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We study the results of a massive nationwide correspondence experiment
sending more than 83,000 fictitious applications with randomized characteristics
to geographically dispersed jobs posted by 108 of the largest U.S. employers. Dis-
tinctively Black names reduce the probability of employer contact by 2.1 percent-
age points relative to distinctively white names. The magnitude of this racial gap
in contact rates differs substantially across firms, exhibiting a between-company
standard deviation of 1.9 percentage points. Despite an insignificant average gap
in contact rates between male and female applicants, we find a between-company
standard deviation in gender contact gaps of 2.7 percentage points, revealing that
some firms favor male applicants and others favor women. Company-specific racial
contact gaps are temporally and spatially persistent, and negatively correlated
with firm profitability, federal contractor status, and a measure of recruiting cen-
tralization. Discrimination exhibits little geographical dispersion, but two-digit
industry explains roughly half of the cross-firm variation in both racial and gen-
der contact gaps. Contact gaps are highly concentrated in particular companies,
with firms in the top quintile of racial discrimination responsible for nearly half
of lost contacts to Black applicants in the experiment. Controlling false discov-
ery rates to the 5% level, 23 companies are found to discriminate against Black
applicants. Our findings establish that discrimination against distinctively Black
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names is concentrated among a select set of large employers, many of which can be
identified with high confidence using large-scale inference methods. JEL Codes:
C11, C9, C93, J7, J71, J78, K31, K42.

I. INTRODUCTION

Employment discrimination is a stubbornly persistent social
problem. Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 forbids em-
ployment discrimination on the basis of race, sex, color, religion,
and national origin. Yet a large social science literature analyzing
résumé correspondence experiments finds that these protected
characteristics influence employer treatment of job applications
(Bertrand and Duflo 2017; Quillian et al. 2017; Baert 2018), with
some studies finding that this disparate treatment predicts later
hiring decisions (Quillian, Lee, and Oliver 2020). In a reanal-
ysis of several correspondence experiments, Kline and Walters
(2021) find that discriminatory biases vary tremendously across
job vacancies. Less is known, however, about the extent to which
discriminatory jobs are concentrated in particular companies. Is
the U.S. labor market characterized by a small faction of severe
discriminators adrift in an ocean of unbiased firms, or do most
companies exhibit roughly equivalent biases?

The answer to this question has a host of important ramifi-
cations. First, as emphasized by Becker (1957), if discrimination
is confined to a small minority of firms, workers may be able to
avoid prejudice by sorting to nondiscriminatory employers. Sec-
ond, if the most biased firms also tend to offer the highest wages,
the contribution of discrimination to observed disparities will tend
to be amplified (Card, Cardoso, and Kline 2016; Gerard et al.
2021). Third, if only a few firms discriminate, and do so heavily, it
may be possible for government regulators to target these compa-
nies for audits and investigations. For instance, the Office of Fed-
eral Contract Compliance (OFCCP) annually audits thousands of
federal contractors for compliance with equal employment laws
(Maxwell et al. 2013). Likewise, the U.S. Equal Employment Op-
portunity Commission (EEOC) routinely launches investigations
into whether particular companies have engaged in “systemic dis-
crimination,” a term they define as “a pattern or practice, policy
and/or class cases where the discrimination has a broad impact
on an industry, profession, company or geographic location” (U.S.
EEOC 2006b).

This article reports the results of a massive nationwide
correspondence experiment designed to measure patterns of
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discrimination by large U.S. companies. The two goals of our anal-
ysis are to quantify the extent to which discriminatory patterns
differ across firms and assess the feasibility of using experimental
evidence to target firms likely to be engaged in discrimination. To
facilitate these goals, our experiment was designed to repeatedly
elicit signals of bias from specific companies. Unlike traditional
audit studies that passively sample jobs from newspapers or job
boards (e.g., Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004), we prospectively
applied to entry-level job vacancies hosted on the web portals
of 108 Fortune 500 firms. For each company, we sampled up to
125 entry-level jobs in distinct U.S. counties. By sampling a large
number of geographically distinct jobs from each company, we
are able to average out idiosyncrasies associated with particular
geographic areas, establishments, or hiring managers, revealing
consistent organization-wide patterns.

Following a large social science literature (Bertrand and Duflo
2017; Baert 2018), our experiment manipulated employer percep-
tions of race by randomly assigning racially distinctive names to
job applications. Each job received four pairs of applications, with
one member of each pair assigned a distinctively Black name and
the other a distinctively white name. We also randomly varied
signals of applicant sex, age, sexual orientation, gender identity,
and political leaning. Over 83,000 job applications were sent in
total, providing uniquely precise signals of employer conduct.

