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Summary  

 

Aim: To explore religious privilege among lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer, questioning 

(LGBQQ), and heterosexual counsellors in Northern Ireland (NI).   

 

Method: A qualitative study located within a transformative paradigm; the research 

intends to advance a social justice agenda in the counselling profession.  The study 

had two consecutive phases of data collection.  Phase one explored how people with 

a non-Christian background experienced Christian privilege in NI.  15 participants 

engaged in five mini focus groups and one individual interview.  Data were used to 

create a descriptive account of Christian privilege which served as a stimulus for phase 

two participants.  Phase two examined Christian privilege from the perspective of 

counsellors with a Christian background in NI.  Six LGBQQ and nine heterosexual 

counsellors were recruited (n=15).  Written reflective logs explored how counsellors 

related to Christian privilege.  Interviews examined how they perceived Christian 

privilege to influence the counselling profession.  Data from both phases were 

analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2013) reflexive thematic analysis. 

 

Findings: Analysis of phase one data created one overarching theme and five themes.  

Non-Christian participants experienced the normalisation of Christianity as the 

dominant worldview in NI as oppression; they felt they were treated as outsiders from 

the Christian majority.  Analysis of phase two data created two overarching themes, 

each with six themes.  Oppression shaped how counsellors viewed and experienced 

Christian privilege. Inequality resulted from a culture of ingrained Christianity in NI’s 

counselling profession.   
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Conclusions:  Christian privilege is an issue of critical concern within counselling; if 

left unexamined systems of injustice will continue to be propagated, oppressing those 

who do not conform to Christian heterosexual norms.  Within a profession ethically 

committed to equality, there is an urgent need for action to address the inequity that 

results from unexplored Christian privilege. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  

 

1.0 Chapter Overview 

 

This chapter introduces the research by providing a definition of key terms, outlining 

the study’s background in the context of existing literature, and detailing my personal 

motivations for the exploration of Christian privilege among lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

queer, questioning (LGBQQ), and heterosexual counsellors in Northern Ireland (NI).  

The research aim and objectives are presented, followed by an overview of the thesis. 

 

1.1 Terminology 

 

The purpose of this section is to outline how key terms are used in the thesis. Specific 

attention has been paid to terminology to ensure that individuals or groups are not 

demeaned in any way (Mertens, 2009).  Attempts have been made to use the most 

empowering and inclusive language.  However, as language is constantly evolving, it 

is important to acknowledge that the definitions used in the study will lose their 

salience over time and might not hold meaning for everyone (Harper et al., 2013).  

Whilst necessary, the use of ‘umbrella’ terms such as non-Christian, heterosexual, or 

White person can obscure vital in-group differences between individuals (Eubanks-

Carter, Burckell and Goldfried, 2005, p. 2). Many of these terms hold contested 

definitions across multiple academic fields. 

 

Affectional orientation refers to the direction ‘an individual is predisposed to bond 

with and share affection emotionally, physically, spiritually and/or mentally’ (Harper 
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et al., 2013, p. 38).  When appropriate to context, this definition will be intentionally 

employed over sexual orientation.  The use of affectional orientation is recommended 

by the American Counseling Association as a means of stressing the multi-faceted 

nature of relationships, and de-emphasising ‘sexual behaviour as the sole means of 

understanding identity’ (Harper et al., 2009, p. 25). As LGBQQ relationships have 

historically been dehumanised in the socio-political context of NI and often viewed 

through the one-dimensional lens of sexual behaviour, it is hoped this term will 

promote reflection and thought as to the multiple layers of LGBQQ identity. It is 

acknowledged that this term is not without its limitations and in certain contexts may 

be viewed as overlooking or minimising sexual aspects of LGBQQ identity.  

 

Black person denotes someone of African descent in the United States (US) and 

Europe (IRR, 2015).  Black can be an important term of self-definition that denotes 

solidarity amongst those of African descent living globally (Dottolo and Stewart, 

2008).  African American is defined as someone of African descent living in the US. 

African American is viewed by some as an assertion of national identity but is rejected 

by others who choose not to affiliate themselves with a country which has historically 

failed to recognise their full citizenship.  Person of colour refers to an individual who 

does not identify, or is not identified, as White (Pewewardy, 2007). The terms Black 

person, African American, and person of colour will be used interchangeably to 

respect differing perspectives.   

 

Christian or person with a Christian background refers to an individual brought up in 

a family or household that identified as Christian.  It is important to note that this 
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definition does not refer to personal religious belief.  A detailed rationale for this 

definition is provided in the literature review chapter (see section 2.3).  

 

Counsellor includes both counsellor and psychotherapist.  Whilst considerable debate 

exists around the use of these terms, the British Association for Counselling and 

Psychotherapy (BACP), the largest professional body representing the counselling 

professions within the United Kingdom (UK), does not presently distinguish between 

the functions of counselling or psychotherapy.   

 

Heterosexual refers to an individual who defines themselves as having heterosexual 

cognition, affect, and/or behaviour, and for whom the construct heterosexual has 

personal significance (Alderson, 2004).  

 

Intersectionality is employed in relation to the central tenets found in Stewart and 

McDermott's (2004) summary: ‘(a) no social group is homogenous, (b) people must 

be located in terms of social structures that capture the power relations implied by 

those structures, and (c) there are unique, non-additive effects of identifying with more 

that one social group’ (pp. 531-532).  Attempts to define intersectionality are recent, 

with precise definitions varying with each research context (Hulko, 2009; Shields, 

2008).  An extensive definition is provided in the literature review chapter (see section 

2.14). 

 

LGBQQ refers to lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer, or questioning individuals.  Lesbian, 

gay or bisexual is used to denote individuals who view themselves as having 

homosexual or bisexual cognition, affect, and/or behaviour, and for whom the 
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constructs lesbian, gay or bisexual have personal significance (Alderson, 2004).  

Queer refers to individuals who identify outside of the ‘heteronormative imperative 

and/or the gender binary’ (Harper et al., 2013, p. 44).  Questioning individuals are 

those who ‘are unsure if they are emotionally, physically, mentally, and/or spiritually 

attracted to women, men, or both’ (Harper et al., 2013, p. 44).  Transgender and 

intersex individuals are frequently included as members of the LGBQQ community 

and might have similar experiences to LGBQQ people (Bidell, 2005; Breitenbach, 

2004).  The term transgender is used to ‘describe a wide range of people whose gender 

identity does not conform to the societal expectations of their assigned sex’ (Singh, 

2013, p. 691).  Intersex refers to ‘an individual who was born with both male and 

female characteristics in their internal/external sex organs, hormones, chromosomes, 

and/or secondary sex characteristics’ (Harper et al., 2013, p. 43).  As affectional 

orientation and gender identity are separate phenomena and require different 

counsellor competency, LGBQQ will not refer to transgender or intersex individuals 

(Bidell, 2005; Grove, 2009).   

 

NI conflict denotes the violent war in NI from approximately 1968 to 1998.  The 

origins of the NI conflict are found in centuries of British colonisation in Ireland which 

cumulated in the division of the island in 1921 when the 26 counties of the Republic 

of Ireland gained independence from British rule, and the 6 northern counties created 

NI which remained part of the UK. As a broad generalisation, the NI conflict was 

fought between those, typically of Protestant, Unionist or Loyalist orientation, who 

wanted NI to maintain its union with the UK and those, commonly of Catholic, 

Nationalist or Republican persuasion, who wished to end the partition of Ireland. 

Approximately 3700 people were killed during the NI conflict, with thousands more 
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left injured or traumatised.  The Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, signed in April 1998, 

officially inaugurated peace in NI through the establishment of a power-sharing 

government and the recognition that as a birth-right, people in NI could be accepted 

as citizens of Britain or Ireland, or both.  However, as 158 people were murdered in 

the 20-year period following the official end of the NI conflict, some argue the war 

has not truly ceased (BBC, 2018).  

 

Non-Christian or person with a non-Christian background refers to an individual 

brought up in a family or household that identified with a religion other than 

Christianity or with no religion, regardless of their present beliefs.  The literature 

review chapter contains a comprehensive rationale for this definition (see section 2.3).  

 

Oppression is employed as it is understood within contemporary social movements 

such as LGBQQ rights, feminism, and Black activism (Young, 1990).  It refers to 

‘structural phenomena that immobilise or diminish a group’ (Young, 1990, p. 42).  A 

discussion of oppression can be found in the literature review chapter (see section 2.2).  

 

Privilege is understood as unearned benefits bestowed on individuals based on their 

dominant group membership (McIntosh, 1998).  Following Blumenfeld’s (2020) 

definition, Christian privilege is operationalised as the ‘seemingly invisible, unearned, 

and largely unacknowledged array of benefits accorded to Christians’ (p. 2391). The 

study intentionally refers to Christian privilege, rather than Judeo-Christian privilege. 

Judeo-Christian is a problematic term that can obscure anti-Semitism by 

acknowledging only those aspects of Judaism that are incorporated within 

Christianity; it masks the significant differences between these traditions (Blumenfeld, 
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2006). A thorough introduction to Christian privilege is provided in the literature 

review chapter (see section 2.3).   

 

Religion is understood from a sociological rather than a theological perspective. 

Religion is defined by the role it performs in shaping cultural norms, not individual 

systems of belief.  This understanding of religion is explored in the literature review 

chapter (section 2.3)  

 

Social justice refers to an agenda which aims to challenge the systemic inequality 

endured by historically oppressed groups. In the context of counselling, a social justice 

agenda involves actions by a counsellor to address systems of power, privilege, and 

oppression within their profession and wider society (Ratts et al., 2016).   

 

White person will be understood as someone with European ancestry who identifies, 

or is identified as, White (APA, 2020).   

 

1.2 Background to Research Topic  

 

1.2.1 Christian Privilege 

 

In her seminal essay, McIntosh (1988) characterised privilege as automatic unearned 

advantages conferred on individuals based on their actual or assumed dominant social 

group membership.  Psychological and structural advantages arise from the premise 

that the worldviews and behaviours of dominant groups are positioned as universal 

societal norms, leading to the marginalisation of minority groups (Black and Stone, 
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2005).  Oppression of this nature can be unintentional and stem from the customary 

practices of a liberal society (Young, 1990).  Privilege tends to be an invisible 

phenomenon, existing outside the awareness of those who benefit from it (Ancis and 

Syzmanski, 2001; Mindrup, Spray and Lamberghini-West, 2011; Pratto and Stewart, 

2012).  It occurs across the world and will vary significantly in response to local socio-

political context (Case, Iuzzini and Hopkins, 2012).   

 

Christianity is a privileged identity in NI.  The beliefs and practices of Christianity are 

so deeply embedded in society they are considered ‘normal’, positioning Christians as 

superior and non-Christians as inferior (Accapadi, 2009; Blumenfeld, Joshi and 

Fairchild, 2009; Schlosser, 2003).  In this regard, Christian privilege might be one of 

the most far-reaching yet overlooked contributors to oppression (Case, McMullen and 

Hentges, 2013; Sheridan 2006).  As the influence of Christianity reaches beyond its 

theological doctrine, systems of religious privilege can provide unearned advantages 

to anyone brought up in a Christian household in NI, notwithstanding their personal 

religious beliefs, or lack thereof (Joshi, 2006; Yang, 1997).  To many varying degrees, 

people with a Christian background who presently identify as secular or atheist are 

likely to receive unearned advantages from their cultural relationship with Christianity 

(Edwards, 2018).   

 

1.2.2 Christian Privilege and Counselling  

 

Socio-political realities create the context in which counsellors and clients interact, 

often unknowingly (Roysicar, 2008).  There is a growing body of counselling literature 

relating to privilege; issues of equality are gaining increased attention in a profession 
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that has tended to disregard social justice. To date, research predominately addresses 

White privilege and is inclined to be located within progressive counselling 

movements and sub-specialties in the US (Chan, Cor and Band, 2018; Ratts and 

Greenleaf, 2018; Singh et al., 2020).  Christian privilege has been generally 

overlooked in counselling (Mintert, Tran and Kurpius, 2020; Schlosser et al., 2010).  

 

Research would suggest that the overwhelming majority of counsellors in NI avail of 

Christian privilege, have been educated in an environment that strongly privileges 

Christianity, have minimal personal contact with members of minority religious 

groups, and might have been informed about non-Christian religions through a biased 

media in a political environment that at best ignores, and at worst demonises, those of 

minority faiths (BBC, 2008; Montgomery, 2004; NILT, 2017; Sheridan, 2006; Woolfe 

Institute, 2015).  Counsellors are likely to receive minimal, if any, training to 

understand how religious privilege could shape their professional work (Magaldi-

Dopman, 2014; Plumb, 2011; Vieten et al., 2013).  The prevalence of unexplored 

Christian privilege within counselling might provide one explanation for the under-

utilisation of the service by non-Christian groups (Al’Uqdah, Hamit and Scott, 2019; 

Schlosser et al., 2010).  Existing studies on White racial privilege indicate that a 

counsellor’s unexplored experiences of privilege can limit multi-cultural competence 

(Mindrup, Spray and Lamberghini-West, 2011), impede self-awareness (Ancis and 

Szymanski, 2001), create a distorted view of oppression (Ancis and Sanchez-Hucles, 

2000; Todd and Abrams, 2011), and restrict empathy through the negation of a client’s 

minority group status (Burkard and Knox, 2004; Johnson and Williams, 2015).   
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1.2.3 Christian Privilege at the Intersection of Affectional Orientation  

 

Intersectionality contends that all social identities arise from group memberships that 

are located within social and historical context (Crenshaw, 1989).  Each person holds 

multiple and inseparable group identities that lead to concurrent experiences of both 

privilege and oppression (Collins, 2000; hooks, 1981).  There are unique effects of 

belonging to more than one social group as all identities combine to shape experience.  

Intersectionality has been largely disregarded in counselling, which has not widely 

utilised complex models of identity (Bartoli et al., 2015; Chan, Cor and Band, 2018; 

Ratts, 2017).  In counselling, identity theories tend to emphasise individualised 

characteristics with group memberships viewed as distinct (Chan, Cor and Band, 

2018; Ratts, 2017).    

 

When Christian privilege is considered from an intersectional perspective, affectional 

orientation is one social group membership that will shape experiences.  Whilst a range 

of opinions on same-sex attraction are held by the different Christian churches in NI, 

the main denominations chiefly propagate heterosexuality as the superior form of 

affectional orientation (Duggan, 2012; Mitchell and McConnell, 2011).  By contrast, 

LGBQQ affectional orientation is positioned as inferior (Duggan, 2012; Mitchell and 

McConnell, 2011; Rodriguez, 2009).  Due to the prevalence of Christian privilege, 

these constructions of affectional orientation are embedded within many institutions 

of power, providing one explanation for the varying degrees of oppression experienced 

by LGBQQ people in NI (Rolston, Schubotz and Simpson, 2005; Tonge et al., 2014).  

Christianity is therefore likely to be experienced by LGBQQ people with a Christian 

background as a complex cause of both privilege and oppression (Duggan, 2012; 
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Mitchell and McConnell, 2011).  Due to the dearth of Christian privilege research in 

counselling, well-intentioned counsellors are likely to be oblivious as to how these 

unjust systems can be enacted in their profession.     

 

1.3 Personal Motivations for the Study 

 

Personal Motivations for Social Justice Research 

 

My decision to explore Christian privilege among LGBQQ and heterosexual 

counsellors in NI was an accumulation of several interwoven personal, professional, 

and academic experiences.  For as long as I can remember I have had an interest in 

social justice. Whilst I hold multiple privileged identities as a White, middle-class, cis-

gender, non-disabled, heterosexual person with a Christian background; it was my 

experiences as a woman from a working-class family that initially created an 

awareness of the inequality that can arise from social group identities.  My childhood 

and teenage years were spent in a Northern Irish society I would describe as patriarchal 

and androcentric.  This communicated a clear, yet not explicitly stated, message about 

my place in society. I attended grammar school and university in what I felt was a 

middle-class domain; very few people from my neighbourhood or community 

attended the schools I did. For me, this raised questions as to why most of the people 

I grew up with could not avail of the educational opportunities I benefited from.  As a 

child watching my dad work incredibly hard and lose multiple jobs because of a 

changing economy that shifted away from manufacturing and trade, was formative in 

shaping my critical approach to the concept of meritocracy and the idea that 

achievement in life is based solely on individual effort.   
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Ideas of social justice and my desire to support people who had been disadvantaged 

fuelled my decision to study social work and counselling. Since qualifying as a social 

worker in 2002, and then as a counsellor in 2008, I have worked with many people for 

whom issues of depression, anxiety, substance misuse or self-harm were symptomatic 

of, or compounded by, systemic injustices.  These experiences have been fundamental 

in shaping my understanding of mental health, not as an exclusively individualised 

occurrence, but as a phenomenon situated in a wider socio-political context.  This 

understanding has contrasted with my professional training which largely focused on 

individualised models of mental health that emphasise personal responsibility.   

 

Personal Motivations for Privilege Research  

 

A significant turning point came in 2009-2010 when I spend one year facilitating 

therapeutic groups at a centre for homeless women in San Francisco.  The centre was 

staffed exclusively by African Americans and, whilst open to all women, the 

programme was explicitly orientated toward the needs of Black women.  As frequently 

the only White women in attendance, participating in this group allowed me to 

understand, in part, how I was perceived based on my race.  For many of the women, 

their experiences of racial oppression led to a mistrust and caution when engaging with 

me.  Whether I wanted it to or not, my skin colour communicated a message that I 

needed to address if I was to develop trust.  To do this, I had to wrestle with many of 

the ideas I had consciously and unconsciously developed during my counselling 

training.  I struggled with the notion that through acknowledging the racial differences 

between the group and myself, I was being divisive and even prejudicial.  My 

understanding of equality was based on treating every client in the same way, 
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regardless of race, religion, or affectional orientation.  Until this point, I had never 

considered myself as White; I was oblivious to the significance of my race, yet my 

Whiteness, and the fundamentally different life experience it engendered, needed to 

be acknowledged.  These experiences led me to examine why, in many years of 

counselling training, the notion of my racial identity had never once been raised.  My 

obliviousness to race left me with many questions about other unexplored aspects of 

my identity that were potentially limiting my counselling practice.   

 

A move to Boston in 2014 triggered another shift in my worldview.  I arrived in the 

US the same week Michael Brown, an unarmed Black teenager, was killed by a White 

police officer in Ferguson, Missouri.  Michael Brown’s murder triggered a wave of 

protest across the US and the Black Lives Matter movement gained prominence.  In 

response, I became involved in a social justice organisation that aimed to facilitate 

White people to recognise how they benefited from their race.  This inverted my 

understanding of social justice; rather than focusing on the oppression experienced by 

Black communities, the emphasis was placed on the benefits I personally experienced 

from my White identity.   

 

Personal Motivations for Christian Privilege Research  

 

The decision to focus on Christian privilege arose from my reflections on life in NI.  

My cultural socialisation in Christianity began with my family.  Although they would 

not describe themselves as religious, my parents brought me, on a few occasions, to a 

Presbyterian Sunday school.  As a wider family we celebrated Christmas and 

acknowledged Easter; major events such as weddings, christenings or funerals took 
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place in one of the many Protestant churches that dominate my hometown.  The 

atmosphere during my school life was mandatory Christianity; prayers and hymns 

conducted during assembly, with Christian Scripture Union the only religious social 

group.  Growing up in NI, I did not personally know anyone who identified with a 

religion other than Christianity.  In school I became curious about religion, I studied 

religious studies A-level to learn about Islam and Judaism, but, in retrospect, these 

were very much taught through a Christian lens.  This was my only intentional 

exposure to non-Christian religions; they were not something I associated with NI.  In 

my late teens and early twenties, I began exploring Christianity and, for a few years, I 

became actively involved in a local church.  In my mid-twenties I left church and no 

longer identify with any religious group.   

 

Initially I struggled to identify myself as a beneficiary of Christian privilege; I would 

describe myself as agnostic in everyday life.  I was brought up with ideas of religion 

as an expression of personal choice in response to a religious belief.  I began to re-

evaluate this understanding and in doing so I explored Christianity from a sociological 

lens. I now conceptualise religion as a factor in cultural socialisation; my personal 

beliefs on the religious creeds of Christianity are largely irrelevant to my socialisation 

within a Christian society.   

 

In the initial stages of my research proposal in 2015, events such as the Democratic 

Unionist Party’s use of the parliamentary veto to ban same-sex marriage and the 

Department of Health’s attempt to challenge a decision by the NI Human Rights 

Commission to give same-sex couples the right to adopt were prominent in the NI 

news.  I heard politicians openly and explicitly proffer a Christian rationale for limiting 
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the rights of LGBQQ people.  In response, I began to explore theoretical literature to 

consider how affectional orientation was connected to Christian privilege and what 

significance this held for counsellors. I began to recognise the multitude of unearned 

advantages I benefit from as a heterosexual person with a Christian background in NI. 

These factors shaped my decision to explore Christian privilege among LGBQQ and 

heterosexual counsellors. 

 

My choice to pursue PhD research was not a straight-forward one.  I felt a strong 

dissonance that it was socio-economic privilege that allowed me to live in the diverse 

societies of the US that held a mirror to my dominant group identities.  Academia is 

historically a sphere of male and class power; I felt a strong tension in exploring 

privilege within this context.  I was concerned that, however well-intentioned, my 

research would further marginalise (or patronise) disadvantaged groups through a 

reliance on stereotypes.  To minimise these factors, throughout the research process I 

actively sought experiences that developed my awareness of cultural power, in all its 

various manifestations (see section 3.6).  

 

1.4 Summary of the Study 

 

Through the exploration of Christian privilege among LGBQQ and heterosexual 

counsellors in NI, the research intends to advance a social justice agenda in 

counselling.  There are two consecutive phases to the study.  Phase one seeks to 

explore how people without a Christian background experience Christian privilege in 

NI.  This includes an examination of the perspectives of people with a Hindu, Jewish, 

Muslim, non-religious, and Pagan background in NI.  This phase will create a 
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descriptive account of Christian privilege in NI that will serve as a stimulus for phase 

two participants.  Phase two endeavours to examine how LGBQQ and heterosexual 

counsellors with a Christian background relate to Christian privilege, and to explore 

what influence they perceive Christian privilege to have on NI’s counselling 

profession. 

 

1.5 Research Aim and Objectives 

 

The study aims to explore religious privilege among LGBQQ and heterosexual 

counsellors in NI.  To fulfil this overall aim, the research has three objectives: 

 

(1)  To explore and examine how people without a Christian background experience 

Christian privilege in NI.  

(2) To explore and examine how LGBQQ and heterosexual counsellors with a 

Christian background relate to the phenomenon of Christian privilege in NI.  

(3) To explore and examine how LGBQQ and heterosexual counsellors with a 

Christian background perceive Christian privilege to influence the counselling 

profession in NI.  

 

1.6 Overview of Chapters  

 

Literature Review Chapter 

 

There are four sections in the literature review chapter.  The first section defines 

Christian privilege, explores manifestations of the phenomenon in NI, and examines 
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the oppression Christian privilege can inflict on people without a Christian 

background.  The second section considers Christian privilege in the context of 

counselling.  The third section explores Christian privilege at the intersection of 

affectional orientation.  The fourth section establishes the research problem, aim, and 

objectives.  

 

Methodology Chapter 

 

This chapter outlines the methodology adopted to achieve the research aim and 

objectives.  This includes a discussion of the research paradigm, theoretical lens, 

reflexive position, sampling, recruitment, and data collection methods.  The pilot 

studies, method of analysis, and member reflections are also examined.  The possible 

impact of my personal experiences of intersectional privilege on the research findings 

are discussed.  Ethical considerations and issues of trustworthiness are explored.   

 

Findings Chapter 

 

There are two sections in the findings chapter.  The first section details the findings 

from phase one, which explores how people with a non-Christian background 

experienced Christian privilege in NI (n=15). It also describes examples of Christian 

privilege developed from the experiences of phase one participants.  The second 

section presents the findings from phase two.  Phase two examines Christian privilege 

from the perspective of LGBQQ and heterosexual counsellors with a Christian 

background in NI (n=15). 
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Discussion Chapter 

 

The discussion chapter contextualises the overarching themes from phase two within 

existing literature.  This chapter has been organised into two sections.  The first section 

explores the overarching theme Christian privilege and oppression.  The second 

section examines the overarching theme an unequal profession.  Some parallels with 

phase one data are also discussed. 

 

Conclusion Chapter 

 

This chapter concludes the study by providing an overview of the thesis and detailing 

the research limitations.  The study’s contribution to knowledge is presented, 

implications for practice discussed, and recommendations for further research 

explored.  

 

1.7 Chapter Summary  

 

This chapter introduced the research by defining key terms, outlining the study’s 

background, explaining my personal motivations, presenting the research aim and 

objectives, and summarising the structure of the thesis. The following literature review 

chapter will explore the existing evidence base in relation to Christian privilege, 

affectional orientation, and counselling. 



18 
 

 

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.0 Chapter Overview  

 

This chapter is arranged into four sections.  Section one introduces and defines 

Christian privilege.  Section two examines Christian privilege in the context of 

counselling.  Section three considers counselling and Christian privilege at the 

intersection of affectional orientation.  Section four presents the research problem, aim 

and objectives.   In each section, specific attention is paid to Christian privilege in the 

socio-political context of Northern Ireland (NI).  

 

Section 1: Introduction to Christian Privilege  

 

2.1 Section Overview 

 

This section introduces Christian privilege by providing an overview of privilege 

theory, a definition of Christian privilege, and an outline of the unearned advantages 

associated with the phenomenon within the power structures of NI.  The relationship 

of Christian privilege to the oppression of people without a Christian background is 

detailed, along with the subsequent psychological distress this marginalisation can 

engender. 
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2.2 Privilege Theory  

 

Peggy McIntosh, a Women’s Studies scholar, is widely considered the architect of 

contemporary privilege theory.  Awareness of the resistance men could demonstrate 

in relation to the unearned advantaged associated with their gender, prompted 

McIntosh to explore her experiences of racial privilege. In her 1988 seminal essay, 

‘White privilege and male privilege: A personal account of coming to see 

correspondences through work in Women’s Studies’, McIntosh wrote an 

autobiographical list of 46 privileges she experienced as a White person living in the 

United States (US) (McIntosh, 1998).  However, whilst McIntosh’s work was critical 

in the development of privilege theory, it is important to note the phenomenon was 

evoked, if not named, by 19th Century African American pioneers including Anna 

Julia Cooper, Fredrick Douglass, and W.E. DuBois (Monahan, 2014).  Their 

contribution to theory is often obscured by the prevalence of White privilege within 

academia.  

 

Privilege can be understood as automatic psychological and structural unearned 

advantages conferred on individuals based on their actual or assumed dominant social 

group membership (McIntosh, 1988). Unearned advantages are benefits which are 

granted rather than earned through individual effort or skill (McIntosh, 1988).  

Dominant groups are those that hold power in society relative to minority groups. In 

the study, minority group does not refer to numerical representation.  It indicates a 

group who encounter oppression due to their non-privileged status.  In the context of 

NI, dominant or privileged groups include Christian, cisgender, heterosexual, high 

socio-economic status, male, non-disabled, and White. Assumed membership occurs 
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when an individual is perceived to be a member of a group.  This is pertinent when an 

individual holds an invisible identity status such as affectional orientation or social 

class (Black and Stone, 2005; Israel, 2012).   

 

Psychological and structural unearned advantages operate on both a micro and macro 

level (Israel, 2012).  Psychological advantages are often gained through the 

idealisation of dominant groups.  Norm theory (Kahneman and Miller, 1986) suggests 

that positive attention is disproportionately conferred to dominant groups creating a 

context whereby their behaviours, values, and life preferences are considered 

‘universal, neutral and correct’ (Black and Stone, 2005, p. 247).  Due to this 

normative idealisation, dominant group behaviours and worldviews are synonymous 

with the interests of political, social, and economic institutions (McIntosh, 2012).  

Macro-level advantages embedded in these systems of power confer ‘dominance, 

resources and rewards’ to privileged groups (Ferber, 2007, p. 266).  Integral aspects 

of political and civil society reflect dominant groups’ way of life (Pratto and Stewart, 

2012). 

 

McIntosh (1998, 2015) distinguishes between unearned entitlements and unearned 

advantages.  Unearned entitlements are rights that everyone should have, such as 

feeling valued, safe, or having a sense of belonging (Crisp, 2014).  Unearned 

entitlements become unearned advantages when they are limited to specific social 

groups (Crisp, 2014; McIntosh, 1998, 2015).  For a just and equitable society unearned 

entitlements must become the norm in society.  Other unearned advantages, such as 

the ability to systematically ignore those less powerful, need to be eradicated as they 

reinforce the inequality of existing power structures. 
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Privilege is widely understood to be invisible to those who benefit from it (Ancis and 

Szymanski, 2001; Israel, 2012; McIntosh, 1998; Mindrup, Spray and Lamberghini-

West, 2011). It is considered to be ‘hidden in plain view’ from all but those who are 

oppressed by it (Weinbaum, 2009, p. 102).  Privilege is frequently analogised as the 

water in which a fish swims, the fish being unaware of the water due to its ‘very 

omnipresence’ (Nelson, 2009, p. 135).  Even those who are attuned to issues of social 

justice might not be aware of their own privileged status.  One can perceive inequality 

without recognising privilege (Pratto and Stewart, 2012).   

 

The unearned advantages of privilege psychologically and structurally disadvantage 

those who do not avail of them; oppression ‘directly stems from privilege’ (Crisp, 

2014, p. 108).  Oppression of this nature does not require intent or tyranny but results 

from the day-to-day practices of a contemporary liberal society (Young, 1990). This 

understanding of oppression draws on Foucault’s (1977) concept of power as 

omnipresent; power is distributed throughout society within liberal institutions and 

practices (Choonara and Prasad, 2014; Young, 1990).  Oppression leads to structural 

constraints ‘embedded in unquestioned norms, habits and symbols, in the assumptions 

underlying institutional rules and the collective consequence of following those rules’ 

(Young, 1990, p.41). In their daily lives, well-intentioned people can therefore 

perpetuate oppression (Young, 1990).   

 

Whilst research traditionally focused on White and male privilege in the context of 

whiteness and gender studies, a growing body of interdisciplinary literature has 

increasingly explored the advantages associated with multiple other dominant group 

memberships including able-bodied privilege (e.g., Calder-Dawe, Witten and Carroll, 
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2020), Christian privilege (e.g., Blumenfeld and Jaekel, 2012), cisgender privilege 

(e.g., Johnson, 2013), heterosexual privilege (e.g., Walls et al., 2009), and social class 

privilege (e.g. France, Roberts and Wood, 2018).  However, relative to oppression, 

privilege has gained little empirical attention creating a partial and incomplete 

understanding of inequality (Case, Hensley and Anderson, 2014).  McIntosh (2012) 

maintains that as a relatively ‘young subject’ there is a need to do our ‘best possible 

thinking about its complexities and nuances’ (p. 204).  

 

The extension of privilege to multiple forms of dominant group memberships is not 

without critique.  From a Marxist perspective, Choonara and Prasad (2014) contend 

that privilege has been expanded to cover almost all social phenomenon and in doing 

so has confused ‘symptoms with problems’ (p. 86). These authors maintain that the 

failure of privilege theory to see class as the source of all power in a capitalist society 

could negate the solidarity of the working class, the only group that has ‘both the 

power and a material interest in overturning society and creating the world anew’ (p. 

98).  Israel (2012) expresses concern that an overtly broad application of privilege 

could lead to imprecision and result in the phenomenon being overlooked or ignored.   

 

2.3 Defining Christian Privilege  

 

Following Blumenfeld’s (2020) definition, Christian privilege can be understood as 

the ‘seemingly invisible, unearned, and largely unacknowledged array of benefits 

accorded to Christians’ (p. 2391). Previously considered to be a ‘forgotten’ form of 

privilege (Case, McMullen and Hentges, 2013, p. 202), there is a preliminary body of 

emerging literature on Christian privilege (e.g., Aronson et al., 2021; Blumenfeld, 
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2006, 2020; Blumenfeld and Jaekel, 2012; Blumenfeld, Joshi and Fairchild, 2009; 

Edwards, 2017a; Edwards, 2017b; Ferber, 2012; Joshi, 2020; Markowitz and Puchner, 

2018; Todd, 2010; Todd et al., 2020; Walls and Todd, 2014).  This multi-disciplinary 

body of research is primarily located in the socio-political context of the US.  

  

The definition of ‘Christian’ adopted in the research deviates from previous studies 

which tend to define ‘Christian’ by an individual’s active self-identification (e.g., 

Blumenfeld and Jaekel, 2012; Todd et al., 2020; Walls and Todd, 2014).  The study 

will define ‘Christian’ as a person with a Christian background, an individual brought 

up in a family or household that identified with a Christian denomination.  Christian 

denominations include, but are not limited to, Catholic, Church of Jesus Christ and 

Latter-day Saints, Eastern Orthodox, Protestant, Seventh Day Adventist (Schlosser, 

2003). ‘Non-Christian’ will be understood as a person without a Christian background, 

someone raised in a family or household that identified with a religion other than 

Christianity, or with no religion.  

 

In the study, Christian will therefore include people who have a personal faith and 

those who have a cultural relationship with Christianity. Individuals with a cultural 

relationship with Christianity could identify as atheist or agnostic.  Whilst cultural 

Christians might benefit from Christian privilege to a lesser or different extent than 

those who have personal religious beliefs, they are nonetheless likely to experience 

significant unearned advantages relative to non-Christian people (Edwards, 2018).  

The research contends that the influence of Christianity can reach far beyond its 

theological tenets; the non-practice of a religion of origin does not eradicate its 

formative influence on value systems or understanding of religious norms (Edwards, 
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2018; Joshi, 2006; Schlosser et al., 2010; Yang, 1997).  Edwards (2018) suggests that 

‘naming and describing’ the ways in which atheists and agnostics with a Christian 

background can avail of Christian privilege is a critical step in challenging the 

phenomenon (p. 212).   

 

A critical functional definition of religion is adopted in the study.  Religion is not 

defined by theological belief but by the societal role it plays in determining ‘cultural 

norms, values, and behaviours’ (Edwards, 2020, p. 2).  Religion of origin is viewed 

as a significant component of cultural socialisation influencing ‘values, beliefs, family 

structures and social practices’ (Cornish et al., 2014, p. 580; Schlosser et al., 2010).  

This understanding draws on the work of Yang (1997) who suggested religion, as a 

worldview that is ‘instilled at an early age, transferred by family and taught as part 

of a person’s value and belief system’, might be an unchangeable characteristic (p. 

133).   

 

It is important to acknowledge that people with a Christian background do not hold 

privilege in every geographical context; the phenomenon prevails where Christians 

are the dominant societal religious group due to their numerical superiority and 

political affiliation (Schlosser, 2003).  In some areas of the world people with a 

Christian background face widespread oppression.  Open Doors, a Christian advocacy 

group based in the United Kingdom (UK) and Ireland, estimate that worldwide 340 

million Christians face high levels of persecution for their faith (Open Doors UK, 

2021). Due to their minority religious status, Christians in Afghanistan, Libya, North 

Korea, Pakistan, and Somalia are considered to encounter the most intense and 

dangerous discrimination including death, imprisonment, harassment, and 
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intimidation.  Concerns exist that oppression is eradicating a Christian presence in 

entire regions of the Middle East and some dioceses in Africa (Pew Research Centre, 

2015).  The study therefore explicitly refers to Christian privilege as a phenomenon 

situated in Christian hegemonic societies. According to Joshi (2020), Christian 

hegemony is a society’s ‘unacknowledged and/or unconscious adherence’ to a 

Christian worldview, embedded in ‘national laws, mores, and expectations as 

‘regimes of truth’’ (p.4). In such societies, Christian ideology is ‘business as usual’ 

(p. 4).  

 

2.4 Common Manifestations of Christian Privilege 

 

Blumenfeld, Joshi, and Fairchild (2009) contend that the potency of Christian 

privilege arises from its cultural power to define normalcy.  ‘Normal’ religious 

practice is understood as Christian, with non-Christian religious practice viewed as 

‘abnormal’ or ‘other’ (Dupper, Forrest-Bank and Lowry-Carusillo, 2014; Edwards, 

2018).  Christianity is ‘intricately woven’ into the ‘tapestry of society’ and accepted 

as the social, political, and cultural norm (Accapadi, 2009, p. 114).  A Christian 

worldview is presented as universal and common sense, disempowering those who do 

not conform (Blumenfeld, 2006).   

 

Whilst at times it can be difficult to identify the nebulous nature of Christian privilege, 

certain explicit manifestations can be acknowledged (Blumenfeld, Joshi and Fairchild, 

2009; Schlosser, 2003).  Calendars reflect Christian holidays (Blumenfeld, 2006; 

Edwards, 2018).  Dominant Christian holidays are widely celebrated in the media, 

diffusing Christian norms (Blumenfeld, 2006; Schlosser, 2003).  Political leaders are 
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often sworn into office on the Christian Bible and frequently evoke their Christian 

faith as integral to their political ideology (Joshi, 2020).  Public spaces and government 

buildings are decorated in recognition of Christian holidays, culturally endorsing their 

legitimacy (Schlosser, 2003). Images of Christian theology are prevalent throughout 

public buildings (Blumenfeld, Joshi and Fairchild, 2009).  Trading laws protect 

Christian days of worship (Schlosser, 2003).  Public monuments and observances are 

embedded with symbols of Christianity (Woolfe Institute, 2015).  Time itself is 

defined by the birth of Jesus Christ, believed by most Christians to be the incarnation 

of God (Blumenfeld, Joshi and Fairchild, 2009).   

 

It is important to note that there are those who propose that certain Christian traditions 

are secular rather than religious (Hodge, 2010).  Several authors reject this contention, 

suggesting that to non-Christian people, traditions such as Christmas and Easter are 

clearly hallmarks of a Christian society (Accapadi, 2009; Edwards, 2018; Weinbaum, 

2009).  Manifestations of Christian privilege often appear innocuous to those who do 

not experience their oppression (Weinbaum, 2009).   The apparent secularisation of 

Christianity could serve to reinforce its power through further establishing its 

traditions as cultural norms (Clark and Brimhall-Vargas, 2003; Edwards, 2018; 

Schlosser, 2003).    

 

Important in-group distinctions exist in how privilege is experienced by the various 

Christian denominations.  Blumenfeld (2006) refers to a continuum of privilege based 

on historical factors, numbers of practitioners, and degrees of social power.  

Numerically smaller Christian denominations might enjoy fewer advantages than the 

larger Christian groups (Schlosser, 2003).  Oppression can also occur between 
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denominations.  However, relative to non-Christian groups, vital similarities do exist 

in how Christian denominations experience religious privilege (Clark et al., 2002; 

Schlosser et al., 2010).  

 

2.4.1 Manifestations of Christian Privilege in NI 

 

In terms of the Christian faith, NI is a ‘remarkably religious’ place (O’Malley and 

Walsh, 2013, p. 954).  Wider trends of European secularisation are not considered to 

apply (Mitchell, 2004).  A two-year systemic review into the role of religion and belief 

in contemporary British society found that a UK-wide decline in the number of 

practising Christians was decidedly less pronounced in NI (Woolfe Institute, 2015).  

The 2011 NI census revealed that 83% of the population were raised in the Christian 

faith as either Protestant or Catholic (NISRA, 2014).  Whilst researchers predict this 

number is likely to decrease when the results of the 2021 census are published, a 2020 

survey among adults in NI found that 69% of respondents regarded themselves as 

belonging to a Christian denomination (n=1292) (NILT, 2020; Sherwood, 2021).   

  

Except for the Jewish community, every non-Christian group throughout the island of 

Ireland is increasing in size.  Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists form the three largest 

non-Christian religious groups in NI (Roberts, 2015).  Individual Muslims have been 

living in NI since the 18th Century, with a permanent community established in the 

1950s.  The Belfast Islamic Centre (2021) estimates the number of Muslims in NI to 

be approximately 10000.  Followers of the Baha’i faith have had a place of worship 

and cultural centre in NI since 1961.  Members of the Chinese community form the 

largest minority ethnic group in NI (Gallagher, 2007).  Many, particularly older 
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generation Chinese immigrants, are influenced by Confucianism, Taoism, and 

Buddhism (Chinese Welfare Association NI, 2016).  Observance of these religions 

tends to be personal, rather than collective or institutional, and goes largely 

unrecognised by Northern Irish society.  The Jewish community, primarily located in 

north Belfast, forms the oldest non-Christian religion in NI.  The 2011 census revealed 

their increasingly diminished presence (NISRA, 2014).   

 

Despite increased numbers of non-Christian people making NI their home, 

Christianity remains the unquestioned norm, deeply embedded in all social, cultural, 

and political institutions.  Montgomery (2013) suggests that multi-culturalism 

throughout Ireland does not involve people from minority groups ‘integrating into a 

neutral political climate’ as it is often framed but concerns non-Christian people 

conforming to a Christian status quo (p. 445).  The years of conflict in NI have served 

to entrench the bi-cultural focus on Protestantism and Catholicism, further restricting 

the development of genuine multi-culturalism (Mitchell, 2004; Montgomery, 2013).   

 

There is a deeply held assumption in NI that political bodies and Christianity align.  

Mainstream political views are frequently framed in Christian rhetoric, with 

politicians commonly emphasising their Christian beliefs (O’Malley and Walsh, 

2013).  Arlene Foster, on appointment as NI’s First Minister in 2016, stated that she 

made ‘no apology’ for the Democratic Unionist Party's (DUP) ‘very strong Christian 

values’ (McBride, 2016). Political debates on same-sex marriage, abortion, age of 

consent, and divorce are frequently underpinned by a Christian rationale, espoused by 

many of the main political parties (Tonge et al., 2014). 
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The education system in NI, whilst deeply divided between the Catholic and Protestant 

denominations, heavily privileges Christianity.  Religious Education (RE) and daily 

collective acts of worship are compulsory in NI’s schools.  These have an ‘essential 

Christian character’ and a grounding in biblical material (Woofle Institute, 2015, p. 

32).  Referring to education in NI, the Woolf Institute report (2015) concluded that 

‘children and young people from other cultural and religious backgrounds are not 

well served by the Churches-devised RE core syllabus’ (p. 32).  Non-Christian 

religions had no ‘formal place’ in the NI school curriculum until 2007 (Woolf 

Institute, 2015, p. 32).  Following objections from the Christian churches that children 

would become confused, non-Christian worldviews are presently only taught to pupils 

11 years and older.   

 

2.5 Christian Privilege and the Oppression of Non-Christian People  

 

The dominance of Christianity and the subsequent privilege it engenders offers one 

explanation for the widespread oppression experienced by non-Christian people living 

in a Christian hegemonic society. Whilst the causes of oppression are multi-faceted 

and complex, several authors suggest that Christian privilege is one of the most 

‘pervasive yet unacknowledged’ contributors to oppression (Case, McMullen and 

Hentges, 2013, p. 139; Blumenfeld, Joshi and Fairchild, 2009; Ferber, 2012; 

McIntosh, 2012; Schlosser, 2003).  Blumenfeld, Joshi and Fairchild (2009) contend 

Christian privilege and religious oppression to be in a ‘symbiotic relationship’, 

religious oppression serving to ‘marginalise, exclude, and deny’ non-Christian people 

(p. xiv).   

 



30 
 

 

Religious oppression has not been systematically explored and its complexities are not 

well understood (Dupper, Forrest-Bank and Lowry-Carusillo, 2014; Jordanova et al., 

2015; Nadal, 2008).  As religion is often presumed from race or ethnicity, it can be 

difficult to ‘disentangle’ (Jordanova et al., 2015, p. 1728) or ‘differentiate’ (Nadal et 

al., 2012, p. 17) between these forms of oppression (Wu and Schimmele, 2019). 

However, a UK study indicated that religion might be a ‘more meaningful predictor 

of prejudice than race or ethnicity’ (Sheridan, 2006, p. 317).  Accapadi (2009) 

suggests that Christian privilege could have been obscured by a failure to examine 

religious oppression.   

 

Several studies indicate the extent of the oppression experienced by non-Christian 

people living in the UK (Jordanova et al., 2015; Khattab and Johnston, 2015). In an 

analysis of data from the Adult Psychiatric Morbidity Survey (2007) of English 

households, Jordanova et al. (2015) found people whose religion was other than 

Christian had an 11-fold increase in the prevalence of perceived discrimination when 

compared with Christians (n=3873).  Jews and Muslims were the non-Christian groups 

most likely to encounter religious oppression.  Christians were the religious group 

least likely to experience unfair treatment.  It is important to note that those who have 

experienced discrimination might have been less likely to participate in this study, the 

findings could therefore underestimate incidents of perceived religious oppression 

among all groups.   

 

Khattab and Johnston (2015) conducted an analysis of data from the UK Office of 

National Statistics’ Labour Force survey (n=553600).  Findings revealed that White 

British men and women of no religion were, respectively, 20% and 25% less likely to 
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have a job than Christians, with Muslim men 76% less likely to be employed than their 

White male Christian counterparts of comparable age, occupation, and academic 

standing.  Muslim Pakistani women were 65% less likely to be employed.  Whilst 

issues such as language or international qualifications might have contributed to these 

alarming discrepancies, Khattab and Johnston (2015) consider Islamophobia, 

particularly the depiction of Muslims as disloyal or threatening, to be the major 

contributory factor.  Islamophobia can be understood as a hostility toward Islam that 

results in unfair discrimination against Muslim individuals and communities.   

 

In the present socio-political climate of the UK and US, existing research suggests that 

Muslims experience higher levels of discrimination than any other religious group 

(Laird et al., 2007).  In NI, a 2017 survey indicated that 68% of respondents would not 

willingly accept a family member marrying a Muslim person, with 60% refusing to 

accept a Muslim as a close friend (n= 1202) (NILT, 2017).  Wolffe (2013) suggests 

that the lessening of historic hostilities between the Protestant and Catholic 

communities could precipitate a rise in Islamophobia in NI.   

 

As research indicates that most people in NI have rare or no direct contact with Muslim 

people, it is likely most of population receive information on Islam through the media 

(Montgomery, 2004; NILT, 2017; Sheridan, 2006).  Since the 2001 attack on the 

World Trade Centre in New York and the 2005 bombings in London, the US and UK 

media have increasingly referred to Muslims as an out-group, promoting harmful 

stereotypes of Islam (Ahmed and Reddy, 2007; Laird et al., 2007).  Violence is often 

portrayed as the Islamic norm, rather than the extremist acts of a small group of 

individuals (Hodge, 2005).  An analysis of 1000 UK newspaper articles from 2000-
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2008 found most of the coverage on Islam to be negative, with terms such as militancy, 

radicalism, and fundamentalism accounting for 35% of the adjectives used (BBC, 

2008).  Blumenfeld, Joshi, and Fairchild (2009) describe the media as one of the 

institutional systems that maintain Christian privilege through their creation of 

religious others.   

 

Whilst there is freedom to practise any religion within NI, it does not follow that your 

religion of choice will receive societal support or acceptance.  Within a predominantly 

Christian society, non-Christian people are frequently ‘rendered invisible, illegitimate, 

and unworthy of attention beyond the level of a novelty or stereotype’ (Joshi, 2009, p. 

51).  Joshi (2009) contends that Christian privilege reduces people without a Christian 

background to dehumanising generalisations, for example Muslims are positioned as 

dangerous, Sikhs as strange, and Hindus as exotic.  Atheists are often considered 

lacking in ‘ethics, morality or purpose’ (Goodman and Mueller, 2009, p. 56).  Non-

Christian people in NI are therefore likely to be subject to harmful and degrading 

stereotypes that vary with their non-Christian background.  

 

The concept of passing is an important consideration regarding religious oppression 

(Nadal et al., 2015).  Passing occurs when an individual is mistaken for a member of 

a dominant group and can therefore avail of the privileges of that group.  Some non-

Christian people have reported reducing the visual signifiers of their religion to pass 

as Christian (Dupper, Forrest-Bank and Lowry-Carusillo, 2014).  Physical assaults can 

be likely to occur when people belonging to a religious minority group wear physical 

symbols of their faith (Dupper, Forrest-Bank and Lowry-Carusillo, 2014).  The 

wearing of the Christian cross without fear of persecution or oppression is an 
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indication of Christian privilege (Blumenfeld, Joshi and Fairchild, 2009; Schlosser, 

2003). 

 

It is important to note that within the UK and US, some Christians with a personal 

faith perceive themselves to be religiously oppressed by the forces of secularisation.  

Nelson (2010) suggests that certain Christians consider Christianity to hold a de-

privileged status relative to non-religious groups, their religion ‘so trivialised, so 

secularised, and so marginalised that it is barely recognisable’ (p. 41).  The Christian 

Institute (2009) released a 70-page report detailing the marginalisation of Christians 

with a personal faith in Britain.  This report contends that freedom of religious 

expression is severely restricted by diversity legislation, with ‘unbalanced guidance’ 

on hate crime legislation threatening public expressions of Christianity (p. 64).  

Several authors comment that, due to the invisible nature of privilege, many dominant 

groups frequently consider themselves to be the victims of oppression rather than its 

beneficiaries (Black and Stone, 2005; Ferber, 2012; Hernandez-Wolfe and McDowell, 

2013; Tranby and Hartman, 2008).  

 

2.5.1 Oppression and the Psychological Distress of Non-Christian People  

 

Research has indicated that discrimination and social hostility are causal factors in 

heightened levels of psychological distress. Studies into oppression based on race and 

sexual orientation have established a robust correlation (Jordanova et al., 2015).  

However, as religious discrimination is an overlooked area of research, there is a 

paucity of studies addressing the correlation between religious oppression and mental 

health (Wu and Schimmele, 2019). Existing findings do however indicate that non-
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Christian people will have heightened mental health needs, attributable to their 

experiences of religious oppression (Nadal et al., 2012; Jordanova et al., 2015; Rippy 

and Newman, 2006; Wu and Schimmele, 2019).   

 

A UK survey revealed religious discrimination to have a direct effect on an 

individual’s self-esteem and confidence, with religious oppression leading to an 

increased prevalence of all common mental health disorders (n=108) (Jordanova et al., 

2015).  These findings were independent of participants’ potentially paranoid traits, 

skin colour, or ethnicity.    In the US, perceived discrimination among Muslims has 

been found to have a statistically significant relationship with subclinical paranoia, 

leading to increased vigilance and suspicion (n=152) (Rippy and Newman, 2006).  

Muslims in the US have higher rates of post-traumatic stress disorder than the general 

population, attributable, at least in part, to their experience of religious discrimination 

(Rippy and Newman, 2006).  The cumulative effect of daily insults, 

misrepresentations, and marginalisation impact the psychological well-being of all 

those affiliated with a minority religious group (Laird et al., 2007).   

 

Dupper, Forrest-Bank and Lowry-Carusillo (2014) conducted a qualitative exploration 

into incidents of religious bullying among non-Christian young people attending a 

public school in an area of the US where most of the district identified themselves as 

Evangelical Christians (n=50).  In a pervasively Christian environment, non-Christian 

participants reported consistently receiving the message that their religion was not 

recognised or valued.  The unspoken assumption of Christianity within the school 

environment reinforced young peoples’ sense of difference and isolation.  This was 

particularly potent at Christmas, when participants experienced marginalisation and 
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exclusion if they chose not to participate in Christian activities. Accapadi (2009) also 

found explicit Christmas decorations in a multi-cultural centre to adversely influence 

non-Christian students’ sense of safety and belonging. 

 

In Christian hegemonic societies, Christianity is so entrenched as the norm it can have 

a profound impact on the sense of self and identity development of non-Christian 

people.  People with a non-Christian background can internalise a sense of inferiority 

and otherness from societal attitudes.  Feelings of shame, anxiety or low self-esteem 

can result (Mair, 2003).  For example, internalised anti-Semitism can discourage 

Jewish people from public expressions of ethnicity and religiosity (Sue and Sue, 

2008). As Weinbaum (2009) states, ‘we judge ourselves by the way society portrays 

us, that is, if society bothers to portray us at all’ (p. 98).  Blumenfeld (2006) suggests 

this internalised otherness can lead to conversions to Christianity and a rejection of 

one’s own religious group.  

 

2.6 Section Summary  

 

Christian privilege provides unearned psychological and structural advantages to 

people with a Christian background. It is a complex phenomenon that exists globally 

and will vary according to local socio-political and cultural norms.  In NI, Christian 

norms are embedded within institutions of power.  To many varying degrees, systems 

of religious privilege can benefit anyone in NI brought up in a household or family 

that identified with a Christian denomination, irrespective of their personal religious 

beliefs, or lack thereof. Previously considered to be a neglected form of dominant 

group advantage, a preliminary body of research is emerging to explore this 
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phenomenon. Christian privilege provides one explanation for the widespread 

oppression and subsequent psychological distress of people without a Christian 

background. 
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Section 2: Christian Privilege and Counselling 

 

2.7 Section Overview 

 

This section considers Christian privilege in the context of counselling.  It begins by 

outlining the profession’s relationship with issues of power and privilege.  The impact 

of Christian privilege on counsellor self-awareness, colour-blind ideology, concepts 

of meritocracy, and the under-utilisation of counselling by non-Christian groups are 

examined.  This is followed by an exploration of the counselling professions’ potential 

complicity in systems of religious oppression. 

 

2.8 Issues of Power and Privilege in Counselling  

 

Counsellors and clients are impacted by socio-political forces that shape the society in 

which they live.  Issues of power influence how counsellors respond to clients from 

differing backgrounds (Frame and Williams, 2005; Hays, Dean and Chang, 2007).  

Accounting for power in all its various manifestations is therefore integral to the 

process of counselling (Hernandez-Wolfe and McDowell, 2013).  As members of 

society, no counsellor is immune to this cultural conditioning process, yet the 

profession often perpetuates the illusion of neutrality within its research, training, and 

practice (Arredondo, 1999; Black et al., 2007; Ratts and Greenleaf, 2018; Singh et al., 

2019; Sue et al., 2007; Utsey, Gernat and Hammer, 2005). Counselling is not 

historically orientated to social justice and has been heavily influenced by theories that 

place an overt emphasis on individualism and personal responsibility (Chantler, 2005; 

Pilgrim, 1997; Ratts and Greenleaf, 2018).  The individualism of counselling often 
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restricts a comprehensive understanding of privilege and inequality (Burkard and 

Knox, 2004; Katz, 1985; Lago and Smith, 2010; Pilgrim, 1997; Ratts and Greenleaf, 

2018).    

 

Counselling has been challenged for decades, primarily by practitioners who hold one 

or more marginalised identity, to address issues of power (Arredondo, 1999; Black et 

al., 2007; Dee-Watts Jones, 2010; Singh et al., 2019; Utsey, Gernat and Hammer, 

2005).  Consequently, in the past 50 years, there have been significant developments 

in the study of oppression (Case, Hensley and Anderson, 2014; Hays, Dean and Chang, 

2007; Israel, 2012).  Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, counselling in the US and UK 

was influenced by social factors, namely the civil rights, feminist movements, and rise 

of identity politics (Chantler, 2005; Neville and Carter, 2005; Singh et al., 2019).  This 

led to the formation of speciality journals and divisions.  However, the focus tended 

to be on counsellors’ knowledge of the oppression endured by minority groups, rather 

than awareness and understanding of dominant groups (Ancis and Szymanski, 2001; 

Israel, 2012; Todd and Abrams, 2011). A transition toward dominant group identity 

was initiated by Helms (1990) in the development of White Racial Identity theory, 

which considered White people’s psychological orientation to their own race in the 

context of the US (Gushue and Constantine, 2007). From the early 2000s, this 

modification of academic interest began to influence the counselling profession in the 

US (Hernandez-Wolfe and McDowell, 2012; Simoni and Walters, 2001).   

 

Privilege, the unearned advantages afforded to dominant groups, has perhaps gained 

most attention within the US multi-cultural counselling movement.  Developed by 

Sue, Arredondo, and McDavis (1992), multi-cultural counselling competencies 
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(MCC) established professional standards to ensure counsellors could ethically engage 

with clients who differed from them in terms of race, gender, religion, affectional 

orientation, socio-economic class, or other cultural variables.  MCC addressed 

counsellors’ knowledge and understanding of their client’s experience of privilege and 

oppression (Mintert, Tran and Kurpius, 2020).  Reflective of the wider body of 

privilege literature, MCC primarily focused on White privilege (Hays, Chang and 

Havice, 2008; Moodley, 2007; Sue, 2010).   

 

The MCC were revised in 2015 when the American Counselling Association endorsed 

the Multi-Cultural and Social Justice Counselling Competencies (MSJCC) (ACA, 

2015).  These developments, founded on the work of Ratts et al. (2015), responded to 

the critique that MCC, whilst significantly improving minority group clients 

experience of counselling, did little to challenge systemic inequality outside of the 

therapy room. The MSJCC therefore incorporated an explicit social justice dimension 

which encouraged institutional level advocacy by counsellors as an essential element 

of ethical practice (Na and Fietzer, 2020). MSJCC marked a departure from the MCC 

focus on a client’s experience of privilege and oppression to articulate the 

understanding that the privileged and oppressed identities of both counsellor and client 

influence the therapeutic process (Mintert, Tran and Kurpius, 2020; Singh et al., 2019).  

 

Whilst privilege is therefore a growing concern in counselling in the US, the construct 

primarily gains attention in more progressive counselling movements and sub-

specialties such as feminism, family therapy, and narrative therapy (Hays, Chang and 

Havice, 2008; Hernandez-Wolfe and McDowell, 2012; Ratts and Greenleaf, 2018; 

Roysircar, 2008; Singh et al., 2020).  Religion as a multi-cultural variable has been 
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largely absent from the wider discussion of privilege (Ferber, 2012; Mindrup, Spray 

and Lamberghini-West, 2011).  Although the MSJCC recognises religion as a 

component in diversity, it is an ‘often neglected’ multi-cultural issue (Mintert, Tran 

and Kurpius, 2020, p. 2).  

 

Perhaps reflective of the predominance of US-based research, the main ethical 

frameworks in the UK do not directly address privilege.  Recent social justice 

movements have nonetheless influenced the profession.  These movements include 

the UK Black Lives Matter protests following the murder of George Floyd by a US 

police officer in 2020, the 2018 Windrush scandal which exposed the wrongful 

deportation from the UK of British subjects from Caribbean islands, and the #MeToo 

movement in 2017 that raised awareness of the prevalence of sexual assault toward 

women (Basset and Lee, 2018; George and McKenzie-Mavinga, 2020; Jackson, 2020; 

Turner, 2021).  UK practitioners of colour have increasingly been speaking out about 

their experiences of marginalisation within counselling (George and McKenzie-

Mavinga, 2020).  However, whilst it is gaining momentum, a social justice agenda is 

generally considered to be at the preliminary stages of development in counselling in 

the UK (Schulze et al., 2019; Turner, 2021; Winter, 2016; Winter and Hanley, 2016).  

Therefore, when considering Christian privilege within the counselling profession, 

findings from existing US studies on White privilege must be heavily relied upon and 

inferences drawn.  There is a broad consensus among researchers that all types of 

privilege, including White and Christian privilege, share common characteristics and 

manifestations (Ferber, 2012; Israel, 2012; Johnson, 2006; McIntosh, 2012). 

  



41 
 

 

2.9 Potential Impact of Unexamined Christian Privilege on Counsellors  

 

2.9.1 Self-Awareness 

 

A counsellor’s capacity for self-awareness is widely considered integral to ethical 

practice.  The British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) and the 

Irish Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (IACP) include self-awareness 

as a criterion for professional accreditation (BACP, 2018; IACP, 2018). It is a 

fundamental concern in most mainstream theories (McLeod, 2003a; Myers, 2003).  

Without adequate self-awareness, a counsellor’s capacity for empathy can be limited, 

self-care jeopardised, and the integrity of the profession potentially undermined 

(McLeod, 2003a; Myers, 2003).  Counsellor self-awareness has been found to have a 

positive correlation with client perceptions of therapist helpfulness (Williams, 2008). 

 

Research indicates that a counsellor’s awareness of racial privilege is important in the 

development of multi-cultural relationships (Ancis and Szymanski, 2001; Hays, Dean 

and Chang, 2007; Mindrup, Spray and Lamberghini-West, 2011). In a quantitative 

study among White European American social work and clinical psychology students, 

perceived awareness of White privilege was found to have a significant positive 

association with self-reported multi-cultural competence (n=298) (Mindrup, Spray 

and Lamberghini-West, 2011).  These findings support the assertion that awareness of 

religious privilege among counsellors with a Christian background is critical in 

ensuring competent practice with non-Christian clients.  It is important to note that 

this study explored attitudes among European-Americans, so caution must be taken 

when generalising these findings outside of the US.  
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Despite the correlation between awareness of White privilege and multi-cultural 

competence, research suggests that many counsellors are unaware of their privileged 

identities. Utsey, Gernat and Hammer (2005) utilised hypothetical racial vignettes to 

explore White counselling trainees’ reaction to racial issues (n=8).  Findings revealed 

some participants had difficulty defining themselves as White, leading to a denial of 

privilege that would undoubtedly be a ‘significant impediment to effective counselling’ 

(p. 471).   In a qualitative study on the written responses of counselling students to 

McIntosh’s (1988) White privilege checklist, Ancis and Szymanski (2001) found 

values of egalitarianism and individualism used to deny privilege (n=34).  Several 

studies have found counsellors avoid discussions on privilege and struggle to articulate 

the impact on their daily life (Croteau et al., 2002; Hays, Chang and Dean, 2004; Hays, 

Dean and Chang, 2007).   

 

Unawareness of privilege can lead to resistance when the topic is brought to light 

(Ancis and Szymanski, 2001; Blumenfeld and Jaekel, 2012; Todd and Abrams, 2011; 

Watt, 2007).  Ideas of unearned advantage can deeply challenge an individual’s view 

of self.  Unexamined group identities, previously considered ‘normal’, are brought to 

awareness.  As privilege and oppression ‘operate hand in hand’, those with a 

privileged status are faced with the difficult assertion that they, consciously or 

unconsciously, have been complicit in the oppression of minority groups (Ferber, 

2007, p. 266).   

 

Given its challenging nature, privilege is considered to have a ‘reactive component’ 

among all dominant groups (Tranby and Hartman, 2008, p. 354).  The discomfort that 

can arise from privilege is understood to leave some dominant group members feeling 
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attacked and needing to defend themselves or their views (Watt, 2007).  Christian 

privilege represents one of the most sensitive and volatile forms of privilege which 

can lead to the greatest resistance (Blumenfeld and Jaekel, 2012; Markowitz and 

Puchner, 2018; Schlosser, 2003; Walls and Todd, 2014).  As Christian privilege is 

frequently overlooked within counselling research and training, counsellors are 

commonly denied the opportunity to examine and process their reactions in an 

educational space that minimises the possibility of harm to clients. These complex 

defensive reactions could therefore be triggered within the counselling relationship.   

 

Unawareness of privilege can exact a high personal cost from counsellors through a 

distorted view of self and society (Crisp, 2014; Israel, 2012; Spanierman et al., 2008).  

The interconnectedness of humanity is such that systems of injustice impact both the 

beneficiaries and targets of oppression (Freire, 2000; Goodman, 2011; McIntosh, 

1998).  Developing the work of Kivel (2002), Goodman’s (2011) theoretical 

framework details the psychological, social, moral/spiritual, intellectual, and 

material/physical cost of privilege to those who benefit from it.  Goodman (2011) 

contends that the psychological and intellectual price of privilege includes a limited 

self-knowledge, distorted view of self, and ignorance of one’s own culture and history.  

 

Privilege can lead to a worldview that is based on accounts of history that overlook 

the experiences of oppressed groups and emphasise the accomplishments of dominant 

groups (Goodman, 2011).  Those with privilege can therefore lack understanding of 

certain aspects of their own cultural heritage and can be ‘uninformed or misinformed’ 

about the rich history of marginalised groups (Goodman, 2011, p. 93).   Privilege can 

impede ‘our ability to become our authentic selves and to fully know ourselves’ 
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(Goodman, 2011, p. 87).  In this regard, McIntosh (1998) refers to privilege as a 

‘psychological prison’ which obstructs and obscures the genuine emotional growth of 

those who avail of it (p. 215).  Consequently, for the counselling profession which 

prizes self-awareness, unexplored Christian privilege potentially compromises the 

integrity of practice by limiting counsellors’ capacity to develop personal insight that 

is founded in historical and contemporary socio-political context.   

 

2.9.2 Colour-blind Ideology  

 

Colour-blindness is a phenomenon associated with unexplored and unacknowledged 

White privilege (Bonilla-Silva, 2014; Gushue and Constantine, 2007; Holcomb-

McCoy, 2008; Utsey, Gernat and Hammer, 2005).  It is a complex phenomenon that 

denies or minimises the salience of race (Bonilla-Silva, 2014).  A colour-blind 

ideology contends that social group memberships ‘should and do not matter’ (Gushue 

and Constantine, 2007, p. 323).  Theorists suggest that colour-blind attitudes are 

relevant not just to race, but to all forms of privilege and oppression (Ferber, 2012; 

Mohr, 2002).   

 

In the context of counselling, a colour-blind attitude would manifest as a belief that 

minority group identities are not significantly different than dominant group identities 

and should therefore be treated in the same way (Mohr, 2002; Utsey, Gernat and 

Hammer, 2005).  This can be communicated in statements such as ‘when I look at you, 

I don’t see a Muslim’, or ‘there is only one race, the human race’ (Sue et al., 2007, p. 

276).  For counsellors who espouse a colour-blind ideology, the acknowledgment or 

consideration of a client’s minority group identity might itself constitute an oppressive 
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act (Bonilla-Silva, 2014).  To be neutral or unbiased, counsellors maintain that 

similarities between groups should be the focus, rather than differences (Gushue and 

Constantine, 2007).  This ideology can be underpinned by notions of liberalism and 

fairness, proposed by well-intentioned counsellors who contend that ‘treating 

everyone the same is equal to treating everyone equally’ (Davies, 2007, p. 18; Bonilla-

Silva, 2014; Johnson and Williams, 2015).  Certain counsellors might therefore 

consider equality and justice to be enhanced by overlooking or dismissing the minority 

group identities of their clients.  

 

Research suggests empathy can be impeded by a colour-blind attitude (Ancis and 

Szymanski, 2001; Burkard and Knox, 2004; Johnson and Williams, 2015).  Empathy 

can be understood as the ability of a counsellor to ‘communicate understanding of 

another person’s experience from that person’s perspective’ (BACP, 2018).  It is 

widely held to be one of the most important factors determining the effectiveness of 

counselling and is recognised to differing degrees across all theoretical approaches 

(Constantine, 2001; McLeod, 2003a).  A study of predominantly European-American 

psychologists revealed that a therapist’s level of racial colour-blindness, as determined 

by the Colour-Blindness Racial Awareness Scale, was directly related to their capacity 

for empathy (n=247) (Burkard and Knox, 2004).  It is important to note that this study 

relied on self-report measures, and caution must be taken in generalising the findings 

to actual clinical practice.   

 

Contrary to a colour-blind approach, research would indicate a client’s non-Christian 

background is a fundamental concern in counselling.  Many non-Christian clients want 

their concerns addressed from a religious perspective, desiring a counsellor who is 
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respectful and informed about their belief system (Kelly, Aridi and Bakhtiar, 1996; 

Mir et al., 2019; Rassool, 2016; Smith, 2011; Weatherhead and Daiches, 2010).  

Muslim or Sikh clients might require their counsellor to assume a more authoritative 

and directive role as this is consistent with their religious worldview (Haque, 2004; 

Rassool, 2016; Weatherhead and Daiches, 2010). Sikh clients can benefit from a Guru-

Chela model of the counselling relationship, in which the counsellor is positioned as 

teacher or guide (Singh and Madsen-Gubi, 2012).  Within Islam, behaviour is often 

considered of greater value than feelings, Muslim clients might therefore favour a 

more cognitively orientated approach to counselling (Haque, 2004; Hodge, 2005). 

Clients from non-Western religions generally seek a more collective understanding of 

emotional well-being, in which family and community are prioritised over the 

individual (Ahluwalia and Zaman, 2010; Basit and Hamid, 2010; Hodge, 2004).  

Jewish clients might want concerns relating to affectional orientation, antisemitism or 

inter-faith marriage explored within the context of their specific Jewish denomination 

(Flasch and Fulton, 2019).  These factors highlight a few of the numerous 

considerations, integral to multi-cultural competence with non-Christian clients, that 

could be obscured by a colour-blind approach to counselling. 

 

2.9.3 Meritocracy   

 

Privilege is considered to be an invisible phenomenon; the unearned advantages 

availed by dominant group members can exist entirely outside their awareness (Ancis 

and Szymanski, 2001; Israel, 2012, McIntosh, 1998; Mindrup, Spray and 

Lamberghini-West, 2011).  This can lead people who avail of Christian privilege to 

adhere to a belief in meritocracy.  Meritocracy is a worldview that conceptualises life 
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as a ‘level playing field’ in which achievements are exclusively a consequence of 

individual effort and hard work (Israel, 2012). Ferber (2012) contends that privileged 

groups are ‘taught to see accomplishments as their own’, believing that their place in 

society had been earned (p. 65).   

 

Counselling theories can endorse meritocracy.  The individualised approach of 

counselling tends to conceive problems as ‘residing within the person’, with clients 

encouraged to take personal responsibility for actions and their consequences (Sue, 

2010, p. 257).  This individualistic focus, which emphasises personal agency, is 

orientated toward client change whilst leaving systems of oppression intact (Pilgrim, 

1997).  This form of meritocracy can have many subtle and well-intentioned 

manifestations that nonetheless place responsibility for change with the individual, 

rather than society.  Meritocracy can result in victims of inequality being blamed for 

the oppression they endure, with minority groups positioned as ‘somehow deviant, 

lazy, unintelligent or culturally disadvantaged’ (Goodman, 2011, p, 55). The injustice 

of oppression can therefore be compounded by a counsellor’s adherence to 

meritocracy. 

 

As a possible outworking of a meritocratic worldview, some counsellors have been 

found to attribute the consequences of oppression to a client’s personal failings 

(Gushue and Constantine, 2007; Hays, Chang and Dean, 2004; Simoni and Walters, 

2001; Utsey, Gernat and Hammer, 2005).  Ancis and Sanchez-Hucles (2000) 

conducted a qualitative analysis into counselling students’ attitudes toward women 

and specifically women of colour (n=56).  Findings indicated a lack of knowledge 

regarding structural inequality and a tendency to ‘blame the victim’ through reliance 
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on stereotypes.  This is consistent with research that indicates counsellors tend to look 

for individualised, rather than structural or environmental explanations for client 

distress (Burkard and Knox, 2004; Sue, 2010; Tracey, 1988).  Counsellors who have 

explored their personal experiences of privilege are more likely to develop a structural 

perspective on their client’s difficulties (Neville and Carter, 2005).   

 

2.10 Under-Utilisation of Counselling by Non-Christian People 

 

It is widely accepted among researchers that ethnic minority groups in both the UK 

and US significantly under-utilise mental health services, terminate counselling early, 

and have lower overall satisfaction (Hussain, 2009; Memon et al., 2016; Mir et al., 

2019; Moller et al., 2019; Sue and Sue, 2008; US Department of Health and Social 

Services, 2001).  There is a consensus that religion and ethnicity are often deeply 

interwoven (Joshi, 2006).  Many people belonging to a non-Christian group will also 

identify as an ethnic minority, and for some, religion might be inseparable from 

ethnicity (Ali, Lui and Humedian, 2004; Joshi, 2006; Schlosser et al., 2010).  Whilst 

research suggests that religious minority group members under-use mental health 

services, the data for the utilisation of counselling by specific religious groups is 

extremely limited (Hussain, 2009).  Existing studies suggest that Muslims in the UK 

and US do not avail of mental health services at the same rate as their Christian 

counterparts and report lower overall recovery rates (Basit and Hamid, 2010; Khan, 

2006; Mir et al., 2019; Moller et al., 2019; Rethink, 2007; Smith, 2011; Weatherhead 

and Daiches, 2010). Religion as a specific factor that might shape a person’s utilisation 

of counselling and other mental health services requires urgent academic attention.  
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The under-utilisation of counselling by non-Christian people might be attributable, at 

least in part, to the prevalence of unexamined Christian privilege within the 

counselling profession (Al’Uqdah, Hamit and Scott, 2019; Schlosser et al., 2010).  

Counselling has ‘at its core an inherent set of cultural values and norms by which all 

clients are judged’ (Katz, 1985, p. 615).  Theories developed from the cultural 

experiences and assumptions of dominant groups have been generalised and applied 

to diverse populations (Delgado-Romero et al., 2005; Katz, 1985; Nikelly, 1992; 

Singh et al., 2020; Sue et al., 2007;).  The US comprises less than 5% of the world’s 

population, yet it is the largest producer of psychological research (Arnett, 2008).  As 

Christians are the dominant religious group in the US, a Christian worldview often 

informs the invisible norm to which non-Christian people are compared (Al’Uqdah, 

Hamit and Scott, 2019; Blumenfeld, 2006; Schlosser, 2003).  Religion overall has been 

historically minimised within the counselling profession, leaving these Christian 

norms unexplored (Curry and Roach, 2012; Mintert, Tran and Kurpius, 2020; Nadal 

et al., 2012; Schlosser et al., 2010).   

