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Abstract

Biased practices by employers have been suggested as one possible cause for the observed gen-
der disparities in labor market outcomes. While US-based laboratory experiments show a
clear motherhood penalty in recruitment, European laboratory experiments on the topic
are to our knowledge lacking. We conducted a laboratory experiment with 228 university stu-
dents to study a potential gender bias in the evaluation of (fictitious) job candidates for an
accounting manager position, and how recruitment decisions are made. We explore two
dimensions of decision-making, that is, evaluators’ individual ratings and collectively made rat-
ings. The results show a statistically significant gender bias in job applicant ratings in favor of
female applicants. Thus, female job applicants are more often than male applicants rated as
the top candidates, regardless of their parental status. Also, we find no motherhood penalty
in the applicant ratings. Moreover, there is a statistically significant pro-female bias in applicant
ratings made by female evaluators individually and by all-female evaluation groups.
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Introduction

In general, men have an advantage over women in the labor market, and fathers have an advantage over
mothers (Charles, 2011). Men tend to have higher wages and hold authority positions to a greater extent
compared to women (Bygren and Géhler, 2012; Bygren et al., 2021; Gronlund et al., 2017). It has been
suggested that discriminatory choices by employers may be one possible reason for the observed gender
disparities, including motherhood penalties, in career-related outcomes (Blau and Kahn, 2017), and not
least in the Swedish labor market, with its extensive rights for parental leave and reduced work hours
following parenthood (e.g. Mandel and Semyonov, 2006; Gangl and Ziefle, 2009). In this study, we
focus on recruitment bias based on gender, parenthood, and the combination thereof.

Previous laboratory experiments, mainly conducted in the US, find that men and women are often
evaluated differently on the basis of parenthood in work-related situations, and this is to the disadvantage
of mothers (Correll et al., 2007; Fuegen et al., 2004; Heilman and Okimoto, 2008). While similar
European laboratory experiments are to our knowledge lacking, it is unclear whether, and to what
extent, these findings are generalizable to other (laboratory) contexts. The current study takes place in
Sweden and therefore provides a more family friendly Nordic context.

Studies based on other data sources suggest that we may find differences between the American and
European contexts. While a US-based field experiment, that is, a correspondence test on the actual labor
market, finds a motherhood penalty in recruitment (Correll et al., 2007), European field experiments do
not in general find evidence of a motherhood penalty (Bygren et al., 2017; Gonzalez et al., 2019; Hipp,
2020; Petit, 2007). Yet, Europe-based survey experiments show rather mixed results regarding mother-
hood penalty in employment (Fernandez-Lozano et al., 2020; Oesch et al., 2017). Although gender dis-
crimination against women in recruitment has been documented internationally (e.g. Goldin and Rouse,
2000; Gonzalez et al., 2019; Riach and Rich, 2006; Weichselbaumer, 2004), some recent findings even
show women to be slightly advantaged over men in recruitment (Baert, 2018; Birkelund et al., 2019; Di
Stasio and Larsen, 2020; Lippens et al., 2023), and the discrimination patterns vary by occupational
category.

We conducted a laboratory experiment with university students in human relations or business
administration, that is, potential future recruiters, in order to investigate whether men and women
are rated differently when applying for a fictitious job as an accounting manager—depending on
the gender of the evaluator—and examine how the (fictitious) hiring decisions are made in a labora-
tory setting in a European, in fact a Nordic, context. We also study whether the applicant ratings
differ based on whether they are made individually or collectively and, in comparison to field experi-
ments, we have more reliable information about the gender of the evaluator. Furthermore, a labora-
tory experiment allows us to observe the evaluation of job candidates in a controlled setting and may,
through audit recordings of evaluation groups, give insights into the reasoning behind the recruit-
ment decisions.

We wish to answer the following research questions: is there a gender bias in applicant ratings, that is,
are the (fictitious) job candidates discriminated against based on gender? If so, does the gender bias vary
with the parental status of the applicant, or with the gender of the evaluator? Moreover, we aim to explore
the explicit reasoning behind the applicant ratings. Does it matter whether the recruitment decisions are
made by participants individually or collectively in small groups? Also, does the gender composition of
these small groups play a role in the ratings?

