The answer may seem obvious at first, but it is not. The term “people of African descent” does not have a precise meaning or an internationally accepted legal definition. Determining the scope of this expression in statistical terms raises more questions than answers.
  While the term "peoples of African decent" might be useful as a broad notion to highlight generally the particular problems of peoples commonly referred to as "black", the term is too vague to serve as a basis for national and international action action in favour of the persons concerned, in areas such as data collection, as well as policy design and implementation.  The notions of “race”
, “colour” or “ethnic origin” or a combination of these or other variables are more helpful for identifying people subject to racial discrimination in different national circumstances. 
The terms “race” and “colour”, as indicated by the ILO Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations (CEACR), are usually examined together, since the difference of colour is just one, though the most apparent, of the characteristics that differentiate human beings. They are not considered to be synonymous, though. The term “race” is employed in a wide sense to encompass linguistic communities or minorities whose identity is based on religious or cultural characteristics or even national extraction (Thomas and Horii, 2001, p.82) 

Traditionally countries have not collected statistics on the ethnic groups residing within their countries. There are many reasons for this. Some States may fear that the exposure of inter-ethnic or inter-racial inequalities may undermine social cohesion or may put governments under pressure (Simon, 1997). In other instances, it may be racial/ethnic minorities themselves that may worry that data gathering may reinforce prevalent negative racial stereotypes against them or that the collected information may be used to their detriment (Kriszán, 2001).

Despite these difficulties, many countries gather statistical data on the racial or ethnic composition of their societies
 or are reviewing their racial classification systems, very often because of enhanced immigration from non-traditional sending countries (Allan, 2001). The way information on ethnic/racial groups is collected and the type and combination of variables used to define ethnic/racial groups differ by country and, within countries, over time (see table 1).

	Table 1: Census questions relating to race or ethnicity by selected countries

	Country
	Questions

	United States
	Race, ethnicity for Hispanics, place of birth, citizenship, ancestry, language spoken at home

	Canada
	Race, language, ancestry, and specific questions for Aboriginal or First Nation, Inuit and Métis peoples

	Germany
	Nationality/citizenship

	Brazil
	Race and colour,

	South Africa 
	Population group, citizenship, country of birth, language spoken at home 

	Mauritius
	Community, citizenship, linguistic group

	Fiji 
	Ethnic group, place of birth

	Australia 
	Citizenship, indigenous identity, ancestry, country of birth, parents overseas born or Australian born, language

	New Zealand
	Ethnic group, Mäori descent, country of birth, language(s) able to hold a conversation in


Source: J. Allan: International Concepts and Classifications, September 2001, Statistics New Zealand.

Information can be gathered in three ways: (i) through self-identification, whereby the respondent chooses the ethnic/racial category corresponding to his/her ethnic/racial identity; (ii) through observation, whereby the interviewer racially classifies the respondent on the basis of established racial categories; or (iii) through the analysis of peoples’ DNA. Countries may rely on one or more of these methods simultaneously. The DNA-based method, aside from being very costly, suffers from serious methodological flaws, aside from moral and political sensitivities (Osorio, 2003). 

It is important to highlight that there is no international classification system for “races” or ethnic groups. Notions such as “tribe”, “ethnic minorities”, “race” or “indigenous peoples”
 acquire distinct and different meanings in different countries.  This is why international organizations rely on the national data produced by national statistical institutes, based on national racial/ethnic classification systems. This does not allow for comparisons between countries, but permits monitoring changes over time as well as the direction and speed of such changes at the country level 
Labour market inequalities and discrimination

Empirical studies all agree on the existence of disparities in earnings or in unemployment and employment rates between dominant and minority ethnic groups. But controversy arises on the assessment of these disparities. One of the most contentious points is whether these are the expression of present discrimination, the consequence of past discrimination or a combination of both. A correct analysis of these imbalances is crucial because of the implications for policy.
 

Determining the extent of discrimination is a challenging task, though, due to both conceptual limitations and inadequacies in the collection of data.  A number of labour market indicators may, however, prove fit to measure racial inequalities and discrimination. These include: the gap between the educational attainments of dominant and subordinated ethnic groups, the distribution of the different ethnic/racial groups between different occupations and related earning levels, differentials in earnings of people with otherwise similar characteristics, and the gap in unemployment rates. Examined together these indicators permit to determine if the relative higher unemployment rates of racial minorities or their lower earning or concentration in particular jobs are due to differences in productivity
 or may reflect discrimination and, if so, to what extent. Hereunder follows a brief analysis of the rationale of the racial classification systems in place in Brazil, Britain and the USAand the corresponding results.        