 

One manifestation of Christian privilege is the assumption that the Christian 

experience is universal and experienced by all.  When a ‘host culture’ is dominant, 

minority groups are marginalised and overlooked (Hussain, 2009, p. 27).  The 

experiences of Muslims and Sikhs are vastly under-represented in counselling research 

(Ahluwalia and Zaman, 2010; Al’Uqdah, Hamit and Scott, 2019; Tarabi, Loulopoulou 

and Henton, 2020).  There is a ‘notable gap’ in the literature pertaining to Jewish 

clients (Flasch and Fulton, 2020, p. 3). Therefore, whilst religion is gaining increased 

attention in counselling, little is known about the counselling needs of many non-

Christian populations (Al’Uqdah, Hamit and Scott, 2019; Flasch and Fulton, 2020). 
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Weinrach (2002) questions the message that is sent to non-Christian people when they 

are treated as invisible within the counselling profession.   

 

The establishment of Christianity as the dominant norm within counselling has led to 

the pathologisation of certain non-Christian practices.  The assumption of dominant 

group behaviours and values can inflict ‘great harm’ on all culturally diverse groups, 

through ‘invalidating their life experience, by defining their cultural values or 

differences as deviant and pathological’ (Sue and Sue, 2013, p. 6). Mental health 

professionals encountering Muslim women consulting with a male relative can 

misinterpret this religious practice as oppressive (Laird et al., 2007; Mintert, Tran and 

Kurpius, 2020).   The Sikh tendency to discuss issues in an impersonal or philosophical 

manner can be misconstrued as avoidance or resistance to emotional intimacy (Singh 

and Madsen-Gubi, 2012).  The Hindu emphasis on selflessness and detachment can 

be interpreted as insufficient personal boundaries (Hodge, 2004).  Non-Christian 

people might therefore avoid therapy, or experience hesitancy before approaching a 

counsellor for fear that their religious beliefs could be misrepresented and 

pathologised (Hodge, 2005; Rassool, 2015).   

 

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), frequently 

referenced by counsellors to recognise diagnostic problems or complaints, has been 

criticised for its failure to account for culture or religion in the presentation of mental 

health.  The DSM commonly distinguishes between psychological and somatic 

presentations and might therefore be unsuitable for use with certain non-Christian 

clients (Ahmed and Reddy, 2007).  It is suggested that the monotheism of Christianity, 

the claim that there is one correct version of God, has created a binary approach to 
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mental health, whereby separate services are provided for the mind and body (Fried, 

2007).  Eastern philosophy adopts a holistic perspective whereby the mind and body 

are considered one (Hussain, 2009).  Followers of Eastern religions are consequently 

more likely to present emotional issues as somatic concerns.  The failure of the DSM 

to contextualise mental health within specific cultures has resulted in practitioners who 

potentially ‘misidentify, over-diagnose, or underestimate’ the needs of non-Western 

clients (Nikelly, 1992, p. 19).  Research would indicate that mistrust of mental health 

professionals has been a significant barrier to non-Christian clients seeking mental 

health services (Ali, Lui and Humedian, 2004; Rassool, 2016; Smith, 2011; 

Weatherhead and Daiches, 2010). 

 

It is important to note there are multiple factors, other than the prevalence of Christian 

privilege, that could influence the attitudes of non-Christian people toward 

counselling.  For some, counselling might not be considered a culturally or religiously 

endorsed support mechanism (Ali, Lui and Humedian, 2004; Hodge, 2005; Rassool, 

2016; Schlosser et al., 2010; Singh and Madsen Gubi, 2012).  Certain Muslims and 

Sikhs might believe it inappropriate to disclose personal information to someone 

outside of immediate family, as this is perceived a shameful or degrading act 

(Pilkington, Msetfi and Watson, 2012; Rassool, 2016; Singh and Madsen Gubi, 2012; 

Smith, 2011).  Religious and community sources of psychological support, such as the 

Iman or Granthi, are therefore more appropriate and less stigmatised (Ali, Milstein 

and Marzuk, 2005; Singh and Madsen Gubi, 2012).  

 

Differing conceptions on the causes of mental illness could also be significant in 

determining the suitability of counselling.  Some Muslim people attribute 
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psychological issues to spiritual factors.  Belief in the jinn, a presence that can possess 

a person if angered, constitutes one explanation for mental ill-health in Islam (Smith, 

2011; Weatherhead and Daiches, 2010).  For some followers of Hinduism, mental ill-

health is associated with possession.  A belief in the continuity of the soul leads many 

Hindus to perceive psychotic symptoms as reference to a past life (Behere et al., 2013).  

Religious and traditional methods of healing are consequently relied upon.   

 

The attitudes held by non-Christian people toward counselling or mental health 

services cannot be generalised or assumed.  There are multiple individual factors such 

as age, level of acculturation, gender, education, and adherence to religious 

traditionalism that also shape an individual’s view of therapy (Aloud and Rathur, 

2009; Hodge, 2004; Smith, 2011).  It is however imperative that counselling and other 

mental health professions address the under-utilisation of services by this population. 

Counsellors must be facilitated to develop cultural competence with non-Christian 

clients by challenging the universality of the Christian experience and acknowledging 

how an alternate worldview might shape and inform the therapeutic experience. 

 

2.11 Complicity in Oppression 

 

Privilege theory calls into question the impartiality of counselling, suggesting that 

unless the profession is actively challenging the status quo it is complicit in systems 

of oppression through collusion, silence, and denial (Israel, 2012; McIntosh, 2012; 

Pewewardy, 2007).  As Chantler (2005) states, ‘acceptance of existing power relations 

does not occupy a ‘neutral’ position- rather it colludes with and buttresses the power 
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base of dominant groups’ (p. 246).  Unacknowledged privilege can lead the profession 

to reinforce the status quo and prevailing structures of inequality.   

 

Counter-terrorism legislation exposes the counselling professions’ potential 

complicity in systems of religious oppression through a failure to address privilege.  

Whilst counsellors in the UK have a general duty to report information which assists 

in the prevention of terrorist activity under the Terrorism Act 2000, the Counter-

Terrorism and Security Act 2015 greatly extends this statutory obligation.  The 

Counter-Terrorism and Security Act 2015 commonly referred to as Prevent, operates 

under a much broader scope, placing a mandatory responsibility on counsellors and 

their multi-disciplinary colleagues working in the health sector, schools, further and 

higher education, prison and probation, to report any indicators of extremism among 

their clients.  Within Prevent, extremism is defined as the ‘vocal and active opposition 

to fundamental British values’ (Jenkins, 2015, p. 1).  Extremism can be non-violent 

and is considered by the government to be the precursor to terrorism. British values 

remain undefined in the statute.  People reported through Prevent legislation are 

referred for anti-radicalisation interventions (Khaleeli, 2015).  Presently this 

legislation applies to counsellors working in Scotland, Wales, and England.  

 

Proponents of Prevent among the counselling profession claim the legislation is 

concerned with ‘risk and vulnerability, support, and advice not crime and punishment’ 

(Jackson, 2015, p. 1). Critics highlight that Prevent, whilst claiming to address all 

forms of extremism, predominantly focused on Muslim people (NASUWT, 2014).  

Muslims form 57.4% of the multi-disciplinary referrals to Prevent, despite constituting 

only 4.5% of the UK population (Khaleeli, 2015). Customary Islamic religious 
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practices are being reported in an atmosphere of misinformation and mistrust (Taylor, 

2021).  Muslim parents believe their children to be ‘demonised’, referred to Prevent 

for behaviour that Christian children would engage in without question or concern 

(Khaleeli, 2015).  The government denote emotional indicators of radicalism to 

include anger, depression, or withdrawal. It is important to note that these are common 

psychological responses to the experience of religious discrimination.   In 2019, the 

UK government announced an independent review of Prevent.  In 2021, a coalition of 

17 leading human rights and community organisations boycotted the review following 

the appointment of William Shawcross as chair (Grierson, 2021).  Shawcross in on 

record for having made several negative remarks regarding Islam (Grierson, 2021).  

 

To date, BACP has given minimal comment or independent guidance to the wide 

range of counsellors impacted by Prevent.  The implications for the counselling 

profession have been left largely unknown and unexamined.  Individual counsellors 

working in schools whose student populations are predominantly Muslim have 

expressed concerns that clients are increasingly wary and fearful of the counselling 

process (Jenkins, 2015).  Given that the profession has not yet grappled with the 

predominance of Christian privilege and the unconscious oppression it can engender, 

it is difficult to comprehend how such legislation cannot serve to further isolate and 

discriminate some of the most marginalised and misunderstood counselling clients.   

 

2.12 Section summary 

 

Counselling is culturally bound; counsellors and clients cannot be considered immune 

to socio-political realities.  Historically counselling has neglected issues of power and 
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social justice (Chantler, 2005; Katz, 1985; Pilgrim, 1997; Sue, 2003).  Whilst there is 

a growing body of research addressing privilege, this literature tends to explore White 

privilege within the context of the US.   Unexplored Christian privilege limits the 

potential of counsellors to develop nuanced cultural self-knowledge. Ideologies 

associated with unexamined privilege, such as meritocracy and colour-blindness, 

could be endorsed by counsellors who are unaware of the harm these belief systems 

inflict on non-Christian clients.  The under-utilisation of counselling by some non-

Christian people and the profession’s potential complicity in the oppression of 

religious minority groups require critical examination in the context of Christian 

privilege. 
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Section 3: Counselling and Christian Privilege at the Intersection of Affectional 

Orientation  

 

2.13 Section Overview 

 

This section examines counselling and Christian privilege at the intersection of 

affectional orientation.  The origins of intersectionality are explored and its value to 

the counselling profession outlined.  This is followed by a discussion of Christian 

heterosexism, the oppression experienced by many lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer, and 

questioning (LGBQQ) people in NI, and the implications of unexamined Christian 

heterosexism in counselling.  

 

2.14 Counselling and Intersectionality  

 

2.14.1 Origins and Development of Intersectionality 

 

Whilst definitions vary, there is general agreement that intersectionality has developed 

to include three main tenets, as defined by Stewart and McDermott (2004):  

 

(a)  Social groups are not homogenous 

 

Intersectional identities are multiple, overlapping, and inseparable (Collins, 2001; 

Crenshaw, 1989; hooks, 1981).  No one social group membership can define 

experiences of privilege or oppression as there is far-reaching diversity within each 

category of identity (Atewologun and Sealy, 2014; Bowleg, 2013).  
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(b)  People must be located in terms of social structures that capture power relations 

 

Drawing on the longstanding feminist principle that the ‘personal is political’, 

intersectionality maintains that all social identities arise from group memberships that 

are negotiated and maintained within systems of power.  Social group memberships 

‘do not rest at the level of the individual’ and identity and must be considered in socio-

political context (Tatli and Ozbilgin, 2012, p. 252; Dottolo and Stewart, 2008; Warner, 

2008).   

 

(c)  There are unique, non-additive effects of identifying with more than one social 

group   

 

Reflective of the interactive and inseparable nature of social group memberships, an 

intersectional identity is a ‘uniquely hybrid creation’ that can have unpredictable and 

surprising manifestations (Shields, 2008, p. 305; Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach, 2008; 

Tatli and Ozbilgin, 2012).   Identities are defined in relation to one another and cannot 

be viewed in isolation, or added together (Ferber, 2012; Shields, 2008).  As group 

identities cannot be separated, privilege and oppression are not traditionally ranked in 

relation to their significance or potency (Bowley, 2008; Warner, 2008).   

 

The origins of intersectionality lie in Black Feminist thought, as articulated in the late 

19th century by social justice pioneers such as Anna Julia Cooper, Mary Church 

Terrell, and Sojourner Truth (hooks, 1981).  The theory gained prominence in the US 

in the 1970s in response to the invisibility experienced by women of colour in the Civil 
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Rights and Feminist Movements.  Historically the movement for racial equality tended 

to focus on the needs of Black men in a racist society and feminism was orientated 

toward the concerns of White women living in patriarchal power structures.  In 1977 

the first definitive statement calling for a multidimensional theorisation of oppression 

was issued by the Massachusetts-based Combahee River Collective, a Black feminist 

organisation.  This statement expanded the ideas of Frances Beal, who in 1969, 

published a critique of interlocking systems of racism, sexism, and capitalism (Beal, 

1970; Collins and Bilge, 2016).  

 

‘...We are actively committed to struggling against racial, sexual, heterosexual 

and class oppression and see our particular task the development of integrated 

analysis and practice based upon the fact that the major systems of oppression 

are interlocking’ (Combahee River Collective, 1977, p. 1).   

 

Advancing the work of the Combahee River Collective, legal scholar and feminist 

critical race theorist, Crenshaw (1989) wrote a seminal article naming and defining 

the concept of intersectionality.  Crenshaw’s development of intersectionality arose 

from her critique of a US justice system that rendered Black women ‘legally invisible’ 

through its failure to consider the intersections of race and gender in discrimination 

case law (Ramsey, 2014, p. 460).   

 

Within research, intersectionality tends to be found in the feminist domain but is 

gaining prominence in a growing body of interdisciplinary literature.  Due to the 

origins of the theory, intersectionality traditionally focuses on how oppressed 

identities combine to shape experience.  However, researchers have recently begun to 
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consider how experiences of both privilege and oppression intersect to inform and 

sustain each other (Ferber, 2012; Hulko, 2009; McIntosh, 2012; Ratts, 2017; Warner, 

2008).   

 

2.14.2 Value of Intersectionality to Counselling  

 

Intersectionality has been largely overlooked in mainstream counselling and 

psychology (Bartoli et al., 2015; Chan, Cor and Band, 2018; Cheshire, 2013; Crisp, 

2014; Moodley, 2007; Ratts, 2017; Shields, 2008; Turner, 2021, Warner, 2008).  

Theories of identity in counselling generally focus on personal experiences and 

characteristics that are separated from socio-political contexts of power (Dottolo and 

Stewart, 2008; Warner, 2008).  Counselling has favoured a single lens approach to 

identity that conceptualises group memberships as distinct (Chan, Cor and Band, 

2018; Ratts, 2017).  Oppression has been understood through additive models (e.g., 

Beal, 1970; King, 1988) that consider how separate identities combine to exacerbate 

experience.   

 

Single lens and additive approaches to identity have notable limitations.  A single lens 

approach that isolates one aspect of identity can lead to differences within social 

groups being overlooked (Bartoli et al., 2015; Greenwood and Christian, 2008; 

Rooney, 2006).  This can obscure integral aspects of a client’s identity that are central 

to the counselling process and replicate the invisibility and marginalisation 

experienced in wider society (Davies, 2007; Gushue and Constantine, 2010; Sue, 

2010).  Separating identities reinforces ideas of homogeneous social groups, which 

can result in counsellors perpetuating stereotypes that minimise the complexity of their 
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client’s lived experience (Bartoli et al., 2015; Case, 2015; Chantler, 2005; Ratts, 

2017).  An additive approach to identity, whilst providing more nuance than a single 

lens focus, can encourage counterproductive arguments of ‘victim competition’, 

debates over who experiences the most far-reaching oppression based on the number 

or type of minority group memberships held (Bartoli et al., 2015, p. 247).  An additive 

standpoint potentially neglects the unique experiences that arise at the intersection of 

identities.   

 

Through its complex and multidimensional approach to identity, intersectionality 

addresses some of the limitations posed by single lens or additive approaches. 

Intersectionality illuminates the impact socio-political realities have on daily, lived 

experience (Dottolo and Stewart, 2008; Logie and Rwigema, 2014; Shields, 2008).  

Dottolo and Stewart (2008), in a qualitative analysis of 38 interviews, found that 

questions about racial identity ‘tapped into’ a discourse of race, class, and gender that 

connected to police harassment and criminality (p.350). Intersectionality revealed the 

‘mutually constitutive relationship between institutional structures and individual 

identities’ (p. 360).  The ‘explicit linkage’ of societal power and an individual’s 

experience of identity is of great value to counselling as it can challenge the tendency 

of practitioners to look for individualised causes of inequality (Ramsey, 2014, p. 458; 

Ancis and Sanchez-Hucles, 2000; Burkard and Knox, 2004; Neville and Carter, 2005; 

Sue, 2010; Tracey, 1988).   

 

Through a systemic conceptualisation of identity, intersectionality can develop the 

wider relationship of counselling to social justice (Chan, Cor and Band, 2018; Ratts, 

2017).  As research has established that many mental health problems have socio-
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political determinants (Hays, Chang and Havice, 2008; Jordanova et al., 2015; Katz, 

1985; Patychuk, 2011), there are increasing calls for counselling to consider how 

social action is ‘inextricably linked to healing’ (Bartoli et el., 2015, p. 249; Adams, 

2015; Dee-Watts Jones, 2010; LaMantia, Wagner and Bohecker, 2015; Perrin et al., 

2014). Intersectionality offers counselling an opportunity to move from individualised 

models of identity and develop a critical consciousness toward unjust systems that 

might be causal factors in clients’ mental health needs (Ratts, 2017).  Due to its historic 

origins, intersectionality has a transformative agenda for change (Gopaldas, 2013; 

Ramsay, 2014; Shields, 2008; Warner and Shields, 2013). 

 

Notwithstanding the benefits of intersectionality, the approach has several constraints.  

There can be vagueness and confusion around definitions of intersectionality (Bowleg, 

2008; Hulko, 2009; Shields, 2008).   Carastathis (2014) suggests that the lack of a 

cohesive definition has led to a broad application of the theory without the requisite 

depth and nuance.  Intersectionality often utilises the very identity categories it was 

intended to disrupt and transcend (Warner and Shields, 2013).  Some activists believe 

the theory is too abstract restricting its capacity to catalyse social change (Collins and 

Bilge, 2016).    

 

2.15 Christian Privilege at the Intersection of Affectional Orientation in NI 

 

Selection of identity categories can be one the most problematic aspects of 

intersectionality (Gopaldas, 2013).  Researchers adopting an intersectional perspective 

must be able to provide an explicit rationale for the intersections they have chosen to 

explore, recognising that due to feasibility, not all pertinent aspects of identity can be 
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considered (Warner, 2008).  An overview of why Christian privilege and affectional 

orientation is an issue of critical importance for counsellors in NI will therefore be 

provided.   

 

2.15.1 Heterosexism Within NI’s Mainstream Christian Denominations    

 

The mainstream Christian denominations in NI propagate heterosexism.  A 

heterosexist worldview positions heterosexuality as ‘superior to, or more natural or 

healthy than other sexualities’ (Davies and Neal, 2000, p. 24).  Heterosexism can 

operate in an explicit manner, or insidiously through ‘invisibility, underrepresentation, 

erasure, lack of acknowledgement, the unspoken or silence’ (Sue, 2010, p. 190).  

Christian heterosexism is a heterosexist worldview informed and sustained by a 

Christian rationale.  

 

For centuries, mainstream Christianity has constructed marriage and reproduction as 

the ideal throughout Ireland (O’Leary, 2009). Men and women are generally believed 

to have been created by God in ‘complementary opposition’ to each other; they are 

viewed as two halves that make a whole (Sullivan-Blum, 2006, p. 208).  These fixed, 

biologically constructed gender roles are understood to determine sexual attraction 

(Sullivan-Blum, 2006).  Heterosexual relationships are therefore the only ‘natural’ 

expression of affectional orientation.  On this rationale, marriage is strictly defined as 

a heterosexual construct that forms the foundation of family and societal stability 

(Sullivan-Blum, 2006).  Heterosexual relationships are viewed as inherently moral, 

natural, and beneficial to society (Duggan, 2012; Mitchell and McConnell, 2011).   
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By contrast, LGBQQ affectional orientation is widely considered ‘unnatural’ and 

contrary to biological constructions of gender (Sullivan-Blum, 2006).  Six biblical 

passages (Genesis, 19:1-28; Leviticus, 18:22; 20:13; Romans, 1:26-27; I Corinthians, 

6:9; I Timothy, 1:10) are generally used as the theological rationale for positioning 

same-sex affectional orientation as a sin that is contrary to God’s will (Rodriguez, 

2009).  Consequently, all NI’s main Christian denominations, including the Catholic 

Church, Church of Ireland, Methodist Church in Ireland, and Presbyterian Church, 

refuse to conduct same-sex marriage ceremonies (BBC, 2021; Powys Maurice, 2019).  

The opposition of most Northern Irish churches appears to be unequivocal, despite 

some of their UK denominational counterparts supporting same-sex marriage (BBC, 

2021).  

 

Within NI, the various Christian congregations and their clergy hold a wide range of 

views on LGBQQ affectional orientation, and some support the full inclusion of 

LGBQQ people into their religious communities.   However, acts of acceptance tend 

to be demonstrated on a personal level and are not typically replicated on an 

institutional basis (Mitchell and McConnel1, 2011).  Few Christian churches in NI 

actively welcome LGBQQ people without an expectation that they conceal or change 

their affectional orientation. Changing Attitude Ireland (CAI) is a network that 

identifies and promotes LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender) affirmative 

churches throughout the island of Ireland.  To date, 11 churches in NI are registered 

as offering an open congregation to LGBT people (CAI, 2021).   

 

Many of the mainstream Christian churches in NI deliver a contradictory message to 

LGBQQ people.  Concepts of unconditional love and acceptance can sit alongside 
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implicit and explicit condemnation.  This dualism is best reflected in the frequently 

used expression of ‘love the sinner, hate the sin’ (Mitchell and McConnell, 2011).  For 

most LGBQQ people, acceptance is only possible through a denial of self and 

compliance with heterosexual norms.  Many theologically conservative Christians 

consider LGBQQ affectional orientation to be a lifestyle choice, one that temporarily 

deviates from the ‘original state’ of heterosexuality (Duggan, 2012, p. 77; Whitley, 

2009).  

 

Important differences do exist between the various Christian denominations and their 

response to LGBQQ people in NI.  Thoughts, feelings, and desires can make one 

‘guilty’ of same-sex attraction within the Protestant church.  Catholicism tends to hold 

a slightly different stance, focusing on sexual acts rather than related feelings and 

desires.  LGBQQ people generally receive more acceptance within Catholicism, with 

the vital caveat they are celibate (Duggan, 2012; Mitchell and McConnell, 2011).  

More liberal attitudes can be found within certain denominations of Anglicanism, the 

Church of Ireland, Quakers, and non-subscribing Presbyterians.  

 

2.15.2 The Institutionalisation of Christian Heterosexism in NI 

 

As a society embedded with Christian privilege, Christian heterosexism is reflected 

and endorsed by many power structures within NI.  Historically, conservative 

Christian morality has had a prolific influence on political life throughout Ireland, with 

both Catholic and Protestant church leaders having an expert and authoritative role in 

society (Mitchell and McConnell, 2011; Rolston, Schubotz and Simpson, 2005).   
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Legislative decisions impacting the lives of LGBQQ people in NI are frequently 

determined by a Christian rationale (Tonge et al., 2014).  Following a ruling by the 

European Court of Human Rights, NI decriminalised homosexuality in 1982, 15 years 

after the rest of the UK.  There was strong opposition to this ruling in NI as same-sex 

relationships were viewed by some politicians as a sin that was not permissible in a 

Christian state.  A life-ban on gay men donating blood in NI remained in effect until 

2016, despite a lack of supporting evidence and the judiciary’s pronouncement of its 

irrationality (BBC, 2013b). Following an initiative by the UK government in 2019, NI 

became the last region of the UK to legalise same-sex marriage.  Heavily influenced 

by their conservative Christian beliefs, the DUP had previously used a parliamentary 

veto in an attempt to block NI offering marriage to same-sex couples (McDonald, 

2015b).   

 

DUP politicians, based on their religious beliefs, have made highly prejudicial public 

statements about LGBQQ people.  Iris Robinson, whilst in office as an elected 

Member of Parliament, stated ‘there can be no viler act, apart from homosexuality 

and sodomy, than sexually abusing young children’ (Belfast Telegraph, 2008).  Ian 

Paisley Jnr., when acting as junior minister for the NI Executive with responsibility 

for equality issues, claimed he was ‘repulsed’ by gay and lesbian people and that they 

‘harm society’ (BBC, 2007).  In 2015, Jim Wells, then Health Minister, claimed that 

children raised by a same-sex couple were ‘far more likely to be abused and neglected’ 

(McDonald, 2015a).  The prevalence of Christian conservatism, particularly amongst 

the DUP, has raised serious questions about the conflict politicians might encounter 

between their religious beliefs and the equality legislation they are obligated to 

endorse as elected representatives (Mitchell and McConnell, 2011).  
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Conservative Christian values have dominated relationship and sexuality education 

(RSE) in NI’s schools (Duggan, 2012; Rolston, Schubotz and Simpson, 2005).  The 

Catholic Church directly administers approximately half of the schools in NI and the 

Protestant clergy have a more indirect, yet no less significant, influence through their 

placement on school governing boards (Woolfe Institute, 2015).  Young people are 

often exposed to RSE that largely ignores or avoids LGBQQ affectional orientation, 

leaving them unable to access ‘vital and unbiased’ perspectives (Duggan, 2012, p. 79).  

The NI Council for Curriculum, Examinations, and Assessments (CCEA) attempted 

to address the issue of RSE in schools. Revised guidelines, issued in 2015, recognise 

sexual orientation as a ‘significant and central’ part of identity that must be treated 

with reassurance and sensitivity (CCEA, 2015, p. 14).  Previous guidelines promoted 

heterosexual marriage as the preferred type of permanent relationship (CCEA, 2001).   

 

Critical changes have taken place within NI in recent years.  The Employment Equality 

(Sexual Orientation) Regulations (NI) 2003 have afforded legal protection against 

workplace sexual orientation discrimination.  A 2013 ruling ensured that LGBQQ 

people had the right to adopt (BBC, 2013a). The NI (Executive Formation etc.) Act 

2019 legalised same-sex marriage.  Research findings suggest that attitudes toward 

LGBQQ people in NI are also evolving (Carr et al., 2015; Equality Commission, 2018; 

NITL, 2018).  The Equality Commission (2018) found that 14% of respondents would 

be unhappy having a lesbian, gay, or bisexual (LGB) person as a relative, a decrease 

of 28% from their 2011 survey (n=1143). In the same period, 2011-2018, the number 

of people who would object to having an LGB neighbour fell from 27% to 10% 

(Equality Commission, 2018).  A 2016 poll found 70% of participants in NI to support 

same-same marriage (n=1029) (Ipsos MORI, 2016).  
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However, whilst these changes are significant, the dialogue between the various 

Christian churches, political leaders, and LGBQQ communities continues to be one of 

the most difficult and contentious issues within Northern Irish society (Duggan, 2012; 

Mitchell and McConnell, 2011).  Many political and religious leaders feel they are 

being forced to confirm to a secular worldview that does not acknowledge their 

Christian beliefs (Tatchell, 2016).  Complex arguments involving freedom of 

conscience and religious expression continue to dominate the rights of many LGBQQ 

people in NI.  

 

2.15.3 Christian Heterosexism and the Oppression of LGBQQ People in NI 

 

The climate of hostility that exists for many LGBQQ people in NI might be partly 

attributable to the prevalence of unexamined Christian heterosexism.  NI remains a 

dangerous place for many LGBQQ people. From 2015-2020 there were an average of 

288 homophobic hate incidents reported annually to the Police Service of NI (PSNI) 

(PSNI, 2021).  Several studies suggest that many homophobic hate crimes are not 

disclosed to the PSNI (Equality Commission, 2012; O’Doherty, 2009).  A 2012 report 

indicates that eight out of every 10 incidents of sexual orientation discrimination in NI 

remain unreported (Equality Commission, 2012).   

 

NI’s schools are potentially oppressive and discriminatory environments for LGBQQ 

young people.  In 2017, the Department of Education published a report into the post-

primary school experiences of 16–21-year-old LGBT people in NI (n=532) (DoE, 

2017).  Findings indicate that 66.5% did not feel welcomed or valued as a LGBT 

young person in their school.  48% of respondents experienced bullying for their 
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LGBT identity and 38% felt uncomfortable due to the actions or comments of their 

teachers.  John O’Doherty, director of NI’s leading LGBT charity The Rainbow 

Project, stated the report ‘demonstated institutional anti-LGBT bias at all levels of 

education’ contending that ‘successive education ministers have permitted schools to 

marginalise a population of young people with impunity’ (The Rainbow Project, 

2017).  

 

The LGBTIreland Report, a national study into the mental health of LGBT and 

intersex people in the Republic of Ireland, concluded that LGBT and intersex young 

people had four times the level of severe/extremely severe anxiety, and three times the 

level of attempted suicide than their heterosexual counterparts (n=2264) (Higgens et 

al., 2016).  A survey to compare trauma, support, and mental health between LGB and 

heterosexual students in NI concluded LGB status was significantly associated with 

increased trauma exposure, post-traumatic stress disorder, depression, and anxiety 

(n=1116) (Travers et al., 2020).  O’Neill et al. (2018), following a study of college 

students in NI, found participants who identified as non-heterosexual were at increased 

risk of suicidal and self-harming behaviours (n=739).  Mental health outcomes are 

worse for LGBQQ people in geographic contexts where they are exposed to 

‘devaluing’ political discourse (Frost and Fingerhut, 2016, p. 477).  

 

It is important to stress that LGBQQ people in NI do not uniformly experience 

oppression.  Despite international evidence emphasising the importance of gender 

equality in societies transitioning toward peace, women have been relatively invisible 

in NI’s narrative (Deiana, 2013; Gray and Neill, 2011; Rooney, 2006).  Lesbian 

women have been largely absent from NI’s religious discourse on affectional 
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orientation (Duggan, 2012; Mitchell and McConnell, 2011). Bisexual men and women 

face unique challenges and might encounter resistance from both LGBQQ and 

heterosexual individuals.  Older LGBQQ people in NI have been found to encounter 

specific oppression from growing-up during an era in which no legal protection was 

afforded to their affectional orientation (Gray, Horgan and Leighton, 2013).  LGBQQ 

people in rural areas face increased isolation and marginalisation in comparison to 

those living in urban areas (Duggan, 2012; Quiery, 2006).  It is suggested that LGBQQ 

people within Protestant communities face greater hostility and opposition than those 

within Catholic communities (Carr et al., 2015; Duggan, 2012; McAlister, Carr and 

Neill, 2014). 

 

2.15.4 Heterosexism and the Counselling Profession  

 

The dearth of intersectional literature in counselling has resulted in practitioners in NI 

receiving minimal, if any, training to understand how Christian heterosexism 

potentially impacts their practice and the lives of LGBQQ clients.  Even when 

considered from a single-lens perspective, a deficit of training on sexual orientation 

has been reported consistently by counselling practitioners and students in both the 

UK and US (Anhalt et al., 2003; Barker, 2019; Bidell, 2005; Davies and Barker, 2015; 

Evans and Barker, 2010; Graham, Carney and Kluck, 2012).  In response to 

professional guidance, some training courses have begun to address this shortfall. 

However, there is a widespread concern that training continues to take place against a 

heterosexist backdrop (Barker, 2019; Davies and Barker, 2015).  As the exploration 

of heterosexuality does not routinely take place in counselling training, learning 

environments might continue to pathologise same-sex attraction through a lack of 
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thorough integration and a focus on LGBQQ people as the ‘other’.  As Bartoli et al. 

(2015) state, ‘systemic collusion occurs when dominant group identities are made 

invisible and non-central to the counselling process’ (p. 252).  The invisibility of 

heterosexuality within counselling could therefore serve to reinforce systems of 

oppression in NI.       

 

Historically the counselling profession has sanctioned a heterosexist worldview.  Until 

1974 the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), commonly 

used by counsellors, classified homosexuality as a sociopathic personality disturbance, 

listing it among other ‘sexual deviations’ such as paedophilia (APA, 1968).  Following 

the removal of this diagnosis, the DSM continued to pathologise same-sex attraction 

through subsequent classifications of ‘sexual orientation disturbances’ and ‘ego-

dystonic homosexuality’ (APA, 1980).  This was legitimised on the rationale that 

same-sex attraction was ‘unnatural and morally perverse’, allowing for bias of this 

kind to be distinguished from discrimination on the grounds of gender or race (King 

et al., 2007, p. 4).   

 

Attributable, at least in part, to this heterosexist legacy and lack of training, LGBQQ 

people have been found to experience forms of discrimination within mental health 

services (Higgens et al., 2016; King and McKeown, 2003; King et al., 2008; Quiery, 

2007).  Counsellors ‘cannot help but be influenced by society… and by the history of 

their own field, which for many years has pathologised homosexuality’ (Eubanks-

Carter, Burckell and Goldfried, 2005, p. 3).  LGBQQ clients tend to have mixed 

experiences and report more fears and concerns relating to the counselling process 

than heterosexual clients (Evans and Barker, 2010; King et al., 2007; Liddle, 1997; 
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Mair, 2003; Mair and Issard, 2001; Pixton, 2003).  In an exploration of LGBT and 

other sexual minorities’ experiences of Improving Access to Psychological Therapies 

and/or primary care counselling, Foy et al. (2019) found that 15% of respondents 

experienced stigma or discrimination whilst accessing psychological care through the 

National Health Service (NHS) in England (n=136). The authors concluded that there 

is a ‘pervasive stigma still present in NHS services toward LGBT+ people, ranging 

from explicit religious biases or dismissal of sexual attraction, to stereotyping, to 

heteronormative approaches to client interactions’ (Foy et al., 2019, p. 19).  In a 

systemic review of the literature, King et al. (2007) revealed that despite the majority 

of LGB clients in outcome studies rating their overall experience of therapy positively, 

qualitative studies suggest that many LGB clients felt their counsellors were unaware 

or insensitive to the issues they faced.   

 

2.15.5 Christian Heterosexism and Counselling LGBQQ People with a Personal 

Christian Faith  

 

Christian heterosexism constructs Christianity as a heterosexual identity, often 

invalidating the importance of religion in some LGBQQ people’s lives.  LGBQQ 

people are not therefore generally considered religious and are more commonly 

depicted as frivolous and sexual, rather than spiritual beings (Rodriguez, 2009).  

However, whilst some LGBQQ people might be dissuaded from engaging with a 

Christian church due to the heterosexism of the institution, others are likely to have a 

personal faith, pray, and believe in God (Higgens et al., 2016; Mitchell and 

McConnell, 2011).  Evidence from the US suggests that religion and spirituality are 

important issues for many clients in the counselling relationship (Curry and Roach, 
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2012; Diallo, 2013). Personal religious beliefs and practices can mediate anxiety and 

despair, providing meaning and purpose in times of crisis (Curry and Roach, 2012; 

Vieten et al., 2013).  Without an intersectional perspective on affectional orientation 

and religion, counsellors might not only overlook an integral aspect of their client’s 

identity, but also a potentially significant, if complex, coping mechanism.   

 

The construction of Christianity as a heterosexual identity might leave counsellors 

oblivious to the isolation experienced by some LGBQQ people with a personal 

Christian faith.  A qualitative study of LGBT people in NI found participants to 

experience loneliness within Christian congregations and LGBQQ communities 

(n=23) (Mitchell and McConnell, 2011).  In church, some participants found 

themselves pressurised to repent, change, and become celibate, others faced outright 

rejection and were turned away from services.  Opposition to Christianity from within 

the LGBQQ community left certain participants feeling criticised or ridiculed for their 

religious affiliations.  Given the high levels of religiosity within the general 

population, it can be assumed that many LGBQQ people with a personal Christian 

faith in NI struggle to find a supportive community that values both their religion and 

affectional orientation (Mitchell and McConnell, 2011; NISRA, 2014).   

 

The absence of an intersectional critique of Christian privilege could result in 

counsellors relying on incomplete and potentially harmful interventions in response to 

the psychological distress experienced by some LGBQQ people with a personal 

Christian faith.  Attributable, at least in part, to the construction of Christianity as a 

heterosexual identity, research has established that many LGBQQ people encounter 

internal conflict and tension when trying to reconcile their affectional orientation and 
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religious beliefs (Levy and Edmiston, 2014; Rodriguez, 2009; Szymanski, Kashubeck-

West and Meyer, 2008).  This integration, whilst not impossible, has been shown to 

be a challenging process for many (Levy and Edmiston, 2014; Rodriguez, 2009; 

Szymanski, Kashubeck-West and Meyer, 2008).  For theologically conservative 

LGBQQ Christians, integration of their religious beliefs and affectional orientation is 

likely to be complex.  LGBQQ people with conservative religious views have been 

found to fear divine retribution or hold strong views that their affectional orientation 

and religious beliefs are fundamentally incompatible (Rodriguez, 2010).   

 

This internal tension can manifest in the form of internalised heterosexism.  

Internalised heterosexism occurs when societal attitudes that depict heterosexuality as 

‘normal’ and LGBQQ affectional orientation as ‘abnormal’ become introjected into a 

LGBQQ person’s psyche (Davies and Neal, 2000; Eubanks-Carter, Burckell and 

Goldfried, 2005; Szymanski, Kashubeck-West and Meyer, 2008). A robust body of 

research has established that internalised heterosexism is associated with poorer 

mental health and a range of psychological difficulties including lower self-esteem, 

suicidal ideation, increased depression, and self-harming behaviours (Szymanski, 

Kashubeck-West and Meyer, 2008).  Internalised heterosexism is increased by 

membership of a religious institution that does not hold an affirming stance toward 

LGBQQ affectional orientation (Lease, Horne and Noffsinger-Frazier, 2005). 

 

Internalised heterosexism is strongly linked to a propensity to seek conversion therapy, 

particularly among clients with conservative Christian beliefs (Szymanski, 

Kashubeck-West and Meyer, 2008). Conversion therapies attempt to alter or re-direct 

a client’s affectional orientation through counselling.  Conversion therapies were 
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prevalent throughout counselling in the 1960s and 1970s; psychoanalysts and 

behavioural therapists used interventions to make LGBQQ people heterosexual 

(Davison, 2005; Eubanks-Carter, Burckell and Goldfried, 2005).  Aversion therapy 

with electric shock was the most common form of treatment within the UK (King, 

Smith and Bartlett, 2004).  There is now widespread consensus across mental health 

services that any form of conversion intervention is ineffective, unethical, and harmful 

(Anton, 2010; APA, 2018; Beckstead and Morrow, 2004; Glassgold et al., 2009; 

Haldeman, 2002; MoU, 2017; Shidlo and Schroeder, 2002).  

 

2.16 Section Summary 

 

Intersectionality provides counselling with an opportunity to develop a critical 

approach to identity that reflects the multi-dimensional nature of privilege and 

oppression.  Within NI, a conservative Christian worldview that promotes 

heterosexuality and denounces LGBQQ affectional orientation is deeply embedded 

within many institutions of power.  The varying degrees of oppression experienced by 

LGBQQ people could be attributable, at least in part, to the prevalence of Christian 

privilege.  The counselling profession itself has historically sanctioned heterosexual 

norms. A failure to critically consider Christian privilege at the intersection of 

affectional orientation might leave well-intentioned counsellors oblivious to the 

Christian heterosexist systems and values they could be endorsing in their work with 

LGBQQ clients. 
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Section 4: Research Problem, Aim, and Objectives  

 

2.17 Section Summary 

 

This final section of the literature review will outline the research problem and 

establish the overall aim and objectives of the study.  

 

2.18 Research Problem 

 

Research suggests that Christian is a privileged identity in NI.  The beliefs and 

practices of Christianity are embedded as institutional norms.  This provides 

psychological and structural advantages to people with a Christian background whilst 

disadvantaging non-Christian people by positioning them as different and inferior.  

The oppression arising from the normalisation of Christianity as the dominant 

religious worldview in NI has not been systematically explored, masking the 

prevalence of Christian privilege.   

 

Whilst there is an emerging body of privilege research in counselling, primarily within 

the US multi-cultural counselling movement, Christianity has been largely absent 

from this discussion.  Socialisation within NI’s Christian hegemonic society impacts 

all counsellors, yet research demonstrates that practitioners are likely to receive 

negligible training to understand how this might influence the counselling process.  

Studies indicate that unexamined Christian privilege can limit multi-cultural 

competence and result in the professions’ complicity in systems of injustice both 

inside and outside the counselling room.  
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Whilst there have been degrees of progress, research has established that many 

LGBQQ people experience widespread oppression in NI. This might be attributable, 

at least in part, to the prevalence of Christian privilege.  The most influential Christian 

denominations in NI predominantly depict same-sex relationships as unnatural and 

morally inferior to heterosexuality.  LGBQQ people with a Christian background in 

NI are therefore likely to experience Christianity as a simultaneous source of both 

privilege and oppression. It is imperative to examine Christian privilege to increase 

equity for LGBQQ and/or non-Christian people within the counselling profession and 

wider society.  Exploring Christian privilege among LGBQQ and heterosexual 

counsellors offers an opportunity to develop a nuanced understanding of this 

phenomenon within the distinct institutional power structures of NI.   

 

2.19 Research Aim and Objectives  

 

This study aims to explore religious privilege among LGBQQ and heterosexual 

counsellors in NI.  

 

To fulfil this overall aim, the research has three objectives: 

(1)  To explore and examine how people without a Christian background experience 

Christian privilege in NI.  

 

(2) To explore and examine how LGBQQ and heterosexual counsellors with a 

Christian background relate to the phenomenon of Christian privilege in NI.  
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(3)  To explore and examine how LGBQQ and heterosexual counsellors with a 

Christian background perceive Christian privilege to influence the counselling 

profession in NI.  

 

2.20 Section Summary  

 

In response to the literature reviewed in this chapter, this section has established the 

research problem and the study’s aim and objectives. The following chapter will 

present the methodology designed to meet the overall aim and objectives. 
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 CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

 

3.0 Chapter Overview 

 

This chapter provides a comprehensive outline of the methodology employed to 

achieve the study’s overall aim. The research paradigm, theoretical perspective, 

reflexive position, data sampling, recruitment strategy, and data collection methods 

are detailed.  These are followed by a presentation of the pilot studies, method of 

analysis, and member reflections.  Personal positions of intersectional privilege are 

recognised and the possible impact on findings discussed.  Ethical issues and criteria 

to establish trustworthiness are considered.  

 

3.1 Research Paradigm 

 

A paradigm is commonly understood to be a ‘worldview’ (Creswell, 2009, p. 6), a 

‘basic set of beliefs that guide action’ (Guba, 1990, p. 17).  It has been described as a 

‘net’ that contains a researcher’s axiological, ontological, epistemological, and 

methodological position (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000, p. 19; Denzin and Lincoln, 2005; 

Guba and Lincoln, 2005). Axiology relates to values and the nature of ethics; it 

addresses the ultimate purpose of a research study.  Ontology refers to ‘ideas about 

the ultimate basis of reality’ and is typically concerned with whether there is a 

singular, external reality beyond our influence or multiple versions of reality 

constructed through social interaction (McLeod, 2011, p. 47; Bryman, 2008).  

Epistemology can be broadly understood as a theory of knowledge which questions 

on what basis knowledge can be arrived at; it is the process through which reality can 
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be known (Bryman, 2008; McLeod, 2011).  Generally, epistemological positions tend 

to be objective or subjective. An objective epistemology aims, through scientific 

observation, to discover a phenomenon’s ‘independent existence’ (Shah and Al-Bargi, 

2013, p. 255). A subjective epistemology focuses on how interactions generate 

constructions of reality.  Methodology is associated with the process of research; it is 

a theoretical framework that informs how research will be conducted (Denzin and 

Lincoln, 2000). 

 

The study was strongly influenced by a transformative paradigm.  Based on the work 

of Mertens (2007a, 2007b, 2009, 2010, 2012), the transformative paradigm provides 

an overarching framework, an ‘umbrella’, that encompasses the underlying beliefs of 

several approaches including critical race theory, critical theory, feminism, queer 

theory, inclusive, and participatory perspectives (Mertens, 2009, p. 13). The 

transformative paradigm was chosen for this broad and harmonising perspective; it 

was therefore selected over ‘niche’ approaches and paradigms, such as queer theory, 

which tend to adopt a narrower focus on one specific population group (Tarsilla, 2010, 

p. 108).  

 

Transformative research is a more pragmatic form of critical research and facilitates 

research to generate social change (Mertens, 2009).  The paradigm emerged ‘in 

response to individuals who have been pushed to the societal margins throughout 

history and who are finding a means to bring their voices into the world of research’ 

(Mertens, 2009, p. 3).  A transformative paradigm is traditionally availed of by 

researchers engaging with oppressed populations however, the framework is 

applicable to any study that places a priority on social justice and endeavours to 
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address ‘the power structures that perpetuate social inequities’ (Mertens, 2009, p. 4). 

A central concern in the study was therefore the advancement of a social justice 

agenda; it aimed to promote social reflection and change within the counselling 

profession through the exploration of Christian privilege.  

 

3.1.1 Axiology 

 

Axiological beliefs are critical as they ‘drive’ the formulation of the ontology, 

epistemology, and methodology (Mertens, 2010, p. 470).  The study’s axiology 

actively promoted the ethical principles of respect, beneficence, and justice (Mertens, 

2009).  Respect was critically considered in the context of cross-cultural 

communication. Human rights were promoted throughout.  Every effort was made to 

embed social justice throughout the research process (Romm, 2015).   

 

3.1.2 Ontology  

 

The study’s ontology aligned with a broadly constructionist perspective as it 

maintained there are multiple versions of reality shaped by context, individual 

experience, social environment, and the interactions between researcher and 

participant (Ponterotto, 2005). However, this position diverged from a purely 

constructionist perspective through the explicit emphasis placed on how power 

relationships determine what is considered real (Mertens, 2009; Ponterotto, 2005; 

Romm, 2015).  Over time, social, political, religious, economic, cultural, gender, and 

ethnic values have created realities that are assumed to be ‘natural and immutable’ 

(Guba and Lincoln, 1994, p. 110; Kincheloe and McLaren, 2000; Mertens, 2012). 
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These realities have societal authority and credibility; they privilege the values, 

experiences, and worldviews of dominant groups.  Due to limited access to power, 

minority group perspectives are often excluded from definitions of reality (Mertens, 

2012; Romm, 2015).   

 

Within transformative research, questions concerning the nature of reality are not 

addressed through the processes of science, or by the claim multiple realities are 

constructed through interaction, rather the ontological aim is to understand how 

researchers can ‘undercut’ the privileging of certain realities over others (Romm, 

2015, p. 413).  The key ontological question within the study was, ‘which version of 

reality provides an understanding that can lead to changes in the status quo that will 

lead to furthering social justice?’ (Mertens, 2012, p. 5).  Therefore, whilst the study 

recognised the existence of multiple realities, it rejected ideas of cultural relativism 

which suggest different versions of reality are given ‘equal credence’ (Tarsilla, 2010, 

p. 106; Mertens, 2012).  Experiences of oppression were explicitly recognised as 

legitimate versions of reality. Privileged views of reality were subject to critical 

examination in the interests of social justice.  

 

3.1.3 Epistemology  

 

The study had a subjective epistemological position; an interactive connection 

between participants and researcher was fundamental in capturing lived experience 

(Ponterotto, 2005).  A trusting relationship was considered vital to gain an 

understanding of participants’ reality.   Development of trust involved critical self-

reflection and explicit acknowledgement of historical and contemporary power 
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differentials that existed in my relationship with participants (Mertens, 2012).  Every 

effort was made to ensure my interactions with participants were empowering and did 

not perpetuate societal inequality (Mertens, 2009; Ponterotto, 2005). 

 

3.1.4 Methodological Approach 

 

Qualitative methods, which aimed to systematically ‘inquire into the meanings which 

people employ to make sense of and guide their actions’, were utilised (McLeod, 1999, 

p. 117).  A qualitative approach captured the multiple and inter-related dimensions of 

privilege due to the emphasis placed on the complexity of lived experience within a 

social context (Ancis and Szymanski, 2001; Blumenfeld and Jaekel, 2012; Bowleg, 

2008; McIntosh, 2012; Warner, 2008).  As Christian privilege is a relatively 

unexplored phenomenon, the discovery-orientated use of qualitative methods allowed 

for a rich and subjective understanding of the perceptions held by participants.  Whilst 

a transformative paradigm is often aligned with a mixed methods approach, which 

utilises both qualitative and quantitative methodologies, it is consistent with studies 

that adopt solely qualitative methods (Mertens, 2009).   

 

Quantitative methods, whilst providing numerical data from a large sample size, might 

not have produced data of sufficient depth or complexity (McLeod, 2003b).  Although 

greater external reliability might be obtained through quantitative analysis, qualitative 

methods provide high levels of both ‘trustworthiness and authenticity’ (Bryman, 2012, 

p. 390).  It is suggested these criteria are more suited to the interpretivist stance of 

qualitative research (Bryman, 2012; Silverman, 2005). 
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The perceived subjectivity, generalisation, and lack of transparency in qualitative 

research are recognised (Bryman, 2012; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2009).  These 

factors were minimised by the explicit statement of relevant literature and the 

systematic analysis of data (Bryman, 2012; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2009).  As 

I was the ‘main instrument’ of data collection, there are limitations in the replicability 

of this study (Bryman, 2012, p. 405).  However, despite these confines, the depth, 

flexibility, and sensitivity offered by a qualitative approach deemed it to be the most 

suitable approach for this study.  

 

3.2 Theoretical Perspective  

 

The study was informed by intersectionality.  As discussed extensively in the previous 

chapter, intersectionality has developed to include three main tenets, as defined by 

Stewart and McDermott (2004): (1) social groups are not homogenous, (2) people 

must be located in terms of social structures that capture power relations, (3) there are 

unique, non-additive effects of identifying with more than one social group.  An 

intersectional perspective refers to ‘a way of approaching social identities that 

embraces multiplicity and is neither additive or reductive’ (Hulko, 2009, p. 44).  The 

feminist principles of intersectionality are ‘commensurate’ with a transformative 

paradigm (Mertens, 2009, p. 63).   

 

An intersectional perspective on Christian privilege and affection orientation was 

incorporated into methodological choices.  The pertinence of this intersection is 

outlined in the literature review. The understanding that each person holds multiple 

social group identities which create simultaneous experiences of both privilege and 
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oppression, shaped participant recruitment and the explicit inclusion of lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, queer, questioning (LGBQQ), and heterosexual counsellors (Collins, 2000; 

Crenshaw, 1989; hooks, 1981). Data were analysed and interpreted within socio-

political and historical context; participant experiences were not considered to ‘rest at 

the level of the individual' (Tatli and Ozbilgin, 2012, p. 252; Dottolo and Stewart, 

2008; Warner, 2008). Reflexive practices incorporated my personal intersectional 

experiences of Christian heterosexual privilege (Bowleg, 2008; Shields, 2008).  

 

3.3 Reflexive Position 

 

Whilst the term reflexivity can be interpreted in several different ways, the study 

understood it to be ‘the practice of being cognisant of one’s views and social position 

and of the effect that these may have on the research process and those being 

researched’ (McCabe and Holmes, 2009, p. 1522).  The purpose of reflexivity was not 

to eliminate or bracket my values, rather it was the process by which my bias for social 

justice was ‘acknowledged, embraced’ and incorporated through ‘thoughtful 

reflection’ (Todd and Abrams, 2011, p. 364).  My reflexive stance provided the reader 

with sufficient background information to understand how my values, views, 

overlapping experiences of privilege and oppression, and location in a specific socio-

political context influenced the research process (Bryman, 2008; Creswell, 2009; 

Ortlipp, 2008). Reflexivity is not limited to one section but is incorporated throughout 

(Todd and Abrams, 2011). Several authors suggest the power imbalance between 

researcher and participant is more fully addressed when a researcher integrates 

transparent personal reflection in each section of their work (Braun and Clarke, 2013; 



85 
 

 

Todd and Abrams, 2011).  Statements are made in the first person to explicitly 

acknowledge my role in the production of knowledge (Webb, 1992). 

 

3.4 Participants  

 

3.4.1 Rationale for the Inclusion of Non-Christian Participants  

 

This study had two consecutive phases of data collection. Phase one explored how 

people with a non-Christian background experience Christian privilege in Northern 

Ireland (NI).  The purpose of phase one was to generate a descriptive account of 

Christian privilege that served as a stimulus for counsellors in phase two.  Phase two 

examined Christian privilege from the perspective of LGBQQ and heterosexual 

counsellors with a Christian background.  

 

A key issue in transformative research is the inclusion of those ‘most impacted’ by a 

phenomenon, particularly in the definition of the problem (Romm, 2015, p. 414). This 

‘interactive link’ aims to ensure that existing power imbalances are not reinforced by 

researchers engaging in a study that is ‘on’, rather than ‘with’ participants (Mertens, 

2012, p. 6; Romm, 2015).  The study therefore considers non-Christian people to be 

experts on the phenomenon of Christian privilege and positions them as active agents 

in the research process.  

 

Drawing on a strengths-based perspective, informed by Standpoint theory, this study 

recognises the capacity of non-Christian participants to provide insight into the 

realities of Christian privilege that are likely hidden, at least in part, from counsellors 
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with a Christian background due to their experiences of privilege (Collins, 2000; 

Israel, 2012). Standpoint theory suggests those who are oppressed often have a clearer 

understanding of people with power than vice versa (Collins, 2000; Israel, 2012).  

Research indicates that privilege can be concealed from those who benefit from it 

(Ancis and Szymanski, 2001; Blumenfeld and Jaekel, 2012; Mindrup, Spray and 

Lamberghini-West, 2011).   

 

3.4.2 Research Sample 

 

A homogenous, purposive sample was recruited in both phases of data collection. 

Purposeful sampling techniques recruit participants with direct reference to the 

research question (Bryman, 2008).   A homogenous sample ensured all participants 

had characteristics central to the interest of this study.  15 participants were recruited 

in each phase providing a manageable amount of data to develop a ‘rich story’ (Braun 

and Clarke, 2013, p. 56).  Sample size was not pre-decided; it was determined in 

response to the quality of data provided by participants and the understanding that 

thematic analysis (TA) identifies ‘patterned meaning across a dataset’ (Braun and 

Clarke, 2015, p. 741; Morse, 2000). As participants engaged with nuance and interest, 

providing high quality data, a larger sample in either phase would have prevented 

engagement with the complexity of participant experiences due to an unwieldy amount 

of data (Cleary, Horsfall and Hayter, 2014; Morse, 2000). A smaller sample might 

have limited the production of patterns across the data set. Whilst there are no specific 

requirements for sample size in TA studies, Braun and Clarke (2017) suggest 15-20 

interviews as a broad and approximate guide for a PhD study with several phases of 

data collection.  
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Saturation, generally considered to be the point at which additional data no longer 

generates new information, was not used as a rationale for sample size (Morse, 1995).  

Braun and Clarke (2013) suggest saturation relies on a somewhat positivist worldview 

in which data is considered to provide a ‘complete and truthful picture of the object of 

study’ (p. 56).  This position does not align with the ontology of the study which 

maintained there are multiple versions of reality constructed by individuals through 

their interactions with the world.  Data could never therefore provide a complete 

understanding of Christian privilege.    

 

3.4.2.1 Phase One Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

 

In phase one, data was collected from individuals with a non-Christian background.  

 

Table 1: Phase One Inclusion Criteria  

 

Inclusion Criteria Rationale 

Brought up in a 

family or household 

that identified as 

non-Christian  

Phase one aimed to explore Christian privilege from the 

perspective of those who do not avail of phenomenon.  This 

criterion ensured individuals had experiences relevant to 

this aim.   

Live in NI  The study aimed to explore religious privilege within NI.  

Privilege is a nuanced phenomenon that is geographically 

and historically dependent.  This criterion ensured 

individuals had experiences relevant to this aim.   
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Identify as 

heterosexual or 

LGBQQ  

The study adopts an intersectional perspective on Christian 

privilege and affectional orientation.  Whilst phase one 

does not explicitly explore the intersection of religion and 

affectional orientation, this criterion ensured the inclusion 

of LGBQQ and heterosexual individuals with experiences 

relevant to the overall aim. 

Fluency in speaking 

English 

Phase one participants took part in an English-speaking 

focus group.   

 

Table 2: Phase One Exclusion Criteria  

  

Exclusion Criteria Rationale 

Brought up in a 

family or household 

that identified as 

Christian 

Phase one aimed to explore Christian privilege from the 

perspective of those who do not avail of the phenomenon.  

An individual brought up in a family or household that 

identified as Christian was unlikely to have sufficient 

experiences relevant to this aim.  

Live outside NI The study aimed to explore religious privilege within NI.  

Privilege is a nuanced phenomenon that is geographically 

and historically dependent.  Individuals who live outside of 

NI were unlikely to have sufficient experiences relevant to 

this aim.  

Aged less than 18 

years old 

As this is a sensitive topic, individuals under 18 years old 

were excluded to safeguard against risk of potential harm.  
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Currently engaged 

with statutory 

mental health 

services or in 

receipt of a mental 

health diagnosis in 

the past 12 months 

This exclusion criterion safeguarded against risk of 

potential harm to participants whose mental health status 

could have potentially exacerbated feelings of distress or 

discomfort experienced in the exploration of a sensitive 

research topic.  

Not fluent in 

speaking English  

Phase one participants took part in an English-speaking 

focus group. Those who were not fluent English speakers 

were excluded.  The use of translators was not considered 

feasible as potential participants could speak multiple non-

English languages.  The use of several translators could 

have challenged the functioning of the focus group.  

 

3.4.2.2 Phase Two Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

 

In phase two, data was collected from two target groups: LGBQQ counsellors with a 

Christian background and heterosexual counsellors with a Christian background. 
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Table 3: Phase Two Inclusion Criteria – LGBQQ Counsellors with a Christian 

Background 

 

Inclusion Criteria Rationale 

Counsellor  Phase two aimed to explore Christian privilege from the 

perspective of counsellors.  This criterion ensured 

individuals had experiences relevant to this aim. 

Registered with a 

counselling 

professional body  

Registration with a professional body ensured participants 

were working within, and accountable to, an established 

ethical framework.   

A minimum of 18 

months post-

qualifying 

counselling 

experience  

Post-qualifying experience ensured participants had the 

expertise to reflect on their professional practice with 

sufficient depth to meet this study’s aims and objectives.  

 

Brought up in a 

family or household 

that identified as 

Christian 

Phase two aimed to explore Christian privilege from the 

perspective of those who availed of the phenomenon.  This 

criterion ensured participants had experiences relevant to 

this aim.  

Live in NI  

 

The study aimed to explore religious privilege within NI.  

Privilege is a nuanced phenomenon that is geographically 

and historically dependent.  This criterion ensured 

individuals had experiences relevant to this aim.   

Identify as LGBQQ  

 

The study adopted an intersectional perspective on 

Christian privilege.  This target group aimed to explore 
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Christian privilege among LGBQQ participants.  This 

criterion ensured individuals had experiences relevant to 

this aim.   

 

Table 4: Phase Two Exclusion Criteria – LGBQQ Counsellors with a Christian 

Background 

 

Exclusion Criteria Rationale 

Not registered with 

a counselling 

professional body 

Due to the potential risk factors associated with 

unaccountable practice, counsellors not registered with a 

professional body were excluded from this study. 

Less than 18 months 

post-qualifying 

counselling 

experience   

Counsellors who had less than 18 months post-qualifying 

practice may not have had the requisite experience to 

engage in the depth of reflection required to fulfil this 

study’s aims and objectives.  

Brought up in a 

family or household 

that identified as 

non-Christian  

Phase two aimed to explore Christian privilege from the 

perspective of those who availed of the phenomenon.  An 

individual brought up in a non-Christian family or 

household was unlikely to have sufficient experiences 

relevant to this aim. 

Live outside NI  

 

The study aimed to explore religious privilege within NI.  

Privilege is a nuanced phenomenon that is geographically 

and historically dependent.  Individuals who lived outside 

of NI were unlikely to have sufficient experiences relevant 

to this aim. 
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Identify as 

heterosexual  

The study adopted an intersectional perspective on 

Christian privilege.  This target group aimed to explore 

Christian privilege among LGBQQ participants.  

Heterosexual participants were unlikely to have sufficient 

experiences relevant to this aim.  

 

Table 5: Phase Two Inclusion Criteria –Heterosexual Counsellors with a Christian 

Background 

 

Inclusion Criteria Rationale 

Identify as 

heterosexual  

 

The study adopted an intersectional perspective on 

Christian privilege.  This target group aimed to explore 

Christian privilege among heterosexual participants.  This 

criterion ensured individuals had experiences relevant to 

this aim.   

 

The inclusion criteria for this target group corresponded directly with criteria 1-5 of 

the inclusion criteria for LGBQQ counsellors with a Christian background: (1) 

counsellor, (2) registered with a professional counselling body, (3) minimum of 18 

months post-qualifying experience, (4) brought up in a family or household that 

identified as Christian, (5) live in NI. Inclusion criteria 6 differed, as outlined above. 
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Table 6: Phase Two Exclusion Criteria – Heterosexual Counsellors with a Christian 

Background 

 

Exclusion Criteria Rationale 

Identify as LGBQQ  

 

The study adopted an intersectional perspective on 

Christian privilege.  This target group aimed to explore 

Christian privilege among heterosexual participants. 

LGBQQ participants were unlikely to have sufficient 

experiences relevant to this aim.    

 

The exclusion criteria for this group corresponded directly with criteria 1-4 of the 

exclusion criteria for LGBQQ counsellors with a Christian background: (1) not 

registered with a professional body, (2) less than 18 months post-qualifying 

experience, (3) brought up in a family or household that identified as non-Christian, 

(4) live outside NI. Exclusion criteria 5 differed, as outlined above. 

 

3.4.3 Phase One Recruitment 

 

Phase one recruitment took place over a three-month period from October 2017–

December 2017 (inclusive).  Recruitment focused on community organisations and 

university staff/students. To avoid any potential coercion, no form of compensation 

was offered to participants during recruitment.  It is hoped individuals found 

participation to be an empowering experience which brought a degree of reciprocity 

to the researcher-participant relationship (Mertens, 2009). Corbin and Morse (2003) 
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suggest participants can gain a sense of validation and hope when taking part in 

research.   

 

Phase One Recruitment in Community Organisations 

 

In October 2017, an email was sent to 12 groups affiliated with a range of non-

Christian worldviews (see appendix E). Four of the groups were religious 

organisations, five offered services exclusively or predominantly to non-Christian 

people, and three were non-religious LGBQQ organisations. This initial email 

provided the aim of the study, inclusion criteria, a publicity poster (see appendix C) 

and participant information sheet (PIS) (see appendix H). Any organisation who 

wished to have further information was invited to make contact by email or telephone.  

When a manager or specified point of contact was identified on an organisation’s 

website, the email was addressed to them.  In the absence of a designated contact 

person, the email was sent to a general address.   

 

Table 7: Response of Community Organisations to Phase One Recruitment Email  

 

Number of Community 

Organisations Contacted 

by Email 

Response of Community Organisations to 

Recruitment Email 

3 No response to recruitment email.  No further attempts 

were made to contact organisation.  

3 Contact person or manager expressed interest.  

Additional information provided, and questions 
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answered.  Publicity poster placed on organisations’ 

social media sites.  No further interest generated from 

advertisement on social media and no participants 

recruited.  

1 Manager requested meeting.  No further contact after 

meeting had taken place.  

1 Declined participation due to agency policy 

prohibiting research recruitment.  

1 Expressed interest several months after data collection 

had been completed.  Offer of future support, if 

required.  

3 Contact person expressed interest.  Additional 

information provided, and questions answered.  

Contact person forwarded details of study to members 

of their organisation.  Once a level of interest had been 

established, focus groups were arranged via contact 

person. 10 participants recruited from three 

organisations.  

 

Engaging with a contact person within a community organisation proved to be an 

effective way to recruit non-Christian people; each interested contact person went on 

to personally recruit several participants for the study.  Amar and Bagasra (2013) 

suggest the approval of key community figures can help build trust between the 

researcher and marginalised groups.  Several studies have shown the value of having 

a community member advertise a study when recruiting participants from religions 
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with a strong collectivistic orientation, such as Islam (Amer and Bagsra, 2013; Khan, 

2006; Khuwaja et al., 2007).   

 

Perhaps reflective of the patriarchal power structures embedded within many major 

religions, nine of the 12 organisations appeared to have male leaders or designated 

points of contact (Attoh, 2017; Kaufman, 1989; Raines, 2001).  This could have 

contributed, at least in part, to the relatively small number of women who participated 

(n=5). As the study progressed, explicit efforts were made to emphasise the 

importance and value of women participants in recruitment literature.  After 11 non-

Christian people had been interviewed, no one from a Hindu background had taken 

part.  As Hinduism is the second largest minority religion in NI, I decided to actively 

recruit participants with this background to ensure their representation in the study.  

Four people with a Hindu background were subsequently recruited.  

 

Phase One Recruitment in University  

 

In November 2017, following approval from the Associate Dean of Research and 

Impact, an all-users email was generated to staff and students on the university email 

system (see appendix F). This email provided a brief overview of the study and 

inclusion criteria.  Potential participants were invited to make contact by email to 

receive further information. In total, 29 people responded; those interested in 

participation were provided with the PIS, consent form, and a detailed overview of 

inclusion/exclusion criteria. 
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Table 8: Response of University Staff and Students to Phase One Recruitment Email   

 

Number of University 

Staff and Students who 

Responded to 

Recruitment Email 

Response of University Staff and Students to 

Recruitment Email 

2 Objected to the study.   

1 Requested future research explore the experiences of 

non-denominational Christians.   

8 Expressed interest but did not meet inclusion criteria 

which required that participants were raised in a family 

or household that identified as non-Christian. Two 

offered to assist with recruitment contacts.  Two shared 

personal experiences of affectional orientation 

oppression from the Christian churches, stating 

disappointment they could not take part.  

8 Expressed interest but no further contact after 

receiving additional information. No attempts were 

made to follow-up on their initial interest.  

8 Expressed interest and met inclusion criteria.  Five 

people went on to take part.  One person arrived after 

the focus group had finished and did not participate.  

Two individuals could not attend a time that could be 

coordinated with other participants.  
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2 Expressed interest several weeks after data collection 

had been completed.  Did not participate.   

 

Table 9: Phase One Participant Profile and Focus Group Composition 

 

Focus 

Group 

Duration 

Participant 

Pseudonym 

Non-

Christian 

Background 

Age 

(Years) 

Gender 

Identity 

Ethnic 

Background 

Identity  

Affectional 

Orientation 

Identity 

59 mins Adam 

Ben  

Jewish  

Jewish  

60-80 

60-80 

Male 

Male 

White 

Jewish 

Bisexual 

Heterosexual 

56 mins Sarah 

Simon  

Jewish  

Pagan  

20-40 

40-60 

Female 

Male 

Jewish 

White 

Bisexual 

Heterosexual  

64 mins Anna 

Connor 

Michael  

Non-religious 

Non-religious 

Non-religious  

40-60 

20-40 

20-40 

Female 

Male 

Male 

White 

White 

White 

Heterosexual 

Bisexual 

Gay  

80 mins  

 

 

23 mins 

Ahmed 

Hassan 

Syed 

Ada 

(individual 

interview) 

Muslim 

Muslim 

Muslim  

Muslim  

20-40 

20-40 

20-40 

20-40 

Male 

Male 

Male 

Female 

Pakistani 

Egyptian  

Pakistani 

Pakistani 

Heterosexual 

Heterosexual 

Heterosexual 

Heterosexual 

33 mins Arjun 

Deva 

Meena 

Ravi  

Hindu 

Hindu 

Hindu  

Hindu  

40-60 

20-40 

20-40 

40-60 

Male 

Female 

Female 

Male  

Indian 

Indian 

Indian 

Indian  

Heterosexual 

Heterosexual 

Heterosexual 

Heterosexual  
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3.4.4 Phase Two Recruitment  

 

Phase two recruitment took place over an eight-month period from September 2018-

April 2019 (inclusive). It involved snowball sampling and recruitment in 

organisations.    

 

Phase Two Snowball Sample 

 

A snowball sample is developed through researcher and participant networks (Braun 

and Clarke, 2013).  11 participants were recruited by this strategy: five participants 

from my professional contacts and six from those of participants.  Snowball sampling 

is considered an appropriate strategy for hard-to-reach populations, including LGBQQ 

people (Mertens, 2009; Yip, 2008).  In this study, LGBQQ participants often acted as 

‘trusted sources’ through which other LGBQQ counsellors were reached (Mertens, 

2009, p. 217).     

 

Explicit steps were taken to ensure the decision taken by counsellors recruited through 

my professional networks was entirely voluntary.  All communication was conducted 

through professional email accounts as I considered this channel the easiest means by 

which participants could decline the invitation to participate. I did not have a 

professional relationship of power with any counsellor participant, further restricting 

the possibility of undue pressure (Bourdeau, 2000; Braun and Clarke, 2013).  My pre-

existing knowledge of participants was not used; only information revealed through 

their engagement in the study was considered data (Braun and Clarke, 2013).   
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Phase Two Recruitment in Organisations 

 

To address the possible limitations of snowball sampling, such as the tendency of 

participants to recruit people who share their worldview, multiple attempts were made 

to recruit participants from outside existing networks (Yip, 2008).  However, 

advertisements on several social media sites and contact with various counselling 

organisations generated a relatively small amount of interest (n=4).  This might have 

been due, at least in part, to the sensitive and controversial nature of the research topic.   

 

In total, 20 counselling organisations, two networking organisations for counsellors, 

and three support organisations for LGBQQ people were contacted by email (see 

appendix G).  Initial correspondence provided the study’s overall aim, inclusion 

criteria, a publicity poster (see appendix D) and PIS (see appendix I). An 

advertisement was also placed on the British Association for Counselling and 

Psychotherapy (BACP) research noticeboard outlining the aim of the study, inclusion 

criteria, and data collection methods.  

 

By February 2019, five months into the recruitment process, eight heterosexual 

participants had been recruited and two LGBQQ participants.  From this point, future 

recruitment focused on LGBQQ counsellors to ensure their inclusion in the study.  

Advertising literature was changed accordingly.  
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Table 10: Response of Organisations to Phase Two Recruitment Email 

 

Number of 

Organisations 

Contacted by Email  

Response of Organisations to Recruitment Email  

12 No response to recruitment email.  No further attempts 

were made to contact organisation.  

6 Contact person forwarded details to counsellors within 

organisation.  No further interest generated, and no 

participants recruited.  

3 Recruitment information distributed on organisation’s 

social media or website. Response from one interested 

individual who did not meet criteria at that stage of 

recruitment.  

2 Contact person forwarded details to counsellors within 

organisation. Four participants recruited.  

1 Contact person replied to explain the workload of 

counsellors was too great and information would not be 

passed on. 

1 Contact person forwarded details to counsellors within 

organisation. Two counsellors initially expressed 

interest.  On receiving further information, one 

counsellor declined to participate for personal reasons 

citing the emotional intensity of the topic.  One 
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counsellor made no further contact and did not reply to 

follow-up email.   

1 Response from contact person received several weeks 

after recruitment had ended. 

 

Table 11: Phase Two Participant Profile  
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64 

mins 

Kevin   Catholic  40-60 Male White Gay  Cultural  Integrative  12 

years 

45 

mins 

Isobel  Catholic   60-80 Female White Lesbian   Cultural   Humanistic  34 

years 

72 

mins 

Martha  Protestant   60-80  Female White Heterosexual  Cultural   Eclectic   14 

years 

86 

mins 

John  Protestant   40-60 Male 

 

White  Heterosexual 

 

Personal 

Faith 

Conservative 

Integrative 

Eclectic  

15 

years 

60 

mins 

Colleen   Catholic   40-60  Female  White   Gay   Cultural   Humanistic  8 years  

42 

mins 

Jane    Protestant    40-60  Female 

  

White   Heterosexual    Personal 

Faith 

Moderate   

Psychodynamic

Eclectic   

28 

years 

51 

mins 

Molly   Protestant  40-60  Female White   Lesbian   Cultural   Person-centred 

Psychodynamic  

2 years 

62 

mins 

Rosie   Protestant    20-40  Female  White   Heterosexual   Cultural   Integrative   6 years 

60 

mins 

Paula   Catholic  40-60  Female  White   Heterosexual   Cultural   Psychodynamic

Systemic 

25 

years 
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41 

mins 

Mairéad    Catholic   60-80  Female  White   Lesbian    Cultural   Person-centred 

Psychodynamic

Systemic   

18 

years 

74 

mins 

Emma   Protestant   20-40  Female  White   Heterosexual   Personal 

Faith  

Liberal  

Integrative  2 years 

64 

mins 

Gill   Protestant 40-60  Female  White   Heterosexual   Personal 

Faith 

Moderate / 

Liberal  

To live how 

Jesus did in the 

Bible 

5 years 

80 

mins 

Henry  Protestant  60-80 Male White   Heterosexual    Cultural   Systemic  20 

years 

59 

mins 

Tara   Catholic  40-60  Female  White   Lesbian    Cultural   Person-centred 

Humanistic    

10 

years 

51 

mins 

Siobhán    Catholic   40-60  Female White   Heterosexual    Cultural   Person-centred 

Integrative  

12 

years 

 

3.4.5 Objections Encountered During Recruitment of Participants 

 

Whilst recruiting for both phases of data collection, several people contacted me to 

express their concerns about the study.  

 

3.4.5.1 Objections Encountered During Phase One Recruitment  

 

(1)  During phase one recruitment at the university, I received two emails stating the 

study was oppressive toward people who identified as Christian.  One respondent was 

‘extremely hurt’ and believed the study was ‘discriminatory toward Christians’.  

Another disagreed with the idea of Christian privilege, stating the study evidenced 

societal disregard for Christianity.  A third email, whilst not objecting to the research 

topic, inquired when the experiences of non-denominational Christians would be 



104 
 

 

explored, implicitly suggesting this group had been overlooked.  All three people 

identified as having a personal Christian faith. After consulting with my supervisors, 

an email was sent to explain that people with a Christian background had not been 

excluded and would be included in the second phase of data collection.  I also stressed 

that the study did not intend to critique personal religious belief but was concerned 

with how Christianity functioned in society.  

 

(2)  In October 2017, I was invited to meet with a manager of a community 

organisation representing a significant number of non-Christian people.  From the 

outset it was evident the manager disagreed with the study; he strongly expressed that 

Christians with a personal faith were an oppressed group in NI.  Whilst there was some 

discussion around the study’s rationale, most of the interaction involved the manager 

explaining his evangelical Christian beliefs and outlining the dominance of 

secularism.  No further contact was made after the meeting.  I believe this encounter 

underscored the embedded nature of Christian power in NI; in a professional capacity, 

a manager could express uninhibited personal, religious objections to the exploration 

of Christian privilege and restrict access to a non-Christian community, whose 

interests he was employed to represent.    