Overall, 24% of the applications we sent were contacted by
employers within 30 days. This contact rate is nearly three times
greater than what Bertrand and Mullainathan (2004) found in
their seminal experiment, suggesting that our fictitious applicants
were viewed as plausible job candidates by employers. We find
that distinctively Black names reduce the likelihood of employer
contact relative to distinctively white names by 2.1 percentage
points, an effect equal to 9% of the Black mean contact rate. Past
work has typically found larger proportional effects, which may
be attributable to less biased behavior among the extremely large
employers we study and the high overall contact rates yielded by
our experiment.

A key finding of our analysis is that patterns of discrimination
against Black names vary substantially across employers. After
adjusting for sampling error, the cross-firm standard deviation of
racial contact gaps is 1.9 percentage points, only slightly below the
mean contact penalty for Black names. Despite this wide variabil-
ity, we cannot reject the null hypothesis that all 108 firms in our
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experiment weakly favor white names. An application of Efron’s
(2016) empirical Bayes (EB) deconvolution estimator reveals that
although most firms exhibit mild discrimination against Black ap-
plicants, a few exhibit very large biases. We estimate that the top
quintile of discriminating firms are responsible for nearly half of
the lost contacts to Black applicants in our experiment. The Gini
coefficient of employer contact gaps is estimated to be approxi-
mately 0.4, suggesting that discrimination against Black names
is roughly as concentrated among firms in our experiment as in-
come is among U.S. households.

Companies vary enormously in their treatment of applicant
gender. On average, male and female applicants are equally likely
to be contacted, but the standard deviation of gender contact gaps
across companies is 2.7 percentage points, with a distribution that
is roughly symmetric about zero. This “bidirectional” discrimina-
tion result accords with the findings of Kline and Walters (2021),
who conclude, using different methods, that some jobs sampled in
a correspondence experiment of Mexican employers (Arceo-Gomez
and Campos-Vazquez 2014) discriminated against women, while
others discriminated against men. Our analysis shows that large
U.S. employers exhibit corresponding cross-company patterns of
heterogeneity in their average gender contact gaps. Like racial
discrimination, gender discrimination is highly concentrated in
particular firms, with the top quintile of discriminating firms re-
sponsible for nearly 60% of contacts lost to gender discrimination
and a Gini concentration coefficient of roughly 0.5.

Although our main focus is on race and gender, we also assess
the extent of discrimination on several other dimensions. A mod-
est contact penalty of 0.6 percentage points is found for applicants
listing high school graduation dates implying an age over 40. This
gap also varies across employers, with a cross-firm standard de-
viation of 1.1 percentage points. In contrast to race, gender, and
age, we find no significant penalty for membership in a lesbian,
gay, bisexual, transgender, or queer (LGBTQ) club or evidence of
heterogeneity in that penalty across firms. Likewise, we find in-
significant effects of listing gender-neutral pronouns next to an
applicant’s name, though estimates for LGBTQ clubs and gender-
neutral pronouns are less precise than estimates for race, gender,
and age.

Surprisingly, geographic variation in race, gender, and age
discrimination is relatively muted. We cannot reject the null hy-
pothesis that mean contact gaps for gender and age are equal
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across all 50 states, and find only marginally significant evidence
against this null for racial contact gaps. In contrast, two-digit
Standard Industrial Classification (SIC) codes explain roughly
half of firm-level variation in contact gaps for both race and gen-
der. Race and gender contact gaps also vary significantly by job
title, but this variation is indistinguishable from noise conditional
on firm fixed effects. Contact gaps exhibit limited variation across
third-party intermediaries that power firms’ hiring websites, sug-
gesting that screening algorithms are unlikely to drive the firm
differences we measure.

Consistent with classic models of customer discrimination,
both racial and gender contact gaps are estimated to be larger in
sectors intensive in jobs requiring social interaction. In line with
the predictions of Becker (1957), racial contact gaps are smaller at
more profitable firms. Racial contact gaps also tend to be smaller
among federal contractors, which is consistent with Miller (2017)’s
finding that contracting with the federal government yields sus-
tained increases in Black employment. Finally, we find that firms
with more centralized points of contact (i.e., callbacks originating
from the same phone numbers) have much smaller contact gaps,
suggesting that human resources practices may be an important
mediator of organization-wide biases.

The finding of significant employer heterogeneity in discrim-
inatory conduct motivates an investigation of which particular
organizations are likely violating the Civil Rights Act. As a first
approach to characterizing detection possibilities, we form EB pos-
terior mean estimates of the contact gap at each firm. Firms with
posterior mean contact gaps in the top quartile of the distribution
are estimated to account for roughly half of the contacts lost to
racial discrimination. Discrimination is disproportionately clus-
tered in customer-facing sectors, including the auto services and
sales sector and certain forms of retail. We find large posterior
mean contact gaps favoring women at apparel stores and slightly
less pronounced gaps favoring men in the wholesale durable
sector.