Three case studies 

Brazil

During the first half of the twentieth century Brazil was portrayed as an accomplished example of racial democracy. The relative disadvantaged position of non-whites was ascribed to the legacy of slavery and to class prejudice, not to racial discrimination. Furthermore, mulattoes were perceived as having better social mobility than blacks, as prejudice against “mixed blood” was considered to be weaker. Extensive inter-marriage between races would contribute to the “whitening” of the population, thus mitigating inter-racial inequalities in the long run. The “whitening” of the population, as an inevitable social outcome, and miscegenation explain the emphasis historically placed on “colour” as a key determinant of racial affiliation in Brazil (Silva, 2002). 

In the late 1970s, a number of studies revealed that colour was a key determinant of disadvantage in the labour market and that, contrary to common wisdom, “pretos” and “pardos” displayed similar socio-economic profiles (Silva, 2002).

Since 1872, when the first national Census was conducted, the terms “preto” (black), “pardo” (mixed) and “branco”(white) have been almost uninterruptedly used until today. Between 1940 and 1990 only the variable “colour” had been employed to determine racial differences. As of 1990, the category “indigenous” was also introduced, thus changing the country’s racial classification system to one based on both “colour” and “race”. The five categories presently used are: “branco”, “pardo”, “preto”, “amarelo” (yellow, which captures the descendents of Asian immigrants) and “indigenous”. “Pardos” and “pretos” together constitute the “negros” (blacks) that represent the majority of the population in most States of the Brazilian Federation. This racial classification is used both by the National Census, which is carried out every 10 years, and the Household Survey (PNAD), which is an annual survey. The National Census also asks questions about nationality and place of birth. In the case of the PNAD the racial classification of respondents occurs both through self-identification and observation. 

The intensity of discrimination and disadvantage is correlated to people’s colour: the darker the colour of people’s skin the higher the likelihood of their being victims of racial prejudice (Oracy 1985, cited in Osorio, 2003). Other factors, such as social class (Silva, 2002), geographical location and the racial composition of the local population, appear to influence people’s perception of colour
. 

This has led some analysts to challenge the soundness of a “colour and race approach” to ascertain objectively people’s racial identity. Advocates of the existing racial classification system refute this argument by claiming that even when respondents had the possibility of freely choosing
 the race and colour corresponding to their racial identity, the categories and colours used coincided in most cases with those used by the PNAD (Osorio 2003). The ambiguity of the term “pardo”, a blurred and wide-encompassing category, paradoxically makes the racial classification more “objective”. This term captures the different disadvantages and prejudices faced by individuals with the same colour, depending on their socio-economic and geographic circumstances. Race-the argument goes- is a social construct, colour being just one, albeit the most apparent, marker, which arises from relations between people. Hence it is not the actual colour, but what people ascribe to that colour in terms of talents or attitudes or lack of them that shape peoples’ opportunities at work and elsewhere.

In 2000 the “blacks” represented 45.2 percent of the total population (5.7 percent were “pretos” and 39.5 percent were “pardos”), making up 75 millions Brazilians, and 44.5 percent of the EAP. 

There are significant socio-economic inequalities between whites and Blacks. Graph 1 shows the average labour income inequalities between whites and blacks of both sexes for all educational levels throughout the 1990s. There is a clear hierarchy in the earning structure, with white men at the top, black women at the bottom and white women and black men in the middle. These disparities reflect: the considerable differences in human capital between races; the different distribution of occupations between races, a higher proportion of blacks being employed in precarious, unskilled and low-paid jobs and beginning work at an earlier age; and discrimination in remuneration. 

Blacks (both men and women), regardless of the years of education, earn around 70 percent of what whites (black and women) with similar qualification levels earn, thus suggesting the existence of discrimination. Nonetheless, after adjusting the average earnings of men and women of both races for the level of education, the work-income hierarchy is reversed with white men at the top, followed by black men, white women and black women. This shows that, insofar as remuneration is concerned, sex-based discrimination prevails over racial discrimination. But black women are the most disadvantaged: their earnings relative to those of white men with similar education levels are the lowest compared to those of white women and black men; furthermore, the higher the years of education, the greater the difference (Mezzera, 2001).  Black women also have had the highest unemployment rates, followed by white women, throughout the past decade, although their education levels were higher than those of black men (Graph 2). They are also disproportionately represented among domestic workers, one of the least protected and worse paid category of workers (Abramo, 2003).
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Britain

The 1991 Census asked for the first time
 a question about the ethnic group affiliation of respondents and multiple choices were accepted. Nine categories had been identified: “White”; “Black Caribbean”, “Black African”, “Black Other”, “Indian”, “Pakistani”, “Bangladeshi”, “Chinese” and “Any other ethnic group”. The Census covered England, Wales and Scotland.