 

3.4.5.2 Objections Encountered During Phase Two Recruitment  

 

(1)  In the preliminary stages of phase two recruitment, a colleague shared the PIS and 

recruitment literature at a professional development meeting of counselling 

supervisors.  The group’s chairperson contacted me after the meeting stating many 

counsellors were ‘very concerned’ the research would proceed.  I was informed there 



105 
 

 

had been an ‘angry’ and ‘heated emotional response’ to my PIS, which the group 

members felt held incomplete and confusing information.  Some counsellors with a 

Christian background, who presently identified as atheist or agnostic, ‘resented’ their 

categorisation as Christian and requested that I change the definitions and recruitment 

criteria.  A few counsellors, who identified as heterosexual, believed the study 

reflected my unconscious bias toward LGBQQ people.  

 

At the group’s request, I attended their next meeting.  This provided an opportunity to 

explain my social justice motivations for the study and the methodological decision to 

adopt a sociological, rather than theological definition of Christianity. Throughout I 

endeavoured to draw confidence on the systematic review of literature in which my 

study was founded, whilst also remaining open to the group’s views and feedback.  

Attending a group in which most counsellors expressed strong objections required a 

degree of ‘bravery’, a quality discussed by McIntosh (2015) as essential for 

researchers exploring the contested area of privilege (p. 194).   

 

The response of the group served as a valuable reminder of the emotive and sensitive 

nature of the research topic.  The feedback received highlighted the deep-seated view 

some counsellors held of Christianity as a personal belief system, rather than a cultural 

identity. In response, I changed the terms used in recruitment literature from ‘Christian 

counsellor’ to ‘counsellor with a Christian background’.  This was an important 

alteration that enabled me to communicate the sociological emphasis of the study, 

minimising the risk counsellors would feel unfairly labelled by the definitions used. I 

also re-ordered the description of Christian privilege in the PIS.  Whilst the overall 

content was not significantly altered, a more structured presentation perhaps facilitated 
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those experiencing strong emotions in response to the topic to process the information 

provided.   

 

It is important to note that several group members were influential within NI’s 

counselling profession. During the meeting I was cognisant of their ability to open or 

restrict access to potential participants; this power imbalance created a sense of anxiety 

and unease. Yip (2008) comments on how the power differential between researcher 

and gatekeeper is often overlooked in literature. Ultimately the group became a 

valuable means of recruitment; two counsellors went on to participate and a third 

advertised the study widely within their professional networks.   

 

(2)  After reading a publicity poster on social media, a counsellor contacted me to 

enquire why 2-spirit and transgender people were not included, suggesting this was an 

‘accidental omission’.  I replied to clarify that whilst these were meaningful and 

important areas for inquiry, the terms referred to gender variance and identification, 

rather than affectional orientation, and were therefore not the focus of my study.    

 

(3)  A counsellor, who made contact after recruitment had ended, felt I had explicitly 

excluded her from participation and suggested I familiarise myself with professional 

codes of ethics. This respondent appeared to perceive the study as unfairly judging the 

ethical competence of counsellors.  Following consultation with my supervisors, I 

decided not to respond as the overall purpose of the study had previously been outlined 

to this counsellor.  
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As other researchers have faced similar challenges, I was aware Christian privilege is 

a contested concept, likely to evoke feelings of defensiveness.  Nonetheless, it was 

unsettling to encounter accusations the study was harmful, irrelevant, or ‘wrong’.  The 

difficulties faced accentuated the value of an open and supportive supervisory 

relationship.  Knowing I had the backing of my supervisors facilitated me to respond 

with confidence and remain committed to a social justice agenda.  Reading accounts 

of experienced researchers who faced similar challenges provided important coping 

mechanisms and guidance (Blumenfeld and Jaekel, 2012; Case et al., 2013).  An in-

depth understanding of Christian privilege ensured I did not overly personalise 

objections and could locate them in a wider theoretical context.  Ultimately, the high 

level of interest among non-Christian people during phase one recruitment and the 

poignant experiences shared, countered the objections by reinforcing the urgent 

validity of the research topic.   

 

3.5 Data Collection  

 

3.5.1 Phase One Data Collection 

 

Phase one data was primarily collected in small focus groups.  This interactive and 

dynamic form of data collection can produce insights less accessible through 

alternative methods as the interaction between group members stimulates debate, 

discussion, and dialogue (Bryman, 2008; Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009).  Focus groups 

have been successfully used in several studies exploring privilege (Hays et al., 2007; 

Logie and Rwigema, 2014).  This method was ultimately selected over more 

individualised forms of data collection, such as interviews, due to its potentially 



108 
 

 

empowering and consciousness raising nature (Kellmereit, 2015; Wilkison, 1998, 

1999).  When selecting data collection methods within a transformative paradigm, a 

researcher seeks to ensure the ‘choice, development and implementation of the data 

collection strategies… are grounded in the community and furtherance of human 

rights’ (Mertens, 2009, p. 234).  Sharing insight into Christian privilege provided 

participants with an opportunity to locate their individual experiences of oppression 

within a socio-political context (Wilkison, 1998, 1999).  Feminist researchers contend 

this process is an empowering experience for minority group members that can 

ultimately serve to challenge the status quo (Wilkison, 1998, 1999).  Focus groups can 

shift the balance of power toward participants, providing a greater sense of agency and 

control.   

 

It is important to note that due to its public nature, this method of data collection had 

certain limitations.  Focus groups were not a suitable forum to explore personal issues 

of heightened sensitivity and might have been perceived as a more intimidating 

environment than interviews for some participants.  The necessity of logistically 

coordinating interested parties prevented two people from taking part.  However, on 

balance, focus groups offered the most empowering and social justice orientated form 

of data collection for phase one.   

 

Organisation of Phase One Focus Groups  

 

To maximise inclusion, the number of focus groups was determined in response to the 

needs of participants.  Geographic location, availability, and participant preference 

were factors considered when organising various groups.  Five mini focus groups were 
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conducted, each with a minimum of two and a maximum of four participants.  Smaller 

groups are suited to sensitive topics and can provide a forum for rich discussion as 

participants have time to share in-depth (Braun and Clarke, 2013).  They are 

appropriate for individuals with a high level of expertise in the research topic (Nyumba 

et al., 2017).  Whilst smaller numbers can limit the diversity of viewpoints expressed, 

they were ideally suited to the sensitivity and complexity of the research topic (Cleary, 

Horsfall and Hayter, 2014).     

 

When I arrived at the fourth focus group, one participant, Ada, asked if she could take 

part in an individual interview. Due to personal times constraints, Ada was unable to 

stay for the duration of the group.  I agreed and, at Ada’s suggestion, conducted the 

interview in the presence of group members thereby retaining the collective and 

empowering dynamic of a focus group.  Other participants appeared to nod and show 

support for Ada, expanding on several of the points she raised in their group interview.  

 

Each organisation was asked if participants preferred to join a focus group with people 

from a different non-Christian background or take part in an interview comprised 

exclusively of individuals from their community.  Each selected the latter.  Three focus 

groups therefore consisted of friends or family members who shared a non-Christian 

background.  This appeared to offer a deep sense of connection which encouraged 

meaningful engagement with a sensitive topic.  Whilst a level of familiarity between 

participants can be a limiting factor due to the potential suppression of dissenting 

opinions, in this instance it appeared to provide a richness to data (Braun and Clarke, 

2013; Leask et al., 2011).   
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As participants from the university were geographically dispersed, participants could 

not be offered a choice in terms of the non-Christian composition of their group.  Two 

focus groups were arranged at the university; one unexpectedly comprised of two 

acquaintances and the other consisted of three strangers.  Familiarity between the two 

acquaintances seemed to put participants at ease and facilitated a depth of engagement 

throughout.  Initially the group of strangers appeared uncertain, but interaction 

increased as the interview progressed; the shared experience of a non-religious 

background appeared to offer a sense of connection.  

 

Participants from community organisations were asked if they would prefer to provide 

an interview venue, or have a suitable space arranged for them.  Incorporating choice 

in the location of an interview is an important aspect of cross-cultural interviewing 

(Sands, Bourjolly and Roer-Strier, 2007).  Each organisation decided to host the focus 

group in an appropriate room on their community premises.  This appeared to have an 

empowering impact on the interaction as participants were in a familiar space into 

which I was welcomed as their guest.  Participants from the university were given a 

choice as to which campus to attend.  A private meeting room was booked in each 

campus library.   

 

All group interviews were arranged at a convenient time for participants and were not 

scheduled for days of significance to any major religion.  To ensure personal safety, a 

family member was informed of my location and anticipated return.  Each focus group 

was held within three weeks of initial contact. To maintain participant interest, 

Krueger (1998) stresses the importance of arranging interviews within this timescale.   
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Phase One Focus Group Format  

 

To begin each group, I clearly explained the purpose of the interview, reviewed the 

PIS, and agreed ground rules for participation.  Ground rules establish boundaries for 

safe group interaction; they stress the importance of maintaining privacy and treating 

fellow participants with respect.  Participants were given an opportunity to ask 

questions or make comments before signing consent forms (see appendix J).  Written 

demographic information questionnaires were subsequently completed (see appendix 

L).  Information was collected on participant gender identity, age, affectional 

orientation identity, ethnic background, non-Christian background, and present 

religious identification (if any).  Given the sensitive nature of the research topic, 

participants were reminded they could leave the group at any point or refuse to answer 

any question, without reproach.   

 

To start the interview, I turned on the audio recorder and facilitated the group 

discussion using a semi-structured guide.  Participants were asked to share their 

experiences of life as a non-Christian in NI.  General themes, derived from existing 

privilege research and literature, were used to create a framework for discussion.  

These themes included media portrayal, political representation, education, sense of 

societal belonging, and experience of observing religious practices. Open questions 

around these areas of interest were designed as prompts to encourage interaction 

between group members (Braun and Clarke, 2013).  To maximise participant comfort, 

the interview began with an introductory question and progressed to more sensitive 

areas of inquiry (Kvale and Brinkman, 2009).  The interview schedule was used 

flexibly; in response to the lively interactions between group members, I adapted the 
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order and wording of questions to prevent participants repeating themselves or feeling 

restricted by a rigid approach to questioning (Nyumba et al., 2017).   

 

At the end of the interview the audio-recorder was turned off.  Debriefing questions 

provided an opportunity for individuals to reflect on participation and share any 

concerns.  Everyone taking part was sincerely thanked.  As it is important for 

transformative researchers to engage in on-going reflexivity, reflective notes (see 

appendix O) were made shortly after each group (Mertens, 2009).   

 

Phase One Focus Group Interview Questions  

 

1.  What knowledge or understanding do you feel most people in NI have of your non-

Christian background?  

Prompts: What views do people tend to hold? What assumptions (if any) can people 

make?  

 

2.  How is your non-Christian background talked about or discussed in NI? 

Prompts: How is it talked about in the media? In education? In politics?  

 

3.  What reactions do you get when you express or share your non-Christian 

background in NI? 

Prompts: How do you feel telling other people about your non-Christian background? 

How do people tend to react?  
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4.  What challenges (if any) do you encounter in NI when trying to follow the practices 

associated with your non-Christian background?  

Prompts: Attending a place of worship, observing holidays or holy days, carrying out 

daily rituals, accessing certain foods, wearing religious symbols?  

 

5.  How would you describe what it feels like to be someone with a non-Christian 

background living in NI? 

Prompts: How (if at all) does your non-Christian background impact your sense of 

belonging in NI? What fears (if any) do you have living in NI?  

 

6.  Are there any specific difficulties someone with your non-Christian background 

faces in NI?  

Prompts: Any specific barriers, obstacles, stereotypes, or misunderstandings?  

 

7.  What else should I know to understand your life as someone without a non-

Christian background living in NI?  

Prompts: What other thoughts or ideas do you have? Has anything been missed or 

overlooked that you would like to add?  

 

3.5.2 Phase Two Data Collection  

 

The second phase of the study had two consecutive forms of data collection: reflective 

logs and individual interviews.   
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3.5.2.1 Phase Two Reflective Logs  

 

Phase two data collection began with reflective logs which aimed to explore how 

LGBQQ and heterosexual counsellors with a Christian background related to Christian 

privilege.  Written responses were selected for the reflective space and control they 

gave participants responding to a complex and sensitive phenomenon. As Christian 

privilege was not an immediately accessible concept for most participants, this method 

of data collection provided time for reasoning and contemplation (Ancis and 

Szymanski, 2001; Handy and Ross, 2005; Kaun, 2010; Nygren and Blom, 2001).  

Participants could revise and modify their written data; this control might have 

lessened defences, leading to more candid responses (Handy and Ross, 2005; Nygren 

and Blom, 2001). In email correspondence, several participants commented on the 

process of editing or reviewing their logs.  Multiple TA studies have used written 

accounts as a method of data collection (e.g., Clarke et al., 2015; Leeming et al., 2013; 

Terry and Braun, 2016). 

 

The limitations of this form of data collection are acknowledged. Written responses 

were time consuming for participants, requiring a high level of personal commitment 

(Handy and Ross, 2005; Kaun, 2010; Nygren and Blom, 2001).  Methods of data 

collection which require participants to make multiple written responses tend to have 

a relatively high dropout rate (Braun and Clarke, 2013).  Although no one withdrew 

from this study, it is difficult to ascertain how many potential participants were 

dissuaded from taking part by the time commitment required.  It is unlikely reflective 

logs captured spontaneous and unplanned reactions.  Written accounts were not ideal 

for every participant, for example Henry, who wrote the shortest log, explained he 
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would rather speak in person.  However, most participants, who had likely undertaken 

reflective writing throughout their professional training, appeared particularly suited 

to this form of data collection.  Several of the limitations of written accounts, such as 

the inability to probe, seek clarification or observe nuances in communication, were 

mitigated by follow-up interviews (Day and Thatcher, 2005; Lewis et al., 2005; 

Nygren and Blom, 2001). 

 

Phase Two Reflective Log Format  

 

After returning a completed consent form (see appendix K), participants were asked 

to write three reflective logs. Participants were provided with a written stimulus 

detailing some unearned advantages that can potentially arise from Christian privilege 

in NI (see appendix N).  These examples of Christian privilege were generated from 

analysis of phase one data (see table 15).  Lists outlining examples of privilege have 

successfully been used in previous studies; they can aid reflection and provide specific 

instances of privilege for participants who could be encountering the complex 

phenomenon for the first time (Ancis and Szymanski, 2001; Hurtado and Sinha, 2008; 

Neufeldt et al., 2006; Todd and Abrams, 2011).  Suggested questions about the 

description of Christian privilege guided the overall focus of each log and allowed 

participants to describe views and experiences 'in their own terms' (McLeod, 2011, p. 

74).  Participants could handwrite and post their logs, or type and return by email; all 

selected the latter. 

 

As a general guide, it was suggested participants write 300-350 words.  Perhaps 

indicative of the emotive nature of Christian privilege, most logs significantly 
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exceeded this word count.  The majority of logs were 600-900 words; the shortest 

written response was 300 words and the longest 6300 words. Whilst logs were 

generally returned within the suggested timeframe of two-three weeks, the response 

rate varied from two days-12 weeks.  Following the suggestion of Day and Thatcher 

(2009), occasional non-invasive email reminders were sent to participants to facilitate 

involvement.   

 

Phase Two Reflective Log Questions 

 

Log 1 

What are your initial thoughts on Christian privilege?  

What (if anything) do you agree with?  

What (if anything) do you disagree with?  

How do you feel considering the idea of Christian privilege? 

 

Log 2 

How (if at all) have you benefited from Christian privilege in NI?  

What doors (if any) has your Christian background opened for you?  

In what ways (if at all) would your life be different if Christian privilege were taken 

away? 

 

Log 3 

How (if at all) is your affectional orientation relevant to your experiences of Christian 

privilege in NI?  
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What impact (if any) does Christian privilege have on people who share your 

affectional orientation?  

In what ways (if any) is Christian privilege experienced differently by people who do 

not share your affectional orientation?   

 

3.5.2.2 Phase Two Semi-Structured Interviews  

 

The second stage of data collection with phase two participants involved face-to-face, 

semi-structured interviews.  Interviews examined how LGBQQ and heterosexual 

counsellors with a Christian background perceived Christian privilege to influence the 

counselling profession in NI.  They were also used to explore areas of interest from 

participants’ written accounts. Most interviews were conducted one-three weeks after 

participants had completed their reflective logs.    

 

Interviews are a widely used method of data collection within privilege and 

intersectional research as they provide an opportunity to 'delve deeply' into the 

nuanced themes that arise within this phenomenon (Blumenfeld and Jaekel, 2012, p. 

136; Accapadi, 2009; Bowleg, 2013; Hays et al., 2007; Hernandez-Wolfe and 

McDowell, 2012; Narvaez et al., 2009; Singh, 2013). Interviews reflect the study's 

interest in the nuanced views of participants and ensured a detailed exploration of their 

first-hand experience of the research topic (Bryman, 2012; Charmaz, 2014).  They 

offered a flexible method of data collection whereby I could respond to participant 

disclosure and follow unanticipated areas of inquiry (Braun and Clarke, 2013). TA 

studies commonly use interviews as a method of data collection (Terry et al., 2017). 
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Focus groups, whilst offering a more collective and potentially empowering method 

of data collection, were considered too public a forum to explore the contentious 

subject of Christian privilege among LGBQQ and heterosexual counsellors 

(Wilkinson, 1998).  The risk certain participants might have been harmed by the views 

expressed by other group members was considered too great (Wilkinson, 1998). For 

example, some LGBQQ participants could have experienced several of the opinions 

expressed by certain counsellors as oppressive (see theme LGBQQ relationships 

viewed as contrary to God’s will).    

 

Organisation of Phase Two Interviews  

 

Interviews were arranged at a time and place convenient for each participant. 11 

interviews were conducted at the counsellor’s place of work, one was held in a private 

room at the university, and three interviews took place in cafés.  Holding interviews 

at participants’ place of work provided counsellors with a degree of power and control 

over the data collection process.  Participants who wished to meet at a café were 

reminded of the sensitive nature of the research topic to ensure they were making an 

informed decision to discuss a complex issue in a public space.  The cafés chosen by 

participants were relatively quiet and accommodated a private conversation.  Careful 

selection of a table minimised the risk of being overheard.  

 

Most interviews lasted 50-70 minutes.  The shortest interview was 41 minutes and the 

longest 86 minutes. Interviews were audio-recorded to ensure a complexity of data 

capture (Bryman, 2012; Collis and Hussey, 2009). Whilst some background noise 

could be heard in the recordings made in cafés, this did not unduly compromise the 
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quality of data collected.  The use of two digital audio-recorders ensured a back-up 

recording.  All interviews were transcribed within two weeks of data collection. 

 

Phase Two Semi-Structured Interview Format   

 

To commence each interview, I explained the purpose of the discussion, reviewed the 

PIS, and revisited the previously signed consent form to ensure ongoing and informed 

agreement to participate. Participants were given an opportunity to ask questions or 

make comments.  Written demographic information questionnaires were completed 

(see appendix M).  Participants could decline to complete any aspect of the 

questionnaire.  Information was collected on participants’ gender identity, age, 

affection orientation identity, ethnic background, denominational background, present 

denominational or religious identification (if any), nature of present religious beliefs 

(if any), theoretical approach to counselling, and length of qualified counselling 

experience.  Participants were reminded they could stop the interview at any point or 

decline to answer any question, without reproach.   

 

After turning on the audio recorder I facilitated the discussion using a semi-structured 

guide. I adopted a flexible approach in relation to the order and specific wording of 

questions (Braun and Clarke, 2013).  As Christian privilege is a relatively new and 

unexplored area, I followed participants’ leads to areas of the phenomenon they felt 

were pertinent (Todd and Abrams, 2011).  In addition to the interview schedule below, 

exploratory and probing questions were used to examine areas of interest from 

participants’ written logs.  Perhaps reflecting their strength of feeling in relation to 
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Christian privilege, three participants began the interview by sharing unprompted 

views and experiences, and it was 10 minutes or more before I asked my first question.   

 

Throughout each interview I endeavoured to communicate in a manner that conveyed 

the inseparable nature of identity (Bowleg, 2008).  For example, I would refer to 

certain participants as having a ‘heterosexual Christian background’, rather someone 

who was heterosexual and Christian.  When interviewing participants in relation to 

their intersectional experiences, Bowleg (2008) recommends the avoidance of 

conjunctions such as ‘and’ or ‘or’ as these imply identities can be separated.  

 

At the end of the interview, participants were provided with an opportunity to reflect, 

ask questions, or share any concerns. I expressed my gratitude for participants’ time, 

before engaging informally to facilitate the transition from a sensitive interview to the 

remainder of the day.  Written notes were made after each interview to record my 

initial thoughts, feelings, and observations (see appendix O).   

 

Phase Two Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

 

How would you describe the overall experience of reflecting on Christian privilege 

during the first part of this study?  

Prompts: What words would you use to describe the experience? What thoughts or 

feelings stand out to you? What ideas (if any) were new for you?  
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What (if anything) would you like to clarify or add to what you expressed in the 

reflective log? 

Prompts: Is there anything you have thought of since completing the reflective log that 

you would like to include?  

 

How (if at all) do you think the wider counselling profession in NI is affected by 

Christian privilege?  

Prompts: In what ways (if at all) does Christian privilege shape how counselling 

functions in NI? What examples (if any) do you have of Christian privilege impacting 

counselling in NI?  

 

In what ways (if at all) do you think Christian privilege affects your counselling 

practice?   

Prompts: In what ways (if at all) do you think your Christian background shapes your 

work with non-Christian clients?  

 

How would you describe your approach to working with clients who do not have a 

Christian background? 

Prompts: What ideas/theories do you draw on? In what ways (if at all) does your 

approach with clients who do not have a Christian background differ from your 

approach with those that do?  

 

Describe some of the ways (if at all) you have reflected on or explored your Christian 

background in relation to your role as counsellor. 
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Prompts: How (if at all) has your Christian background been explored in training? In 

supervision? Is it something you think about? If not, is this something that would be 

helpful to do? 

 

What else should I know to understand your thoughts around Christian privilege? 

Prompts: Any important ideas/feelings/thoughts I have not asked about or considered? 

Anything you would like to expand on or clarify?  

 

3.6 Cultural Competence  

 

A culturally competent relationship of trust between participant and researcher was 

integral to this study’s epistemological position; the validity of the research is founded 

on the quality of this interaction (Mertens, 2009).  Cultural competence is ‘a critical 

disposition that is related to the researcher’s or evaluator’s ability to accurately 

represent reality in culturally complex communities’ (Mertens, 2009, p. 89).  I 

developed cultural competence with participants in three primary ways: critical self-

reflection, personal transparency, and the creation of a safe research environment.   

 

3.6.1 Critical Self-Reflection of Personal Experiences of Privilege  

 

Cultural competence requires that a researcher engage in a journey of self-reflection 

to acknowledge the power differentials that exist between themselves and the groups 

they are researching.  Only after acknowledging this power imbalance can a researcher 

seek ways to build rapport and foster trust with participants who experience oppression 

(Mertens, 2009, 2012). Writers in the field of privilege and intersectionality are 
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specifically encouraged to explore and disclose their personal relationship with the 

topic (Ancis and Szymanski, 2001; Hulko, 2009; McIntosh, 2012).   

 

Before commencing recruitment, I therefore engaged in critical self-reflection to raise 

awareness of my personal experiences of Christian privilege.  For several years, whilst 

living in the United States (US), I was involved in a social justice organisation which 

aims to facilitate White people to become aware of the benefits they receive in a 

White-centric society.  As the various manifestations of privilege do not operate in 

isolation but form part of a broader ideology of oppression, recognising how I was 

advantaged by my White identity assisted me to understand the systemic nature of 

inequality and acknowledge the multitude of ways I benefited from the 

institutionalisation of Christianity in NI (Ferber, 2007, 2012).  

 

To deepen my awareness of religious privilege, I explored the specific challenges 

encountered by Muslims in a Christian dominated society and contrasted these with 

my personal experiences. Research indicates followers of Islam face the greatest 

oppression in the present European and North American socio-political climate 

(Ahmed and Reddy, 2007; Laird et al., 2007; Sheridan, 2006).  Engagement with the 

Muslim Justice League, an organisation challenging the violation of Muslim people’s 

civil rights, provided an opportunity to attend meetings, educational sessions, and 

protest demonstrations emphasising the immediate challenges faced by Muslim 

communities under Counter-Terrorism legislation.  Professional development 

counselling training seminars developed understanding of the correlation between 

systemic oppression and the mental health needs of some Muslim people.  Harvard 

University’s Implicit Association Test revealed my automatic and unconscious bias 
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toward Arab and Muslim people.  Academic sources provided valuable insight to the 

experiences of Muslim research participants (Amer and Bagasra, 2013; Piela, 2012; 

Sands, Bourjolly and Roer-Strier, 2007; Zempi, 2016).  Contact with the Islamic 

Society of Boston Cultural Centre (ISBCC), afforded an opportunity talk with Muslim 

women, ask questions, and observe Islamic religious practices.   

 

After exploring my experiences of Christian privilege, I focused on the specific 

unearned advantages that arose from my identification as a Protestant heterosexual in 

NI.   To gain insight to my personal experience of denominational privilege, I reflected 

on the Protestant bias embedded within my state education, which tended to disregard 

pivotal episodes in Irish history in favour of British history.  From a social justice 

perspective, I studied the 17th Century Plantation of Ulster, Irish famine of 1845-49, 

and 1922 Irish Civil War (Foster, 1989; Kee, 1982).  I considered the inequality in 

housing, employment, voting rights, and policing which underscored NI’s civil rights 

movement in the 1960s and 1970s (McGarry, 2002). I explored how a legacy of 

economic and social oppression endures in some predominantly Catholic communities 

in NI (BBC, 2013; McDonald, 2014; Rooney, 2006).  Whilst my family experienced 

significant loss during the NI conflict, I recognised a myriad of unintentional ways I 

benefited from having a Protestant background. Although mitigated and shaped by my 

identification as a woman in an historically patriarchal society, these advantages 

nonetheless included: the economic benefits of inter-generational Protestant wealth; 

the assurance the police/army were ‘on my side’ during the NI conflict; the ability to 

remain oblivious to the historic oppression experienced by many Catholic people 

living in NI; the confidence I would not face state harassment and violence for being 

a member of the Protestant community; the employment opportunities connected to 
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my Protestant background; the consistent state validation I received through the 

representation of Protestant rituals and symbols in institutions of power.  

 

To gain insight to heterosexual privilege, I considered events ranging from the 1977 

Save Ulster from Sodomy campaign, in which the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) 

and Free Presbyterian Church endeavoured to maintain the criminalisation of 

homosexuality in NI, to the DUP’s present-day opposition to marriage equality 

legislation.  Academic sources provided valuable insight to the intersectional 

experiences of some LGBQQ people living in the religious context of NI (Duggan, 

2012; Mitchell and McConnell, 2011; O’Leary, 2009).  Local community resources 

such as Changing Attitude Ireland, Queer Outburst Arts Festival, and The Rainbow 

Project offered a forum to consider current challenges facing many LGBQQ people in 

NI and reflect on how these experiences diverged from my own.   I explored how my 

heterosexual orientation was consistently endorsed and lauded by the powerful 

institutions of church and state granting me many privileges, including: the freedom 

to join any church without thought to my affectional orientation; the understanding 

that my affectional orientation would not be equated with the Christian concept of sin; 

the knowledge that I would not be subject to discriminatory affectional orientation 

legislation that is justified by a Christian rationale; the expectation that I will never 

have to explain, justify or disclose my heterosexuality in a Christian setting; the 

assurance that I would not have my religious identity called into question on the basis 

of my heterosexuality; the confidence that my affectional orientation would not be 

condemned or depicted as ‘unnatural’ by politicians on the basis of Christian belief.  
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As, in the words of Audre Lorde (2017), ‘we do not live single issue lives’, I considered 

how Protestant and heterosexual privilege converged to shape the unearned 

advantages I experienced (p. 121). I explored how Protestant/Unionist political parties 

in NI, utilising a Christian rationale, tended to demonstrate the most vitriolic 

opposition to LGBQQ people, and conversely the strongest validation for my 

heterosexuality.  As a Protestant worldview has historically been the most dominant 

political voice in NI, I reflected on the ways in which my heterosexual orientation and 

Protestant identity combined to reinforce my sense of societal belonging and 

internalised superiority.   

 

Self-awareness of Protestant heterosexual privilege enabled me to respond with 

openness and receptivity when these areas of inequality were explicitly challenged in 

data collection (see themes Protestant hegemony and compulsory heterosexuality).  As 

privilege is often an invisible and challenging phenomenon, dominant groups can 

frequently react defensively when it is brought to awareness (Watt, 2007, 2009).  It 

was therefore vital I explored and processed any such responses before I engaged with 

participants.  

 

3.6.2 Personal Transparency 

 

Researcher transparency is considered a crucial aspect of culturally competent 

interviews, specifically in relation to personal motivations and perceived positions of 

power (Mertens, 2009; Sands, Bourjolly and Roer-Strier, 2007).  On meeting each 

participant, I shared my professional counselling experience, academic interest in 

Christian privilege, and social justice aims for the study.  I informed participants of 
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my Protestant heterosexual background and agnostic worldview.  This personal 

disclosure appeared to contribute to a transparent research process which facilitated 

trust. Transparency was perhaps particularly important for Hindu and Muslim 

participants who, in a hostile atmosphere of escalating surveillance under the Counter 

Terrorism and Security Act 2015, might have felt understandable suspicion regarding 

my intentions (Amer and Bagasra, 2013).   

 

3.6.3 Creation of a Safe Research Environment  

 

The creation of a ‘safe space’ is an integral feature of a culturally competent 

interaction (Sands, Bourjolly and Roer-Strier, 2007, p. 367).  Every effort was 

therefore made to develop an honest and respectful relationship of trust.  I placed a 

priority on building rapport, endeavouring to create a warm and welcoming 

environment. Time was taken before each focus group and interview to engage with 

participants before transitioning to a more structured interview.  Prior to one focus 

group, I was given a tour of the religious building used by some participants.  After 

another, I accepted an invitation to join a community meal.  Both these occasions 

helped develop a meaningful and genuine connection.   

 

Creating a safe and empowering space involved positioning participants as experts on 

their lived experience.  Participants often view researchers as an authority on the topic 

under investigation (Braun and Clarke, 2013).  From the outset I assumed a role of 

‘interested learner’, rather than ‘distant investigator’ (Charmaz, 2014, p. 73).   

Approaching interviews with curiosity and willingness to learn created opportunities 

for participants to share their expertise.   
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Given the sensitivities of the research topic, specific care was taken to establish an 

environment in which participants could share without fear of judgement or criticism.  

Fears of being judged by a researcher can heighten the vulnerability of a participant 

and limit self-disclosure (Knox and Burkand, 2009).  Whilst this risk could not be 

eradicated, it was minimised using non-threatening language and a ‘slow’ lead up to 

sensitive questions (Collis and Hussey, 2009, p. 146).   

 

It is important to note that in phase two, I experienced a personal ethical dilemma 

when endeavouring to provide a safe space for participants who shared what I 

considered to be harmful attitudes toward LGBQQ people (see theme LGBQQ 

relationships viewed as contrary to God’s will). I did not want to implicitly collude 

with or propagate a worldview I believed was oppressive (Scully, 1994; Todd and 

Abrams, 2011).  Todd and Abrams (2011) discuss how, if left unchallenged by a 

researcher, participants can perceive their oppressive statements to be sanctioned by 

someone in power. However, I was also mindful that to express my concern would 

likely have been disrespectful and potentially hurtful, compromising my duty of care 

toward participants.  Challenging the views of some participants could have 

jeopardised the rapport integral to a research interview, restricting my ability to 

understand and present their views (Braun and Clarke, 2013; Scully, 1994).  To 

balance these conflicting concerns, I reminded myself that every participant was aware 

of my social justice motivations for the exploration of Christian privilege and were 

therefore unlikely to interpret my interest as a personal endorsement of their 

worldview. I drew on my counselling experience and endeavoured to engage with 

interest and empathy in perspectives so divergent from my own.  Interviews in which 

participants shared what I perceived as harmful opinions were particularly demanding; 
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afterwards I felt a range of emotions including anxiety, anger, and confusion.  

Supervisory support, a reflexive journal, and self-care were vital in managing the 

personal impact (Mertens, 2009).  

 

3.7 Possible Influence of my Intersectional Identities on Participants During Data 

Collection 

 

Despite my efforts to develop cultural competence, the possible impact of my 

intersectional identities on participants during data collection cannot be overlooked.  

There is much debate around how a researcher’s intersectional identities influence the 

research process.  Insider status occurs when a researcher shares a participant’s social 

group identity, and outsider status transpires when they do not (Sands, Bourjolly and 

Roer-Strier, 2007; Yip, 2008; Zempi, 2016).  A degree of insider status can facilitate 

rapport and trust; common experiences can increase a participant’s confidence the 

researcher will interpret data with care and sensitivity (Gallais, 2008; Yip, 2008; 

Zempi, 2016). Conversely, when a researcher has certain outsider status, they can 

bring ‘to the surface taken-for-granted’ aspects of participant accounts, the meaning 

of which an inside researcher could assume due to their shared experience (Sands, 

Bourjolly and Roer-Strier, 2007, p. 355).  Yip (2008) suggests commonality can 

increase social desirability bias, whereby a participant will edit their responses to 

ensure researcher approval.  However, as Zempi (2016) comments, it is ‘not always 

easy or indeed possible to predict how one will be placed by participants – how 

commonality or difference will be constructed, interpreted or experienced’ (p.3).  

Participants do not think or react as a homogenous group; their individual response to 

a researcher’s social group identities cannot be generalised or assumed. As social 
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group identities are multiple and intersectional, I experienced a complex and 

indivisible mix of insider and outsider positions with each participant. Whilst 

meaningful, it was not feasible to consider all aspects of my intersectional identities 

on findings (Bowleg, 2008).  

 

3.7.1 Possible Influence on Phase One Participants 

 

Due to my partial outsider status as a person with a Christian background, some non-

Christian participants might have viewed me as an oppressor, particularly in the 

present political climate that is dominated by religiously based anti-immigration and 

national security rhetoric (Zempi, 2016).  Certain participants of colour might have 

associated my White identity with systems of racial inequality in NI (Zempi, 2016).  

The role of interviewer is a further position of power derived from academic standing, 

management of the agenda, the one-directional nature of disclosure, and control over 

how participants’ experiences are represented (Kvale and Brinkman, 2009; Zempi, 

2016).   

 

In response, certain phase one participants might have been reluctant to disclose their 

experiences for fear of criticism.  Some group members appeared to have an apologetic 

tone when describing their experiences of injustice in NI. There were moments I 

wondered if participants felt hesitant to criticise or question Christianity lest I 

perceived it as a personal critique. Whilst not offended, I did experience feelings of 

guilt and unease; I was keenly aware I personally benefited from the very systems of 

inequality causing oppression in participants’ lives.  On several occasions I felt some 
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participants attempted to reassure me with statements such as ‘it’s not too bad’ or ‘it’s 

not their [people with a Christian background] fault’.   

 

As analysis evolved, I was aware of a parallel process between some of the themes 

developed and the power imbalance present during interviews.  The subtheme 

widespread social ignorance captured how many people with a Christian background 

in NI appear to be uninformed of, and unfamiliar with, non-Christian worldviews.  

Consequently, non-Christians must frequently inform and educate people about their 

viewpoint.  This dynamic was prominent during phase one focus groups.  Despite 

trying to familiarise myself with minority religious and non-religious groups, my 

ignorance was apparent, and participants frequently had to explain important concepts 

and practices.  Whilst these interactions recognised participant expertise, they also 

mirrored the realities of systemic inequality.     

 

The sub-theme prove you are not a threat, explores the steps participants felt they had 

to take to demonstrate they were not a dangerous threat to Northern Irish society.  

During focus groups, when many Hindu and Muslim participants explained in detail 

the peace-loving nature of their religious beliefs, I questioned if they were 

endeavouring to ensure I did not subscribe to harmful terrorist stereotypes so prevalent 

in society.  A similar dynamic might also have existed when Jewish participants, 

historically depicted as an economic threat, detailed at length how hard their families 

worked to achieve a position of wealth.  These instances revealed how I, due to my 

Christian background, embodied the very privilege I was trying to expose with some 

participants perhaps feeling they had to convince or prove to me they were not a danger 

to society.    
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As privilege often provides its recipients, to many varying degrees, with access to 

power and societal recognition, there were several points during data collection when 

participants appeared to recognise my academic and Christian privilege as a means to 

activate social change.  Meena and Deva asked before their focus group if their 

participation would help create a safer society for their children.  Hassan requested I 

tell other people what I had learnt about Islam.  Anna expressed hope participation 

would bring some recognition of the rights of non-Christians in NI.  These comments 

highlight participants’ resilience and resourcefulness; my privilege was explicitly 

identified as a societal position they could utilise to challenge systems of injustice.  

 

3.7.2 Possible Influence on Phase Two Participants 

 

In phase two, my partial insider position with some heterosexual participants, 

particularly those with a personal Christian faith, appeared to create a sense of trust 

and rapport. A shared experience of heterosexual privilege seemed to give certain 

participants permission to discuss potentially oppressive views on affectional 

orientation (see theme LGBQQ relationships viewed as contrary to God’s will).  This 

was a complex and at times uncomfortable dynamic; I felt it was unlikely some 

participants would have engaged in such an open and candid discussion had I 

identified as LGBQQ.  This revealed a certain paradox in my position as a heterosexual 

researcher exploring affectional orientation oppression; I had to utilise heterosexual 

privilege to ultimately challenge it.  

 

My partial outsider status with participants who had a Catholic background might 

have, at least initially, created a sense of unease or suspicion for some.  On reflection, 
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a Protestant worldview was unconsciously embedded in some of the terminology used 

in the study.  My exclusive use of the term ‘Northern Ireland’ in research literature 

could have been interpreted by certain participants as a political statement.  Whilst the 

term ‘Northern Ireland’ is the legal name for NI, it is more typically associated with a 

broadly Protestant or Unionist perspective.  During data collection, several 

participants highlighted my use of ‘Northern Ireland’, explaining they preferred ‘north 

of Ireland’, a term generally associated with a Catholic or nationalist viewpoint.   

 

As a woman, I had partial insider status with participants who shared my gender 

identity. When some participants discussed experiences of gender oppression within 

NI (see theme Christian patriarchy), I experienced a sense of connection and 

understanding which might have encouraged further disclosure.  Shared marginalised 

identities can, to a certain degree, redress the power imbalance between researcher and 

participant (Zempi, 2016).   

 

3.8 Pilot Studies 

 

3.8.1 Phase One Pilot Study 

 

In phase one, a pilot study was conducted with Ben and Adam. During my initial 

telephone conversation with Ben to arrange the focus group interview, he repeatedly 

stressed he was ‘well treated’ by the majority Christian population and had ‘no 

problems’ living in NI.  Despite these caveats, Ben went on to share instances of 

religious hate-crime and poignant feelings of difference.  Before this conversation, I 

had intended to ask participants how their experiences might differ from those of 
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people with a Christian background. However, the tension between Ben’s experiences 

and his desire not to appear critical of Christianity, suggested the planned interview 

schedule did not adequately reflect the realities of cultural power; given the dominance 

of Christianity in Northern Irish society, asking non-Christians to directly comment 

on this worldview could have caused undue anxiety or unease.  Furthermore, any 

feelings of discomfort experienced by participants would likely be exacerbated by my 

Christian background. After considering these power dynamics, I reviewed the 

interview guide and removed any questions referring directly to Christianity.  This 

revised schedule was used in the pilot interview. As no significant changes were made 

after this interview, data were used in final analysis.   

 

3.8.2 Phase Two Pilot Study 

 

In phase two, a pilot study was conducted with Kevin, a LGBQQ participant, and 

Martha, a heterosexual participant.  The pilot study checked data collection procedures 

for feasibility, cultural appropriateness, unintentional bias, and clarity (Arksey and 

Knight, 1999; Mertens, 2009; Phillips et al., 2001). As no significant changes were 

made following the pilot, data from both Kevin and Martha were used in the final 

analysis.   

 

Whilst not a formal pilot study, the feedback received from the counsellor networking 

group in the preliminary stages of phase two data collection led to some subtle but 

important changes to the PIS and to the terminology used in recruitment literature, 

reflective log, and interview (see section 3.4.5.2).  
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3.9 Data Analysis  

 

3.9.1 Rationale for Reflexive Thematic Analysis 

 

The method of analysis selected to fulfil the study’s overall aim was Braun and 

Clarke’s (2006, 2013) reflexive thematic analysis (TA).  Reflexive TA is a qualitative 

pattern-based analysis which identifies, analyses, and reports themes across the data 

set.  Reflexive TA was explicitly chosen for its capacity to produce ‘a rich and 

detailed, yet complex, account of data’ that is accessible to a non-academic audience 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 78; Braun and Clarke, 2014; Vaismoradi, Turunen and 

Bondas, 2013). Accessibility of findings can heighten a study’s transformative impact 

(Mertens, 2009).  In this regard, the rigorous methods of reflexive TA have much to 

offer social justice research (Braun and Clarke, 2018; Jankowski, 2017; Terry et al., 

2017) 

 

Reflexive TA was also selected for its theoretical flexibility and compatibility with a 

wide range of philosophical positions (Braun and Clarke, 2006; McLeod, 2015). This 

flexibility enables the researcher to determine the level of analysis and coding most 

suited to their research question and theoretical framework (Terry et al., 2017).  

Furthermore, reflexive TA is suited to introductory studies in a relatively unexplored 

phenomenon such as Christian privilege.  

 

Reflexive TA is not without its limitations.  As a pattern-based analysis, it does not 

focus on unique characteristics which exist within individual data items; the 

‘continuity and inconsistencies’ that arise within an individual account can therefore 
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be overlooked (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 97).  A TA researcher cannot typically 

explore or make claims about the functions of language (Braun and Clarke, 2014).  

Reflexive TA can be perceived as lacking the philosophical depth offered by grounded 

theory (GT) or interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) (Braun and Clarke, 

2006, 2014).  However, several researchers contend reflexive TA is not theoretically 

deficient, rather it is a flexible method which requires the researcher to explicitly 

establish and present the philosophical orientation of their study (McLeod, 2015; Terry 

et al., 2017). It is therefore particularly suited to researchers who are confident in their 

philosophical position (McLeod, 2015).  Despite these limitations, Braun and Clarke’s 

reflexive form of TA provided a robust framework to search for patterns of meaning 

across experiences of Christian privilege; it was ideally suited to the study’s social 

justice orientation (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2013).    

 

3.9.1.1 Alternative Methods of Analysis Considered 

 

Several other methods of analysis were considered.  GT would have generated an 

exploratory theory grounded in data (Charmaz, 2014).  Due to its analytic focus and 

pragmatic emphasis, GT often provides social justice research with a persuasive voice 

(Charmaz, 2005, 2011, 2014).  However, some authors suggest the development of 

theory is only possible in large GT projects, with smaller scale studies typically 

utilising a more abbreviated form of GT, referred to as ‘GT-lite’ (Braun and Clarke, 

2019, p. 11).  GT-lite has many similarities to reflexive TA, with coding and the 

interpretation of patterns in data key features of both (Braun and Clarke, 2019).  On 

balance, reflexive TA was considered a more accessible and flexible approach for the 

study.   
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IPA would have offered a careful, in-depth examination of participants’ experience of 

Christian privilege (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009).   Differences across participant 

accounts could have been explored (McLeod, 2011).  However, whilst 

phenomenological researchers can attend to lived experiences of power, the inherently 

descriptive nature of this approach can limit critique (Langdridge, 2008).  A 

phenomenological approach tends to produce politically conservative studies and was 

therefore unsuited to the explicit social justice orientation of this study (Langdridge, 

2008).  

 

Qualitative content analysis (QCA) was also explored as a method of analysis. QCA 

aims to provide a ‘condensed and broad’ description of the research phenomenon (Elo 

and Kyngas, 2008, p. 108).    Whilst QCA overlaps with TA, and many versions exist, 

theme development in QCA is commonly based on the frequency of occurrence within 

data (Vaismoradi, Turunen and Bondas, 2013).  TA was deemed a more appropriate 

method as this study intended to develop themes in relation to the salience, rather than 

frequency, of data.     

 

3.9.1.2 Alternative Forms of Thematic Analysis Considered   

 

Coding reliability (e.g., Boyatsis, 1998; Guest, Macqueen and Namey, 2012) and 

codebook approaches (e.g., King, 1998) to TA were considered.  Coding reliability 

versions of TA apply a structured coding frame to data.  Inter-rater reliability scores 

check the accuracy of codes by calculating the level of agreement among two or more 

peer researchers.  Braun and Clarke (2014) suggest the use of inter-rater reliability 

positions these approaches to TA within a realist or post-positivist paradigm due to 
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the underlying assumption of an accurate reality within data.  Coding reliability 

versions of TA were not suited to this study’s ontological position which explicitly 

acknowledges the role of researcher in the development of codes and themes (Braun 

and Clarke, 2014).   

 

Codebook versions of TA, such as template or framework analysis, rely on the 

development of a coding structure that is applied to the data set (Brooks et al., 2015).  

Themes are constructed as domain summaries which provide an overview of an area 

of data (Brooks et al., 2015).  By contrast, themes in Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2013) 

reflexive TA identify a unifying idea underpinning data.  Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 

2013) conceptualisation of a theme was selected over domain summaries to present 

findings with a cohesive story (Connelly and Peltser, 2016).  

 

3.9.2 Stages in Data Analysis 

 

3.9.2.1 Addressing Analytic Questions  

 

Before commencing reflexive TA, Braun and Clarke (2006, 2013) identify several 

analytic questions a researcher must address:  

 

What Counts as a Theme? 

 

In reflexive TA, a theme captures something important in data that relates to the 

research question and denotes some level of patterned response within the dataset 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2013).  Before developing themes, a researcher must 
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determine what signifies a patterned response in relation to the prevalence of data 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006).  Reflexive TA offers flexibility in determining prevalence; 

Braun and Clarke (2006) stress there is ‘no right or wrong’ method (p. 83).  In this 

study, data was considered salient if it expounded the research question; value was not 

determined regarding the number of participants, or in relation to the amount to space 

given within a data item. As this is a pattern-based analysis, themes were present, to 

varying degrees, in some, most or all data items.  

 

Inductive or Theoretical Analysis? 

 

Themes in reflexive TA can be developed through an inductive or theoretical 

approach.  In an inductive approach, analysis is shaped by data and is not overtly 

guided by existing theory.  A theoretical analysis is explicitly driven by the 

researcher’s theoretical interest and expectations of data. In this study, an inductive 

approach established a robust connection between data and themes.   

 

Rich Description or Detailed Account of Data?  

 

Reflexive TA researchers must decide if they intend to provide an overall description 

of the data set, or a detailed account of one aspect of data.  This study aims to provide 

a rich description of the data set.  Braun and Clarke (2006) suggest this approach is 

particularly suited to relatively unexplored research topics, or for studies with 

participants whose experiences are under-represented.   
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Semantic or Latent Analysis?  

 

Reflexive TA offers flexibility for the researcher to determine the level to which 

patterns are sought within data (Braun and Clarke, 2014). Analysis can take place at a 

semantic or latent level.  Semantic analysis aims to capture explicit or surface content 

of data.  Analysis at a latent level predominantly examines underlying concepts, ideas, 

and meaning (Terry et al., 2017).  In the selection of semantic or latent level analysis, 

a researcher must be guided by their study’s overall theoretical framework.  Typically, 

semantic coding is associated with an ontological position which views participants’ 

words as providing access to their version of reality, whereas latent coding is generally 

aligned with a constructionist ontology which seeks to understand how participants’ 

words are used to construct reality within a particular cultural context. Terry et al. 

(2017) stress that neither level of analysis is inherently superior to the other; both 

forms of coding require the researcher to interpret data, rather than rely on a superficial 

reading.   

 

Sematic codes were used exclusively in phase one and constituted most of the codes 

employed in phase two.  Reflexive TA studies tend to use each form of coding 

exclusively or primarily (Terry et al., 2016).  Furtherance of social justice was the 

paramount consideration in the determining the level of analysis.  Semantic codes 

‘prioritised, accepted and focused on’ participant meaning; this was considered the 

most appropriate means by which experiences of oppression, typically overlooked or 

pathologised within society, could be acknowledged as legitimate versions of reality 

(Braun and Clarke, 2013, p. 21). This aligned with the ontological aim of challenging 

the privileging of dominant group realities over those of minority groups (Mertens, 
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2009; Romm, 2015).  As semantic codes ‘build around’ what participants have said, 

they provided the reader with ideas, meanings, and practices explicitly expressed 

(Terry et al., 2016, p. 23).  Additionally, in phase two, demonstrating a direct 

correlation between counsellors’ statements and potentially unjust practice was 

deemed the most effective way to maximise the social justice impact of findings 

relating to a highly contested and controversial research topic.    

 

Phase two also employed some latent coding.  As phase two participants were 

considered to hold, to many varying degrees, a position of power in relation to their 

Christian background, latent codes were used to critically examine the assumptions or 

conceptualisations underlying certain privileged versions of reality (Mertens, 2009; 

Ponterotto, 2005).   These codes provided an opportunity to go beyond the meaning 

expressed by participants and apply theoretical insight to data in the interests of social 

justice (Terry et al., 2017). It is important to note that this study does not claim to ‘give 

voice’ to participants.  Both semantic and latent codes represent the interaction 

between my social group identities, worldview, and data; it is acknowledged another 

researcher would code in a different way (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2013). 

 

3.9.2.2 Braun and Clarke’s (2006) Framework for Reflexive Thematic Analysis 

 

Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six phase framework guided data analysis.   
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Table 12: Braun and Clarke’s (2006) Framework for Reflexive TA 

 

Stage of Analysis  Action taken  

1.  Familiarisation 

with data  

Interviews transcribed.  Multiple readings of data with 

initial notes recording items of interest (see appendix P).  

2.  Generating initial 

codes   

Segments of data, relevant to the research question, 

labelled with codes and collated (see appendices Q, R, 

and S).  

3.  Searching for 

themes  

Codes organised and collated into candidate themes. 

Thematic map created (see appendix T).  

4. Reviewing themes Themes revised and refined (see appendix V).  

5.  Defining and 

naming themes 

Essence of each theme named and defined (see appendix 

U).   

6.  Producing the 

report 

Separate results and discussion chapter produced.   

 

Stage One: Familiarisation with Data 

 

To prepare data, all focus groups and individual interviews were transcribed in an 

orthographic style which recorded every spoken word or sound; this is considered a 

comprehensive method of transcription suited to reflexive TA (Braun and Clarke, 

2006, 2013).  Whilst time-consuming, transcription facilitated familiarity with the 

‘depth and breadth’ of data (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 88).  Each account was 

anonymised; pseudonyms were used and identifying details removed.  Following 

transcription, transcripts were checked for errors or admissions.  Transcriptions and 
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reflective logs were read multiple times and observational notes made.  These notes 

were hand-written on transcripts and detailed my overall impressions, questions, and 

points of interest (see appendix P).   

 

Stage Two: Generating Initial Codes  

 

Codes in reflexive TA identify a feature of data relevant to the research question; they 

hold one idea and are labelled using a word or concise phrase that reflects their central 

content.  Braun and Clarke (2013) stress that coding must be ‘inclusive, thorough, and 

systematic’ (p. 210).  During phase one, I began the process of generating initial codes 

on NVivo 11, a qualitative data software programme.  However, I found the software 

complex and decided to change my approach preferring to study the transcripts and 

use the comment feature on Microsoft Word to label extracts as initial codes (see 

appendices Q and R).  Data attached to each code ranged from several words to 

multiple paragraphs. Individual extracts of data were coded into as many codes as 

necessary (Braun and Clarke, 2006).  A Word document was then created for each 

code, and all relevant data collated (see appendix S).  Annotations ensured I could 

trace where each data extract originated.    As this was a pattern-based analysis, most 

codes were relevant in more than one data item. 

 

Whilst the use of qualitative data analysis software might have provided an arguably 

more efficient and flexible tool for the organisation and coding of data, I found it easier 

to immerse myself, develop ideas and track changes through this method (Braun and 

Clarke, 2013).  Braun and Clarke (2013) stress it is for the researcher to determine if 

software it the most appropriate choice for their study.  
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Reflective of the recursive nature of analysis, codes were refined during subsequent 

phases. During phase one, when searching for themes, many of the initial codes 

appeared too general and lacked definition.  Coded data was subsequently revised, and 

the number of initial codes increased from 64 to 140.  In phase two, a total of 295 

initial codes were developed.  

 

Stage Three: Searching for Themes 

 

Themes in reflexive TA are more expansive than codes, they are multi-faceted and 

developed around a central organising concept, rather than a single idea.  A central 

organising concept encapsulates a meaningful pattern across a data set which provides 

a concise answer to the research question (Braun and Clarke, 2013).  To search for 

themes, initial codes were reviewed and commonalities and connections that formed 

broader patterns of meaning identified (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2013).  This process 

involved printing all codes and collated data.  Codes and collated data were mapped 

out over a large floor space and physically arranged and re-arranged to form 

provisional or candidate themes (see appendix T).  A thematic map was subsequently 

created to explore the relationship between various themes.  Notes were made 

throughout to develop ideas and track changes.   

 

Stage Four: Reviewing Themes 

 

Themes were reviewed to ensure they were clearly defined, distinct, and supported by 

meaningful data (Braun and Clarke, 2006).  During this review process, I frequently 

moved between transcripts, codes, collated data, and themes. Transitioning between 
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these various sources ensured data extracts had not been misconstrued when removed 

from their original context.  The thematic map was reviewed multiple times leading to 

changes to the over-arching themes, number of themes, and relationship with 

subthemes (see appendix V).  In the final stage of review, original transcripts were 

reread to ensure the thematic map reflected the overall essence of the data set (Braun 

and Clarke, 2013).   

 

Stage Five: Defining and Naming Themes  

 

Themes were defined and named once a satisfactory thematic map had been developed 

(see appendix U).    A theme definition clarified the rationale and scope for each theme 

highlighting its relationship to the research question.   

 

Stage Six: Producing the Report 

 

This final stage involved writing separate findings and discussion chapters.   In the 

findings chapter, an illustrative approach was used to create a vivid and comprehensive 

description of themes (Braun and Clarke, 2013).  Extracts of data were used as 

examples to support analytic claims.  In the discussion chapter, themes were explored 

on a more conceptual or theoretical level with connections made to existing academic 

literature.   
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3.10 Member Reflection   

 

Member reflection provides participants with an opportunity to ‘react, agree, or find 

problems’ with the research findings (Tracy, 2010, p. 844).  Offering to share findings 

with minority group participants before wider dissemination can increase trust and 

reduce fear of misrepresentation (Amer and Bagasra, 2013; Sands, Bourjolly and 

Roer-Strier, 2007).  Before agreeing to taking part in the study, all participants were 

informed of the nature and purpose of member reflection.   

 

3.10.1 Phase One Member Reflection 

 

In April 2018, phase one participants were contacted and asked if they would provide 

feedback on the focus group findings.  Nine participants were contacted directly by 

email and six forwarded information by the contact person in their community 

organisation.  I apologised for the time taken to provide participants with a summary 

of findings, explaining data analysis took much longer than anticipated.  Those who 

expressed interest were provided with a summary of the main themes developed 

during TA and asked four questions: 

 

1)  What are your overall thoughts about the different themes? 

2)  Is there anything you would change? If so, what would you change? 

3)  Is there anything important that has been missed out? If so, what has been missed? 

4)  Is there anything you have thought of since participation you would like to add?  
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Six participants provided feedback by email, and one by telephone. All expressed 

agreement with the findings and did not suggest any changes.  During a telephone call, 

Ben shared further examples of oppression but asked for these not to be included in 

the study.  Simon, in email correspondence, commented on the need for an ‘overhaul 

of deeply embedded systems’ in NI, suggesting only the legal system presented a 

meaningful pathway to change.  However, he feared any movement toward equality 

would be met with ‘backlash and uproar’.     

 

3.10.2 Phase Two Member Reflection 

 

In March 2020, phase two participants were contacted by email and asked if they 

would like to reflect on the findings. Those who responded in the affirmative were 

sent a summary of the themes pertaining to their participation and asked to comment 

on their overall thoughts, identify any areas they would change, and record anything 

that had been overlooked.   

 

The four participants who provided feedback conveyed agreement with the findings 

and did not suggest any changes.  Martha expressed enthusiasm for the study and 

questioned if the intersection of class and religion had presented in findings.  Siobhán 

discussed her struggle to incorporate the awareness of privilege gained through 

participation (see theme oppression used to gain insight to Christian privilege) into 

her counselling practice, believing she would need specialist training.  
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Siobhán [email]: ‘I definitely feel I have become more aware and gained insights 

into Christian privilege.  I guess with that also comes more unknowns, how do I 

then integrate that insight in a more meaningful way that is helpful to the client’  

 

John stated the themes ‘reflect the views that I shared’ and went on to discuss his 

concern at what he perceived as increasing societal hostility toward Christians who 

hold conservative religious views on LGBQQ affectional orientation and gender 

identity. John reiterated his view that Christian privilege should be protected, rather 

than challenged within NI.  

 

John [email]: ‘it is increasingly unlikely that Christians will ultimately be 

afforded any leeway when discussing and expressing biblical views and the 

consideration of a concept of ‘Christian privilege’ will be a reference to history 

as opposed to contemporary society’   

 

3.11 Ethical Considerations 

 

3.11.1 Ethical Approval  

 

In March 2017, the study gained ethical approval from the School of Communication 

and Media Research Ethics Committee at Ulster University (UU) (see appendix A).  

Following UU policy, the research was classified as category A.  It was considered a 

relatively low risk study that did not present significant risk to anyone involved or 

include vulnerable populations.  To gain Category A approval, the study was subject 

to rigorous review by a Research Governance Filter Committee.  Two members of 
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academic staff with relevant expertise reviewed the study’s application, which detailed 

the pertinent ethical issues at each stage of the research process.  The Filter Committee 

assessed the study’s merit, qualifications of investigators, identification and 

consideration of risk, appropriateness of the consent form/PIS, and suitability of the 

inclusion/exclusion criteria. 

 

A concern was raised by the Filter Committee that I had not sufficiently addressed the 

risk that certain participants could find the topic offensive or judgmental toward their 

Christian beliefs.  I subsequently submitted an amendment outlining how I would 

minimise this risk through the sensitive and respectful communication of Christian 

privilege (see appendix B).  This amendment was accepted by the Filter Committee 

and the Chief Investigator was informed the research could proceed.  

 

3.11.2 Ethical Principles  

 

Autonomy, beneficence, justice, and non-maleficence were the guiding ethical 

considerations of the study (Beauchamp and Childress, 2008). I reflected on ethics 

throughout the project, mindful that issues can arise at every stage of the process.  This 

was especially pertinent given that Christian privilege was a relatively unexplored and 

contested area of inquiry.  

 

Autonomy  

 

Autonomy is respect for participants as self-governing individuals (BACP, 2018). 

Autonomy is honoured by informed consent and is an obligation arising from trust. In 
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advance of any agreed participation, an information sheet ensured participants were 

fully informed of research process.  A cooling off period allowed respondents time to 

reflect on their agreed participation. Participants had an opportunity to clarify any 

questions or concerns before signing consent forms.  Consent was not considered an 

isolated occurrence; it was actively renegotiated throughout the research process.  

Participants had the right to withdraw or amend their contributions at any stage 

throughout data collection or analysis, without reproach.  I had a prior professional 

relationship with some counselling participants.  Specific care was taken to uphold 

autonomy and not place counsellors under any undue pressure to participate.  Financial 

or other incentives were not offered to participants to avoid the appearance of 

coercion.    

 

Beneficence 

 

Beneficence is a researcher's commitment to promote the well-being of participants 

(BACP, 2018).  A moral obligation that arises from beneficence is confidentiality.  

From record keeping to possible future publication, confidentiality was embedded 

within the research environment and clearly communicated to participants.  Measures 

were taken to ensure that participants’ identity was disconnected from all data. 

Pseudonyms were used and personal data (transcripts, reflective logs, written 

feedback) edited to ensure all identifying information was removed.  Focus groups and 

interviews were conducted in a private space.  Audio-recordings were stored safely 

for the duration of the research process and will be destroyed upon completion.  All 

electronic data was securely stored and password protected.  Any paper data with 

personal information was stored in a locked filing cabinet.  Participants initialled rather 



151 
 

 

than signed their full name on consent forms.  Prior to consent, participants were fully 

informed of any limitations to confidentiality that arise from moral / legal obligations 

or the public nature of a focus group (Bond, 2004; Orb, Eisenhauer and Wynaden, 

2000).  

 

Justice  

 

Justice is the fair and impartial treatment of all participants (BACP, 2018).  Respect 

and dignity were shown to participants throughout the research process.  A key 

consideration for justice in qualitative research is recognising the vulnerabilities of 

participants and their contributions to the study (Bond, 2004; Orb, Eisenhauer and 

Wynaden, 2000).  I endeavoured to genuinely recognise the significant and 

meaningful contribution of each participant to the study. 

 

Non-maleficence 

 

Non-maleficence is a researcher’s commitment to avoiding harm (BACP, 2018).  Due 

to the potentially distressing and complex research topic, the emotional safety of 

participants was a priority throughout.  Detailed consideration was given to the 

potential consequences of involvement for individual participants and the groups to 

which they belong (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009).  As participants were asked to reflect 

on painful experiences of privilege and/or oppression, specific measures were put in 

place at each stage of data collection to avoid potential harm (see appendix A).  
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As an accredited counsellor, I had skills of active listening that facilitated the sensitive, 

participant-led exploration of complex matters.  However, to prevent harm to 

participants, I maintained clear boundaries between the role of researcher and 

counsellor.  At times, exploring a sensitive and contested research topic was personally 

challenging.  Strategies such as a work-life balance, journaling, and supervisory 

support facilitated my self-care throughout the process.  As focus group and interview 

data were collected in person, consideration was also given to issues of my personal 

safety.   

 

3.12 Establishing Trustworthiness 

 

Various criteria have been proposed to assess the quality of research; these criteria 

outline standards by which studies can be evaluated.  As the findings of qualitative 

studies are generated by the researcher’s active and subjective engagement with the 

phenomenon of interest, the standards for trustworthiness are often contested and can 

lack consensus (Bryman, 2012; McLeod, 2011; Yardley, 2000).  Many of the criteria 

typically utilised in quantitative research rely on notions of objectivity and are not 

applicable to qualitative research (Braun and Clarke, 2013; Yardley, 2000).  To 

establish trustworthiness, the study will refer to Yardley’s (2000) four quality 

principles: sensitivity to context, commitment and rigour, transparency and coherence, 

impact and importance.  Yardley’s (2000) criteria are considered ‘open and flexible’, 

applicable to a wide range of qualitative studies (Braun and Clarke, 2013, p. 289).   
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Sensitivity to Context   

 

The study was explicitly located in the context of relevant research; areas of overlap 

and divergence from previous studies were clearly identified.  Demographic 

information was provided for each participant, enabling the reader to consider how 

these factors might have shaped accounts. My personal intersectional positions of 

privilege and oppression were openly described. Consideration of the historical, 

cultural, and socio-political context of NI was incorporated throughout data analysis.  

Issues of power were attended to at each stage of the study, with significant efforts 

made to establish cultural competence with participants who were marginalised within 

society.  

 

Commitment and Rigour 

 

Commitment was demonstrated through prolonged engagement with the research 

topic on both a personal and professional level (Braun and Clarke, 2013).   For several 

years prior to data collection, I actively engaged in critical self-reflection to explore 

my personal relationship to Christian privilege.  Data collection occurred over an 11-

month period and was followed by a 12-month period of analysis.  Competence and 

skill were developed in relation to the methods used.  

 

Rigour is concerned with the ‘completeness’ of data collection and analysis (Yardley, 

2000, p. 221).  Whilst the study’s ontological position does not claim to provide a 

complete picture of Christian privilege, an information-rich sample provided a 

detailed, complex, and nuanced analysis of the phenomenon.  A ‘rounded, multi-
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layered’ understanding was obtained through the employment of several data 

collection methods (focus groups, written accounts, individual interviews) and 

perspectives (participants with a non-Christian background, LGBQQ participants with 

a Christian background, heterosexual participants with a Christian background) 

(Yardley, 2000, p. 222).  

 

Transparency and Coherence  

 

A transparent and detailed account of data collection and analysis was provided.  

Findings were supported by data extracts providing a clear rationale for my 

interpretations and conclusions. After data analysis, member reflections provided an 

opportunity for participants to provide feedback and ensured my understanding was a 

‘good fit’ with their views and experiences (Braun and Clarke, 2013, p. 282).  My 

reflexive stance provided information for the reader to consider how my worldview, 

specifically my bias for social justice, influenced each stage of the research process 

(Bryman, 2008; Creswell, 2009; Ortlipp, 2008).  Coherence was demonstrated by 

consistency between the study’s philosophical positions, research question, 

methodology, and analysis of data.   

 

Impact and Importance  

 

The study has theoretical, applied, and socio-cultural impact and importance (Braun 

and Clarke, 2013; Yardley, 2000).  The findings increase the body of knowledge on 

Christian privilege creating new theoretical understandings of the phenomenon within 

the distinct power structures of NI.  The study has applied impact for the counselling 
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profession. Many of the research implications have direct application to counselling 

policy, training, and practice; they offer concrete and explicit recommendations which 

challenge manifestations of Christian privilege.  Phase One findings have been shared 

at a counselling research conference (see appendix W). It is hoped that the future 

dissemination of the study’s findings in practice journals, and a report to BACP, the 

primary regulatory body for counselling in NI, will further enhance its social justice 

impact.  On a socio-cultural level, the study demonstrates impact by increasing 

awareness of the oppression endured by people with a non-Christian background 

and/or LGBQQ people in NI due to unexamined Christian privilege.  Several of the 

research implications offer recommendations for systemic level change within NI’s 

systems of power.   

 

The impact and importance of the study was reinforced by participants, many of whom 

found engagement with the research to be an empowering and enlightening 

experience.  Email and text correspondence I received following the phase one focus 

groups indicated that many non-Christian participants found sharing their experiences 

of oppression to be both thought-provoking and worthwhile.  As a result of 

participation, several counsellors reported increased understanding and awareness of 

Christian privilege (see theme oppression provides insight to Christian privilege). As 

the invisibility surrounding Christian privilege consolidates and protects its power, 

raising awareness of the phenomenon is itself an act of social justice.   
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3.13 Chapter Summary 

 

The study is located within a transformative paradigm; it has an explicit social justice 

agenda to catalyse reflection and change in the counselling profession.  There were 

two consecutive phases of data collection. Phase one aimed to explore how people 

with a non-Christian background experience Christian privilege in NI.  A 

homogeneous purposive sample of 15 individuals participated in five mini focus 

groups and one individual interview. Data were used to generate a descriptive account 

of Christian privilege that served as a stimulus for phase two participants.    Phase two 

explored Christian privilege from the perspective of LGBQQ and heterosexual 

counsellors with a Christian background.  A sample of 15 counsellors completed 

written reflective logs and engaged in semi-structured interviews.  Data in both phases 

were analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) reflexive TA, using semantic and 

some latent codes to maximise the social justice impact of findings.  Issues of power 

were reflected on and attended to throughout.  Intersectional positions of personal 

privilege were explicitly recognised and their possible impact on the research 

discussed.  Ethical issues were comprehensively addressed, and Yardley’s (2000) 

criteria used as the benchmark to establish the study’s overall trustworthiness.  The 

following chapter will present the research findings from both phases of data 

collection. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

  

4.0 Chapter Overview 

 

The findings chapter is arranged in two sections.  The first section presents the findings 

from phase one of data collection.  Phase one explored how people with a non-

Christian background experience Christian privilege in Northern Ireland (NI) (n=15). 

These findings were used to develop a descriptive list of Christian privileges. The 

second section considers the findings from phase two of data collection which 

examined Christian privilege from the perspective of lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer, 

questioning (LGBQQ), and heterosexual counsellors with a Christian background in 

NI (n=15).  Consistent with the philosophical position of the study, the findings are 

considered a construction of my active engagement with data. 

 

For both sets of findings, data was considered salient if it expounded the research 

question; value was not determined in relation to the number of participants.  Numbers 

are not therefore used to report frequency of occurrence (Braun and Clarke, 2013).  

However, some quantifying language such as ‘some’, ‘many’, ‘most’, ‘all’ or 

‘frequently’ is used to indicate the intensity or consistency of a theme across various 

participants.  To maintain confidentiality, pseudonyms are employed and all 

identifying details removed.  An overview of participants’ demographic information 

can be found in the methodology chapter (see table 9 and table 11). 
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Table 13: Notes on Transcription  

             

Note on Transcription  Explanation of Note on Transcription  

… Significant pause.   

 

[] Material omitted for readability. 

 

[media] Explanatory comment added by 

researcher. 

 

XXXX  Identifying detail removed for 

confidentiality. 

* Consecutive statements made during a 

focus group conversation. 

(I)  Data collected from phase two 

individual interviews. 

(RL)  Data collected from phase two reflective 

logs.  
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Section 1: Phase One Findings  

 

4.1 Section Overview 

 

Phase one explored how people with a non-Christian background experience Christian 

privilege in NI (n=15).  This section outlines the overarching theme and five related 

themes constructed in the reflexive thematic analysis (TA) of data (Braun and Clarke, 

2006).  This is followed by an examination of the Christian privileges that correspond 

to the oppression experienced by phase one participants. 
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Diagram 1: Thematic Map - Phase One Findings 

 

This map provides an overview of the overarching theme, themes, and subthemes 

constructed in the reflexive TA of data.  An overarching theme summarises an idea 

captured in several themes.  Subthemes capture prominent and specific aspects of a 

theme’s central organising concept, a meaningful pattern in data which considers how 

people with a non-Christian background experience Christian privilege in NI (Braun 

and Clarke, 2013). Directional arrows represent a hierarchical relationship between 

themes.   

 

 

 

  



161 
 

 

Table 14: Outsiders – Central Organising Concepts 

 

This table outlines the central organising concepts of the overarching theme outsiders. 

 

Theme Central Organising Concept 

Overarching Theme: 

Outsiders  

 

This overarching theme captures how, in the experience 

of participants, they were treated as outsiders from the 

dominant Christian majority. They were considered 

aliens who did not belong in Northern Irish society.  

Theme: Systemic 

Invisibility  

 

 

 

Subtheme: 

Widespread Social 

Ignorance  

This theme considers how participants perceived their 

non-Christian backgrounds to be disregarded and 

neglected within NI’s systems of politics, media, and 

education. 

 

This subtheme captures how, due to systemic invisibility, 

many people in NI appeared to participants to be 

uninformed of, and unfamiliar with, non-Christian 

worldviews.  

Theme: Different and 

Alienated  

 

 

Subtheme: Impact of 

International Political 

Events  

This theme explores the ways in which participants felt 

they were treated as different from the Christian majority 

leading to a sense of isolation within society. 

 

This subtheme considers how international political 

events shaped some participants sense of difference and 

alienation in NI. 
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Theme: Treated as an 

Enemy 

 

Subtheme: Prove You 

Are Not a Threat  

This theme captures participants’ experiences of being 

treated as an enemy who posed a threat to society.   

 

This subtheme explores the proactive steps participants 

felt they had to take to prove they were not a dangerous 

threat to society.   

Theme: Demeaned, 

Attacked, and Under 

Threat 

This theme explores participants’ experiences of 

demeaning treatment, verbal, or physical attack.   

   

Theme: Attempts to 

Force Religious 

Conformity   

This theme captures the pressure participants 

experienced to conform with Christian religious beliefs 

and practices. 

 

4.2 Overarching Theme: Outsiders  

 

This overarching theme captures how, in experience of participants, they were treated 

as outsiders from the dominant Christian majority. Outsiders is expounded through 

five related themes: systemic invisibility, different and alienated, treated as an enemy, 

demeaned, attacked and under threat, attempts to force religious conformity.   

 

It is important to acknowledge that, due to the intentional questions I asked phase one 

participants, outsider status is discussed primarily in relation to their non-Christian 

background.  Due to the fluid, intersectional nature of identity, the quality and degree 

to which individual participants were treated as non-Christian outsiders was shaped 

by their multiple other group identities.  Some identities might have consolidated 
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outsider status, whereas others might have conferred a degree of acceptance.  

However, it was beyond the scope of phase one to explore these intersectional 

experiences.  

 

4.2.1 Theme: Systemic Invisibility  

 

This theme captures how participants perceived their non-Christian backgrounds to be 

disregarded and neglected within NI’s systems of politics, media, and education. 

 

Participants frequently described how they were largely ignored within the 

mainstream political landscape.  Politicians from the dominant nationalist and unionist 

political parties appeared disinterested and rarely, if ever, acknowledged the existence 

of non-Christian people. Deva remembered the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom 

(UK) once mentioning a Hindu festival but did not recall NI’s politicians ever talking 

about Hinduism.   

 

Deva: ‘For the first time during that Diwali time not Northern Ireland, Theresa 

May was talking about Diwali, she was talking about the Diwali message, that 

was from whole UK heard for first time, but never, nothing from Northern 

Ireland’ 

 

Simon did not feel Paganism had ever been acknowledged by NI’s politicians.  

