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The aim of our study is to assess the drivers of discriminatory behaviors of real-estate agents and private landlords toward prospective Roma tenants, relying on qualitative data from Hungary. Though there is a broad literature on the forms and frequency of discrimination, we know much less about the question of why people discriminate. Previous research suggests that discrimination on the basis of ethnicity is widespread in Hungary. To understand the drivers of discrimination, we analyzed: (a) the sources and justifications of discrimination of Roma people on the rental housing market among real-estate agents and private landlords, the actors making decisions about tenants (b) mapped the social embeddedness of discrimination, and (c) assessed the resilience of discriminatory intentions by analyzing the reactions to a 3-min advocacy video showing discrimination of Roma people on the rental housing market. We conducted and analyzed five online group discussions with 18 real estate agents and landlords advertising properties for rent in different regions of the country. Our qualitative study revealed that discrimination of Roma people is understood to be a widespread and socially acceptable practice driven by the need to avoid risks attributed to Roma tenants based on widely held stereotypes about them. We identified certain specificities in the justification and argumentation strategies of real-estate agents in comparison to private landlords. By providing counter-information presenting the perspective of Roma tenants, negative views could be challenged on the emotional level and also by shifting the group dynamics, strengthening the viewpoint of those without prejudice. We discuss our findings with regards to the possibilities of interventions against discrimination in societies in which neither social norms nor state institutions expect the equal treatment of the members of ethnic minority groups.
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1. Introduction

A 27-year-old, soft-spoken man calls in response to an advertisement for a rental apartment in a medium-sized city in Southern Hungary. After discussing some details about the apartment, he says: “I would just like to add that I am of Roma origin, I hope this is not a problem.” After a short silence, the friendly, female real-estate agent responds: “I will need to ask the owner if the property is still available.” When following up later, the caller was turned down yet again.2 Discrimination of Roma people in Hungary is a wide-spread practice in various fields of their everyday lives, including education, healthcare, and the labor market (ECRI, 2023). Though the above example is far from an isolated case, in Hungary there has only been scarce research evidence collected on the discrimination of Roma tenants on the rental housing market (Udvari et al., 2008; Balogi and Papadopulosz, 2020).

Discrimination of ethnic minorities is a severe social problem and has been the focus of the social sciences for the past decades. In the present study, we focus on the unequal treatment of Roma people in the Hungarian rental housing market, which has not been researched systematically in this context yet. Our article presents the qualitative analysis of five focus group discussions with the participation of real estate agents and private landlords. Our goal was to explore the underlying mechanisms of their discriminatory decisions in the selection of future tenants.

Long-term accommodation rental, starting with an online advertisement, can be understood as an economically risky, high-stakes offline experience, therefore trust between users is to be seen as a crucial resource—similarly to the case of “peer-to-peer” short-term home-sharing platforms (Tjaden et al., 2018). This is because the initial communication between platform users is online, or through the phone, followed by a high-stakes offline experience. In the case of long-term home rentals, the owner rents out their valuable property, adding to the significance of trust between the two parties. To establish and maintain trust online, many platforms adopt review and reputation systems, along with using personal photos (Ert et al., 2016). By receiving information about prospective tenants, landlords can reduce risks. According to the concept of statistical discrimination, estimations about the trustworthiness of applicants are made based on observable characteristics of applicants, such as ethnic origin or gender. Providing information about individual applicants can reduce this type of discrimination. Home sharing platforms, like CouchSurfing and Airbnb find such information crucial for building trust online (Liu, 2012; Király and Dén-Nagy, 2014).

In Western democracies, civil rights legislation has been built on the principle of prohibiting discrimination based on protected characteristics (such as gender, ethnicity, or disability) since the second World War. Anti-discrimination legislation has a long tradition, and the European Union has followed this by introducing relevant regulations in the early 2000s [most importantly The Race Equality Directive (2000/43/EC) 20003; Employment Directive (2000/78/EC) 20004 that became legally binding in 2009]. In 2012, the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights was adopted, which includes Article 21, expressly forbidding discrimination, including that based on disability and ethnic origin.5 In Hungary, Act CXXV (2003) on Equal Treatment and the Promotion of Equal Opportunities in line with the above EU Council Directives prohibits discrimination based on ethnicity, though studies show that there is a lack of mechanisms preventing the discrimination of Roma people (ECRI, 2023). For the sake of simplicity in the present paper we understand discrimination based on Altman (2011, p. 1) definition, as “acts, practices, or policies that impose a relative disadvantage on persons based on their membership in a salient social group”. To put it more simply, discrimination involves treating someone as less deserving and denying them access to a service that they should be entitled to.

Our paper proceeds in the following way: Section 3 provides a brief review of the main sociological and social psychological explanations of discrimination. Section 4 focuses on the most relevant economic explanations of discrimination in rental markets. Section 5 offers a concise overview of the social context in which our empirical study was carried out. Section 6 explains the materials and methods we used in our research. Section 7 discusses the main results of our qualitative study. Finally, Section 8 is dedicated to the conclusions and recommendations for future research.



2. Sociological and social psychological explanations of discrimination

Discrimination is not only prohibited by law but is also morally wrong. Therefore, people often seek justifications for their discriminatory behavior. Social norms and intergroup stereotypes can both serve as such justifications (Crandall et al., 2022). As people are motivated to appear non-prejudiced, they may suppress its expression to conform to the general egalitarian norms (Crandall and Esleman, 2003). However, suppression does not guarantee prejudice and discrimination free treatment or the disappearance of intergroup bias in society. Bias can emerge in subtle (Pettigrew and Meertens, 1995), implicit (Banaji and Greenwald, 1994), or aversive forms (Dovidio and Gaertner, 2000), which all refer to more unconscious, automatic, disguised expressions of prejudice that are more difficult to detect, but maintain social inequalities. Despite the prevalence of anti-prejudice norms in most Western democracies, there are social conditions that facilitate overt prejudice expression against some groups even within these contexts (Kende and McGarty, 2019).

Nevertheless, most studies on social norms and prejudice were carried out in intergroup contexts in which norms clearly prohibit overt expressions of prejudice.

This is not the case in Hungary where prejudice against minority groups, such as the Roma and immigrants are widespread and socially sanctioned. According to recent surveys, there is no social consensus regarding the non-acceptance of ethnic prejudices (Örkény and Váradi, 2010; Kende et al., 2017), thus deeply ingrained anti-Roma prejudice could pose a significant obstacle to integration efforts. At the same time, not everyone agrees with the dominant social norms. While one might disagree with the content of the norm, non-conforming opinions are less likely to be voiced (Hornsey et al., 2003). According to the Theory of the Spiral of Silence, people who believe to have a minority opinion often suppress their views because of a fear of isolation and exclusion which may limit the plurality of opinions and lead to the dominant opinion's misperception as a social norm (Noelle-Neumann, 1974). Following this logic, by giving a platform to opinion-minorities, the hegemony of the majority-view can be questioned. Social-norms interventions aim at achieving social change by breaking down the dominance of certain norms and offering alternative norms (Paluck, 2009; Paluck et al., 2010; Prentice and Paluck, 2020).

Though prejudice and stereotypes are difficult to change, perspective-taking is a promising avenue for delivering such information in an effective way. Perspective taking aims to reduce inter-group prejudice by encouraging majority group members to empathize with a member of the minority group (Todd and Galinsky, 2014). Even brief personal interactions that promote perspective taking with an outgroup member can lead to lasting attitude change (see e.g., Broockman and Kalla, 2016). These findings were further supported by a study conducted in Hungary among adolescents who showed lower levels of anti-Roma prejudice following the participation in an online game designed to depict the perspective of a Romani adolescent (Simonovits et al., 2018).



