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Abstract The paper concentrates on the problem of age
discrimination in the labour market and the way it can be
conceptualised and measured in a multi-disciplinary way.
The approach proposed here combines two understandings
of age discrimination—a sociological and legal one, what
allows for a fuller and expanded understanding of ageism in
the workplace. At the heart of the study is a survey carried
out in Poland with a sample of 1000 men and women aged
45-65 years. The study takes a deeper and innovative look
into the issue of age discrimination in employment. Con-
firmatory factor analysis with WLSMV estimation and
logistic regressions were used to test the hypotheses. The
study shows that age discrimination in labour market can
take on different forms: hard and soft, where the hard type of
age discrimination mirrors the legally prohibited types of
behaviours and those which relate to the actual decisions of
employers which can impact on the employee’s career
development. The soft discrimination corresponds with
those occurrences, which are not inscribed in the legal sys-
tem per se, are occurring predominantly in the interpersonal
sphere, but can nevertheless have negative consequences.
Soft discrimination was experienced more often (28.6% of
respondents) than hard discrimination (15.7%) with higher
occurrences among women, persons in precarious job situ-
ation or residents of urban areas. The role of education was
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not confirmed to influence the levels of perceived age
discrimination.
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Introduction

Ageism is said to be the ultimate type of prejudice (Pal-
more 2001) and a threat to “ageing well” in the twenty-first
century (Angus and Reeve 2006). Research shows that
almost 24% of older Europeans experience discrimination
because of their age sometimes or frequently (Abrams et al.
2011). Despite the ubiquitous nature of age discrimination
and the solid evidence for its adverse social consequences,
European policy confines responses for tackling ageism
mostly to discrimination in the workplace. This is done to
enhance the productivity and employability of older
workers and to deter their dependence on the welfare state
(Macnicol 2005). A milestone in age discrimination poli-
cies in the European Union was the Council Directive
2000/78/EC of 27 November 2000, which sets out a gen-
eral framework to ensure equal treatment of individuals at
the workplace regardless of their religion or belief, dis-
ability, age or sexual orientation. Even though all Member
States introduced this legislation, its effects are difficult to
assess (Duncan and Loretto 2004; Herring 2011; Neumark
2009).

Despite the progress in legislation, the discrepancy
between social and legal understandings of age discrimi-
nation remains problematic (Lahey 2010; Macnicol 2006).
As Amiraux and Guiraudon emphasise: “the social fluidity
of discrimination contrasts with the boundaries of its legal
existence” (2010: 1703), what calls for more interaction
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between the two spheres to enhance the efficiency of the
legislation and to increase its social impact (Green 2001).
Expanding the social understanding of age discrimination
with a legal dimension has two strengths. First, the analysis
can be carried out around the axis of legality and illegality
of certain behaviours, which is largely missing from the
discussions on ageism within social sciences (Doron 2006).
The legal provisions existing in European and national
legal systems are binding, meaning that the employer can
be held accountable for discriminatory practices, as already
proven in the ever growing case law of European courts
(Rothermund and Temming 2010; Umhauser-Enning
2013). Second, the legal perspective delivers an analytical
tool to study age discrimination in a more meticulous way
by defining different types of discriminatory occurrences.

The aim of this article is twofold. First, to explain the
social and legal understandings of age discrimination by
incorporating a perspective of legality into a sociological
study of perceived age discrimination in the labour market.
Second, the article seeks to explain the empirical mani-
festations of age discrimination in the labour market with
several socio-demographic and occupational factors, such
as gender, age, education, place of residence, occupational
status and sector of economy, which account for the vari-
ations in perceived age discrimination. The structure of this
article proceeds as follows. The literature review presents
theoretical and empirical findings about age discrimination
and provides a country background for this study. This
overview is summarised by three hypotheses for the
research. The hypotheses are tested based on survey data of
1000 older workers in Poland. The empirical part presents
descriptive statistics, confirmatory factor analysis and logit
regressions and is followed by discussion and conclusions.

Legal and social understanding of age
discrimination

The concept of ageism within social sciences has evolved
remarkably over time. Butler’s first definition of ageism as
“a process of systematic stereotyping and discrimination
against people because they are old” (Butler 1975: 35) was
refined in many ways. Several decades later, research on
ageism expanded the understanding of the concept and
encompassed different types (Iversen et al. 2009). Among
the most noteworthy are the distinctions between positive
and negative ageism (Palmore 1999), implicit and explicate
ageism (Blackburn 2006; Levy and Banaji 2004; Malinen
and Johnston 2013) and personal and institutional ageism
(Bytheway 1995; Palmore 1999; Palmore et al. 2005).
Moreover, social researchers have distinguished such sub-
types as interactive ageism (Minichiello et al. 2000), com-
passionate ageism (Furunes and Mykletun 2010) and
gendered ageism (Handy and Davy 2007). The use of a
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tripartite model of definition of ageism introduced an
important distinction (Cuddy and Fiske 2002; Levy and
Banaji 2004), which stems from understanding attitudes as
being constituted of three mechanisms: prejudice (affective
component), discrimination (behavioural component) and
stereotyping (cognitive component). This partition enhances
the understanding of the distinction between ageism and age
discrimination. Hence, McMullin and Marshall state that
“there are two interconnected dimensions of ageism: an
ageist ideology, which includes negative stereotypes,
beliefs, and attitudes and age discrimination, which is
behaviour that excludes certain people and places them in a
disadvantaged situation relative to others on the basis of their
chronological age” (McMullin and Marshall 2001: 112).