 

*Researcher: ‘how do you see politicians representing Paganism or Judaism? 

*Simon: ‘No, I don’t see it at all’ 
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Sarah questioned if politicians were even aware of the existence of Judaism.  

 

Sarah: ‘yeah, I’ve never even, I could never imagine them [politicians] talking 

about it [Judaism], do they even know it exists?’  

 

Adam thought people with a non-Christian background were ignored as, due to small 

electoral numbers, it was not in the self-interest of politicians to represent their needs.  

 

Adam: ‘they are not interested we don’t have enough people here to be 

interested, there are no votes for them, there is nothing’ 

 

Political invisibility left some participants feeling disillusioned and disenfranchised. 

As someone with a non-religious background, Connor questioned if a party 

representing his worldview could ever gain political power in NI.   

 

Connor: ‘we need a political party to represent sceptical views … but as to 

whether they would actually get voted for, and get any sort of real power is 

questionable given the situation’ 

 

A notable exception to the experience of political obscurity was expressed by Jewish 

participants.  The politics surrounding the state of Israel, particularly in relation to the 

Israel-Palestine conflict, received significant attention from NI’s majority unionist 

party.  Whilst this interest might overlap with the political affiliations of some Jewish 

people, Ben felt the pro-Israeli stance adopted by many unionist politicians 
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represented their personal Christian beliefs and did not translate to a genuine 

understanding of Judaism or the wider needs of the Jewish community.  

 

Ben: ‘All I can do is listen to them when they are on about the Middle East and 

what stance they take … and erm …. Adam’s party are very pro-Israel [ ] Very 

[ ] But as far as our, we’ve no votes, we’ve nothing here … they’re, they’re not 

interested, mind you this particular party are very supportive, they come … they 

come and they help us out and they …very … but they’re not getting votes, it’s 

because they are religious and it’s their religious beliefs’  

 

Most participants discussed how the media excluded their worldview or provided a 

distorted representation.  Coverage of Hinduism was described by Hindu participants 

as superficial, offering a trivialised portrayal often assumed by people in NI to be an 

accurate representation of the complexities of Hindu culture.   

 

*Researcher: ‘do the media portray Hindu culture, do you see that portrayed 

through the media?’ 

*Deva: ‘No, not really’ 

*Ravi: ‘No not at all’  

*Arjun: ‘Sometimes when Diwali comes and I see’ [inaudible, crosstalk] 

*Meena: ‘Arts sector with Mela’  

*Deva: ‘But they think … they are taking it as Indian culture, but it’s not really 

culture happening’ 

*Arjun: ‘It’s only entertainment purpose, you know, that’s not like Hinduism 

they are preaching, they are only doing the Bollywood’ 
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In discussing London’s 2017 Grenfell Tower tragedy in which 72 people died in a fire, 

some Muslim participants discussed the widespread media and political disregard for 

members of the Muslim community who risked their lived to save others.  Hassan 

believed this was reflective of a wider phenomenon in which positive depictions of 

Muslims were omitted from popular discourse.   

 

Hassan: ‘there is a lot of good that goes on you know but that’s never highlighted 

in the end of the day, so like there was this building in London that burned down 

and it was Muslims at that time who were having … who woke up just before 

sunrise to have, to like, to like start the fast [ ] You know, have their morning 

prayers and then fast, because it was the month of fasting so they eat at that time 

and then pray and then stay home the rest of the day so they were awake at that 

time and because there was a fire it was them who ran out and helped all people 

over there and if they hadn’t been there, there would have been a vast majority 

of people who would have been dead but that never came under the limelight, 

you know none of the politicians would highlight that, you know [ ] The good 

stuff never gets covered and comes out always the bad stuff’ 

 

Most participants described NI’s education system as largely overlooking and ignoring 

their worldview.  Ada, who attended school in NI from a young age, felt Islam was 

disregarded within the curriculum.  

 

Ada: ‘in most of the schools I went in like, it [Islam] wasn’t really taught at all’ 
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Sarah discussed how, when non-Christian worldviews were addressed within 

education, they were given nominal attention or explored through the lens of 

Christianity.  Due to their personal Christian background, most teachers were ill-

equipped to educate students about minority religious or non-religious worldviews, 

often providing inaccurate information.  Sarah suggested schools invite non-Christian 

people to teach and explain their belief system.   

 

Sarah: ‘it’s not really represented in education and whenever it is, it is from a 

Christian perspective, so I think they would be better to bring in say, Jewish 

people or Muslim people or Pagan people to actually talk about their own 

religions because anytime I learned about it in school, it was from a Christian 

who was reading of a textbook that was probably written by Christians, so it 

never felt very accurate to me’ 

 

The systemic invisibility of non-Christian people within the education system created 

specific difficulties for Muslim students endeavouring to follow Islamic practices.  

Due to a lack of appropriate facilities, Muslim participants described their struggle to 

practice Salat, the second of the five pillars of Islam that requires five daily prayers at 

set times. Whilst educational institutions provided an empty, unused room, Ada 

described how this was not an adequate, designated place for prayer.   

 

Ada: ‘OK, there is like one big main thing all the time as I was going through 

schools as well, like I feel they should have like a quiet or a prayer room because 

like I’ve always had like erm, you know they would give me like a store room or 

something like, it wouldn’t be like, it would just be like a normal, I don’t mean 
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like a dingy like [ ] basement room, no just like a empty classroom sort of place, 

but there was no like proper place of worship in schools’  

 

Hassan explained that Muslim students were not allowed to store prayer rugs or 

display religious materials in the room allocated by their university for prayer.  

 

Hassan: ‘And we’re not allowed to put any prayer mats here [in this room] or 

any books, no decorations, it just has to be the way it is, we’re not allowed, 

whereas maybe multi-faith rooms, prayer rooms we’re allowed to have books 

and things like that’ 

 

Through petitions and discussion, all Muslim participants unsuccessfully attempted to 

raise awareness of the need for an allocated prayer space within their university.  

 

Hassan: ‘that’s what we’re petitioning them [university] about at the minute’  

Ada: ‘we’ve been trying with XXXX [university] to get them to let us have a 

prayer room, but it’s very controversial’  

 

For Muslim participants practicing Sawn, the fourth pillar of Islam that requires 

fasting during the month of Ramadan, the invisibility of their needs within the 

education system created emotional and practical difficulties.  Syed described the 

struggle to fast up to 19 hours per day whilst endeavouring to meet the educational 

demands of attendance and attainment. 
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Syed:  ‘And we had classes during then [Ramadan] … and I think that sort of 

put us a bit on edge because especially we close our fast at three in the morning, 

then we used to then eat at ten at night and between that period we couldn’t eat 

or drink at all and during that the classes were going on as normal, we had our 

assignments, we had out tests and it’s nearly impossible’  

 

Lecturers, perhaps due to their socialisation in Christian norms, questioned the 

irregular attendance of Muslim students during Ramadan and appeared unaware of the 

significance of fasting within Islam. 

 

Syed: ‘I was here for fasting, for that month for uni and it was bad for all the 

Muslims like, there was really low attendance and we had attendance emails 

coming you guys aren’t attending, and we were like we’re trying our best’   

 

The university attended by Muslim participants did not provide halal food making it 

difficult for students endeavouring to observe Islamic dietary requirements.  Syed 

explained how the limited choice and availability of halal food at university lowered 

his mood and energy levels.      

 

Syed: ‘you know you get tired, you get depressed at times because you miss food’  

 

Systemic invisibility captured how, in the experience of participants, their non-

Christian backgrounds were largely overlooked by systems of power in NI.  

Mainstream politicians rarely, if ever, appeared aware of their existence.  The media 

disregarded their worldview, providing a distorted or superficial portrayal.  The 
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education system marginalised non-Christian systems of belief and practice, creating 

specific barriers for Muslim students following Islam.    

 

4.2.1.1 Subtheme:  Widespread Social Ignorance  

 

This subtheme captures how, because of the systemic invisibility of non-Christian 

backgrounds, participants found most people in NI to be ill-informed and unaware of 

non-Christian worldviews.  Participants often had to educate people about their non-

Christian belief system.   

 

Participants from every non-Christian background described how few people in NI 

had a basic, if any, understanding of their worldview. 

 

Arjun: ‘very few people have wide knowledge of what is Hinduism’ 

Ahmed: ‘I think there is a lack of knowledge, like they said people don’t know 

much about what Islam is, you know what the fundamental beliefs are’ 

Ben: ‘I don’t think people know very much about Judaism or Jewish people’ 

 

This ignorance was particularly striking given the importance a non-Christian identity 

held for participants.  Notwithstanding differing levels of individual observance and 

personal belief, most participants described their non-Christian background as a 

deeply significant part of identity connected to their family of origin or wider cultural 

heritage.  Sarah described her Jewish background as ‘part and parcel’ of her 

personality.  Meena explained that Hinduism affected what she did from ‘morning 
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until night’.  Ahmed detailed how Islam shaped his character and impacted every part 

of his life.   

 

Ahmed: ‘it is a way of life at the end of the day, whether you are practicing or 

not, that is a different story at times, but it you know the religion itself is always 

there [ ] it’s something that branches out in altogether, in all parts of life so the 

way you live, the way you talk to people, your social life, your relations, the way 

you eat, the way your drink, the way you sit with people, you know it’s all 

together, it absorbs you in all of it, it basically grooms you as a person, you 

know’ 

 

Most participants described how, in an atmosphere of widespread ignorance, they had 

to educate and inform the Christian majority about their worldview. Describing it as a 

burden, Sarah explained how she and other people with a non-Christian background 

had to fill the knowledge gap created by the educational system.   

 

Sarah: ‘that’s why the burden falls on us so much to explain things because 

they’re not learning it in school so, so all the education you have is from your 

friends, so it falls to me to teach everybody about Judaism and like, it’s tiring, 

and I can’t be bothered so [laughs], well I can sometimes’  

 

To raise awareness, Deva and Ravi gave a presentation about Hinduism to a local 

primary school.  They stressed the importance of including their worldview in the 

educational curriculum.   
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*Deva: ‘If schools did and you know my son’s school also did that once and we 

went into their school’ 

*Ravi: ‘That’s only the class, only the class’ 

*Devi: ‘Only the small class yes, we explain about India and stuff so if that could 

be brought []’  

*Ravi: ‘Like in the curriculum’ 

 

Ada found she regularly had to answer candid questions about her Islamic practices 

and beliefs from young people she would encounter in public.  

 

Ada: ‘usually people are quite upfront with me and just ask me, so any of the 

youth, so obviously I deal with more younger people, so anybody, like I was like 

things they would ask me like straight off ‘so why do you wear the head scarf, 

or why do you do this?’  

 

Michael faced ill-informed and offensive questions about Buddhism and Eastern 

religions which, due to his Chinese background, he was incorrectly assumed to follow.  

 

Michael: ‘I feel like whenever that religion does come up amongst my friend 

groups, so just among people when we’re having a discussion, we are erm 

different religions or like, for example, well in regards to me that would ask ‘are 

you Buddhist?’ or ‘are you associated with any Asian religions?’ or ‘do you 

have any things, like do you dress up, do you have these, do you eat this things, 

you have incense?’  
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Participants frequently discussed how ignorance of non-Christian worldviews was a 

foreseeable consequence of life in a society dominated by Christianity.  Capturing the 

sentiments of many participants, Sarah and Arjun stressed they did not blame 

individuals with a Christian background for their lack of knowledge or understanding.   

 

Sarah: ‘It’s not their fault, they’re just like brought up with that one religion so 

they don’t understand anything else’ 

Arjun: ‘but that’s their ignorance, we’re not blaming them cause [] they’re born 

from that sort of living’ 

 

Most participants believed the majority of people in NI did not have any meaningful 

exposure to an alternative belief system.  Simon attributed ignorance to the prevalence 

of a Christian worldview in education and media.   

 

Simon: ‘These people [people with a Christian background] are just ignorant, 

and they believe what’s in the media and they believe what they’re told in school’ 

 

Ada ascribed lack of understanding to the religious homogeneity of Northern Irish 

society.  

 

Ada: ‘it’s just because they haven’t, they’re not used to seeing like different 

people’ 

 

Widespread social ignorance captured how participants considered most people in NI 

to lack knowledge and understanding of non-Christian worldviews.  Participants often 



174 
 

 

had to educate and inform the Christian majority about their belief system.  Social 

ignorance was considered an understandable consequence of non-Christian invisibility 

within institutional systems of power.  

 

4.2.2 Theme: Different and Alienated  

 

This theme explores participants’ experiences of being treated as different from the 

Christian majority. This led to a sense of separation and isolation within interpersonal 

relationships and wider society.   

 

Feeling different was expressed, to varying degrees, by most participants.  For Sarah, 

‘different’ was the word that encapsulated her experience as person with a Jewish 

background living in NI.  

 

*Researcher: ‘if you could sum up just what it feels like to live here, to be in this 

society [] what it feels like to live here to have a non-Christian background?  

*Sarah: ‘Different’  

 

Despite many positive experiences in NI, Ada consistently experienced a sense of 

difference.  

 

Ada: ‘so I’ve had like quite good experiences but [] obviously you always feel 

like a minority’ 
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For Simon, feeling different because of his Pagan background was one of the first 

things he noticed on arrival in NI. 

 

Simon: ‘pretty much from the first day I got here [NI], when I was introduced 

to my in-laws, I really noticed the fact that I am not Christian in any way 

whatsoever, never have been, never could be, because of my own belief system’ 

 

Ben felt people made him consistently aware of his difference as a person with a 

Jewish background. 

 

Ben: ‘You’re always made to feel [] you’re aware that you’re, well it’s not, well 

it [Judaism] is different … you’re made aware of it’   

 

Difference left many participants unsure what people with a Christian background 

really thought of them.  Even if someone did not express overt hostility or prejudice, 

there was still a sense of apprehension as to how they truly felt about non-Christian 

people.  Ahmed described this as the ‘perspective people have at the back of their 

minds’.  Meena discussed how people might appear open, but often kept their real 

opinion in ‘their mind’.  Sarah described how uncertainty left her feeling defensive.  

Reflective of his confusion, Adam took the opportunity to ask me to explain how 

Jewish people were perceived by the non-Jewish population.    

 

Adam: ‘It would be interesting to hear what you [Ali] think [] what the non-

Jewish religions think of us… that is something I would love to hear, what do 

they think of us? We know what we think of them’  
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Being referred to by their non-Christian background was one way a message of 

difference was communicated to participants.  Sarah’s Jewish background was 

frequently highlighted and unnecessarily used as a defining characteristic that 

overshadowed other parts of her identity.  

 

Sarah: ‘I mean like we are known as the Jewish people, I mean everybody in our 

whole school, even if they didn’t know me, they were like that’s the Jewish kid, 

she’s Jewish or my XXXX, XXXX Jewish, it’s like people tell each other, it’s like 

it’s not relevant, but everybody has to know’  

 

Ben and Adam discussed how, throughout their lives, they have been singled out and 

identified as Jewish.  For Ben, the consistent emphasis placed on his Jewish 

background impacted his sense of integration within society.  He stressed that people 

with a Christian background were not labelled or known by their religious group 

identity.   

 

*Ben: ‘It is just always pointed out, you hear people, not … but you hear people 

saying Adam, nice guy, he’s Jewish []’   

*Adam: ‘Yeah not, not nice guy Catholic or nice guy Protestant’   

*Ben: ‘Now they’re not being anti-Semitic [] But they are pointing out that he 

is Jewish’  

*Researcher: ‘How does that feel?’  

*Ben: ‘Ah, I’m used to it now, that it doesn’t [] But it is the fact that it is pointed 

out, so you can never really become fully assimilated’  
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The message that non-Christian people were different was not necessarily 

communicated with malice or intent.  Sarah described how outsider status could be 

conveyed through subtle, well-intentioned interactions that nonetheless reinforced her 

separateness from the Christian majority. Even when people showed an interest in 

Judaism, they treated Sarah’s background as something exotic or unusual, enhancing 

her sense of alienation.  

 

Sarah: ‘I don’t want to say on the outside, but you kind of are like made to feel 

that, even people who are trying to be respectful are like ‘Oh my God you’re 

Jewish, I’ve never met a Jewish person before, that is so cool, like tell me all 

about it’ and they’re trying to be friendly, but they are still making it clear it’s 

you and them and that you don’t belong, even the people that are trying to be 

respectful and open, they still kind of have a way of making you feel like a 

stranger’.  

 

Ahmed and Syed discussed how difference was accentuated by the difficulties certain 

Northern Irish people, particularly students, experienced when relating to someone 

who did not share their religious background. Inter-personal relationships were limited 

as at times certain people with a Christian background appeared uncomfortable and 

unsure how to connect with someone they perceived as different.  Ahmed and Syed 

attributed this to the homogenous nature of Northern Irish society.    

 

Ahmed: ‘there’s not much diversity here people often don’t know how to react 

to you, you know they look a bit confused as to what they are supposed to say to 

you, you know the local kids and the local students’ 
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Ahmed noted how people from more diverse cities outside of NI appeared much more 

at ease in his presence.  

 

Ahmed: ‘Whereas if you meet like people from England over here they are much 

more comfortable around you’ 

 

Due to the distance between them and other students, Ahmed, Syed, and Ada 

expressed disappointment in their student experience.  Opportunities to socialise or 

connect with the wider student population were limited, leading to an incomplete and 

restrictive experience that impacted their emotional wellbeing.   

 

Ahmed: ‘I think because there are things that we feel are missing and there’s 

pieces in the puzzle that are missing for us, which can be, if you think about it, 

can be a bit depressing for us, you know we have thought about this is our uni 

life, this is one of your prime times and how would I picture it to be and how is 

it going so far’   

 

For most Muslim participants, alienation from the wider population left them feeling 

lonely and reliant on support from the Muslim community.  For these reasons, Ahmed, 

Syed, and Ada could not envisage a long-term future in NI and expressed their intent 

to return to their country of origin, or move to a larger, more diverse society.   

 

Syed: ‘if I was here and I didn’t know him [Ahmed] or any of the people from 

my culture I would be very lonely’ 
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Ada: ‘I don’t really want to settle here in the long term, I would rather go 

somewhere in England or something, so if I was to stay I would say it would be 

quite lonely’ 

Ahmed: ‘I think there’s really not overcoming it much, you just learn to live 

around the barrier [ ] That’s why a lot of people chose to go back home and 

live, or in a more diverse place’  

 

Hindu participants also experienced a strong sense of alienation from society. When 

they arrived in NI over a decade ago, their sense of belonging was negligible.  Whilst 

this appears to be improving, Deva, Arjun, Meena, and Ravi continue to feel distinctly 

separate from, and unaccepted by, the Christian majority.  

 

*Researcher: ‘I’m wondering about your sense of belonging within Northern 

Irish society, do you feel a sense of belonging, do you feel acceptance?’ 

*Deva: ‘Not 100%’ 

*Arjun: ‘But it’s far better than’  

*Ravi: ‘Yes’ 

*Deva: ‘Yes’ 

*Meena: ‘Just like 10% or something in the beginning and it has been moving’  

*Arjun: ‘Absolutely [crosstalk]’ 

*Ravi: ‘The number, we all came at the same time, XXXX something like that’  

*Meena: ‘30 or 40’ 

*Ravi: ‘From that time the acceptance was like this, or the feeling of belonging 

was like that [indicates with hand], now it is like that [raises hand], but it’s still 

not that [raises hand higher] [laughs]’ 
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*Arjun: ‘Not 100% [crosstalk]’  

*Meena: ‘Not about 50 but just below 50’ 

 

It is important to note the most explicit sense of alienation was expressed by Muslim 

and Hindu participants. The skin colour of these participants would identify them as 

different from NI’s majority White population.  As inseparable group identities 

converge, the estrangement experienced by Muslim and Hindu participants was likely 

exacerbated by the dominance of White culture in NI.  

 

Different and alienated captured how participants felt separate from most people in 

NI.  A sense of difference was accentuated in daily interactions and created feelings 

of loneliness, uncertainty, and isolation on both an individual and societal level.  

 

4.2.2.1 Subtheme: Impact of International Political Events  

 

This subtheme explores how for some Jewish, Hindu, and Muslim participants, their 

sense of difference and alienation in NI varied in response to international political 

occurrences.  

 

The Israel-Palestine conflict impacted many Jewish and Muslim participants’ sense of 

belonging.  Whilst in-group differences exist, Protestant and unionist communities in 

NI tend to align with the state of Israel, whereas Catholic or republican communities 

typically support Palestinian people. 
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Adam and Ben felt profound support for the Jewish community in the explicit pro-

Israeli position of NI’s majority unionist party.   

 

*Ben: ‘They [a Unionist party] are very supportive’ 

*Researcher: ‘So you feel supported’ 

*Ben: ‘Very pro-Israel and very supportive of the community’ 

*Adam: ‘Of our right to exist’  

*Ben: ‘Yeah, absolutely’ 

*Adam: ‘In whatever way we feel’ 

 

For Adam, the support shown by unionist politicians stood in sharp contrast to the 

active hostility he felt was directed toward the Jewish community by the majority 

republican party’s pro-Palestinian stance.  

 

Adam: ‘There is one [republican political party] that is actively against’ 

 

For converse reasons, Hassan reported acceptance and understanding for Muslims 

among Catholic communities and intolerance from Protestant communities.   

 

Hassan: ‘the extreme Catholic side you know, not the general but in the, in the 

very Catholic areas, they tend to be more welcoming to Muslims, more 

sympathetic to Muslims, whereas the, you know, the more extreme Protestant 

areas, they’re you know, they tend to be for Israel and against … you know, 

more less tolerant toward Muslims’  
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Sarah expressed frustration at the uninformed appropriation of the Israel-Palestine 

conflict within NI, considering it an outlet for religious discrimination.   

 

Sarah: ‘the whole Israeli-Palestine debate, which has now been adopted by 

Catholics and Protestants, which is just ridiculous because they just 

superimpose their own religious prejudices on a completely different situation’  

 

The conflation of Judaism with Israel created difficulties for Sarah who, despite not 

personally supporting the actions of the Israeli government, found she was treated with 

suspicion on the basis on their actions.  

 

*Sarah: ‘People are very suspicious or erm … they don’t understand’  

*Simon: ‘You must automatically agree with everything Israel is doing, is there 

that aspect to it?’ 

*Sarah: ‘Exactly … yeah’ 

 

For Ben, the fusion of Israel and Judaism was a source of self-esteem.  Ben described 

how the 1967 Arab-Israeli war, in which Israel was victorious, gave a renewed sense 

of pride in his Jewish identity and helped him cope with the sense of difference he 

experienced in NI.  

 

Ben:  ‘I think a turning point was in 1967, you always kept yourself to yourself 

but after what happened in 1967 and the Six-Day war there was a lot of 

admiration for Israel … [ ] And after that it gave us a certain pride, perhaps 

that I didn’t realise was there … but after that there was a certain pride in being 



183 
 

 

Jewish stroke Israeli because they can’t differentiate between the two, that’s … 

but that’s right … like Adam when I was young I didn’t want to be different’ 

 

Ravi explained how recent political developments heightened his alienation within 

Northern Irish society.  Following Brexit, the 2016 decision by the UK to exit the 

European Union, some people assumed Ravi would be leaving NI.  This 

misconception was based on the idea Brexit would require anyone who was not of 

White British origin to depart the UK.   

 

Ravi: ‘whenever Brexit happened some minority people who don’t have enough 

knowledge they thought like you know everybody other than White British would 

go from here, so I had an experience like a hairdresser lady was telling to me 

‘Ah don’t worry, tell me, let me when you are going I will buy the car off you, 

I’ll will buy your car from you’, you know, we bought like a fairly … whenever 

we bought the car, ‘I’ll buy that car from you, you know, don’t worry, I know 

you are going’ 

 

Whilst this assumption was not necessarily communicated with malice, in the example 

given Ravi’s hairdresser offered to buy his car, the message he was an outsider, 

someone who did not belong, was clear.  Ravi went on to comment that anyone of 

Indian origin, not just Hindus, could be subject to this prejudicial assumption, 

highlighting the inseparable nature of racial and religious bias in positioning people 

as outsiders.  
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Ravi: ‘even some of the experience, that’s not totally for Hindus you know, 

maybe for all people from India’ 

 

Impact of international political events captured how, for some participants, their 

sense of connection and belonging in NI fluctuated in response to political 

developments.  The Israel-Palestine conflict shaped how some Jewish and Muslim 

participants were treated by certain Protestant and Catholic communities and 

politicians.  Brexit heightened some Hindu participants’ experience of alienation. 

 

4.2.3 Theme: Treated as an Enemy  

 

This theme explores participants’ experiences of being treated as an enemy who posed 

a dangerous threat to Northern Irish society.  The nature of the perceived danger 

included: terrorism, threat to gender equality, threat to Christianity, threat to children, 

sexual threat, economic threat.   

 

Muslim participants were frequently perceived as a terrorist threat, ideologically 

motivated to extreme violence. This was a source of anger and confusion for all 

Muslim participants.  Ada explained how the conflation of Muslim with terrorist runs 

contrary to her deeply held understanding of Islam as a peaceful religion.  She felt 

most people in NI were unaware of the nonviolent nature of Islamic belief.    

 

Ada: ‘often people tie violence with Muslims but [] we’re not allowed to like 

harm another human being or anything, so like if you look into Islam [] it’s 
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actually like a very peaceful religion and against violence like totally against 

harm, so I feel that people don’t know that’ 

 

Syed, Hassan, and Ahmed highlighted how, particularly since the 2001 al-Qaeda 

attack on the United States (US), violent atrocities were perceived differently 

depending on the religion of the aggressor.  When a White person with a Christian 

background committed a terrorist offence their actions were understood through an 

individualised lens which attributed their behaviour to personal characteristics such as 

mental health; both religion and race were considered inconsequential to their actions. 

However, if a person claiming to be Muslim was responsible for a terrorist or violent 

act, their actions were attributed to religious ideology and assumed to represent the 

Islamic worldview.  

 

Syed: ‘if there is a Muslim person or anyone else does a terrorist thing … they 

are just going to be labelled as terrorist directly, whereas if it was a Christian 

or just say a White person they would be labelled as mentally unstable’ 

Ahmed: ‘See if there was a murder over here, the news would be ‘crime 

happened, a murder happened’, if there is a Muslim man that killed someone 

else it would be [] traced back to religion in the end of the day’ 

 

Syed believed people in NI were not candid about the stereotypes they held toward 

Muslims.  Even if someone thought he was a terrorist, he did not think this would be 

directly expressed to him.  
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Syed: ‘But I think it’s not that open, you know even if someone does see you as 

terrorist they are not going to be open, they are not going to say to your face’ 

 

All Muslim participants felt mainstream and social media propagated the image of 

Islam as a violent religion.  Hassan and Ada believe most people in NI rely on these 

distorted media representations and think of them as an accurate portrayal of Muslims.   

 

Ada: ‘I feel like a lot of people get their knowledge from media and social media 

that would be things like, you know like the news or even like networking sites 

[] and that’s often like distorted and not true [] so I feel like they don’t have a 

clear picture of [] who Muslims are’ 

Hassan: ‘If they haven’t met a Muslim they take their views from the media from 

what’s happening in the world they, the media labelling, you know terrorists, 

Islam as a [] terrorist related religion’  

 

Hindu participants explained they were often mistaken as Muslim. Arjun described 

how the prevalence of Islamophobia and the inability of most people in NI to 

distinguish between those of Hindu or Muslim background, caused Hindu participants, 

particularly men, to be subject to Islamic terrorist stereotypes.  

 

Arjun: ‘some Islamophobia is there, so because of the looks, we all look similar, 

so people keep their distance because of that way as well, because of the 

terrorism’  
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Muslim participants also discussed the ways in which they were considered a threat to 

gender equality.  Ahmed felt a misunderstanding of Islam contributed to this 

stereotype.   

 

Ahmed: ‘How people say women are suppressed in Islam and … this and that, 

but a lot of the time they don’t know reasonings behind it you know’ 

 

Islamic practices such as wearing a headscarf and the requirements of modest dress 

were often perceived as oppressive to Muslim women.  To challenge this widespread 

misconception, Hassan and Syed explained that modesty in Islam was expected from 

both men and women.   

 

*Hassan: ‘women wear the head scarf, it practices modesty … and men as well 

you know … we shouldn’t be revealing, you shouldn’t be revealing, men 

shouldn’t be revealing, they should wear modest clothes []’  

*Syed:  It’s not like we’re telling our girls to wear modest clothes and our boys 

are modelling in their six pack or something [laughs] … it’s never like that’ 

 

The restrictions placed on Saudi women driving was cited as a further area of 

misunderstanding.  In an atmosphere of ignorance, people in NI often assumed this to 

be an example of gender oppression attributable to Islamic belief.  Ahmed and Syed 

explained that whilst this was a cultural practice within an Islamic country, prohibiting 

women from driving was not a religious teaching of Islam.  
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*Ahmed: ‘people just think oh OK people are not allowed to drive in Saudi 

Arabia, that’s a different story’ 

*Syed: ‘That’s culture, culture and religion don’t always agree’ 

*Ahmed: ‘That’s culture, that’s a misconception’ 

 

Participants from every non-Christian group were treated as a threat to Christianity 

and faced the accusation they were somehow associated with evil.  Ravi reported 

people thought Hinduism was ‘like the devil’.  Ben and Adam explained Jewish people 

were considered by some to be ‘Christ killers’ and ‘devil worshippers’.  Anna and 

Connor were labelled as chaotic and amoral.  Simon mentioned the fallacy that he 

‘wanted to burn churches down’. Hassan referred to the description of Islam as a 

‘satanic religion’ in 2014 by a prominent Northern Irish evangelical preacher, 

comments initially supported by then First Minister, Peter Robinson (BBC, 2014).   

 

Simon gave a vivid example of when he was treated as a threat to children by NI’s 

judicial system.  Whilst engaged in divorce proceedings, due to his Pagan background, 

Simon explained he was incorrectly classed as a Satanist on legal documents by his 

ex-wife’s solicitor.  His alleged association with this worldview was used as a strategy 

to prohibit contact with his children.  Simon was forced to explain to a judge the 

differences between Satanism, Paganism, and Christianity to challenge the contention 

he was engaged in harmful, ritualistic practices.  Whilst the classification of Satanist 

was ultimately removed, and an apology issued from the court, Simon believed the 

religious ignorance and Christian background of those within NI’s legal profession 

allowed him to be subject to a potentially devastating stereotype.  
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Simon:  ‘they took it because I was Pagan, I was automatically a Satanist and I 

had to go to court to point out, in front of the judge [ ] The differences between 

being a Satanist from a Christian background and understanding the Bible and 

choosing not to follow that way and someone who has no interest in Christian 

beliefs [ ] I mean it was taken off, I won the case like, but it was on court papers, 

I still have them there for my XXXX to read whenever they’re old enough to 

understand it all [ ] And, you know, they saw nothing wrong with that … and 

again, coming from the ignorant point of view having to talk to people and 

actually explain, you’re still basing me on your own mythology here’  

 

Simon and Ravi reported the erroneous belief they posed a sexual threat.  Simon faced 

the assumption that alongside child abuse, rape was a Pagan practice.   

 

Simon: ‘I don’t commit rape, bugger children, I am not a Satanist, I am not a 

child molester, I am not a rapist’   

 

Ravi, whose profession requires patients to discreetly undress, found some people 

refused treatment for fear of sexual exploitation or physical harm.   

 

Ravi: ‘I take them to the consultation room, consult them and take good 

treatment [ ] could you [ ] wrap the towel like that and sit down on the chair 

and erm ‘OK, I’ll do that’, and then give them 10 minutes or 15 minutes then go 

into the room and ‘my pain is gone, if you want you can do my XXXX’, that 

means like [ ] they’re scared like I’ll do something, or kill her or exploit or 

something you know [laughs] so that factor is always there’ 
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It is important to note that as men of colour have historically been positioned as a 

sexual and physical threat within White dominant societies, it is unviable to 

distinguish between the racial and religious dimensions to this perceived danger.  Ravi 

described how misplaced fear limited the success of his business.  If he was a White 

man working in NI, Ravi believed he would be significantly more prosperous.   

 

Ravi: ‘if my business is like this [indicates with hand], if my skin was White my 

business would be like this [raises hand], definitely because I’m from outside 

and nobody will risk his XXXX, XXXX or XXXX, going to a person who is not 

the same’ 

 

Hindu and Jewish participants were viewed as an economic threat.  Ravi, Meena, and 

Arjun faced explicit accusations they were taking jobs they were not entitled to, 

draining NI of economic resources.  These participants reiterated their rightful place 

in society as, due to shortages in their employment sector, they were actively recruited 

to work in NI.   

 

*Ravi: ‘Whenever you come here our job opportunities, we lose our job 

opportunities, like that, but we pay tax and [crosstalk] [] People like them, 

people like them, Meena and Arjun, they are XXXX [profession], they were 

actually invited from India to work here because’ 

*Arjun: ‘In those days the only reason, they were lacking of XXXX [profession] 

[inaudible, crosstalk]’ 

*Ravi: ‘So it’s not like we just came and you know erm [inaudible, crosstalk]’ 

*Researcher: ‘I know, I know’  
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*Meena: ‘Like migrants or something’ 

*Ravi: ‘Like migrants, or refugees, they were invited, they were invited to work 

here, I was invited to work here’  

 

Adam referred to the implicit suggestion Jewish people were an economic threat 

holding a disproportionate amount of wealth.  Throughout history, anti-Semitic 

stereotypes have connected Jewish people to greed and economic prosperity.   

 

Adam: ‘I mean the number of times [] they say ‘all you Jews are rich’.  

 

Treated as an enemy captured how non-Christian participants felt they were viewed 

as dangerous to Northern Irish society.  The nature of the perceived threat varied across 

and among each non-Christian group to include terrorist threat, threat to gender 

equality, threat to children, threat to Christianity, sexual, and economic threat.   

 

4.2.3.1 Subtheme: Prove You Are Not a Threat 

 

This subtheme explores how participants took proactive steps to demonstrate they 

were not a threat to society.  Given the prevalence of dehumanising stereotypes 

depicting non-Christian people as dangerous, there was a general understanding that 

these misconceptions would remain dominant in society unless participants 

endeavoured to challenge them.  

 

Simon and Sarah discussed how they relentlessly had to show they were not the 

distorted image of a Pagan or Jewish person portrayed by the media.   
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*Simon: ‘I always feel like I’ve to prove myself that’ 

*Sarah: ‘Yeah’ 

*Simon: ‘I’m not this perceived idea of what they’ve seen on the telly’ 

*Sarah: ‘Yeah, exactly’ 

 

Muslim participants regularly hosted educational events to challenge the conflation of 

Islam with terrorism.  Hassan believed social contact with Muslims could improve 

awareness and understanding of Islam among people with a Christian background.  

 

Hassan: ‘We’ve had several events such as XXXX … which is, which is where 

we have a XXXX where we let people know about the religion, give them a better 

understanding of Islam and meet with different people of the XXXX community, 

that they can understand the religion better and meet Muslims whereas they 

wouldn’t have been able to you know, because it’s a full dedicated XXXX where 

we, we’re in the XXXX or we’re around XXXX and we’re meeting different 

people and things like this, this helps people give them a better understanding 

of Islam definitely’  

 

Syed also believed social interactions with Christian people provided a vital 

opportunity to counter media misrepresentations and show an alternative image of 

Islam.   

 

Syed: ‘I think if they didn’t really hear it from us or say they didn’t really have 

any contact with Muslims, then obviously they would only hear it from news and 
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you don’t hear that much and most of it is bad stuff [] But I think we are 

essentially portraying Islam’ 

 

To educate non-Jewish people and dispel misconceptions, Ben and Adam regularly 

met with school and religious groups.  It is worth noting in this exchange, Ben laughed 

rather than name the Jewish stereotype he endeavoured to challenge.    

 

*Ben: ‘We’re going out now, we’re trying to show we’re not [laughs] … it’s not 

really about individuals, it’s more about the religion and we talk a bit about the 

history of the community’  

*Adam: ‘Goes back to what you [Ben] said earlier, it’s explaining our religion, 

our beliefs’  

 

Hindu participants also organised educational activities to create greater 

understanding of their way of life. These events were explicitly organised to counter 

the association of Hinduism with devil worship, radicalism, and terrorism.  

Participants hoped to convey the compassion and beauty of their culture.  Meena and 

Ravi believed that through these events, people were gradually coming to understand 

Hindus did not pose a danger to society.  

 

Meena: ‘It’s just the ignorance and this that’s why this group is very important 

like we are doing the inter-cultural activities, now the people came coming to 

know about you know and they are feeling [] we are not a threat’  

Ravi: ‘people think Hinduism is like the devil or something, you know ism, 

terrorism, Hinduism, what are they, that sort of stuff, so then they slowly came 
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to know about us and now they know like Hinduism is a Hindu, it is a way of 

culture, it’s nice way, a beautiful sort of culture’ 

 

Hindu participants specifically invited politicians to their events to challenge any 

harmful misconceptions elected officials held around the perceived extremism of 

Hinduism.  Arjun and Ravi expressed hope that, if educated, politicians would share 

their understanding of Hinduism with wider society.  

 

*Arjun: ‘We normally invited them [politicians] to an event or function [] They 

come to know, oh this is, this group is not like hard core’.  

*Ravi: ‘And what Arjun told is absolutely right, because once we had a function 

in XXXX and we showed one Indian, one Indian video about Indian concepts 

and stuff and one of the politicians was telling ‘see you should take these 

concepts to Belfast roads’.  

 

Prove you are not a threat captured how most participants experienced pressure to 

demonstrate they were not dangerous to Northern Irish society.  To challenge harmful 

stereotypes, participants held educational events, arranged cross-cultural visits, and 

used social contact to increase awareness and understanding of their non-Christian 

background. 

 

4.2.4 Theme: Demeaned, Attacked, and Under Threat  

 

This theme explores the ways in which participants experienced degrading treatment, 

threatening, and hostile behaviour.   
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Many participants described how they were demeaned and treated as subordinate to 

people with a Christian background.  Simon discussed how, irrespective of his 

personal qualities or characteristics, he was consistently treated as inferior because of 

his non-Christian background.   

 

Simon: ‘It didn’t matter how well you were as a person, you would always be 

viewed as being non-equal [] And again, there is that feeling of non-equality 

here [NI] Because of your faith base … and it doesn’t, it doesn’t come down to 

who you are’ 

 

Anna believed she was not always recognised as a fully participating member of 

society who had the same right to express her views as people with a Christian 

background.  Anna expressed hope that taking part in this study would bring some 

degree of recognition and power.   

 

Anna:  ‘I feel that a lot of people don’t realise that everyone, because we’re all 

humans in this society, we’re all members of society that we all have the 

authority to say, to speak our minds, this is what you [Ali] are doing right by, 

you’re gathering information and thoughts and opinions that [ ] include [ ] 

social norms and what our views on society should look like, you know [ ] maybe 

this will give us power, maybe your research will give us power to say 

something’  
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Michael believed the depiction of Christianity as the norm within NI resulted in non-

Christian worldviews being viewed as commodities that lacked any value or 

significance beyond what could be bought or sold.   

 

Michael: ‘I feel like Christianity is so much the, so much the status quo that 

other religions that, or atheism, are seen as goods or products that you can just 

use’ 

 

Michael went on to describe how all minority groups, not just non-Christians, were 

degraded in NI.  To explain this perspective, he gave a vivid personal example of 

verbal abuse in relation to his Chinese background.   In a local supermarket, Michael 

walked past a man who expressed hate for Chinese people.  Whilst deeply disturbing, 

what perhaps stunned Michael more than this overt display of prejudice was the 

response of the man’s girlfriend who, in an apparent attempt to be helpful, suggested 

that her partner did not hate Chinese people as he enjoyed Chinese food.  In doing so, 

she reduced the Michael’s background to a product, diminishing his inherent worth as 

human being.  

 

Michael: ‘there’s this one time, this is not about Christianity or LGBT [lesbian, 

gay, bisexual and transgender] but it like … reflects this whole commodity of 

culture, this commodity of religion … I was at Tesco and there was this couple 

that walked passed me and like under [ ] the guys breath he was like ‘fucking 

hate Chinese people’ [whispers] and [ ] I was a bit shocked at first, but what 

really shocked me was when his girlfriend  said ‘oh sure you don’t, you had a 

Chinese yesterday’ you see, so I was, I don’t know which at what person I should 
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be more shocked at, at the person who’s like clearly, has prejudice towards a 

certain groups of people or erm … shocked about the person that views a group 

of people as a commodity or as a basis of commodity’ 

 

Michael felt the marginalisation and dehumanisation of minority groups in NI was 

attributable to the dominance of unionism and nationalism in NI which subjugated the 

needs of any other culture or group.  

 

Michael: ‘with … green and orange politics, culture, ethnic minority cultures 

are put into a … into a … context where you can’t really have a political 

representation, because everyone sees them as restaurants and clothes to buy 

and things to use, so the same goes for religion’  

 

Arjun described an occasion when he was blatantly demeaned as an object of ridicule 

and curiosity.  Whilst using a public telephone, Arjun was photographed and laughed 

at by passers-by.  This attempt to demean Arjun appeared rooted in the assumption he 

was inferior, somehow backward, or unenlightened.  As evident in this extract, Hindu 

participants used laughter throughout the focus group, perhaps as a method of coping 

with painful or distressing events such as this.  

 

*Arjun: ‘I remember for me, we were using like a public telephone, in those days 

when we came you ended up using a telephone booth and I remember somebody 

stopped their car in between and take out their mobile and started recording 

and taking photographs as something like [laughs]’ 

*Meena: [laughs] 
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*Researcher: ‘Of you? Goodness’ 

*Arjun: ‘Yeah, using a public telephone and’  

*Meena: ‘Like a primitive man [laughs]’ 

 

In addition to demeaning treatment, some participants described attacks to their 

property or religious premises.  On several occasions the cars of Hindu participants 

were damaged as they gathered for a religious meeting.   

 

Arjun: ‘sometimes they’ll attack your car and stuff if you park outside, sort of 

things are always there, still there where we used to gather’ 

 

A synagogue in NI was vandalised.   

 

Ben: ‘vandalism in the synagogue … maybe, was it, maybe 2 years ago’ 

 

The garden of Sarah’s family home was attacked in response to their Jewish 

background.  

 

Sarah: ‘we had some stuff broken in our garden too and mum was like really 

sure it was because we’re Jewish’  

 

As retribution for his belief system, Simon was ‘spat on’ and the windows of his home 

broken twice, leading to the installation of security cameras.  
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Simon: ‘I mean I had my windows put through a couple of times because of my 

… belief system’ 

 

Hindu participants were also subject to regular verbal and physical assaults.  Meena 

and Arjun described how items were thrown at them in the street.  Perpetrators of this 

abuse were adults and children as young as five years old.  As these assaults included 

racial slurs, participants were uncertain as to whether they were being targeted for their 

skin colour or religious background, or both.  

 

Meena: ‘bad experience from the kids over here because they were seeing in a 

group, or this colour people first time or something and they saying, calling us 

‘Paki’ and throwing the milk and things like that’ 

Arjun: ‘Because in my experience as I told you from the street, you can see from 

5-year-old they call you names’ 

 

Deva described a particularly distressing incident when she was followed by a group 

of teenagers who threw a crisp packet at her child.  Whilst not physically harmed, the 

encounter was traumatic for her son who, three years later, remains anxious and fearful 

when he encounters a group of adolescents.  The prevalence of such assaults led Hindu 

participants to proactively reach out to the wider Christian majority to reduce the 

emotional and physical danger faced by their children.   

 

Deva: ‘And they just threw the crisp bag and my son he was only XXXX, he was 

really panicked, he couldn’t bike back, he couldn’t ride the bike back, he was, 

after I think, until now he still whenever he see more than three boys with hood 
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on, ‘mummy are they OK, are they good boys or bad boys?’, still that fear, so 

that’s why we are trying to do, we are inviting people, just to make our kids safer 

to live here [] Because they’ll be living here even if after our life so we have to 

make sure they should be safe’ 

 

Arjun described how the simple act of growing a beard elevated the physical danger 

he faced.  As a Hindu man with facial hair, he was assumed to be a religious extremist 

who posed a terrorist threat.  This stereotype left Arjun vulnerable to physical attack 

and his wife would fear for his safety if he did not regularly shave. The possibility a 

Hindu man would be assaulted due to this erroneous belief was considered by Arjun 

to be widespread and unavoidable.   

 

Arjun: ‘because by seeing maybe a bit of beard they think oh he’s a terrorist, so 

my wife normally if I haven’t shave, my wife sometimes say ‘shave this off, 

people will attack, are going to attack you in the street come on’, I say ‘come on 

it’s beard, it’s …’ and she said ‘if you’re going alone somewhere people will 

beat you up’, that sort of thing is there, that sort of thing is common, you can’t 

really hide that anyway, it is experiencing most of us’ 

 

Jewish participants described how living with some degree of threat was a reality of 

life.  Adam and Ben discussed a continual underlying sense of fear and unease.   

 

*Ben: ‘You always have fears as a Jew [] I think, don’t you? … Well, I have, I 

think Jews always have a fear’  

*Adam: ‘You are always looking over your shoulder’  
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Both Adam and Ben believed this apprehension and uncertainty was attributable to 

centuries of global persecution experienced by the wider Jewish community.  

 

Ben: ‘you never know what’s going to happen … just history tells us that’  

 

The physical threat facing Muslim participants appeared to have a distinctly 

ideological and political dimension.  Participants described when Britain First, an anti-

Islamic Christian supremacist political party, held a protest in Belfast against NI’s 

Muslim community.  The threat from this group was such that police protection was 

required at local mosques.   

 

*Hassan: ‘Again this was more of a extreme group I think, it was a Britain First 

erm … protest’ 

*Researcher: ‘OK, OK’ 

*Syed: ‘But then I think there were police forces and stuff outside to mosque to 

protect us’  

 

Demeaned, attacked, and under threat captured the ways in which participants 

experienced degrading, hostile, and threatening behaviour. Most participants 

experienced attacks on property, verbal assaults or physical confrontations. Varying 

degrees of threat and danger were regularly experienced by participants. 
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4.2.5 Theme:  Attempts to Force Religious Conformity   

 

This theme explores the pressure participants experienced to conform to Christian 

beliefs and practices.  Attempts to force religious assimilation took place on an 

institutional level through NI’s educational, political, and legal system.  Pressure was 

also exerted on an individual level through inter-personal relationships.  

 

The education system was frequently identified by most participants as a context in 

which children were indoctrinated in a Christian worldview.  Ada described 

Christianity as the overwhelming focus of religious education dominating the school 

curriculum.  

 

Ada: ‘schools they don’t really incorporate other religions like maybe we did 

like a week on Islam and then a week on Judaism and it was and then we did 

like the rest of the year on like Christianity’ 

 

Sarah and Simon discussed how religious education was effectively Christian 

education. 

 

*Simon: ‘There is a large state of ignorance in the religious education class’ 

*Sarah: ‘It’s not religion, it’s like Christian education’ 

 

Some participants described how schools engaged in collective acts of Christian 

worship and practice.  Michael recounted an incident when an atheist friend was 

compelled to partake in Christian prayer at school.  
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Michael: ‘the friend that was in XXXX [] she had to like pray, or they had to go 

to assembly and there was like an event going on and they were all asked to 

pray, and they were all forced into prayer and that’s quite scary’ 

 

Christianity’s dominance within the education system left participants who were 

parents with a complex and difficult choice.  Children could either be educated in a 

religious belief system contrary to their parent’s worldview, or they could ‘opt out’ 

and be excluded from school activities and lessons that most, if not all, of their 

classmates were participating in.  The challenges of this situation were captured by 

Anna who had to choose between her young son being taught the Christian Bible or 

sitting alone in the school hallway.    

 

Anna: ‘my son is being tested on the miracles of Jesus, what are your options? 

… at primary school the option to sit in the hall, sit out of things, but I think 

that’s very clearly an example of discriminatory practice, if you don’t want to 

hear this then you can sit in the hall and basically waste your time and I think 

that is outrageous, and it need not be like that’ 

 

To be excused from Christian practices, non-Christian children must declare and 

explain their non-Christian background to authority figures within their school.  Deva 

described how this process initially made her young son feel very afraid and anxious.  

Over time, her son developed the confidence and courage to tell his teacher he did not 

want to attend mass along with his peers.    
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Deva: ‘my son was feeling when he was in P1 P2, he was feeling like, they go 

from mass, they have like a mass session, he was really scared to say ‘I’m not a 

Christian, I don’t want to go’, he was bit scared but now he say ‘no, I’m not 

going because I am Hindu’, so he can, he got that courage to say’   

 

The institutionalisation of a Christian worldview within the education system caused 

Hindu participants’ children to become conversant with the teachings of Christianity 

and ill-informed about Hinduism.  Meena described how her children consequently 

felt confused and uncertain about their religious and cultural identity, asking why they 

did not engage in Christian practices.   

 

Meena: ‘they have no ideas what is Hinduism, [our] children they have no idea, 

for past couple of years we haven’t had really much teaching about Hinduism 

we haven’t been gathered [as a Hindu community] here so from that idea 

childrens come home ‘mummy what is Hinduism, why are we not having 

confession, why are we not having holy communion?’, because our kids haven’t 

an idea why we are not following that because that’s the only thing he is 

experiencing’ 

 

In response to their children’s confusion and fear, Hindu participants decided to 

regularly meet as a community to preserve and protect the immense value of their 

worldview in a society that did not recognise it. This gave their children confidence 

and understanding when questioned about their beliefs in school.    
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Meena: ‘we all decided to come together and we have to share our culture, we 

have to be hold onto that because it’s such a wonderful culture we have, we 

don’t want to lose that or it is, so from that concept we’ve started gathering 

together and nowadays children know, if somebody ask, ‘what religion you 

believe?’ or ‘what culture you follow?’, they know to say’ 

 

The political and legislative system was described by some participants as a 

mechanism to impose conformity with a Christian worldview.  Capturing the thoughts 

of several participants, Anna explained the Northern Irish political system was 

essentially Christian, as represented in the principles of the two main political parties.  

 

Anna: ‘it’s generally accepted our political system is a Christian system as 

reflected by the morals and ethics of the DUP [Democratic Unionist Party] and 

Sinn Féin’ 

 

Simon and Sarah discussed how most of NI’s politicians were raised in an educational 

system dominated by Christianity and therefore advocated that worldview.   

 

Simon: ‘it’s like you [Sarah] say, the politicians have all gone through it 

[education system], they’re all coming from that same background, they’re the 

only faces you see of the society on the news’  

 

Some participants believed legislative human rights issues such as abortion and 

marriage equality were determined by a Christian rationale that excluded their 
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worldview. For Michael and Anna this led to a sense of marginalisation and 

powerlessness. 

 

Michael: ‘that’s the problem of religion because then people can use it as a basis 

for political talk or political speech and that … ostracises us as you said from 

any discussions on abortion for example, or gay marriage’  

 

Anna felt her non-religious worldview was not considered to have the validity or 

authority necessary to engage in the debate surrounding abortion or marriage equality.  

 

Anna: ‘it’s so politicised that we, I don’t feel that we have the power to say 

anything because then because you don’t read the text [Christian Bible], you 

have no authority on these issues’ 

 

Simon described feeling forced to one day have a Christian burial or cremation as 

legislation prevents him having a ceremony consistent with his Pagan belief system.  

Whilst plans are being considered for NI’s first green burial site, an option Simon 

would consider compatible with his religious background, the proposals have met with 

objections regarding the possibility of Pagan funerals being held at the site (Belfast 

Telegraph, 2017).   

 

Simon:  ‘Look at this, I can’t even be cremated in the way that my forefathers 

were cremated, I can’t have an open air crematorium, I can’t be burnt up on a 

hillside, or in a long boat or in whatever way I would choose to be burned when 

I die … they even tried to stop a Pagan cemetery being built where you were 
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buried in a pod under a tree, you would give nutrients to the tree and a forest 

would grow, it would be very la-la-la and as close as you’re going to get to, you 

know, non-Christian … children might be tempted to go that path [ ] So we are 

left with being buried east to west in a hole six foot down because Christians 

believe that is the way you ought to be buried’  

 

The imposition of Christianity also occurred on an individual level.  Certain people 

with a personal Christian faith endeavoured to convert some participants to 

Christianity. Simon and Sarah describe how these attempted conversions carried the 

explicit message that a non-Christian worldview was somehow wrong or defective 

with Christianity considered the only correct and acceptable form of religious 

expression.   

 

Simon: ‘it’s when they [people with a Christian background] turn around and 

say my religion is the only religion and all other religions are wrong … that 

really gets my back up’  

Sarah: ‘that they [people with a Christian background] are right, you’re wrong 

and they kind of like mistrust you’ 

 

A close friend repeatedly tried to convince Anna Christianity was a more evolved and 

developed worldview than atheism.  

 

Anna: ‘I’m paraphrasing now but essentially you’ll come to the realisation [of 

Christianity] because you think hard, and I thought God that is the most 



208 
 

 

patronising thing I have ever heard [laughs] … because I’m a thinker I’ll 

eventually come round to your point of view?’   

 

Certain people with a personal Christian faith would arrive uninvited at Simon’s home, 

mistakenly refer to him as a Satanist and threaten eternal damnation if he did not 

comply with a Christian worldview.   

 

Simon: ‘all the people knocking on my door calling me a Satanist and a heathen, 

that I’m going to burn in their mythical hell’  

 

For Simon, the imposition of Christianity was also evident in NI’s public spaces, 

where it was socially acceptable for Christian faith groups to vocally impose the 

superiority of their worldview.  

 

Simon: ‘In the middle of Belfast on a Saturday morning, they see nothing wrong 

with that, they are saving your soul’  

 

Attempts to force religious conformity captured the institutional and personal pressure 

participants experienced to conform to Christian beliefs and practices.  The education 

system was perceived to indoctrinate children in Christianity from a young age. 

Legislation concerning abortion, marriage equality, and burial appeared to be 

determined by a Christian rationale. Participants were told their worldview was wrong 

and they should convert to Christianity. 
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4.2.6 Overarching Theme Summary: Outsiders  

 

This overarching theme captured participants’ experiences of being treated as 

outsiders in NI.  Systems of power were perceived to disregard and neglect non-

Christian people. Participants felt they were treated as different from the Christian 

majority, resulting in societal isolation.  Many believed they were positioned as an 

enemy who posed a dangerous threat.  Experiences of demeaning treatment, verbal or 

physical attack were reported.  Participants experienced personal and institutional 

level pressure to conform with the beliefs and practices of Christianity. 

 

4.3 Examples of Christian Privilege 

 

The purpose of phase one was to generate a descriptive account of Christian privilege 

in NI based on the experiences of non-Christian people.  The disadvantages described 

by non-Christian participants in the over-arching theme outsiders were reframed as 

unearned advantages for people with a Christian background.  Religious oppression 

and Christian privilege are ‘two sides of systems of inequality’; the unfair advantages 

of privilege exist because of oppression (Goodman, 2014, p.1).  

 

The examples of Christian privilege developed from phase one data are not a complete, 

uniform, or intersectional list of the privileges someone with a Christian background 

in NI might experience. These instances of Christian privilege were intended to be a 

thought-provoking introduction to Christian privilege that counsellor participants 

would respond to in phase two of data collection.  
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Table 15: Privileges that Correspond to the Oppression Experienced by Phase One 

Participants  

 

Oppression Experienced in NI by 

Participants with a Non-Christian 

Background 

Corresponding Unearned Advantage 

for People in NI with a Christian 

Background  

Systemic Invisibility  

Non-Christian worldviews were largely 

ignored within the mainstream political 

landscape. 

 

 

The media excluded non-Christian 

worldviews or provided a distorted 

representation. 

 

 

 

 

 

NI’s education system largely 

overlooked and ignored non-Christian 

worldviews and people. 

 

Systemic Visibility  

Politicians will regularly acknowledge 

the existence of people with a Christian 

background. Most politicians will have 

had a Christian upbringing.  

 

The media will provide regular, in-depth 

coverage of a religious worldview a 

person with a Christian background is 

familiar with and understands.  It is likely 

they will see positive and wide 

representations of their Christian 

background on mainstream media.   

 

The educational curriculum will reinforce 

the validity and importance of a Christian 

background.  
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Teachers, most of whom had a 

Christian background, appeared ill-

equipped to educate students about 

non-Christian worldviews.  

 

Due to a lack of appropriate facilities 

and adherence to a Christian calendar 

within the education system, some 

participants struggled to follow the 

religious practices associated with their 

non-Christian background while 

studying.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Widespread Social Ignorance  

Most people in NI appeared to be 

uninformed of, and unfamiliar with, 

non-Christian backgrounds and 

worldviews.  

 

 

Most teachers will have, and 

comprehensively understand, a Christian 

background.   

 

 

A person with a Christian background can 

expect the educational calendar to reflect 

the main holidays and practices of their 

Christian upbringing.  If they choose to 

engage in these customs, they do not have 

to worry about the impact this could have 

on their education.  If they wished to, it is 

likely they could access physical 

resources (e.g., prayer rooms, religious 

foods) in their school or university to 

support the practice of their religious 

background.   

 

People Know Who I am  

A person with a Christian background can 

assume most people are familiar with, and 

understand, their Christian upbringing.  
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Most participants had to educate and 

inform the Christian majority about 

their worldview, filling the knowledge 

gap created by systems of education, 

politics, and media.   

 

 

 

 

 

Ill-informed and offensive questions 

were asked about participants’ non-

Christian, or perceived non-Christian, 

background.  

 

 

A person with a Christian background is 

not burdened with having to regularly 

educate or explain their religious 

background to people who do not know 

anything about it.  They probably do not 

need to educate or inform themselves 

about non-Christian worldviews or 

people.  It is unlikely their ignorance will 

penalise them in any way.   

 

A person with a Christian background 

does not have to correct or challenge the 

harmful misconceptions people hold 

about their Christian background.  They 

do not encounter regular, intrusive, or ill-

informed questions about Christianity.  It 

is doubtful a person with a Christian 

background will ever be expected to 

speak on behalf of everyone who shares 

their religious upbringing in NI. 

Different and Alienated  

Most participants were treated as 

different from the Christian majority.  

 

 

Connection and Belonging  

Having a Christian background will not 

result in anyone being treated as different 

in NI.  A person with a Christian 

upbringing can expect to be around 
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Being treated as different due to their 

non-Christian background led to a 

sense of separation and isolation within 

interpersonal relationships and wider 

society.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

A sense of alienation appeared to be 

exacerbated for participants whose skin 

colour identified them as different from 

NI’s majority White population.    

 

 

Many participants felt apprehensive 

and uncertain about how they were 

viewed by people with a Christian 

background.  

 

people who share their background most, 

if not all, of the time.   

 

A person with a Christian background is 

unlikely to feel lonely and isolated 

because of their religious upbringing.  

Loneliness because of their Christian 

background is not going to prevent NI 

from being a permanent home.  Having a 

Christian background is likely to 

reinforce a sense of belonging in NI; it 

will not undermine or significantly lessen 

society’s acceptance.   

 

If a person identifies as a White person 

who has a Christian background, their 

sense of belonging will be strengthened 

by both by their skin colour and their 

religious upbringing.   

 

A person with a Christian background can 

anticipate what most people think about 

their religious upbringing.  They are not 

likely to feel a deep sense of uncertainty 
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Inter-personal relationships were 

limited as certain people with a 

Christian background appeared 

uncomfortable and unsure how to 

connect with someone they perceived 

as different.   

 

Some participants were repeatedly 

singled out and identified by their non-

Christian background.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

A non-Christian background was 

treated as exotic or unusual. 

 

 

 

around how they are viewed because of 

their Christian background.   

 

Most people are not going to express 

confusion and struggle to connect with a 

person because of their Christian 

background.   

 

 

 

A person with a Christian background is 

unlikely to be singled out and consistently 

referred to as a person with a Christian 

upbringing.  Their connection to 

Christianity is not going to be used as a 

defining label or characteristic which 

overshadows all other aspects of a 

person’s identity.  

 

A person with a Christian background can 

be confident most people are not going 

treat their religious upbringing as 

something unusual or exotic.   
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A sense of connection and belonging in 

NI for someone with a non-Christian 

background could vary in response to 

international political events. 

The sense of acceptance and belonging in 

NI for a person with a Christian 

background is likely to be fairly 

consistent and not determined by 

international political events.   

Treated as an Enemy 

Muslim participants were frequently 

perceived as a terrorist threat, 

ideologically motivated to extreme 

violence. 

 

If a person claiming to be Muslim was 

responsible for a terrorist act, their 

actions were attributed to religious 

ideology and assumed to represent the 

Islamic worldview.  

 

 

 

Based on misconceptions of their non-

Christian worldview, some participants 

were considered a threat to gender 

equality.   

 

I am not the Enemy 

A person with a Christian background can 

be fairly certain they will not be treated as 

a terrorist threat because of their 

association with Christianity.  

 

It is unlikely a terrorist attack will be 

attributed to the ideology of a person’s 

Christian upbringing.  If a Christian 

commits a terrorist offence, a person with 

a Christian background can be fairly 

confident they will not be judged on the 

basis on that individual’s actions.  

 

The practices and beliefs associated with 

a person’s Christian background are not 

likely to be misinterpreted as oppression 

to women.  
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A few participants were treated as a 

physical or sexual threat due to their 

non-Christian background.  

 

 

 

Many participants were viewed as an 

economic threat due to their non-

Christian background. 

 

 

A participant with a Pagan background 

was forced to explain to a judge the 

differences between Satanism, 

Paganism, and Christianity to challenge 

the contention he was engaged in 

harmful, ritualistic practices.   

 

 

 

 

To prove they were not a dangerous 

threat to society, many participants had 

to organise educational and cross-

cultural events.  

A person with a Christian background can 

assume they will never face the 

accusation their association with 

Christianity makes them a physical or 

sexual threat.   

 

A person with a Christian background can 

make money and prosper financially 

without this being attributed to their 

religious upbringing.   

 

If in court, a person with a Christian 

background can be fairly certain their 

connection with Christianity will not be 

used as evidence against them. A person 

with a Christian background is unlikely to 

have to explain their religious background 

to a judge to exonerate themselves for 

engaging in harmless practices associated 

with Christianity.  

 

A person with a Christian background 

does not have to spend time and energy 

organising educational or cross-cultural 



217 
 

 

 

 

 

Social interactions were used by some 

participants to challenge the stereotype 

that non-Christian people were a 

dangerous threat.  

 

Events were organised with politicians 

to educate them about non-Christian 

worldviews, and challenge any harmful 

misconceptions elected officials held.  

events to demonstrate the peaceful nature 

of their association with Christianity.  

 

A person with a Christian background 

does not have to prove in social 

interactions that, despite their Christian 

upbringing, they are not dangerous.  

 

Even if they hold a different point of 

view, it is likely elected officials will 

share a person’s Christian background.  

They will not need to be educated and 

informed about a Christian worldview.   

Demeaned, Attacked, and Under 

Threat 

Attacks were made on personal 

properties and religious premises due to 

participants’ association with a non-

Christian worldview.  

 

 

 

 

 

Physical and Emotional Safety 

 

A person with a Christian background can 

be fairly confident the places of worship 

connected to their religious background 

will not be vandalised because of their 

association with Christianity.  A person 

with a Christian background can assume 

their property will not be attacked because 

of their Christian upbringing.   
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Some participants of colour were 

subject to regular verbal and physical 

assaults. As these assaults included 

racial slurs, participants were uncertain 

as to whether they were being targeted 

for their perceived racial or religious 

background, or both.  

 

Due to their non-Christian background, 

living with some degree of threat was a 

reality of life for certain participants.  

 

In response to their non-Christian 

background, a few participants were 

blatantly demeaned as an object of 

ridicule and curiosity.   

It is unlikely a person with a Christian 

background will be physically or verbally 

assaulted in public because of their 

connection to Christianity.  Physical or 

verbal assaults because of their religious 

upbringing is even more unlikely if they 

are perceived as a White person.   

 

It is unlikely a person with a Christian 

background will feel under daily threat 

because of their Christian upbringing.  

 

A person with a Christian background 

will not be publicly demeaned or laughed 

at because of their association with 

Christianity.   

Attempts to Force Religious 

Conformity  

Pressure was exerted on participants to 

conform with beliefs and practices of 

Christianity.  

 

 

 

 

Superior Upbringing 

 

A person with a Christian background 

will not face widespread social pressure to 

convert to a belief system that is contrary 

to Christianity.  Their Christian 

upbringing will be widely considered the 

correct and superior form of religious 

expression.  
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The dominance of a Christian 

worldview in the education system left 

some children with a non-Christian 

background feeling anxious and 

distressed.  

 

 

 

 

 

Schools engaged in collective acts of 

Christian worship and practice leading 

to a sense of isolation for certain 

participants.   

 

 

A Christian rationale was frequently 

used to determine legislative issues 

such as abortion and marriage equality.   

A child with a Christian background is 

unlikely to feel confused by the religious 

education they receive at school.  A parent 

who raised their child with a Christian 

worldview will not have to worry about 

their children feeling afraid and anxious 

in order to excuse themselves from 

Christian activities and practices in 

school.   

 

It is likely schools will engage in 

collective Christian acts of worship and 

practice. A person with a Christian 

background will be familiar with and 

understand these practices.  

 

Whilst there might be times a person with 

a Christian background disagrees with the 

position adopted by politicians, issues 

such as marriage equality and abortion 

will be debated in religious terms they are 

familiar with and comprehend.  
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4.4 Section Summary 

 

This section presented the overarching theme constructed from phase one data.  

Outsiders examined how participants with a non-Christian background felt they were 

treated as outside, and not belonging to, Northern Irish society.  This was expounded 

through five related themes: systemic invisibility, different and alienated, treated as 

an enemy, demeaned, attacked, and under threat, and attempts to force religious 

conformity.  These findings were used to develop a list of Christian privileges for 

counsellor participants to respond to in phase two of data collection. 
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Section 2: Phase Two Findings  

 

4.5 Section Overview 

 

Phase two examined Christian privilege from the perspective of LGBQQ and 

heterosexual counsellors with a Christian background in NI.  This section presents the 

two overarching themes Christian privilege and oppression and an unequal profession 

constructed in the reflexive TA of data (n=15) (Braun and Clarke, 2011, 2013).  A 

thematic map and table provide an overview of both overarching themes. Each 

overarching theme is then expounded in turn.  
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Diagram 2: Thematic Map - Phase Two Findings  

 

This map provides an overview of the two overarching themes, 12 related themes, and 

one subtheme constructed in the analysis of phase two data.  The hierarchical 

relationship between themes is illustrated by arrows.  
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Table 16: Christian Privilege and Oppression – Central Organising Concepts 

 

This table outlines the central organising concepts in the overarching theme Christian 

privilege and oppression.   

 

Theme Central Organising Concept 

Overarching Theme: 

Christian Privilege and 

Oppression 

 

This overarching theme explores how oppression 

shaped participants’ views and experiences of 

Christian privilege. 

Theme: Compulsory 

Heterosexuality  

This theme explores the affectional orientation 

oppression all LGBQQ participants experienced 

from various branches of the Christian church. 

 

Theme: Protestant 

Hegemony  

 

This theme captures how many participants 

associated Christian privilege with Catholic 

oppression by a Protestant majority.  

 

Theme: Christian 

Patriarchy  

 

This theme captures how systems of male 

dominance shaped some participants’ experiences 

of Christian privilege. 
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Theme: Oppression 

Perceived to Annul 

Christian Privilege 

This theme explores how most participants who 

experienced Christianity as a source of oppression 

did not consider themselves to benefit from 

Christian privilege in any meaningful way.   

 

Theme: Oppression 

Provides Insight to 

Christian Privilege  

This theme captures how some participants used 

personal experiences of oppression to gain insight 

into the previously unexplored phenomenon of 

Christian privilege.   

 

Theme: Christian 

Privilege Considered 

Meaningless 

This theme captures how perceptions of oppression 

led most participants with a personal Christian faith 

to view Christian privilege as meaningless. 

 

 

Table 17: An Unequal Profession – Central Organising Concepts  

 

This table outlines the central organising concepts in the overarching theme an 

unequal profession.  

 

Theme Central Organising Concept  

Overarching Theme: An 

Unequal Profession   

This overarching theme explains the inequality that 

resulted from participants’ experiences of a culture 

of ingrained Christianity in NI’s counselling 

profession.  
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Theme: Unearned 

Employment 

Opportunities 

This theme explores how, in the experience of most 

participants, unearned employment opportunities 

were provided to counsellors with a Christian 

background. 

 

Theme: An Oppressive 

Workplace  

 

This theme explains the workplace oppression 

experienced by all LGBQQ participants due to an 

ingrained Christian culture in counselling. 

 

Theme: Ill-prepared for 

Clients with a Non-

Christian Background 

 

Subtheme:  Prepared for 

Clients with a Christian 

Background 

This theme captures how, in most participants’ 

experiences, they were ill-prepared for work with 

non-Christian clients.   

 

This theme captures how most participants felt 

equipped to work with religious background of 

Christian clients.  

 

Theme: LGBQQ 

Relationships Viewed as 

Contrary to God’s Will  

This theme explores how a conservative Christian 

view of LGBQQ relationships as sinful was 

explicitly integrated into counselling policy and 

practice.  

Theme: Disadvantaged for 

Having a Personal 

Christian Faith 

 

This theme explores the views of some participants 

who believed the counselling profession 

disadvantaged counsellors for their personal 

Christian faith. 
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Theme: Activism  This theme explains the activism many participants 

engaged in to challenge the inequality of ingrained 

Christianity in counselling.  

 

4.6 Overarching Theme: Christian Privilege and Oppression  

 

This overarching theme captures how oppression shaped participants’ views and 

experiences of Christian privilege.  Christian privilege and oppression is explicated 

through six themes: compulsory heterosexuality, Protestant hegemony, Christian 

patriarchy, oppression perceived to annul Christian privilege, oppression provides 

insight to Christian privilege, and Christian privilege considered meaningless.   

 

It is important to note that whilst the themes compulsory heterosexuality, Protestant 

hegemony, and Christian patriarchy are discussed separately, the use of overlapping 

circles in the thematic map reflects how areas of privilege and oppression converge. 

For some participants, gender, denominational, and affectional orientation oppression 

were interwoven and inseparable.  These aspects of identity were not isolated but 

interacted and merged to shape participants’ experience of Christian privilege.  

 

4.6.1 Theme: Compulsory Heterosexuality  

 

This theme explores how all LGBQQ participants felt punished for their affectional 

orientation by various branches of the Christian church in NI.  
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The Perceived Sinfulness of LGBQQ Affectional Orientation  

 

All LGBQQ participants felt their affectional orientation was viewed as sinful by 

various branches of the Christian church.  A message of sinfulness was transmitted 

throughout childhood by people in religious authority. For some participants growing 

up in such a hostile environment had a profound effect on their mental health and well-

being as they internalised the message that an inherent part of their identity was 

immoral. Kevin and Colleen reflected on how they had to psychologically withdraw 

from their religious community from a young age. 

 

Colleen (RL): ‘There were rules to live by and my indoctrinated belief about the 

‘sinfulness’ of same sex attraction meant that I withdrew into myself’ 

Kevin (I): ‘I felt very much that I needed to withdraw and when I look back to 

my teenage years when I was growing up I sometimes wonder was I mentally 

unwell because I had to shut myself down to such a degree’ 

‘I didn’t feel like I could be myself because of the weight of opinion directed at 

me by primarily Christian organisations who [] would eh describe 

homosexuality as a sin’  

 

In Colleen’s experience, the perceived immorality of same-sex attraction led to the 

invisibility of LGBQQ people within her church community.  For Colleen, who held 

a strong Catholic faith throughout her teenage years, the absence of LGBQQ role 

models in religious life led to a psychological estrangement from her LGBQQ identity.  

Colleen described how she did not become aware she was lesbian until her late 

twenties, despite now being certain she was same-sex attracted from her teenage years.  
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Colleen (I): ‘I was oblivious to it [same-sex attraction] I believe because it just 

wasn’t an option I couldn’t ever see it or go there because it wasn’t open to me 

because I was brought up in an environment where [] any same any same-sex 

relationships were not tolerated they were not OK so they weren’t visible’   

 

Colleen attempted to live a heterosexual lifestyle to gain acceptance within the 

Catholic Church.  This led to many years of loneliness and sadness, constraining any 

connection or identification with her true self.  

 

Colleen (I): ‘I still was resistant to the idea [same-sex attraction] based on this 

moral compass that came from [ ]  religion so I think it restricted me as a person 

[] and then it eh kind of I suppose sort of [ ] forced me into some sort of hidden 

place you know not just from other people []but from myself as well’  

 

Even when Colleen became aware and open to same-sex attraction, the perceived 

judgement of the Catholic Church continued to impact her life as she concealed 

relationships from those who would criticise or condemn.  This duality was a source 

of considerable anxiety.  

 

Colleen (I): ‘when I eventually started to have same-sex relationships there were 

people who knew and people who didn’t so I lived a very dual life and had to 

keep all of that separate and it was very stressful’  

 

The necessity of hiding LGBQQ affectional orientation to gain acceptance within a 

religious community was explored by several participants.  Isobel discussed how, 
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during the Northern Irish conflict, integration in a Protestant or Catholic community 

was fundamental for safety. In Isobel’s experience, LGBQQ people had to conceal 

their affectional orientation to prevent community ostracism in a dangerous sectarian 

climate.  

  

Isobel (I): ‘my experience here is and partly because there was a war a lot of 

communities closed ranks’  

‘if you were too different from [] your community you might get cast out and you 

would be very unsafe’ 

 

The Perceived Inferiority of LGBQQ Orientation  

 

In the experience of many participants, the Christian churches in NI viewed LGBQQ 

affectional orientation as inferior to heterosexuality.  For Isobel, this expression of 

Christian belief made her feel, on many occasions, ‘demeaned and humiliated’.  Molly 

believed that whilst more liberal branches of Christianity might communicate a 

somewhat superficial message of tolerance, the underlying message for LGBQQ 

people remained one of inferiority.   

