
Religion includes any religion. It also includes a lack of religion, in other words workers or jobseekers are protected if they do not follow a 
certain religion or have no religion at all. A religion must have a clear structure and belief system. Belief means any religious or philosophical 
belief or a lack of such belief. To be protected, a belief must satisfy various criteria, including that it is a weighty and substantial aspect of 
human life and behaviour. Denominations or sects within a religion can be considered a protected religion or religious belief.

Discrimination because of religion or belief can occur even where both the discriminator and recipient are of the same religion or belief.

What if:

You are treated less favourably
(worse) than another worker or job 
applicant because of your religion or belief.

For example, you are not given a job or 
promotion or access to facilities, or you 
are dismissed or subjected to any other 
detriment because of your religion or belief.

This is known as Direct Discrimination. It is 
unlawful.

There is a rule or work practice which 
applies to everyone, but puts you and 
people of your religion or belief at a 
particular disadvantage.

For example, your boss decides to apply a 
‘no hats or other headgear’ rule to staff. This 
rule is applied in exactly the same way to 
every member of staff, including Sikhs, Jews, 
Muslims and Rastafarians. You have to cover 
your head as part of your religion or belief. 
You are not able to meet the requirements of 
the dress code and face disciplinary action as 
a result. For example, your boss introduces 
a ‘no beards’ policy, saying this is for health 
and safety reasons in a plant producing food 
products. This policy has a disproportionate 
impact on you because your religion or belief 
requires you not to be clean shaven.

This is known as Indirect Discrimination 
and unless it can be justified on reasonable 
grounds, it is unlawful. There does not need 
to be a formal policy in place in order for 
an employee or job applicant to challenge a 
decision affecting them.

You are treated worse than another worker 
or applicant because of your association 
with someone of a particular religion or 
belief.

For example, your wife is a Catholic. Your 
boss thinks this is unacceptable and gives 
you a bad report.

This is known as discrimination by 
association.
It is direct discrimination against someone 
because of their association with people of a 
particular religion or belief.

RELIGION OR BELIEF DISCRIMINATION



You are treated worse than another worker 
or applicant because of your employer’s 
perception of your religion or belief.

For example, your boss treats you less 
favourably
because he/she incorrectly thinks you are a
Muslim when you are actually a Sikh.

This is known as perception discrimination. 
It is direct discrimination against an 
individual because of an incorrect perception 
about their religion or belief. It applies even 
if the person does not actually possess that 
particular protected characteristic.

Someone subjects you to something 
(conduct) that you do not want in relation 
to your religion or belief, and the conduct 
is either intended to or actually violates 
your dignity or creates an intimidating, 
hostile, degrading, humiliating or offensive 
environment for you.

For example, during a training session a 
trainer directs a number of offensive jokes 
about Mormons to the group. You find the 
comments offensive and humiliating to you 
as a Mormon. For example, your co-workers 
shun you because you are a Buddhist.

This is known as “harassment”. It is linked 
with bullying. It is unlawful and can never be 
justified.

Your employer treats you badly because you 
have made a complaint of discrimination, or 
supported or been associated with such a 
complaint, in good faith.

For example, you help a colleague with a 
religion or belief related harassment claim 
against another worker, and your manager 
marks you down at your annual appraisal 
saying that you are “not very loyal”.

This is known as “victimisation”. It can 
never be justified, and it is unlawful.

Your employer instructs or encourages you 
to do something in relation to someone 
else which amounts to religion or belief 
discrimination.

For example, you are a manager and your 
managing director hears that you are 
proposing to employ someone who is a 
Jehovah’s Witness. He/she suggests that if 
you proceed with the appointment it might 
reflect poorly on your judgment and affect 
your future.

This is known as causing or inducing 
discrimination and it is unlawful. It can 
never be justified.

Someone helps someone else to discriminate 
against, harass or victimise you on the basis 
of your religion or belief.

This is known as “aiding discrimination”. 
A person who knowingly helps someone 
discriminate against, harass or victimise 
another person is treated as having done the 
unlawful act him or herself.
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