With reference to the labour market, Palmore defines age
discrimination as the “refusal to hire or promote older
workers, or forcing retirement at a fixed age regardless of the
worker’s ability to keep working” (Palmore 1999: 119).
Macnicol understands it simply as “the use of crude ‘age
proxies’ in personnel decisions” (2006: 6). It has also been
conceptualised as “prejudice (biased attitudes), discrimina-
tory practice and institutional habits. Biased attitudes may,
but do not necessarily, lead to discrimination” (Furunes and
Mykletun 2010: 23). The behavioural component of ageism
is present in these conceptualisations, but its manifestations
lack a thorough examination. Here, a legal perspective can
enrich further analyses of age discrimination.

Principally, discrimination in the labour market can take
many forms, and the European legislation makes a dis-
tinction between direct discrimination (when a person is
treated less favourably than another in a comparable situ-
ation due to their age, e.g. receiving lower pay, being
barred from training or being fired), indirect discrimination
(when the effects of apparently neutral action disadvantage
people on the grounds of age, e.g. policies affecting older
workers more strongly than their younger counterparts),
and harassment (violation of the dignity of a person and
creation of an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating
or offensive environment) (Adamson 2006; EC 2009;
Furunes and Mykletun 2010; Fribergh and Kjaerum 2011).
The long-term effects of functioning of anti-discrimination
legislation are still difficult to assess. On the one hand,
experts emphasise that such regulations are important for
raising awareness to age discrimination among older
workers and employers (Amiraux and Guiraudon 2010;
Breda and Schoenmaekers 2006). On the other hand, it is
assumed that only a small number of age discrimination
practices find their way to court, and even if they do,
proving guilt is very problematic (Rothenberg and Gardner
2011). Moreover, severe labour market distractions, such
as the economic crisis, make it difficult to recognise dis-
crimination and can weaken the effects of legislation
(Neumark and Button 2014). It might also be expected that
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stronger regulations regarding age discrimination can have
a positive effect for stability of employment in older age,
yet at the same time, they may negatively affect the chance
of older unemployed individuals to find employment
because employers realise it is more difficult to terminate
their contracts (Neumark 2009).

However, one effect of the anti-discrimination legisla-
tion found in research suggests that in modern globalised
workplaces, where adherence to formal legal rules is
praised, alongside discrimination that is relatively easily
interpreted within a legal framework, another type is
gaining in importance: “a fluid process of social interac-
tion, perception, evaluation and disbursement of opportu-
nity” (Green 2001: 91). Legislation is not always able to
address this type of age discrimination (Cheung et al.
2010), where social factors, such as stereotypes, interper-
sonal relationships or work atmosphere can play a signifi-
cant role. This suggests that the discrimination in
employment might occur in two forms: one that aligns with
the strict legal definitions, and second form that occurs in
social interactions and is linked to workplace dynamics
(Green 2001). In the analysis that follow, we intend to call
these two types soft and hard discrimination.

Soft discrimination as work-related basis for hard
discrimination

There are reasons to consider soft discrimination as
reflecting an ageist work environment that provides foun-
dations for hard discrimination practices. Soft discrimina-
tion is strongly based on age stereotypes, which are
common and universal (Taylor and Walker 1994; CIPD
2005; Henkens 2005; Kite et al. 2005; Harper et al. 2006;
Posthuma and Campion 2009). In the meta-analysis of
opinions about older workers, age negatively correlated
with the assessment of many skills, productive potential and
productivity (Bal et al. 2011). Negative age stereotypes can
significantly influence employers’ decisions that are unfa-
vourable for older workers and set a barrier for increasing
employability and retention in older groups (Perry and
Finkelstein 1999; Bytheway 2005; Loretto and White 2006;
OECD 2006). Positive opinions about older workers,
meanwhile, do not often translate into supportive practices
(Taylor and Walker 1998). Research shows that “age
stereotypes have been shown to influence the outcomes of
employment-related decisions in a variety of settings, for
example, lower ratings in interviews and performance
appraisals” (Posthuma and Campion 2009:165), suggesting
that ageist attitudes (expressed for instance, in language
used in the workplace) can influence actual employment
decisions, thus putting older workers in a disadvantaged
position. Economists consider discrimination as an element
of the imperfect labour market, resulting from uncertainty

about the future performance of workers, prejudices, igno-
rance or unjustified generalisations (Becker 1957; Phelps
1972; Aigner and Cain 1977; Oswick and Rosenthal 2001).
Employers aiming to maximise profits make their decisions
according to expectations about their workers. These
expectations are always based on limited knowledge, sim-
plifications and pre-conceptualisations and can be affected
by social norms, culture and social environment (Arrow
1998; Turek 2015). Therefore, soft discrimination towards
older people can lower their expected value for employers,
contributing to more harmful practices of hard discrimina-
tion. Workplaces where certain ageist behaviours, which
are still legal (such as ageist jokes or comments), are tol-
erated can be more prone to also exhibit illegal types of
discrimination (e.g. not hiring someone due to age).