 

Molly (RL): ‘Christianity rejects LGBT people, sees them as immoral or sees 

them as inferior.  Even the liberal end of the religion does not usually see a 

same-sex relationship as equal to a heterosexual one’ 
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Some LGBQQ participants shared how their family structure was often viewed as 

inferior.  Molly felt a lessening of Christian privilege in NI would ensure her children 

were no longer made to feel their family was subordinate to a heterosexual family. 

 

Molly (I): ‘Our children wouldn’t be made to feel that their family is inferior 

because they have two female parents’   

 

For a few participants, the inferiority of a non-heterosexual family structure was 

reinforced by the invisibility of same-sex relationships within education.  Tara felt the 

refusal of her daughter’s school to acknowledge LGBQQ families resulted from the 

dominance of a Christian worldview with NI’s education system.  

  

Tara (I): ‘they’re not willing to dig or to encourage conversation or [] have even 

books in the school [] like they won’t even have books with same-sex families so 

it’s not OK’  

 

Messages of inferiority and sinfulness made many LGBQQ participants feel like 

outsiders in a society dominated by a conservative Christian worldview. 

 

Tara (RL): ‘I feel like an outsider in the heteronormative predominantly 

Christian place that is Northern Ireland’ 
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Family Rejection   

 

Many LGBQQ participants discussed how a message of sinfulness and inferiority 

caused pain and separation within their family of origin. For Tara, her parents’ 

conservative Catholic beliefs around affectional orientation led to physical abuse that 

accumulated in her expulsion from the family home.  

 

Tara (I): ‘it led to aggression violence you know domestic violence and like 

kicked me out of home I think I was 17’  

 

Tara has since forgiven her parents and attributed their harmful actions to the influence 

exerted by the Catholic church on their lives.  

 

Tara (I): ‘I’ve no great anger now towards him I can see that he and my mum 

were working in this context of a very Catholic society’  

 

Molly described how her parents struggled to connect with her following her decision 

to withdraw from church life due to a growing awareness of same-sex attraction.   

 

Molly (I): ‘they had this child who didn’t want to stay within the community they 

just it was like they just didn’t have a clue how to sort of relate to me’ 

  

For many years Colleen had to distance herself from her parents and siblings due to 

their religiously based objection to her affectional orientation.  As she was in a same-
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sex relationship, some of Colleen’s family denied the legitimacy of Colleen’s 

relationship with her stepchild and grandchildren.   

 

Colleen (I): ‘they’re very absolutely would not [] be tolerating the idea of me 

being either [] parent or a grandparent to these children they think it’s 

nonsense’ 

 

This was an on-going source of profound pain and sadness for Colleen who recounted 

her mother’s silent disapproval when her stepchild and grandchildren were mentioned.   

 

Colleen (I): ‘it’s still hard sometimes to be on the receiving end of that kind of 

treatment within your own family where you’re it’s meant to be safe’. 

 

Tara was also a parent in a same-sex relationship and described her mother’s initial 

refusal to attend her daughter’s christening.    

 

Tara (I): ‘my mum actually has no memory of saying those things [refusing to 

attend christening] whereas they’re in me they’re in me you know I heard those 

things’ 

 

Whilst both Tara’s parents have now moderated their objections to LGBQQ 

affectional orientation, Tara identified the lingering emotional harm caused by their 

response. 
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Denial of Legislative Equality  

 

As expressed by Isobel, most LGBQQ participants discussed how Protestant religious 

conservatism was used as political justification for denying same-sex marriage in NI 

which, at the time of data collection, was not legal in NI.  The strongest religiously 

based opposition to marriage equality was understood to reside in the Democratic 

Unionist Party (DUP).  The DUP, the largest unionist party in NI, has historic links 

with the Free Presbyterian Church of Ulster and is strongly aligned with the British 

Protestant culture in NI.  

 

Isobel (RL): ‘Christian beliefs are given as the reason that the DUP object to 

Marriage Equality’ 

 

For some participants, the oppression experienced in relation to their Catholic 

background (see theme Protestant hegemony) was compounded by their LGBQQ 

orientation.  Kevin described how a Protestant unionist elite obstructed the equality of 

LGBQQ people in NI.  

 

Kevin (I): ‘gay people are still erm blocked by members of that sort of Unionist 

orange elite’ 

 

Kevin believed the refusal of unionist politicians to pass marriage equality legislation 

made them ‘indirectly responsible for every suicide attempt undertaken by an 

individual from the LGBQQ community’ in NI.  Both Isobel and Kevin referenced a 

US research study, which indicated a 7% reduction in suicide attempts among sexual 
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minority high school students following the introduction of same-sex marriage 

(Raifman et al., 2017).   

 

Compulsory heterosexuality explored how LGBQQ participants experienced the 

prevalence of Christian privilege in NI as oppression.  In the experience of many 

participants, branches of the Protestant and Catholic church communicated a message 

of sinfulness and inferiority toward LGBQQ people, causing pain and separation 

within their family of origin.  The internalisation of the message that an inherent part 

of their identity was immoral had a profound effect on the mental health and emotional 

well-being of some participants.  The legislative right to marry had been opposed by 

the DUP’s politicisation of a Protestant conservative worldview.   

 

4.6.2 Theme: Protestant Hegemony  

 

This theme captures how, for many participants, Christian privilege was associated 

with Catholic oppression by a Protestant majority.   

 

Catholic Oppression  

 

All participants with a Catholic background considered their Catholic identity, to 

varying degrees, to be a source of disadvantage in NI.  Participants shared experiences 

of oppression in the form of political exclusion, terrorist stereotyping, economic 

disadvantage, and perceived inferiority.   
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Several participants discussed the historic political marginalisation of people with a 

Catholic background.  Kevin felt state power was inextricably linked with 

Protestantism, referencing how, for over 50 years, the government of NI was under 

permanent Protestant control.  Kevin discussed how almost every member of the NI 

cabinet from 1921-1972 was actively involved in the Orange Order, a Protestant 

fraternity that prohibited its members from marrying a Catholic person or entering a 

Catholic place of worship.  

 

Kevin (RL): ‘Every cabinet member of the unionist government at Stormont 

between 1921 and 1972, with the exception of three individuals, was a member 

of the anti-Catholic Orange Order.  All six prime ministers during that period 

were also members of the Orange Order’ 

 

Kevin went on to explain how, in his opinion, Christianity was synonymous with 

historic Protestant political control in NI.  

 

Kevin (RL): ‘Christian has associations with gospel halls, born-again people 

handing out tracts, Protestant sects and the Orange Order. I'm wondering if this 

is a uniquely Irish - or northern Irish - issue and connected with the tensions 

between Catholic nationalism/republicanism and Protestant unionism and the 

tensions inherent in power relationships in a society where one section ruled 

over another for a lengthy period of time and exploited religious identity to 

divide people and secure their own power base’   
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Several participants felt many Protestant traditions refused to consider Catholics as 

Christians in order to consolidate their power and justify the exclusion of Catholic 

people. 

 

Paula (RL): ‘My experience in being a Catholic was that the Protestant faiths 

did not view me as Christian’  

 

Given Christian was often understood as Protestant, several participants rejected any 

personal association with the term and preferred the identifier of Catholic. 

 

Mairéad (I): ‘as a Catholic I would never have described myself as a Christian’  

 

Experiences of terrorist stereotyping were shared by several participants. Siobhán felt 

Catholic people were often viewed as ‘supporting the enemy’ of the British state 

through their perceived alignment with Irish republicanism. Paula, a Catholic and 

former member of the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC), the police force of NI from 

1921 to 2002, shared how Protestant colleagues questioned her loyalty, suspecting she 

worked for republican paramilitary groups whilst serving as a police officer.  

 

Paula (I): ‘they [RUC officers] would have made it clear that they were 

suspicious of me and [] like almost like I was some sort of double agent’  

 

Paula went on to discuss how gender shaped the response of Protestant RUC 

colleagues to the perceived threat posed by officers with a Catholic background.  

Catholic men encountered bullying and harassment, whereas Paula generally faced a 
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more implicit form of prejudice in the form of avoidance. The use of the word ‘just’ 

suggests Paula might have minimised this subtle but nonetheless potent form of 

marginalisation.  

 

Paula (I): ‘I’d heard of Catholic male policemen who were really bullied by the 

other men [] but [] I wasn’t bullied [] I was just avoided’   

 

In recounting comments by Peter Brooke, NI Secretary of State 1989-92, Kevin 

discussed how the stigmatisation of Catholic people as a terrorist threat was 

legitimised in the political arena.   

 

Kevin (RL): ‘Peter Brooke called the people of West Belfast as ‘The terrorist 

community’’ 

 

Kevin, Mairéad, and Paula believed historic discrimination in education, employment, 

and housing resulted in economic disadvantage for Catholic people.  Paula discussed 

the transgenerational impact of economic inequality on her family. 

 

Paula (RL): ‘Catholic seemed associated with more working class and less 

wealth. My grandparents were born in poverty which seemed typical of being 

Catholic as was having less education’ 

 

Mairéad recounted an incident in which her name, traditionally associated with the 

Catholic community due to its Irish origin, was explicitly recognised as a barrier to 

employment.  
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Mairéad (RL): ‘As I got on the bus [] the bus driver said to me “You’ll never get 

a job in this town with a name like that”.  

 

For Mairéad, the disadvantage experienced from her Catholic upbringing was 

intensified by the patriarchal nature of Northern Irish society.  

 

Mairéad (RL): ‘I have experienced unfair treatment for being non-Protestant 

and for being a woman’ 

 

Some participants referred to the perceived inferiority of having a Catholic 

background.  Kevin felt Catholic inferiority was disseminated by Protestant 

politicians.  

 

Kevin (RL): ‘It was commonplace for members of political unionism to make 

anti-Catholic statements that describe those from the Catholic community as 

inferior to Protestants and these statements are on the public record’ 

 

As someone with a Protestant background, Martha believed Catholic inferiority was 

propagated by her church community.  

 

Martha (RL): ‘I had learned at church, Sunday school, Bible class, that I 

belonged to the ‘one, true faith’ and that Catholics were somehow misguided in 

their rituals, images, and incense’  
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From a young age, Martha was taught the superiority of the Protestant faith in contrast 

to the erroneous beliefs of Catholicism.  

 

Protestant Advantage  

 

Some participants with a Protestant background discussed denominational inequality 

in NI.  These participants viewed their Protestant identity as providing unearned 

benefits in the form of protection from police harassment and employment 

opportunities.     

 

Jane and Martha felt their Protestant background protected them from police 

harassment during the NI conflict.  Jane shared how her favoured treatment by the 

RUC was in sharp contrast to the experiences of her Catholic peers.  

 

Jane (I): ‘I remember [ ] driving from Coleraine to Derry with a group of friends 

we were stopped by the police [ ] and I passed over my driving licence and they 

said that’s fine madam on you go and my colleagues in the car were Catholics 

from west Belfast and they were kind of astonished cause they said that wouldn’t 

you know if one of them’ 

 

Martha believed her family’s association with Protestantism increased access to 

government-controlled resources such as social housing. Employment opportunities 

for both Martha and her father were significantly enhanced by their Protestant 

background.   
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Martha (RL): ‘My parents’ perceived Protestantism helped my family get social 

housing, my father was never out of work, plenty of employers were willing to 

employ, train and promote me because of my name and the name of the school I 

went to’  

 

Rosie and Henry discussed how systems of nepotism within Protestant church 

communities perpetuated inequality.  In the Protestant church attended by Henry’s 

family, religious leaders were powerful local businessmen who provided 

apprenticeships and employment. These unearned opportunities were not based on 

merit but on denominational identity and contrasted strongly with the disadvantage 

experienced by Henry’s Catholic neighbours. As women were excluded from 

leadership within Henry’s church, many of these advantages were patriarchal in 

nature.  

 

Henry (I): ‘I think of all the people who were elders [ ] probably half of them 

owned shops or businesses in the town out of 20 30 and they were all men as 

well there was no women in those days [ ] and those were the people that if you 

wanted your son or your daughter or whatever to in terms of a career or a job 

or … there was a pathway that was open to you [ ] whereas our neighbours 

around us [ ] some of the Catholic families it was a real battle for them’ 

 

Given the alignment between many Protestant churches and the Orange Order, Henry 

believed these systems of male economic nepotism operated throughout the wider 

Protestant community.  
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Henry (I): ‘If you were in the Orange Order [] somebody else in it would have 

given you a job and would have helped you and started you off on a business’  

 

Rosie shared how she personally benefitted from Protestant nepotism through the 

accumulation of inter-generational wealth and social capital.   

 

Rosie (I): ‘I’m from the Protestant community and [] you know I am absolutely 

in terms of social capital [] I know I’m sitting here in this big house like via in-

laws you know financially through like Protestant privilege of being able to you 

know own more exercise more power influence more you know all that kind of 

stuff [] you know even going back only a handful of generations in terms of 

access to education and being able to have [] you know mates in mates in power 

and eh business owners and all the rest of it so … that kind of flow down is there’ 

 

In Henry’s experience, economic inequality was rationalised through victim blaming 

in some Protestant churches. Within his former church community, the poverty 

experienced by many Catholic families was attributed not to systemic inequality, but 

to the perceived corruption of the Catholic Church.  

 

Henry (I): ‘our neighbours which a lot of them were Catholic and lived in wee 

tiny houses [] but you were told it was because of their faith because they had 

to pay into the church all the time they had to pay a penance’  

 

This sentiment was echoed by John, an active Protestant church member, who referred 

to what he perceived as the present-day greed of the Catholic church in the Republic 
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of Ireland, contrasting this with what he understood to be the higher moral conduct of 

the Protestant traditions.  

 

John (I): ‘the Republic of Ireland [] was set up [] very much controlled by the 

Catholic Church led to the all the excesses which are now coming out … I am 

not saying that there were not abuses within Protestant churches and 

denominations but nothing on that scale nothing’ 

 

Henry discussed how victim blaming of deprived Catholic communities was further 

rationalised on theological grounds.  Within his church community the spoils of 

economic nepotism were understood as God’s blessing, bestowed on Protestants for 

their hard work and spiritual righteousness. Catholic communities, who were viewed 

as spiritually unenlightened, experienced poverty due to a withholding of God’s 

favour.  

 

Henry (I): ‘It’s because you’ve worked really hard and because you’re [ ] doing 

what’s right [ ] and you’re living a good life and you’re not kept in darkness 

that was it they would have talked about Catholics being in darkness so that 

darkness kept them in poverty as if you had the enlightenment of Jesus came to 

save the world and that enlightenment then gave you access gave you … like an 

opportunity’  

 

Protestant hegemony captured how, for many participants, Christian privilege was 

associated with Catholic oppression by a Protestant majority.  Several participants felt 

Christianity was synonymous with Protestant power and control. Experiences of 
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oppression for participants with a Catholic background included political exclusion, 

terrorist stereotyping, economic disadvantage, and perceived inferiority.  Some 

participants with a Protestant background believed they benefitted from systems of 

denominational inequality.  These advantages were rationalised by victim blaming in 

certain Protestant church communities.    

 

4.6.3 Theme: Christian Patriarchy  

 

This theme explores how systems of male dominance and gender oppression shaped 

several participants’ experience of Christian privilege.   

 

Inferiority of Women 

 

Throughout her religious upbringing within the Protestant church, Molly believed she 

was treated as inferior to her male counterparts.   

 

Molly (RL): ‘I grew up in a very Christian family [] and was definitely regarded 

as inferior because I’m female (this was never stated out loud; it didn’t need to 

be)’  

 

When Molly was growing up, her church community had exclusive male leadership 

and clergy.  Molly believed this positioned men as authoritative figures and relegated 

women to a subordinate, often domestic, role.  
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Molly (I): ‘women having lots of babies you know … and [] more doing the kind 

of supporting stuff making the tea and looking after the children and that while 

men had important things to say and everyone needed to listen to the important 

things that they had to say and that women were there to support the men but 

not to step into any kind of prominent role themselves certainly not to be really 

heard you know’   

 

These gender dynamics were replicated within Molly’s family of origin which had a 

strong multi-generational tradition of male clergy.  Molly had several sisters and one 

brother.  As her brother was the youngest, Molly felt her parents continued to have 

children until they produced a son capable of maintaining the family lineage.  

 

Molly (I): ‘it also sort of felt like they kept having children until they got a boy 

you know so I don’t think they ever meant to have so many kids but they needed 

a boy because [ ] he was the one who could sort of carry on the sort of family 

business’  

 

Molly believed her brother was treated as ‘special’ by her parents as he could ascend 

the church hierarchy.   

 

Molly (I): ‘he was just treated differently from [ ] day one and my mum would 

say to me he’s special you know and it was [ ] very clearly that that was about 

his maleness’  
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As a lesbian woman, Molly felt the Christian church punished both her gender and her 

affectional orientation.  

 

Molly (RL): ‘It would be much better if I hadn’t grown up in a religion that 

hates women and queer people’    

 

In Rosie’s experience, the language of Christianity was male dominated.  Masculine 

pronouns were exclusively used for God and the human experience.  The centering of 

biblical texts on men left Rosie feeling devalued and irrelevant within her church 

community.  

 

Rosie (I): ‘when things are automatically he [] and that’s not me then it’s that 

message of you’re sub to this there’s somebody more important here that this is 

for and you can join in but it’s not really for you there is somebody else who’s 

more important who needs to be doing all of this and this is who it’s been written 

for’  

 

Rosie thought biblical texts had been interpreted over generations to protect systems 

of patriarchal power.    

 

Rosie (I): ‘whole sections of society would be treated differently according to an 

interpretation of a biblical text and yet there are so many other things that could 

be interpreted different ways and so many different readings but there would be 

a narrative that was useful for keeping power structures in place’ 
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Rosie did not consider these biblical interpretations to be divinely inspired but viewed 

them as a ‘human made’ attempt to ensure the subordination of women and other 

minority groups.  

 

Rosie (I): ‘people had been interpreting it [the Christian Bible] for the own 

benefit for a long time’  

 

A growing awareness of gender inequality led Rosie to ultimately leave the Christian 

church.  

 

Rosie (I): ‘I think that was a part of what [] probably in my early teens took me 

completely out of my experience of organised religion was this isn’t aligning 

with my thinking [] in terms of an interest in gender equality and becoming more 

aware of [] inequalities in power around gender’ 

 

In relation to affectional orientation, Isobel also discussed the patriarchal nature of 

biblical texts.  In Isobel’s experience, homosexuality was condemned whereas 

lesbianism was ignored.  The invisibility of lesbian women underscored a different, 

but equally harmful, form of religious oppression. 

 

Isobel (I): ‘I’ve learnt a lot about the Bible [] and the piece that is used to 

condemn eh well basically it’s gay men’s sexuality nobody really cares about 

lesbians and that in itself is also an insult’  
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Gill, a counsellor with a personal Christian faith, reflected on how women within her 

religious community were often viewed as incomplete outside the confines of 

marriage.  

  

Gill (I): ‘the amount of times I’ve heard well he completes me… I think the 

church will come across like that is the that’s the only way’ 

 

Only through a heterosexual relationship would a woman be considered a whole, fully 

human person.  

 

Restriction of Legislative Rights  

 

Several participants discussed how a conservative Christian worldview was used to 

limit the legislative right of women to access abortion. Tara shared how her parents, 

following the instruction of the Catholic church, voted against abortion rights in the 

2018 referendum in the Republic of Ireland.   

 

Tara (I): ‘they would listen to and read the Bishop’s letters and they voted no on 

the abortion referendum’ 

 

In Mairéad’s experience, Christian beliefs were used as justification for silencing any 

debate around the legalisation of abortion in NI.  As political opinions on abortion 

were presented as religious doctrine, they were assumed to be immutable.  
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Mairéad (I): ‘in the north of Ireland that rather than getting into a discussion 

for example about whether or not abortion should be legalised take that example 

it’s just like a shutter goes down and says no this can’t happen because of our 

Christian beliefs’  

 

Emma discussed the religiously based opposition to abortion expressed by a DUP 

political representative within her local church.  Emma believed this use of Christian 

doctrine to be a political strategy within the DUP to advance their social policy agenda.  

 

Emma (I): ‘he would be on twitter and Facebook and you know really saying 

how biblically abortion’s wrong he’s DUP [] he’s towing the party line’  

 

Rosie believed Christian doctrine was used to limit the legislative rights of women not 

just in relation to abortion access, but also in areas of domestic violence and sexual 

assault.  

 

Rosie (RL): ‘I think there is a large enough, mainly secular section of society in 

Northern Ireland who would see many Christian beliefs to be oppressive to 

women and people who identify as LGBTQ, in terms of marriage equality, 

discrimination, abortion rights, attitudes to intimate partner abuse, sexual 

assault’ 

 

Christian patriarchy captured how gender oppression shaped several participants’ 

experience of Christian privilege.  Christianity was associated with systems of male 

dominance. In these participants’ experience, women were treated as inferior to men 
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within certain religious communities leaving them feeling irrelevant and devalued.  

Several participants believed a woman’s legislative right to abortion in NI was 

determined by a conservative Christian rationale.   

 

4.6.4 Theme:  Oppression Perceived to Annul Christian Privilege  

 

This theme explores how most participants who experienced Christianity as a source 

of oppression did not consider themselves to benefit from Christian privilege in any 

meaningful way.   

 

Molly was unequivocal in her position that any advantage from her Christian 

background was entirely eradicated by the religious oppression she experienced as a 

lesbian woman.  

 

Molly (RL): ‘I feel like any privilege I may have had was more than obliterated 

by the repression, judgement and rejection I experienced as somebody who was 

both gay and female’ 

 

Christianity’s perceived alignment with patriarchal and heterosexist power structures 

made it inconceivable to Molly that anyone other than heterosexual men could benefit 

from Christian privilege.  

 

Molly (RL): ‘Christian privilege only exists for heterosexual people (and, I 

would argue, heterosexual men at that)’  
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Exploring the idea that she might have benefitted from Christian privilege was a 

difficult and challenging process for Molly who at times struggled to articulate her 

thoughts.  

 

Molly (I): ‘I wish I had some really concise way of talking about this but I just I 

[] find it really confusing’  

 

Several participants felt experiences of Catholic oppression negated any meaningful 

experience of Christian privilege. As captured in Kevin’s statement, some participants 

rejected the possibility of Christian privilege for any member of the Catholic 

community.  

  

Kevin (RL): ‘Since Catholics have historically been the minority community in 

Northern Ireland and subject to discrimination by a Protestant ruling elite, I do 

not feel I – or those from the Catholic community – have enjoyed privilege’   

 

Given the oppression experienced by people with a Catholic background in NI, some 

participants believed Christian privilege could only meaningfully be availed by 

Protestants.  Paula shared how assuming her husband’s Protestant name allowed her 

to access the benefits of Christian privilege.  Passing as Protestant allowed Paula to 

feel safe, created opportunities, and reduced her sense of anxiety. These experiences 

contrasted strongly with the disadvantages she experienced when perceived as 

Catholic.    
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Paula (RL): ‘When I was thought of as Christian Protestant, doors open in terms 

of acceptance, it would seem I could relax and not be as anxious and had 

connectedness and belonging’ 

 

Reflecting the sentiments of several participants, Kevin discussed how deeply 

embedded a Protestant-Catholic dichotomy was within NI.  Inequality created 

differences between the two communities so stark that Catholics and Protestants were 

often viewed as belonging to different religions, rather than separate denominations 

within Christianity. One ‘religion’ availed of privilege and the other did not.     

 

Kevin (I): ‘we tend to think of almost one religion or another but [] it’s more 

than Catholics or Protestants but it’s those are the two primary opposing forces 

in Northern Irish society so of course that’s going to imprint itself on you’ 

 

For Kevin, the rejection of Christian privilege as a phenomenon he could personally 

benefit from was consistent with his binary view of power in which one was either an 

oppressor or the oppressed.  

 

Kevin (I): ‘so there are those who oppress and there are those who are 

oppressed’  

 

This worldview was informed by Kevin’s experiences as a gay working-class member 

of the Catholic community.  Multiple experiences of disadvantage converged to shape 

oppression as the dominant narrative within Kevin’s life.  The narrative did not include 

any sense of personal privilege.    
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Kevin (I): ‘in terms of privilege I come from the perspective of being a [] gay 

male eh from a working-class Catholic community living he [here] in north of 

Ireland and in some ways those aspects of my identity merge to form a sense of 

being oppressed’  

 

Whilst Mairéad and Isobel did not believe they benefitted in any significant way from 

Christianity due to Catholic oppression, both acknowledged unearned advantages 

from other forms of privilege.  Their rejection was not of systemic privilege per se but 

rather a specific response to Christian privilege.   

 

Isobel (RL): ‘I feel that any privilege I have benefitted from has been due to my 

class (middle) and my colour (white).  I had the opportunity to have a good 

education due to the then grant system which enabled me to attend university’ 

Mairéad (RL): ‘I have benefitted from being White as this enabled me to obscure 

my Catholic identity at times’    

 

The strict conservative evangelical environment in which Henry was raised created a 

sense of disempowerment which he viewed as contrary to any experience of privilege. 

Henry tended to associate privilege with a felt sense of personal power.  

 

Henry (RL): ‘I can understand what you have written as describing your 

perception of Christian privilege. However my own lived experience does not 

‘fit’ with this well. Being brought up in a strong evangelical family, I constantly 

felt that I had no privilege’ 

 



253 
 

 

In later life, Christianity left Henry feeling estranged from his family. Unlike Henry, 

his siblings had a personal Christian faith and were actively involved in their church 

community.  This led Henry to conclude that Christian privilege only advantaged those 

who were practising Christians.  

 

Henry (I): ‘it [Christianity] certainly does privilege those that are in it’  

 

It is important to note that not all participants who experienced Christianity as a source 

of oppression believed their experiences of Christian privilege were annulled.  A few 

participants felt their Christian privilege was shaped, rather than eradicated, by 

oppression.  Tara and Colleen shared how the benefits accessed through their Catholic 

background were altered by their LGBQQ affectional orientation.  Loneliness and 

isolation within her religious community lessened Colleen’s sense of connection as 

she had to repress inherent aspects of self.  

 

Colleen (RL): ‘I agree with most of what is written in connecting and belonging 

[in description of Christian privilege] however I have felt at times in my past 

lonely without understanding why and my religious upbringing was for a long 

time a very defining label on all other aspects of my identity and the oppression 

I felt was quite overwhelming at times particularly as I struggled to accept my 

sexual orientation’ 

 

Similarly, Tara did not feel as a lesbian woman she could access Christian privilege in 

the same way as a heterosexual person.   

 



254 
 

 

Tara (RL): ‘As someone who identifies as lesbian I don’t believe I experience 

Christian privilege in the same way as someone who is straight’ 

 

Oppression annuls Christian privilege captured how most participants who 

experienced Christianity as a source of oppression did not consider themselves 

beneficiaries of Christian privilege. Painful experiences of oppression were viewed as 

eradicating any meaningful advantage that might arise from a Christian background.  

Other dominant groups were generally considered the beneficiaries of Christian 

privilege.  A few participants diverged from this perspective, suggesting that the 

advantages of Christian privilege were shaped, rather than annulled, by their 

experiences of oppression from the Christian churches.  

 

4.6.5 Theme:  Oppression Provides Insight to Christian Privilege  

 

This theme captures how some participants used personal experiences of oppression 

from other aspects of their identity to gain insight into the previously unexplored 

phenomenon of Christian privilege.    

 

For most counsellors, participation in the study was their introduction to the concept 

of Christian privilege.  Even Rosie, who had explored other forms of systemic 

privilege, found herself thinking about Christian privilege for the first time. 

 

Rosie (I): ‘I would think a lot about privilege anyway I would be very interested 

in feminist theory and gender theory and I wouldn’t really have … [] thought 

about Christianity in those terms’ 
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Christian privilege was not an immediately accessible concept for many counsellors.  

Several participants described how they spent a considerable about of time in 

reflection before beginning the written logs.   

 

Martha (RL): ‘I wasn’t able to complete or even begin to respond until I thought 

about it for some time. So, I mused, incubated for a while… I thought about it 

everywhere’ 

 

Siobhán discussed how, on commencing participation, she felt uncertain and did not 

know what to write in her reflective log.   

 

Siobhán (RL): ‘It is something I hadn’t necessarily thought about until doing 

this research, and this became more apparent when I went to do this exercise. 

Before reading the description I wanted to try the exercise but I had like a 

‘blankness’, nothing immediate would come, which to me says a lot in itself. The 

more I read the description and sat with it, the more I realised there were so 

many strands to Christian privilege and on so many levels’  

 

A similar process was described by Colleen. 

 

Colleen (I): ‘Even with the exercise at the start it was like what do I write here 

what do I think about or what does this really mean until I actually really thought 

[] sat and thought about it and then much more came into my awareness’ 
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In response to this new and complex phenomenon, a few participants explicitly drew 

on personal experiences of oppression to gain awareness of the personal benefits of 

Christian privilege.  Rosie used her understanding of gender oppression to challenge 

the invisibility of Christian privilege in her life.  Reflecting on how many of her male 

friends were often oblivious to gender inequality, Rosie challenged herself to consider 

areas of systemic injustice she could overlook.   

 

Rosie (I): ‘So the challenge for me was then well [] what are all the things I get 

to not bother about you know so if I was having conversations with male friends 

I was having to explain to them this is what you don’t see’  

 

For Rosie, her previous disengagement from Christianity was a manifestation of 

privilege.  

 

Rosie (I): ‘I think anytime people talk about stuff to do with religion or 

Christianity I usually just opt myself out [] as if it doesn’t involve me and that’s 

a privilege like absolutely’  

 

On further reflection, Rosie felt her Christian background provided a sense of safety 

and acceptance within Northern Irish society.  

 

Rosie (I): ‘I think that’s kinda what your questions were really prompting in my 

head was I don’t have to do that work [] most of who I am can exist in that 

culture [] and it’s OK I don’t have that lack of safety [] so that gives me a much 

kind of stronger grounding’  
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Siobhán explained how experiences of physical disability oppression provided a frame 

of reference within which she could explore Christian privilege.  Siobhán was unsure 

how she would have engaged in the research without using these experiences as a 

reference point. 

 

Siobhán (I): ‘I was thinking if I didn’t have those experiences how would I have 

related to the research’  

 

Following in-depth self-reflection, Siobhán began to recognise how personal 

experiences of marginalisation, stereotyping, and otherness paralleled those of non-

Christians.  This provided an important context for empathic connection.   

 

Siobhán (RL): ‘As I reflected further I related to my own experiences of 

prejudices and ‘other’ [] and living with this. Drawing on my own experience 

has been a starting point; from that my thoughts became more established, more 

clear’ 

 

When Siobhán’s experiences differed from those of non-Christians, the divergence 

revealed areas of Christian privilege she was previously unaware of.   

 

Siobhán (RL): ‘Some further aspects I was drawn to think more about was the 

differences experienced regarding Christian privilege and the unique and 

individual nature of it’  

 



258 
 

 

Particularly striking was how Siobhán contrasted the victim role she was often 

ascribed as a person with a disability, which engendered patronising concern, to the 

hostility and aggression encountered by non-Christians.  This again served as a point 

of empathic connection and insight.  

 

Siobhán (I): ‘I’m not saying [ ] the poor you victim is in anyway better but I was 

just thinking of what would that be like to have that extra level [] onto it [] must 

be just it just must be horrible to live with and encounter’ 

 

Siobhán believed her physical disability likely altered and lessened the acceptance and 

sense of societal belonging she experienced as a Catholic heterosexual person. 

 

Siobhán (RL): ‘I have a disability and I have Christian privilege and my 

affectional orientation is heterosexual. Someone who also has Christian 

privilege, and is heterosexual but does not have a disability may experience 

more openness and inclusivity from others, less undercurrents of disadvantage, 

a greater sense of belonging’ 

 

Siobhán’s developing awareness of Christian privilege provided a sense of solidarity 

with non-Christians. As a result of participation, Siobhán expressed a growing 

commitment to challenge injustice.  

 

Siobhán (RL): ‘After doing this I hope to be more aware of Christian privilege 

in the future and its influence and how I handle this. I also feel a sense of 

frustration and anger that these fundamental rights/feelings are threatened. This 
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is strengthened as I relate this to my own experiences of being in a minority 

group and what I have been subjected to’ 

 

Oppression provides insight to Christian privilege captured how a few participants 

drew on experiences of oppression from other aspects of their identity to gain 

awareness of Christian privilege.  Christian privilege was a new and challenging 

phenomenon for most.  For certain participants, reflecting on experiences of 

oppression provided meaningful insight into some of the ways they personally 

benefitted from having a Christian background in NI. At times, this insight created a 

sense of solidarity and empathic connection with non-Christian groups.    

 

4.6.6 Theme: Christian Privilege Considered Meaningless  

 

This theme explores how perceptions of oppression led most participants with a 

personal Christian faith to view Christian privilege as meaningless. 

 

Oppression Viewed as Inconsequential and Justified  

 

Most participants with a personal Christian faith did not believe Christian privilege 

resulted in systemic inequality.  Any oppression arising from Christian privilege was 

generally considered inconsequential.  John suggested anyone disadvantaged by 

Christian privilege gained more than they lost through the overall benefits of living in 

a predominantly Christian society.  
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John (I): ‘people are forgetting centuries of engagement [by Christianity] in 

society which has transformed society’ 

 

When asked about LGBQQ people, John indicated experiences of affectional 

orientation oppression were minor when considered in the context of Christianity’s 

historical contribution to Northern Irish society.  John appeared to believe any 

oppression experienced by LGBQQ people was more than compensated by what he 

perceived as the prevalence of Christian democratic ideals in NI. 

 

John (RL): ‘Within NI all members of minority groups enjoy the benefits of 

having an historically Judeo-Christian culture as the majority.  This has ensured 

democracy, freedom of expression as well as civil and religious liberty’ 

 

Jane considered immigrants to particularly profit from the prevalence of Christianity 

in NI.  

 

Jane (I): ‘there is a strong ethos within the Christian faith around caring for 

other people [] and I think that brings an advantage particularly to people who 

are new into this country’  

 

Jane queried the legitimacy of the description of Christian privilege provided during 

participation, suggesting any disadvantage experienced by non-Christian participants 

was unfairly attributed to Christianity and was likely to arise in a non-religious society.  
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Jane (RL): ‘The definition of Christian privilege appears to be derived from the 

accounts of 15 people living in NI from non-Christian backgrounds, and is 

articulated as a contrast to the often negative experiences of these individuals. 

I’m not sure if this fairly represents the concept. Many of the negative 

experiences of these informants could relate to other factors and can be found 

in societies which are largely secular’ 

 

Overall, Jane believed legislation protected non-Christian people from oppression and 

mitigated the consequences of any inequality that might arise from Christian privilege.  

 

Jane (RL): ‘I think we have a robust set of laws e.g. Human Rights legislation 

that would to some degree promote a fair society’ 

 

John suggested that any inequality that resulted from the dominance of Christianity in 

NI was warranted.  Throughout participation, John renamed Christian privilege as 

‘majority privilege’, reflecting his understanding that privilege was the legitimate right 

of dominant groups by virtue of their numeric superiority in a democratic society. 

Rather than unjust, it was valid for all social groups who held the majority to benefit 

from the ascendency of their worldview.  The use of the word ‘natural’ suggests this 

was a phenomenon outside human control or influence.      

 

John (RL): ‘many of the ‘privileges’ listed are what one would reasonably 

expect within any society, anywhere in the world, which has a democratic 

system, a system where the wishes of the majority are respected. This leads me 

to wonder if the title ‘Christian Privilege’ or even ‘Religious Privilege’ is 
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slightly misleading.  This is not the exclusive preserve of Christianity or even 

religion in general but rather the natural outworking of majority rule’ 

 

John went on to suggest challenging privilege was akin to subverting the essence of 

democracy as it called into question the rights of the majority.  He believed it would 

be undemocratic for minority groups to have their worldview reflected in societal 

values or practices.  

 

John (RL): ‘Being in a minority does not equate to having no rights but it does 

mean that, within a democracy, the minority does not set the cultural, social, 

moral or ethical standards for the country’ 

 

Following this line of reasoning, John believed an erosion of ‘majority privilege’ 

would be catastrophic and result in the oppression of most people in NI.   

 

John (RL): ‘If we were plunged into a totalitarian regime where the wishes of 

the very few are enforced upon the very many then obviously majority privilege 

would have gone’ 

 

For John, challenging Christian privilege could lead to totalitarianism and tyranny.  

Minority group oppression was the price of living in a democratic society.  
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People with a Personal Christian Faith Considered the Targets of Oppression 

 

Rather than benefitting from Christian privilege, most participants with a personal 

Christian faith believed people who shared their worldview were subject to 

widespread societal hostility.   

 

A few participants shared experiences of bullying on the grounds of their religious 

beliefs. For Emma, these experiences of interpersonal victimisation repudiated any 

suggestion she benefitted from Christian privilege.  

 

Emma (RL): ‘I must disagree that Christian privilege assumes a superiority, 

almost an immunity to being challenged … [] even in University I was 

emotionally bullied because of my Christian faith’ 

 

Gill and Jane felt Christians with a personal faith experienced societal disadvantage 

as they were unfairly assumed to be judgemental and discriminatory.   

 

Gill (I): ‘for me and my relationship with Christianity and my relationship with 

what I would see with Jesus and the Bible and all that you know I feel that there’s 

a disadvantage in terms of people assuming a lot’  

 

Jane believed these assumptions minimised the unearned advantages experienced by 

Christians with a personal faith, suggesting people with a more cultural connection 

with Christianity were the true recipients of Christian privilege.  
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Jane (RL): ‘evangelical Christians in many ways experience some negativity as 

a result of their faith and may not experience the Christian privilege perhaps 

afforded to more ‘nominal’ Christians. For example, stereotypically evangelical 

Christians in NI are assumed to some degree to be judgmental, puritanical and 

divisive’ 

 

John and Emma explained how Christians with a personal faith were under attack from 

social justice movements who sought equality for oppressed groups in NI.  These 

participants frequently equated progress for an oppressed group with a loss for 

Christianity.  Emma discussed how integrated education and the active inclusion of 

minority faiths in NI’s schools would lead to the exclusion of Christian children.  

  

Emma (RL): ‘For example, the concept of integrated education. It could be 

argued that this may exclude Christians who would otherwise be eligible to 

attend a school because of the necessity to meet quotas for children of different 

religious/faith/ethnic beliefs. I began to think of the term [Christian privilege] 

as almost persecutory in its implications of Christians’  

 

Campaigns for social reform in relation to the rights of women and LGBQQ people 

were perceived by Emma as confirmation Christian privilege did not exist in a 

meaningful way for people with a personal Christian faith.  

 

Emma (RL): ‘We only need to look at campaigns over societal issues such as 

abortion, the ‘gay cake’ issue and the protests from secular 



265 
 

 

organisations/individuals to realise that Christians often do not experience this 

concept of ‘Christian Privilege’’ 

 

Emma characterised Christian privilege as ‘another (supposedly) PC term gone mad’.  

In the use of the term ‘PC’ to refer to political correctness, Emma suggested the 

concept was superfluous or unwarranted.  Emma drew on ideas of meritocracy in 

which one's achievements are the sole result of individual effort, to explain the societal 

benefits of her Christian background.  Rather than an outworking of inequality, Emma 

believed she had earned her sense of belonging in NI through personal characteristics 

and relationships. 

  

Emma (RL): ‘I agree that Christian privilege gives me a sense of belonging with 

Northern Irish society possibly because of my own personal and social 

relationships more than simply because of the notion of privilege. However, 

people accept me for who I am’ 

 

John, who viewed same-sex relationships as incompatible with Christian doctrine, 

believed strongly that the movement for LGBQQ equality was used to erode the 

religious liberty of those who shared his worldview. John referred to sexual orientation 

equality legislation as a ‘trojan horse’, a method of subterfuge aimed at denying the 

rights of conservative Christians by labelling them as homophobic.  John frequently 

used adversarial language when describing social justice movements; in this extract 

he referred to equality legislation as a ‘tactic’ suggesting a deliberate strategy by the 

LGBQQ community to undermine conservative Christians’ rightful place in society.     
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John (I): ‘I do not believe that all [affectional orientation] behaviours are equal 

and I take that from the word of God [] so but if we couch it in equality terms 

we can say in it this is equality this is equality and if you oppose it [gasps] you 

are against equality you are demonised you are bad and this is the tactic that is 

used you are [] basically [] if I say I disagree with homosexuality I’m 

homophobic a phobia you’re a counsellor you know what a phobia is an 

irrational fear I do not have an irrational fear of homosexuals or homosexuality 

I have a very carefully thought-out concern about it but I will be labelled 

because if you label someone then you can demonise them and you can silence 

them’  

 

The 2017 resignation of Tim Farron as leader of the Liberal Democrats due to his 

religiously based objections to same-sex relationships, was perceived by John as 

further evidence of the injustice encountered by people with a personal Christian faith. 

John believed Farron was persecuted by powerful media and pressure groups who 

were hostile to conservative Christianity.   

 

John (I): ‘he was hounded and hounded and hounded is homosexuality a sin is 

homosexuality a sin and they kept the press kept hounding and he said at one 

point he said yes and pow [makes sound] it just landed on him anyone who 

stands up in the media and is opposed to homosexuality is going to have the 

weight of the special interest groups pressure groups and media in general 

landing on them like a ton of bricks’ 
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Emma also perceived the media to have a strong bias against Christians with a personal 

faith, particularly in the context of affectional orientation. Emma understood media 

coverage of the Ashers’ case, a discrimination lawsuit involving a Northern Irish 

Christian bakery’s refusal to make a cake with a slogan for marriage equality, as an 

unjust assault on Christians of faith.  

 

Emma (I): ‘So things like the Ashers’ case for instance [] I really seen how the 

media can be so manipulative over Christians by conviction [] and it was nearly 

it nearly became a personal attack rather than an issue-based debate’ 

 

As gains for oppressed groups, particularly the LGBQQ community, were generally 

understood as an erosion of the rights of people with a conservative Christian faith, 

social justice advancements in NI led Jane and John to perceive society as increasingly 

hostile.   

 

Jane (I): ‘I think people with an evangelical Christian faith are much more in 

the minority and are [] critiqued negatively to a large extent I think’ 

 

Given he considered society to be unduly biased in favour of LGBQQ people, John 

tended to regard any unearned advantages arising from Christian privilege as 

insignificant.  John queried if unearned employment opportunities and the societal 

accommodation of Christian holidays provided him with any tangible gain.  The 

suggested triviality of these benefits appears to contradict John’s previous contention 

that an erosion of Christian privilege would be catastrophic to democracy.   
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John (RL): ‘If having days off which correspond to Christian ‘holy days’ is a 

benefit then yes, but is there any significance to that? … I work for a Christian 

charity which requires that all staff must be Christian by conviction.  Is that a 

‘benefit’?’ 

 

The perceived marginalisation of Christians with a personal faith held biblical 

resonance for John.  Increased separation from wider society on issues such as 

LGBQQ equality was testament to his commitment to God; it was vindication of the 

righteousness of his worldview.  

 

John (I): ‘those who will stand for the word of God will be increasingly isolated 

those who are prepared to compromise on the word of God will be lauded and 

will be applauded’ 

 

John was confident his biblical worldview would one day prevail; he was assured God, 

and Christians with a personal faith, would ‘win’. Present social justice gains were 

ultimately temporary and meaningless.  

 

John (I): ‘you can read [in the Christian Bible] what’s gonna happen you know 

how it all finishes and I know that he [God] wins [] I’ll put it this way there is a 

futile rebellion going on’ 

 

Given John, Emma, and Jane increasingly viewed themselves as under attack from 

social justice, Christian privilege was considered an unfair and discriminatory idea.  
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Emma experienced the concept as a personal assault that called into question her sense 

of integrity.    

 

Emma (I): ‘I was a bit resentful that people would [] see that because I was a 

Christian I would have certain privileges that others may not have experienced’  

 

Emma also believed Christian privilege to cast doubt on her counselling capabilities.  

The suggestion she would benefit from Christian privilege was perceived as a criticism 

of her capacity to provide a safe therapeutic space for clients.   

 

Emma (RL): ‘It appears inflexible and its definition goes against everything I 

believe is crucial to developing a therapeutic relationship with often vulnerable 

clients. The idea of Christian privilege doesn’t affiliate itself to the conditions of 

empathy, unconditional positive regard and congruence’ 

 

Feeling under attack by the suggestion of Christian privilege led Emma to feel 

resentful and evoked a need to defend herself and her family.  

 

Emma (I): ‘I think that’s where the anger came from the nearly [] protectiveness 

of myself and my family in the society that we live in’  

 

Christian privilege considered meaningless encapsulated how perceptions of 

oppression led most counsellors with a personal Christian faith to view Christian 

privilege as inconsequential.  Systemic inequality was generally dismissed as 

warranted and insignificant.  Most participants with a personal Christian faith believed 
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people who shared their worldview were the victims of oppression. Experiences of 

interpersonal victimisation were understood as evidence of societal hostility.  Social 

justice, particularly in relation to the rights of LGBQQ people, was perceived as an 

assault on Christianity that eroded any meaningful experience of privilege.   

 

4.6.7 Overarching Theme Summary: Christian Privilege and Oppression   

 

Christian privilege and oppression explored how oppression shaped participants’ 

views and experiences of Christian privilege.  The prevalence of Christian privilege 

was experienced as oppression by all LGBQQ participants, leading to pain, 

psychological distress, isolation, and family estrangement.  For many participants, 

Christian privilege was associated with Catholic oppression by a Protestant majority 

in NI.  Systems of male dominance shaped some participants’ views of Christian 

privilege.  Most participants who experienced Christianity as a source of oppression 

did not consider themselves to benefit from Christian privilege in a meaningful way.  

A few participants explicitly drew on personal experiences of oppression from other 

aspects of identity to gain awareness of the personal benefits of Christian privilege.  

For most participants with a personal Christian faith, their perceptions of oppression 

led them to conclude Christian privilege was meaningless.  Social justice, particularly 

in relation to the rights of LGBQQ people, was considered an assault on Christianity. 
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4.7 Overarching Theme: An Unequal Profession  

 

This overarching theme explains the inequality that resulted from participants’ 

experiences of a culture of ingrained Christianity in NI’s counselling profession.  An 

unequal profession is expounded through six themes: unearned employment 

opportunities, an oppressive workplace, ill-prepared for clients with a non-Christian 

background, LGBQQ relationships viewed as contrary to God’s will, disadvantaged 

for having a personal Christian faith, and activism.     

 

4.7.1 Theme:  Unearned Employment Opportunities  

 

This theme explores how, in the experience of most participants, unearned 

employment opportunities were provided to counsellors with a Christian background.   

 

Most participants discussed how a Christian background was a key factor in the 

recruitment of many counsellors in NI.  Rosie felt the prevalence of Christianity in 

counselling ensured Protestant and Catholic counsellors could generally find a place 

of employment that would align with their religious background. 

 

Rosie (I): ‘if you’re Protestant or Catholic here you can [] pretty much just drop 

into something that might fit you’  

 

Henry’s employer stipulated in recruitment advertisements that all applicants must be 

sympathetic to a specific Christian denomination. As manager, Henry believed this 

criterion deterred non-Christian counsellors from applying.  
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Henry (I): ‘I said why didn’t you apply he says oh I thought I had to be a [specific 

denomination]’ 

 

Siobhán worked for a counselling organisation administered by a branch of the 

Christian Church.  Siobhán felt the training required for employment at her 

organisation favoured counsellors with a Christian background.  

 

Siobhán (I): ‘I would say probably people from [] who identify as Christian 

would be the majority who are able to [] access the training’ 

 

Tara described how her Christian background was a decisive consideration in her 

recruitment as a counsellor. Tara’s employer believed her association with 

Catholicism communicated a sense of safety to clients, the majority of whom shared 

her denominational background.  

 

Tara (RL): ‘I was offered a job in a predominantly Catholic community and 

afterwards was told that my accent and cultural background meant that I was 

seen as a safe choice’ 

 

As a matter of policy, some counselling agencies would only employ counsellors with 

a personal Christian faith.  Due to her cultural relationship with Christianity, Paula 

could not be employed as a counsellor for one such organisation but was recruited to 

provide supervision and training.  
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Paula (I): ‘I’ve actually supervised [] a counselling organisation that has 

declared themselves Christian and will only recruit Christian counsellors will 

not recruit non-Christian’  

 

Whilst providing training for this organisation, Paula had to stipulate she would not 

take part in an act of collective prayer.   

 

Paula (I): ‘I was once asked to do a piece of training for a Christian organisation 

and was told they were going to start with a prayer and I said I would stand in 

the room [] as the trainer but I wouldn’t be joining in on the prayer’  

 

Gill described how her personal Christian faith was an integral part of her recruitment 

as a counsellor.  

 

Gill (I): ‘in the XXXX [employer] application form I think I wrote about my faith 

and my journey of faith being a Christian’ 

 

Rather than seeking the most qualified person, Gill believed her employer often 

appointed counsellors on the sole basis of their Christian beliefs.  

 

Gill (I): ‘I think they got counsellors in [] who weren’t necessarily the best 

counsellors but they were Christians’   

 

To describe the recruitment policy of his organisation, John used the phrase ‘born-

again believer’, a term widely associated with evangelical Protestantism.   
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John (I): ‘you have to be born-again believer you have to be a committed 

Christian to work here that is a fundamental requirement’ 

 

As John’s organisation believed same-sex relationships were incompatible with 

Christian doctrine, employment opportunities were limited to counsellors who agreed 

with this worldview.  

 

John (I): ‘there are none [counsellors] who have expressed that they would be 

supportive of same-sex sexual activity [] and [] that [] is from the point of view 

of our organisation’  

 

In Isobel’s experience as a clinical supervisor, the number of counselling organisations 

with a connection to Christianity unfairly advantaged trainees with a personal 

Christian faith.  As student counsellors often had to source their own placements, 

Isobel felt those who complied with a Christian worldview were more likely to be 

offered opportunities. Isobel suggested this placed some trainees, particularly LGBQQ 

students, at a significant disadvantage.   

 

Isobel (I): ‘the way the training is organised is where people have to go out and 

find their own placements [] that leaves people very vulnerable as well because 

you have to be acceptable [] and what is increasingly acceptable is that if you 

are a Christian’  

 

Isobel believed that increased access to government funding and the control of many 

employment opportunities placed certain Christian organisations in a position of 
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considerable power.  Isobel described how her employers often provided new and 

trainee counsellors with poor working conditions.   

 

Isobel (I): ‘the terms and conditions are appalling [] that Christian groups offer 

they keep cutting back when they get government grants’  

 

Isobel went on to share her view that the level of government funding directed toward 

counselling organisations with an explicit Christian ethos had increased in recent years 

and represented a departure from previous government policy.  

 

Isobel (RL): ‘In the 1970s government did not directly fund Christian groups.  

Indeed, it was considered inappropriate in terms of equality and the 

maintenance of a secular society.  However, openly Christian groups now 

receive vast sums of government money’  

 

This theme captured how, in participants’ experiences, unearned employment 

opportunities were afforded to many counsellors due to the prevalence of Christianity 

in the profession.  The Protestant or Catholic background of some participants was an 

explicit factor in their recruitment.  Certain organisations specifically advantaged 

counsellors and trainees with a personal Christian faith.  

 

4.7.2 Theme: An Oppressive Workplace  

 

This theme explains the workplace oppression experienced by all LGBQQ participants 

due to an ingrained Christian culture in counselling.  
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Christian Spaces and Symbols  

 

Several participants described how Christian places of worship were used in the 

provision of counselling services. Rosie discussed how premises were often provided 

free of charge by various branches of the Christian church.  

 

Rosie (I): ‘a lot of times the counselling got located in a church not for any of 

the work that I did but I know that that was common because churches were 

generous with their space and they wouldn’t often charge’  

 

Kevin and Tara shared the impact Christian spaces had on their sense of safety.  Kevin 

attended a counselling training event at a convent which had multiple displays of 

Christian iconography.  Given the harmful messages directed to Kevin’s affectional 

orientation by the Christian churches (see theme compulsory heterosexuality), 

attending a religious venue in a professional capacity was a painful and disorientating 

experience which triggered past trauma.   

 

Kevin (I): ‘I was very much traumatised by religion as I was growing up and to 

suddenly find myself as an adult and as a therapist engaged in CPD [continuing 

professional development] in a setting which is full of religious iconography it 

was triggering for me and I could feel it I could feel myself [] responding to it 

emotionally and in my body and [ ] I actually thought at the time is this 

unresolved trauma for me?’ 
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Kevin did not find it surprising the organisers of this training event appeared oblivious 

to the impact of a religious environment on LGBQQ counsellors.  Kevin believed a 

Christian setting of this nature was considered standard practice in NI’s counselling 

profession.  

  

Kevin (RL): ‘it reminded me of how the world of counselling often overlaps with 

the world of religion and I was not surprised that the training organisers hadn't 

considered the triggering impact of such a venue’  

 

Tara’s employer used a church hall for client work and team meetings.  In contrast to 

what appeared to be the ease of her colleagues, Tara felt profoundly uncomfortable in 

a Christian place of worship.   

 

Tara (I): ‘it doubled up as some kind of church hall so there was all these like [] 

prayers up on the walls and nobody else seemed to be uncomfortable with it and 

I was sitting there like really uneasy’  

 

Tara believed her employer’s lack of investment in training prevented the organisation 

from recognising the impact of a Christian environment on LGBQQ and transgender 

people.  Even the most fundamental steps, such as removing Christian religious 

displays, had been overlooked.      

 

Tara (I): ‘Nothing behind it no investment in training nothing you know so [] 

how else you know … I mean there’s like the obvious stuff you know something 

as simple as not having Christian posters on the wall’  
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Many LGBQQ counsellors found some heterosexual colleagues with a personal 

Christian faith to undermine their sense of safety in the workplace.  In Colleen’s 

experience, certain counsellors with a personal Christian faith avoided any discussion 

of LGBQQ affectional orientation. Colleen felt excluded and judged by her 

colleagues’ silence.  

 

Colleen (I): ‘they say nothing it’s like silence now so I’m making a lot of 

assumptions there but based on my experience of it [] so [] I don’t think the 

church [] as in the people who attend the church I think their views are very 

much they’re very lacking in in the capacity to be inclusive they see 

heterosexuality still as the as the right way’  

 

During counselling training, Molly experienced condemnation toward her lesbian 

identity from trainees with a personal Christian faith.  

 

Molly (I): ‘people on my course were Christian [] and I felt they were the ones 

who were the most disapproving of me’  

 

On becoming a parent, Molly experienced explicit prejudice at her counselling place 

of work.  Several counselling colleagues, including Molly’s manager, expressed their 

religiously based disapproval of Molly’s decision to have a child in a same-sex 

relationship.  These unsolicited opinions were delivered in a professional setting when 

Molly approached her manager to request leave to attend medical appointments 

connected to pregnancy.   
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Molly (I): ‘several again people who were very Christian saying to me they 

didn’t think I should have children like just straight out you know I suppose 

around the time one of them was my boss and [] I needed time off [] to go to 

appointments for fertility treatment and she just said to me I don’t think you 

should be doing this [] I don’t think you should be having children’  

 

Molly considered her manager’s response to be consistent with an evangelical 

worldview which required believers to correct those they perceived as deviating from 

the moral path of Christianity.  

 

Molly (I): ‘some evangelical churches where part of the deal is actually to share 

the good news with other people [] so you’re sort of not supposed to check 

yourself’ 

 

Tara shared her experiences working for an organisation whose managing directors 

had personal Christian beliefs.  Despite it not being named or discussed, the 

organisation’s connection to Christianity was keenly felt by Tara.  

 

Tara (I): ‘it [Christianity] was so glaringly present … even if it was unmentioned 

it was so part of the flavour of that organisation’  

 

The organisation’s director asked Tara to provide training on LGBQQ affectional 

orientation to the staff team, the majority of whom were counsellors with a personal 

Christian faith. Tara, the only openly LGBQQ counsellor in the organisation, felt 
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singled out by this request and believed that educating her colleagues was an unjust 

burden she should not be asked or expected to carry. 

 

Tara (I): ‘will you do some LGBT training for our staff and I’m was just going 

no I just want to be a XXXX counsellor in an environment that you know has 

some sense of understanding of what it is I don’t want to be fucking teaching all 

your team as well’   

 

Tara felt the clinical supervisor allocated by this organisation displayed an incongruent 

acceptance toward Tara’s lesbian identity.  Tara attributed the lack of genuine 

acceptance to her supervisor’s personal Christian beliefs.   

 

Tara (I): ‘I had that experience with the supervisor that they assigned me to 

where I just felt like [] I was being tolerated [] and in that really horrible polite 

nice way’ 

 

Feeling judged and rejected within the workplace ultimately led Tara to resign from 

the organisation. Tara accepted a lower rate of pay to work for an employer who 

provided a safe working environment in relation to her affectional orientation.     

 

Tara (RL): ‘Because it really matters to me that I’m comfortable in a workplace 

then I have usually gone for this over pay.  So I would say for sure that Christian 

privilege affects one’s income’  
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A Sense of Safety from LGBQQ Colleagues 

 

Given the hostility experienced in the wider profession, some LGBQQ participants 

found a sense of safety in their relationships with LGBQQ counselling colleagues.   

 

Tara (I): ‘there was a lot of gay people who were very out it was a very safe 

environment to be in’ 

 

Colleen actively sought out a clinical supervisor who identified as lesbian.  This 

provided a professional relationship in which Colleen felt accepted and understood.  

 

Colleen (I): ‘I think it was important that I [] had supervision from somebody 

who [] I could be myself with that I could trust [] that understood me’  

 

Molly was reassured when her supervisor was endorsed by other LGBQQ counsellors.   

 

Molly (I): ‘I kinda knew it would be alright to discuss things with her’ 

 

Working with LGBQQ colleagues required much less emotional energy for Molly as 

she knew she would not be judged for her affectional orientation.  

 

Molly (I): ‘you’re with other LGBT people you don’t have those 

misunderstandings or those assumptions or those constantly having to decide 

whether to come out or not’  
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Molly expressed concern that her career development could be limited by the necessity 

of having to work in agencies where there were a significant number of LGBQQ 

counsellors.  

 

Molly (I): ‘I don’t just want to stay in that you know only being able to work in 

a really tiny little [area]’  

 

An oppressive workplace captured the workplace oppression experienced by all 

LGBQQ participants.  To the apparent obliviousness of many heterosexual colleagues, 

the use of Christian spaces and symbols for professional purposes profoundly 

undermined some participants’ sense of safety.  In participants’ experiences, 

prejudicial comments and assumptions relating to LGBQQ affectional orientation 

were made by certain heterosexual counsellors with personal Christian beliefs.  

Acceptance was often found among LGBQQ colleagues, limiting some participants’ 

employment options.   

 

4.7.3 Theme:  Ill-prepared for Clients with a Non-Christian Background  

 

This theme explores how, in most participants’ experience, they were ill-prepared for 

work with non-Christian clients.  

 

Lack of Experience, Training, and Supervision  

 

Most participants discussed having little or no experience working with clients from a 

non-Christian background. Only a few of Kevin’s clients were non-Christian.  
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Kevin (I): ‘I don’t really get many non-Christian clients’ 

 

Jane had never counselled a client from a religious minority background.   

 

Jane (I): ‘counselled plenty of people who have no faith probably haven’t [] for 

someone who for example has a Hindu or Muslim faith’  

 

Colleen explained most of her clients identified as Protestant or Catholic.  

 

Colleen (I): ‘I see clients [] mostly from cultural traditions of Catholic and 

Protestant’ 

 

Most participants described how religion was overlooked throughout their counselling 

training.   

 

Mairéad (I): ‘it [religion] didn’t come up explicitly in the training no not at all’ 

 

Paula felt that whilst other issues of inequality were explored, religious diversity was 

largely ignored.  

 

Paula (I): ‘all other diversities seemed to be there, there was a module on 

diversity of course there had to be [] but religion maybe got mentioned but it 

wasn’t like applied’  
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In Rosie’s experience, religious difference was only mentioned in the context of the 

historic tensions that existed between Protestant and Catholic communities in NI.  

 

Rosie (I): ‘it would have been more about let’s say you’re a counsellor and 

you’re working in an interface area or you’re working in a community that’s not 

the same religious identification as your own community’  

 

Tara attributed the silence around religion to the nondirective nature of training 

exercises.  Non-directive exercises, which require students to proactively raise issues 

for discussion, are frequently used in humanistic counselling training.  

 

Tara (I): ‘it [religion] never entered that [training] because it was non-directive’  

 

For some participants, their Christian background had not been mentioned in 

counselling supervision.  As Paula had a close and candid relationship with her 

supervisor of several decades, she was surprised religion had never once been 

discussed.  

  

Paula (I): ‘we haven’t talked about it [religion] [] talked about practically 

everything else [] to do with families and what’s happened to us in life [] except 

this’  

 

Paula commented that religious background had never been explored with her 

counselling supervisees who did not have a personal Christian faith.  
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Paula (I): ‘apart from my supervisees who have initiated conversations that they 

were Christians I [] haven’t had a conversation with any of the other 

supervisees’ 

 

As a result of participation, Paula intended to discuss religion with her supervisor and 

supervisees.  

 

Paula (I): ‘I also could say the same to my supervisees [] you know on the back 

of this we’ve never had a conversation about any religion’  

 

Unfamiliar with Non-Christian Worldviews 

 

Many participants felt unfamiliar with non-Christian worldviews. Several counsellors 

explained they would inform non-Christian clients of their lack of knowledge and 

understanding.  

 

Siobhán (I): ‘I suppose openness about my not knowing about it [non-Christian 

background] and I would like to know more’  

 

Some participants discussed how non-Christian clients would often have to explicitly 

educate them about their religious background.  

 

Emma (I): ‘you’re [non-Christian client] gonna have to you know help me out 

here because I’ve never worked with [your religious background]’ 
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On commencing work with a non-Christian client, many participants took steps to 

educate themselves.  Emma primarily used the internet and spoke with friends who 

had a non-Christian background.    

 

Emma (I): ‘I obvs ask uncle google of course [] but I suppose I would have a lot 

of friends who are a bit more diverse’ 

 

Kevin drew on literature, travel, and relationships with non-Christian people.  

 

Kevin (I): ‘I read widely I’ve travelled the world [] I’ve met with and talked with 

non-Christian people [] and I’ve educated myself’  

 

Mairéad felt her interest in culture and art possibly informed her work with non-

Christian clients.  

 

Mairéad (I): ‘I’ve always been interested in other cultures and art and stuff so 

maybe that helped’ 

 

Due to their unfamiliarity with non-Christian worldviews, many participants focused 

on creating a safe therapeutic relationship with non-Christian clients.  

 

Rosie (I): ‘what I fall back on is can I connect with that individual [] and can I 

make space for what’s this for them [] because I think that the other danger is 

that I apply [] a sketchy amount of knowledge to somebody’s circumstances’  
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Unaware of Specific Needs of Non-Christian Clients 

 

Many participants appeared unaware of the specific needs of non-Christian clients.  

Some counsellors felt that, irrespective of religious background, all clients faced the 

same universal difficulties.   

 

Mairéad (I): ‘actually they share the same dilemmas and challenges that we all 

face as human beings’ 

 

Gill explained her approach with a non-Christian client would not differ from her 

practice with Christian clients.  

 

Gill (I): ‘I don’t think my practice would be [] any different’ 

 

Martha described how she looked for the underlying issue presented by a client, 

suggesting this concern transcended any religious difference.  

 

Martha (I): ‘No matter what religion you were there was a core relational issue 

here [] that I could work with’ 

 

Clients Introduce Their Non-Christian Background 

 

Most participants would not introduce the issue of religion to a counselling session. 

John described how he waited for a client to initiate any discussion relating to religious 

background.  
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John (I): ‘the client has to bring that [religious background] in if the client does 

not bring that in we don’t’  

 

Paula would not introduce religion unless it was apparent from a client’s dress or 

demeanour, that they identified with a religious minority group. Paula shared how, 

when working with a Muslim woman wearing a hijab, she initiated a conversation to 

explore how her client’s religious background might influence counselling.  

 

Paula (I): ‘I would wait for them to initiate it [] and I mean if it was very obvious 

in how they came in and the way they dressed for example I did have a Muslim 

woman that came in with the [] hijab [] so I remember having a conversation 

with her [] about in what way I might offend her’  

 

Rosie explained how religion was not a consideration in assessment.  

 

Rosie (I): ‘it wouldn’t be like part of how I assess a client’  

 

For Isobel, it was a theoretical decision not to introduce the topic of religion.  The non-

directive nature of her practice relied on client self-disclosure.  

 

Isobel (I): ‘I don’t get people to fill in a from are you Christian are you [] of 

Islam or are you of no religion is that [] people in fact [] I don’t quiz people I 

like people to reveal’ 
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If a client did not mention their religious background, many counsellors appeared to 

assume religion was not relevant to their client’s counselling needs or experience.  

 

Paula (I): ‘I think firstly I would wait to see if it is on their mind [] and [] so I 

think I would [] wait for them to initiate it’  

 

Concerns About Counselling Practice 

 

Being ill-prepared left many participants concerned about the adequacy of some areas 

of their practice with non-Christian clients.  On commencing work with a Muslim 

client, Martha was overcome by feelings of inadequacy and deeply questioned her 

ability to provide counselling.   

 

Martha (I): ‘I didn’t know how to work with clearly she was an Islamic woman 

Muslim woman [] clearly and I mean everything about her communicated that 

to me and I just [] went oh my God I can’t do this [] but that was whenever I got 

into the staffroom I just went oh my God I can’t do this [] I can’t do this so it 

wasn’t even I can’t do this today [] it was I can’t do this [] I really felt untrained 

[] under trained [] under everything’  

 

Whilst they went on to have a meaningful relationship, Martha initially perceived her 

client’s Muslim background as an overwhelming burden in an already stressful 

working environment.  
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Martha (I): ‘this poor woman who wasn’t of my background [] I saw her as sod’s 

law [] this is the worst possible thing that could possibly happen to me’ 

 

When working with a heterosexual Muslim couple, Paula felt the man assumed a more 

dominant role within the relationship due to his religious beliefs.  Paula struggled with 

this dynamic as her training was based on a relationship model of equally shared rights 

and responsibilities.  

 

Paula (I): ‘they [Muslim couple] had a [] different dynamic in their relationship 

about it was a definite distinction about that he was in charge so [] that was 

difficult because [] training is that you both own 50% of the relationship’ 

 

Consequently, despite her best efforts, Paula did not believe the counselling she was 

trained to provide adequately met the expectations of some non-Christian clients.  

 

Paula (I): ‘it was trying to adapt in as much as I could but still hold on to the 

training and the counselling services I was providing and sometimes you just 

weren’t going to get the two things to join up’ 

 

Rosie reflected on how her unfamiliarity with non-Christian worldviews could have 

led some clients to remain silent about their religious background in counselling.  

Rosie suspected her clients might not have wanted to expend the time and energy 

necessary to explain the significance of their non-Christian experiences to her.   
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Rosie (I): ‘they [non-Christian clients] were selective and that they didn’t draw 

into it cause there wasn’t enough space to or because they were like well this 

person doesn’t know a lot about where I’m coming from and so I’m not going to 

bother wasting all the time that it’s going to take for me to describe what this 

means’  

 

Several counsellors expressed concern they held unexplored bias toward non-

Christian people.  

 

Siobhán (I): ‘there’s probably loads I haven’t even thought about or loads still 

there that would need to be addressed’ 

 

Siobhán believed the homogenous nature of her client base left many of her 

assumptions about non-Christians unchallenged.  

 

Siobhán (I): ‘I suppose my client group isn’t very diverse so I’m not having to 

be challenged’ 

 

Colleen discussed how she previously considered non-Christian worldviews to be 

misguided and wrong. Despite presently identifying as atheist, Colleen believed she 

still held an internalised sense of Christian superiority.  

 

Colleen (I): ‘there might still be a little bit of superiority there in terms of being 

the better one [religious background] at least I mean I’ve abandoned but I’ve 

abandoned the better one’   
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Gill shared her conflation of race and religion.  Gill, a counselling tutor, assumed a 

Muslim student in her class had a Christian background because he was White.  

 

Gill (I): ‘there’s one Muslim who had you know goes out and prays now I 

wouldn’t have picked him out of in the room’ 

 

Rosie and Henry reflected on the unexplored messages they received throughout 

childhood that non-Christian religions were evil and dangerous.   

 

Rosie (I): ‘it’s evil it’s from eastern religion and that’s how the eastern religion 

Gods will get into you and [] you know there was loads of scaremongering about 

other religions when I was younger’ 

 

Given the uncertainty they experienced in some areas of practice, many counsellors 

expressed an interest in training that would equip them to work with non-Christian 

clients.  

 

Siobhán (I): ‘it would be so important to be heightening our experience or my 

experience of it [religious diversity] when working with clients’ 

 

This theme captured how, in the experience of most participants, they were ill-

prepared for clients with a non-Christian background. Issues of religion were 

overlooked in training and many participants felt unfamiliar with clients’ non-

Christian backgrounds. Sources of information on non-Christian worldviews tended 

to be ad hoc and informal, with some counsellors relying on non-Christian clients to 
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educate them. Most participants did not proactively acknowledge a non-Christian 

client’s minority group status.  Many participants expressed concern about the 

adequacy of some areas of their practice with non-Christian clients, with several 

counsellors identifying unexplored bias.    

 

4.7.3.1 Subtheme: Prepared for Clients with a Christian Background 

 

This subtheme captures how many participants felt equipped to work with the religious 

background of Christian clients.  

 

Martha felt her understanding of Christianity was an important asset in her work with 

some clients who shared her religious background, particularly those with personal 

Christian beliefs. The expression ‘knowing it in my bones’ reflects Martha’s deep 

appreciation of a Christian worldview, despite her present identification as an atheist.   

 

Martha (I): ‘knowing it [Christianity] in my bones allows me to work directly 

with people who also [] would still act their faith’ 

 

For non-religious purposes, Martha actively used the Christian Bible as an important 

piece of historical literature in some counselling sessions.  It was a shared cultural 

reference point with many clients who had a Christian background.   

 

Martha (I): ‘not necessarily working with in a faith situation but I would say that 

story is so familiar do you remember in the Bible’ 
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Some counsellors disclosed their Christian background to certain clients.  Kevin 

shared his association with Catholicism to communicate empathy and provide a more 

immediate form of connection with some clients who shared his denominational 

background.  

 

Kevin (I): ‘I know what you’re talking about I come from the same [Catholic] 

background [] and that’s as far as I go [] and I just think it [] cuts through a lot 

of stuff [] that they don’t have to explain how something works within a 

particular context’ 

 

Henry found his Christian background provided important contextual understanding 

when working with a LGBQQ client who experienced ostracisation and isolation 

within her Christian religious community. Through his grasp of conservative 

Christianity, Henry felt he could connect with the client on a deeper level.  

 

Henry (I): ‘where it became useful was because having had a background of it 

[Christianity] [] you could identify or kinda understand her better’ 

  

To benefit clients with personal Christian beliefs, some participants occasionally 

prayed and shared biblical scripture in counselling sessions.   

 

Emma (I): ‘if a client here asks me to pray for them I can do that [] I can give 

them scripture that might encourage them during the week until they see me 

again’  
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These participants emphasised their use of Christian practices in counselling was 

initiated by clients who found these religious interventions to be helpful.  

 

Jane (I): ‘I would probably take my cue from clients and [] occasionally pray 

with them if that was important to them’ 

 

Jane completed a specialist training course to facilitate the incorporation of Christian 

religious beliefs into her counselling practice.  

 

Jane (I): ‘I did an explicit Christian counselling training’ 

 

Funding for this course was provided by a government body 

.  

Jane (I): ‘the trust funded me to do it’ 

 

Prepared for clients with a Christian background explored how many participants felt 

equipped to work with the background of Christian clients.  Christianity provided a 

context for shared cultural understanding. Specific Christian religious beliefs and 

practices, including prayer and the sharing of scripture, were explicitly incorporated 

into counselling practice.  This contrasts with the ill-prepared nature of some aspects 

of most participants’ work with non-Christian clients, which often overlooked or 

minimised the significance of religious background. 
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4.7.4 Theme: LGBQQ Relationships Viewed as Contrary to God’s Will  

 

This theme explores how a conservative Christian view of LGBQQ relationships as 

sinful was explicitly integrated into counselling policy and practice.  

 

Personal Views on the Sinfulness of LGBQQ Relationships  

 

John and Emma believed feelings of same-sex attraction were acceptable but the 

decision to act on this attraction was unequivocally sinful.  Emma explained that same-

sex relationships were contrary to God’s will.     

 

Emma (I): ‘it is an instruction by God so if you choose a [LGBQQ] lifestyle that 

is against that then you will carry that with you that you know that what you are 

doing is against what our Christian belief instructs us’  

 

For a few counsellors, LGBQQ affectional orientation was not therefore an inherent 

or inseparable part of identity, but a sinful sexual behavior or ‘lifestyle’ a person could 

reject or engage in. John only used the term gay or lesbian to refer to people who made 

what he considered as the choice to engage in a same-sex behaviour.  

 

John (I): ‘someone is same-sex attracted is someone who is same-sex attracted 

[] someone who is gay or lesbian is following a lifestyle’  

 



297 
 

 

From Emma and John’s deeply held perspective, celibacy was the only option for 

LGBQQ people who wished to live in accordance with biblical principles. Emma 

discussed her unequivocal support for celibate LGBQQ friends.  