It appears more feasible to study gender-based in-group bias in a laboratory context rather than in the
real world where problems related to data limitations and endogeneity play in (Sandberg, 2018). Yet,
while there are studies relying on other methods, for example, field and survey experiments, that inves-
tigate gender bias in relation to recruiter (or evaluator) gender in employment (Booth and Leigh, 2010;
Erlandsson, 2019; Fernandez-Lozano et al., 2020), European laboratory experiments studying recruit-
ment bias based on gender and parenthood while also incorporating the gender of the evaluator are
lacking, as far as we are aware.
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Moreover, group interaction is important in decision-making, and the gender composition of a group is
an important aspect of collective decision-making (cf. Azmat and Petrongolo, 2014, for a review of field
and laboratory experiments studying gender in the labor market), which is difficult, if not impossible, to
explore in field experiments. Thus, another contribution of this study is that it captures two different pro-
cesses through which discrimination can take place—when hiring decisions are made individually and
when hiring decisions are made collectively—and there are many real-world situations in which one
or both processes are used for hiring. These processes may be expected to result in different levels of
hiring discrimination because of, for example, social desirability bias, group dynamics around status,
influence, and power. Yet, experimental gender research about decision-making in recruitment at the
group level is scarce. Studying rating bias and the reasoning behind it is important in order to raise aware-
ness of biased practices, and also to know more about the mechanisms behind such practices and
behavior.

Theory and previous research

Homophily is a concept often used in sociology, and it refers to the tendency of individuals to sort into
relationships with similar others (e.g. Kandel, 1978; McPherson et al., 2001). Also, social psychologists
use the term in-group favoritism (e.g. Tajfel et al., 1971) in relation to discrimination, and individuals
tend to discriminate in favor of individuals belonging to their in-group over individuals of other
groups, and gender constitutes one basis for such group division (cf. Brewer and Kramer, 1985). If
true, based on these ideas one would expect an own-gender bias to exist meaning that male evaluators
rate male job applicants higher than female applicants while the opposite would hold for female
evaluators.

This type of discrimination takes place because of a cognitive bias operating beyond the productivity
of individuals of certain groups (cf. Correll and Benard, 2006), and status characteristics linked to gender
and parenthood can be important in this context. A status characteristic becomes salient when it distin-
guishes between individual actors or is assumed to have relevance in a specific context. Status character-
istics can be used (by employers or evaluators) to form expectations, for example, about individual
behavior, commitment, and competence, that are in line with beliefs regarding a certain status
(Wagner and Berger, 2002). For instance, status-related beliefs tend to propose men as superior to
women in multiple dimensions of social life (Ridgeway, 2011), and motherhood as a salient worker char-
acteristic is often devalued (Ridgeway and Correll, 2004a). Consequently, these types of status-related
cognitive frames may lead to a motherhood penalty in job applicant ratings.

Accordingly, Benard and Correll (2010) present US-based evidence for a theory they label “normative
discrimination” in relation to motherhood: normative discrimination takes place when competent and
work-committed mothers are discriminated against because of employers’, possibly unconscious,
belief that achievement in the labor market (especially in masculine-typed positions) indicates typical
male traits, for example, being agentic. This, in turn, is inconsistent with the dominant cultural stereotype
of women, as warm and caring, and high-performing mothers may thereby be expected to possess typical
masculine traits and be seen as less feminine, that is, less warm and caring, making them less likable in
comparison to non-mothers (Benard and Correll, 2010). This lies close to—and might provide a cognitive
basis for—what in economics is termed taste discrimination, which arises from an individual’s prejudice
against, or a negative “taste” for, members of a certain group (Becker, 1971). A distaste for a certain
group means that a discriminating agent would be prepared to pay for avoiding this group, knowing
that the group in question is as productive as any other group. While status-based discrimination resem-
bles taste-based discrimination, their mechanisms are somewhat different, that is, a cognitive frame
versus a taste, respectively. Based on these two rationales, female applicants with children would not
be given lower ratings because they are assumed to be less productive than male applicants with children
but because, for instance, women with children are in general considered as less suitable, and better fitted
for other types of (care) work, or because of a dislike of mothers in certain kinds of (paid) work.
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A theory that rather assumes group differences in mean productivity to explain discrimination is stat-
istical discrimination (Arrow, 1973; Phelps, 1972). Statistical discrimination is based on a lack of infor-
mation about the productivity of individual members of a certain group, such as men and women, or
mothers and fathers. Based on statistical discrimination, one may assume recruitment discrimination
against women—a pro-male bias in applicant ratings—to occur because of their lower (group level)
expected productivity in comparison to men. For women of childbearing age, this may also be linked
to motherhood: because mothers are assumed to bear a greater responsibility for children than fathers,
being a mother can be expected to lead to lower productivity in the form of absence from work, lower
commitment, and fewer working hours. Based on this, one may expect a motherhood penalty in the appli-
cant ratings. Yet, the lower productivity of mothers, which implies costs for employers, may be attributed
to all-female job candidates of childbearing age, since any of these may become a mother.