Explaining age discrimination: socio-demographic
and occupational factors

Aside from the influence of formal regulations also several
socio-demographic and occupational factors cause varia-
tion in perception and experiences of age discrimination.
As plethora of studies showed age discrimination more
often affects women (Duncan and Loretto 2004; Krekula
2007; Lincoln and Allen 2004) and persons of lower edu-
cational attainment (van den Heuvel and van Santvoort
2011). Ageism operates also differently across the life
course (Bytheway 2005). For instance, Australian studies
indicate a higher incidence in the 55-59 group than in the
60+ one (AHRC 2015).

Age discrimination reports differ with respect to
employment status and work-related characteristics (John-
son and Neumark 1997). It occurs more often in the group
of job seekers than those in employment or the self-em-
ployed (AHRC 2015). A precarious situation on the labour
market (working as a part-time or seasonal worker, being
unemployed) has also been identified as a situation
whereby the individual is more likely to be exposed to
discrimination, which is often related to their low bar-
gaining power in their relationship with employers
(Standing 2011). Further on different rates of age dis-
crimination were reported in different professions and
sectors of economy, particularly is those with a small
proportion of older workers, fast developing and using new
technologies. Such branches as information technology
(IT), the banking sector, the catering trade or the hotel
industry were more discriminatory than production, craft
and traditional services (Johnson and Neumark 1997; Perry
and Finkelstein 1999; Gaster et al. 2002; Posthuma and
Campion 2009). Some studies showed that service sectors
are more discriminatory towards older workers as an effect
of “customer-driven discrimination” or employers’ tastes
for younger service workers (Chiu et al. 2001; Riach and
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Rich 2006; Adler and Hilber 2009). Additionally, private
sector was more discriminatory that the public one (John-
son and Neumark 1997). Company size and management
style also are differentially associated with ageist beha-
viours: larger companies usually provide better age man-
agement and broader opportunities for older workers, while
management based on closer relations with workers
decreases age stereotypes (Perry and Finkelstein 1999;
Posthuma and Campion 2009; Parry and Tyson 2011).

Some studies found higher rates of discrimination in
urban areas than in rural arecas (Johnson and Neumark
1997; McGuire et al. 2008). Urban and rural labour mar-
kets can differ significantly regarding the occupational
structure and types of companies, culture and social norms
of work and work relations, as well as the age composition
of workforce. However, Johnson and Neumark (1997)
warned about potential misinterpretation of the place of
residence and place of work. The occurrence of age dis-
crimination also differs based on the sociocultural context
(Tesch-Roemer and von Kondratowitz 2006). Research has
found that older citizens in East and South-East European
countries report age discrimination more frequently than
those in Western and Northern parts of Europe (van den
Heuvel and van Santvoort 2011).

Country background: The situation in Poland

The employment rate for the working population aged 55-64
in Poland is one of the lowest in Europe. In 2015 it equalled
54.2% for men and 35.5% for women (with an EU-28 average
of 60.1 and 46.9%, respectively) (Eurobarometer 2015). The
lower labour market activity of older people in Poland is a
result of system transition and public policies in the 1990s and
early 2000s. After 1989, the free market system introduced
new rules for the labour market. For the ageing generations,
adaptation to these changes was difficult and their skills did
not always match employers’ new expectations (Turek et al.
2015). Pushing older people out and extensive early retire-
ment options served for policy makers as a remedy for high
unemployment among young and middle-aged people
(Ruzik-Sierdzinska et al. 2013). Given the broad supply of
young employees from the baby-boom generation, employers
had little incentive for any profound concern about older
workers, and this have facilitated the development of negative
stereotypes about older workers and age discrimination
(Perek-Biatas and Turek 2012).

According to Polish employers, when compared to
younger workers, older ones are characterised by much
lower productivity, creativity, willingness to learn or
technological skills. They also assessed on average that the
age at which a person is too old to work 20+ hours per
week is roughly 64, compared to 70 in a study in Denmark
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or 67 in Germany (Turek and Perek-Biatas 2013). In 2014,
as many as 75% of Polish employers had precise age
preferences for work candidates, and only 38% of them
said they would have accepted a 50-year old and 11% a
60-year old for the work they were offering (Turek 2015).