3. Economic explanations of discrimination in the rental markets

Compared to measuring attitudes, the measurement of discrimination poses additional challenges. Since the beginning of the 2000s, correspondence studies assessing the levels of discrimination in the labor, housing, and informal markets, focusing on a large variety of perceived traits, have been mushrooming. One important limitation of the experimental approach is that these studies typically rely on binary outcome variables, e.g. whether a job applicant or a prospective tenant is called back or not and therefore, have limitations in answering the questions of “why an individual discriminates” (Banerjee and Duflo, 2017)? The fundamental problem with the use of binary outcomes is that they can only detect coarse discrimination (i.e., refusals and ignoring). Subtle mechanisms of discrimination may be better measured by content analysis of responses or other qualitative methods (see e.g., Farmaki and Kladou, 2020).

The theory of statistical discrimination, originally developed by Phelps (1972) and Arrow (1973), posits that in the absence of direct information about a certain fact or ability, a decision-maker would substitute group averages. Discrimination in the labor market may exist because employers do not have sufficient information about an applicant's ability, therefore they base their employment decisions on the applicant's visible features of race, ethnicity, age, and gender.

In contrast, the basic idea of taste-based discrimination is that certain people do not like members of certain out-groups so they do not want to be in contact with them, unless they are somehow compensated. Becker (1971) revealed three forms of taste-based discrimination. Originally the three basic forms of discriminatory behaviors were developed within the labor market context, namely: employers' co-workers' (who prefer not to work with people from minority groups because they have a preference against them) and additionally, discriminatory customers (who are only willing to purchase a product from minority workers if they can pay less for it). This typology can easily be transferred to the housing market context, differentiating among agents' neighbors' and customers' (Ondrich et al., 2003; Ahmed et al., 2010; Auspurg et al., 2019) and additionally owners' taste-based discrimination (Verstraete and Verhaeghe, 2020).

Midtbøen (2014) highlights that the key distinction between taste-based discrimination and statistical discrimination lies in the concept of rationality. In the labor market context excluding the most qualified job applicant due to their observable group characteristics (e.g., race or gender) is not economically efficient. However, hiring decisions based on estimated group productivity are considered rational, albeit still discriminatory, responses to the uncertainties and limited information inherent in the labor market's hiring process.

These classic models are also criticized by Bohren et al. (2019) and Barron et al. (2020), arguing that the original taxonomy (statistical vs. taste-based) is too narrow, and a new, more dynamic approach is needed, differentiating between biases based on explicit and implicit beliefs. However, the above typology can be applied to the context of housing discrimination. In their recent meta-analysis, Auspurg et al. (2019) gathered 71 studies conducted in North America and Europe to investigate statistical discrimination in the rental housing market. The authors argued that discrimination is a significant factor in ethnic inequalities in rental housing markets. Furthermore, Flage's meta-analysis—based on correspondence studies from 25 separate studies conducted in OECD countries between 2006 and 2017—indicated that both gender and ethnic discrimination are present in the rental housing market across OECD countries. Applicants with minority-sounding names (particularly with Arabic or Muslim sounding names), as well as men experienced higher levels of discrimination compared to clients with majority sounding names or women.

More than two decades ago, Massey and Lundy (2001) carried out a large-scale field experimental study, in the USA, (in the Philadelphia metropolitan area), employing university students as testers from different social and racial groups. In the late 1990s, answering machines were a standard way of communication with real-estate agents. The authors concluded that racial discrimination against Black tenants was significant and was often aggravated by class and gender. Furthermore, they also highlighted that current technology enables landlords to discriminate based on race without the need for personal contact or experiencing any discomfort or inconvenience. Nevertheless, Quillian et al. (2020), found evidence of a decrease in housing discrimination from the late 1970s to the present—based on 16 field experiments of housing discrimination and 19 observational studies of mortgage lending in the USA. Feagin and Sikes (1994) also underlined that voice-based discrimination exists in the US rental market, by providing anecdotal evidence of discrimination against middle-class black applicants during their apartment search. Based on their qualitative study, the authors concluded that middle-class black apartment-seekers developed painful strategies such as intentionally using a “white-sounding” voice, either their own or a friend's, to prevent racial discrimination.

Even though the company implemented an anti-discrimination policy in 2016 (called Open Doors policy6, see McMahon, 2016), various forms of discrimination, such as direct (refusal of booking requests from guests belonging to certain minority groups) or indirect discrimination (creating their property listings that indirectly exclude specific guest groups) continue to persist on the platform (Farmaki and Kladou, 2020). In line with these results, several Budapest-based Airbnb hosts also expressed the view that excluding certain types of guests was not equivalent to discrimination, rather, it was perceived as a necessary tactic for safeguarding the property and alleviating potential risks (Simonovits et al., 2021b). These forms of discriminatory practices can be labeled as digital discrimination, which means that even though digital transactions offer the potential to minimize the exchange of undesirable or unnecessary information (in contrast to face-to-face interactions), many of these platforms, in order to enhance interpersonal trust, encourage their users to display personal information about themselves; this facilitation of personal information sharing can then enable discrimination based on observable group characteristics (Edelman and Luca, 2014). This issue is highly relevant for the current research, considering that selecting a trustworthy tenant may be justified as a risk-reducing strategy from the hosts' point of view (for the Airbnb equivalent, in the Hungarian context, see Simonovits et al., 2021b).

To sum it up, experimental studies are crucial in distinguishing between statistical- and taste-based discrimination (for meta-analysis on ethnic discrimination in the labor market see Zschirnt and Ruedin, 2016). At the same time, these studies are unable to shed light on the mechanisms that lead to discriminatory behavior of individuals. Therefore, our study aims to fill this gap by: (i) investigating the drivers and justification mechanisms of discrimination of Roma people by real-estate agents and private landlords, (ii) mapping the social embeddedness of discrimination, and (iii) assessing the rigidity of discriminatory intentions by analyzing the reaction to a 3-min advocacy video showing the discrimination experiences of Roma people on the rental housing market.



4. The social context: discrimination of Roma people in Hungary

The Roma minority is the largest transnational ethnic minority in Europe (10–12% of the population, Bernát and Messing, 2016).7 Most Roma people live in the countries of East-Central and South-East Europe. Roma minorities in the Central-Eastern European region have been a historically underprivileged minority for centuries living in disadvantageous socio-economic conditions and being often the targets of various forms of discrimination until today. International organizations, including the EU Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA), as well as both governmental and non-governmental bodies, have reported instances of unequal treatment of Roma people (Koszeghy, 2009; Balogi and Papadopulosz, 2020; Király et al., 2021). This unequal treatment occurs at both institutional and interpersonal levels (FRA, 2016). They are facing prejudice (Enyedi et al., 2004; Örkény and Váradi, 2010; Kende et al., 2017; Váradi et al., 2021), as well as mistreatment and hate speech (Pálosi et al., 2007; Sík and Simonovits, 2008; Simonovits et al., 2018) in all European countries, including Hungary (Miller et al., 2008; FRA, 2016, 2018; Kende et al., 2021), where in 2008 and 2009 five Roma adults and one child were murdered in a series of racially motivated killings. Furthermore, in Hungary, members of the Roma minority are often targets of various forms of discrimination, most importantly on the labor market, but also in their access to education and health care (FRA, 2018), during police stop and search practices (Miller et al., 2008), and on the housing market (FRA, 2016). Discrimination of the Roma by local governments in Hungary was recently proven by correspondence studies (Csomor et al., 2021; Simonovits et al., 2021a).