England and Wales have had changing patterns of migration that have influenced the categories used to define ethnic groups over time. Traditionally, migrants came from within United Kingdom and Europe; from the late 1940s they came from Commonwealth countries, within Africa and the Caribbean, and also Guyana, India, Pakistan and Bangladesh. The realization that these ethnic groups suffered from discrimination and disadvantage prompted changes in the national ethnic classification system.

The 1994 Fourth National Survey
 covered only England and Wales, since only a small proportion of minorities live in Scotland. It used two questions to identify ethnic minorities: one was similar to the Census’s question
 and the other asked about family’s origin (White/British/Irish, Black Caribbean, Indian Caribbean, Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Chinese, Other and Mixed). “Family’s origin” was considered to be more precise and reliable than group membership: family origin is a fixed fact, while “ethnic identity” may change in the life- time of an individual or from one generation to another. Interestingly, the vast majority of people gave the same answer to both questions (Berthoud, Modood and Smith, 1997, pp.1-2).  

The Labour Force Survey of the late 1980s and the 1991 Census reported some progress in the relative employment and earning levels of ethnic minorities compared to the early 1960s, when Caribbean and Asian people, irrespective of their class and levels of qualifications, were mostly clustered into low-paid manual work. The 1994 Survey confirmed this trend and showed that the old black-white divide had been replaced by a new racial hierarchy with “Whites”, “Chinese”, and “African Asians” at the top, the “Bangladeshis” and “Pakistanis” at the bottom, and the “Caribbeans” and “Indians” in the middle. 

Men of all ethnic groups, except for the Chinese, had higher levels of unemployment than white men. But, while the proportion of unemployed African Asians and Indians was similar to that of white men (between 14% and 19%), the unemployment rate of Caribbean men was double that of white men and that of Bangladeshi and Pakistani men even higher at 42 and 38 per cent respectively (Modood, 1997).  The very high levels of unemployment of these two groups was related to their disproportionate representation in manual work, which suffered from greater job losses than non-manual jobs (see table 2).  But, even among non-manual workers, the unemployment rates of Caribbean and Pakistani/Bangladeshi men exceeded significantly those of other ethnic minorities, thus suggesting the existence of discriminatory practices against them. 

	Table 2: Unemployment rate, men  and women, by non-manual and manual work, Britain, 1994
(base: economically active population)

Cell percentages

	
	White
	Caribbean
	Indian
	African

Asian
	Pakistani/

Bangladeshi
	Chinese
	All ethnic minorities

	Non-manual
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Men
	8
	24
	8
	7
	19
	(1)
	12

	Women
	5
	12
	3
	7
	(19)
	(2)
	8

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Manual
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Men
	17
	28
	21
	17
	34
	(13)
	25

	Women
	9
	17
	11
	(9)
	(24)
	(14)
	14

	Weighted count
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Men
	892
	494
	400
	320
	340
	125
	1680

	Women
	775
	520
	287
	205
	85
	123
	1220

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Unweighted count
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Men
	809
	357
	421
	287
	557
	72
	1694

	Women
	740
	740
	277
	178
	97
	65
	1016

	Source: Modood, T; Bethoud, R. and others: The Fourth National Survey of Ethnic Minorities. Ethnic minorities in Britain: Diversity and disadvantage (London, Policy Studies Institute, 1997), 94 pp.


As per the distribution of ethnic groups between different occupations, Caribbean men had the lowest representation in the top category of professionals, managers and employers, in contrast to nearly half of the Chinese men and 30 percent of white and African Asian men. 

Overall fewer women than men occupied the top professional and managerial jobs, but Chinese women were twice as likely as whites to be in the top occupational group, while this was the case for over one in ten of all South Asian women and one in 20 Caribbean women. At least half women of all ethnic groups were in intermediate or junior non-manual work. Similarly, the large majority of women of all groups engaged in manual work were self-employed. The differences between women were notably smaller than between comparable men, suggesting that labour market segmentation along gender lines prevailed over differences related to race or ethnicity.