Older people’s problems on the labour market were
addressed by policymakers in Poland relatively late, with
development of a real ageing policy commencing only after
2009 (Ruzik-Sierdzinska et al. 2013). Among the main goals
of the most recent policy strategy for increasing the labour
market activity of older people in Poland—*“Solidarity
between generations” from 2014—is the development of an
organisational culture and an environment that is friendly to
workers aged 504. One of its priorities is “improving the
image and fighting the stereotypes about workers aged 50+,
as well as counteracting age discrimination in firms and
institutions” (MPiPS 2014). The document puts forward
several practical proposals to reduce age discrimination,
which, however, are reduced to soft measures (such as social
campaigns fighting the negative stereotypes of older work-
ers), and none of these relates to the already existing legal
prohibition on discrimination. Anti-discrimination legisla-
tion was adopted in Poland as one of the requirements for
joining the European Union in 2004. Relevant amendments'
were made to the labour code, including a prohibition on
discrimination on the grounds of age. Nevertheless,
according to experts’ assessments, protection against age
discrimination is still lower than required. Implementation
of the law is additionally hindered by a lack of adequate
training for the judiciary, and general low legal awareness in
Polish society (Wieczorek and Bogatko 2013).

Hypotheses

Based on the reviewed literature we pose three hypotheses.
The first hypothesis (H1) expects the age discrimination in
the workplace occurs in two distinct forms, namely dis-
crimination prohibited by law (hard discrimination) and
discrimination in social interactions (soft discrimination).
In H2 we expect the two forms of discrimination to be
interrelated—occurrence of one type of discrimination
should coexist the other type. Based on the results of
studies H3 states that both socio-demographic character-
istics (such as age, gender and education level), as well as
work-related characteristics (such as occupational status,
characteristics of labour market, type sector and branch)

! Prohibition on discrimination was added to the labour code by way
of an amendment dated 24 August, 2001 and then altered due to the
subsequent code amendments dated 14 November, 2003 and 21
November, 2008. In October 2010 the Act on the Implementation of
Certain Provisions of the European Union in the Field of Equal
Treatment was passed by the Parliament.
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should affect the level of perceived age discrimination.
There is, however, no data informing whether a different
pattern of predictors occurs for soft and hard age
discrimination.

Methods
Data

The research was carried out on a random sample of 1000
inhabitants of Malopolska region in Poland, aged 45-65,
who were economically active (in the last 12 months were
employed, self-employed or active job seekers).” A com-
puter-assisted telephone interview (CATI)? was used based
on the sampling frame of a telephone directory (thus non-
owners of telephones were not included). The sample
characteristics are presented in Table 1.

Measures

For the purpose of the study an original questionnaire was
developed, with a series of 13 questions (see Table 2)
about discriminatory behaviours that could have been
experienced by older workers and job seekers.* The ques-
tions reflected various types and levels of discrimination.
On the one hand, they include those which are directly
prohibited by the existing legislation (hard discrimination:
items 1-6) and were developed using the Polish labour
code and its interpretations (Gonera 2004) in the realm of
workplace discrimination. On the other hand, the list also
contains behaviours which are not legally prohibited (or at
least not directly), but nevertheless may contribute to cre-
ating a hostile working environment or even harassment,

2 2241 people were sampled and contacted. 1000 respondents who
met the inclusion criteria (age 45-65, active in the labour market)
were interviewed. Individuals who were retired or received sickness
or disability benefits but declared that they were still active in the
labour market were included in the research.

3 The survey was financed by the Polish Ministry of Science and
Higher Education within a doctoral research grant.

* Previous measures of ageism included: the Attitudes Towards Old
People Scale (Kogan 1961); the Fraboni Scale of Ageism (Fraboni
et al. 1990) measuring the affective component of ageism; the
Palmore Ageism Survey (Palmore 2001); a prescriptive ageism scale
(North and Fiske 2013) focusing on prescriptive beliefs concerning
potential intergenerational conflicts. Most of these tools measure the
cognitive and affective dimensions of ageism and are not designed to
study workplace discrimination. Yet this is the aim of the Nordic Age
Discrimination Scale (Furunes and Mykletun 2010), which incorpo-
rates six items which are supposed to measure the perception of age
discrimination among employees. However, it does not assess the
experiences of age discrimination among older workers, which might
still be disparate from the general view of employees about age
discrimination in their workplace.

53
Table 1 Sample characteristics by covariates (in %)
Characteristics Categories % N
Gender Female 58.1 581
Male 419 419
Age 45-49 29.3 293
50-54 31.7 317
55-59 25.7 257
60-64 133 133
Education level Elementary 53 53
Vocational 27.1 271
Secondary 42.5 425
Tertiary 25.1 251
Place of residence  Big city and suburbs 30.8 308
Medium, small city 275 275
Rural area 41.7 417
Occupational status Working 73.0 730
Unemployed 104 104
Retired but still working 6.1 61
Non-active 10.5 105
Occupational group Professionals, managers 31.4 309

Services, technicians, office clerks 35.6 350

Manual and agriculture workers 329 324

Type of sector Public 38.6 386
Private 51.7 517
Non-profit or mixed 9.7 97
Sector of economy Production 40.8 398
Services 27.8 271
Public services 31.5 307

Total N = 1000

and have adverse effects on the worker (soft discrimina-
tion: items 7-13). Importantly, it is not only employers
who are the agents of these types of behaviours, as often
framed in the discourse or legislation—the discriminators
can be work colleagues, managers, business partners or
clients. The presented question set was inspired by Pal-
more’s “Ageism Survey” (2001), but the questions were
modified to accommodate to the context of employment
discrimination.’