 

Emma (I): ‘I’ve friends who are gay and who are lesbians [] and they [] are not 

sexually active because of that reason and to me that’s probably what I meant 

faith before lifestyle so they hold true that the biblical principles are right and 

they stand firm’  

 

John viewed marriage equality for LGBQQ people as an attempt to remove God’s 

standards for society.  If removed, he believed NI would potentially collapse into 

unabated chaos.   

 

John (I): ‘remove all your barriers [to same-sex marriage] what’s going to stop 

you falling off a cliff’  

 

John envisaged marriage equality for LGBQQ people would lead to polygamy.   

 

John (I): ‘Why not three four six can it be four men can it be three men three 

women?’ 

 

John also expressed concern that following LGBQQ marriage equality, people could 

marry animals. 
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John (I): ‘If someone says my dog is my best companion in life and I want to 

marry’ 

 

Based on a similar rationale, John believed recognition of the rights of transgender 

people was against God’s natural order and would result in calamitous consequences, 

such as people identifying as a ‘cat’ or an ‘alien’. John continued to view 

transgenderism as a mental illness, despite the American Psychological Association 

removing their classification of gender identity disorder in 2012.  

 

John (I): ‘I’m an alien trapped in a human body who are we to say well actually 

no you’re not you understand?[] Where do we draw the limits where do we say 

well actually no what you’ve got is a mental disorder’ 

 

No Harm Perceived to be Caused to LGBQQ Clients  

 

Counsellors who considered same-sex relationships to be sinful did not believe 

LGBQQ clients could potentially by harmed by this worldview.  John felt he accepted 

all LGBQQ clients, maintaining that he only condemned the decision of an LGBQQ 

person to act on feelings of same-sex attraction, not their inherent self.    

 

John (I): ‘we’re not condemning or [] judging the person saying because you’re 

same-sex attracted oh you’re this that you’re the other but we will not condone 

or work along with certain things which we believe the Bible is absolutely 

expressly forbidding’  
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This perspective was echoed by Emma, who felt she could separate the sin of same-

sex relationships from the LGBQQ person.  

 

Emma (I): ‘I am working with a person and their sin is a bit of a byproduct and 

I think that’s how I work with it’   

 

As they viewed everyone as sinful, Emma and John felt they were not unduly judging 

or condemning LGBQQ clients.   

 

Emma (I): ‘We are all sinful we all have our issues we all live in a fallen world 

I’m not here to judge anybody nobody I will never seek to do that I will never do 

it’ 

 

Emma expressed complete confidence that her deeply held views on the sinfulness of 

same-sex relationships did not influence her work with LGBQQ clients.  

 

Emma (I): ‘I see that person as an individual and I would pride myself as being 

able to do that and I just see that person for who they are I don’t judge them [] 

on my own beliefs’  

 

If her views on affectional orientation ever had a negative impact on an LGBQQ client, 

Emma would end the counselling relationship.  

 

Emma (I): ‘I also believe that there is an opt out for a counsellor to engage with 

any person presenting with any issue’  
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Jane supervised several counsellors who considered same-sex relationships to be 

sinful and did not believe any to unfairly judge LGBQQ clients.   

 

Jane (I): ‘I honestly would say I haven’t known anyone as a counsellor who has 

been particularly judgmental about that [LGBQQ orientation]’  

 

John explained the real risk to clients potentially lay with counsellors who held 

spiritualist or non-Christian beliefs.  

 

John (I): ‘I’m even aware of there being counsellors who would have faith 

positions which I would find very I would be very suspicious of and I am talking 

about people who would be spiritualists and people who would be on the darker 

side’ 

 

John believed counsellors who shared his religious views had higher moral standards.   

 

John (I): ‘there’s less danger of a Christian counsellor getting into an improper 

relationship with a client there is less danger of a Christian counsellor Christian 

by conviction who is going to [] financially inappropriate’ 

 

He felt counsellors without a personal Christian faith were more likely to engage in an 

unethical relationship or financial exploitation of a client.  
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Policy of Exclusion 

 

Some counsellors worked for a counselling organisation with a conservative Christian 

stance on affectional orientation.  This agency, a registered charity, was an 

organisational member of several regulatory counselling bodies and offered its 

services to the local community.  John explained some clients self-referred, and others 

were signposted by various statutory bodies, including doctors.  

 

John (I): ‘some [clients] are even signposted by their doctors’  

 

As a matter of policy, this organisation would not provide relationship counselling to 

LGBQQ people who were in a same-sex relationship, or to cohabiting heterosexual 

couples.   

 

John (I): ‘we will not provide that [counselling] to co-habiting couples who have 

no intention of getting married nor will we provide that to same-sex couples’  

 

John explained that this policy was founded on a biblical worldview which viewed 

same-sex relationships and sex outside of marriage as sinful and contrary to God’s 

command.  

 

John (I): ‘that is from a scriptural point of view because we will not [] by what 

we do [] appear to condone something which is directly contrary to God’s word’  
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John went on to discuss how the counselling organisation rejected government funding 

in order to evade obligations arising from human rights and equality legislation which 

could require the inclusion of LGBQQ couples in service provision.   

 

John (I): ‘We refuse any government funding we refuse to be linked to the NHS 

in any direct form [] so that we cannot be misconstrued as a government agency 

or a government body and therefore we cannot be eh considered as an agent of 

the government and therefore fall under [] human rights legislation’ 

 

Emma equated her agency’s exclusion of LGBQQ people with her ineligibility, as a 

heterosexual person, to access counselling at a specialist service for LGBQQ and 

transgender people.  

 

Emma (I): ‘I don’t necessarily feel that they [LGBQQ people] are being 

disadvantaged by not being allowed to access our services in the same way that 

if I was desperately seeking counselling and I went to for instance the 

[counselling organisation] which is a tailor made [] project for the LGBT 

community that I would be refused’  

 

Jane was concerned she could personally face future legal or professional liability for 

the organisation’s exclusion of LGBQQ couples.  

 

Jane (I): ‘I sometimes think eugh gracious I’m going to end up in deep water if 

that [exclusion of LGBQQ couples] becomes an issue’  
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Jane believed it would be more strategic for the agency to reframe its exclusion of 

LGBQQ couples as an issue of counsellor competence, rather than expressing it as an 

outworking of their religious beliefs.   

 

Jane (I): ‘my thinking is more a) we don’t have expertise and b) I think we’re 

legally vulnerable [] unless we present that in a particular way’  

 

Whilst same-sex couples could not avail of counselling, in certain circumstances some 

LGBQQ people could attend the service.  Counselling was open to LGBQQ clients if 

they remained silent about their same-sex relationship.  

 

John (I): ‘a guy who was living in a [] had a same-sex partner but he wanted to 

come in to talk about something else [] that’s not a problem that’s not an issue’  

 

Counselling was also provided to LGBQQ people struggling with, or uncertain about, 

their affectional orientation.  

 

Jane (I): ‘we do [] a fair amount of work with people whose sexual orientation 

is uncertain’  

 

Jane explained a significant number of LGBQQ people availed of counselling for this 

reason.  
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Supporting LGBQQ Clients to be Heterosexual or Celibate 

 

John explained that whilst he considered same-sex relationships to be sinful, he did 

not offer conversion therapies which purported to change an LGBQQ person’s 

affectional orientation to heterosexual.   

 

John (I): ‘we do not do reparative therapies or conversion therapies’  

 

John believed only God could change affectional orientation and explained he knew 

many LGBQQ people God helped become heterosexual.   

 

John (I): ‘I am aware that there a lot of people who have identified as 

homosexuals lesbians in the past who are now living as heterosexuals but I can’t 

get a person to that point that you know God could raise the dead God can 

change a person’s life’ 

 

Whilst John did not offer counselling to change affectional orientation, he provided 

counselling to support some LGBQQ clients who rejected their same-sex attraction 

and wished to live a heterosexual or celibate life.   

 

John (I): ‘the others [LGBQQ clients] were very definitely you know I don’t want 

this that’s [] where they’re coming from [] and so [] that’s what we deal with’ 
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John’s therapeutic interventions aimed to help LGBQQ clients who expressed unease 

with their affectional orientation conform to conservative Christian heterosexual 

norms.  

 

John (I): ‘how do we help people in that situation live and function most 

effectively in their work in society in their church knowing they are same-sex 

attracted’ 

 

To inform his counselling practice, John drew on literature by Christian men who 

decided to live a celibate or heterosexual life despite their attraction to other men.  

 

John (I): ‘there is a number of [] quite well known [] very prominent Christian 

men who are same-sex attracted who have written books about this’  

 

Emma believed counselling, as a means of support, should be offered to LGBQQ 

people trying to resist same-sex attraction.  

 

Emma (I): ‘I don’t think they [LGBQQ people] should journey through that 

difficult time on their own and I think if we can help in any way if we can support 

then when they go through that then that is what we should be doing’  

 

LGBQQ relationships viewed as contrary to God’s will captured how a conservative 

Christian view of LGBQQ relationships as sinful was explicitly incorporated into 

counselling policy and practice. A few counsellors believed celibacy or 

heterosexuality to be the only biblically acceptable response to same-sex attraction.  
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Participants who considered LGBQQ relationships to be immoral prized their ability 

to accept all clients, believing they condemned the decision to engage in same-sex 

behaviour, rather than an LGBQQ person’s inherent self.  LGBQQ couples were 

excluded from accessing the services of one agency. Counselling was provided to 

support some clients reject their LGBQQ orientation and conform with conservative 

Christian heterosexual norms.  

  

4.7.5 Theme: Disadvantaged for Having a Personal Christian Faith  

 

This theme explores the views of some participants who believed the counselling 

profession unfairly judged and disadvantaged them for their personal Christian faith.  

 

Feeling Marginalised in Counselling Training 

 

Emma and Gill felt targeted for their personal Christian faith during counselling 

training.  Emma described how, during a training session, she objected to her tutor’s 

suggestion yoga could benefit clients who experienced trauma.  Emma was concerned 

that yoga would be spiritually harmful due to its association with a Buddhist 

worldview.  

 

Emma (I): ‘I says well actually yeah I probably do have a bit of an issue with 

the whole yoga thing because of its background and the Buddhist sort of 

interpretation’ 
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When asked by a classmate to clarify her religiously based objections, Emma 

perceived this as an attack on her Christian faith. 

 

Emma (I): ‘that was a real attack on you know she had no belief’  

 

Whilst religion was never explicitly addressed during her course, Emma felt her 

personal faith was persistently referenced by other students.   

 

Emma (I): ‘maybe not came up in the course in an actual taught [] lesson or 

tutorial or anything like that but it was brought into the room constantly and I 

could really feel that’  

 

Gill felt some counselling tutors unfairly judged her for having a personal Christian 

faith.  

 

Gill: ‘I think there was a certain degree of judgement [] not with all the tutors 

but a couple [] so I felt that I definitely did’ 

 

Despite most, if not all, her classmates sharing her Christian background, Gill felt she 

was in the minority due to her personal belief system.  

 

Gill (I): ‘I would be in the real minority’ 
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Gill believed counsellors with a personal Christian faith were disadvantaged to a 

greater extent than Muslim counsellors, who she believed experienced a significantly 

higher level of acceptance and religious freedom within the profession.  

 

Gill (I): ‘there’s not a reaction against someone who’s a Muslim and just who 

wants to go and pray whereas I think if someone said they were a Christian it 

might be a bit more there’s much more of a reaction’ 

 

As counselling tutor, Jane felt students with a personal Christian faith were unfairly 

criticised and overtly challenged by their peers.  

 

Jane (I): ‘I watch Christians maybe in tutorials saying something and [] you 

know maybe being challenged fairly assertively [] so I think maybe there is a 

view that Christians evangelical Christians are all in the all share the views of 

the DUP and that fairly [] they’re seen as maybe fairly judgmental’ 

 

At times Jane felt punitively treated within the workplace because of her personal 

Christian faith.  

 

Jane (RL): ‘I have experienced ‘harsh’ treatment by people who had power over 

me because of their antagonism to my faith’  

 

This was particularly striking as Jane felt this unfair treatment was inflicted by those 

in a position of power over her. 
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Feeling Disadvantaged by Measures to Establish Religious Neutrality 

 

Mairéad encountered counsellors with a personal Christian faith who felt unfairly 

treated by efforts to establish religious neutrality in the profession.  As a manager, 

Mairéad requested counsellors refrain from sending organisational emails to 

colleagues about Christian social and religious events. Several counsellors felt this 

was unfair and questioned why it was permissible to send information on counselling 

services for LGBT clients yet not acceptable to email personal correspondence 

inviting colleagues to Christian activities.   

 

Mairéad (I): ‘I sent an email round about training that [a specialist LGBT 

counselling agency] were providing around working with LGBT so one of them 

came into me and said is this not the same as inviting people to a Christian 

service [ ] so I had to explain to her why it completely different’  

 

When it was suggested by an employer that counsellors refrain from wearing a 

Christian cross to work, Emma felt personally and professionally constrained, leading 

to strong feelings of uncertainty around how to express herself in the workplace.   

 

Emma (I): ‘it was actually suggested that if we were wearing a little cross or 

anything you know that it might not be appropriate to our client base [] and that 

really you know to me that [] closes you down a little bit you know that sort of 

restricts you and it makes you quite paranoid about what you can or can’t do or 

say or I don’t function well like that’  
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This theme captured how most participants with a personal Christian faith felt 

disadvantaged in the counselling profession.  In training, some participants felt 

unfairly judged when challenged by peers to examine the implications of their personal 

Christian faith to counselling practice.  Measures to develop religious neutrality within 

the profession were often perceived as unjust limitations on the expression of personal 

religious belief.   

 

4.7.6 Theme: Activism  

 

This theme explains the activism many participants engaged in to challenge the 

inequality of ingrained Christianity in counselling.   

 

As manager, Henry faced pressure from his employer to provide Christian Bible 

studies to clients.  As his organisation was in receipt of government funding, Henry 

repeatedly challenged this request which he believed contravened equality legislation.  

 

Henry (I): ‘he started talking about [] having a bible study or doing some sort 

of [] so I was explaining [] I was trying to say well one we can’t because we’re 

funded by the Trusts so you can’t ethically you can’t take money public money 

and then use it to further your own ends’  

 

At times Henry drew on his own experiences of Christianity to engage in activism.  

Henry utilised his biblical knowledge to raise awareness among his superiors of the 

ethical implications of incorporating Christian religious practices in therapeutic work. 
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Henry (I): ‘I thought OK I’ll try and put it in his language so I talked not that I 

would do but I was doing this for his benefit if you take Jesus and how he lived 

and how he lived his life and [] what he said and [] so I did all that’  

 

Henry repeatedly petitioned his organisation to change their recruitment policy which 

required all staff concur with the philosophy of a specific Christian denomination.  

 

Henry (I): ‘how are you equal opportunities if you’re saying that you have to be 

Christian?’  

 

Challenging the influence of Christianity on counselling was of significant cost to 

Henry who described being treated as ‘bad’ and ‘evil’ by his superiors. At several 

points, Henry had considered resigning to find a more supportive employer.  

 

Henry (I): ‘I’ve looked for jobs I’ve thought of leaving’ 

 

Ultimately, Henry found avoiding his employers to be the most effective way to 

challenge what he perceived as their unethical requests.  

 

Henry (I): ‘I just stay away’  

 

Henry focused on creating an inclusive environment for clients that did not promote 

any religious worldview.  
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Henry (I): ‘people think they’re coming into some sort of Christian place but 

they don’t leave with that’   

 

Siobhán discussed how some clients were uncertain and concerned about her 

organisation’s association with one of the Christian churches.  

 

Siobhán (I): ‘they were concerned that it was a [Christian denomination] 

organisation and whether that would [] be promoting certain [] values and kind 

of ways of working’  

 

Siobhán engaged in activism by separating herself from her employer and encouraging 

clients to consider counselling as independent from the perceived values and 

expectations of a Christian denomination.   

 

Siobhán (I): ‘whenever I can kind of separate from all of the other stuff that’s 

going on you know the messages the you know the wider institution and what I 

feel is that I’m offering what I can to clients to facilitate them and I make them 

very aware of that [] as much as possible that I am [] separate’   

 

At times, separation from the wider counselling organisation left Siobhán feeling 

isolated in her counselling practice.  

 

Siobhán (I): ‘it’s like I’m flying solo in a way’  
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Isobel viewed participation in this study as a form of activism to challenge what she 

perceived as the detrimental influence of Christian groups on the working conditions 

of counsellors.    

 

Isobel (I): ‘Christian groups offer they keep cutting back when they get 

government grants I mean the whole thing is appalling so you know I’m happy 

to [] speak out’ 

 

Isobel went on to discuss how one organisation, closely associated with Christianity, 

might dismiss her as a supervisor if they became aware of her participation in this 

study.  

  

Isobel (I): ‘you know they could say we’re not going to use you anymore they 

won’t give me any more new [] supervisees’ 

 

Mairéad used a counselling colleague’s invitation to a Presbyterian service as an 

opportunity to raise awareness of the impact of Christianity on LGBQQ people.  As a 

lesbian woman, Mairéad had to overcome the sense of exclusion she personally felt 

from the Presbyterian Church to attend this event.  

 

Mairéad (I): ‘I wasn’t going to go and then I said to myself look why would you 

allow yourself to be excluded’   
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Whilst at the service, Mairéad told colleagues her thoughts on the impact of 

Presbyterian policy which prohibited people in same-sex relationships becoming full 

members or having their children baptised.   

 

Mairéad (I): ‘I got the chance to say to some of the other people who were there 

in a group imagine you know punishing children and actually refusing them’ 

 

Some colleagues agreed with Mairéad that the policy was punitive toward the children 

of same-sex couples.  However, despite their support, Mairéad felt heterosexual 

colleagues, who were not personally disadvantaged by Presbyterian policy, would not 

proactively challenge the church’s stance.   

 

Mairéad (I): ‘some people there agreed with me and were able then to express 

their agreement whereas because they were heterosexual they wouldn’t have 

come in with a big gay agenda’  

 

Mairéad described the effort she invested in addressing the impact of Christianity on 

LGBQQ people in a manner that respected the personal religious views of some 

colleagues.   

 

Mairéad  (I): ‘I was actually able to give voice to some of what my feeling in a 

way that I felt was meaningful to them without having an argument or anything 

but then I think I mean I’ve a lot of experience’ 
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Concerned for the welfare of LGBT clients, Tara asked her organisation to reconsider 

its use of religious premises for the provision of counselling. Use of the phrase ‘stick 

my head above the parapet’ captures the personal and professional risk this activism 

involved.   

 

Tara (I): ‘I am now again having to be the one to stick my head above the parapet 

and go here lads this is kinda not OK you know if you were bringing an LGBT 

or say a trans young person into this environment’ 

 

Kevin challenged a counselling manager to review his decision to display a crucifix 

on a counselling room wall.  

 

Kevin (I): ‘I said to him [] you know you’ve got a crucifix on the wall do you 

really think you should have that there?’   

 

Kevin expressed surprise that, as a gay man, the counselling manager had not 

considered the impact of Christian symbols on LGBQQ clients.  

 

Kevin (I): ‘he still looked at me like I’d said something crazy he hadn’t 

considered that this [] might be problematic [] and he was a gay man himself’ 

 

Kevin went on to discuss his activism on behalf of non-Christian clients whom he 

believed were unfairly targeted by his counselling agency’s policies and procedures.  

Kevin’s concerns related to the assessment and profiling of a client’s perceived 
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commitment to religious ideology, a policy Kevin believed was grounded in the 

depiction of minority religions, particularly Islam, as a violent threat.  

 

Kevin (I): ‘if you’re this kind of client you get a different response and [] that’s 

based on [] the false notion that [] clients from a religion other than Christianity 

are problematic’ 

 

Kevin refused to profile a client’s commitment to their religious ideology and lodged 

a complaint with an independent public body.  

 

Kevin (I): ‘I refused to take part in the training around XXXX at that time and 

they couldn’t do anything about it I was prepared to take it further’ 

 

Colleen explained that she tended to overlook colleagues’ harmful comments directed 

toward her affectional orientation.  Following participation, as a form of activism on 

behalf of more vulnerable LGBQQ colleagues, Colleen intended to be more mindful 

of the impact of Christian privilege on her workplace.    

 

Colleen (I): ‘I’m going to pay more attention to the workplace [] just for my own 

education and to see you know not to start fighting with people in any shape or 

form but just to see what I do let how I let slide or []  how much I’m [] inclined 

to ignore cause I need to remember that there are always others coming behind 

me’ 
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At times, some participants did not have the emotional energy to engage in activism.  

Occasionally Tara remained silent in order to protect her wellbeing.  

 

Tara (I): ‘I kinda had to do that a bit to survive not to challenge so much cause 

you’d wear yourself out’  

 

Molly was so hurt by prejudicial comments directed toward her affectional orientation 

by a counselling manager with personal Christian beliefs, she was unable to pursue a 

formal complaint.  

 

Molly (I): ‘I wish I’d kind of taken it more to like taken it a more formal 

complaint but I didn’t I was devastated’  

 

Capturing the sentiments of several LGBQQ participants, Kevin expressed the 

injustice of having to both challenge and withstand systems of oppression in 

counselling.  

 

Kevin (I): ‘for me as a gay person I felt that that was a hard battle for me and it 

was a battle I shouldn’t have had [] to engage in’  

 

Several participants felt there was a widespread reluctance among colleagues to 

challenge societal inequality.  
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Tara (I): ‘there’s no politicisation of [] there’s no concept of we’re [] trying to 

make change we’re trying to create change and we’re looking for ripple effects 

into this world we live in’  

 

Unwillingness to engage in activism was attributed by some participants to a lack of 

diversity within the counselling profession.  Rosie and Tara discussed how, in their 

experience, many counsellors were middle-class people who had selected counselling 

as a second career.  As these counsellors had benefitted financially and professionally 

from the status quo, they were unlikely to challenge it.  

 

Tara (I): ‘you’re looking at like semi-retired teachers you’re looking at people 

who’ve been in nursing and caring professions very institutionalised human 

beings who [] they’re not in the habit of speaking out’  

 

Activism explored the steps taken by many participants to challenge the inequality of 

counselling’s ingrained Christian culture.  Activism was directed toward the explicit 

integration of Christian religious practices, use of Christian spaces and symbols, 

profiling of non-Christian clients, and the potentially harmful views of some 

colleagues toward LGBQQ affectional orientation. Often activism involved 

considerable personal and professional risk, with many counsellors who experienced 

oppression having to confront systems of inequality due to the obliviousness and 

inaction of some colleagues. 
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4.7.7 Overarching Theme Summary: An Unequal Profession  

 

An unequal profession captured the inequality that resulted from participants’ 

experiences of an ingrained Christian culture in counselling. Unearned employment 

opportunities were provided to many counsellors with a Christian background, 

particularly those with personal Christian beliefs. The counselling workplace was 

experienced as an unequal environment in which LGBQQ participants encountered 

hostility and prejudice. Most participants felt ill-prepared for work with non-Christian 

clients due to a lack of training, awareness, and opportunities for self-reflection. This 

contrasts with the prepared nature of participants’ work with clients who had a 

Christian background.  The perceived sinfulness of same-sex relationships explicitly 

shaped the counselling practice of some participants, who excluded certain LGBQQ 

clients and supported others to deny their affectional orientation to conform with 

Christian heterosexual norms. Some participants disputed the existence of a Christian 

culture in counselling, perceiving attempts to establish religious neutrality within the 

profession as an attack on their personal Christian faith.  Many participants, at 

significant personal and professional cost, engaged in activism to confront the 

inequality of ingrained Christianity.   

  

4.8 Section Summary  

 

This section outlined the two overarching themes constructed in the analysis of phase 

two data.  Phase two explored Christian privilege from the perspective of LGBQQ and 

heterosexual counsellors with a Christian background in NI.  The over-arching theme 

Christian privilege and oppression examined how oppression shaped participants’ 
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views and experiences of Christian privilege.  This was expounded through six related 

themes: compulsory heterosexuality, Protestant hegemony, Christian patriarchy, 

oppression perceived to annul Christian privilege, oppression provides insight to 

Christian privilege, and Christian privilege considered meaningless.  The over-

arching theme an unequal profession captured the inequality that resulted from 

participants’ experiences of an ingrained Christian culture in counselling.  This was 

developed in six themes: unearned employment opportunities, an oppressive 

workplace, ill-prepared for clients with a non-Christian background, LGBQQ 

relationships viewed as contrary to God’s will, disadvantaged for having a personal 

Christian faith, and activism.  The following discussion chapter will consider phase 

two findings in the context of existing literature and discuss the implications for 

counselling practice.  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION  

 

5.0 Chapter Overview 

  

The discussion chapter will contexualise phase two findings within existing literature 

and discuss some implications for counselling practice. Certain parallels and 

connections with phase one data will also be highlighted.  There are two sections in 

this chapter.  Section one will explore the overarching theme Christian privilege and 

oppression.  Section two will examine the overarching theme an unequal profession.   

 

As data analysis primarily focused on semantic level analysis, this chapter will 

explicitly incorporate conceptual and theoretical issues (Braun and Clarke, 2013). 

Bowleg (2008) stresses that to comprehend the sociohistorical nature of privilege and 

oppression, researchers must ‘forgo disciplinary myopia’ (p. 318).  Contributions from 

multiple fields will therefore be considered including counselling, history, legal 

studies, politics, sociology, and theology.   

 

Section 1: Christian Privilege and Oppression  

 

5.1 Section Overview 

 

This section will consider the significance of the main findings presented in the 

overarching theme Christian privilege and oppression, which explored how 

oppression shaped lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer, questioning (LGBQQ) and 

heterosexual counsellors’ views and experiences of Christian privilege.  This 
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overarching theme is expounded through six themes: compulsory heterosexuality, 

Protestant hegemony, Christian patriarchy, oppression perceived to annul Christian 

privilege, oppression provides insight to Christian privilege, and Christian privilege 

considered meaningless.  

 

5.2 Compulsory Heterosexuality, Protestant Hegemony, and Christian 

Patriarchy  

 

The themes compulsory heterosexuality, Protestant hegemony, and Christian 

patriarchy, provide insight to the complexity of Christian privilege at the intersection 

of affectional orientation, denominational, and gender oppression.  The findings 

denote the far-reaching diversity within the category of ‘Christian’ and support one of 

the core tenets of intersectionality which maintains that social groups are not 

homogenous (Stewart and McDermott, 2004).  They align with the assertions of 

multiple researchers who contend that the study of power is incomplete without 

considering both privilege and oppression (Bowleg, 2013; Collins, 2001; Crenshaw, 

1989; McIntosh, 2012).  McIntosh (2012) states ‘no one is only privileged or only 

disadvantaged’; to be comprehensively understood, Christian privilege must therefore 

be viewed in relationship with multiple other group memberships (p. 197).  

 

5.2.1 Compulsory Heterosexuality  

 

This theme explored how all LGBQQ counsellor participants felt punished for their 

affectional orientation by various branches of the Christian church in Northern Ireland 

(NI). 
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The findings indicate that most LGBQQ participants believed the dominance of 

Protestant religious political conservatism was responsible for the denial of marriage 

equality in NI.  At the time of data collection, same-sex marriage was not legal in NI.  

However, following the introduction of the NI (Executive Formation etc.) Act 2019, 

NI became the last region of the United Kingdom (UK) to legalise same-sex marriage.  

This followed an initiative in July 2019 by the UK parliament.   

 

The NI Assembly had previously voted against marriage equality on five occasions.  

Sinn Féin, the largest Irish nationalist party typically aligned with the Catholic 

community, voted in favour of all five motions. The Democratic Unionist Party 

(DUP), the majority unionist party largely supported by members of the Protestant 

community, rejected each proposal. Four of the five motions were defeated by a simple 

majority.  The fifth motion, introduced in 2015, was supported by the majority of NI’s 

Members of the Legislative Assembly (MLAs).  Despite more MLAs voting for the 

motion than against, it was blocked by the DUP’s introduction of a petition of concern 

which required the bill to have cross-community support. The motion consequently 

failed as only four of the 53 MLAs who voted in favour were unionists.  

 

Arlene Foster, then leader of the DUP, indicated that the party would continue to use 

the petition of concern if further motions on same-sex marriage were introduced to the 

NI Assembly (BBC, 2016).  Based on their Protestant religious conservatism, the DUP 

have ardently opposed marriage equality in NI; two-thirds of party members believe 

homosexuality is wrong (Evans and Tonge, 2018; Hayes and Nagle, 2019; Tonge et 

al., 2014).  The use of a petition of concern in the context of marriage equality 

legislation was perceived by many to be an abuse of parliamentary procedure.  This 
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mechanism, introduced to NI by the 1998 Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, was 

intended to prevent discrimination and safeguard minority rights.   

 

Sinn Féin have increasingly supported the rights of LGBQQ people throughout Ireland 

(Evans and Tonge, 2018; Hayes and Nagle, 2019).  The party has sought to draw 

parallels between affectional orientation oppression and the marginalisation of Irish 

Republicans stating, ‘Irish Republicans are only too well aware of what it means to 

be treated as second-class citizens’ (Sinn Féin, 2014, p. 5).  By aligning the oppression 

of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people with the discrimination 

experienced by Irish Republicans, Sinn Féin have been able to endorse marriage 

equality despite the Catholic Church encouraging its members to oppose such policy 

(Evans and Tonge, 2018). Analysing data from the 2015 NI election opinion survey, 

Evans and Tonge (2018) concluded that on the issue of same-sex marriage, supporters 

of Sinn Féin were guided by party, rather than church affiliation; most voters were 

willing to ‘defy their church and follow their party cue’ (n= 1810) (p. 344).  

Conversely, DUP supporters were found to ‘reinforce the hostility’ of many Protestant 

churches (p. 344).   

 

The findings denote that all LGBQQ counsellor participants felt their affectional 

orientation was viewed as sinful by many branches of the Christian church in NI.  For 

certain counsellors, this had a profound effect on their psychological well-being.  The 

impact on some participants’ mental health could be attributable, at least in part, to 

internalised heterosexism which can occur when harmful depictions of same-sex 

orientation become introjected into a LGBQQ person's psyche (Davies and Neal, 

2000; Eubanks-Carter, Burckell and Goldfried, 2005; Szymanski, Kashubeck-West 
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and Meyer, 2008).  Internalised heterosexism is increased by membership of a 

religious institution that does not hold an affirming stance toward LGBQQ people 

(Lease, Horne and Noffsinger-Frazier, 2005).  Research indicates that internalised 

heterosexism is strongly correlated with a wide range of psychological difficulties 

(Szymanski, Kashubeck-West and Meyer, 2008).  Longo, Walls, and Wisneski (2019) 

suggest the tension between one’s affectional orientation and the religious messages 

of sinfulness directed toward it can result in ‘competing selves’ an acute experience of 

inner conflict (p. 276).  The findings therefore support the conclusions of several 

researchers who maintain that conservative Christian discourse on affectional 

orientation can have a profound impact on the mental health of LGBQQ people in NI, 

many of whom have been exposed to harmful messaging from childhood (Duggan, 

2012; Kitchin and Lysaght, 2004; Mitchell and McConnell, 2011). 

 

Concepts of sinfulness have been used since the origins of the Christian Church to 

oppress not only LGBQQ people, but all those who do not confirm to a conservative 

Christian worldview.  Christianity is founded on the assumption that people are 

inherently sinful (Kivel, 2013).  Many Christians believe that the only way to be saved 

from one’s sinfulness is to make a conscious decision to believe in Jesus Christ as 

God’s son; there is no other way to salvation.  Those who reject this message are often 

‘judged to be ignorant to this truth, deceived by the devil, or heretically to have 

rejected the truth outright’ (Kivel, 2013, p. 53).  Phase one findings indicate that 

participants from every non-Christian group experienced the accusation they were 

somehow associated with evil (see theme treated as an enemy).  Foxman (2010) argues 

that one of the pillars of anti-Semitism is the propagation by many Christian churches 

that Jewish people are guilty of the ultimate sin of deicide; Jews are positioned as God-
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murderers responsible for the killing of Jesus.  Muslims are often framed as infidels, 

their perceived association with the devil preventing the expansion of Christianity 

across the world (Kivel, 2013).  The findings therefore denote how both LGBQQ 

people and non-Christians in NI can be oppressed by messages of sinfulness from 

many mainstream Christian churches.  

 

The findings indicate that many LGBQQ participants discussed how a message of 

sinfulness from the Christian churches caused pain and separation within their family 

of origin.  Research among lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people in 

NI found family rejection to be the primary reason for homelessness (n=80) (NIHE, 

2015).  A survey from the United States (US) indicates that lesbian, gay, and bisexual 

(LGB) young adults who endure family rejection are over eight times more likely to 

attempt suicide, and almost six times more likely to experience depression, than LGB 

young people who encounter little or no family rejection (n=224) (Ryan et al., 2009). 

Duggan (2012) suggests that some LGBT people in NI are forced to forge a new 

‘family’ structure through friends who share their affectional orientation.  Family 

rejection might have a more pronounced impact on women in NI as gendered societal 

expectations can result in lesbian women being more likely to repress their affectional 

orientation and remain in the family home to fulfil a caring role (Duggan, 2012).   

 

The findings denote that Isobel reported that, during the NI conflict, many LGBQQ 

people had to conceal their affectional orientation to prevent community ostracism in 

a dangerous sectarian climate.  This aligns with Duggan’s (2012) contention that 

loyalist and republican groups targeted LGBQQ people in NI to ensure the wider 

community knew homosexuality would not be ‘tolerated’ (p. 36).  In times of 
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ethnonationalist conflict, the heterosexual family unit is viewed as essential for 

maintaining and perpetuating national identity (Hayes and Nagle, 2019).  To protect 

marriage as a heterosexual construct for procreation, ethnonationalist groups often 

punish LGBQQ people and oppose the right of women to access to abortion (Duggan, 

2012; Evans and Tonge, 2018; Hayes and McKinnon, 2018; Hayes and Nagle, 2019; 

Sullivan-Blum, 2006).  The findings therefore support Hayes and Nagel’s (2019) 

assertion that religious and ethnonationalist interests in NI can converge to uphold 

gender and affectional orientation oppression.   

 

The findings indicate a few participants attributed the perceived inferiority of LGBQQ 

people in NI to the invisibility of same-sex relationships within the education system.  

Whilst Relationship and Sexuality Education (RSE) is compulsory in England and 

Wales, Northern Irish schools can determine the content of RSE based on their ethos.  

The Catholic and Protestant churches have a significant influence on school ethos in 

NI (Woolfe Institute, 2015).  A survey by the Department of Education (2016) found 

59.2% of schools did not cover LGB issues with students, with 19.4% preferring not 

to answer the question (n=424).  Almost 70% of schools were not aware of ever having 

an LGB student.  Love for Life, an independent Christian charity which works 

alongside many churches in NI, delivers approximately 70% of RSE in NI’s post-

primary schools (Love for Life, 2021).  In 2021, a government advisory panel 

concluded the present system in NI was ‘inconsistent and insufficient’ and 

recommended RSE become compulsory for all students, regardless of school ethos 

(Meredith, 2021).  
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The invisibility of same-sex relationships in NI’s schools echoes the phase one 

findings which explained how participants experienced systems of politics, education, 

and media in NI to overlook their non-Christian background (see theme systemic 

invisibility). The theme Christian patriarchy examines how invisibility is intensified 

for lesbian women in NI.  Systemic invisibility could be considered a form of cultural 

imperialism, defined by Young (1990) as, ‘the universalisation of a dominant group’s 

experience and culture, and its establishment as the norm’ (p. 59). Cultural 

imperialism renders minority groups invisible whilst concurrently constructing them 

as a stereotype (Young, 1990).  Young (1990) considers cultural imperialism, along 

with powerlessness, exploitation, marginalisation, and violence, to constitute the five 

faces of oppression in liberal democracies.  The findings therefore reveal how 

Christian cultural imperialism can potentially manifest within NI’s education system 

leading to the oppression of LGBQQ people and non-Christians.  They support 

Blumenfeld’s (2006) contention that Young’s taxonomy of oppression extends to 

manifestations of Christian privilege.  

 

5.2.2 Protestant Hegemony 

 

This theme captured how, for many counsellor participants, Christian privilege was 

associated with Catholic oppression by a Protestant majority.  

 

The findings indicate that several participants felt people with a Catholic background 

had been politically marginalised and excluded in NI.  Historically Catholicism 

formed the dominant Christian denomination throughout the island of Ireland.  

However, in the early 17th Century during the Plantation of Ulster, Protestants from 
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Scotland and England began immigrating in large numbers to the northern province 

of Ulster.  One of the primary aims of this colonisation was the imposition of 

Protestantism in an attempt to secure British governmental control (Foster, 1989; Kee, 

1982).  The plantation involved the widespread confiscation of land from the native 

Irish population for English-speaking Protestants (Foster, 1989; Kee, 1982).   

 

The political and economic power of the Protestant planters was established through 

the penal laws.  Enforced largely in the 17th and 18th Century, penal laws politically 

and socially disenfranchised Catholics and minority Protestant denominations through 

measures that excluded all non-Anglicans from public office, land ownership or voting 

(Foster, 1989; Kee, 1982).  These measures initiated a period of history from the 17th 

to early 20th Century known as the ‘Ascendancy’ which saw the establishment of 

Protestant domination in Ulster (McGarry, 2002). When NI was established in 1921, 

James Craig, unionist Prime Minster from 1921-1940, declared ‘all that I boast of is 

that we are a Protestant parliament and state’ (Buckland, 1981, p. 1).  Over the next 

50 years, local council electoral boundaries were manipulated to ensure unionist 

control of majority Catholic areas (Hancock, 1998; Hewitt, 1981; McAllister, 2000).  

 

Throughout NI’s history there has been a strong affiliation between the Protestant 

ruling class and the Orange Order.  Whilst not explicitly a political organisation, the 

Orange Order was founded in 1795 to defend and promote the Protestant faith; the 

Order promotes allegiance to, and union with, the British Crown (Bryan and Jarman, 

1998; McAuley and Tonge, 2007).  Catholic people cannot join, with members of the 

Orange Order traditionally forbidden from entering premises associated with the 

Catholic Church (Tonge, 2019).  Bryan and Jarman (1998) contend that, for over 50 
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years, close affiliation with the Orange Order was ‘virtually a requirement for any 

Unionist politician seeking to advance his career’ in NI (p. 158).  As highlighted by 

Kevin in the findings (see theme Protestant hegemony), between 1921-1972, all of 

NI’s six Prime Ministers were members of both the Ulster Unionist Party and the 

Orange Order (McAuley and Tonge, 2007).  The Orange Order continues to influence 

contemporary political life in NI.  In 2017, half of the DUP’s 28 MLAs were members 

of the Orange Order (Tonge, 2019).   

 

Given the historic prevalence of Protestant political hegemony in NI, it is likely that 

Protestants have greater degrees of Christian privilege relative to all other 

denominations, particularly Catholics.  The findings therefore align with Blumenfeld’s 

(2006, 2020) and Kivel’s (2013) rationale that not all Christian denominations are 

equally influential, with the denomination adopted by the ruling class likely to have 

most power and authority in a specific geographic area.  They concur with Todd’s 

(2010) assertion that when Catholicism has been a source of far-reaching oppression, 

grappling with the complexities of Christian privilege is intensely ‘thorny’ and 

difficult work (p. 142).   

 

The findings indicate that several participants had experiences of terrorist stereotyping 

due to their Catholic background.  McAuley and Tonge (2007) suggest that many 

unionist politicians depicted Catholic people in NI as the ‘dangerous other’ (p. 39).  

The framing of all Catholic people as a terrorist threat had a profound influence on 

government policy in NI.  In 1971, the unionist government introduced internment, 

indefinite imprisonment without trial, under the Civil Authorities (Special Powers) 

Act (Northern Ireland) 1922.  From 1971–1975, approximately 1800 of the 1900 
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people interned were Catholic, with many more Catholic people arrested and 

subsequently released (Lowry, 1976; Page, 2011).  A 1978 ruling by the European 

Court of Human Rights found many of those detained were subjected to inhumane and 

degrading treatment including sleep deprivation, physical assaults, and death threats 

(Bowcott, 2018).  

 

The British and Northern Irish government used the police and army to respond to the 

perceived terrorist threat of the Catholic population. Throughout its 50-year history, 

the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC), the police force in NI from 1922, comprised 

almost exclusively of Protestant officers.  In 1992, only 7.78% of full-time and 3% of 

part-time officers were Catholic, despite Catholic people comprising 36% of NI’s 

population (Mapstone, 1992; Melaugh, Lynn and McKenna, 2021).  The Ulster 

Defence Regiment (UDR), a British Army regiment based in NI from 1970–1992, had 

only 3% Catholic membership in 1991.  From 1972-1989, 17 people were killed by 

rubber and plastic bullets used by the RUC and British Army in NI. All but one of 

those killed were Catholic, and eight were children (Melaugh, Lynn and McKenna, 

2021).  In 2006, an independent international panel found evidence of collusion 

between the RUC, UDR, and loyalist paramilitaries in 74 murders during 1972-1977 

(Cassel et al., 2006).  Collusion involved direct participation by RUC and UDR 

officers in murder, the provision of arms, and the training of loyalist paramilitaries 

targeting Catholic people in NI.   

 

The stereotype of Catholic people as terrorists continues to be perpetuated by certain 

unionist politicians.  In January 2021 DUP Member of Parliament (MP) Ian Paisley 

Jr., during a meeting of the NI Affairs Committee, conflated the Irish Republican 
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Army (IRA) with Catholicism stating, ‘in NI of course we remember the border 

campaign and the genocide of sectarian murder where the IRA – the Catholic IRA – 

murdered Protestants of the border’ (Gordon, 2021).  Ian Paisley Jr. faced criticism 

from the committee chair for his comments.  

 

The terrorist stereotyping experienced by some Catholic participants echoes the phase 

one findings which denote how Muslim participants felt they were frequently 

perceived as enemies who posed a dangerous threat to Northern Irish society (see 

theme treated as an enemy).  Muslims are increasingly positioned as a terrorist threat 

in western Europe and the US (Ali, 2014; Braunstein, 2017; Joshi, 2009; Nurrullah, 

2010).  The findings therefore suggest that both Catholic people and Muslims in NI 

might be positioned as terrorist ‘outsiders, enemies, and others’ to justify religious 

oppression and exclusion from power (Braunstein, 2017, p. 356).  

 

The findings indicate that a few participants viewed their Protestant identity as 

providing protection from police and army harassment.  This supports Gethins’ (2006) 

contention that the RUC operated two different models of policing.  Protestant areas 

were subject to a liberal-democratic policing model, in which a decentralised police 

service was accountable to, and working in partnership with, the community it served.  

Catholic communities had a colonial model of policing, characterised by intense 

militarisation and reliance on weapons. Colonial police forces are accountable to the 

‘dominant colonial elite’ and aim to surveil and repress the local population rather 

than engage in partnership (Gethins, 2006, p. 15).  In addition to NI, this form of 

policing had been utilised by the British government in parts of Africa, Australia, 

Canada, and Palestine (Gethins, 2006).  
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The findings denote that some participants believed their Protestant background 

afforded unearned economic benefits in housing, employment, and the accumulation 

of intergenerational wealth.  Historically, the government of NI invested in the eastern 

parts of country which had a higher concentration of Protestants, whilst neglecting 

areas to the west which had a greater population of Catholics (Hewitt, 1981). The 

Cameron Report (1969) concluded that unionist-controlled councils 

disproportionately allocated jobs and housing to Protestants and in doing so 

‘systematically discriminated’ against Catholic people (Hewitt, 1981, p. 364; 

Hancock, 1998).  The legacy of Protestant economic dominance continues to impact 

Northern Irish society.  There remains a ‘high correlation between deprivation levels 

and religion with Catholic constituencies more deprived than Protestant ones’ 

(Danaher, 2019). Furthermore, 16 of the 20 poorest districts in NI are in predominantly 

Catholic areas (McDonald, 2014).     

 

The findings report that a few participants referenced how, within their Protestant 

communities, the economic spoils of denominational hegemony were considered a 

legitimate reward for hard work, with Catholic people often blamed for the inequality 

they endured.  This aligns with the concept of a Protestant work ethic (PWE).  

Originating in the work of influential German sociologist Weber (1905), the PWE is 

an ethos which contends that Protestants work harder, and are more intrinsically 

orientated to work, than non-Protestants (Arslan, 2001; Cokley et al., 2007).  For 

Weber, the individualism, frugality, and guilt of Protestantism embodied the essence 

of capitalism and was critical to the success of this economic system in western 

Europe.  Conversely, Weber believed that Catholicism opposed the growth of 

capitalism as the Catholic Church encouraged fatalism, leisure, and a collectivism that 
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impeded the accumulation of individual wealth (Arslan, 2001; Cokley et al., 2007).  A 

fundamental tenet of the PWE is the notion that economic prosperity is an outworking 

of God’s blessing; financial success is divine reward not only for hard work, but for 

‘inner virtue’ (Cokley et al., 2007, p. 76).  Wealth is considered a manifestation of 

God’s favour, with poverty an indication of sin and ungodliness (Arslan, 2001).  The 

findings therefore indicate that adherence to a PWE might obscure the injustice of 

Christian privilege and provide moral justification for the inequality experienced by 

non-Protestant communities in NI.  

 

The findings denote that several participants felt Catholics in NI were not considered 

Christian by many Protestants; these participants consequently rejected any personal 

identification with the term ‘Christian’.  This supports the contention of Murphy, 

Hickey, and Beggs (2010) that in NI, ‘Christian’ is often conflated with Protestant.  

The depiction of Catholicism as non-Christian has been perpetuated within NI’s 

political arena.  During a papal visit to the European Parliament in 1988, Ian Paisley, 

the then future First Minister of NI, denounced Pope John Paul II as ‘Christ’s enemy 

and Antichrist’ (Irish Times, 2004).  The Free Presbyterian Church, founded by Ian 

Paisley, continues to view Catholicism as ‘idolatrous’ (Tonge, 2019, p. 27).  In 2019, 

a group of Free Presbyterian ministers condemned a cross community Easter march 

involving Catholic and Church of Ireland congregations as a ‘sad and shameful act of 

wilful apostasy’ (Bain, 2019).  Whilst its influence on the party might be lessening, 

over 30% of DUP members belong to the Free Presbyterian Church in NI (Tonge, 

2019).  Todd (2010) maintains that questioning whether Catholicism is a Christian 

denomination is a manifestation of Protestant supremacy, used to subjugate Catholic 

people through a message of perceived inferiority.  The findings therefore suggest that 
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critical consideration must be given to use of the term ‘Christian’ when exploring 

religious privilege among Catholic people in NI.  

 

5.2.3 Christian Patriarchy  

 

This theme captures how systems of male dominance shaped some counsellor 

participants’ experiences of Christian privilege. 

 

The findings indicate several participants believed they were treated as inferior to men 

by various branches of the Christian church.  This message of inferiority parallels the 

findings from phase one in which many participants described how they felt degraded 

and treated as subordinate because of their non-Christian background (see theme 

demeaned, attacked, and under threat).  It echoes the inferiority described by LGBQQ 

participants (see theme compulsory heterosexuality).  The findings therefore suggest 

that Christianity positions Christian heterosexual men as superior to several other 

social groups in NI.   

 

Throughout its history, the perceived inferiority of women has been espoused by some 

of Christianity’s most prominent theologians.  Augustine, whose 4th Century writings 

were instrumental in the development of western Christian thought, interpreted the 

biblical story of creation in the book of Genesis as indicative of women’s 

subordination to men. Eve, believed by many Christians to be the first woman, was 

placed on earth for reproduction and to be Adam’s, the first man’s, assistant (Tornau, 

2020).  Whilst Augustine deemed men to be created in God’s image, women were 

considered to ‘only coalesce with the image of God whilst under male headship’ 
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(Kohm, Chandler and Gomez, 2011, p. 196).  In the 13th Century, Aquinas, regarded 

as one of the Catholic Church’s greatest theologians, thought women lacked the 

rationality required for equality with men stating, ‘woman is naturally subject to man. 

Because in man the discretion of reason predominates’ (Kohm, Chandler and Gomez, 

2011, p. 195).  Luther, a seminal figure in the 16th Century Protestant Reformation, 

believed Eve could ‘not equal the glory and worthiness of the male’ (Kohm, Chandler 

and Gomez, 2011, p. 196).  Whilst certain Christians claim these views do not 

represent the inferiority of women but indicate that whilst equal, women and men have 

different but complementary roles within society and church life, the findings denote 

that some women in NI might feel oppressed by what they perceive as a message of 

male supremacy (Francis, 2017; Kohm, Chandler and Gomez, 2011).  

 

Although the founders of the Christian Church in the 1st Century were predominantly 

Jewish Arabs from northern parts of Africa, western Christianity primarily portrays 

God, his son Jesus, and the early disciples, as White men (Kivel, 2013).  Throughout 

European history White men have consequently been given an ‘aura of sanctity’ as 

they are believed to physically reflect God (Kivel, 2013, p. 24).  As Christian teachings 

are often positioned as fact, rather than opinion, White Christian men have been 

framed as the ‘holders, interpreters, and enforcers’ of truth (Kivel, 2013, p. 24).  By 

contrast, women, and other minority groups, are framed as morally deficient.  The 

perceived moral inferiority of women within many Christian churches is typified by 

Eve.  Eve is often depicted as responsible for the fall of humanity through her infidelity 

and temptation of Adam (Francis, 2017; Kivel, 2013).   
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Kivel (2013) suggests that the moral standing imputed to men and untrustworthiness 

ascribed to women by certain interpretations of Christian doctrine continues to 

influence the contemporary judicial system.  Women victims of rape and sexual assault 

often have their credibility attacked in court and previous sexual history disclosed.  

Despite false claims of rape and domestic violence being extremely rare and complex, 

there remains a lingering stereotype that these incidents are widespread (CPS, 2013; 

Starmar, 2013).  A 2018 report into how NI’s criminal justice system handled cases of 

sexual violence and abuse concluded that ‘all too often’ there was a ‘failure to deliver 

an acceptable outcome for victims’ (Criminal Justice Inspection NI, 2018, p. 6).  In 

NI, 706 individuals were charged or reported for rape in 2019-2020. The Public 

Prosecution Service decided to prosecute 67 of these suspects, securing only 20 

convictions for the offence of rape in the Crown Court (PPS, 2020). These figures 

represent one aspect of structural level oppression that manifests from the historic and 

enduring depiction of women as morally inferior to men.  

 

The findings denote that several participants felt marginalised by the dominance of 

male leadership within Christianity.  For centuries, men have assumed almost 

exclusive control of the Christian churches (Francis, 2017; Kivel, 2013).  Kivel (2013) 

argues that this intense concentration of power affords men a ‘tremendous amount of 

personal and collective credibility’ (p. 24).  Men continue to dominate leadership of 

many of the Christian churches in Ireland; the involvement of women remains a 

controversial and contested area (Francis, 2017).  Despite most churchgoers in the 

island of Ireland being women, Francis (2017) estimates that only 400 women are 

ministering as their main life choice.  The Catholic Church does not ordain women 

and many Protestant denominations limit some or all their leadership positions to men; 
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only the Moravian Church and Salvation Army have historically supported the 

equality of women in positions of church authority (Francis, 2017).  For many women, 

their involvement in the Christian Church is limited to voluntary informal roles with 

men assuming the positions of power and influence.   

 

Little (2002) states the predominance of male leaders within many Christian churches 

is replicated in NI’s political arena; conservative Christianity casts a ‘pervasive 

shadow’ over many aspects of political life (p. 168).  Whilst the DUP and Sinn Féin 

have had high profile female leaders, women nonetheless continue to be 

underrepresented at all levels of political life in NI (Evans and Tonge, 2018; Hayes 

and Nagle, 2019; Potter, 2020).  At January 2020, 74% of local councillors, 67% of 

MLAs, and 78% of MP’s were male (Potter, 2020).  Little (2002) suggests there is a 

‘fervent animosity’ among many Protestant churches toward women in public life, 

with certain male church leaders holding strong ‘anti-feminist views’ (p. 167).  

 

The findings indicate that several participants felt a conservative Christian rationale 

was used to limit the legislative right of women to access abortion in NI.  From early 

Irish society, women have sought ways to end unwanted pregnancy (Jackson, 1992).  

In the Middle Ages, the Christian churches in Europe began to develop a ‘strong 

preoccupation’ with abortion in an attempt to stop women gaining control of their 

reproductive lives (Jackson, 1992, p. 112; Kivel, 2013).  During the Inquisition, a 

series of Christian holy wars which began in the 12th Century and lasted approximately 

600 years, this preoccupation manifested in the practice, accusation, or suspicion of 

abortion constituting one of seven criteria that could be used to identify a witch 

(Jackson, 1992).  A woman found guilty of witchcraft was tortured and put to death.  
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Conservative estimates suggest tens of thousands of women suffered this fate 

throughout Europe, with many more experiencing persecution and trauma (Jackson, 

1992; Kivel, 2013).  Kivel (2013) suggests that the ‘war against women’, initiated by 

the Christian churches during the Inquisition, continues today in their ongoing 

suppression of the rights of women to take control over their own bodies (p. 163).   

 

Due to their stance that human life begins at conception, all NI’s prominent Christian 

denominations advocate for severe restrictions on women’s access to abortion (PCI, 

2019). Historically this view has been adopted by the main political parties. The DUP 

hold an unequivocal anti-abortion position underpinned by a socially conversative 

Christian morality; their opposition to abortion extends to cases of rape, incest, and 

foetal abnormality (Evans and Tonge, 2018; Hayes and Nagle, 2019).  Sinn Féin 

traditionally held a pliable position on abortion, attempting to balance the pro-choice 

views of some of their members whilst not alienating those who, due to their 

conservative Catholic views, strongly opposed the liberation of abortion laws (Evans 

and Tonge, 2018; Hayes and Nagle, 2019).  In 2018, Sinn Féin voted to change their 

party’s anti-abortion stance and support the rights of women to lawfully access 

abortion up to 12 weeks (McCormack, 2018).   

 

When phase two data collection took place in 2018/2019, NI had some of the most 

prohibitive abortion laws in the world (Aiken et al., 2019; Duggan, 2012).  Except in 

extremely limited circumstances, abortion was unlawful under the Offences against 

the Person Act 1861.  In July 2019, the UK parliament voted to put measures in place 

to initiate abortion reform in NI. Despite attempts primarily by unionist politicians to 

block this initiative, The Abortion (NI) Regulations came into force in March 2020 
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and abortion subsequently became lawful in NI within the first 12 weeks of pregnancy, 

and up to 24 weeks if the pregnancy would risk mental or physical injury to the woman 

or girl.  However, due to the government’s inability, or refusal, to fulfil their legislative 

responsibilities, abortion provision in NI has been underfunded and close to collapse 

(Topping, 2021a). Consequently, in November 2020, the Northern Ireland Human 

Rights Commission instigated legal action against the UK government, NI Executive, 

and NI Department of Health to compel them to appropriately fund and commission 

abortion services (NIHRC, 2021). A High Court judge ruled in October 2021 that the 

NI secretary had failed to uphold his duty to provide abortion services in NI (Topping, 

2021b).   

 

The findings denote that Isobel believed the patriarchal nature of biblical texts led to 

the invisibility of lesbian women.  This echoes the work of Duggan (2012) who, 

following an exploration of homophobia in NI, concluded that the ‘gendering of 

homophobia through political oppression and religious denigration’ resulted in 

women’s sexuality being ‘regulated, ignored or overlooked’ (p. 101).  Gay men were 

explicitly positioned by the Christian churches as dangerous and predatory figures 

whereas lesbian women were generally disregarded.  For many lesbian women in NI, 

particularly those in rural areas, their affectional orientation was ‘virtually unheard of’ 

yet oppressive ideologies of gay men were propagated by all mainstream branches of 

the Christian church (Duggan, 2012, p. 101).  This invisibility left many lesbian 

women isolated, fearful, and lonely (Duggan, 2012).  

 

Despite Christianity’s historic and contemporary oppression of women, in western 

Europe and the US, it is Islam that is frequently framed as antithetical to women’s 
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rights (Ali, 2014; Braunstein, 2017; Kivel, 2013; Rahman, 2010).  Whilst there are 

undoubtedly issues of gender equality in many countries with an Islamic culture, 

misogyny is increasingly portrayed as unique to Islam.  Conversely, the western world 

and Christianity are heralded as the embodiment of liberalism toward women and 

LGBQQ people; this view is used as evidence of their superiority over Muslim cultures 

(Braunstein, 2017; Kivel, 2013; Rahman, 2010).  Some UK and US interventionist 

foreign policies have been justified on the grounds of expanding the rights of women 

and LGBT people (Braunstein, 2017; Kivel, 2013; Rahmen, 2010).  

 

5.3 Oppression Perceived to Annul Christian Privilege 

 

This theme explored how most counsellor participants who experienced Christianity 

as a source of oppression did not consider themselves meaningful beneficiaries of 

Christian privilege.  

 

The findings in this theme correspond with the observations of several researchers 

examining Christian privilege at the intersection of racial oppression in the US 

(Accapadi, 2009; Edwards, 2017; Stewart and Loranzo, 2009).  When discussing 

Judeo-Christian privilege among African American faculty at historically Black 

colleges and universities, Edwards (2017) suggests the dominance of White 

supremacy within Christianity can ‘blind’ people to the inequality and advantage 

arising from their Christian backgrounds (p. 136).  Accapadi (2009) comments on the 

profound challenges Christian people of colour must overcome to recognise the power 

associated with their religious background when they are simultaneously 

endeavouring to ‘survive’ racial oppression (p. 123).  
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As oppression can therefore be so pervasive it obscures the benefits of dominant group 

membership, the findings support the inclusion of an intersectional lens in the 

exploration of Christian privilege.  An intersectional approach validates experiences 

of oppression whilst recognising that, due to the complex nature of identity, 

contradictory instances of privilege can also exist (Banks, Pliner and Hopkins, 2013; 

Collins, 2000; Ferber, 2007; McIntosh, 2015; Wise and Case, 2013).  Social justice 

educators suggest that having experiences of oppression empathically understood can 

increase an individual’s receptivity and openness to privilege (Ferber and O’Reilly 

Herrera, 2013).   

 

Through focusing on a narrative of oppression and dismissing the potential unearned 

advantages of having a Christian background, certain participants might have been 

endeavouring to maintain a view of themselves as just and reasonable individuals. 

Several researchers propose we resist privilege awareness to maintain stories about 

our sense of self that are consistent with how we wish to see ourselves (Bartoli et al., 

2015; Goodman, 2011; Hernandez-Wolfe and McDowell, 2013; Todd, 2010; Walls 

and Todd, 2014).  Most people consider themselves to be egalitarian and fair-minded; 

this might be particularly so for counsellors whose profession is founded on ethical 

principles of justice and respect for human rights (BACP, 2018; Goodman, 2011).  The 

findings therefore suggest it could be beneficial for counselling training initiatives in 

the field of Christian privilege to focus on the systemic nature of the phenomenon 

which stresses that unearned advantages are conferred to all members of a social 

group, regardless of the intent or moral character of the beneficiary.  
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The findings indicate that, when evaluating their experiences of Christian privilege, 

some participants tended to compare themselves to people they believed were greater 

beneficiaries of Christian hegemony.  These findings concur with Johnson’s (2001, 

2005) contention that our sense of privilege is relative and determined by upward 

social comparison reference points.  After evaluating Christian privilege by upward 

social comparisons, participants concluded their unearned advantages were 

insignificant.  Johnson (2001) describes this as the ‘paradoxical experience of being 

privileged without feeling privileged’ and suggests it can serve as a distancing dynamic 

that enables people to overlook how privilege benefits everyone within a social group, 

albeit to many varying degrees (p. 36).   

  

The findings suggest that certain participants endeavoured to separate themselves from 

Christianity and its conferred advantages by attributing the inequality of Christian 

privilege to other people with a Christian background.  Accapadi (2009) suggests that 

the ability to disassociate oneself from a dominant group is itself a manifestation of 

privilege. In Christian hegemonic societies, only people with a Christian background 

can ‘own group membership and individual identity by choice’ (p. 126).  People 

without a Christian background, irrespective of their individual religious or non-

religious worldview, are defined exclusively by their ‘non-Christianness’ (p. 126). 

The findings therefore offer insight to the implicit and subtle ways Christian privilege 

can inadvertently be enacted by those endeavouring to separate themselves from their 

religious social group membership. DiAngelo (2011) observes a similar tendency in 

liberal White people who, in order to disassociate themselves from racial privilege, 

view themselves as individuals who are immune to historic forces of socialisation and 

cultural messaging.   
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The findings denote that some participants tended to view Christian privilege as a 

phenomenon that either conferred privilege or oppression; it could not be both.  This 

binary depiction of Christian privilege as an either/or phenomenon corresponds with 

dualism. Dualism positions two ideas as opposite and opposing; it is a ‘core concept’ 

of Christianity that permeates western culture (Kivel, 2013, p. 39). Kivel (2013) 

describes how Christianity is founded on moral binaries; the assumption that people 

are good/evil, Christian/non-Christian, saved/sinner.  When this dualistic framework 

is applied to social power relations it can overlook the complexity and at times 

contradictory nature of Christian privilege as a phenomenon that can both privilege 

and oppress. The findings therefore support researchers who have called for 

discussions on power to move from dichotomies to acknowledge the intersectional, 

contextual, and fluctuating nature of privilege (Atewologun and Sealy, 2014; Banks, 

Pliner and Hopkins, 2013; Collins, 2000; Ferber, 2007; McIntosh, 2015) 

 

5.4 Oppression Provides Insight to Christian Privilege 

 

This theme captured how some counsellor participants used personal experiences of 

oppression from other aspects of their identity to gain insight into the previously 

unexplored phenomenon of Christian privilege.   

 

The findings offer support for the work of multiple researchers who suggest 

experiences of oppression can facilitate appreciation for the unearned advantages 

associated with dominant group identities (Davis, 2014; Hays, Chang and Dean, 2004; 

Hernandez-Wolfe and McDowell, 2013; McIntosh, 2012).  In an exploration of how 

White counsellors define and experience privilege and oppression, Hays, Chang and 
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Dean (2004) found certain participants stated that personal instances of 

marginalisation were instrumental in increasing their awareness of privilege (n=8).  

Following an in-depth case study, Hernandez-Wolfe and McDowell (2013) concluded 

a White participant understood her racial privilege through affectional orientation 

oppression.  In considering multi-cultural counselling competence, Davis (2014) 

proposes White lesbian trainees, due to their experiences of affectional orientation 

oppression, are ideally situated to acknowledge racial privilege.  McIntosh (2012) 

asserts that women might be more attuned to White privilege due to gender oppression.   

 

The findings therefore indicate that, for some participants, personal marginalisation 

revealed what would otherwise be invisible power dynamics.  Those who have 

endured oppression are likely to have an intimate and firsthand knowledge of the ways 

in which certain social group memberships can be targeted by inequality.  Barriers to 

identifying privilege, such as the tendency to see oneself solely as an individual, or the 

view of life as a ‘level playing field’, might be reduced by experiences of systemic 

oppression.  As McIntosh (2012) suggests, the distress caused by oppression can lead 

to empathy for those who have also 'suffered beyond their control' (p. 199). 

 

The findings in this theme contrast with those in the theme oppression perceived to 

annul Christian privilege, which explained how most counsellors who experienced 

Christianity as a source of oppression did not consider themselves beneficiaries of 

religious privilege.  Existing literature can elucidate possible reasons why experiences 

of oppression can either assist or impede awareness of Christian privilege.  Banks, 

Pliner, and Hopkins (2013) suggest that a person’s capacity to understand the privilege 

arising from their dominant group identities can be impacted by the severity of the 
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oppression they have experienced.  Consequently, for certain participants, the pain of 

their marginalised identities could have been too immediate or pervasive to facilitate 

the exploration of Christian privilege. For other participants, their experiences of 

oppression might not have been unduly triggered, enabling them to engage with what 

Ferber and O’Reilly Herrera (2013) term the ‘cognitive complexity’ of intersectional 

identities which confer both privilege and oppression (p. 84).  The findings therefore 

indicate that whilst personal instances of marginalisation can be ‘harnessed’ to 

facilitate awareness and understanding of privilege, careful consideration must be 

given to the extent and immediacy of individual experiences of oppression (Wise and 

Case, 2013, p. 24) 

 

Unlike some participants in the theme oppression perceived to annul Christian 

privilege who tended to evaluate their experiences of privilege against those whom 

they perceived to be in a higher social category, a few respondents in this theme 

compared their experiences to people with a non-Christian background.  Contrasting 

their experiences of marginalisation with people who were oppressed by Christian 

hegemony led participants to conclude the benefits of Christian privilege were deeply 

significant.  This finding concurs with Walls and Todd’s (2014) assertion that insight 

to the pain endured by non-Christian people can facilitate awareness of Christian 

privilege.  

 

The findings denote that Christian privilege was an unexplored and not immediately 

accessible concept for most participants.  This supports the contention that Christian 

privilege is a 'nonconscious ideology' obscured from all but those who are oppressed 

by it (Schlosser, 2003, p. 47; Blumenfeld, 2006; Weinbaum, 2009).  In this regard, the 
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findings align with the work of Walls and Todd (2014), who found almost all Christian 

participants had not previously given ‘much thought’ to religious privilege and were 

‘shocked’ to notice the prevalence of the phenomenon in everyday US life (p. 383) 

(n=13).  Social dominance theory (Sidanius and Pratto, 1999), a psychological and 

structural theory which considers how societies maintain group-based dominance, 

offers insight to the unexplored nature of Christian privilege.  This model contends 

that the institutional structures of society favour dominant groups, allocating resources 

to make their lives more visible and universal than the lives of minority groups.  The 

daily obstacles and difficulties encountered by non-Christian people in NI might 

therefore have been relatively invisible; some participants might not have had 

sufficient social comparison information to understand or consider how their lives 

differed from those without a Christian background.  

 

5.5 Christian Privilege Considered Meaningless  

 

This theme captured how perceptions of oppression led most counsellor participants 

with a personal Christian faith to view Christian privilege as meaningless.  

 

The findings denote that some counsellors viewed Christian privilege as 

inconsequential and dismissed systemic inequality as warranted and insignificant. 

Participant responses align with several aspects of Watt’s (2007, 2009) Privilege 

Identity Exploration (PIE) model.  This model addresses forms of resistance that can 

emerge when dominant groups consider issues of privilege and oppression; it draws 

on psychodynamic theory, namely Freud’s (1937) assertion that psychological defence 

mechanisms are provoked to protect the ego when one’s self-concept is challenged.  
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PIE (Watt, 2007) modes of resistance are denial, deflection, rationalisation, 

intellectualisation, principium, false envy, minimisation, and benevolence.  The 

findings in this theme align with denial, minimisation, deflection, and false envy.  

They offer support for Blumenfeld and Jaekels’s (2012) contention that Christian 

privilege falls within the parameters of the PIE model (Watt, 2007).  

 

Denial  

 

The findings indicate that some participants engaged in denial, the rejection of the 

concept of Christian privilege (Blumenfeld and Jaekel, 2012; Watt, 2007).  As all 

participants within this theme had a personal Christian faith, the findings concur with 

several studies which found denial of systemic inequality to be a common response to 

Christian privilege among self-identified Christians (Blumenfeld, 2020; Blumenfeld 

and Jaekel, 2012; Markowitz and Puchner, 2018).  Counsellors who demonstrated 

denial returned their reflective logs within the shortest time frame, taking significantly 

less time to reflect than other participants.  This could be indicative of their 

unwillingness to critically explore Christian privilege or consider a worldview 

contrary to their own.  The findings therefore suggest some counsellors who have a 

personal Christian faith might exercise denial as defence mechanism to obstruct the 

meaningful exploration of Christian privilege.  

 

Minimisation 

 

The findings denote that some participants focused on the historical benefits of 

Christianity to refute the proposed inequality of Christian privilege.   Emphasising 
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what they perceived as the benefits of Christianity, particularly to minority groups, 

enabled participants to turn ‘unfairness into fairness’ (Markowitz and Puchner, 2018, 

p. 880). This aligns with the mode of minimisation within the PIE model (Watt, 2007).  

The defence of minimisation diminishes any evidence which suggests social group 

membership have a differential impact on one’s life; the effects of oppression are 

reframed as inconsequential. The findings therefore suggest that some counsellors 

with a personal Christian faith could dismiss or minimise the impact of Christian 

hegemony on the lives of certain clients. Existing studies indicate that non-Christian 

clients will present with mental health needs that result from experiences of religious 

oppression in Christian dominated societies (Jordanova et al., 2015; Nadal et al., 2012; 

Rippy and Newman, 2006).   

 

Several researchers have noted the tendency of some people to focus on the positive 

societal contributions of Christianity whilst overlooking Christianity’s institutional 

involvement in oppression such as slavery, colonialism, and White nationalism 

(Blumenfeld, 2006; Kivel, 2013). Blumenfeld (2006) suggests this selective view of 

history extends beyond individuals to academic curricula which tends to reflect only 

the 'heroes' and 'accomplishments' of the Christian European experience (p. 198). 

 

Deflection  

 

In his refutation of systemic inequality, John renamed Christian privilege ‘majority 

privilege’ reflecting his belief that dominant groups, due to their numeric superiority, 

are entitled to benefit from the ascendency of their worldview in a democratic society.  

This finding concurs with the work of Blumenfeld and Jaekel (2012) who found a 
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‘majority rules argument’ to be a form of deflection in the defence of Christian 

privilege (p. 139). Deflection is founded on the idea dominant groups have undisputed 

societal power and must not be expected to conform to the values of minority groups 

(Watt, 2007).  Kivel (2013), who also considers this rationale to be a common defence 

of Christian privilege, maintains this worldview prioritises group ascendancy over 

democratic notions of justice and equitable representation for all. 

 

False Envy  

 

The findings indicate that some participants perceived themselves to be disadvantaged 

and targeted by societal attempts to redress inequality. This aligns with the defence 

mode of false envy, in which dominant groups claim reverse discrimination at the 

hands of minority groups (Blumenfeld, 2020; Blumenfeld and Jaekel, 2012; Watt, 

2007).  The findings offer support for multiple studies which found the beneficiaries 

of Christian hegemony to position themselves as the targets of oppression 

(Blumenfeld, 2020; Blumenfeld and Jaekel, 2012; Case, McMullen and Hentges, 

2013; Markowitz and Puchner, 2018; Walls and Todd, 2014).  Claims of victimhood 

are common among all dominant groups, regardless of the identity being explored 

(DiAngelo, 2011; Ferber, 2012; Hays, Chang and Dean, 2004; Tranby and Hartman, 

2008).  DiAngelo (2011) contends that victimhood of this nature functions to situate 

dominant groups as morally superior and can obscure the extent of their systemic 

power.  

 

The findings echo several studies in the field of White privilege which indicate people 

with a conservative Protestant faith might have a strong propensity to consider 
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themselves the targets of systemic injustice (Emerson and Smith, 2000; Maryl and 

Saperstein, 2013; Todd, McConnell and Suffrin, 2014; Tranby and Hartman, 2008).  

Maryl and Saperstein (2013) found that, among White people in the southern US, 

evangelical Protestants were the group most likely to perceive reverse racial 

discrimination and feel targeted for their White identity (n = 1218).  Given the 

relationship between perceived victimhood and religious tradition, the authors suggest 

that Protestant evangelical religious institutions in southern US states are ‘carriers’ 

for White people perceiving discrimination and might cultivate an environment which 

heighten people’s inclination to view themselves as the victims of racial 

discrimination (p. 743).  Evangelical Protestantism is typically aligned with 

conservative Protestantism (Tranby and Hartman, 2008; Steensland et al., 2000).  

 

It is important to note that participants who demonstrated false envy identified their 

Protestant religious beliefs as conservative (John), moderate (Jane), and 

moderate/liberal (Emma).  However, Jane and Emma belong to a Protestant 

denomination that is widely considered to have an unequivocally conservative 

theological orientation. As denominational affiliation tends to be strongly indicative 

of an individual’s place on the conservative to liberal spectrum of Christianity, Emma 

and Jane could be objectively categorised as conservative (McConnell and Todd, 

2015; Steensland et al., 2000).  

 

The findings indicate that certain participants perceived social justice gains, 

particularly for LGBQQ people, as an attack on Christianity.  John particularly 

appeared to view social justice as a fundamental threat to Christianity; he expressed 

confidence that the ‘futile rebellion’ of LGBQQ movements would one day be 
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defeated by God’s victory. This understanding appears to align with premillennialism, 

an apocalyptic worldview typically embraced by conservative Christians in which the 

last days before the return of Jesus will be characterised by a final struggle between 

good and evil (Kivel, 2013).  For John, advances for LGBQQ groups appeared to 

confirm his sense he was living through an era of spiritual warfare in which his 

adversaries were making significant, albeit temporary, gains.  Kivel (2013) proposes 

that many people with a conservative Christian faith consider life to be a ‘cosmic 

battle’, in which forces of evil are actively trying to destroy the Christian churches (p. 

43).  This concept of good and evil can manifest in wariness, paranoia, and fear toward 

anyone who is perceived as opposing conservative Christianity (Kivel, 2013).  Given 

these conceivably adversarial religious beliefs might be prevalent within some 

conservative Christian communities, the findings suggest that certain counsellors 

could actively resist any social justice dialogue within the profession that seeks to 

advance the rights of LGBQQ people.  

 

Due to their perception that social justice gains were an attack on Christianity, the 

findings indicate that some participants appeared to have a zero-sum mindset when 

considering the rights of minority groups.  A zero-sum worldview considers a gain for 

a structurally disadvantaged group to correspond with a loss for a dominant group. 