Generally, job levels and occupations of both men and women were correlated with academic qualifications, albeit not always so, thus revealing discrimination. For example, over 60 percent of Chinese men with the highest qualification occupied professional or managerial jobs compared to 34 and 15 percent, respectively, of the Pakistanis/Bangladeshis and Caribbeans. Over half Caribbean men with the highest qualification were in the manual categories, compared to 30 per cent of the Pakistanis/Bangladeshis and 9 percent of the whites. 

Turning to women, a quarter of white and Chinese women with the highest qualifications were in top professional and management positions, relative to one in five African Asian women and one in ten Caribbean women. At the other extreme, one in six white women with the highest qualifications were in semi-skilled or unskilled manual jobs, the highest proportion in any group, compared to one in nine Caribbean women. 

USA

The Census is published every ten year and, since 2000, it identifies 15 racial/ethnic groups. These comprise: “Whites”, “Blacks” or “African Americans” or “Negros”, “American Indians” or “Alaska Native”; “Asian Indian”, “Chinese”, “Filipino”, “Japanese”, “Korean”, “Vietnamese”, “Other Asian”, “Native Hawaiian”, “Guamanian” or “Chamorro”, “Samoan”, “Other Pacific Islander” and “Some Other Race”.  Previously, since 1977, only 4 categories had been used, namely “White”, “Black”, “Asian” and “Amerindian”. 

Unlike Brazil, in the US it is the notion of “race”, not “colour”, which prevails. According to the famous “one drop rule”, anyone with African ancestry is considered to be an “African American”. But, like in Britain, the changes occurred in the national racial classification system reflects the changes that had taken place in the US immigration patterns, as well as a concern about the discrimination and disadvantage that migrant workers may face.

An ethnic/origin question is asked and specific information about Hispanic origin is collected. Additional questions refer to country of birth, citizenship and language spoken at home. For gathering the data, the US Census Bureau relies on short and long census forms, but both contain the same questions on ethnicity and race
. 

In the USA ethnic/racial economic disparities remain very large, although African American economic elites have emerged since the enactment of the Civil Rights Act in 1964. When looking at poverty trends for “African Americans”, “Hispanics” and “whites” between 1970s and 1999, little changes occurred for any of the groups until the early 1990s. Conversely, the economic boom of the 1990s helped reduce poverty significantly: the incidence of poverty among African Americans dropped from 31 to 21 percent, among Hispanics from 20 to 27 per cent and among whites from 9 to 7 percent. 

Declines in poverty were matched by a spectacular increase (at a higher rate than the rate at which poverty had fallen) for all groups in the proportion of affluent people during the 1990s. While in 1970, 5 per cent of whites lived in affluence compared to 1 percent each of African Americans and Hispanics, thirty years later the proportion of affluent whites rose to 20 per cent and that of Blacks and Latinos to 8 and 5 percent, respectively. On the other hand, the ratio of the African median family income to the white median income, which was 0.51 per cent, in both 1970 and 1992, increased to 0.59 in 1999 (Danziger, Reed and Brown, 2001).

The stagnation in incomes for African Americans, especially men, and Hispanics between the 1970s and 1990s was due in part to structural changes in the economy and labour markets, namely the introduction of labour-saving technological changes, under the pressure of globalization, and a growing demand for skilled workers. This seriously affected both the employment and earning levels of “African Americans” and Hispanics because of their inferior educational attainments compared to whites. Between 1973 and 1993 real annual earnings for less-skilled workers men fell by 22, 15 and 27 percent, respectively for “whites”, “African Americans” and “Hispanics”. Between 1993 and 1999 these earnings rose, with minorities experiencing the most rapid recovery: in 1999 the ratio of mean earnings for these men was 0.80 and 0.69 for “African Americans” and “Hispanics”, respectively.

The economic boom of the 1990s raised the living standards of all three groups in absolute terms and those of African Americans and Hispanics relative to whites’. But income disparities remained large: during the 90s black income never reached two-thirds of white income. In the down turn from 2000 to 2002, annual income losses were-2.4 percent for blacks and –2.5% for Hispanics, compared to 0.7percent for whites. 
 

Final remarks

Racial differences and racism are a universal phenomenon, but their manifestations and intensity vary by country and over time, according to national historical circumstances, economic contexts and policy frameworks. This explains why countries that gather labour market data by ethnicity or race use different racial categories and methods of measurement. Despite these differences, self-identification appears to be a sensible means to determining one’s racial/ethnic membership.