5 One of the difficulties faced by researchers when trying to measure
age discrimination is the multiple meanings and interpretations of the
term “discrimination” in the population. The term has been used
extensively in various European Union social campaigns in recent
years, and certainly raised awareness of the problem of discrimina-
tion, but it has nevertheless also contributed to many false concep-
tions of what discrimination is (Stypiniska 2015). Hence, usage of this
word in survey questionnaires poses several analytical and later
interpretative problems, as respondents might hold very different
ideas and convictions of what discrimination means.
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Table 2 Occurrences of discrimination in workplace (% of “yes” answers)

Have you in the last 12 months Female Male Total
vl Not been hired to a new job because of your age 11.4 8.6 10.2
v2 Not been promoted due to your age* 4.0 2.4 3.5
v3 Been refused taking part in professional training 3.6 3.1 33
v4 Received lower salary due to your age 33 1.7 2.6
v5 Been fired because of you age 2.6 1.6 22
v6 Been demoted because of your age* 2.4 0.5 1.6
v1-v6 Sub-total: any type of hard age discrimination* 18.4 11.9 15.7
v7 Encountered stereotypes and negative remarks about older workers* 22.4 16.5 19.9
v8 Heard you are “too old for something”* 15.7 11.2 13.8
v9 Been treated without respect by employer or co-workers due to your age* 9.8 6.0 8.2
v10 Been an object of impolite remarks or jokes about your age 7.6 6.0 6.9
vll Been treated without respect by clients or business partners due to your age 53 3.3 4.5
v12 The outcomes of your work been valued less/worse by your employer 4.5 3.6 4.1
v13 Been intimidated or humiliated because of your age 4.5 2.1 34
v7-v13 Sub-total: any type of soft age discrimination* 31.0 253 28.6
vl-v13 Total: any type of age discrimination* 35.5 28.6 32.6
* Chi-square test for gender differences p < 0.05; N = 1000
Covariates workers, higher administration); services, technicians,

In the regression models, basic socio-demographic char-
acteristics, such as gender (male = 0, female = 1), edu-
cation level (elementary = ISCED 0-2;
vocational = ISCED 3C; secondary = ISCED 3A; Ter-
tiary = ISCED 4-6) and age (grouped into categories:
45-49, 50-54, 55-59, 60-64) were included. Further
independent variables represent work-related factors that
were available in the dataset and can be expected to affect
the perceived discrimination as H3 suggests. Occupational
status included people who at the moment of the interview
were: working, unemployed (not working and actively
looking for job), retired but still working, and non-active
(not working and not looking for job, but having done so in
the last 12 months). Place of residence (large cities and
suburbs over 100,000; medium and small cities below
100,000; and rural areas) represents the type of labour
market. A potential misinterpretation of the place of resi-
dence and place of work (Johnson and Neumark 1997)
should not be a problem in Poland, where the average
distance from home to work is small (10 min on average,
HCS 2014) and most people work near their area of resi-
dence. Further on different rates of age discrimination were
reported in different professions and sectors of economy
(Johnson and Neumark 1997; Gaster et al. 2002; Adler and
Hilber 2009). In the research occupational group was
based on ISCO classification of occupations and recoded
into three general categories: professionals, managers (in-
cluding professionals, managers, teachers, health and care
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office clerks (including service and sales workers, techni-
cians and associate professionals, clerical support work-
ers); and manual and agriculture workers (including
agricultural, forestry and fishery workers, craft and trades
workers, plant and machine operators, elementary occu-
pations). Type of sector differed between three categories:
public, private, and non-profit or mixed. Sector of economy
was based on the Polish Classification of Economic
Activities (PKD),° regrouped into three general categories:
production (construction, manufacturing, mining, agricul-
ture, forestry and fishing); services (wholesale and retail
trade, accommodation and food, transportation and storage,
information and communication, finances and insurance,
real estate, professional, scientific and technical activities);
and public services (public administration, education,
health and social work, culture, art, entertainment and
recreation).

Statistical analysis

The analyses aim to recognise the structure and main fac-
tors affecting age discrimination. The first step was to
verify whether the 13 items compose a two-factorial
structure of hard and soft discrimination (H1) and whether
the two factors are correlated (H2). For this purpose,
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) with WLSMV

% PKD is related to the international Statistical Classification of
Economic Activities in the European Community (NACE).
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estimation (weighted least squares with mean and variance
correction) designed for binary indicators was performed in
Mplus 7. In the second step, to assess which socio-demo-
graphic factors and occupational characteristics relate to
age discrimination (H3), we used two separate logistic
regression analyses, in which hard and soft discrimination
were dependent variables.

Results
Descriptive results

As many as 32.6% of respondents had experienced at least
one type of age discrimination, with higher rates among
women (35.5%) than men (28.6%) (Table 2). Out of 13
questions about discriminatory practices, only three were
answered positively by more than 10% of the respondents.
Most frequent were negative and stereotypical remarks
about older workers (19.9%) and remarks of being “too
old” for something (13.8%). A further 8.2% reported not
having been hired for a new job because of age. While the
first two types of behaviours are not directly covered by the
European anti-discrimination directives and thus are not
legally prohibited, the third type of ageist behaviour can
already be characterised as direct age discrimination—it is
illegal and could be punished by law. Other types of ageist
experiences were reported less frequently. In total 15.7%
respondents reported any type of hard discrimination and
28.6% any type of soft one, while 11.7% reported both
types (Table 3).