Empirical evidence

The empirical evidence on gender discrimination in the labor market is somewhat varying (Baert, 2018);
discrimination patterns seem to differ depending on the country context and occupational category (cf.
Birkelund et al., 2019, 2022). Whereas some field experiments on hiring detect that female subjects
are negatively discriminated against (e.g. Gonzalez et al., 2019 [Spain]; Petit, 2007 [France]; Riach
and Rich, 2006 [the UK]; Weichselbaumer, 2004 [Austria]), others find the opposite (Berson, 2012
[France]; Booth and Leigh, 2010 [Australia]; Di Stasio and Larsen, 2020 [five European countries];
Jackson, 2009 [the UK]; Lippens et al., 2023 [a meta-study comprising many countries]), or no signifi-
cant gender bias in employer callbacks (Albert et al., 2011 [Spain]; Capéau et al., 2012 [Belgium]; Kline
etal., 2022 [the U.S.]). Quadlin (2018 [the US]) shows that high-achieving men receive a callback almost
twice as often as high-achieving women (when achievement is indicated by the job applicant’s college
GPA).

While discrimination against mothers is found in the US (Correll et al., 2007), no evidence of discrim-
ination based on parenthood, or against mothers, is found in Europe in general (Becker et al., 2019;
Bygren et al., 2017; Gonzalez et al., 2019; Hipp, 2020; Lippens et al., 2023; Petit, 2007) when observing
which job applicants are contacted by the employer." Although previous field experiments from Sweden
do not show evidence of labor market discrimination based on gender (Bygren and Giahler, 2021;
Carlsson, 2011), parenthood, or the combination thereof (Bygren et al., 2017), there is some evidence
that male employers favor men over women, especially in gender-balanced occupations (Erlandsson,
2019).

A motherhood penalty is found in several laboratory experiments using student evaluators to explore
recruitment discrimination in the US, where the institutional context differs greatly from Sweden, which
is characterized by family friendly dual-earner regulations. Mothers are evaluated as less competent and
have lower hiring and promotion prospects than childless women or men (Cuddy et al., 2004; Fuegen
et al. 2004; Heilman and Okimoto, 2008). Correll et al. (2007) show that mothers are rated much
lower on a host of measures than childless women by undergraduates, regardless of the gender of the
evaluator.

While there are, to our knowledge, no previous European-based laboratory experiments investigating
recruitment discrimination based on gender and parenthood, there are a few survey experiments on the
topic. A Spanish survey experiment finds a motherhood premium in job promotions
(Fernandez-Lozano et al., 2020) whereas a Swiss vignette study shows evidence of a motherhood
penalty for female applicants for an HR assistant position (Oesch et al., 2017). A survey experiment
among 239 Dutch employers finds a slight pro-female bias for a teacher position and no gender bias
for a software engineer position (Mari and Luijkx, 2020); although female applicants with children are
expected to have fewer working hours and lower job commitment, particularly as teachers, this does
not seem to matter much for hiring decisions and offered salary.
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The role of the evaluator gender

Previous experimental research presents somewhat mixed results, and inconclusive evidence, regarding
the role of evaluator gender in gender discrimination. According to a meta-study of economics experi-
ments (Lane, 2016), gender discrimination experiments show slight but statistically significant favoritism
towards the opposite gender, but there is no significant difference in discriminatory behavior between
females and males. Yet, according to a meta-analysis of experimental studies on employment decision-
making, there is a pro-male bias in male-dominated occupations, and it is stronger by male evaluators
than female evaluators (Koch et al., 2015). Foschi and Valenzuela (2012) find no bias in competence
ratings based on the applicant’s gender or evaluator’s gender among undergraduate students.

Collective evaluations

Individual behavior can be influenced by the presence of others, that is, by group interaction, and it has
been argued that the gender composition of evaluation groups can be important in collective decision-
making (Azmat and Petrongolo, 2014). In contexts where individuals expect others to have gender
beliefs like their own, for example, among like-minded peers, one’s alternative gender beliefs, rather
than the hegemonic beliefs, may become salient, and affect the behavior and evaluations of individuals
(Ridgeway and Correll, 2004b). Yet, based on previous research, the influence of the gender composition
of evaluation groups for collective decision-making is not quite clear, the findings are somewhat mixed
and may depend on the context.