In Hungary, Roma people have significantly worse living conditions and limited access to social and public services compared to non-Roma individuals (Ladányi and Szelényi, 2003; Koszeghy, 2009; FRA, 2016; HCSO, 2021). According to the Hungarian Central Statistical Office (HCSO), 60% of the Roma were at risk of poverty and social exclusion in 2021 (HCSO, 2021). A report by the Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) found that 22% of Roma in Hungary faced housing discrimination (FRA, 2016). Therefore, it is important to examine their treatment in the housing market by the predominantly non-Roma owners and real-estate agents.

In comparison to other developed countries, there is a lack of systematic scientific evidence about ethnic discrimination in the housing market in Hungary. As housing is a basic human need, housing discrimination is not merely a legal issue, but it also has significant moral, social, political, and economic consequences. In this study, we focus specifically on the discrimination of Roma people in the long-term rental housing market in Hungary. The rental housing market is of interest due to current changing trends and growth of the market itself. While Hungary has traditionally been a country of “super-homeownership”, with 86% of the population living in homes they own, the private rental sector has grown significantly from 2.5% in 2003 to 28% in 2015 (Csizmady and Koszeghy, 2022, p. 3). This growth is particularly significant among lower-income households who may not have other options than to rent (Csizmady and Koszeghy, 2022, p. 3). Furthermore, there is a generational shift in the housing market as young adults are increasingly turning to rental housing. In 1999, only 10.2% of people under the age of 36 were present on the private rental market, compared to 30.3% in 2015, with 37.7% of young people in Budapest living in rentals (Csizmady and Koszeghy, 2022, p. 8). Therefore, given the growth and relevance of the private rental market, it is important to conduct research in this area. In Hungary, homes are advertised either directly by their owners, or by real-estate agents commissioned by the owners. Thus we focus on these two groups in our study.



5. Materials and methods

This focus group research from Hungary was part of an ongoing project focusing on discrimination against Roma people in the rental housing market and developing and testing interventions to reduce discrimination. Group discussions were selected as the most suitable data collection approach to study how discrimination is talked about and justified in groups (Roller and Lavrakas, 2015). As opposed to individual interviews, group discussions allow researchers to collect information on social interactions, shedding light on the social embeddedness of the studied phenomena, an important focus of our study. Based on previous studies, showing that in the Hungarian context social norms do not seem to ban prejudiced expressions against Roma in the public, we anticipated that participants would be ready to openly discuss their attitudes and practices in relation to Roma tenants (Kende et al., 2017). Discussions were organized online (on the Zoom platform) in order to include participants from different parts of the country, following the guidelines of online group discussions (Poliandri et al., 2023).8 The study was explorative and the conversations were guided by three main questions, including a prompt: (i) attributes of ideal and non-ideal tenants, (ii) discrimination of Roma people, (iii) taking the perspective of Roma people based on a prompt in the form of a short documentary film.9 Some questions were initially answered individually using the Mentimeter platform to prevent participants from influencing each other. Written responses were then aggregated and presented to participants in word clouds and were discussed by the group. Otherwise, participants were rarely interrupted. The discussions were led by one moderator (the first author of this paper) with the presence of one research assistant responsible for all technical tasks.

In order to test the resilience of anti-Roma attitudes, at around halfway through the discussions, we presented participants with a prompt in the form of a 3.5 min documentary film depicting five young Roma adults trying and failing to find homes to rent. They recorded their experiences of discrimination and were then interviewed about these on camera. The video presents discrimination through the perspective of Roma people, offering an alternative to the dominant discourse among majority society, showing the emotional burden and existential consequences Roma people are faced with.10


5.1. Recruitment and sampling strategy

Participants of our study were people advertising homes for rent during the period of data collection (1 April−18 May, 2022) on the largest online advertising platform, including real-estate agents (professionals) and private homeowners. We drew a sample randomly selecting participants advertising in the capital city and other large cities, as 85% of rental homes were advertised in these types of municipalities (HCSO, 2023) and this also provided for regional diversity (see Figure 1).


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Counties and cities in which participants advertise homes for rent.


Participants were contacted through the phone and were invited to participate in a study about their experiences on the real-estate market. Interested candidates received an email with information about data protection, anonymity, and all technical details of the study, including a consent form. Participants were offered a voucher worth €9 for their participation.

Altogether five focus groups with 18 participants were conducted (Table 1). In regards to the composition of the groups, two were mixed, and included agents as well as owners, while three were homogeneous, one with only agents, and two with only owners. For each discussion, six to eight participants confirmed their participation and eventually the discussions had two to five participants.11 Discussions lasted from 55 to 80 min with most of them lasting for about 70 min.


TABLE 1 Composition of focus groups.
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5.2. Data production and analysis

All discussions were recorded on Zoom, transcribed verbatim (excluding technical instructions) and analyzed in NVivo in combination with the written responses from Mentimeter. The first and second author of this article and one research assistant carried out a qualitative textual content analysis (Mayring, 2014) taking a phenomenological-interpretative perspective (Moustakas, 1994). A preliminary data analysis was carried out first, taking an inductive/bottom-up approach, developing descriptive codes emerging from the reading of the text, which was then combined with a deductive/top-down approach developing a final codebook of theory-driven, interpretative categories, grouping thematically related codes hierarchically (Poliandri et al., 2023).12 The codebook consisted of the following main (second-level) code maps: ideal and non-ideal tenants (Figure 2), discrimination (see Figure 3), group dynamics (see Figure 4) and the effect of the prompt (see Figure 5).


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2
 Code map related to attitudes toward Roma.



[image: Figure 3]
FIGURE 3
 Code map related to discrimination.
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FIGURE 4
 Code map of the group dynamics of the discussions.
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FIGURE 5
 Code map of the effect of the prompt.





6. Results


6.1. Discrimination
 
6.1.1. Categorizing Roma as “Risky Tenants”

To test whether Roma people would be mentioned as problematic tenants, the subject of Roma tenants was not introduced directly by the moderator. As we expected, the topic came up spontaneously after asking participants to list the attributes of ideal and non-ideal tenants and explain their relevance. Roma tenants and how to avoid them became a central topic of four out of five discussions spontaneously and provided a window through which references to Roma, othering mechanisms, and stereotyping Roma tenants could be observed in the context of a semi-public discourse.13

We identified a number of ways participants referred to Roma people and signaled their difference from the ingroup. References were made to their appearance, mostly their darker complexion (“our dark-skinned brothers”), their origin and ethnic belonging (“different nationality; minority; racial origin”), and their typical dialect (“not talking normally”). When referring to Roma people, participants sometimes used the neutral term, “Roma”, and, in some cases, the more derogatory term, “Gypsy”. When participants did not explicitly mention these two terms, they used coded language assuming that others will know who they have in mind. These included terms like “category C clients”14, or codes referring to their looks and customs, wearing traditional skirts and owning certain types of cars, similar to findings on racial profiling by the police (Miller et al., 2008). These coded references to Roma shed light on the ambiguity and unease people feel when discussing this topic, assuming that others share their negative attitudes, while being aware of the expectation not to appear as racist. In most cases, the representations of Roma people portrayed them as a unanimous mass, rather than as individuals, in line with the findings of Bernáth and Messing about the media-representation of Roma in Hungary (Messing and Bernáth, 2017, p. 458). Classifying a potential client as Roma was predominantly done based on linguistic signifiers. Participants across focus groups mentioned dialect in relation to ideal tenants and explained that the distinguishable dialect or linguistic style of Roma people immediately gives away their ethnic belonging, and potentially disqualifies them from viewing the apartment.