Confirmatory factor analysis of age discrimination
practices

The initial model of CFA with WLSMYV estimation included
two correlated factors: the first measured by items 1-6, and
the second by items 7—13. It has a very good fit: Chi2(27):
114.2, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.982, RMSEA = 0.028 (90%
confidence interval 0.019-0.036). The RMSEA is lower than
the standard maximum acceptable value of 0.05, and CFI is

Table 3 Co-occurrence of soft and hard discrimination (% of each
cell from total)

Soft discrimination (any type) Total
No Yes
Hard discrimination (any type)
No 67.4 16.9 84.3
Yes 4.0 11.7 15.7
Total 71.4 28.6 100.0
N = 1000

higher than the minimum acceptable 0.95 (O’Boyle and
Williams 2011). All standardised item loadings are signifi-
cant at p < 0.001; they range from 0.71 to 0.88. Few modi-
fications were tested,’” but the initial solution was chosen as
the most appropriate. The final standardised solution is
presented in Fig. 1.

Socio-demographic and work-related factors
associated with age discrimination

Further analyses are based on binary representations of the
two types of age discrimination discovered in the previous
step, where 0 means no discrimination, and 1 any type of
hard or soft discrimination. Such binary variables simplify
interpretation and can be used as dependent variables in
logit regression models. Table 4 presents descriptive
results of how these two types of discrimination occur in
particular categories of independent variables.

Table 5 presents the results of logit regressions. The
explanatory power of Model 1 (soft discrimination) is low
(Nagelkerke R* = 0.074), with occupational status as the
only significant variable—unemployed and non-active
people experienced this type of discrimination between
2.46 and 3.30 times more often.

In contrast, the explanatory power of Model 2 (hard
discrimination) is rather high (Nagelkerke R* = 0.274).
The probability of experiencing any type of these prac-
tices was 63% higher for women than for men, and for
inhabitants of big cities it was 86% higher than for
inhabitants of rural areas. Age and education had no sta-
tistical significance. The highest differences in the odds
ratio were observed within occupational status—compared
to the working group, unemployed people were almost 14
times more likely to experience hard discrimination. In the
case of non-active persons this risk was over seven times
higher.

In Model 3, based on theoretical assumptions, soft dis-
crimination was included in the predictors as a work-re-
lated factor. Given the high correlation with the dependent
variable, not surprisingly soft discrimination boosted the
model fit (up to Nagelkerke R* = 0.455). When it occurred
it increased the chances of hard discrimination by 11.53

7 We tested: (1) leaving out item 1 (not hired because of age) slightly
improves the model (CFI = 0.989, RMSEA = 0.023) as it correlated
only weakly with other variables; item 1 was, however, included in
the model because it performed relatively well in CFA (with
R’ = 0.51) and was important for theoretical reasons; (2) connecting
item 7 (lower value of outcomes due to age) with both factors was
suggested by modification indices and slightly improved the model
(CFI = 0.985, RMSEA = 0.026), it also had theoretical premises (in
this case the legal interpretation depends on other aspects, like
repeatability, intense or consequences—it might be, but does not have
to be illegal), but due to complexity in interpretation and further
analysis it remained as a measure of the second factor only.
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Fig. 1 Confirmatory factor
analysis model for hard and soft
age discrimination.
Standardised results. Notes All
coefficients significant at

p < 0.001; CFA with WLSMV
estimator for categorical
variables used (Mplus 7); Model
fit: CFI = 0.982, TLI = 0.978,
RMSEA = 0.028; N = 1000.
No missing values

Hard
discrimination

876 (.031)

Soft discrimination

times, with other variables at a similar level to Model 2
(except occurrence of the significant OR for the services
sector, indicating a 44% lower probability than in
production).

Discussion
Hard and soft discrimination

The empirical analyses confirm that there are two separate,
but nevertheless linked types of age discrimination in the
workplace, which relate to the legal status of the included
items (which supports H1). The first type—hard discrimi-
nation—is measured by such practices as: not being hired
because of age, receiving lower salary, and being demoted,
fired or refused participation in training. It has two main
characteristics. Firstly, it is a practice of employers
(sometimes other co-workers), which is prohibited by the
existing legislation, as it constitutes direct discrimination in
a legal sense, that is “less favourable treatment” of indi-
viduals because of their age. Secondly, hard discrimination
is observable in the personnel decisions of supervisors,
which have a direct impact on older workers’ career
opportunities and can significantly lower their occupational
position and development.