Studies find individual behavior to change when persons from the same or opposite sex are present
(Antonovics et al., 2009; Gneezy and Rustichini, 2004; Ivanova-Stenzel and Kiibler, 2011). Females,
in comparison to males, seem to be disadvantaged in negotiation and are less keen on taking risks and
engaging in competition, and some studies point to females’ greater sensitivity to social signals
(Azmat and Petrongolo, 2014; Bertrand, 2011). Yet, there is little experimental research on gender in rela-
tion to decision-making in recruitment at the group level, and quasi-experimental studies on the topic
show somewhat mixed findings (Bagues et al., 2017; Bagues and Esteve-Volart, 2010; De Paola and
Scoppa, 2015). Nevertheless, one individual rejecting dominant status norms about relative competency
in a group may sway the group away from common cognitive biases (Ridgeway and Correll, 2006). This
proposes that any non-stereotypical or anti-stereotypical comments made about female applicants and
mothers in the group deliberations would lead to these applicants being more likely to be rated first.

Hypotheses

Because the results from previous research on employment bias are rather mixed, that is, they seem to
vary by context, we do not have particularly strong expectations here. Based on recent field experiments
from Europe (e.g. Becker et al., 2019; Bygren et al., 2017; Petit, 2007), we would not expect any differ-
ences in the job applicant ratings based on gender or parenthood, or the combination thereof. However, if
any gender differences were to be found, based on some recent—mostly European—findings that indi-
cate a slight female advantage in recruitment (Birkelund et al., 2019; Di Stasio and Larsen, 2020; Lippens
et al., 2023), women would be expected to be advantaged over men.

Theoretically, one may expect statistical discrimination against mothers to arise because of beliefs
about mothers being less productive as workers, and thereby more costly to the employer, than childless
women and fathers, possibly because of expected (gender) differences in work-related characteristics and
working hours following parenthood. Also, female workers (of childbearing age) in general, rather than
male workers, may experience statistical discrimination on this basis, because of a potential motherhood
penalty regardless of whether they have children or not. This is because they are likely either to have
children or to nevertheless be perceived as “at risk” for having children. Yet, the mothers here are
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presented as competent workers, and they may experience normative discrimination if they appear to
deviate from the prototype of a typical mother and thereby become less likable.

Relying on the results from previous laboratory experiments, and using the normative discrimination
approach as well as assumptions about mothers’ productivity compared to childless women and fathers
based on statistical discrimination theory, we test Hypothesis 1: there is a motherhood penalty in the
applicant ratings, that is, mothers are less often rated as the top candidate than childless women, and
fathers. Yet, in line with the concepts of in-group bias and homophily and the theory of taste-based dis-
crimination, we test two more hypotheses. Hypothesis 2 states that there is a pro-male bias by male eva-
luators in the applicant ratings, meaning that male evaluators more often rate a male applicant as the top
candidate than a female applicant. Hypothesis 3 proposes that there is a pro-female bias by female eva-
luators, that is, female applicants more often rate a female applicant as the top candidate than a male appli-
cant. Finally, we apply a somewhat exploratory approach by studying whether the group evaluations
(second survey) differ from the individual evaluations (first survey) in any particular respect. If anything,
one might expect a stronger in-group bias if the evaluation group consists only of in-group members, that
is, only female or only male evaluators, while out-group members are absent, in line with gender-based
homophily. Thus, we expect to find a pro-female bias in applicant ratings among all-female evaluation
groups and a pro-male bias among all-male evaluation groups.

Data and method

Participants

The data for this study come from a laboratory experiment with 228 university student participants. Each par-
ticipant rated five fictitious job applications, thereby yielding a total sample of 1140 job applications. The labora-
tory experiment consists of two similar experiments conducted in a lecture hall at Stockholm University a few
months apart, in 2016 and 2017. At the time of the study, 39 of the participants (in 2016) were attending the
study program Personnel, Work, and Organization, that is, studying human relations, and 191 of the participants
(in 2017) were attending an introductory undergraduate course at Stockholm Business School at Stockholm
University. Thus, they are likely to work as recruiters and employers in the future.

Procedure

The participants were informed that the experiment dealt with how recruitment decisions are made, and
that participation was voluntary (they were allowed to end their participation and leave the room at any
time; also, they received no rewards).” They were given instructions and the experiment materials, that is,
a fictitious job announcement for a position as an accounting manager in a Stockholm-based company,
and five fictitious applications for the job. Management positions within economics and finance (e.g.
accounting manager) are characterized by gender balance (Statistics Sweden, 2019).