“Coming back to the Roma issue, if I hear on the phone that they are Roma, I usually ask them to confirm it and then I apologize, and tell them that this is a condition that no Roma person can move into the apartment and then the discussion is over.” (Pál, male, agent)15

“I also wrote dialect, I mean our dark-skinned brothers. You can tell from the phone how someone speaks, so I mean specifically for their dialect. So it's a big filter, it's quite a big filter (...).” (Gyula, male, owner)

In line with the qualitative results of Feagin and Sikes (1994) as well as the experimental results of Massey and Lundy (2001) we found qualitative evidence of voice-based discrimination, labeled as “racial screening” (p. 454). It is a significant finding of our qualitative analysis that phone-based communication still serves as an important channel of ethnic discrimination in Hungary.




6.2. Drivers and justifications of discrimination
 
6.2.1. Risk-reduction: the key driver of discrimination

Renting out real-estate is a high-risk, long-term economic transaction for owners, so it is not surprising that reducing risks is a key driver for both private owners and real-estate agents when selecting tenants (cf. Cohen and Sundararajan, 2015; Tjaden et al., 2018; Simonovits et al., 2021b). When asked at the beginning of the discussions to list the attributes of ideal and non-ideal tenants in writing, we obtained a long list of positive and negative characteristics, mirroring the varied dimensions along which real-estate agents and private owners attempt to reduce the risks tenants might pose to the real-estate and its owner. We grouped these characteristics along four dimensions: (1) financial credibility, (2) socio-cultural background, (3) personality, and (4) number and age of tenants, mentioning different types of risks related to each of these (see Table 2). Decisions about viewing the property or renting them were made along these dimensions driven by a motivation to reduce potential risks posed by the applicants. At a first glance, these attributes do not seem to be linked to ethnicity, but having asked participants to explain what these characteristics refer to and why they found them relevant, Roma ethnicity became a central topic of the discussions and a number of stereotypes about Roma as potentially “risky tenants” could be identified. After having identified risk-reduction as the key driver of discrimination of Roma tenants, we explored how this practice is justified by homeowners and real estate agents.


TABLE 2 Risk reduction strategies along four main dimensions (qualitative results, N = 18).
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6.2.2. Justifying the discrimination of Roma tenants based on stereotypes

In the first two dimensions of risk-reduction strategies, referring to the financial situation and socio-economic background of Roma, participants equated Roma ethnicity with poverty and a lower socio-cultural status, in line with findings from previous studies. In this case, commonly held stereotypes of Roma not having stable jobs, being criminals, and being poor were mentioned. Participants also referred to the Roma as a group with a distinct culture separate and different from that of non-Roma Hungarians, coupled with a certain type of lifestyle that would not be acceptable for tenants (see e.g., Csepeli, 2010; Kende et al., 2017).

“Unfortunately, with this dialect comes a way of life” (Gergo, male, owner)

Being of Roma ethnicity was also equated with untrustworthy character, disrespect for the property owner, and bad manners when communicating with members of the majority society. The looks of Roma people were also discussed in a negative manner, mentioning that they were not well-dressed, wearing a tracksuit or shorts for viewing the apartments, which were also perceived as signals of disrespect for the agent or the owner. This was discussed in parallel to the stereotype that Roma people do not respect the schedule of those of the majority society and call at improper times.

“Obviously, needless to say that we are all equal, but unfortunately the group of people that was mentioned are not reliable. Of course, we cannot generalize, but unfortunately it is true in general.” (Antal, male, agent)

„Yes, there is a definable group of people who like to make phone calls on Sundays and they are a problem, that's my experience. Maybe P's experience is different, mine is this.

Moderator: And can you explain what group you refer to?

S.: Hm... Let's speak in plain Hungarian: the Gypsies.” (Szabolcs, male, agent)

The stereotype about Roma people being disrespectful of the cultural norms of the non-Roma majority was also linked to the expectation that they would not take good care of the property and would damage it causing financial burden and inconveniences to the owner.

Finally, the stereotype that Roma people have large families was mentioned as a risk as well, suggesting that they would be overcrowding the apartment. One real-estate agent also mentioned that even if the tenants seem trustworthy, they would invite family members for celebrations who would not behave properly. The idea that Roma people have large and unruly families and are likened to animals is not far from a more severe, dehumanized view of the group, which in fact, explicitly emerges in the conversations (for the blatant dehumanization of Roma people, see e.g., Kteily et al., 2015).

“It was just my experience that behind these people there is a family. And obviously, if a large flock of crows appears, either on a weekend or in connection with a christening or whatever, it can cause problems. (...)” (Zsófia, female, agent)

The way these characteristics were discussed served two purposes. First, they were used to mark the differences based on which they are identified as Roma during the first encounter, mostly a phone call. Second, they were used to highlight how Roma people pose tangible threats as tenants.

Participants also voiced their frustration about the process of renting out real-estate in Hungary. The process does not include any risk-reduction, i.e., tenants are not required to provide proof of their financial credibility or recommendation from previous landlords. That is the reason why, due to the lack of objective, factual information about the applicants, real-estate agents, and private landlords, when making decisions about who gets to rent a home, rely on the stereotypes we presented earlier. These are basically presented to serve as substitutes for credible information and are used to establish the level of risk, in line with the mechanism of statistical discrimination (defined originally by Phelps, 1972; Arrow, 1973 in the labor market context) that has also been identified in the housing market (see a meta analysis by Auspurg et al., 2019).

Based on the solely negative stereotypes mentioned in connection to Roma people, Roma ethnicity itself was presented as a risk in the rental housing market. This suggests that the discrimination of Roma applicants is beyond statistical discrimination encompassing different forms of taste-based discrimination. These observations align with the three forms of the Becker (1971) model mentioned earlier. For instance, in certain instances, real estate agents have stated that they are unable to rent out an apartment to a Roma tenant due to the negative attitudes of the home owner. Similarly, in other cases, discrimination may arise from negative stereotypes held by neighbors. Thus, while participants argued for establishing trustworthiness and making decisions based on facts, they continued to rely on stereotypes when it came to Roma, leading to exclusion of all members of the group, and not allowing for exceptions due to the generalized nature of stereotypes.



6.2.3. Further justifications of the discrimination of Roma tenants

Besides stereotyping, discussed above, we identified three further types of justifications of discrimination participants used: (1) social norms and perceived societal expectations; (2) generalization based on actual or alleged negative experiences with Roma people; (3) specifically real-estate agents' concern for their professional reputation if they allow Roma people to rent out homes through their involvement.

Discrimination of people of Roma origin was considered normal and widespread by participants. This is in line with the findings of previous studies on anti-Roma prejudice being perceived as a social norm in Hungary (Kende et al., 2017; Váradi et al., 2021). On the one hand, discrimination of potential Roma tenants was justified by the perceived expectations of the resident community, and on the other hand, by the perceived expectation of owners. They are both connected to the highly hostile normative context and to giving validity to negative stereotypes about the Roma. To some extent this way of thinking about the resident community can be understood in the framework of Becker (1971), which originally focused on the labor market and implied that discrimination reflects the taste of employers, coworkers, or customers. In this case, neighbors can be matched to the co-workers or clients in the labor market scheme.