Collecting regular, accurate and reliable data on the relative socio-economic status of subordinate racial/ethnic groups, and their gender dimensions, is key to eliminating racial discrimination. But a correct assessment of inter-racial inequalities is equally important in order to avoid ineffective and even counterproductive effects through ill-informed public policies. As measuring racial inequalities involve more than one dimension, a composite racial equality index may be in order. Occupational segregation and earning data along with education levels and unemployment data may prove useful in tracing racial inequalities and discrimination over time at the country level.
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Graph 1: Average labour income by sex and race 1992-2001
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� Would a US Black citizen of Caribbean origin living and working in the USA classify as a “person of African descent”? The ancestors of this person may have been slaves brought from Africa to the Caribbean, but before acquiring the US citizenship that person was considered and registered by US authorities as a native Caribbean. Should this person, who may suffer from discrimination because of her colour and/or her being perceived as a foreigner, be entitled to less protection from racial discrimination than an African American? Individuals with an African ancestry may not display physical traits that are commonly associated with being “black”. Discrimination against them may be thus much less severe than that affecting people whose physical appearance is clearly “black”. Which criterion would than be more relevant for the purpose of protecting certain people from racial discrimination: ancestry or colour?


� UNESCO has helped unveil the scientific fallacies surrounding the concept of “race” since the 1950s. SEE K. J. Partsch: ”Fundamental principles of human rights: Self-determination, equality and non- discrimination” in K. Vasak 8ed.): The international dimensions of human rights (Paris, UNESCO, 1982), pp.76-77.   


� The International Data Bank on Populations of the US Bureau of Census has identified 92 countries that gather information on ethnicity. Relevant data are available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.census.gov" ��http://www.census.gov�


� The ILO’s Convention on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples (1989), No. 169, is the only international instrument that provides a statement of coverage of who may be considered “indigenous” or “tribal”. The Convention mentions both objective and subjective characteristics. These include: a distinct lifestyle, language, culture and institutions which distinguishing indigenous and tribal peoples from the rest of the population and self-identification. 


� Anti-discrimination laws and policies are in order to address present discrimination; investments in early human capital accumulation of members of ethnic/racial minorities are more suitable if the main problem lies in a huge skill gap between dominant and subordinate ethnic groups; a mix of policies would be justified if today’s disadvantages were the result of both past and contemporary racism. In all cases, however, the curbing of ethnic/racial imbalances in the labour market requires policy interventions both within and outside the labour market itself. See: M. Fugazza: Racial discrimination: Theories, facts and policies in ILR, 2003/4, pp.507-542.


�Education and work experience are proxies commonly used for productivity.


� It is plausible to expect that where “white” people prevail, certain people may be labelled as “pretos”, while in more racially mixed areas the same people may classify as “pardos”.


� Several surveys have been conducted in the 1970s and 1990s to ascertain what would be the response of people in the absence of a racial classification established a priori.  See Osório, R.: Texto para dicussão No � HYPERLINK "http://www.ipea.gov.br/Publicacoes/details.php?num=1996&tit=O~Sistema~Classificatório~de~Cor~ou~Raça~do~IBGE" �996 - O Sistema Classificatório de Cor ou Raça do IBGE�, Brasília, 2003.





� For many years, people’s country of birth was the only criterion used to distinguish the “white” majority from the minority ethnic population. This was not, however, a reliable criterion given the numbers of white people who had born in countries that were under the rule of the British Empire.


� This Survey provides the most reliable and comprehensive picture of the socio-economic status of ethnic minorities in the country and how they compare with those of the white population. Four surveys were carried out between 1966 and 1994 and the scope of analysis has broadened over time to include not only education employment and housing, but also issues such as harassment, incomes and ethnic identity. See Modood and Berthoud: Ethnic minorities, Britain Policy Studies Institute, 1997 pp 1-17.


� The Fourth National Survey added 3 categories to the 9 identified by the Census. These are: “Black British”, “British Asian” and “Mixed”. This was due to the fact that people of Caribbean family origin who considered themselves British, but were not “white”, identified themselves as “Black Other”. Similarly people of Indian Caribbean origin chose “Black Caribbean ” as their ethnic group. The category “Mixed” tried to capture people of mixed parentage, but it does not identify what combination of ethnic groups they represent. The Survey did not cover categories, such as “Black African” ,“Other Asian” or “Other groups”.  


� These forms are accompanied by two help notes: one provides guidance as to how to respond to the questions on ancestry, ethnicity, language and other related variables, while the other specifies the reasons for gathering this information.


� It has been estimated that to close the black/white income gap, it would have taken until 2054, if the faster growth of the late 90s had continued. See: Economic Policy Institute, 2004 ADD FULL REFERENCE.
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