First, all the participants were instructed to read the five manipulated job applications, consisting of a
short resume and an application letter, and to fill out a short survey individually (the first survey). In the
survey, they were asked to rank the five job applicants based on whom they would hire first, second, third,
fourth, and fifth for the accounting manager position. Also, the survey included a question about the
gender and the age of the participant.

Second, after completing the first survey (changes were no longer allowed), the participants were
divided into groups of two or three individuals who had read the identical set of five applications. In
these small groups, they were asked to discuss the qualifications of the applicants and to reach a collective
decision on whom to hire for the job, that is, jointly decide on one final top candidate. The group deci-
sions were reported in a second survey that included an open-ended question: “Who would you hire for
the job as an accounting manager? Write down the name of the applicant.” Also, deliberations on decid-
ing on a top candidate within 42 groups were recorded by audit devices.
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Materials

The fictitious job applications were calibrated to have equal, but not identical, qualifications, for example,
relevant education and work experience for the job. Five profiles based on indicators of gender and par-
enthood status were rotated in the applications using a Latin Square design: each set of five applications
included one applicant representing each combination of gender and parenthood, that is, one female and
one male applicant who each have children and a partner, and a female and a male applicant who mention
a partner but no children (the latter taken to indicate childlessness), as well as a filler profile, that is, one
applicant who signals neither a partner nor children (instead, the applicant mentions friends). Thus, based
on these five applicant profiles (experimental conditions), sets of five job applications were used.

Six distinctly female first names and six distinctly male first names combined with unique surnames
were chosen. The age of the applicants was not specified, but their education and employment history
could be taken as an indication of age. Thus, the applicants’ age could be inferred to fall in the early
30s, as well as the approximate mean age at first motherhood in Stockholm (City of Stockholm, 2018).

In the job applications, we varied applicant gender, parenthood status, application number,® name of
the applicant, city of residence, and order number of the application (see Online Supplemental Material
for samples of the job applications and other experiment materials). Also, the applications, surveys, and
audio recordings were assigned identification numbers so that they could be linked together when ana-
lyzing the data. After the experiment, the survey responses, that is, the age and the gender of the partici-
pant and the rating of each applicant (1, 2, 3, 4, and 5) from the first survey as well as the top candidate
from the second survey, were recorded.

It is a challenge to create job applications that are considered equal in terms of merits, while not being
identical. Thus, professionals in management positions within audit and accounting were consulted when
creating the applications. In order to assess the equivalence of the merits and the application designs, a
number of colleagues and experts in financial audit and accounting were asked to read anonymized appli-
cations and to point out any differences in the qualification level of the applications. As a result, only one
minor change was deemed necessary. Also, in order to further assess the job application materials and the
experiment set-up, a small-scale pilot study in the form of a laboratory experiment was conducted with
some junior colleagues, and subsequently, small clarifications were made to the instructions given to the
participants.

Results

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for the data. Because each participant rated five job applications,
dividing the total number of job applications (1140) by five, gives the total number of participants, which

Table |. Descriptive statistics: number of applications by applicant gender.

Male applicant Female applicant
Total (N=1140) 593 547
Parenthood indicated 228 228
Parenthood not indicated 365 319
Application design | 100 128
Application design 2 101 127
Application design 3 134 94
Application design 4 118 110
Application design 5 140 88
Male evaluator 225 210

Female evaluator 368 337
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is 228.% The data include more female (141) than male participants (87). The age range of the participants
(not shown in Table 1) is 18—46, with a mean age of 23.

Table 2 presents the proportion of applications with the highest ranking (the variable is dichotomized,
i.e. ranked as the top candidate to be hired for the job versus ranked as second, third, fourth, or fifth can-
didate) by applicant characteristics, together with the gender ratios and the gender differences for the spe-
cified categories. We are interested in the top-ranked applicant, rather than the ranking order, because
outside the laboratory employers must hire just one applicant for a position (and here it is particularly
difficult to rate the applicants because of their equal qualifications). Therefore, we investigate whether
a job applicant is chosen first or not. Note that the baseline chance of an application to be ranked first
is 20.0%. Female applicants (23.4%) are more often than male applicants (16.9%) given the highest
ranking; the gender difference of 6.5 percentage points in favor of female applicants, as well as the
gender ratio of 0.72 for a male versus female applicant, are statistically significant (»p <0.01 for both).
This contradicts expectations based on previous research, which predicts no gender difference in the
applicant ratings. Another way of reporting this bias is that 127 of the female applicants got first
place, but only 100 of the male applicants got first place. That is, while women made up 48% of the
total applicants, 55% of the top-ranked applicants were women.