This echoes Norton and Summer’s (2011) study examining racial attitudes in the US.  

30% of White participants believed they had been the target of racial discrimination 

(n=209).  White respondents believed advances for racial equality had been at their 

expense; White disadvantage was perceived to be a more salient issue than the 

oppression of Black people.   

 



353 
 

 

To position themselves as the targets, rather than beneficiaries of injustice, participants 

tended to draw on individualistic concepts of oppression; they focused on 

interpersonal acts of discrimination whilst overlooking systemic inequality.  These 

findings align with several studies in the field of White privilege which conclude that 

for certain conservative Christians, the individualism of their religious worldview can 

diminish awareness of privilege (Emerson and Smith, 2000; Todd, McConnell and 

Suffrin, 2014; Tranby and Hartman, 2008).  Emerson and Smith (2000) assert that 

inherent to conservative Christianity are biblical notions of freewill, personal 

salvation, and individual accountability to God.  Christian individualist values are 

associated with a strong sense of meritocracy, the belief that life’s achievements are a 

sole result of personal effort and ability (Emerson and Smith, 2000; Ferber, 2012; 

Tranby and Hartman, 2008). Privilege is inherently linked to systemic, not individual, 

concepts of inequity (Todd, McConnell and Suffrin, 2014). The findings support the 

work of several researchers who stress the importance of communicating the systemic 

nature of inequality to minimise calls of reverse discrimination (Bartoli et al., 2015; 

Goodman, 2011; Todd, 2010) and indicate this conceptualisation might be particularly 

challenging for counsellors with a conservative Christian worldview rooted in 

individualism.  

 

5.6 Section Summary  

 

This section provided insight to the overarching theme Christian privilege and 

oppression, which examined how oppression shaped counsellor participants’ views 

and experiences of Christian privilege.  The findings indicate that compulsory 

heterosexuality, Protestant hegemony, and Christian patriarchy shaped many 



354 
 

 

participants’ experiences of Christian privilege.  For some participants, experiences of 

oppression from other aspects of identity were used to provide insight to Christian 

privilege whilst for others oppression was perceived to annul any unearned advantages 

arising from a Christian background. Perceptions of oppression led most participants 

with a personal Christian faith to view Christian privilege as meaningless.  These areas 

have been explored in sociohistorical context and positioned within existing literature 

and theory.  Certain implications have been discussed.  
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Section 2: An Unequal Profession  

 

5.7 Section Overview 

 

This section will consider the significance of the main findings presented in the 

overarching theme an unequal profession.   An unequal profession explained the 

inequality that resulted from participants’ experiences of a culture of ingrained 

Christianity in NI’s counselling profession.  This overarching theme is expounded 

through six themes: unearned employment opportunities, an oppressive workplace, 

ill-prepared for clients with a non-Christian background, LGBQQ relationships 

viewed as contrary to God’s will, disadvantaged for having a personal Christian faith, 

and activism.     

 

5.8 Unearned Employment Opportunities 

 

This theme explored how, in the experience of most participants, unearned 

employment opportunities were provided to counsellors with a Christian background.  

 

The findings indicate that some counselling organisations only employed counsellors 

with a personal Christian faith, or those sympathetic to the philosophy of a specific 

Christian denomination.  Counsellors who held non-Christian religious beliefs, or no 

religious beliefs, were therefore excluded from applying from certain jobs.  This raises 

the issue of potential discrimination.  Discrimination is a multifaceted concept but can 

be generally understood as the ‘unequal treatment of similar individuals placed in the 

same situation but who differ by one or several characteristics’ (Fibbi and Simon, 
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2021, p. 13).  In NI, these characteristics are age, disability, gender, race, religion or 

belief, and sexual orientation.  Discrimination can result from the explicit exclusion 

of a person based on one or more of these characteristics, or from ‘seeming neutral 

rules or procedures that disproportionately disadvantage certain individuals or 

groups compared to others’ (Fibbi and Simon, 2021, p. 13).  

 

All employers in NI, regardless of the size of their workforce, are subject to the Fair 

Employment and Treatment (Northern Ireland) Order 1998 (FETO) and its subsequent 

amendments.  This legislation renders any discrimination on the grounds of religious 

belief unlawful in the areas of employment, goods, facilities and services, sale and 

management of land, and further and higher education.  In the context of FETO, 

discrimination occurs when a person is treated ‘less favourably than others in the same 

or similar position on grounds of religious belief’ (Equality Commission for NI, 2016, 

p. 4).  Employers are required at each stage of recruitment to ensure no one is unfairly 

disadvantaged based on their religious belief or political opinion.   

 

Certain exemptions to the FETO do exist.  Discrimination is legally permissible for 

positions in the clergy, ministers of religion, teachers in schools, and ‘jobs where their 

essential nature requires them to be done by a person holding, or not holding, a 

particular religious belief or political opinion’ (Equality Commission for NI, 2007, p. 

54).  To justify this discrimination, employers must establish a reasonable claim that 

an essential component of the job can only be carried out by someone holding a 

specific religious belief.  The Equality Commission for NI (2007), the independent 

public body responsible for enforcing the FETO, stipulates that a position with 

‘straightforward secular functions even if it is undertaken within a church or church 
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body’ is not exempt from the legislation (p. 55).  Consequently, a job which does not 

have an essential religious function must be open to all applicants based on merit; a 

person denied this right could appeal to the Fair Employment Tribunal.   

 

The findings therefore suggest certain organisations might be engaged in religious 

discrimination under the FETO if they are excluding counsellors with non-Christian 

or no religious beliefs from applying for a position which would require them to 

deliver a therapeutic service that does not have a religious duty as a fundamental 

component of that job.  As ethical frameworks require practitioners to ‘treat 

colleagues fairly and foster their capability and equality of opportunity’, these 

agencies could also be remiss in their professional ethical responsibilities toward 

counsellors with non-Christian or no religious beliefs (BACP, 2018, p. 22).  

 

It is important to consider the significance of this finding in the socio-political context 

of NI, where the FETO holds a key role in post-conflict society.  Throughout the 

1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, Catholics were over-represented among the unemployed; in 

the 1970s, Catholic male unemployment was 2.5 times higher than Protestant male 

unemployment (Booroah, 1999; Osborne and Cormack, 1986).  This was partly 

attributable to direct and indirect discrimination with ‘force, suspicion, and mistrust’ 

influencing employment choices, and opportunities (Shirlow, 2006, p. 1546; Dingley 

and Morgan, 2005; Osborne and Cormack, 1986).  Whilst there is evidence that trends 

are changing, rates of economic inactivity and unemployment among Catholics 

continue to be higher than among Protestants (Raeside et al., 2014).  In response to 

this injustice, the FETO requires employers in NI to comply with additional duties not 

imposed in other parts of the UK; companies in NI with more than 11 employees are 
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obliged to submit annual monitoring forms to the Equality Commission for NI.  

Reducing employment discrimination is considered a vital component in addressing 

the legacy of ethno-religious conflict within NI (Dingley and Morgan, 2005; Shirlow, 

2006). 

 

The finding that unearned employment opportunities were provided to counsellors 

with a personal Christian faith, or to those sympathetic to a specific denomination, are 

particularly striking given the extent to which Christian religious organisations are 

involved in the delivery of counselling in NI.  The Northern Ireland Council for 

Voluntary Action (NICVA) conducted a survey to establish what community services, 

outside of regular worship, were offered by the faith-based sector in NI (n=498) 

(NICVA, 2016).  The 2016 study found that 37% of religious organisations provided 

advice/counselling as a service to the wider community in the past year. 95.2% of the 

sample identified as belonging to the Christian religion; the largest denomination was 

Presbyterian, representing 20% of respondents.    Whilst not all these agencies might 

require counsellors to have a personal Christian faith, it is likely some practitioners, 

particularly those who have encountered condemnation due to their non-Christian 

background and/or LGBQQ identity, would nonetheless be dissuaded from working 

in an agency directly affiliated with a Christian denomination.  The findings therefore 

suggest that the employment opportunities open to non-Christian and/or LGBQQ 

counsellors might be significantly restricted due to the prevalence of religious 

organisations providing counselling as a community service in NI.   

 

Based on their survey, NICVA (2016) estimated that NI’s faith sector employs over 

4000 people to work in the community.  The number of volunteers engaged in 
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community work on behalf of religious organisations is projected to be over 84000 

(NICVA, 2016).  The extent of volunteer community-based opportunities affiliated 

with Christian churches is of relevance to student counsellors, most of whom must 

source their own volunteer placements during training.  As indicated by Isobel in the 

findings, this can potentially leave trainee counsellors who do not conform to 

conservative Christian norms in a ‘very vulnerable’ position with reduced 

opportunities for clinical placement.   

 

The expansion of the faith-based sector’s involvement in services to the wider 

community has been actively encouraged by government policy.  Commencing in 

2012, the Department for Communities funded a Faith Based Engagement Strand 

under the Regional Infrastructure Support Programme to support the community work 

of religious organisations in NI.  This followed an initiative by then Minister for Social 

Development, Margaret Richie, who viewed faith-based organisations as an under-

utilised resource in the government’s attempts to serve disadvantaged communities 

(Department for Social Development, 2012).   

 

The unearned opportunities provided to counsellors with a personal Christian faith is 

likely to compound the widespread employment inequality endured by minority 

groups, particularly the disadvantage potentially experienced by counsellors who 

identity as Muslim and/or LGBQQ.  A report by the UK government concluded that 

young Muslims encountered Islamophobia, racism, and discrimination throughout 

their educational life and into the workplace, facing more obstacles to success in the 

labour market than any other faith group (Social Mobility Commission, 2017). A 

widespread survey of LGBT people in member states of the European Union and 
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Croatia found rates of unemployment to be 4.5% higher than the general population 

(n=93079) (FRA, 2014).   Following a piece of experimental research in which the 

probability of gay and lesbian job-seekers in the UK receiving an interview was 5.1% 

lower than that for their heterosexual counterparts, Drydakis (2015) concluded that 

‘heteronormative discourse continues to reproduce and negatively affect the labour 

market prospects of gay men and lesbians’ (p. 1769).  18% of LGBT people who were 

seeking employment in Britain, reported experiences of discrimination toward their 

sexual orientation or gender identity whilst looking for work in the past year (n=3213) 

(Bachmann and Gooch, 2017). 

 

5.9 An Oppressive Workplace 

 

This theme explained the workplace oppression experienced by all LGBQQ counsellor 

participants due to an ingrained Christian culture in counselling.  

 

The findings indicate that many LGBQQ participants found the counselling workplace 

to be an unsafe environment.  This concurs with several studies exploring sexual 

orientation discrimination among co-workers.  An all-Ireland survey of LGBT people 

found 34% had not fully disclosed their sexual orientation to colleagues (n=1817) 

(O’hUltacháin, Mathews-McKay and Ura, 2016).  A national LGBT survey in the UK 

revealed 23% of respondents employed in the past year had experienced negative or 

mixed reactions to their sexual orientation from colleagues (n=108100) (Government 

Equalities Office, 2018).  18% of participants in Stonewall’s LGBT in Britain Work 

Report had been the target of workplace hostility in the past year (n=3213) (Bachmann 

and Gooch, 2018).  Therefore, despite its commitment to psychological well-being 
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and equality, the counselling profession appears to replicate the discrimination 

experienced by LGBQQ people in many other workplaces.  Bryan (2018) stresses how 

disillusioning and painful it can be for sexual minority practitioners to experience 

oppression within counselling, a profession they might have been drawn to for its 

commitment to social justice.   

 

The findings denote that LGBQQ counsellors experienced microaggressions from 

colleagues with a personal Christian faith, undermining their sense of safety within 

the workplace.  Micro-aggressions are 'brief and commonplace daily verbal, 

behavioural or environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that 

communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial, gender or sexual orientation and 

religious slights and insults to the target person or group' (Sue, 2010, p. 5).  It is 

suggested that heteronormative expectations lie at the heart of all sexual orientation 

microaggressions (Sue, 2010).  Several taxonomies of microaggressions that degrade 

LGBQQ people can be found in literature (Bryan, 2018; Nadal et al., 2011; Sue, 2010). 

The findings indicate LGBQQ counsellors experienced three types of 

microaggression: social shunning, disapproval of LGBQQ experience, and 

assumptions of the universality of the LGBQQ experience.  

 

Microaggression: Social Shunning  

 

The findings suggest that Colleen experienced social shunning by the tendency of 

certain colleagues to avoid any discussion of issues relating to affectional orientation.  

This aligns with the work of Bryan (2018) who found LGBT counselling students to 

experience social shunning during their training (n=12). Bryan (2018) contends that 
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given the increased awareness of LGBT equality within the counselling profession, 

some practitioners might avoid displays of overt discrimination and express their bias 

in this more subtle and covert manner. Sue (2010) maintains that silence and shunning 

enforce the invisibility of LGBQQ people; they are used to exclude and marginalise.  

Silence can communicate an implicit message that LGBQQ orientation is wrong, 

leading to feelings of fearfulness and shame about revealing or discussing an inherent 

aspect of identity (Sue, 2010).   

 

Microaggression: Disapproval of LGBQQ Experience  

 

The findings indicate a few participants experienced the microaggression of 

disapproval of LGBQQ experience. This microaggression occurs when LGBQQ 

people are treated in a disrespectful and critical way (Nadal, 2011).  Bryan (2018) 

suggests this microaggression, which is often based on religious beliefs, depicts 

LGBQQ identities and relationships as ‘morally, spiritually, or psychologically 

unhealthy’ (p. 127).   

 

The findings denote that Molly regularly experienced the microaggression of 

disapproval during her counselling training.  This concurs with the work of Pollock 

and Meek (2016) who, in a survey of lesbian and gay counselling students, found 46% 

to experience microaggressions from fellow students, with 25% reporting 

microaggressions from academic staff (n=43).  LGBQQ students who experience 

microaggressions within education are likely to disengage, feel isolated, and have 

reduced academic attainment (Dugan, Kusel and Simounet, 2012; Woodford, Kulick 

and Atteberry, 2015).  
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Molly also experienced an overt expression of this microaggression when her 

counselling manager expressed religiously based objections to Molly’s decision to 

have a child in a same-sex relationship.  Molly commented that her manager was trying 

to share the ‘good news’ of her Christian worldview and likely believed she was acting 

in Molly’s best interests, despite the harm her comments caused.  The findings 

therefore support Blumenfeld’s (2009) contention that acts of proselytising can be ‘an 

imposition, manipulation and form of oppression’, regardless of the intent of the 

perpetrator (p. 18).  They align with the phase one findings which indicate that non-

Christian participants experienced evangelism by certain Christians with a personal 

faith as oppressive, communicating a message that they, and their worldview, were 

somehow wrong or defective (see theme attempts to force religious conformity).  

 

Microaggression: Assumptions of the Universal LGBQQ Experience  

 

The findings indicate Tracy experienced the microaggression of assumptions of the 

universal LGBQQ experience.  This occurs when all LGBQQ people are considered 

the same and one person is assumed to speak on behalf of those who share their 

affectional orientation (Bryan, 2018; Nadal et al., 2011). Tracy, the only openly 

LGBQQ member of staff, was asked by her counselling manager to educate the 

counselling team on the issues facing sexual minority clients.  Heterosexual people 

rarely, if ever, are expected to speak on behalf of those who share their affectional 

orientation.  As it is unlikely the counselling manager intended to harm Tracy with her 

request, findings offer support for the work of several researchers who contend that 

those who deliver microaggressions might not recognise their actions as ‘insulting, 

demeaning and hurtful’ (Nadal et al., 2011, p. 252; Bryan, 2018; Sue, 2010). Sue 
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(2010) suggests that some of the most potent microaggressions are those which occur 

outside of the awareness of the perpetrator.  

 

The findings denote that the microaggressions of social shunning, disapproval, and 

assumptions about the universal LGBQQ experience were delivered by some 

counsellors with a personal Christian faith. Several studies indicate that people with a 

personal Christian faith are likely to exhibit the strongest resistance to Christian 

privilege and deny the existence of systemic inequality (Blumenfeld, 2020; 

Blumenfeld and Jaekel, 2012; Emerson and Smith, 2000; Todd, McConnell and 

Suffrin, 2014; Tranby and Hartman, 2008).  The findings consequently support the 

contention that unexplored privilege can block awareness of microaggressions 

(Burkhard and Knox, 2004; Sue, 2010).   

 

The cumulative effect of encountering daily microaggressions can be psychologically 

exhausting, resulting in stress and poorer mental health (Nadal et al., 2014; Sue et al., 

2007).  Research indicates targets of microaggressions experience belittlement, 

hopelessness, anger, and shame (Nadal et al., 2011, 2014).  Microaggressions have 

been found to have a negative effect on relationships, including those with co-workers 

(Nadal et al., 2011).  Findings therefore indicate that the treatment of some LGBQQ 

counsellors by certain colleagues with a personal Christian faith is likely to have a 

significant detrimental impact on their mental health and well-being.  

 

The findings denote that some counselling agencies utilised church premises for the 

delivery of their therapeutic service. The physical space where counselling takes place 

is consequential; it communicates notions of power and purpose (Bank and Nissen, 
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2018). People physically, emotionally, and psychologically respond to their 

environment. Research indicates that features of the counselling space impact a 

client’s experience and perception of their counsellor; anxious clients have been found 

to be highly aware of aspects of their environment which exacerbate their vulnerability 

(Sanders and Lehmann, 2018).  Counsellors have typically sought to provide clients 

with a neutral, safe, and comfortable space for therapeutic engagement. The intent, 

regardless of theoretical approach, is to create an environment whereby the client’s 

capacity for reflection is not dampened by ‘external stimuli and intensity’ (Bank and 

Nissen, 2018, p. 9).  Neutrality has been a consideration from the origins of the 

profession; Freud sat behind his clients to liberate them from the ‘gaze’ of society, the 

therapist, and God (Bank and Nissen, 2018, p. 509). 

 

Christian church premises are not neutral spaces; they are buildings in which many 

people directly or indirectly commune with God (Bank and Nissen, 2018). Through 

prayer and confession people frequently reveal truths about themselves in church; 

these experiences are then assessed and corrected in relation to Christian moral 

standards and biblical teachings.  Given most Christian denominations in NI deliver a 

message of sinfulness toward LGBQQ affectional orientation and often depict non-

Christian people as misguided or wrong, providing counselling in a church building 

requires certain counsellors and clients to enter a space associated with the presence 

and teachings of a condemnatory God. In this space, clients are asked to engage in a 

process of vulnerable self-disclosure. As Christian symbols can communicate a 

message of ‘who is welcome, who is not’, it is possible some non-Christian and/or 

LGBQQ counsellors and clients might be deterred from engaging with an agency who 

operates in such a setting (Weinbaum, 2009, p. 102).  The findings therefore suggest 
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that certain agencies are delivering counselling in an environment which could 

profoundly undermine the core ethical principle of non-maleficence, the commitment 

to avoid harm, and justice, the fair and impartial treatment of all clients (BACP, 2018).   

 

The findings indicate that some LGBQQ counsellors’ sense of safety was profoundly 

undermined by the presence of Christian symbols in counselling venues.  This echoes 

the work of Accapadi (2009) who found Christian decorations in a university cultural 

centre detrimental to some non-Christian students of colour. Symbols such as a 

nativity scene or Christmas tree were triggering for certain students; they were 

poignant reminders of experiences of otherness within a Christian dominated society.   

 

Kivel (2013) contends that Christian symbols are embedded with socio-political 

context and meaning.  For centuries, the cross was an image of oppression, dominance, 

and possession.  During the Inquisition, people found guilty of heresy were tortured 

and burned to death on a cross.  Converted Jews and Muslims, women, prostitutes, 

and LGB people were those typically declared heretics. Western European colonisers 

to the US and South America in the 16th and 17th Centuries planted crosses to mark 

their seizure of land from indigenous populations.  From the 16th to the 19th Century, 

many slave traders forcibly baptised African people with the Christian cross and 

branded the symbol onto their arms.  Since the early 20th Century, the Ku Klux Klan 

and other White supremacist groups have used the image of a burning cross to terrorise 

and intimidate people of colour. Weinbaum (2009) discusses how, due to the historic 

indictment of Jews as ‘Christ-killers’, some Jewish people perceive the Christian cross 

as a symbol of exclusion and persecution heralding ‘Jewish otherness, Jewish 

defectiveness and Jewish sin’ (p.  98).  Therefore, whilst Christian imagery provides 
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comfort to some people as a representation of God’s love and acceptance, for others it 

can be associated with tyranny, racial oppression, and the mass genocide of indigenous 

people (Accapadi, 2009; Kivel, 2013; Weinbaum, 2009). The history of privilege and 

oppression associated with our social group memberships will define how we perceive 

a religious symbol (Weinbaum, 2009). The findings consequently indicate that 

counselling agencies who utilise Christian spaces must critically consider the impact 

of Christian symbols on counsellors and clients, particularly those who hold minority 

group identities.  

 

The findings suggest that many heterosexual counsellors, including managers and 

those organising training events, appeared oblivious to the impact of Christian spaces 

and symbols on LGBQQ counsellors and clients.  This aligns with the work of multiple 

researchers who suggest Christian symbols and iconography are often invisible to all 

but whom they oppress; they are so ubiquitous within society they are considered 

universal and ‘normal’ (Accapadi, 2009; Blumenfeld, 2020; Blumenfeld, Joshi and 

Fairchild, 2009; Schlosser, 2003; Weinbaum, 2009). Weinbaum (2009) suggests the 

invisibility of Christian symbols could be heightened for counsellors with a personal 

Christian faith as there is likely to be minimal discord between their worldview and 

the symbolism of Christianity.  The findings therefore provide insight into how 

Christian heterosexual privilege enables some counsellors to remain oblivious to the 

potential marginalisation and pain the inclusion of Christian spaces and symbols in 

counselling can cause certain colleagues and clients.  
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5.10 Ill-prepared for Clients with a Non-Christian Background 

 

This theme captured how, in most counsellor participants’ experience, they were ill-

prepared for work with clients with a non-Christian background.   

 

The findings denote that religion was disregarded in most participants’ counselling 

training. This concurs with several studies which found counselling training courses 

to ignore, diminish or discourage the exploration of religion (Magaldi-Dopman, 2014; 

Plumb, 2011; Vieten et al., 2013; Walker, Gorsuch and Tan, 2004).  The tendency of 

counselling courses to neglect religion raises urgent issues for clients with a non-

Christian background who encounter unique challenges in a Christian hegemonic 

society (Ahluwalia and Zaman, 2010; Flasch and Fulton, 2019; Hussein, 2009; 

Mintert, Tran and Kurpius, 2020; Schlosser et al., 2010). Flasch and Fulton (2019) 

discuss how insufficient training on religion can lead counsellors to rely on 

stereotypes, overlook the sociopolitical challenges associated with a religious minority 

background, and neglect pertinent intersections of affectional orientation, ethnicity, 

and gender.   

 

The findings indicate that many counsellors were unfamiliar with non-Christian 

worldviews.  This aligns with the phase one findings which captured how non-

Christian participants found most people in NI to be ill-informed or unaware of non-

Christian worldviews (see subtheme widespread social ignorance).  Ignorance of non-

Christian perspectives is considered by several authors to be a manifestation of 

Christian privilege (Blumenfeld, 2006; Joshi, 2009; Kivel, 2013; Schlosser, 2003).  

Whilst people with a Christian background can live in NI and remain relatively 
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ignorant of non-Christians, people with a non-Christian background must be deeply 

familiar with the Christian norms that govern daily social and political life 

(Blumenfeld, 2006).  Several studies suggest that clients desire a counsellor who is 

informed about their belief system (Kelly, Aridi and Bakhtiar, 1996; Rassool, 2016; 

Smith, 2011; Weatherhead and Daiches, 2010).   

 

The findings denote that some counsellors relied on clients to educate them about their 

non-Christian worldview.  Ethical guidelines stipulate counsellors are responsible for 

expanding their own knowledge base and should not require their clients to teach them 

(BACP, 2018).  The knowledge shared by a client can reflect the internalisation of 

Christonormativity, the normalisation of Christianity as the dominant religious 

culture, which often positions non-Christians as inferior or wrong (Blumenfeld, 2006; 

Ferber, 2012; King et al., 2007).  In the field of affectional orientation, having to 

educate a counsellor about their minority group identity has been found to leave clients 

feeling ‘odd and misunderstood’ (King et al., 2007, p. 11).  The expectation that non-

Christian clients instruct counsellors about their background echoes the phase one 

findings which explained how non-Christian participants often had to invest 

considerable time and effort informing people in NI about their religious or non-

religious worldview (see subtheme widespread social ignorance).  The findings 

therefore suggest that some counsellors might be remiss in their ethical responsibilities 

through their reliance on clients to educate them regarding non-Christian worldviews.  

 

The findings indicate that many counsellors used informal avenues such as the 

internet, travel, cultural interests, and relationships with non-Christian people to teach 

themselves about non-Christian worldviews.  This supports Godfrey et al.’s (2006) 
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contention that counsellors are likely to rely on ad hoc sources of learning to 

compensate for the absence of formal training.  Informal sources of learning do not 

generally provide counsellors with sufficient knowledge and understanding to meet 

the specific competencies required for ethical engagement with marginalised groups 

(Cowie and Rivers, 2000; Evans and Barker, 2010; Grove, 2009; King et al., 2007).  

 

The findings denote that several counsellors expressed concern they held unexplored 

bias toward non-Christian people.  In the absence of adequate training, it is likely many 

counsellors will be unaware how they have been impacted by the values of a 

Christonormative society which relegates individuals from minority religions to 

dehumanising stereotypes (Joshi, 2009; Mintert, Tran and Kurpius, 2020; Nadal et al., 

2012).  A reliance on stereotypes can lead to microaggressions (Nadal et al., 2011; Sue 

et al., 2007).  Nadal et al. (2011) propose six categories of microaggression delivered 

to religious minority groups: exoticisation, assumption of one’s own religious identity 

as the norm, assumption of religious homogeneity, denial of religious prejudice, 

endorsing religious stereotypes, pathology of different religious groups.  The findings 

indicate that counsellors discussed the latter two categories of microaggression and 

consequently support the recommendation of Mintert, Tran, and Kurpius (2020) that 

counsellors receive training to raise awareness of their potential to deliver harmful 

microaggressions to non-Christian clients.  

 

Microaggression: Endorsing Religious Stereotypes 

 

Gill assumed that all Muslims were people of colour.  This aligns with the 

microaggression of endorsing religious stereotypes which communicates ‘false, 
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presumptuous, or incorrect perceptions about certain religious groups’ (Nadal et al., 

2011, p. 17).  In the present US and European socio-political climate, brown skin is 

often ‘proxy for Muslim’; race has become a marker for religion (Joshi, 2009. p. 49).  

Phase one findings indicate that Hindu participants, due to their brown skin colour, 

were often mistaken as Muslim and subject to Islamophobic stereotypes (see theme 

threated as an enemy).  Historically, Christianity has been affiliated with Whiteness, 

for example Jews of European heritage were previously defined as 'non-White' due to 

their religious identity (Joshi, 2009).  Joshi (2020) argues that the categories of White 

and Christian have been ‘superimposed to form mutually supporting advantages’; the 

conflation of race and religion upholds systems of inequality (p. 2).   

 

When working with a heterosexual Muslim couple, Paula believed the man assumed 

a dominant role and the women an inferior one.  This potential manifestation of the 

microaggression endorsing religious stereotypes assumes Muslim women are 

submissive and lacking agency (Nadal et al., 2015).  The findings from phase one 

denote that most Muslim participants believed this assumption was widespread in NI 

and positioned Muslims as a threat to gender equality (see theme treated as an enemy).  

The findings therefore support the proposals of several authors who recommend 

counsellors critically examine their understanding of gender within Islam and seek to 

understand the significance and meaning of certain gender roles within their client’s 

religious life (Laird et al., 2007; Mintert, Tran and Kurpius, 2020; Nadal et al., 2011). 
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Microaggression: Pathology of Different Religious Groups 

 

Certain counsellors were aware they might have held views that were indicative of the 

microaggression pathology of different religious groups.  This category of 

microaggression is delivered through comments or assumptions which consider 

certain religious traditions or practices to be ‘abnormal, sinful, or deviant’ (Nadal et 

al., 2011, p. 17).  For example, Rosie and Henry expressed concern that throughout 

childhood they were told non-Christian religions were ‘evil’.  Within a 

Christonormative society, non-Christian religious practice is positioned as deviant and 

abnormal (Dupper, Forrest-Bank and Lowry-Carusillo, 2014).   

 

The findings denote that some counsellors believed all clients faced the same universal 

difficulties, irrespective of religious background. This is exemplified in Mairéad’s 

comment, ‘actually they [non-Christian clients] share the same dilemmas and 

challenges that we all face as human beings’. This echoes a colour-blind mindset, a 

worldview that denies or minimises the salience of minority group memberships 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2014).  In counselling, a colour-blind approach suggests that all clients 

should be treated the same as the experiences of minority group clients do not 

significantly differ than those of dominant group clients (Mohr, 2002; Utsey, Gernat 

and Hammer, 2005).  

 

Existing research indicates that a colour-blind ideology can have a profound effect on 

a counsellor’s capacity to establish an effective relationship (Ancis and Szymanski, 

2001; Burkard and Knox, 2004; Johnson and Williams, 2015).  Treating every client 

in the same way tends to result in clients being treated as members of dominant groups; 
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non-Christian clients are likely to be treated as Christian (Davies, 2007; Gushue and 

Constantine, 2007; Harley et al., 2002; Hays, Chang and Havice, 2008; Mohr, 2002; 

Sue, 2010).  This negates differences within and between social groups, obscuring 

integral aspects of a client’s identity (Sue, 2010). A client’s experience of religious 

oppression, the very reason they might be seeking therapy, can be overlooked or 

dismissed. As a colour-blind approach is often associated with unexplored and 

unacknowledged privilege, the findings support the inclusion of Christian privilege in 

training to increase certain counsellors’ competence with non-Christian clients 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2014; Gushue and Constantine, 2007; Holcomb-McCoy, 2008; Utsey, 

Gernat and Hammer, 2005). 

 

The findings denote that most counsellors would not pro-actively introduce the issue 

of religion to a counselling session.  This aligns with several studies which suggest 

counsellors are likely to be hesitant and unwilling to initiate religious discussions with 

their clients (Cashwell et al., 2013; Giordana, Prosek and Hastings, 2016; Plumb, 

2011).  Flasch and Fulton (2019) stress that counsellors must be comfortable initiating 

nuanced conversations regarding the possible relevance of a client’s religious 

background.  A counsellor’s silence can replicate the invisibility experienced in wider 

society (Hussain, 2009).  The reluctance to introduce religion might be attributable, at 

least in part, to a deficit of training which inhibits counsellors’ confidence to introduce 

this sensitive area of inquiry (Giordana, Prosek and Hastings, 2016; Gladding and 

Crockett, 2019; Mintert, Tran and Kurpius, 2020).   

 

The tendency of counsellors to evade conversations around religion could be 

heightened within the socio-political context of NI. A potential legacy of the NI 
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conflict has been the avoidance of religion within mental health services.  A study of 

mental health social workers in NI revealed a hesitancy and evasion of religion due its 

evocative nature in post-conflict society (n=12) (Carlisle, 2015).  The years of conflict 

in NI have served to entrench a bi-cultural focus on Protestantism and Catholicism, 

restricting the visibility of other religious or non-religious perspectives (Mitchell, 

2004; Montgomery, 2013).  The findings therefore suggest that counsellors in NI could 

benefit from training to increase their comfort in addressing issues of religion and 

religious diversity outside of the Protestant-Catholic dichotomy.  

 

The findings denote that many counsellors assumed religious background was 

irrelevant if the subject was not raised by their client.  Given the widespread hostility 

non-Christian people are likely to encounter in NI, remaining silent about their 

religious background could provide some clients with psychological and physical 

security; it might be ‘safer to be invisible’ (Flasch and Fulton, 2019, p. 10).  The 

findings from phase one indicate that NI felt unsafe for participants, most of whom 

regularly experienced demeaning treatment, verbal, or physical attacks due to their 

non-Christian background (see theme demeaned, attacked, and under threat).  Hiding 

their non-Christian background can enable some non-Christians to ‘pass’ as Christian. 

When a non-Christian is mistaken for someone with a Christian background, they are 

afforded more privilege than those who cannot pass (Nadal et al., 2011).   

  

Reluctance to disclose a non-Christian background can also arise from internalised 

Christonormativity, when the normalisation of Christianity as the dominant religious 

culture can result in people with a non-Christian background internalising a sense of 

inferiority and otherness (Ferber, 2012). Internalised anti-Semitism, the ‘owning of a 
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negative self-image or identity rejection as a Jew’, can discourage public expressions 

of ethnicity and religiosity (Schlosser and Ancis, 2008, p. 984; Flasch and Fulton, 

2019; Sue and Sue, 2008).  Feelings of shame, anxiety or low self-esteem can result 

(Mair, 2003).  Internalised Christonormativity can manifest in conversions to 

Christianity and refutation of a non-Christian background (Blumenfeld, 2006). The 

findings therefore indicate counsellors might benefit from training to encourage 

critical reflection as to the sociopolitical reasons why a client could remain silent about 

their non-Christian background in NI.  

 

5.11 LGBQQ Relationships Viewed as Contrary to God’s Will  

 

This theme explored how a conservative Christian view of LGBQQ relationships as 

sinful was explicitly integrated in counselling practice.  

 

The findings denote that a few counsellors believed celibacy or heterosexuality to be 

the only biblically acceptable response to same-sex attraction; LGBQQ relationships 

were considered sinful and contrary to God’s will.  The right of counsellors to hold 

this belief is unquestioned; Article 9 of the Human Rights Act 1998 protects UK 

citizens’ freedom of thought, conscience, and religion.  This is an absolute right that 

cannot be interfered with by the government; it is an integral part of a fair and 

democratic society.  However, whilst the right of counsellors to hold any religious 

belief is unequivocal, it is nonetheless imperative to consider the impact certain beliefs 

can potentially have on their professional ethical responsibilities.  
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Counselling is in essence a relational profession; research has established that the 

quality of the client-counsellor relationship contributes significantly to the outcome of 

counselling (Grafanaki and McLeod, 2002; Horvath et al., 2011).  Ethical frameworks 

stipulate that within this relationship, counsellors are to ascribe respect, ‘esteem for 

clients and their understanding of themselves’ (BACP, 2018, p.11).  A component of 

respect is the responsibility to provide a service that will ‘challenge assumptions that 

any sexual orientation or gender identity is inherently preferable to any other’ 

(BACP, 2018, p. 15).  BACP (2018) assert that the quality of the counselling 

relationship will usually be enhanced when there is a high level of compatibility 

between a counsellor’s personal and professional moral qualities.  A counsellor’s 

personal values are of the ‘utmost importance’; they are intertwined with ethical and 

professional responsibilities (p. 10).   

 

The findings therefore indicate the core ethical requirement of respect might be 

compromised for some counsellors who view LGBQQ relationships as contrary to 

God’s will.  The findings support the work of Chonody et al. (2014) who suggest space 

must be provided for counsellors to explore the explicit and at times far-reaching 

tension between their personal religious beliefs and the ethical responsibilities of their 

profession. They concur with Evans (2003) who concluded that some Christian 

counsellors would benefit from taking a closer and ‘more profound’ look at their 

personal religious belief system which appeared to be inconsistent with professional 

codes of ethics (p. 59). 

 

The findings suggest that some LGBQQ clients could experience prejudice, 

unfavourable affective reactions or evaluations based on their social group 
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membership, from counsellors who hold conservative religious views on affectional 

orientation (APA, 2007).  Whilst the relationship between religion and prejudice is 

complex and at times contradictory, research in the field of social work indicates that 

practitioners with conservative Christian affiliation are likely to have more negative 

attitudes toward lesbian women and gay men than those with more liberal Christian 

affiliation, or no religious affiliation (Chonody et al., 2014; Crisp, 2014; Swank and 

Raiz, 2007, 2010).  Chonody et al. (2014) explored the relationship between religious 

teaching on same-sex orientation and self-identified Christian social workers’ attitudes 

toward lesbian women and gay men (n = 383). Their study indicated that participants 

who placed a high value on religion in their lives and were exposed to negative 

religious doctrine regarding same-sex relationships demonstrated the highest levels of 

antigay bias.  Several other studies suggest whilst certain conservative religious 

institutions might prohibit many forms of injustice, prejudice toward LGBQQ people 

can be tolerated, or indeed encouraged, among their members (Ford et al., 2009; 

Hunsberger and Jackson, 2005; Sanabria, 2012; Tsang and Rowatt, 2007; Whitley, 

2009).  

 

When expressing their religious views on same-sex relationships, certain participants 

appeared to convey their opinions as infallible truth. This is exemplified in comments 

such as celibacy for LGBQQ people being ‘an instruction from God’ (Emma) and 

LGBQQ relationships being ‘directly contrary to God’s will’ (John).  Within Watt’s 

(2007, 2009) PIE model, these responses are a manifestation of principium, a 

defensive reaction in which inequality is justified by a religious principle that is not to 

open to exploration or critique.  Blumenfeld and Jaekel (2012) suggest the defence of 

principium demands ‘total acquiescence and leaves no room for questioning, 
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challenging, or for that matter, it appears, critical thought’ (p. 141).  Jaekel (2016) 

suggests that the use of declarative statements of truth regarding the sinfulness of 

same-sex orientation, positions those who oppose this worldview not simply as wrong, 

but as ‘moral defeaters of truth and rightness’ (p. 854). By indicating they are the ones 

with exclusive possession of facts, ‘truth-tellers’ attempt to consolidate their 

entitlement to power and privilege (p. 854). The findings therefore highlight the 

potential challenges facing those who wish to engage counsellors with conservative 

Christian beliefs in dialogue concerning the possible impact of their worldview on 

LGBQQ clients. Counsellors might demonstrate the defence of principium, whereby 

their views are considered an authoritative declaration of truth, rather than biblical 

interpretations open to examination or critique in a professional setting.  

 

Existing research indicates the ways in which counsellors with conservative Christian 

views on affectional orientation can increase their ethical competence with LGBQQ 

clients. Thaller (2011) found respect for client self-determination to help mediate some 

potential conflict between religious and professional values among devout Christian 

social workers (n=7).  In a study of ethical tensions facing self-identified Christian 

social workers, Tan (2014) concluded that increased exposure to LGBT people and 

consultations with experienced Christian colleagues facilitated ethical practice 

(n=127).  Drumm et al. (2014) found a focus on theological principles of love and 

justice for the oppressed encouraged LGBT advocacy among Christian social workers 

(n=21).  However, these studies underscore that to resolve ethical tensions, 

practitioners must be genuinely willing to increase their competence with LGBQQ 

clients, engage in complex personal reflection, and acknowledge the potential fluidity 

of their belief system.   
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The findings indicate that a conservative Christian view of LGBQQ relationships as 

sinful was explicitly incorporated into counselling policy and practice.  LGBQQ 

couples were excluded from accessing the services of one agency.  To justify this 

policy, John explained that the organisation did not accept government funding and 

was therefore exempt from the Equality Act (Sexual Orientation) Regulations (NI) 

2006 (EA(SO)R), which prohibits unlawful discrimination based on sexual 

orientation.  Under these regulations, refusing someone access to a service on the 

grounds of their sexual orientation constitutes discrimination.   

 

Whilst the counselling agency did not directly receive government funding, it was 

registered with the Charities Commission for NI.  Registration with the Charities 

Commission ensures an organisation can apply to Her Majesty’s Revenue and 

Customs for charity tax status.  Amongst other financial benefits this enables a charity 

to avail of Gift Aid and reclaim basic taxation on any donations received. 

Organisations registered with the Charities Commission for NI must comply with 

EA(SO)R.  Whilst complex in their application, exceptions to EA(SO)R do exist. 

Religious organisations whose primary aim is to practise, advance or teach a religion 

or belief, or to enable persons of a religion or belief to receive any benefit, or to engage 

in any activity, within the framework of that religion or belief, are exempt from 

compliance (Equality Commission for NI, 2011).  A charity which has been 

legitimately established to provide services to a specific group, with an identifiable 

need, based on their sexual orientation is also not subject to this provision (Equality 

Commission for NI, 2011). However, a counselling organisation, whose primary aim 

does not fall within these parameters, is subject to legislative requirements of 

EA(SO)R.  The findings therefore indicate that the counselling agency, through its 
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explicit exclusion of LGBQQ couples based on their affectional orientation, could be 

operating in a way that contravened EA(SO)R.  As BACP (2018) stipulate counsellors 

are ethically required to take the ‘law concerning equality, diversity and inclusion into 

careful consideration and strive for a higher standard than the legal minimum’, the 

organisation might also be operating in violation of professional standards of practice 

(p. 15).   

 

Whilst John unequivocally stipulated the exclusion of LGBQQ couples was founded 

on the organisation’s conservative religious beliefs, Jane explained the agency’s 

decision was an issue of competence, suggesting that counsellors did not have 

sufficient expertise to work with LGBQQ couples. Competence, the ability to work to 

professional standards in the delivery of services, is a key ethical consideration for 

counsellors (BACP, 2018).  However, Jane’s comment that ‘I think we are legally 

vulnerable [] unless we present that [the exclusion of LGBQQ couples] in a particular 

way’ could indicate this was an attempt to evade compliance with EA(SO)R.  The 

willingness of the agency to work with both LGBQQ individuals and heterosexual 

couples further suggests Jane’s rationale could have been an attempt to obscure the 

organisation’s legal liability and professional responsibility. 

 

It is important to note that requiring a counsellor to work with LGBQQ couples if this 

violates the counsellor’s religious views is a complex and contested area of law.  

Employers are obliged to grapple with the extent to which they can ‘accommodate 

such religious views, especially when these beliefs conflict with the rights of others’ 

(Sadiq, 2019, p. 1).  In the words of Sadiq (2019), balancing a counsellor’s right to 



381 
 

 

religious belief with the rights of LGBQQ people to equality is a ‘legal and moral 

minefield’ (p. 1).  

 

In the case of McFarlane v Relate Avon Ltd (2010), a relationship counsellor, 

McFarlane, refused to offer psycho-sexual counselling to same-sex couples.  As this 

was contrary to the employer’s non-discrimination policy toward LGBQQ people, 

McFarlane was dismissed from his job.  McFarlane appealed this decision, alleging 

unfair dismissal on the grounds of religious discrimination. He maintained that 

requiring him to offer psycho-sexual counselling to same-sex couples contravened his 

Christian beliefs, placing him at a disadvantage compared to counsellors who did not 

hold these religious views.  Former Archbishop of Canterbury, Lord Carey, wrote to 

the court in support of McFarlane, requesting that the case be decided by a panel of 

judges who were sensitive to religious issues involved (Meikle, 2010).  Lord Carey’s 

request was not granted, and McFarlane was ultimately unsuccessful in his case to the 

Court of Appeals of England and Wales.  The court concluded that McFarlane’s 

employer had been proportionate in their response to require him to comply with their 

non-discriminatory ethos and professional code of ethics (Sadiq, 2019).  A subsequent 

appeal by McFarlane to the European Court of Human Rights on grounds of religious 

freedom was rejected. To date, a religious belief claim of this nature has not been 

tested in an NI Employment Tribunal and the possible outcome is therefore uncertain.  

 

The findings indicate that counselling was provided to support some clients’ desire to 

reject their LGBQQ affectional orientation. The therapeutic interventions described 

would appear to fall within the parameters of conversion therapy.  The Memorandum 

of Understanding on Conversion Therapy in the UK (MoU) (2017), defines conversion 
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therapy as ‘an umbrella term for a therapeutic approach, or any model or individual 

viewpoint that demonstrates an assumption that any sexual orientation or gender 

identity is inherently preferable to any other, and which attempts to bring about a 

change of sexual orientation or gender identity, or seeks to suppress an individual’s 

expression of sexual orientation or gender identity on that basis’ (p. 2).  As 

participants did not name their approach as conversion therapy, some counsellors 

appear to be ‘covertly’ engaging in this intervention ‘under the guise of mainstream 

practice’ (MoU, 2017, p. 3).  

 

The MoU (2017) is a commitment by 20 prominent health and psychotherapy 

organisations, including BACP and the Association for Christian Counsellors (ACC), 

the UK's largest professional body facilitating the provision of counselling by those of 

the Christian faith, to end conversion therapy; the MoU decrees it to be an ‘unethical’ 

and ‘potentially harmful’ practice (p.2). There is widespread consensus within mental 

health services that conversion therapy has an insufficient evidential base to support 

its effectiveness (Anton, 2010; Glassgold et al., 2009; MoU, 2017).  Rather than 

alleviate distress, conversion therapies are associated with increased low self-esteem, 

anxiety, and depression (Beckstead and Morrow, 2004; Glassgold et al., 2009; 

Haldeman, 2002; Shidlo and Schroeder, 2002).  The findings therefore denote that 

some counsellors are engaging in potentially harmful practice which explicitly violates 

ethical and professional guidelines concerning work with LGBQQ clients.  

 

The findings support existing studies which indicate that despite attempts by the 

regulating bodies for counselling and psychology to enact affirmative change, 

conversion therapy might still be practiced within the profession (Bartlett, Smith and 
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King, 2009; GEO, 2009; McGeorge, Carlson and Toomey, 2015).  A national survey 

of LGBT people in the UK, found 2% of respondents had undergone conversion or 

reparative therapy to change their sexual orientation, and an additional 5% had been 

offered but refused this intervention (n = 108000) (GEO, 2018).  51% of those who 

received conversion therapy had it conducted by a faith organisation and 19% had 

conversion therapy delivered by a healthcare professional.  Whilst very little is known 

about how counsellors presently view conversion therapy, a 2009 study revealed that 

1 in 6 UK psychological therapists have engaged in practices to assist their clients to 

become heterosexual (n=1328) (Bartlett, Smith and King, 2009).  McGeorge, Carlson, 

and Toomey (2015), in a survey of family therapists in the US, found 20% supported 

conversion therapy and believed it to be an ethical practice (n=762).  The American 

Psychological Association (APA) believe there to have been a resurgence of support 

for conversion therapy among practitioners responding to clients who are experiencing 

religiously based distress toward their sexual orientation (Anton, 2010). Clucas (2017) 

contends that an increase in support for conversion therapy forms part of a backlash 

to increased recognition of the rights of LGBQQ people.   

 

The findings indicate that a few counsellors considered autonomy, respect for a 

client’s right to be self-governing, to be a sufficient ethical basis for the practice of 

conversion therapy. Supporting a client’s desire to suppress or reject their affectional 

orientation was deemed a legitimate goal within counselling. Counsellors appeared to 

elevate autonomy above all other ethical principles, notably the commitment to avoid 

harm and the obligation to deliver services of a professional standard (BACP, 2018; 

Glassgold et al., 2009).  This rationale for conversion therapy aligns with a 

conservative Christian view of affectional orientation as a behavioural lifestyle which 
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encompasses a degree of choice (Jones and Yarhouse, 2011; McGeorge, Carlson and 

Toomey, 2015; Rosik and Popper, 2014).  The findings concur with the work of 

Bartlett, Smith, and King (2009), who found mental health professionals’ justifications 

for conversion therapy to focus on client autonomy and distress.   

 

Whilst a few participants endorsed the autonomous right of LGBQQ people to 

suppress or deny their affectional orientation, the principle of self-determination was 

not extended to transgender people.  John considered those who viewed their gender 

identity as divergent from the sex assigned at their birth as mentally unwell.  This 

finding offers support for the work of Clucas (2017) who found organisations 

advocating for conversion therapy to be inconsistent in their regard for client 

autonomy, particularly in relation to the rights of transgender people.  

 

5.12 Disadvantaged for Having a Personal Christian Faith  

 

This theme explored the views of some participants who believed the counselling 

profession disadvantaged counsellors for their personal Christian faith.  

 

The findings denote certain participants felt they were unfairly treated for their 

Christian faith within counselling.  This aligns with several studies, based in the US, 

which indicate social workers with conservative Christian beliefs felt discriminated 

against within their profession (Ressler and Hodge, 2000, 2003).  Following a 

qualitative study, Ressler and Hodge (2003) concluded theologically conservative 

social workers appeared to be a ‘disenfranchised group who frequently suffer in 

silence and fear because they see things differently’ (n=12) (p. 140).  Hodge (2002) 
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and Ressler and Hodge (2000, 2003, 2005) express concern that within social work, a 

helping profession which overlaps significantly with counselling, power lies with a 

liberal majority who marginalise practitioners with conservative Christian beliefs 

through academic censorship and denial of the right to freedom of religious 

expression. Hodge (2002) calls for greater conservative Christian representation 

within social work faculty and ‘a climate of support’ for Christians to articulate their 

views ‘in the same manner as gay men, lesbians, and feminists’ (p. 410).  Hodge 

(2002) suggests these groups have more equitable standing in the profession than 

conservative Christians.  

 

Multiple authors have questioned the validity of the research base which claims that 

those with conservative Christian beliefs are discriminated against in social work 

(Bolen and Dessel, 2014; Canda, 2003; Dessel, Shepardson and Bolen, 2014; 

Melendez and LaSala, 2006).  Bolen and Dessel (2014) stress the assertions of Hodge 

(2002) and Ressler and Hodge (2000, 2003, 2005) are based on research whose 

‘significant methodological limitations’, such as sample size, failure to define central 

constructs, and the tendencies of authors to reach conclusions not supported by data, 

‘make it almost impossible to understand the extent and severity of the problem, or 

even determine whether there is a problem’ with the treatment of conservative 

Christian practitioners within social work (p. 214). Dessel, Shepardson, and Bolen 

(2014) maintain that claims of censorship toward conservative Christian practitioners 

often arise from social work’s refusal to accept religiously based homophobic 

statements and attitudes as compatible with the profession’s ethical commitment to 

human rights.  
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The findings suggest certain participants felt targeted for their personal Christian faith 

in counselling training.  This aligns with the work of Walls and Todd (2014) who 

explored the themes that arise when self-identified Christian social work students 

engaged in exercises examining Christian privilege (n=13).  These participants felt 

there was ‘little room’ for their religious beliefs within social work education and 

expressed concern they would be stereotyped as ‘narrow, irrational and oppressive’ 

(p. 390).  The authors concluded that self-identified Christian students were likely to 

feel marginalised by their profession and view themselves as victims.  Rather than an 

outworking of inequality, Walls and Todd (2014) considered this be a form of defence, 

a psychological mechanism to protect participants, or their Christian beliefs, from 

perceived criticism.   

 

The findings indicate that some counsellors appeared to conflate challenge with 

religious discrimination.  This is exemplified in Emma’s statement that a ‘real attack’ 

had taken place when she was asked as a trainee to clarify her view that Buddhism 

was potentially harmful.  Brice (2014) stresses the importance of distinguishing 

between challenge to an expressed view and challenge to a view because it is 

expressed by a person with a personal Christian faith. Counselling trainees must be 

open to the former and educators prohibit the latter.  The goal of education is not to 

stop students holding certain religious beliefs, but to create an environment in which 

they can examine the ways these beliefs could potentially inhibit ethical practice and 

harm individual clients (Chonody et al., 2014). The findings therefore indicate that 

some counsellors with a personal Christian faith might be unclear as to the distinction 

between religious discrimination and the challenge necessary for ethical counselling 

practice.  The suggestion that Buddhism is dangerous is an explicit microaggression, 
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based on a stereotype, which pathologises minority religions (Nadal et al., 2011).  

Microaggressions of this nature denigrate people with a minority religious background 

and must be explored within counselling training (Nadal et al., 2011; Sue et al., 2010). 

 

The findings denote a few participants believed practitioners with a personal Christian 

faith experienced comparable, if not more, disadvantage within counselling than non-

Christian people.  This is illustrated in Gill’s comment that ‘there’s much more of a 

reaction’ to counselling trainees with a personal Christian faith than to Muslim 

trainees, whom she believed experienced a higher level of religious freedom within 

the profession.  Whilst any level of religious intolerance is unacceptable and contrary 

to fundamental values of the counselling profession, research within higher and further 

education indicates Jewish, Muslim, and Sikh students across multiple disciplines 

reported significantly higher rates of religious prejudice than students from any other 

religious group (NUS, 2012).  In a survey examining hate incidents, 16% of Jewish 

students, 11% of Muslim students, and 8% of Sikh students had experienced verbal 

abuse or threats of violence, compared to 2% of Christian students (n=9229) (NUS, 

2012).  The psychological and emotional impact of hate crimes on students included 

depression, isolation, and anxiety (NUS, 2012).  The findings therefore indicate that 

some counsellors might be unaware of the widespread oppression experienced by 

some non-Christian students and the potential impact this could have on certain 

counselling trainees.  

 

The findings indicate some participants with a personal faith considered counselling 

to be a secular profession that was hostile to Christianity. Whilst historically religion 

has been largely overlooked and viewed somewhat pejoratively within counselling, 
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the power of unexamined Christian hegemony within the societies of western Europe 

and the US has nonetheless resulted in a profession embedded with Christian norms 

(Mintert, Tran and Kurpius, 2020; Schlosser, 2003).  Counselling services often close 

on Christian holidays and holy days (Mintert, Tran and Kurpius, 2020). Conversely, 

religious minority clients might encounter practices which ignore their religious 

holidays (Mintert, Tran and Kurpius, 2020).  The experience of non-Christian clients 

is vastly under-represented in counselling literature (Ahluwalia and Zaman, 2010; 

Flasch and Fulton, 2019; Weinrach, 2002).  Christianity will often be assumed as the 

religious background of those who do not overtly identify with a non-Christian 

religion (Scholsser et al., 2010).  Multiple researchers contend that a western and 

Christian understanding of mental health has been universalised and inappropriately 

applied to all cultural and religious groups (Ahmed and Reddy, 2007; Fried, 2007; 

Hussain, 2009; Nikelly, 1992).  The findings therefore suggest that some counsellors 

might be unaware of the implicit and explicit ways Christianity influences the 

counselling profession. They indicate that Christian norms within counselling are 

likely to be invisible to some counsellors with a Christian background.  

 

5.13 Activism  

 

This theme explained the activism many counsellor participants engaged in to 

challenge the inequality of ingrained Christianity in counselling.  

 

The findings indicate that many counsellors participated in social justice activism 

within their profession.  Activism can be defined as ‘observable, action-orientated 

behaviours made either with or on behalf of one’s client or community that seek to 
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change institutional systems toward fairness and equity for disadvantaged groups and 

individuals’ (Na and Fietzer, 2020, p. 98).  Social justice action is a growing and 

exigent concern within counselling.  BACP (2018) requires counsellors to ‘challenge 

colleagues or others involved in delivering related services whose views appear to be 

unfairly discriminatory and take action to protect clients’ (p. 16). In the US, multi-

cultural and social justice counselling competencies determine activism to be a 

fundamental component of ethical practice (Bartoli et al., 2015; Brown, Wiendels and 

Eyre, 2019; Na and Fietzer, 2020; Perrin et al., 2014; Ratts et al., 2015).   

 

Despite this growing recognition, the mainstream counselling profession in the UK 

has only recently begun to explicitly grapple with issues of social justice and a culture 

of activism has not yet been established (Winter and Hanley, 2015).  Whilst there is 

limited research on the social justice behaviours of counsellors, existing studies 

suggest that mental health professionals in the UK are reluctant to become involved in 

activism due to time constraints, anxiety related to the consequences of challenging 

others, and uncertainty over what action to take (Schulze et al., 2019; Winter and 

Hanley, 2015).  Historically, activism has met with significant resistance as many 

practitioners viewed counselling as ‘culture free’; attempts at social justice work were 

considered misplaced and opposed to the alleged neutrality of the profession (Singh et 

al., 2020, p. 242).  The findings therefore indicate that, contrary to the hesitancy found 

in several studies and the previous reluctance of the UK counselling profession to 

embrace social justice, some counsellors are nonetheless courageously engaged in 

activist work to fulfil their ethical responsibilities.  
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The findings suggest participants were engaged in micro, meso, and macro level 

activism.  Micro level activism is aimed at individual level empowerment (Hagen, 

Hoover and Morrow, 2018; Goodman et al., 2004; Kashubeck-West, Szymanski and 

Meyer, 2008).  Henry and Siobhan shared examples of this type of activism; both these 

counsellors challenged the dominance of a conservative Christian worldview within 

their organisation by endeavouring to create an inclusive therapeutic environment for 

their clients.   

 

Meso level social justice work involves activism at the level of communities and 

organisations (Goodman et al., 2004; Hagen, Hoover and Morrow, 2018; Kashubeck-

West, Szymanski and Meyer, 2008). This includes challenging ‘workplace policies 

and practices that create oppressive environments’ (Kashubeck-West, Szymanski and 

Meyer, 2008, p. 621).  Several counsellors engaged in meso level activism to confront 

discriminatory practices and policies within their agency.  Action taken included 

challenging the use of church premises for the delivery of counselling and petitioning 

an organisation to change their recruitment policy which required all staff to concur 

with the philosophy of a specific Christian denomination.   

 

Activism at a macro level encompasses interventions to change political policy and 

social norms (Kashubeck-West, Szymanski and Meyer, 2008).  Actions include 

‘fighting to change laws and institutions that discriminate’ (Kashubeck-West, 

Szymanski and Meyer, 2008, p. 622). A few participants engaged in this level of 

activism as illustrated in Kevin’s complaint to an independent public body challenging 

government policy which required counselling organisations to assess and profile a 

client’s perceived commitment to religious ideology.  The findings therefore support 
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Jenkins et al.’s (2020) contention that counsellors are uniquely positioned to undertake 

all three levels of social justice activism.  

 

The findings denote that several participants engaged in ally behaviours.  An ally can 

be broadly defined as a someone who works to ‘end the system of oppression that 

gives them greater privilege and power based on their social group membership’, they 

leverage their privileged identities to challenge systems of inequality in the interests 

of minority groups to which they do not belong (Broido, 2000, p. 241).  Ally behaviour 

is exemplified in Henry’s decision to use his Christian privilege to raise awareness 

among his superiors of the ethical implications of incorporating Christian religious 

practice in therapeutic work. Henry drew on his understanding of Christianity to frame 

his concerns in the biblical ‘language’ of his manager.  The findings therefore indicate 

that counsellors can become ‘change agents’ through ally behaviours (Lister et al., 

2020, p. 335).  They support the contention that social justice ‘cannot be achieved 

without both the passionate push (from those with less power) and the compassionate 

pull (from those with more power)’ (Goodman, 2004, p. 808).  Within counselling, 

ally development is critical to the movement toward social justice (Lister et al., 2020; 

Perrin et al., 2014).   

 

The findings suggest that activism within counselling came at significant personal and 

professional cost to many participants.  This aligns with the work of Case (2012) who 

found White women who engaged in social action encountered resistance, 

defensiveness, disapproval, social shunning, and ‘accusations of over-sensitivity’ 

(n=21) (p. 90).  Kiselica and Robinson (2001) maintain the cost of activism within 

counselling can include ‘feeling emotionally drained, being viewed as a troublemaker, 
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placing your job in jeopardy, and becoming the target of backlash from colleagues at 

work or of harassment from intolerant individuals’ (p. 393).  The findings therefore 

highlight the ‘high price’ certain counsellors paid for their commitment to equality 

and social justice within the profession (Kiselica and Robinson, 2001, p. 393).  

 

The findings denote that some participants did not have the emotional energy to 

engage in on-going activism.  This aligns with the work of Hagen, Hoover and Morrow 

(2018) who found sexual minority women and transgender activists occasionally had 

to abstain from social justice work due to emotional fatigue (n=20).  The findings 

therefore support Hagen et al.’s (2018) recommendation that further research is 

required to examine the importance of self-care for activists, particularly those with 

multiple oppressed identities.  

 

The findings indicate that several counsellors had to both confront and endure systems 

of inequality in counselling.  The propensity for social justice behaviours among 

people with experiences of oppression has been identified in several studies (Inman et 

al., 2015; Na and Fietzer, 2020; Perrin et al., 2014).  Perrin et al. (2014) found women, 

people of colour, and people from a lower socio-economic background had the greatest 

tendency to become a LGBT ally (n=455).  Inman et al. (2015) cautiously concluded 

that, among counselling trainees, women expressed a higher social justice 

commitment than men (n=274).  Whilst Na and Fietzer (2020) did not find there to be 

a correlation between a counsellor’s race or gender and their propensity for social 

justice action, they did find identification as LGBT was predictive of a counsellor’s 

activism (n=169).  The findings therefore support calls from multiple researchers for 

counselling training programmes to explicitly incorporate a social justice agenda 
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(Bartoli et al., 2015; Brown, Wiendels and Eyre, 2019; Hernandez-Wolfe and 

McDowell, 2012; Lister et al., 2020; Na and Fietzer, 2020; Perrin et al., 2014; Ratts et 

al., 2015).  The profession must endeavour to ensure all practitioners recognise that 

‘social action is inextricably linked to healing’; the responsibility for activism should 

not be unduly carried by counsellors with oppressed identities (Bartoli et al., 2015, p. 

249).  

 

Increasing awareness of privilege might encourage social justice behaviours among 

counsellors who presently do not engage in activism.  As privilege often inoculates 

those who benefit from it from the realities of systemic injustice, some counsellors 

might be oblivious to the very inequality they could challenge (Case, 2012; McIntosh, 

1988).  Those in dominant groups often overlook or minimise the consequences of 

oppression (Chiznik and Chiznik, 2005). With recognition of privilege, there often 

comes a sense of responsibility to engage in actions which challenge inequality (Case, 

2012; Cook et al., 2012; Hernandez-Wolfe and McDonald, 2012, 2013).   

 

5.14 Section Summary  

 

This section provided insight to the overarching theme an unequal profession which 

examines the inequality that resulted from participants’ experiences of an ingrained 

Christian culture in NI’s counselling profession.  The findings indicate that Christian 

privilege manifested in multiple areas including unearned employment opportunities 

for people with a Christian background, oppressive workplaces for LGBQQ 

counsellors, a lack of preparedness for work with non-Christian clients, the integration 

of conservative Christian beliefs into counselling practice, and the sense of potential 
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victimhood expressed by counsellors with a personal Christian faith.  Many 

counsellors engaged in activism to challenge this inequality.  These areas of injustice 

have been examined in relation to existing literature and theory. The socio-political 

context of the findings has been considered. The following chapter will conclude the 

study by providing an overview of the thesis and presenting the research implications.  
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION  

 

6.0 Chapter Overview  

 

This concluding chapter will provide an overview of the thesis and consider the 

research limitations.  The study’s original contribution to knowledge will be presented.   

Implications of the findings for research methodology, counselling training, and 

counselling regulatory bodies will be discussed.  Recommendations for future research 

will also be explored.  

 

6.1 Thesis Overview 

 

The thesis began with a literature review which proposed that Christian privilege was 

an exigent yet overlooked issue within the counselling profession.  The review argued 

that Christianity is a privileged identity in Northern Ireland (NI); Christianity is so 

entrenched in society it is accepted as the norm within institutions of power.  This 

framing of Christianity as the normative religion provides, to differing degrees, 

unearned structural and psychological advantages to people with a Christian 

background whilst positioning non-Christians as 'abnormal' or 'other' (Accapadi, 2009; 

Blumenfeld, 2009; Schlosser, 2003).  Christian privilege might be one of the most 

significant yet disregarded factors contributing to oppression (Blumenfeld, 2009; 

Case, McMullen and Hentges, 2013; Ferber, 2012; McIntosh, 2012; Schlosser, 2003).   

 

Following a critical examination of the literature, the review determined that 

counselling has historically neglected issues of power and social justice (Chantler, 
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2005; Katz, 1985; Pilgrim, 1997; Sue, 2003).  Whilst there is an emerging body of 

counselling research addressing privilege, this tends to explore White privilege within 

the context of the United States (US) (Hays, Dean and Chang, 2007; Hernandez-Wolfe 

and McDowell, 2012; Israel, 2012; Mindrup, Spray and Lamberghini-West, 2011).  

Religion, as a cultural variable that creates experiences of privilege and oppression, 

has received scarce and inadequate academic attention (Blumenfeld, 2006; Case, 

Iuzzini and Hopkins, 2012; Schlosser, 2003; Schlosser et al., 2010).  The neglect of 

privilege has resulted in the counselling profession tending to replicate and endorse 

dominant group norms (Delgado-Romero et al., 2005; Schlosser et al., 2010).   

 

The review went on to establish that, when Christian privilege is considered from an 

intersectional perspective, affectional orientation is one social group membership that 

will shape experiences; intersectionality recognises group identities as overlapping 

and inseparable (Collins, 2001; Crenshaw, 1989; hooks, 1981; Stewart and 

McDermott, 2004).  In NI, a conservative Christian morality that endorses 

heterosexuality and condemns same-sex affectional orientation is entrenched within 

systems of power (Duggan, 2012; Mitchell and McConnell, 2011).  This provides one 

explanation for the differing degrees of oppression experienced by lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, queer, and questioning (LGBQQ) people in NI (Rolston, Schubotz and 

Simpson, 2005; Tonge et al., 2014).  Therefore, to challenge systems of injustice 

within the counselling room and beyond, the overall aim of the study was to explore 

religious privilege among LGBQQ and heterosexual counsellors in NI. 
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The research was located within a transformative paradigm and intended to advance a 

social justice agenda in the counselling profession (Mertens, 2009).  The study had 

two consecutive phases of data collection.  Phase one explored how non-Christians 

experienced Christian privilege in NI.  15 individuals with a non-Christian background 

took part in five mini focus groups and one individual interview.  Data were used to 

develop a description of Christian privileges in NI which phase two participants 

responded to.  Phase two recruited six LGBQQ and nine heterosexual counsellors with 

a Christian background (n=15).  Written reflective logs explored how counsellors 

related to Christian privilege.  Interviews examined how they perceived Christian 

privilege to influence the counselling profession and explored areas of interest from 

their written accounts.  Data from phase one and phase two were analysed using Braun 

and Clarke’s (2006, 2013) reflexive thematic analysis.  Analysis of phase one data 

created one overarching theme and five themes.  Analysis of phase two data created 

two overarching themes, each with six themes.   

 

To realise the overall aim of exploring religious privilege among LGBQQ and 

heterosexual counsellors in NI, three objectives were fulfilled.  

 

(1) To explore and examine how people without a non-Christian background 

experienced Christian privilege in NI.   

 

Non-Christian participants experienced the normalisation of Christianity as the 

dominant worldview in NI as oppression; they felt they were treated as outsiders from 

the Christian majority.  As systems of politics, media, and education were understood 

to neglect non-Christian identities, many people in NI appeared to be uninformed of, 
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and unfamiliar with, non-Christian worldviews.  Participants experienced a sense of 

difference in how they were treated by people with a Christian background, leading to 

societal isolation.  Many participants believed they were positioned as an enemy who 

posed a threat to Northern Irish society and often felt they had to prove they were not 

a dangerous threat.  Demeaning treatment, verbal, and physical attacks were 

experienced by many participants who encountered pressure to conform with 

Christianity. 

 

(2)  To explore and examine how LGBQQ and heterosexual counsellors with a 

Christian background related to the phenomenon of Christian privilege in NI.  

 

Oppression shaped counsellor participants’ views and experiences of Christian 

privilege.  For many counsellors, Christian privilege was associated with Catholic 

oppression by a Protestant majority.  The prevalence of Christian privilege was 

experienced as oppression by all LGBQQ participants.  For certain participants, 

Christianity was aligned with systems of male dominance and the perceived inferiority 

of women.  Most counsellors who experienced Christianity as source of oppression 

did not consider themselves to benefit from Christian privilege in a meaningful way, 

however a few participants explicitly drew on experiences of oppression to gain 

awareness of the personal benefits of their Christian background.  Perceptions of 

systemic inequality as warranted and inconsequential led most counsellors with a 

personal Christian faith to conclude Christian privilege was meaningless. 
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(3)  To explore and examine how LGBQQ and heterosexual counsellors with a 

Christian background perceived Christian privilege to influence the 

counselling profession in NI. 

 

Inequality arose from participants’ experiences of an embedded Christian culture in 

NI’s counselling profession.  Participants reported that unearned employment 

opportunities were offered to many counsellors with a Christian background, 

specifically those with personal Christian beliefs.  Most participants felt ill-prepared 

for work with non-Christian clients.  The dominance of Christianity created an 

oppressive environment for LGBQQ counsellors.  The perceived sinfulness of same-

sex relationships directly influenced the practice of some counsellors who denied 

certain LGBQQ clients an opportunity to access their services and supported others to 

conform with Christian heterosexual norms.  As a form of advocacy for LGBQQ and 

non-Christian clients many counsellors, at significant personal and professional cost, 

engaged in activism to confront the inequality of ingrained Christianity.  Certain 

participants contested the existence of a Christian culture in counselling, considering 

efforts to establish religious neutrality within the profession as an attack on their 

personal Christian faith.   

 

6.2 Research Limitations 

 

It is important to acknowledge and consider the potential limitations of the research.  

As this was a qualitative study, the relatively small number of participants was not 

considered a limitation; the sample size allowed for an in-depth and discovery-

orientated exploration of a relatively unexamined phenomenon. Only one LGBQQ 
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counsellor identified as having a Protestant background; the inclusion of additional 

participants from this demographic could perhaps have provided an opportunity to 

examine how Protestant hegemony and affectional orientation oppression combine to 

shape experiences of Christian privilege.  Every phase two participant identified as 

White; incorporating the perspectives of people of colour with a Christian background 

could offer insight to Christian privilege at the intersection of racial oppression.  In 

the phase two sample, men accounted for three of the 15 counsellors recruited.  Whilst 

this may reflect the broader gender imbalance of the counselling profession, more male 

participants might have yielded interesting insights to Christian privilege at the 

intersection of affectional orientation and male privilege (BACP, 2017).  As all 

participants with a Catholic background had a cultural relationship with Christianity, 

exploration of Christian privilege among Catholic people with a personal faith could 

provide an important denominational perspective within NI’s socio-political context. 

Although beyond the scope of this study, these could be meaningful perspectives for 

future research. 

 

Five counsellors were recruited from my professional contacts.  Whilst dual 

relationships with participants can potentially limit self-disclosure, my prior 

engagement with certain counsellors appeared to facilitate trust when engaging with a 

sensitive topic.  Specific care was taken not to place counsellors recruited through my 

professional networks under any undue pressure to participate; I did not have a 

hierarchical relationship of power with any participant, limiting the possibility of 

unintentional coercion (Bourdeau, 2000; Braun and Clarke, 2013). 

 



401 
 

 

The study adopted an intersectional perspective to consider diversity within the 

category of Christian and challenge dehumanising stereotypes which minimise the 

complex range of experiences that exist within social groups.  However, the use of 

‘umbrella’ terms such as ‘LGBQQ’, ‘Christian’, and ‘non-Christian’ were necessary 

in sampling and recruitment.  It is acknowledged that these terms masked the 

complexity the study was endeavouring to embrace.  This is a limitation typically 

encountered when adopting an intersectional perspective; often researchers must 

utilise the very identity categories they are trying to disrupt and transcend (Warner and 

Shields, 2013).  

 

As phase one intended to obtain a general overview of Christian privilege, it did not 

examine the specific intersection of religion and affectional orientation.  Whilst 

beyond the scope of the study, this nonetheless limited appreciation of the diversity of 

experience among heterosexual and LGBQQ non-Christian people living in NI.  

Future research could therefore examine how affectional orientation shapes the 

experiences of non-Christian people living in NI.  As phase one findings indicated the 

pertinence of race in experiences of religious oppression, this could be an additional 

area for further inquiry.   

 

Although affectional orientation was selected as a pertinent and meaningful 

intersection in phase two, multiple other simultaneous group memberships will have 

converged to inform counsellors’ experiences of Christian privilege.  The study does 

not therefore claim to provide a complete picture of Christian privilege from an 

intersectional perspective; it offers a ‘partial’ glimpse of a nuanced phenomenon at a 

specific point in time (Atewologun and Sealy, 2014, p. 435; Narvarez, 2009).  Every 
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intersectional researcher must employ ‘boundaries and caveats’ to balance feasibility 

and complexity (Parent et al., 2013, p. 640).  

 

Whilst I endeavoured to engage in critical self-reflection and develop cultural 

competence, the possible impact of my privileged identities on participants cannot be 

overlooked.  As a person with a Christian background, I might have been viewed by 

some non-Christians as an oppressor due to my affiliation with the majority religious 

group (Zempi, 2016).  For some participants of colour, my White identity could have 

aligned me with systems of racial injustice (Zempi, 2016).  During phase two, there 

were moments I wondered if participants felt hesitant to criticise or question 

heterosexual counsellors lest I perceived it as a personal critique.  My partial outsider 

status with counsellors who had a Catholic background could have created a sense of 

unease for certain participants when discussing their experiences of denominational 

oppression.  

 

6.3 Original Contribution to Knowledge  

 

The study responded to the call for advancing social justice research in counselling; it 

is the first study of its kind to explore Christian privilege among counsellors in NI.  A 

key contribution, which has not been previously examined, concerns the inequality 

that resulted from a culture of ingrained Christianity within NI’s counselling 

profession.  The study provides empirical insight to the injustice that can arise from 

unexamined and unchallenged Christian norms.  It accentuates the urgency for the 

counselling profession in NI to proactively embrace its responsibility toward social 

justice.  
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The research attended to an overlooked form of privilege in counselling; one that has 

been largely absent from academic discussion. Unlike previous studies which have 

tended to explore Christian privilege in the US (e.g., Blumenfeld, 2020; Blumenfeld 

and Jaekel, 2012; Clarke et al., 2002; Edwards, 2017; Joshi, 2020; Schlosser, 2003; 

Walls and Todd, 2014), this study contributes to the development of Christian 

privilege theory by providing insight to phenomenon within NI’s systems of power.  