“It is the community of residents that first comes to mind. I have an apartment in a condo. If I bring a tenant who does not fit well into that community, I will be judged. So this is also a risk for me.” (Gergo, male, owner)

“The residential community must be taken into account: do not bring people who do not fit into the residential community (...).” (Patrik, male, agent)

In these cases, agents view themselves as “gate-keepers” responsible for maintaining the “white” character of the neighborhood or housing project. This is of course more than a question of ethnic boundary-making, as the perception of the difference between Roma and non-Roma people overlaps with that of cultural and class differences, perceiving Roma as lower-class with a distinct and less-advanced cultural level compared to the non-Roma majority, discussed in the previous section on stereotypes (Csepeli, 2010; Kende et al., 2017).

“You have to be very careful who you rent to. Although, we are only the pre-screeners and obviously it is the owner who decides. And obviously you choose a real estate agent because you trust that this filter will work well.” (Antal, male, agent)

This type of justification, referring to others' expectations, may be a manifestation of conformity, i.e., people following the perceived societal and group norms of their communities. At the same time, it may also be a way to deflect the responsibility for discrimination from oneself and project it onto other members of society. This means that, while participants treat discrimination and unequal treatment of Roma to be common and acceptable, they still find it important not to appear as “racists”. Thus, social norms are ambiguous regarding this topic and there seems to be a split between acceptable behavior and how this behavior is to be perceived and justified (see Crandall and Esleman, 2003, p. 414). This contradiction was to be seen in the cases when participants used code words to refer to Roma (discussed earlier), and in cases when, before discussing their practices and justifications of discrimination, started their sentences with some variation of: “I'm not racist, but…”

“I consider myself a fairly sensitive, socially sensitive person with high empathy, but at the same time, if you look at the statistics (...). Or no, I don't give a number, but the vast majority [of Roma] are like that and the vast majority conform to stereotypes.” (Gyula, male, owner)

Previous negative experiences with Roma tenants were generalized to the entire Roma community which served as justification for discrimination. These accounts of negative behavior by Roma tenants amplify the perceived risks Roma might pose. The experiences were discussed in a way making it clear that the negative behavior was exclusively due to the Roma ethnicity of the tenants, closely linked with negative stereotypes about the group. The accounts of negative experiences rely on a mix of personal experiences the research participants had and stories they heard from others and, in some cases, anecdotes, or simple presentation of stereotypes as actual experiences of acquaintances.

“After all, they damage the apartment, they only cause problems. They leave a utility bill. We had a friend who said that they took away the toilet bowl. And what can they do with the toilet bowl? That's all.” (Zsófia, female, agent)

While most experiences related to Roma tenants that participants shared in the discussions were negative in nature, there were a number of positive accounts. These, however, in contrast with the negative ones, were not generalized in the same way. They were rather treated as exceptions, resisting change in the pre-existing stereotypes (Johnston, 1996) not making any real difference in how participants intended to treat Roma people as prospective tenants. This mechanism will be discussed in detail in relation to the prompt we used.

“You just can't spend in such a fast-moving market, you can't spend a week with this young Roma couple to make sure they can pay the rent. They might as well spend that week making you believe whatever they want. They will pretend that everything is fine.” (Ambrus, male, agent)

The third justifying mechanism was specific to real-estate agents, who explained that giving a chance to Roma tenants would have negative consequences for their professional reputation. This mechanism is related to perceived norms and societal expectations that real estate agents would be in some kind of a gate-keeper position, not allowing Roma to enter the properties of the non-Roma majority. If they go against this expectation, they may risk their reputation and future commissions. That is why they do not always follow their immediate economic interests and rather invest in their reputation for the longer-term.

“And in the long run, I'm looking at this from a business point of view, I'm going to be working with the owner in the long run, not the tenant.” (Ambrus, male, agent)

“And if I now say that we were here with a Roma yesterday [and the owner was not OK with it], but we would return with another Roma today, then it is clear that he [the owner] will say no. And then I'll make a fool of myself because I can't bring him the tenant he wants.” (Mária, female, agent)

“And very importantly, we live off the trust of the owners. They provide the work (...) and they refer us [to other owners].” (Pál, male, agent)

As it was discussed above, according to Midtbøen (2014) the main difference between taste-based and statistical discrimination is the notion of rationality. Similarly to the labor market context, excluding the “best” (i.e., the most trustworthy and fitting) applicant due to their observable group characteristics (i.e., their Roma ethnicity) is not economically efficient.




6.3. Discrimination of Roma as a social problem

In order to understand discrimination of Roma people in a broader sense, not only as an individual act, we analyzed how participants viewed and discussed discrimination as a social problem. There was a broad consensus among participants that discrimination of Roma tenants was a wide-spread, commonly known, and socially acceptable practice in the Hungarian rental housing market. While many of our participants gave detailed accounts of their own discriminatory practices, there was still a common understanding that discrimination is morally wrong, and people should not experience it (see Bohren et al., 2019).


6.3.1. Who is responsible for the discrimination of Roma on the rental housing market?

We identified three groups that were blamed for the discrimination of Roma people: (1) the Roma themselves, (2) Hungarian society in general, and, (3) property owners (only among real-estate agents). In line with previous studies, there was a common understanding that Roma people themselves were to be blamed for their discrimination and unequal treatment when looking for homes to rent (Bernát, 2010). The core of this argumentation was based on the negative stereotypes about Roma people we have discussed earlier. Participants argued that for Roma people these stereotypes serve as the norm they conform to and this validates the discrimination toward all Roma.

“Stereotypes are not formed by accident, so that's basically why I think that this group of people is entirely responsible for the way Hungarians treat them.” (Gyula, male, owner)

Parallel to this, some participants stated that not all Roma were “bad” but a small or large proportion of Roma people were criminals or acted in unacceptable ways, disqualifying all Roma from being considered as tenants. This argument suggested that Roma people need to take collective responsibility for how members of their group behaved and therefore, also needed to suffer from the consequences collectively.

“Well, I feel sorry that a minority suffers because of the majority. So, within the Roma, there is an educated group who are now the victims of discrimination, which is practically being directed against them because of a criminal group.” (Szabolcs, male, agent)

By putting the blame on Roma people themselves, participants argued that they should accept being measured by higher standards than non-Roma Hungarians. Thus, Roma applicants were not only expected to accept their unequal treatment, they were also expected to make extra efforts if they wanted to get forward in life. This was a clear reversal of cause and effect, acknowledging the inequality and unfair treatment of Roma people, but blaming them for it and expecting them to overcome this burden without societal support.

“If necessary, they [Roma people] need to be open to admitting that they are starting from a disadvantage. So whichever way you look at it, that's the way it is. They start with a disadvantage in comparison to a Hungarian. They should know that they have to prove themselves.” (Ambrus, male, agent)

Participants also pointed at Hungarian society at large as being responsible for the discrimination of Roma people. Participants claimed that there was a high level of prejudice toward people of Roma origin among the majority society and acknowledged that racism against Roma was deeply-rooted in Hungarian society, leading to discrimination.

“I think that Hungarians are racist. The Hungarian people are terribly racist.” (Antal, male, agent)

“Hungarian society is really very prejudiced. We don't even give a chance to those who would do better or do everything flawlessly if we gave them the opportunity.” (Alexa, female, owner)

Nevertheless, participants distanced themselves from the general population as actual agents of discrimination. They did so by referring to an abstract group of people, without specifying the actors who discriminate within society, creating the image of society itself being a distant and coherent actor, unrelated to participants.

Real-estate agents tended to rationalize their own discriminatory behavior by the requirements of property owners and claimed that owners did not accept Roma tenants and, therefore, they were to blame for the discrimination of Roma.