As shown in Table 2, female applicants are more often rated as the top candidate than male applicants,
regardless of parenthood status. Yet, while the gender difference (8.3 percentage points) is statistically
significant for men with children and women with children (p <0.05), the gender difference (5.4 percent-
age points) between childless men and childless women does not reach statistical significance at conven-
tional levels (p <0.1). Also, there is no difference in the applicant ratings between mothers (23.7%) and
childless women (23.2%) and only a very small difference (that does not reach statistical significance) in
the ratings between fathers and childless men. Thus, there is no support for Hypothesis 1, that is, that
there would be a motherhood penalty in the applicant ratings, as was expected based on the statistical
discrimination and normative discrimination theories. In line with the expectations, there is not much
of a difference in the proportion of top candidates between parents (19.5%) and childless applicants
(20.3%) (not shown in Table 2).

Table 2 shows a clear and statistically significant (p <0.01) pro-female bias by female evaluators, with
a gender difference of 9.4 percentage points in the proportion of applicants ranked as the top candidate,
whereas there is a small and not statistically significant pro-female bias by male evaluators. Therefore,
Hypothesis 3, that there is a pro-female bias in applicant ratings by female evaluators, is supported,
but there is no support for Hypothesis 2 concerning a pro-male bias by male evaluators.

Table Al in the Appendix displays the conditional (fixed-effects) logistic regression estimates for the
ratings of the job applicants based on the first individual survey.’ The dependent variable, applicant

Table 2. Proportion of job applications ranked as the top candidate by applicant gender, parental status, and
evaluator gender (Survey I).

Percentage
Ratio Difference

Number of Male applicant  Female applicant  Man versus  Man versus

applications  All (N=593) (N=547) woman woman
Total 1140 20.0 16.9 234 0.72%* —6.5%*
Parenthood indicated 456 19.5 154 237 0.65* —8.3*%
Parenthood not indicated 684 20.3 17.8 23.2 0.77 -54
Male evaluator 435 20.0 19.1 21.0 091 -1.8
Female evaluator 705 20.0 15.5 24.9 0.62+* —9.4%*

Note: For statistical tests, a two-sample test of proportions was used, and a linear regression using a log link to report risk ratios.
*p <0.05; ¥p<0.01.
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rating, is dichotomous, that is, ranked as the top candidate or not. The estimated logit coefficient for
female applicants remains positive and statistically significant (»p <0.01 in Models 1 and 3 and p<
0.05 in Models 2 and 4) throughout the models, regardless of the controls.® This indicates that the
finding displayed in Table 2—that female applicants are rated as the top candidate significantly more
often than male applicants—is robust even when controlling for application design and applicant-related
characteristics. However, the estimated logit coefficient for female applicant X male evaluator is negative
and not statistically significant throughout the models.

Group deliberations and audio recordings

The results from the second survey, filled out collectively in small evaluation groups, are presented in
Table 3 and follow a pattern similar to those of the first, individual survey. There is a clear and statistically
significant (p <0.05) gender difference in top applicant ratings in favor of females. Also, while a female
bias appears among all-female evaluation groups (and is statistically significant at p <0.05), there appears
practically no gender difference in top applicant ratings among groups consisting of only male evaluators.
For gender-mixed groups, the gender difference in top applicant ratings does not reach statistical signifi-
cance but the estimate indicates a pro-female bias, which may mirror the fact that most gender-mixed
groups are dominated by female evaluators.

Although mothers are more often rated as the top applicants than fathers, the difference is not statis-
tically significant here, unlike in the results from the first individual survey. In the second survey, child-
less women (childless men) are more often ranked as the top candidates than mothers (fathers), but this
difference is not statistically significant. Also, while the difference in top applicant ratings between
parents and non-parents appears larger in Table 3 in comparison to Table 2, it is not statistically signifi-
cant (not shown in Table 3).

A screening of the audio recordings of the group deliberations provides a few interesting examples of
the reasoning behind the applicant ratings. In one case, a participant says that “Oscar has two children...it
is quite good leadership training to have children” (a conversation between two male participants), but
another childless male applicant is chosen as the top candidate. In other cases, parenthood status is
not reflected upon, which suggests that parenthood may not be important for the applicant ratings
here. In one case, a female participant expresses not only a clear female preference, but also mentions
that there is a demand for female managers (a conversation between three female participants): “...We
choose Malin...because of work experience, personality, and competence...and because she is a
woman and women rule! ...They are needed in managerial positions.” Otherwise, the recordings

Table 3. Proportion of job applications ranked as the top candidate by applicant gender, parental status, and the
gender composition of the evaluation group (Survey 2).