 

The study adds valuable theoretical insight into how those who benefit from a cultural 

relationship with Christianity view and experience Christian privilege in NI. Whilst 

existing research typically explored Christian privilege among self-identified 

Christians (e.g., Blumenfeld and Jaekel, 2012; Walls and Todd, 2014), the study 

recruited people who identified Christianity as their 'home religion', the religion in 

which they were raised (Joshi, 2006, p. 5).  Consequently, the sample included cultural 

Christians, many of whom were religiously unobservant or secular individuals, as well 

as people who had a personal Christian faith. Edwards (2018) states this vital 

perspective has been ‘lacking’ in Christian privilege research (p. 206).   

 

By adopting a socio-political and multi-dimensional approach to identity that has been 

largely neglected in mainstream counselling, this research contributes to Christian 

privilege theory by indicating that experiences of affectional orientation, 

denominational, and gender oppression are intertwined with the phenomenon in NI.  

This extends the work of several authors who have explored Christian privilege 

through a single lens (e.g., Blumenfeld, 2020; Blumenfeld and Jaekel, 2012; Clarke et 
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al., 2002; Schlosser, 2003; Walls and Todd, 2014) or at the intersection of race in the 

US (e.g., Aronson et al., 2020; Edwards, 2017; Joshi, 2020).   

 

The study provides empirical insight into how concepts of oppression shape 

counsellors’ views of Christian privilege.  The findings extend the existing evidence 

base, primarily in the field of White privilege, which contends that experiences of 

oppression from other aspects of identity can be ‘harnessed’ for privilege awareness 

(e.g., Wise and Case, 2013, p. 24; Davis, 2014; Hays, Chang and Dean, 2004; 

Hernandez-Wolfe and McDonald, 2013; McIntosh, 2012).  The findings also provide 

evidence that most counsellors who experienced their Christian background as a 

source of denominational, gender, or affectional orientation oppression distanced 

themselves from Christian privilege and did not consider themselves to be meaningful 

beneficiaries of the phenomenon.   

 

This is the first study to develop a descriptive list of Christian privileges based on the 

experiences of non-Christian people in NI.  This served as an important reflective aid 

for counsellors with a Christian background, many of whom were unaware of 

Christian privilege prior to their engagement with the research.  The rich contribution 

of non-Christian participants to this study highlights the immense capacity of those 

oppressed by Christian privilege to provide understanding of the phenomenon.  
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6.4 Research Implications  

 

6.4.1 Implications for Research Methodology  

 

Whilst time consuming, the dual methods of data collection employed in phase two 

(reflective writing and individual interviews) provided participants with the privacy, 

control, and reflective space necessary for engagement with a complex and 

controversial research topic.  Counsellors, most of whom were familiar with reflective 

writing from their professional training, appeared at ease using written accounts as a 

form of data collection.  The depth of data produced provides evidence of the value of 

utilising both written accounts and individual interviews to examine Christian 

privilege, particularly among those who benefit from the phenomenon.  

 

An important implication of the study concerns the opposition encountered during data 

collection. During both phases of recruitment, there were multiple objections to the 

exploration of Christian privilege, including claims that the research was harmful and 

‘wrong’.  These instances, whilst expected during the exploration of a contested topic, 

were nonetheless unsettling.  They do however accentuate the potency of Christian 

privilege and underscore the work of several researchers who maintain the 

phenomenon is one of the most complex areas of inquiry within the field of privilege 

research (Blumenfeld, 2006; Blumenfeld and Jaekel, 2012; Case, McMullen and 

Hentges, 2013; Ferber, 2012; Todd, 2010).  

 

To advance a social justice agenda, power dynamics were critically examined 

throughout the study.  Awareness of my personal experiences of privilege was integral 
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to ensuring the validity of the research.  Disclosure of my motivations and positions 

of power appeared fundamental in establishing trust with participants engaging with a 

sensitive and disputed area of inquiry.  The study consequently endorses the calls of 

multiple authors who propose that researchers in the field of privilege explicitly attend 

to, and make visible, issues of power at each stage of the process (Ancis and 

Szymanski, 2001; Hulko, 2009; McIntosh, 2012; Mertens, 2007, 2012; Sands, 

Bourjolly and Roer-Strier, 2007). 

 

The findings indicate how many Catholic participants rejected the term ‘Christian’ due 

to the legacy of Protestant hegemony in NI.  An implication is therefore the need for 

judicious use of this characterisation when exploring religious privilege among 

Catholic people in NI.   

 

6.4.2 Implications for Counselling Training  

 

The framing of Catholic and non-Christian people as a threat to Northern Irish society 

was highlighted in the findings.  It is therefore suggested that counsellors working in 

this socio-political context take action to question and challenge the prevalence of 

these societal stereotypes.  To prevent harmful depictions of Catholic and/or non-

Christian people as dangerous being unintentionally perpetuated in the therapeutic 

relationship, training to explore the possible internalisation of stereotypes is proposed 

for counsellors in NI.  Whilst it could be challenging to implement, training on how 

Catholic people have historically been treated as a threat in NI might be particularly 

beneficial for practitioners with a Protestant background.  
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The findings signified that systems of Christian patriarchy can shape experiences of 

Christian privilege.  Training initiatives which educate counsellors on the historic 

gender oppression perpetuated by some prominent Christian denominations could 

facilitate counsellors to consider how they, and their clients, have potentially been 

impacted by messages of male supremacy and female inferiority from branches of the 

Christian church.  Further research to explore how systems of male patriarchy and 

Christian privilege combine to reinforce and sustain each other would appear to be an 

important area for future inquiry.  

 

When endeavouring to explore Christian privilege, it is recommended that counselling 

educators are alert to the possibility that some counsellors with a Christian 

background, including those who view themselves as liberal, might distance 

themselves from the phenomenon.  Focusing on the systemic nature of Christian 

privilege which underscores that, to differing degrees, all members of a dominant 

group can avail of the unearned advantages of privilege, could potentially challenge 

the propensity of some counsellors to dissociate themselves from the privileges 

associated with their dominant group memberships.  

 

The findings indicate that counsellors who experienced their Christian background as 

a source of oppression did not consider themselves meaningful beneficiaries of 

Christian privilege.  These practitioners tended to view Christian privilege as an 

‘either/or’ phenomenon in which an individual was either privileged or oppressed by 

Christianity. Exploring Christian privilege from an intersectional perspective could 

therefore be beneficial in counselling training; acknowledging simultaneous 
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experiences of both privilege and oppression can increase receptivity to the unearned 

advantages that can arise from dominant group memberships.   

 

The findings denote how personal experiences of oppression from other aspects of 

identity can facilitate awareness of Christian privilege.  Counselling training initiatives 

could therefore draw on practitioners’ experiences of intersectional oppression to 

develop insight to Christian privilege.  It is recommended that educators carefully 

consider the degree and proximity of a trainee’s experiences of oppression to ensure 

these are not unduly triggered and impede the exploration of privilege.  

 

The findings provide evidence that appreciation of the oppression endured by non-

Christian people can increase awareness of Christian privilege; this aligns with the 

conclusions of Walls and Todd (2014).  Training on Christian privilege could therefore 

incorporate research on the systemic obstacles and daily difficulties experienced by 

non-Christian people living in a Christian hegemonic society.  This could provide 

counsellors with valuable social comparison information to consider how their lives 

differ from those without a Christian background, revealing previously obscured areas 

of privilege.  

 

The engagement by some practitioners in micro, meso, and macro level activism to 

challenge the inequality of ingrained Christianity in counselling was detailed in the 

findings. To increase equality within the profession, counselling could seek ways to 

support and foster the existing social justice work of some practitioners.  Training 

initiatives which raise awareness of Christian privilege could encourage counsellors 

not presently engaged in activism to challenge systems of Christian hegemony. This 
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could ensure the burden of activist work is not unduly carried by counsellors with 

multiple oppressed identities.  

 

An important implication of the study concerns the tendency of some counsellors to 

be ill-prepared for work with non-Christian clients.  This offers support for several 

studies which found counselling training tends to avoid or minimise religion (Magaldi-

Dopmen, 2014; Plumb, 2011; Vieten et al., 2013; Walker, Gorsuch and Tan, 2014).  

To prevent the potential harm this could cause non-Christian clients, counsellors with 

a Christian background could benefit from training initiatives to raise awareness of 

non-Christian religions.  Training could increase counsellors’ confidence to 

proactively engage with religion, reduce reliance on harmful stereotypes, and ensure 

clients are not unduly burdened by having to educate practitioners about their non-

Christian worldview.  Further research to explore and challenge the embedded 

Christian norms that perpetuate the invisibility of non-Christian religions within the 

counselling profession is recommended. 

 

A further implication of the study involves some counsellors delivering religious 

microaggressions which target non-Christian people.  A deficit of training might have 

left many counsellors unaware how they have been impacted by a Christonormative 

society.  The findings therefore endorse the recommendations of Mintert, Tran, and 

Kurpius (2020) who propose counsellors receive training on religious 

microaggressions to prevent manifestations of unexplored bias potentially harming 

clients with a non-Christian background.  
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The findings indicated that a colour-blind approach, which minimises and negates 

differences between social groups, was adopted by some counsellors in their work 

with non-Christian clients.  Existing research suggests that colour-blindness restricts 

empathy (Burkard and Knox, 2004; Johnson and Williams, 2015).  As there is a 

relationship between unexamined privilege and a colour-blind approach, the findings 

support the inclusion of Christian privilege in counselling training (Bonila-Silva, 

2014; Gushue and Constantine, 2007; Holcomb-McCoy, 2008; Utsey, Gernat and 

Hammer, 2005).  

 

The findings produced evidence that some counsellors would not pro-actively 

introduce religion to a counselling session and assumed the issue was irrelevant if it 

was not raised by a non-Christian client. Training on concepts of passing and 

internalised Christonormativity could facilitate counsellors to critically reflect as to 

the possible sociopolitical reasons for client hesitancy or silence regarding their non-

Christian background.  Additionally, counsellors in NI might find it beneficial to 

reflect on the historical legacy of the NI conflict and their possible evasion of issues 

of religion.   

 

6.4.3 Implications for Training Counsellors with a Personal Christian Faith  

 

Offering support for the work of Blumenfeld and Jaekel (2012), the findings provide 

evidence that, in response to Christian privilege, certain participants with a personal 

Christian faith engaged in modes of resistance within Watt’s (2007, 2009) Privilege 

Identification Exploration model.  These counsellors strongly resisted the exploration 

of Christian privilege and dismissed systemic inequality as inconsequential and 



411 
 

 

justified.  Given that perceived awareness of privilege has been found to have a 

significant positive association with self-reported multi-cultural counselling 

competence, it is imperative future research considers ways to constructively engage 

counsellors with conservative Christian views in educational dialogue concerning 

Christian privilege and oppression (Mindrup, Spray and Lamberghini-West, 2011).  

 

The tendency of some counsellors with a personal Christian faith to perceive 

themselves as disadvantaged within training is detailed in the findings.  This supports 

Walls and Todd’s (2014) exploration of the themes that arise when self-identified 

Christian social workers consider Christian privilege.  It is therefore recommended 

that educators are aware that trainees with a personal Christian faith could feel targeted 

and view themselves as victims within counselling.  The findings suggest it could be 

beneficial for educators to explore with students the distinction between religious 

discrimination and the challenge necessary for ethical counselling practice.   

 

The findings provide evidence that LGBQQ counsellors experienced 

microaggressions from some colleagues with a personal Christian faith.  Certain 

counsellors with a personal Christian faith could therefore benefit from training on 

affectional orientation microaggressions.  Training of this nature could facilitate 

counsellors to become aware of the unconscious yet potent ways they can harm 

LGBQQ colleagues and clients.  A further implication would also involve action from 

employers to ensure a safe working environment for LGBQQ counsellors.  

Challenging counsellors who communicate harmful messages to LGBQQ colleagues 

could help ensure the profession does not replicate the discrimination experienced by 

LGBQQ people in many other workplaces.  
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The findings indicate that a few counsellors believed celibacy or heterosexuality to be 

the only biblically acceptable response to same-sex attraction; LGBQQ relationships 

were considered sinful and contrary to God’s will.  Given the potential harm this could 

cause, training must be considered imperative for counsellors who hold such beliefs 

to explore the possible tension between their religious views on affectional orientation 

and their ethical responsibilities towards LGBQQ clients.  Working in this area is 

likely to be challenging for educators, as the findings signified that some counsellors 

with conservative Christian beliefs might respond in a defensive manner.  Certain 

counsellors might consider their religious beliefs to be an infallible declaration of 

truth, rather than views that must be examined in a professional context.  It is suggested 

that training initiatives focus on the impact religious views can have on counselling 

clients, rather than engage in dialogue regarding the truth or validity of certain beliefs.   

 

6.4.4 Implications for Counselling Regulatory Bodies  

 

An important implication of this study pertains to the unearned employment 

opportunities provided to some counsellors with a Christian background; the findings 

suggested that certain counselling organisations only employed counsellors with a 

personal Christian faith, or those sympathetic to the philosophy of a specific Christian 

denomination.  To ensure compliance with ethical codes and certain legislative 

responsibilities under the Fair Employment and Treatment (Northern Ireland) Order 

1998, it is proposed that the regulatory bodies for the counselling profession scrutinise 

the employment practices of organisations who exclude counsellors with non-

Christian or no religious beliefs from applying for jobs which do not have religious 

duties as an essential aspect of therapeutic service delivery.  Counselling organisations 
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must be held accountable if their employment practices contravene certain legal and 

ethical responsibilities.  

 

A key contribution of the study concerns the use of Christian church premises for the 

provision of counselling services; the findings indicated that counselling environments 

affiliated with Christian churches can profoundly undermine the sense of safety of 

some LGBQQ people.  This supports the work of several authors who suggest 

Christian imagery can be associated with tyranny (Accapadi, 2009; Kivel, 2013; 

Weinbaum, 2009).  It would therefore appear imperative that counselling 

organisations, under the guidance of regulatory bodies, critically consider the impact 

Christian spaces and symbols can have on certain counsellors and clients and 

proactively take steps to minimise the possibility of harm.  Training on the socio-

political history of Christianity could facilitate counsellors with a Christian 

background to appreciate why, for some colleagues and clients, Christian spaces and 

symbols might be vehicles of oppression.   

 

The findings signified that some counsellors with conservative Christian beliefs on 

affectional orientation appeared to be delivering a form of conversion therapy.  As this 

an ineffective and harmful practice which explicitly violates professional ethical 

codes, counselling’s regulatory bodies are urged take a more proactive stance to 

challenge and hold organisations accountable for the practice of conversion therapy 

with LGBQQ clients (Anton, 2010; APA, 2018; Beckstead and Morrow, 2004; 

Glassgold et al., 2009; Haldeman, 2002; MoU, 2017; Shidlo and Schroeder, 2002).  

The findings of the study indicate that ethical bodies should be alert to the possibility 

counsellors might not describe practices to support clients to reject their affectional 
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orientation as conversion therapy and could attempt to justify their actions on the 

grounds of client autonomy. Furthermore, as one organisation, based on a conservative 

Christian rationale, excluded LGBQQ couples from accessing counselling, 

professional scrutiny of organisations who do not extend their services to LGBQQ 

clients would appear vital to ensure compliance with legal and ethical obligations.   

 

6.5 Chapter Summary 

 

This chapter concludes the study by providing an overview of the thesis, outlining 

limitations, and discussing the methodological and practice implications. The study 

offers evidence that Christian privilege is an urgent issue within counselling, one 

which the profession must address if it is to confront, rather than propagate, systems 

of injustice.  Exploring the phenomenon at the intersection of affectional orientation 

indicates how the inequity of Christian privilege is experienced, both inside and 

outside of counselling, by those who do not conform to Christian heterosexual norms. 
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Appendix B: Risk Assessment Amendment for Ethics Filter Committee  

 

Following feedback from the Filter Committee, this amendment aims to address how 

the research topic will be communicated to counsellors to minimise the risk of 

judgment or offense.  Christian privilege is likely to be a thought-provoking topic for 

most participants and possibly a challenging issue for some.   Privilege theory is 

undoubtedly a complex area and religion is a subject of heightened sensitivity within 

the socio-political context of Northern Ireland.  To prevent the inadvertent suggestion 

of judgment or blame, specific care will be taken to communicate the topic in a 

respectful and non-judgmental manner.   

 

A systemic understanding of Christian privilege will underscore all the researcher’s 

interactions with participants.  The researcher aims to explore how Christianity 

functions within the counselling profession and wider society in the hope of creating 

a more inclusive culture (Ferber, 2012).  Counsellors will therefore be asked to engage 

in a dialogue about systems of power and how these create institutional benefits and 

advantages; this study does not intend to assess the validity, truth, or merit of 

Christianity’s theological tenets (Todd, 2010).  Christian privilege will clearly be 

communicated to counsellors as a critique of the prevailing status quo, not of 

individual beliefs or practice (Case et al, 2013).  There will not be any presumptive 

challenge to participants’ counselling practice.  Privilege will be explained from an 

intersectional perspective to acknowledge we each have multiple and interwoven 

experiences of privilege and oppression.  This will prevent the communication of 

judgmental, binary notions of individuals as the oppressed or oppressor and recognise 

the far-reaching diversity that exists within the term ‘Christian’.  The researcher will 
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work explicitly from the understanding that individuals who experience privilege are 

not responsible for the systems of inequality they are born into (McIntosh, 2012).   

 

This study provides counsellors with an opportunity to engage in a reflexive exercise 

that could potentially enhance their cultural self-awareness.  Critical cultural 

reflexivity, the identification and challenge of one’s relationship with wider political 

and social structures, is an integral part of counsellor self-awareness (Bager-Carleson, 

2010).  Both the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy and the Irish 

Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy include self-awareness as a criterion 

for accreditation (BACP, 2016; IACP, 2015).  Counsellors engage in critical self-

reflection throughout their professional lives and are therefore ideally suited to a 

project such as this. 

 

Risk Assessment 

 

Identified 

risk 

Potential harm 

Who might be 

harmed and how? 

Probability 

Unlikely/Possible/Likely/ 

Almost certain 

Overall risk  

None/Low/Medium/ 

High 

Counsellors 

experience 

project as 

judgmental 

toward them or 

their beliefs.  

Participant 

emotional 

discomfort/distress. 

Researcher anxiety. 

Possible  LOW/MEDIUM 
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Precautions  

 

Identified risk  Precautions / Risk management  

Counsellors 

experience project 

as judgmental 

toward them or 

their beliefs. 

• Clear communication of research topic from outset to 

ensure participants are fully informed of the area of 

inquiry prior to consent. Specific care will be taken to 

clarify any areas of concern regarding the research 

topic. 

• Active listening skills used throughout to communicate 

respect and empathy for participants’ intersectional life 

experiences of both privilege and oppression. 

• As privilege is an invisible phenomenon, the participant 

information sheet will clearly state that the benefits 

potentially experienced are often unintentional and 

inadvertent.   

• This study’s definition of ‘Christian’ will not refer to 

personal religious belief, placing the focus on systems 

of religious socialisation.  

• All questions asked will be sensitively worded to avoid 

any inadvertent communication of blame or judgment 

and will not address individual religious belief.   As an 

accredited counsellor, the researcher has experience in 

the communication of sensitive issues.  

• Debriefing questions used at the end to acknowledge 

any distress or anxiety a participant may have 
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experienced, or to clarify any misunderstanding 

regarding the research topic.  

• Researcher available to participants by 

telephone/email/text at any stage during or after 

participation.  

• Participants can stop at any point, or refuse to answer 

any question, without reproach.  

• If necessary, follow-up phone call from researcher 

and/or signpost to a confidential counselling service 

(Contact/Lifeline). 

• Researcher has engaged in critical self-reflection 

regarding her personal experiences of Christian 

privilege and value base to minimise implicit bias in the 

communication of the research topic.  

• Researcher self-care to ensure careful management of 

sensitive issue. 
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Appendix C: Publicity Poster (Phase One)  

Experiences of Non-Christian People Living in NI  

 

Ulster University is carrying out research to understand the experiences of non-

Christian people living in Northern Ireland. 

 

If you answer yes to these questions, we would like to talk to you: 

• Were you brought up in a family/household that identified with a religion other than 

Christianity OR brought up in a family/household that did not identify with any 

religion? 

• Do you identify as heterosexual OR lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer, or questioning? 

• Are you over 18 years of age? 

• Do you live in Northern Ireland? 

• Are you English-speaking? 

 

Please note, if you are currently engaged with statutory mental health services or have 

received a mental health diagnosis in the past year, you cannot take part in this study.  

This is due to the sensitive research topic. 

 

If you take part in this research, you will be asked to talk in a small group about your 

experiences as a non-Christian person living in Northern Ireland. What you say will be 

treated as confidential by the researcher. 

 

Taking part in this research will give you an opportunity to: 

• Have your voice heard on an important issue that affects many people in Northern 

Ireland 

• Help improve counselling services for non-Christians people living in Northern 

Ireland 

 

If you have any questions or think you would like to take part, please contact 

Ali Graham by email (XXXX) or by telephone (XXXX) for information. 
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Appendix D: Publicity Poster (Phase Two) 

 
 

If you answer yes to these questions, we would like to talk to 

you: 

• Were you brought up in a family/household that 

identified with a Christian denomination? (It is not 

necessary for you to identify as Christian at this point in 

your life) 

 

• Are you a counsellor, registered with a professional 

body, who has a minimum of 18 months post-qualifying 

experience? 

 

• Do you identify as heterosexual or LGBQQ (lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, queer, or questioning)? 

 

• Do you live in Northern Ireland? 

 

This Ulster University research aims to improve counselling 

services for minority group clients in Northern Ireland. 

 

If interested, please contact Ali Graham (XXXX). 
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Appendix E: Recruitment Email (Phase One Organisations)  

 

My name is Ali Graham, and I am a PhD counselling student at Ulster University 

carrying out research to explore the experiences of non-Christians living in Northern 

Ireland. My study looks at the idea that Northern Irish society has historically been 

heavily influenced by Christianity and that today most of the population still identify 

as Christian.  This can mean that some of the ways our society functions may make it 

easier to live here if you have a Christian background.  In counselling, the more 

understanding we have of the different experiences of Christians and non-Christians 

living in Northern Ireland, the more effective we can make counselling for everyone 

who lives here.  

 

I am writing to ask if I could invite members of XXXX to participant in this research.  

Those taking part will be asked to participate in a small discussion group and share 

their thoughts on what it is like to live as a non-Christian person in Northern Ireland.  

The group will be facilitated by a female researcher who will treat what the group says 

as confidential.  Taking part is entirely voluntary and participants can change their 

mind at any stage.  It is hoped that this research will give non-Christian participants 

an opportunity to have their voice heard on an important issue.  

 

I am really interested to talk to people who have been brought up in a non-Christian 

family or household, are over 18 years old, live in Northern Ireland, are English-

speaking and identify as heterosexual or lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer or questioning.  

Due to the sensitive topic, anyone who is presently engaged with statutory mental 
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health services or has received a mental health diagnosis in the past 12 months cannot 

take part.  

 

I have attached an information sheet and publicity leaflet for your consideration.  If 

you have any questions or would be interesting in discussing this further, please 

contact me by email (XXXX), or by telephone (XXXX). If it would be helpful, I am very 

happy to meet in person.  
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Appendix F: Recruitment Email (Phase One University)  

 

Faculty of Arts, Humanities & Social Sciences: Opportunity to Participant in 

Research Study  

 

Dear Staff and Students, 

 

My name is Ali Graham, and I am a PhD student carrying out research to explore the 

experiences of non-Christian people living in Northern Ireland.  The overall purpose 

of the study is to understand what counsellors think of the idea that Christian people 

have certain advantages in Northern Irish society. Hearing the views and experiences 

of non-Christian people is an important part of this process.   

 

If you answer yes to these questions, I would like to talk to you:  

 

• Were you brought up in a family/household that identified with a religion other 

than Christianity OR were you brought up in a family/household that did not 

identify with any religion? 

• Do you identify as heterosexual OR lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer or 

questioning (LGBQQ)? 

• Are you over 18 years of age? 

• Do you live in Northern Ireland? 

• Are you English speaking?  
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Please note, if you are currently engaged with statutory mental health services or have 

received a mental health diagnosis in the past 12 months you cannot take part in this 

study.  This is due to the sensitive research topic.   

 

If you decide to become involved in this research, you will be asked to share: 

 

• Your experiences of life as a non-Christian living in Northern Ireland 

• Your thoughts on how life might be different for Christians living in Northern 

Ireland 

  

You will participate in a discussion group that will be held at a time and place that is 

suitable for everyone taking part.  What you say will be treated as confidential by the 

researcher.  Your decision to become involved is entirely voluntary and you can 

change your mind at any time.   

 

If you have any questions or think you would like to take part, please contact Ali 

Graham (XXXX) for more information.   

 

The Chief Investigator of this study is Dr. Maggie Long who can be contacted by email 

(XXXX) or by telephone (XXXX).  

 

This study has been approved by the University Risks and Ethics Committee. 
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Appendix G: Recruitment Email (Phase Two Organisations)  

 

My name is Ali Graham, and I am an accredited counsellor undertaking PhD research 

at Ulster University. My study looks at the idea Northern Irish society has historically 

been influenced by Christianity and today most of the population still identify as 

Christian.  This may mean that some of the ways our society functions provides people 

with a Christian background with certain advantages or privileges.  I am really 

interested in exploring what counsellors think about these ideas – what they agree or 

disagree with, what their experiences have been.   

 

I am writing to ask if I could invite counsellors at XXXX to participant in this 

research.  Those taking part will be asked to complete a short, written exercise and 

engage in an individual interview.  I would like to talk to counsellors who were 

brought up in a family or household that identified with a Christian denomination, are 

registered with a professional body, have a minimum of 18 months post-qualifying 

experience, and identify as heterosexual or LGBQQ.   

 

For your consideration, I have attached a detailed information sheet on the study and 

a page outlining the criteria for any counsellors who would like to take part.  If you 

have any questions or would be interesting in discussing this further, please contact 

me by email (XXXX), or by telephone (XXXX). If it would be helpful, I am very happy 

to meet in person to provide further information. 
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Appendix H: Participant Information Sheet (Phase One)  

 

An Exploration of Religious Privilege Among Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Queer, 

Questioning (LGBQQ) and Heterosexual Counsellors in Northern Ireland 

 

You are being invited to participate in a counselling research study that is being 

conducted as part of a PhD qualification with Ulster University.  Before you decide 

whether or not to take part, it is important to understand the purpose of the research 

and what you will be asked to do.  Please read the following information and do not 

hesitate to ask questions. Make sure you feel satisfied and have all the information you 

need to make your decision. My contact details can be found at the bottom of this sheet 

and I am happy to answer any questions or concerns you may have.   

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this and for considering the invitation to 

participate.  

 

 1.  What is the purpose of the study? 

 

The aim of this study is to understand what views and opinions counsellors have on 

Christian privilege.  Christian privilege is the idea that Christians have certain 

advantages in Northern Ireland.  These advantages are both big and small; Christians 

do not have to ask for them and may not even realise they are benefiting from them.  

Not all Christians benefit from these advantages equally or in the same way.  A 

Christian’s affectional orientation (whether they identify as LGBQQ or heterosexual) 

is one factor that might change the advantages they experience.  To varying degrees 

and in different ways, non-Christians can be harmed or disadvantaged by the benefits 

Christians receive. This harm can be unintentional and Christians may not even be 

aware it has occurred.  This study hopes to find out what Christian counsellors think 

about these ideas and understand how Christian privilege might influence work with 

certain clients.  

 

At this point it is important to make it clear that this research uses the word ‘Christian’ 

and ‘non-Christian’ in a different way than perhaps most people in Northern Ireland.  

In this study, the term ‘Christian’ covers a wide range of people and includes everyone 

brought up in a family or household that identified as Christian.  Some of the people 

referred to as Christian by this study might call themselves Christian in day-to-day 

life; others might identify themselves as atheist, agnostic or in another way.  Similarly, 

the term ‘non-Christian’ covers a broad group of people and includes everyone 

brought up in a religion other than Christianity or in no religion, regardless of their 

present beliefs.   

 

In order to carry out this study, the researcher will listen to the views and 

experiences of three main groups of people: 

 

• Non-Christian heterosexual and LGBQQ people living in Northern Ireland  

• Christian heterosexual counsellors living in Northern Ireland  

• Christian LGBQQ counsellors living in Northern Ireland   
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The research will follow the steps below: 

 

• The researcher will begin by listening to small groups of non-Christians describe their 

experiences of life in Northern Ireland and how their experiences are different from 

those of Christians.   

• The researcher will then write a description of Christian privilege based on what the 

groups have said.  She will check with the groups that the description she has written 

accurately represents their views and opinions.   

• The description of Christian privilege will be given to counsellors who will reflect on 

it in a written exercise.  Counsellors will then take part in an interview to talk about 

how they relate to the ideas of Christian privilege in their work.  

• The researcher will study the information from the written exercises and interviews.  

She will identify patterns and themes and write up the findings as the main part of her 

PhD thesis.  

2.  Why have I been invited to participate? 

 

You have opinions and experiences that could make an important contribution to this 

study and make the research worthwhile. Your experiences of life as a non-Christian 

in Northern Ireland could provide valuable insight into a relatively new and 

unexplored area of counselling research. Around 24 people will be taking part in this 

study.  Approximately, 16 of these will be counsellors who are described by this study 

as Christian, and 8 will be people who are described as non-Christian.  

 

3.  Do I have to take part? 

 

The simple answer is no.  It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part.  If you 

do decide to participate, you will be asked to sign a form.  It is important to know that 

you can change your mind and pull out at any stage.  You do not have to give a reason 

for this.  If you decide to withdraw from the study before it is over, the information 

you gave will not be used.   During the study I will check to make sure that you still 

want to take part.   

4.  What will I have to do if I decide to take part? 

 

You will be asked to take part in a discussion group with other people who are 

described by this study as non-Christian.  A few weeks after the group you will be 

asked to check that the researcher understood what the group talked about.  The 

following points explain this in more detail.  

 

Discussion group: 

 

• At least 2 people will take part in the group, but no more than 8.  The group may have 

both men and women taking part.  

• One female researcher will ask questions to help the group describe their experiences 

of non-Christian life in Northern Ireland and talk about how Christians may have 

different experiences.   

• The group will last 60-90 minutes, depending on how much you and others want to 

say.  It will be held at a time and place that is suitable for everyone taking part.  This 

will be a safe, private place where no one outside the group can overhear.   
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• Everyone taking part will be asked to agree to guidelines or rules. These will include 

one person speaking at a time, treating everyone will respect, listening even when you 

disagree and respecting each other’s privacy (not repeating what is said in the group 

discussion after it is over).  

• You can leave at any point or refuse to answer any question.  You will not be put under 

any pressure to say more than you want to. 

• The sound from the group will be recorded using a voice recorder.  Your name will 

not be used by the researcher during the recording.  The sound recording will be kept 

in a locked filing cabinet until the research is finished and then deleted. Only the 

researcher or her supervisors (who oversee the study) will listen to the recording.   

• As soon as possible after the group has finished, the recording will be typed by word 

by word by the researcher.  She will study this and use what the group has said to write 

a description of Christian privilege.   

• Everything you say will be treated as confidential or private by the researcher. Point 9 

below explains confidentiality further.  

 

After the discussion group:  

 

• Some weeks after the group is over the researcher will ask you to check the description 

of Christian privilege that she had written.  

• You will be emailed or posted a copy of the description and asked if there if anything 

you want to add or change.  You will type or handwrite your response and then return 

it to the researcher by email or post.  You will be given a stamped addressed envelope.  

If you prefer, the researcher can call you, read out the description and you can tell her 

your thoughts on the telephone.  The researcher will then write these down. As a guide 

this should take 10-15 minutes of your time.  

• The researcher will then make any changes to the description that the group feels are 

important.   

5.  What are the side effects? Are there any risk/and or disadvantages to taking 

part? 

 

Whilst some people might find it worthwhile to talk about Christian privilege, this 

may not be the case for everyone and there may be emotional side effects to taking 

part.  It could be difficult to talk about certain issues; you may find that you experience 

strong emotions in relation to the research topic.  You may not agree with some of the 

ideas put forward by the researcher or other people in the group.  This could be both 

tiring and challenging.  The research requires a time commitment that may be 

inconvenient to your daily routine.  Please consider this carefully before deciding to 

take part.  It is important to know that the researcher will prioritise your well-being at 

every stage of the research process.  

 

6.  Are there any possible benefits to taking part? 

 

Whilst it cannot be guaranteed, I hope you would find the process of participation to 

be thought-provoking and worthwhile.  Your taking part in this research could: 

 

• Increase knowledge and understanding of the counselling needs of non-Christian 

clients and Christian LGBQQ clients in Northern Ireland.  
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• Improve the quality of counselling offered to non-Christian clients and LGBQQ 

clients by understanding how Christian privilege may influence the counselling 

relationship.  

• Increase understanding of Christian privilege and how it affects the lives of both 

counsellors and clients.  

7.  What happens when the study ends? 

 

You can contact the researcher if you have any questions or concerns after taking part. 

 

8.  What if something goes wrong? 

 

You can contact the researcher or her supervisor at any point if you have concerns 

about the study.  In the unlikely event that something should go wrong, please be 

assured that Ulster University has procedures in place for reporting, investigating, 

recording and handling all harmful events.  All complaints will be taken seriously.  For 

further information please contact Research Ethics and Governance on XXXX.  

 

9.  Will my taking part in this study be kept confidential? 

 

Your participation in this study will be kept confidential by the researcher.  Before the 

research is published your name will be changed and all information that could identify 

will be removed, as required by Data Protection legislation.  Direct quotes of yours 

may be used but any details that identify you will be changed.  Recordings and 

transcripts will be kept in a locked filing cabinet.  The recordings will be deleted when 

the research is completed.  Sensitive electronic information will be securely stored. 

Any data that could be requested under Freedom of Information legislation is non-

personal or general.  Ulster University securely store data for 10 years, after this time 

it is destroyed or securely archived.   

 

It is important to know that confidentiality cannot be promised in every circumstance.  

If you share information that raises concern about your safety or the safety of another 

person, the researcher will pass this information to an appropriate authority.  Whilst 

the researcher will do everything she can to encourage everyone taking part in the 

group to respect your privacy, this cannot be guaranteed.  

 

10.  What will happen to the results of the study? 

 

The results will form part of the researcher’s PhD thesis, which is due to be finished 

by November 2021.  The results may also be published in academic and practice 

journals.  It is hoped this will lead to further counselling research on Christian 

privilege.   

 

11.  Who is organising the research? 

 

The research is supported by the School of Communication, Faculty of Social 

Sciences, Ulster University, Jordanstown Campus.   
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12.  Who has reviewed the research? 

 

Following Ulster University procedures, this study has been reviewed by academic 

staff that are knowledgeable in the subject area.  It has been approved by a filter 

committee of the University’s Research and Ethics committee.   For further 

information please contact Research Ethics and Governance on XXXX.  

 

13.  Contact Information 

 

If you have any questions about the study, please do not hesitate to contact the 

researcher, Ali Graham, by email (XXXX) or telephone (XXXX).  The researcher 

supervisor, Dr. Maggie Long, can be contacted by email (XXXX) or telephone (XXXX). 
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Appendix I: Participant Information Sheet (Phase Two)  

 

An Exploration of Religious Privilege Among Counsellors Who Identify as 

Heterosexual and Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Queer and Questioning (LGBQQ) in 

Northern Ireland 

 

Dear Counsellor, 

 

You are being invited to participate in a counselling research study being conducted 

as part of a PhD qualification with Ulster University.  Before you decide whether to 

take part, it is important to understand the purpose of the research and what you will 

be asked to do.  Please read the following information and do not hesitate to ask 

questions. Make sure you feel satisfied and have all the information you need to make 

your decision. My contact details can be found at the bottom of this sheet and I am 

happy to answer any questions or concerns you may have.   

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this and for considering the invitation to 

participate.  

 

1.  What is the purpose of the study? 

 

The aim of this study is to understand what views and opinions counsellors have on 

Christian privilege.  

 

• What is Christian privilege? 

 

Christian privilege is the idea people with a Christian background have certain 

advantages in Northern Irish society.  These advantages are big and small; someone 

with a Christian background does not have to ask for them and may not even be aware 

they exist.   

 

• Who benefits from Christian privilege? 

 

I am exploring the idea everyone with a Christian background in Northern Ireland 

benefits, to many varying degrees, from Christian privilege.  It is important to make it 

clear I use the term ‘Christian background’ in a specific way.  In this study, a person 

with a Christian background is someone brought up in a family or household that 

identified with a Christian denomination. Some of the people raised in a family or 

household that identified with a Christian denomination might call themselves 

Christian in day-to-day life; others might describe themselves as atheist, agnostic or 

in another way. 

 

• Does everyone with a Christian background benefit from Christian 

privilege in the same way? 

 

No, people with a Christian background do not benefit from the advantages of 

Christian privilege equally or in the same way, many important differences exist.  

Affectional orientation (whether someone identifies as LGBQQ or heterosexual) is 

one factor that might shape Christian privilege.  This study intends to speak to 

counsellors who identify as LGBQQ and heterosexual to find out what they think.  
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• Why is Christian privilege an important issue? 

 

To varying degrees and in different ways, people with a non-Christian background can 

be harmed or disadvantaged by the benefits people with a Christian background 

receive. This harm can be unintentional, and people with a Christian background may 

not even be aware it has occurred.  In this study, the term ‘non-Christian background’ 

covers a broad group of people and includes everyone brought up in a religion other 

than Christianity or in no religion, regardless of their present beliefs.  

 

To carry out this study, I will listen to the views and experiences of three main 

groups of people living in Northern Ireland: 

 

• People who identify as heterosexual or LGBQQ and were brought up in a 

family/household that identified as non-Christian 

• Counsellors who identify as heterosexual and were brought up in a family/household 

that identified with Christian denomination  

• Counsellors who identify as LGBQQ and were brought up in a family/household that 

identified with a Christian denomination.  

 

The research follows the steps below: 

 

• In November 2017, I listened to 15 people with non-Christian background describe 

their experiences of life in Northern Ireland.  These participants had Hindu, Jewish, 

Muslim, non-religious or Pagan backgrounds.     

• I then wrote a description of Christian privilege based on the experiences shared by 

people with a non-Christian background.  I checked with participants that the 

description I had written accurately represented their views and opinions.   

• The description of Christian privilege will be given to counsellors who will reflect on 

it in a written exercise.  Counsellors will then take part in an interview to talk about 

how they relate to the ideas of Christian privilege in their work.  

• I will study the information from the written exercises and interviews.  I will identify 

patterns and themes and write up the findings as the main part of my PhD thesis.  

 

2.  Why have I been invited to participate? 

  

You have opinions and experiences that could make an important contribution to this 

study and make the research worthwhile. Your experiences as a counsellor with a 

Christian background living and working in Northern Ireland could provide valuable 

insight into a relatively new and unexplored area of counselling research.  

Approximately 31 people will be taking part in this study.  16 of these will be 

counsellors who are described by this study as Christian, and 15 will be people who 

are described as non-Christian.  

 

3.  Do I have to take part? 

The simple answer is no.  It is up to you to decide whether to take part.  If you do 

decide to participate, you will be asked to sign a form.  It is important to know that 

you can change your mind and pull out at any stage.  You do not have to give a reason 

for this.  If you decide to withdraw from the study before it is over, the information 

you gave will not be used.   During the study I will check to make sure that you still 

want to take part. 
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4.  What will I have to do if I decide to take part? 

 

You will be asked to complete a written exercise and attend an individual interview.  

The following points explain each in more detail.  

 

a) Written exercise 

 

• You will describe your response to a description of Christian privilege in three 

reflective logs.   

• Each reflective log will be approximately 100-150 words. The total exercise will 

therefore involve 300-450 words.  As a guide, each reflective log will take 10-15 

minutes of your time.  

• The reflective logs will be completed over a two-week period.  Within this two-week 

period, you can write on any day and at any time that is convenient to you. 

• You can type or handwrite the reflective logs.  You will post or email them to me when 

you are finished. A stamped addressed envelope will be provided.   

• You will not include any identifiable information (such as the names of people or 

places) in the reflective logs.  Point 9 below explains confidentiality further.  

 

b) Interview  

 

• After you complete the reflective log, I will be in touch to arrange an interview.  The 

interview will be face-to-face and will last 50-70 minutes, depending on how much 

you want to say.   

• Following a general guide, I will ask your thoughts about counselling certain client 

groups and ask your ideas on how your Christian background may or may not 

influence the counselling relationship. 

• You can stop the interview at any point or refuse to answer any question.   

• The interview will take place at a time and place that is convenient to you.  It could be 

held at a room on Ulster University premises or at your place of work.  It will be a 

venue that is private where no one can overhear. 

• The interview will be sound-recorded using a voice recorder.  Your name will not be 

used at any point by once the recording has begun.  As soon as possible after the 

interview the recording will be typed up word by word.  The voice recording will be 

kept in a locked filing cabinet until the research is finished and then deleted.  Only me 

or my supervisors (who oversee the study) will listen to the recording.  

• Everything you say will be treated as confidential.  Point 9 below explains 

confidentiality further. 

 

After the interview: 

 

• Several months after the interview you will be emailed or posted a summary of the 

main themes from your interview and reflective log and asked if there if anything you 

want to add or change.  You will type or handwrite your response and return it to me 

by email or post.  You will be given a stamped addressed envelope.  If you prefer, I 

can call you, read out the description and you can tell me your thoughts on the 

telephone. I will then write these down. As a guide this should take 10-15 minutes of 

your time.  
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 5.  What are the side effects? Are there any risk/and or disadvantages to taking 

part? 

 

Whilst some people might find it worthwhile to talk about Christian privilege, this 

may not be the case for everyone and there could be emotional side effects to taking 

part.  It might be difficult to talk about certain issues; you may find that you experience 

strong emotions in relation to the research topic.  You might not agree with some of 

the ideas put forward.  This could be both tiring and challenging.  The research requires 

a time commitment that might be inconvenient to your daily routine.  Please consider 

this carefully before deciding to take part.  It is important to know I will prioritise your 

well-being at every stage of the research process.  

 

6.  Are there any possible benefits to taking part? 

 

Whilst it cannot be guaranteed, I hope you would find the process of participation to 

be thought-provoking and worthwhile.  Your taking part in this research could: 

• Increase knowledge and understanding of the counselling needs of clients with a non-

Christian background and clients who identify as LGBQQ.  

• Improve the quality of counselling offered to clients with a non-Christian background 

and clients who identify as LGBQQ by understanding how Christian privilege may 

influence the counselling process.  

• Increase understanding of Christian privilege and how it affects the lives of both 

counsellors and clients.  

 

7.  What happens when the study ends? 

 

You can contact me if you have any questions or concerns after taking part. 

 

8.  What if something goes wrong? 

 

You can contact me or my supervisors at any point if you have concerns about the 

study.  In the unlikely event that something should go wrong, please be assured that 

Ulster University has procedures in place for reporting, investigating, recording and 

handling all harmful events.  All complaints will be taken seriously.  For further 

information please contact Research Ethics and Governance on XXXX.  

 

9.  Will my taking part in this study be kept confidential? 

 

Your participation in this study will be confidential.  False names will be used and all 

information that could identify you will be removed before the research is published, 

as required by Data Protection legislation.  Direct quotes of yours may be used but any 

details that identify you will be changed. Your actual name will be known only to me 

or my supervisors.  Recordings and transcripts of interviews will be held in a locked 

filing cabinet.  The recordings will be deleted when the research is completed.  

Sensitive electronic information will be securely stored. Any data that could be 

requested under Freedom of Information legislation is non-personal or general. Ulster 

University securely store data for 10 years, after this time it is destroyed or securely 

archived.   
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It is important to know that confidentiality cannot be guaranteed in every 

circumstance.  If you share something that raises concern about your safety or the 

safety of another person, this information will be shared with an appropriate authority.  

  

10.  What will happen to the results of the study? 

 

The results of the study will form part of my PhD thesis, which is due to be finished 

by November 2021.  The results may also be published in academic and practice 

journals.  It is hoped this will lead to further counselling research on Christian 

privilege.   

 

11.  Who is organising the research? 

 

The research is supported by the School of Communication and Media, Faculty of 

Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences, Ulster University, Jordanstown Campus.   

 

12.  Who has reviewed the research? 

 

Following Ulster University procedures, this study has been reviewed by academic 

staff knowledgeable in the subject area.  It has been approved by a filter committee of 

the University’s Research and Ethics committee.   For further information please 

contact Research Ethics and Governance on XXXX.  

 

13.  Contact Information 

 

If you have any questions about the study, please do not hesitate to contact me, Ali 

Graham, by email (XXXX) or telephone (XXXX).  The research supervisor, Dr. Maggie 

Long, can be contacted by email (XXXX) or telephone (XXXX). 
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Appendix J: Consent Form (Phase One Participants)   

 

An Exploration of Religious Privilege Among Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Queer, 

Questioning (LGBQQ) and Heterosexual Counsellors with a Christian Background in 

Northern Ireland 

 

Researcher:  Ali Graham 

Research supervisors:  Dr. Maggie Long (Ulster University), Dr. Anthea Irwin 

(Ulster University) 

 

Please initial the statements below if you agree with them: 

 

• I have been given and have read and understood the information sheet for the 

above study.  I have had the opportunity the think about the information and 

ask questions.  Any questions I asked about the study have been answered.  

_______ 

 

• I understand that taking part in this study is my decision.  I am free to withdraw 

at any time without giving a reason and without my rights being affected in 

any way.   _______ 

 

• I understand that all efforts will be made by the researcher to ensure that I 

cannot be identified as a participant in this study (except as might be required 

by law).  _______  

 

• I understand that information gained during this study may be published.  

_______   

 

• I give permission for the researcher to hold relevant personal data and 

understand that all information and data will be securely stored.  _______ 

 

• I understand that the group discussion will be sound recorded.  _______ 

 

• I agree to keep the privacy of other participants in the discussion group and 

will not repeat what is said outside of the group.  _______ 

 

• I agree to show respect to other participants during the group.  _______ 

 

• I agree to take part in this study.  _______ 

 

_________________________________  _______________________ 

Initials of participant     Date  

 

_________________________________  _______________________ 

Signature of researcher     Date 
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Appendix K: Consent Form (Phase Two) 

 

An Exploration of Religious Privilege Among Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Queer, 

Questioning (LGBQQ) and Heterosexual Counsellors with a Christian Background in 

Northern Ireland 

 

Researcher:  Ali Graham 

Research supervisors:  Dr. Maggie Long (Ulster University), Dr. Anthea Irwin 

(Ulster University) 

 

Please initial the statements below if you agree with them: 

 

• I have been given and have read and understood the information sheet for the 

above study.  I have had the opportunity the think about the information and 

ask questions.  Any questions I asked about the study have been answered.  

_______ 

 

• I understand that taking part in this study is my decision.  I am free to withdraw 

at any time without giving a reason and without my rights being affected in 

any way.  _______ 

 

• I understand that all efforts will be made by the researcher to ensure that I 

cannot be identified as a participant in this study (except as might be required 

by law).  _______ 

 

• I understand that information gained during this study may be published.  

_______   

 

• I give permission for the researcher to hold relevant personal data and 

understand that all information and data will be securely stored.  _______ 

 

• I understand my interview will be sound recorded.  _______ 

 

• I agree to take part in this study.  _______ 

 

 

 

_________________________________  _______________________ 

Initials of participant     Date  

 

 

_________________________________  _______________________ 

Signature of researcher     Date  
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Appendix L: Demographic Information Questionnaire (Phase One) 

 

Please only answer the questions you want to.   

You will not be asked to explain why you did not answer a question. 

 

 

1.  What age are you? ___________________ 

 

 

2.  What best describes your gender identity?  (please tick) 

 

Female   □      Genderqueer  □    Male  □   Trans* □  

Or another way? (please describe) ________________ 

 

3.  What best describes your affectional orientation identity? (please tick)  

 

Bisexual □   Gay  □   Heterosexual □   Lesbian  □   Queer  □   Questioning  □ 

 

 

4.  What best describes your ethnic background? (please tick)  

 

Arab Middle Eastern □  Arab North African □  Bangladeshi  □  Black African □ 

Black Caribbean □ Black Other □ Chinese □ Indian □ Irish Traveller □  

Mixed Ethnicity □  Pakistani □  White □  

 

Or another way? (please describe) _________________ 

 

5.  Did the family/household that you were brought up in identify with any 

religion(s)?  (please tick) 

 

Yes   □      No   □     

If yes, what religion (s) did your family/household identify with?  

______________________________________________ 

6.  At this point in your life, do you identify with any religion(s)?  (please tick) 

 

Yes   □      No   □     

If yes, what religion (s) do you identify with?  

______________________________________________ 
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Appendix M: Demographic Information Questionnaire (Phase Two) 

Please only answer the questions you want to.   

You will not be asked to explain why you did not answer any question. 

 

 

1.  What age are you? ______________________ 

 

 

2.  What best describes your gender identity?  (please tick) 

 

Female   □      Genderqueer  □    Male  □   Trans* □  

Or another way? (please describe) ___________________ 

 

3.  What best describes your affectional orientation identity? (please tick)  

 

Bisexual □   Gay  □   Heterosexual □   Lesbian  □   Queer  □   Questioning  □ 

 

 

4.  What best describes your ethnic background? (please tick)  

 

Arab Middle Eastern □  Arab North African □  Bangladeshi  □  Black African □ 

Black Caribbean □ Black other □ Chinese □ Indian □ Irish Traveller □  

Mixed Ethnicity □  Pakistani □  White □  

 

Or another way? (please describe) __________________ 

 

5.  What Christian denomination(s) did the family/household you were brought 

up in identify with? 

 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

6.  At this point in your life, do you identify yourself with a Christian 

denomination?   

 

Yes   □  No  □ (please tick) 

 

If yes, what best describes the Christian denomination(s) you identify with? 

 

____________________________________________________________________ 
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7.  At this point in your life do you have personal religious beliefs that align with 

a Christian denomination? 

 

Yes   □  No  □ (please tick) 

 

If yes, what best describes your religious beliefs? (please tick) 

 

Very liberal □   Liberal □   Moderate □   Conservative   □   Very conservative  □    

 

Or another way? (please describe) __________________ 

 

8.  At this point in your life do you identify with a non-Christian religious 

group?  

 

 Yes   □  No  □ (please tick) 

 

 

If yes, what best describes the non-Christian religious group(s) you identify with? 

 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

9.  What best describes your theoretical approach to counselling?  

 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

10.  How long have you practiced as a qualified counsellor?  

 

____________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix N: Description of Christian Privilege  

 

What is Christian privilege? 

Christian privilege is the idea people with a Christian background have certain 

advantages in Northern Irish society.  These advantages are a result of Christian 

practices, holidays and beliefs being considered ‘normal’ in Northern Ireland.  

Advantages can be big and small; someone with a Christian background does not have 

to ask for them and may not even be aware they exist.  As part of my research, I am 

examining what counsellors think about this idea.  

 

Who benefits Christian privilege? 

I am exploring the idea everyone with a Christian background in Northern Ireland 

benefits, to many varying degrees, from Christian privilege.  A person with a Christian 

background is someone brought up in a family or household that identified with a 

Christian denomination. Some of the people raised in a family or household that 

identified with a Christian denomination might call themselves Christian in day-to-

day life; others might describe themselves as atheist, agnostic or in another way.  

 

Does everyone with a Christian background benefit from Christian privilege in 

the same way? 

No, people with a Christian background do not benefit from the advantages of 

Christian privilege equally or in the same way; many important differences exist. 

Gender, socio-economic class, denominational background, personal identification as 

Christian, affectional orientation, age, or ethnicity are some of the factors that shape 
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experiences of Christian privilege.  Not every example in the description below will 

therefore apply to each person with a Christian upbringing in Northern Ireland.  

 

This research is focusing on how affectional orientation (identification as LGBQQ or 

heterosexual) shapes experiences of Christian privilege.  This study intends to speak 

to counsellors with a Christian background who identify as LGBQQ or heterosexual, 

to find out what they think.   

 

How was the list of Christian privileges developed? 

The examples of Christian privilege were created after I listened to the experiences of 

15 people with a non-Christian background living in Northern Ireland; they are based 

on the views and opinions shared in small group interviews.  These participants had 

Hindu, Jewish, Muslim, non-religious, and Pagan backgrounds.   

 

Does this list describe all the advantages someone with a Christian background 

might experience?  

No, this is not a complete list of the advantages someone with a Christian background 

might experience.  It is hopefully a thought-provoking introduction to the idea of 

Christian privilege in Northern Ireland.   
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Some Examples of Christian Privilege 

 

      Visibility in Politics  

• Politicians will acknowledge the existence of my religious background.   

• Even if we have different points of view, it is likely elected officials will share 

my Christian background.  I do not need to educate and inform them.   

• Whilst there may be times I disagree with the position adopted by politicians, 

issues such as marriage equality and abortion will be debated in religious terms 

I am familiar with and comprehend. I do not feel excluded from these debates 

because of my religious background.   

Visibility in Media  

• The media will provide regular, in-depth coverage of a religious worldview I 

am familiar with and understand.   

• It is likely I will see positive and wide representations of my Christian 

background on mainstream media.   

      Visibility in Education 

• I can be confident the educational curriculum will reinforce the validity and 

importance of my religious upbringing.  

• It is probable most teachers will share and understand my Christian 

background.   

• It is likely schools will engage in collective acts consistent with my religious 

background.  

• I can expect the educational calendar to reflect the main holidays and practices 

of my Christian upbringing.  If I choose to engage in these customs, I do not 

have to worry about the impact this may have on my education.   
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• If I wished to, it is likely I could access physical resources (e.g. prayer rooms, 

religious foods) in my school or university to support the practice of my 

religious background.   

• If I have children and raise them in my religious background, they are unlikely 

to feel confused by the religious education they receive at school.  Their 

religious identity will not be eroded or minimised by the education system.  I 

will not have to worry about my children feeling afraid and anxious as they 

must excuse themselves from Christian activities and practices.   

People Know who I am  

• I can assume most people are familiar with, and understand, my Christian 

upbringing. I am not burdened with having to regularly educate or explain my 

religious background to people who do not know anything about it. 

• I do not frequently have to correct or challenge the harmful misconceptions 

people hold about my Christian background.  

• I do not encounter regular, intrusive or ill-informed questions about 

Christianity.  

• As it is assumed to be ‘normal’, it is unlikely I will ever have to disclose my 

religious upbringing.  If I do declare my religious background to a person in 

authority, it is likely they will also have a Christian background.   

• It is doubtful I will ever be expected to speak on behalf of everyone who shares 

my Christian background in Northern Ireland. 

• I probably do not need to educate or inform myself about the religious or non-

religious backgrounds of people who are not Christian.  It is unlikely my 

ignorance will penalise me in any way.   
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     Connecting and Belonging 

• I will not be treated as different in Northern Ireland because of my Christian 

background.  I can expect to be around people who share my Christian 

upbringing most, if not all the time.   

• I am unlikely to feel lonely and isolated because of my Christian upbringing.  

Loneliness because of my religious background is not going to prevent 

Northern Ireland from being a permanent home.     

• My Christian background reinforces my belonging in Northern Ireland, it does 

not undermine or significantly lessen society’s acceptance of me.  If I identify 

as a White person who has a Christian background, my sense of belonging in 

Northern Ireland will be strengthened by both by skin colour and my religious 

upbringing.   

• I can anticipate what most people think about my religious background.  I do 

not feel a deep sense of uncertainty around how I am viewed because of my 

Christian upbringing.   

• Most people are not going to express confusion and struggle to connect with 

me because of my Christian background.   

• I am unlikely to be singled out and consistently referred to as a Christian. 

• It is unlikely my religious upbringing is a defining label or characteristic which 

overshadows all other aspects of my identity.  

• My sense of acceptance and belonging in Northern Ireland is likely to be fairly 

consistent and not influenced by international political events.   

I am not the Enemy  

• I can be fairly certain I will not be treated as a terrorist threat because of my 

Christian background.  It is unlikely a terrorist attack will be attributed to the 
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ideology of my religious upbringing.  If a Christian commits a terrorist offence, 

I can be confident I will not be judged on the basis on their actions.  

• The practices and beliefs of my religious background are not widely 

misinterpreted as oppression to women.  

• I can assume I will never face the accusation my Christian background makes 

me a physical or sexual threat.  The assumption that I am a person who does 

not pose any physical or sexual danger may be even more likely if I am 

perceived to be a White person with a Christian upbringing.   

• I can make money and prosper financially without this being attributed to my 

Christian upbringing.   

• If in court, I can be sure my Christian background will not be used as evidence 

against me.  

• I can be fairly certain I will never have to explain my religious background to 

a judge to exonerate myself for engaging in harmless practices associated with 

Christianity.  

• I do not have to spend time and energy organising educational or cross-cultural 

events to demonstrate the peaceful nature of my Christian background.  

• I do not have to prove in social interactions that, despite my Christian 

upbringing, I am not dangerous.  

Superior Upbringing   

• My Christian upbringing is widely considered the correct and superior form of 

religious expression.  

• My religious background is not considered less than, or inferior to, the 

religious upbringing of most people in Northern Ireland.   
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• I am unlikely to be degraded and laughed at because of my association with 

Christianity.   

• I can be confident most people are not going treat my Christian upbringing as 

something unusual or exotic.   

• I am unlikely to face widespread social pressure to convert to a belief system 

that is contrary to Christianity, a worldview I am familiar with and understand.   

Physical and Emotional Safety  

• I can be fairly confident the places of worship connected to my religious 

background will not be vandalised because of their association with 

Christianity.   

• I can assume my property will not be attacked because of my Christian 

upbringing.   

• It is unlikely I will be physically or verbally assaulted in public because of my 

Christian background.  Physical or verbal assault because of my religious 

upbringing is even more unlikely if I am perceived as a White person.   

• I will never have to educate the wider population about Christianity to create 

physical and emotional safety for myself or my family.   

• I do not feel under threat because of my Christian upbringing.  
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Appendix O: Sample Reflective Notes  

 

Reflective Notes Following a Focus Group  

 

Very stuck by the work, effort, and energy needed to maintain a sense of Hindu culture 

in NI – again burden falling to participants to educate and inform people in NI, 

including politicians (overlaps and connects with previous focus groups?).  Reasons 

for reaching out/educating population are not just inter-personal – they distinctly feel 

like attempts to create physical and psychological safety? High level of investment in 

establishing Hindu community in NI – without it fears that culture would be lost for 

children?  

 

Intersection of race/ethnicity and religion felt very prominent and impossible to 

separate.  My arrival – when I asked at XXXX – response of the staff worker (a White 

person from NI), ‘do you mean the Indians?’ 

 

Connections with previous focus group - external political events and impact on 

belonging (Brexit leading people to ask participants ‘when are you leaving?’).  

Participants longer-term future in NI felt prominent – uncertainty was striking and in 

sharp contrast to my sense of belonging / stability in NI.   

 

I felt very aware of my identity as a White person with a Christian background, I was 

embarrassingly ignorant of the complexities of Hindu culture, with participants having 

to educate and explain important concepts to me – what impact did this have?  
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Sense that participants were reassuring me, almost apologetic for criticising NI? 

Statements such as ‘that’s their ignorance, we are not blaming them’? 

 

Sense of community and welcome I experienced on my arrival to the interview – 

sharing of food and hospitality– felt in sharp contrast to the experiences of hostility 

and exclusion participants experienced on arrival in NI. 

 

Participants asked me at beginning ‘will this [research] help us in some way?’; their 

hope that taking part would bring about some degree of change.  My feelings of 

responsibility in response.  

 

Importance of participants country of origin – India (80% Hindu, 14% Muslim, 960 

million people).  Reminder of the fluidity and geographic nature of privilege.  

 

The hate crimes / physical attacks experienced by participants felt shocking and 

upsetting.  Realities of life in NI that privilege insulates me from? 

 

Reflective Notes Following an Individual Interview  

 

Appeared very keen to engage, expressed that topic was interesting/exciting.  

 

Quick return of reflective logs - 4 days – what, if anything, could this reflect? 

 

Views and opinions focused on oppression of Catholic community in NI – this 

dimension of identity felt the most dominant, one that overrides other aspects of self? 
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Although I’m aware this feeling doesn’t align with intersectionality?  Didn’t appear 

(although this may not be the case) to wrestle or engage with the idea of Christian 

privilege outside of a Protestant/Catholic dichotomy? 

 

As someone with a Protestant background, I felt again in some ways connected to the 

oppression he was referring to. What impact might this have had? 

 

Felt he was very careful about what he was saying – really wanted to get it ‘right’ – 

he felt topic was too serious, too important to get it ‘wrong’?    

 

Had very definite examples of Christian privilege in counselling he wanted to include 

– indicative of importance? 

 

Politics appeared to be integrated into his approach to counselling – ideas of being a 

‘human being’ felt very different from a colour blind approach, he was not negating 

the impact of unequal socio-political realities on marginalised groups but holding that 

in his awareness? Coming from a definitive perspective that social justice matters in 

counselling.  His own multiple oppressed identities feel like they have had a huge 

impact approach and understanding to counselling/world.   

 

Wondering about how significant age was – he is XXXX years old - decriminalization 

occurred in 1982 (‘I was illegal’) – also impact of the conflict (born XXXX) – how 

would a younger gay Catholic man experience this topic?  
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Not a new topic – known for whole life, has lived the oppression of the mainstream 

Christian church on LGBQQ people (did my privilege make me think it would be 

‘new’?) 

 

Living intersectionality – referred to self as a ‘gay man’, talked about how identities 

‘merge’? 

 

Distinguishing between influence of Protestant and Catholic churches on affectional 

orientation – Protestant more of a political/policy level (‘big’ society influence), 

Catholic on family/personal level (‘small’ society influence)? Really strong sense of 

how he had been hurt by Catholic Church –strong visceral reaction to Christian 

symbols at training, called it ‘trauma’  

 

His thoughts on Buddhism as a commodity remind me of phase one findings?  

 

View on counsellor self-disclosure/view of self very different from Martha’s – is this 

connected to privilege in any way?  Is it a privilege to have the freedom to self-disclose 

(without unduly fearing the consequences of that self-disclosure)?  

 

Very strong sense that non-Christian is an oppressed status (did Martha view it as this, 

or ‘different’?) - sense of solidarity with non-Christians? 

 

How often he shares an incident when he had to challenge something – responsibility 

falling to members of oppressed groups? Sections at times almost had a quality of 
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whistleblowing? Has he had to do the work of challenging and speaking out - taking 

that professional and personal risk –while heterosexual counsellors remain oblivious?   

 

Idea of a client with a Catholic background not having to explain what this means – 

can short-cut to connection and understanding (resembles ideas Martha shared?). A 

subtle manifestation of Christian privilege? 
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Appendix P: Sample Focus Group Transcript with Initial Codes  
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Appendix Q: Sample Reflective Log with Initial Codes  
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Appendix R: Sample Interview Transcript with Initial Codes  

 

 

  



482 
 

 

 

  



483 
 

 

 

  



484 
 

 

 

  



485 
 

 

 

  



486 
 

 

 

  



487 
 

 

 

  



488 
 

 

Appendix S: Sample Code with Collated Data 

 

Initial Code: Christian = Protestant  

 

Kevin 

 

KRL1:  I regard the term ‘Christian’ to the more closely associated with Protestantism 

and born-again fundamentalism.  Although Catholics are technically Christian, it is 

my experience that Catholics regard themselves as primarily Catholic, rather than 

Christian.   

 

KRL1:  Also, as someone from a Catholic background, I'm aware that people from my 

community or family, or wider family tend to think of 'Christians' as 'Protestants'. 

Although I was technically raised within a Christian ethos, we tend to regard ourselves 

as 'Catholics' rather than 'Christians' - and as 'Irish Catholics' rather than 'Roman 

Catholics'. The word 'Christian' is rarely mentioned as a primary identifier and no one 

encourages you to read the Bible or study Christianity. Instead 'Christian' has 

associations with gospel halls, born-again people handing out tracts, Protestant sects 

and the Orange Order. I'm wondering if this is a uniquely Irish - or northern Irish - 

issue and connected with the tensions between Catholic nationalism/republicanism 

and Protestant unionism and the tensions inherent in power relationships in a society 

where one section ruled over another for a lengthy period of time and exploited 

religious identity to divide people and secure their own power base.   
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K2:  I think within a Northern Irish context and as someone who grew up as a Catholic 

… my perception of what Christianity was was Protestant fundamentalism  

 

R:  Um mm 

 

K3: And erm … I think Catholics tend to regard themselves as Catholic not Christians 

which sounds weird because Catholics are Christians but and I don’t know if that’s 

within an Irish context when Catholics felt the need to maybe assert an identity erm as 

an oppressed group erm but Christians were something that was what Protestants did 

over there somewhere yeah erm and I do think that when you consider Northern Irish 

and Irish erm political history and when you consider that following my line of 

reasoning that … erm Christians meant Protestants and Protestants were the ruling 

class in the north and in the government of Northern Ireland then Christianity to me 

seems to be something that is the most powerful faction and the faction that oppresses 

others yeah so I would look at Christianity in as almost a political concept  

 

Mairéad 

 

MARL2: As I said before the term ‘Christian’ has been appropriated by a large group 

of people who set themselves apart from other Christian denominations. They tend to 

have a ‘them and us’ mentality, be very right wing, indulge in black and white 

thinking, give preferential treatment to others who self identify as ‘Christians’ (as they 

define it). They also tend to lack tolerance for or even interest in diversity whether 

race, sexual orientation etc and can be against Human Rights, and see themselves as 

superior to others.  
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MA9:  And also because the word Christian seems to be sort of taken over by a group 

of people that whenever they say they’re Christian they set themselves apart from 

anyone else with Christian beliefs 

R:  Yeah [crosstalk] 

 

MA10:  I don’t know if you’ve come across that but that’s quite strong  

 

R:  Yeah em one of the ideas that I think you touch on earlier was that Christian is 

almost a a Protestant identity  

 

MA11:  Yes 

 

R:  I was wondering if you could explain that just a bit more  

 

MA12:  Well I suppose as a Catholic I would never have described myself as a 

Christian  

 

MA67: there’s now Christian sort of subgroup or whatever you call it within BACP 

I’m not sure why that’s there  

 

R:  Um um 

 

MA68:  And I sort of get the feeling people know that even though they might be 

believe in Christ they wouldn’t necessarily fit in there or be welcome  
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Paula 

 

PRL1: In being brought up a Catholic XXXX years ago (now atheist) I did not view 

myself as Christian.  To be Christian you needed to be protestant/Presbyterian/Free 

Presbyterian/Baptist. My experience in being a catholic was that the protestant faiths 

did not view me as Christian either. They regarded me a ‘Roman Catholic’ a term I 

hated. I was Catholic, full stop. Roman Catholic really distinguished ‘the difference’. 

I was different but found it difficult to cope with a greater degree of difference.  

 

PRL1:  I went to RE classes to experience being what it was like to be a Christian. I 

didn’t identify with it and stopped going. 

 

P1:  Erm [clears throat] it’s it’s been interesting em because em eh un until I kind of 

read your questions em and thought em actually if I fell into the Christian category 

really I would have agreed with almost all of them 

 

R:  Umm 

 

P2:  Em but em it then made think that in being brought up Catholic then em and in 

reading the questions then I was actually disagreeing with quite a few of them 

 

R:  Um um 

 

P3:  So then I thought well the reason part of the reason might be because em em as a 

Catholic you know I would have had to explain myself  
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R:  Um mm 

 

P4:  Em and also em and I would have been on the receiving end of prejudice from 

Christians  

 

R:  Um um 

 

P5:  Em … or from people who said they held a Protestant faith em then that made me 

think well em in growing up being a Catholic em you were Catholic as opposed to 

Christian so I wouldn’t have erm eh regarded myself as Christian so it was good from 

that point of view of starting to em think about what had happened to me in em 

growing up and and emm emmm … where I might have fitted or didn’t fit  

 

P6:  In this idea of Christian privilege so em I think that I had Christian privilege by 

default because em people assumed em that I belonged to their group  

 

R:  Um [crosstalk] 

 

P7:  Emm even though that I didn’t so I I I I would have got it by default just simply 

because you’re part of our gang now and we’re the bigger gang  
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Appendix T: Process of Searching for Themes 
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Appendix U: Sample of Themes and Related Codes  

 

Theme: Systemic Invisibility  

 

Central Organising Concept: This theme considers how participants perceived their 

non-Christian backgrounds to be disregarded and neglected within NI’s systems of 

politics, media, and education. 

 

Related Codes:  

Education - calendar doesn't reflect religion 

Difficult to access foods  

Erosion of culture and beliefs 

Fasting while studying 

Feel excluded politically 

Interest in Israeli politics 

Lack of food lowers mood 

Media coverage negative or trivial 

No prayer space at school or university 

Not talked about in schools 

Other religions are taught 

People assume I'm Christian  

People in power are Christian  

Petitioning university for prayer room 

Politicians Christian background 

Politicians ignore us 
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Religion connects to parents 

Religion is really important 

Religious foods and expense 

Religious foods and lack of choice 

Religious holidays not recognised 

Rely on media 

Teachers are Christian 

Teachers don't know about my religion 

Value to society overlooked 

Very limited media coverage  

Vote doesn't do anything 

 

Subtheme: Widespread Social Ignorance  

 

Central Organising Concept: This subtheme captures how, because of the systemic 

invisibility of non-Christian backgrounds, participants found most people in NI to be 

ill-informed and unaware of non-Christian worldviews. 

 

Related Codes:  

Are you Catholic or Protestant 

Brainwashed in Christianity 

Educating politicians 

Education helps 

Fixed thinking 

Going into schools to educate 
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Having to answer questions and explain 

Having to argue and defend worldview 

It's not their fault  

It's the way they were brought up 

Misconceptions  

Organising events to educate 

People don't know very much  

People think we are all the same 

 

Theme: Different and Alienated  

 

Central Organising Concept: This theme explores participants’ experiences of being 

treated as different from the Christian majority. This led to a sense of separation and 

isolation within interpersonal relationships and wider society.   

 

Related Codes:  

Always in the minority 

Distance is more about race than religion 

Don't really belong 

Feeling angry or frustrated at treatment 

Feeling different 

Feeling exocitised 

Feeling lonely 

Intentionally made to feel different 

It gets weary 
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It would be easier to live somewhere else 

It's difficult to get close to people 

Lack of diversity causes problems 

Lack of education causes problems 

Missing out socially or culturally 

NI can only be a temporary home 

Not sure what people really think 

People are suspicious 

People are uncomfortable around us 

People don't know how to connect 

Referred to by religious identity 

Unintentional discrimination  

Unintentionally made to feel different 

Viewed as abnormal 

Viewed as not belonging due to race and, or religion 

 

Subtheme: Impact of International Political Events 

 

Central Organising Concept: This subtheme considers how international political 

events shaped some participants sense of difference and alienation in NI. 

 

Related Codes:  

Impact of Brexit on belonging 

Impact of Israel-Palestine conflict  
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Theme: Treated as an Enemy  

 

Central Organising Concept: This theme captures participants’ experiences of being 

treated as an enemy who posed a threat to society.   

 

Related Codes:  

Dangerous to children 

Economic threat 

Explicit legal discrimination 

Impact of terrorist event on stereotypes 

Media and stereotype 

Oppressive to women 

People are afraid 

Perceived as amoral or chaotic 

Perceived danger and race 

Terrorist stereotype 

Threat to Christianity 

Viewed as satanic or devil worshippers 

Viewed as radical 

White fear leads to discrimination 

 

Subtheme: Prove You are Not a Threat  

 

Central Organising Concept: This subtheme explores the proactive steps participants 

felt they had to take to prove they were not a dangerous threat to society.   
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Related Codes:  

Contact helps 

Having to show not media portrayal of a threat 

Legal profession are Christian 

Organising events to show not a threat 

Socially having to prove not a threat 

 

Theme: Demeaned, Attacked, and Under Threat 

 

Central Organising Concept: This theme explores participants’ experiences of 

demeaning treatment, verbal, or physical attack.   

 

Related Codes:  

All minority groups treated as a commodity 

Attacks on property 

Christianity has moral authority 

Demeaned due to race and or religion 

Feel disenfranchised 

Feeling fearful 

Feeling threatened 

Going to hell 

Impact of NI conflict 

Patronised  

Physical assault 

Physical attacks due to race and religion 
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Physical or sexual threat 

Pointed at in the street 

Ridiculed 

Something wrong with me 

Told to leave NI 

Treated as less than  

Trying to make NI safe for children 

Verbal assault 

Verbal assaults due to race and religion 

Viewed 'wrong' 

White fear leads to discrimination 

 

Theme: Attempts to Force Religious Conformity  

 

Central Organising Concept: This theme captures the pressure participants 

experienced to conform with Christian religious beliefs and practices. 

 

Related Codes:  

Abortion and a Christian rationale 

Aggression of Christianity 

Attempts to convert 

Children confused due to Christian education 

Christian society 

Christian government 

Christian practices observed at school 
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Christianity dominates curriculum 

Christianity has political power and influence 

Christianity isn't questioned 

Feeling afraid at school 

Forced to engage in Christian practices 

Having to 'opt out' in school 

Having to say you're not Christian at school 

Life restricted by Christian policy 

Marriage equality and Christian rationale 

Must be buried as a Christian 
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Appendix V: Process of Refining and Developing Thematic Map 
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Appendix W: Conference Details (Based on PhD) 

 

Graham, A. (2019). Exploring Christian Privilege in Northern Ireland:  Experiences 

of Oppression Among People with a Non-Christian Background. Workshop 

Presentation, British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, 25th Annual 

Research Conference. Belfast, BACP.  
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