“There is only one thing that matters here. The owner decides.” (Ambrus, male, agent)

“There are owners who refuse Gypsy tenants. This I have to accept.” (Imre, male, agent)

“But really, we represent the owners, and if the owner has the prejudice that he doesn't want a Roma, we won't take a Roma.” (Mária, female, agent)

In summary, on the one hand, participants explicitly stated that discrimination was morally wrong, on the other hand, real-estate agents and landlords alike disclosed how they themselves discriminated against potential tenants of Roma origin. To shield themselves from the weight of immoral—let alone illegal—actions, participants applied the above-described mechanisms to shift the responsibility of discrimination onto others, such as Roma people, society at large, or owners of the properties. At the same time, when it came to the evaluation of their own practices of discrimination, we identified another strategy participants used to free themselves from the weight of moral wrongdoing. We identified the mechanism of victim blaming both among agents and private landlords claiming that rather than perpetrators, they are the victims of the Roma. Victim blaming tends to occur more frequently toward members of out-groups than in-groups and to be used as a justification for prejudice (e.g., De Keersmaecker and Roets, 2020). Participants explained that since Roma people were to be blamed for discrimination, they put the ones advertising the rental properties into a difficult position needing to go through the uncomfortable act of turning down Roma applicants, i.e., carrying out discrimination. Here, seeing discrimination as normal and justified clashes with the notion that discrimination was morally wrong, therefore not comfortable for the members of majority society. As if Roma were putting an extra burden on advertisers by responding to their ads and showing interest in renting the advertised properties.

“Although it's not polite to say ‘yes, because you're a Gypsy', it's the truth and it's unpleasant for us. And they shouldn't be offended by it, because they know that this is the case and it's not unexpected, it's not the first time they're hearing this in their lives, that they're being rejected because they're a Gypsy. They've probably been through this several times since childhood. Of course I understand that it's bad for them, it would be bad for me too. I think it's a complete dead end. We are suffering side by side here. It's bad for them, it's bad for us... it's inefficient, it's economically damaging, in all kinds of ways.” (Gyula, male, owner)

We also identified another approach to justifying participants' own practices of discrimination, in which they took some degree of responsibility for their actions, but explained that, for practical reasons, they could not avoid discriminating against Roma, since this would require an unrealistic amount of extra effort, due to the risks Roma people generally pose.

Finally, discussing feelings in relation to Roma applicants being discriminated against, it became clear that even if empathy was present, it would be too costly to feel sorry for individual applicants, and therefore, it was wiser not to have such feelings.

“Obviously, it's not pleasant, and we can psychologize it, but anyway, in real estate, especially if you're dealing with rentals, if you put yourself in the shoes of every single person, you can burn out quickly.” (Szabolcs, male, agent)



6.3.2. Proposed solutions to discrimination

While research participants openly discussed and justified discriminatory practices, they also morally condemned the existence of discrimination in the Hungarian rental housing market, and voiced their frustration for the lack of mechanisms that would prevent it. Based on their suggestions for improvement, we identified two strands of recommendations. The first suggestion focused on Roma people, expecting them to change their behavior, the second is aiming at altering the way the rental housing market works.

The requirement for the change of the behavior of Roma is again based on the notion that Roma are responsible for their own discrimination. When participants argued about individual change, it was very much in line with the logic of statistical discrimination, expecting Roma to prove that they were different from the stereotypical image of “risky Roma tenants”. This proof could be in the form of different documents or a very high level of transparency during the rental process. The stereotype about Roma not being trustworthy and not telling the truth were the ones needed to be disproved by individual applicants. It was also made clear that Roma people were expected to disclose their ethnicity as part of the process and not to try to pass as non-Roma, even if they did not look or talk like stereotypical Roma do.

“Anyway, for me it would be very positive if somebody came up to me and said, ‘Listen, I'm a Roma.' So it's already giving confidence that he's really taking a stand, standing up, speaking nicely, telling the truth, not trying to deceive, being honest. So that gives a lot of positives. And I'd be most reassured if he introduced himself. And told us a little bit about himself. Anyway, if he wants to convince me, he has to tell me about his upbringing, his family, his schooling. What motivates him, why he works, what his life's purpose is. So, if I could see in him the things that even among Hungarians there are very few people like that, I would immediately say: okay listen, that was totally convincing, we'll write a strict contract. If there are no problems, then of course you can stay as long as you want to.” (Gyula, male, owner)

Some participants described their desire for the rental housing market to be more regulated. They gave us examples from abroad, where tenants were required to provide information about their financial credibility, references from previous landlords and about their work. Such strict regulations of the housing market are clearly in line with the reduction of statistical discrimination. In this case, basically participants require objective information from all potential tenants in order to eliminate the need to rely on stereotypes.

“Because in the West, for example, you can only rent an apartment like that [by submitting financial documents]. Because in my case, if I ask for an employer's certificate, I would get laughed at, or if the applicant really means it, he might [submit these]. But I have no serious possibility to check the tenant to whom I give possession of an apartment. Whereas in the West it is how they do it. I have cousins living in Berlin who are also renting out an apartment. There, if the tenant doesn't pay for a month, the employer deducts it from his salary and transfers it. So it is much stricter, much better regulated on both sides and very transparent. It's not like here, where they don't pay for months, they damage the apartment and you practically can't evict them. I really, really wish we had this in Hungary.” (Alexa, female, owner)

“I would also add that this is not done in Hungary, but abroad it is standard practice to ask for the contact details of the landlord of the previous apartment and a letter from the employer to check if it is true what they say. And it's a crucial thing what the previous owner says, what kind of tenant he was, what condition he left the apartment in, whether he paid on time. But that's not the norm here.” (Júlia, female, owner)

In relation to solving the problem of discrimination, participants did not mention any sort of legal measures or regulations banning this practice, although discrimination is clearly banned by legislation in Hungary. In one case a participant asked the researcher leading the discussion, whether the discriminatory practices he described were in fact legal. Other than that, participants did not seem to be aware of the legal aspects of discrimination and did not demonstrate any fear of being caught for openly carrying out such practices.

Neither landlords, nor real estate agents mentioned the responsibility of the state, municipalities, or other public bodies or institutions in preventing discrimination. Since discrimination is normalized in the rental market, even if it was seen as somewhat immoral and uncomfortable for all concerned parties, participants did not express that they would be in favor of effective regulations banning this practice.

Finally, even though they discussed in detail that discrimination was a severe problem, and understood its immoral nature and the related injustices, participants did not feel that they themselves could be the solution to this problem. They did not think that they were in a position of power allowing or not allowing Roma people to find a home. The argument in relation to this was clearly related to the normalcy of discrimination, asking the question: why should I be the one solving this problem, if everyone is discriminating against Roma people and neither the state, nor other public institutions do anything to stop this? To sum up, we found that participants did not feel responsible for the problem of discrimination, nor have they attempted to take responsibility for contributing to its solution.




6.4. Group dynamics
 
6.4.1. Understanding discrimination as a social construct

Group discussions offer an ample opportunity to understand how certain phenomena are constructed in a semi-public setting, shedding light on the social nature of these constructs (Roller and Lavrakas, 2015, p. 105). In the discussions, it was clearly observable that the expression of negativity toward Roma could be openly discussed in a semi-public setting without fearing repercussions from others. Furthermore, practices of discrimination were also shared in the group without fear of judgement, or legal consequences.