Percentage Ratio Difference
Number of Male applicant  Female applicant  Man versus  Man versus
applications  All (N=1229) (N=211) woman woman

Aggregated results 440 20.0 16.2 24.2 0.67* —8.0%

Parenthood indicated 176 16.5 12.5 20.5 0.61 -8.0

Parenthood not indicated 264 223 18.4 26.8 0.69 -84

All-male evaluation group 99 20.2 20.0 20.4 0.98 -04

All-female evaluation group 224 20.1 15.1 25.7 0.59 —10.6*

Gender-mixed group 117 19.7 15.0 24.6 0.6l -9.6

Note: For statistical tests, a two-sample test of proportions was used, and a linear regression using a log link to report risk ratios.
*p <0.05.
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reveal no explicit evidence of taking gender or parenthood into account. While the formal qualifications
of the applicants are frequently discussed, gender and especially parenthood are rarely mentioned.
Importantly, the recordings show no indication of the participants guessing or being aware of discrimin-
ation as a study interest here.

Discussion and conclusion

The current study shows no motherhood penalty in the job applicant ratings. This is in line with previous
field experiments and a survey experiment from Europe, including Sweden, that show no motherhood
penalty in recruitment (e.g. Bygren et al., 2017; Petit, 2007) or promotion (Fernandez-Lozano et al.,
2020). Yet, unlike expectations based on most previous research, the results here show a gender bias
in the ratings in favor of female applicants. This can imply that the Swedish context, with relatively
high gender-egalitarian attitudes (Brandt, 2011), is to the advantage of women in comparison to a US
context, even in a laboratory setting. The results suggest that discrimination on these grounds is not uni-
versal, illustrating the way national policies and culture related to family, work, and gender shape
individual- and group-level decisions. Also, while Swedish law prohibits gender discrimination, it
allows preferential treatment in favor of the underrepresented gender in hiring, given equal merits, in
order to achieve a more gender-balanced setting (Discrimination Ombudsman, 2021).

Thus, the result that female applicants, especially when equally qualified as male applicants, are
favored, or overcompensated, among university students, may be considered acceptable in Sweden.
This result can be interpreted in connection to the social climate, and the participants of the laboratory
experiment are likely aware of gender inequality prevailing in the labor market, that is, general gender
differences disadvantaging women in Sweden. Consequently, female job applicants are favored, or over-
compensated, in the current study.

At the same time, field experiments on gender discrimination show that the occupational context
matters. While the specific occupation may be of importance when interpreting the findings of the
current study, accounting manager can be considered as a gender-balanced position (and participants
may or may not be aware of this). It is in line with some recent European field experiments to find a pro-
female bias in recruitment, especially by female evaluators (Carlsson and Eriksson, 2019)—and by all-
female evaluation groups—and particularly in gender-balanced occupations (Birkelund et al., 2019).

On the one hand, the findings may be interpreted against the “small wins” approach (Correll, 2017),
which proposes that recruitment practices at the workplace, and even small changes such as education
about gender stereotyping and bias, formalizing evaluation processes, and peer accountability among
managers, can be meaningful for the evaluation of workers and for reducing gender bias in recruitment.
Although the current study does not investigate changes in the workplace, peer accountability may to
some extent be related to the second step of the current experiment, where the final hiring decisions
are made collectively in small groups. But this, that is, making recruitment decisions collectively
rather than individually, does not seem to reduce but rather increase gender bias—in favor of women.
On the other hand, assuming that the “small wins” approach relies on a US context and that reducing
gender bias refers to promoting female workers, one may consider the results of this study in line with
the “small wins” approach: when recruitment decisions are made collectively, and evaluators may
need to justify their choices to peers, then evaluators, and especially female evaluators, actively
promote female applicants.

While the laboratory experiment gives a high degree of control to the researchers, it is unclear whether
results produced in a laboratory setting apply to real recruitment situations in the labor market. Pager and
Quillian (2005) find a difference between what employers say they will do and how they actually behave.
Also, decisions made by relatively young undergraduate students may differ from decisions made by
employers and recruiters in the labor market. The latter may be expected to have more work experience,
as well as more experience of family formation. Thus, their beliefs about the general productivity level,
work commitment, and parental leave use of male and female workers, as well as of mothers and fathers,
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can be expected to differ from those of university students with limited labor market experience.
However, a meta-study of economics experiments finds no difference in the tendency to discriminate
between students and non-students, which suggests that the use of student participants does not
produce a biased perception of the extent of discrimination by the wider population (Lane, 2016).