The second type—soft discrimination—is measured by:
being treated without respect by employers, co-workers or
clients, being the subject of impolite remarks or jokes
about age, being commented upon as “too old for

@ Springer

Not hired (v1)

Not promoted (v2)

Received lower salary (v4)

Refused taking part in training (v3) |

Fired (v5)

.746 (.080) Demoted (v6)

777 (034 Age stereotypes and negative remarks (v7)

Heard of being "too old for something” (v8)

.826 (.035) J Impolite remarks or jokes (v10
Ly Imp jokes (v10)

.796 (.044) Treated without respect by clients (v11)

Lower value of outcomes (v12)

809 (0.45)

Treated without respect by employer/co-workers (v4) |
Intimidated or humiliated (v13) ‘

something”, encountering stereotypes and negative
remarks about older workers, experiencing lower evalua-
tion of outcomes, or being intimidated or humiliated
because of age. It refers to those discriminatory events
which take place in interpersonal relations and are not
directly prohibited by law. This type of discrimination
includes the use of ageist language, remarks, jokes, as well
as manifestations of lack of respect towards older workers.
It reflects the general biased attitudes and the functioning
of negative stereotypes, which might negatively influence
the overall workplace atmosphere and be harmful to older
workers. It also includes lower evaluation of outcomes.
Such occurrences, when happening only once, do not
constitute discrimination in the legal sense. However, if
their frequency is higher they can meet the requirements of
being “long-lasting and persistent” and constitute mobbing
or harassment (Kedziora and Smiszek 2008; O’Cinneide
2006). An important, but problematic characteristic of this
type of discrimination is the fact that it is relatively difficult
to prove due to its subjective and sometimes subtle nature,
as well as the difficulty of providing evidence if legal
action were to be taken.

In the surveyed sample, soft discrimination was reported
more often (28.6%) than hard discrimination (15.7%). As
expected in H2, there is a strong positive correlation
between them. This means that occurrence of one of the
forms of discrimination is followed by the other one. As
presented in theoretical review soft discrimination can be
considered as a work-related basis for hard discrimination
(as in Model 3). Since the data do not allow analysis of the
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Table 4 Soft and hard discrimination according to socio-demographic characteristics and work-related characteristics (% of respondents

indicating some type of soft or hard discrimination)

Characteristics Categories Soft discrimination Hard discrimination N
Gender Female 31.0* 18.4%* 581
Male 25.3% 11.9%* 419
Age 45-49 27.3 13.0 293
50-54 30.0 16.4 317
55-59 28.4 16.7 257
60-64 28.6 18.0 133
Education level Elementary 26.4 18.9 53
Vocational 25.8 14.4 271
Secondary 315 17.4 425
Tertiary 27.1 13.6 251
Place of residence Big city and suburbs 29.6 17.5* 308
Medium, small city 31.6 18.9%* 275
Rural area 25.9 12.2% 417
Occupational status Working 24.0%** 8.0%** 730
Unemployed 50.07%%* 53.9%%% 104
Retired but still working 26.2%%%* 9.8%%% 61
Non-active 41.0%%* 35.2%%% 105
Occupational group Professionals, managers 25.6 10.7#* 309
Services, technicians, office clerks 31.7 20.0%* 350
Manual and agriculture workers 26.9 13.0%* 324
Type of sector Public 28.2% 15.3%%* 386
Private 26.9% 13.7%% 517
Non-profit or mixed 39.2% 27.8%%* 97
Sector of economy Production 259 14.8 398
Services 29.5 15.1 271
Public services 30.3 14.3 307
Total 28.6 15.7 1000

Chi-square test for differences between categories within variables ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05

causal relationship, the nature of this relation between
these two constructs remains a hypothesis for further
research which would include investigation of soft and
hard discrimination in the perspective of age stereotypes
and other work-related characteristics.

The gender dimension, the role of other socio-
demographic characteristics and work-related
factors

The higher prevalence of experiences of age discrimination
among women (35.5% in total) than men (28.2%) is in line
with previous research (Handy and Davy 2007; van den
Heuvel and van Santvoort 2011) and H3. This might be due
to the higher awareness and sensitivity to social inequality
issues sometimes attributed to women (Palmore 2001). At
the same time, these results confirm the vast literature on

3

“double jeopardy” or “gendered ageism” experienced by
women, where two types of discrimination, based on age
and gender, can be intertwined and strengthen each other
(Krekula 2007; Macnicol 2006; Sontag 1972; Walker et al.
2007). However, when checked for other variables, gender
differences remained significant only in the case of hard
discrimination.

Hard discrimination was also reported more frequently
by respondents living in urban areas (large and medium
cities) than in rural areas, as confirmed in other research
(Johnson and Neumark 1997; McGuire et al. 2008). Dif-
ferences in age composition between urban and rural
labour markets have been increased in Poland by the out-
flow of younger and skilled people from village to cities
(Szymanska and Bieganska 2014). This might have resul-
ted in intergenerational competitiveness and pressure on
older workers, which has stirred age discrimination in
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Table 5 Models of logistic regression for variable “hard discrimination”