By the use of code-words to refer to Roma at the beginning of the discussions, participants had first detected the manner in which negativity toward Roma can be voiced, but were confident that other participants would be able to decode their language and not question their position toward Roma. As the discussions unfolded, participants constructed a shared understanding of how Roma were to be seen as actors on the rental market in a similar manner across four out of five discussion groups. As participants got to hear each other's views on this subject, there was a detectable degree of mutual sympathy among people sharing similarly negative attitudes, experiences, and practices making them feel close to each other, as suggested by expressing agreement through little remarks, such as “I agree, I had similar experiences…”. Thus, the expressions of anti-Roma attitudes could be understood to function as a common ground along which people could connect (Székelyi et al., 2001).

While there was a certain degree of variance in the level of prejudice expressed by participants within the groups, even those who declared not to harbor prejudice and who did not intend to discriminate, did not dare to openly question the dominance of the position of those who used racist language and advocated for discrimination, until they had been presented with the prompt. In the mixed groups in which both real-estate agents and private landlords were present, the dynamics unfolded in the manner that agents presented themselves as professionals, sharing their professional views with the “lay owners”. Real-estate agents in these discussion groups expressed more prejudice and all recounted their discriminatory practices. Among private owners, there was more variation on their attitudes toward Roma with some participants not expressing prejudice nor intending to discriminate. It was also observable that in some of the groups one or two real-estate agents became the opinion-leaders, usually responding first to the moderator's questions. They intended to convince other participants about the necessity of discrimination, and were not confronted with different views, others more or less accepted their opinions. Those who expressed such views have related to the ones without prejudice with contempt and placed them on a lower level on the hierarchies of professionalism and life experience.

In one focus group, two male real-estate agents, in reaction to a female private owner's statement that she would not discriminate against Roma tenants, used their negative experiences to convince this participant that it would be in her own interest not to allow Roma people to rent her apartment. This example is a clear display of the power of the accounts of negative experiences as a justification for discrimination. All participants except this female owner, who was not willing to discriminate against Roma tenants, formed a consensus that even those who have not yet had negative experiences will have them eventually. This example clearly illustrates how discussion participants anticipated that the only possible direction for the change in attitudes and behavior toward Roma tenants was negative.

There have been some observable differences between the group dynamics related to the size and composition of the groups. In smaller groups, participants were less likely to talk spontaneously and needed more direct questions. However, larger groups had more lively and free-flowing conversations. In Groups 1 and 5, participants initiated conversations by sharing their own experiences and opinions and asked others about their experiences.

In Groups 2 and 4, only owners, while in Group 5 only agents were present. In these homogenous groups, there were less conflicting views. This was especially true when discussing justifications of discrimination and the responsibility of reducing discrimination. Still, we identified some conflicting views in Group 5, in which only real estate agents from the same city participated. This might have happened both due to professional competition and due to the larger number of participants. However, heterogeneous groups had somewhat different dynamics. Real estate agents, especially with more experience, tended to share their views more openly than private owners. Moreover, agents shared their conflicting views in cases when they disagreed with owners with less experience. In these cases, agents verified their experiences with their knowledge collected throughout the years.




6.5. Taking the perspective of Roma—reactions to the prompt

To measure the degree of robustness and resilience of the attitudes toward Roma and the reactions to information counter to the dominant anti-Roma attitudes, we presented a prompt to participants in the form of a 3.5-min documentary video showing the experiences of five young Roma persons trying to find homes for rent and being turned-down. During the discussions, the moderator did not bring up the topic of Roma as potential tenants before showing the video, but this topic came up spontaneously in four out of five discussions before the video, in relation to the attributes of ideal and non-ideal tenants. Right after watching the video, participants were asked to write down their first thoughts and the feelings they had while watching it, and then these were discussed among the group.

Regarding the feelings evoked by the video, participants immediately mentioned sadness, pity, shame, and frustration in writing. In their written evaluations of the video, participants also mentioned that it was “effective, true, and disturbing”. When asked to start talking about the video and discuss what they had written, interestingly, mostly those participants spoke first who had been less dominant in the previous parts of the discussion and who had not expressed negativity toward Roma. Thus, the video offered support to those who were otherwise in the opinion-minority by questioning the perceived dominance of the anti-Roma norm, as if the Spiral of Silence (Noelle-Neumann, 1974) had been broken by showing an alternative to the norm of prejudice. The first quote below comes from one of the private owners who earlier expressed no intention to discriminate against Roma. The second quote comes from a real-estate agent, who openly expressed her discriminatory practices before watching the video and found it difficult to speak after the video.

“I think the film is quite impressive, so it definitely touches me.” (Gergo, male, owner)

“I find it difficult to speak, because if this is an isolated case, then I feel very sorry for those who obviously find themselves facing prejudice. It is true that there is obviously a reason, because 9 out of 10 cases act according to the stereotype. Unfortunately, it is very difficult to speak now. (…).” (Erzsébet, female, agent)

This change in group dynamics lasted until the end of the discussions and it was also observable that participants who previously expressed prejudice and discriminatory practices overtly started to use a more politically correct language toward Roma. While the hostile content had not changed, the tone of language did, with references to Roma becoming less hostile, e.g., by starting to use the non-derogatory term, Roma, or refusing to directly refer to them.

When it came to discussing feelings, we found a mix of reactions among participants. It was clear that they had been touched by the video and empathized with the five young Roma people in the film. While some participants expressed their feelings of sadness and pity in the discussion and showed empathy toward the persons in the video, for many, it seemed to be difficult to accept and express such feelings and they had the need to counter their own feelings evoked by the video with various strategies of discrediting the video itself.

The dominant pattern was that participants first expressed that they felt sorry about the plight of the individuals in the film, not questioning the authenticity of their experiences, as these exactly mirrored the discriminatory practices described by the participants before watching the video. This was followed by some kind of counter-statement discrediting the video and its effect by those who had expressed overt prejudice beforehand. One of these discrediting strategies was to question the prototypicality of the Roma in the video, stating that they were not in line with the stereotypes, thus the video did not present a realistic picture of Roma in general. This strategy was coupled with some mentions of probabilities about how uncommon it was for Roma to be like the ones in the video, with “one in ten” or “one in a 100” who would be “this decent”. This mechanism was similar to when intergroup contact did not reduce prejudice as the individual positive encounter was not generalized, often due to the lack of supporting norms (Lantos et al., 2018).

“I would have put three Roma in there like the ones whom we here have all rejected because they damaged the apartment, left utilities unpaid, took away the toilet bowl.... I feel very sorry for these people, but even without a video I feel very sorry for those who are excluded, but this is just a small slice of the cake.” (Zsófia, female, agent)

The second discrediting mechanism was related to participants' feeling of being held responsible for the discrimination of Roma by the video. They defended their actions by giving counter-evidence about how Roma tenants really were. In relation to the feeling of being held responsible, some participants also made general statements about the severity of this problem in Hungary and about the normalcy of unequal treatment of Roma, as discussed earlier.

“[I feel] emotional. It's a polarizing video that can evoke sympathy, but also resistance to why they [Roma people] should be pitied. I wrote earlier that it's their responsibility, but I was generalizing. I did not mean the ones in the film, so to speak, when I gave that answer. (...) I feel sympathy for them [the ones in the film], I feel sorry for them.” (Gyula, male, owner)

The third strategy made it clear that discrimination is an economic necessity, and one may feel sorry for the individual being discriminated against, but cannot make decisions based on emotions.