Yet, a social desirability bias in the applicant ratings may exist (Foschi and Valenzuela, 2012). The
participants know that they are being studied, some may be primed to counter discrimination or at
least be aware of discriminatory hiring behavior (particularly those enrolled in a recruitment course),
and they may guess that gender or ethnic discrimination is of interest. Such knowledge could influence
their responses. This may be interpreted in line with Correll’s (2017) “small wins” approach in that edu-
cation about gender bias, or gender inequality, matters. Thus, the participants here may consciously or
unconsciously engage in gender or ethnic compensation in order not to become discriminators them-
selves. In line with this, Lane (2016) finds slight favoritism toward the opposite gender in gender discrim-
ination experiments.

Although similar social desirability biases may also apply to recruitment decisions outside the labora-
tory setting, employers are held accountable for their decisions to a greater extent, and face consequences
for hiring a job candidate. This relates to the external validity of laboratory experiments in general and is
one main difference between the labor market and the laboratory setting. Hence, one may assume real
employers to be less influenced by (conscious) social desirability biases than the participants of the
laboratory experiment. It is important to note that labor market discrimination, and social desirability
bias, can take place in different stages, such as other phases of the formal, or informal, recruitment
process but also in internal promotion opportunities and wage setting. Discriminatory mechanisms
may also differ between these processes.

Finally, while the results point to discrimination against men, the pro-female bias found in this study
may or may not be a permanent effect. The behavior of the individuals in the study may change when they
transition from the university environment to the labor market, age, and grow experienced as employers
and recruiters. But if this is not the case, and their behaviors do not change, it may imply that the under-
graduates studied here represent a generation more prone to strive for gender equality in the labor market,
sometimes by disfavoring male applicants, than generations already in the labor market. This may be due
to youth and lack of experience, or a generational context in which gender equality is widely held as an
ideal.
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Notes

1. Yet, there is some evidence of a motherhood penalty when investigating the order in which the (fictious) appli-
cants are contacted in Spain (Gonzalez et al., 2019) and when studying explicit invitations to an interview
(instead of all callbacks) for an event manager position in Germany (Hipp, 2020).

2. We submitted an application to the Regional Ethical Review Board in Stockholm in 2016 (dnr. 2016/1736-31/5)
prior to conducting the laboratory experiment. The board decided not to review the application: it stated that the
study was not covered by the Ethical Review Act and it did not see any obstacles to carrying out the research.

3. The application number refers to the application design. Each set of applications includes five distinct application
designs that differ in style, phrasing, and content (e.g. education and employment history and interests). The
applications are assigned a number in order to be able to analyze the importance of application-specific features
that are held constant within each application.

4. The sample included 230 participants but two of them, that is, 10 applications, were excluded because one of
them did not report gender and the other reported both female and male as gender. Thus, the final sample includes
228 participants.

5. We also run the conditional logistic regression by estimating average marginal effects, and the results remain the
same. In addition, we run a rank-ordered logistic regression model where the applicant ratings variable is not
dichotomized, and the main results follow the same pattern as presented here.

6. To control that the results are not due to sampling variation in the application design, Models 2 and 4 include a
control for application design, while Models 3 and 4 include three independent dummy variables, that is, parental
status, foreign name, and city of residence, to control that the results are not due to such applicant-related
characteristics.
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Appendix

Table Al. Conditional (fixed-effects) logistic regression of top applicant ratings (dichotomous) on the gender of the
job applicant and gender of the evaluator.

Model | Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Female applicant 0.494** 0.421%* 0.514%* 0.449%*

(0.175) (0.178) (0.175) (0.179)
Male evaluator
Female applicant X male evaluator —0.398 —0.333 —0.413 —0.356

(0.280) (0.285) (0.281) (0.286)
Controls No Yes Yes Yes
Pseudo R-squared 0.0114 0.0533 0.0218 0.0580
N job applications 1140 1140 1140 1140
Log-likelihood —362.77758 —347.38176 —358.93787 —345.67975

*<0.05, ¥p<0.01.

Note: Conditional (fixed-effects) logistic regression model with standard errors in parentheses. The coefficients reported under
Models 2 and 4 are conditional on the application design as a (indicator) control variable. Models 3 and 4 also include controls for
parenthood, foreign name, and city of residence. Two hundred and twenty-eight participants rated five candidates each and
generated a sample of | 140 job applications.
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