Variables Categories Model 1: soft Model 2: hard Model 3: hard discrimination
discrimination discrimination (+ soft discr. as predictor)
Gender (R = men) 1.00 1.00 1.00
Women 1.19 1.63* 1.64*
Age (R = 4549) 1.00 1.00 1.00
50-54 1.12 1.28 1.19
55-59 0.97 1.09 0.99
60-64 0.81 0.80 0.76
Education level (R = primary) 1.00 1.00
Vocational 1.07 0.93 0.79
Secondary 1.48 1.27 0.98
Tertiary 1.36 1.34 1.15
Place of residence (R = rural area) 1.00 1.00 1.00
Big city, suburbs 1.25 1.86* 2.24%*
Small and medium sized city 1.24 1.61 1.65
Occupational status (R = working) 1.00 1.00 1.00
Unemployed 3.30%** 14.32%** 13.86%**
Retired but still working 1.19 1.35 1.31
Non-active 2.46%** 7.29% %% 6.90%**
Occupational group (R = professionals, managers) 1.00 1.00 1.00
Services, technicians, office 1.21 1.57 1.65
clerks
Manual and agriculture workers 1.34 1.14 1.06
Type of sector (R = non-profit or mixed) 1.00 1.00 1.00
Public 0.59* 0.58 0.64
Private 0.65 0.55 0.60
Sector of economy (R = production) 1.00 1.00 1.00
Services 1.06 0.64 0.56*
Public services 1.36 0.80 0.63
Soft discrimination (0 = no discrimination) - - 1.00
Occurs (1) - - 11.53%%*:*
Constant 0.22%%% 0.06%*%* 0.02%%%*
Model fit Nagelkerke R? 0.074 0.274 0.455
Cox & Snell R? 0.052 0.159 0.264

*% p < 0.001; ¥+ p < 0.01; * p <0.05; N = 1000

urban labour markets. On the other hand, agriculture,
located in rural areas, is a sector with a higher share of
older workers and lower levels of age discrimination.

Contrary to other studies (van den Heuvel and van
Santvoort 2011) and H3, education played no role in per-
ceived discrimination. Perhaps this should come as no
surprise, as the level of formal education decreases in
importance for employers in the case of middle-aged and
older workers, replaced by the requirement for experience
and particular skills (Turek 2015).

Although differences regarding the occupational group
and type of sector were significant in the descriptive
analysis, they were non-significant in the logit models.
Based on some studies we might have expected that service
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sectors are more discriminatory towards older workers as
an effect of “customer-driven discrimination”. These
findings were not confirmed in this study. As expected in
H3, however, large differences between categories occur-
red for occupational status, where unemployed and inactive
people reported higher scores in both types of discrimina-
tion. This can be explained in two ways. On the one hand,
joblessness can result—at least partly—from discrimina-
tory practices. These are the groups that are most exposed
to differential treatment in the labour market due to their
weaker bargaining position in comparison to those who are
employed. This can particularly refer to hard discrimina-
tion. On the other hand, according to the attribution theory,
people are more likely to attribute their disadvantaged
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position to external factors (Weiner 1974). Several studies
have found that disadvantaged individuals were more
willing to interpret unfavourable practices as unfair and
discriminatory, what served them as an explanation for
their failures (McElroy and Morrow 1983; Ruggiero and
Taylor 1995; Kaiser and Miller 2001; Schmitt et al. 2014).
Therefore, unemployed and inactive people could have
been more sensitive for reporting age discrimination
practices, especially of soft nature, than people in advan-
taged position.

Conclusions

This study aimed to contribute to the existing literature by
focusing on perceived age discrimination in employment in
Poland. Two types of age discrimination were specified
based on legal regulations in this field—soft and hard
discrimination—and were empirically verified on a sample
of Polish older workers. The findings support theoretical
reflection on the issue of the legality of discrimination
(Fribergh and Kjaerum 2011; Macnicol 2006; Mcmullin
and Marshall 2001), as the two recognised factors proved
to be conceptually and theoretically sound. Soft discrimi-
nation reflects the types of ageist behaviours which are not
directly enshrined in legislation, such as ageist jokes or
comments. On the other hand, the hard type of age dis-
crimination mirrors those events which are directly pro-
hibited in the legal statutes and can be legally challenged in
courts. These two types are interrelated, as the fact of
experiencing soft discrimination increased the probability
of an individual experiencing hard discrimination in the
workplace. This suggests that workplaces which tolerate
ageist behaviours, even if they are not directly unlawful,
are also more prone to exhibit patterns of prohibited dis-
criminatory behaviours.

Furthermore, the results indicate that age discrimination
has unequal distribution among populations of older
workers. This might direct the attention of future research
on age discrimination in employment to these areas in
order to expand the understanding of how ageism operates
under those particular circumstances. Higher prevalence of
age discrimination was reported among women and by
respondents living in urban areas, confirming the conclu-
sions from other studies. Also precarious job situations (job
seekers, part-time workers, persons with breaks in
employment) strongly influenced the feeling of being dis-
criminated against. The efficiency of the anti-discrimina-
tion laws on the actual situation of older workers is difficult
to assess. However, this study shows that fruitful incor-
poration of the legal framework into measuring the
prevalence of age discrimination in employment is possible
and suggests that further research should be carried out in a

systematic way as to observe the changes over time and the
possible impact of the anti-discrimination legislation as a
precondition for successful policies to support older
workers.
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