“So what I can say is that emotionally it's definitely an unfortunate situation. Personally I feel sorry, professionally I don't have a choice.” (Ambrus, male, agent)

The fourth mechanism was a simple disregard of what was presented in the video and instead of discussing it or the feelings it evoked, participants listed accounts of bad experiences with Roma. When asked to discuss their reactions to the video, participants refused to do that and started to reiterate and, in some cases, even amplify their negative experiences with Roma tenants.

The prompt presenting an alternative view of Roma, countering stereotypes and making the injustices tangible and personalized, affected participants which led to emotional and verbal reactions ranging on a broad spectrum. Sadness, pity, and empathy were the dominant feelings, and the prompt reversed the dynamics of expressions of prejudice being previously dominant in the groups. At the same time, participants with robust anti-Roma attitudes seemed resilient to counterfactual arguments but were still touched on the emotional level. It is an open question whether and how the effect of such counter-information could be translated into change in attitudes and behavior.




7. Conclusion and recommendations

Our findings clearly demonstrate that the discrimination of Roma people on the rental housing market in Hungary is understood to be a widespread and socially acceptable practice. Discrimination is driven by stereotypes presenting Roma as “risky tenants” and justified by social norms, relying on the expectations of local residents, neighbors and the owners of the homes. Lack of information was identified as a driver for discrimination, though besides the mechanisms of statistical discrimination, taste-based discrimination, i.e., the rejection of all Roma tenants due to their ethnicity, was also observable. Roma people were identified as being responsible for their own discrimination and were, at the same time, expected to solve this problem. Consequently, perpetrators of discrimination did not see themselves as potential actors in bringing about change or finding a solution.

Our findings suggest that real-estate agents consider discrimination against Roma people as a “professional necessity” that is closely linked to their professional reputations and long-term economic interests. Attitudes and practices of non-professional private landlords were more fluid and varied, though they did not question the professional judgment of agents concerning Roma tenants.

While prejudice and discriminatory behavior were blatant and rigid, when presented with the perspective of Roma tenants' experiences, participants were touched on an emotional level, expressing sadness, pity, and empathy. Furthermore, it changed the group dynamics, as non-prejudiced participants became more confident in expressing their views, while those with strong prejudice changed their tone and expressed their views about Roma with less hostile language.

It should be taken into consideration that our sample had a limited size and female participants were underrepresented. In our view, a larger qualitative follow-up study with multiple focus groups at various locations within Hungary, applying a similar design could give robustness to our findings. Participation in the discussions was evaluated as a positive experience by all, except for one person writing in a follow-up email that he felt disappointed about not knowing in advance that Roma-related issues were to be discussed. Other participants said that they found the discussions interesting and were glad to talk about issues that are rarely discussed. Effects of the discussion, and especially those of the short documentary might last beyond the discussion.

Relying on thematic analysis, we identified certain inconsistencies and contradictions that could serve as starting points for intervention against the discrimination of Roma people. First, we found that even those who had expressed blatant prejudice and openly discussed their discriminatory practices, found it important not to appear racist. Second, when social norms and expectations of certain reference groups were used as justifications for discrimination, participants have been convinced of anti-Roma prejudice and behavior to be the unquestioned norm. Once presented with the prompt, participants not endorsing this norm were ready to express their contrary view, because of the emergence of an alternative norm. Finally, there was a consensus among participants that discrimination is “a bad thing”.

Based on these points, we propose the following recommendations: we find it important to focus on norms-based interventions, specifically, strengthening the norm of non-prejudice, the norm of the wrongfulness of discrimination and the declaration of ethnicity-based discrimination being an act of racism. At the same time, the prompt we had worked with also brought promising results and could serve as the basis for intervention in two different ways. First, it may be implemented directly within the rental process. Given that the effect might be short-term, it may be most effective if implemented in the situation in which decisions about tenants are made, i.e., during the process of advertising homes on online platforms. For this, the collaboration between academics and market actors seems to be the way forward. Second, given the promising effect on group dynamics, the film may serve as an effective starting point for a discussion on discrimination, bringing the perspective of Roma people to the forefront and questioning the dominance of the norm of prejudice. Finally, it is important to match specific interventions with specific actors, designing different types of interventions for real-estate agents, questioning the professionality of discrimination, and for private landlords, enhancing the acceptance of Roma people as tenants.

At the same time, it is important to acknowledge the responsibility of state actors and public institutions in preventing and sanctioning discrimination against ethnic minorities. Regrettably, in Hungary in 2023, the state appears to be absent in addressing the issue of discrimination. Consequently, our policy recommendations are expected to have limited impact unless societal norms that tolerate the mistreatment of Roma people are dismantled in cooperation with public authorities.

We are still hopeful that the implementation of our suggestions can become vehicles for social change and that in the future, the soft-spoken Roma man from Southern Hungary along with all other Roma people will not find it necessary to ask if their ethnic origin poses a problem when looking for a home to rent.
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Footnotes

1Quote from a real-estate agent in the study.

2This scene is from the documentary film used as a prompt in our study.

3The Race Equality Directive, no. Council Directive (2000/43/EC), The Council of the European Union (2000). Available online at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32000L0043.

4Employment Directive (2000/78/EC), no. Council Directive (2000/78/EC), The Council of the European Union. (2020). Available online at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32000L0078.

5Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (2012/C 326/02), no. 2012/C 326/02, European Parliament (2012). Available online at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:C2012/326/02.

6Open Doors policy has been effective since October 2016, requiring that users of the platform (both hosts and guests) treat all fellow members with respect and without judgment, regardless of their group characteristics such as age, religion, national origin, etc. (McMahon, 2016).

7In the present paper, we have chosen to use the terms “Roma” and “people of Romani origin” interchangeably based on the decision made by the Roma community at the First World Romani Congress in 1971 (Kenrick, 1971) to self-define as Roma. The term originates from Romanes and means “people”. We consider it essential to clarify our use of terminology as researchers of non-Romani origin, as we must be conscious of our position in society and use language that is not offensive or loaded with negative connotations toward people of Romani origin.

8Organizing the discussions online made it possible to include people from different regions without the need to travel. Furthermore, they could participate from their homes or workplaces, giving them more flexibility and comfort, serving the principle of inclusivity. Given that we drew a sample of people advertising homes for rent online, it was our assumption that participants would be able to navigate online tools and platforms with their smartphones or computers.

9The discussion guide is included in Supplementary material 1.

10The video is available here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WgI98QCtqJo. It has been created in the framework of the Misrecognition of Minorities in Europe (MisMiE) project funded by the VW Foundation - an independent research foundation between 2019 and 2021, directed by Jeremy Braverman and with the participation of Ádám Hushegyi, Boglárka Nyúl, Anna Kende, József Pántya, and Luca Váradi. A description of the filmmaking process by the film's director is included in Supplementary material 2.

11Withdrawals usually happened at the last moment and were explained by the participants' busy schedules. In case of agents, they often got called away for apartment viewings. In the case of owners, the reason was usually related to unforeseen work-related and childcare duties, especially among female participants.

12The codebook is included in Supplementary material 3.

13In Discussion Group 4., with two participants, both of whom have been private owners, the topic of Roma people did not come up spontaneously before watching the video together. Altogether, participants in this group had the lowest level of prejudice against Roma based on the facts that, in contrast to all other groups, participants here have not mentioned Roma people as non-ideal tenants and when explicitly asked about the discrimination of Roma, they have clearly rejected this practice.

14C as reference to the first letter of cigány (Gypsy), while placing the whole group into a qualitatively lower category under category A and B.

15Participants' first names have been changed. Quotes were translated by the first author and language edited by the fourth author.
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