Although posterior means provide best predictions of the ex-
tent of discrimination at each firm, it is also of interest to pro-
vide an assessment of which companies are likely to be discrim-
inating at all. Applying large-scale multiple-testing techniques
introduced by Storey (2002, 2003), we find that 23 of the firms
in our study discriminate against Black applicants with at least
95% posterior certainty (i.e., controlling false discovery rates to
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no more than 5%). This result implies that at least 22 of these 23
firms should be expected to exhibit nonzero racial contact gaps.
These discriminating firms are overrepresented in the auto sector,
in general merchandising, and among eating and drinking estab-
lishments. In contrast, we find only one firm that can be reliably
labeled as discriminating against men, and are unable to detect
any firms that discriminate against women when limiting false
discovery rates to 5%. Our sharper detection power for racial dis-
crimination stems from the fact that a larger share of firms in the
population are estimated to discriminate based on race than on
gender, increasing the prior probability of discrimination used to
draw inferences about the conduct of individual firms. The single
firm identified as discriminating against men is an apparel re-
tailer that also discriminates against Black applicants with high
posterior certainty.

In principle, firm-wide contact gaps may be driven by a small
share of heavily biased jobs. We develop a simple lower bound on
the prevalence of job-level discrimination based on split-sample
estimates of the job-level variance of contact gaps. At least 7% of
all jobs in our experiment discriminate against distinctively Black
names. Among the 23 firms we conclude are likely engaged in
racial discrimination, at least 20% of the jobs discriminate against
Black names. At the modal firm in this group, this bound implies
racial discrimination took place in at least 25 distinct U.S. coun-
ties, indicating a nationwide pattern of discrimination against
Black names.

We conclude with an economic analysis of optimal auditing
strategies meant to mimic the objectives and constraints of regu-
latory authorities such as the EEOC or OFCCP. Building on the
framework introduced in Kline and Walters (2021), a hypothet-
ical auditor seeks to investigate firms with large racial contact
gaps. Informational constraints limit the expected yield on audits
relative to the first-best investigation rule. We show that audit-
ing strategies controlling the false discovery rate can be justified
by a scenario in which the auditor seeks to avoid investigations
of nondiscriminators and faces ambiguity regarding the share of
discriminatory firms in the population. In practice, we find that
making decisions based on false discovery rates rather than poste-
rior means yields little reduction in the expected yield on investi-
gations. The 23 firms we classify as discriminating against Black
names are estimated to account for nearly 40% of lost contacts to
Black applicants in our experiment.
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Congressional oversight committees have questioned the
EEOC’s choice to prioritize systemic investigations of firms over
individual-level claims of discrimination (Kim 2015). Our findings
demonstrate that it is possible to target the specific firms responsi-
ble for a substantial share of discrimination against Black names
while maintaining a tight limit on the expected number of false
positives. The evidence of discriminatory patterns uncovered here
can, in principle, be used by organizations such as the EEOC or
OFCCP to target audits and investigations more effectively. Alter-
natively, this information can be shared directly with the firms, or
even made public, potentially enabling companies to preemptively
reform their practices, perhaps by adopting the recruiting policies
of their less discriminatory peers.

The rest of the article is organized as follows. Section II pro-
vides background on employment discrimination and the law. Sec-
tion III details the experimental design, Section IV describes the
data, and Section V reports basic experimental effects. Section VI
documents variation in discrimination across firms, while Section
VII examines variation across other groupings of jobs. Section VIII
investigates relationships between discrimination and observed
employer characteristics. Section IX reports estimates of the full
distribution of discrimination across firms. Section X uses this dis-
tribution to construct posterior estimates for individual firms and
assesses the conclusions that can be drawn about discrimination
by specific employers. Section XI considers the consequences of
our findings for regulatory auditing decisions. Finally, Section XII
concludes with a discussion of implications for antidiscrimination
policy and directions for future research.

II. POLICY BACKGROUND

Much of the economics literature has focused on separating
the contributions of taste-based and statistical discrimination to
observed disparities, an exercise that requires inferring the extent
to which employer conduct is motivated by beliefs regarding the
productivity of different groups of workers (Becker 1957, 1993;
Aigner and Cain 1977; Charles and Guryan 2008; Bohren et al.
2019). Recent empirical and methodological work looks at group
differences in the treatment of equally qualified people in bail
decisions, motor vehicle searches, probation revocations, and other
settings (Arnold, Dobbie, and Yang 2018; Arnold, Dobbie, and Hull
2020; Canay, Mogstad, and Mountjoy 2020; Hull 2021; Rose 2021;
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Feigenberg and Miller 2022). In the employment context, it is
widely understood that taste-based and statistical discrimination
typically involve disparate treatment of individuals according to
legally protected characteristics, which is prohibited by the Civil
Rights Act.1

This article is concerned with measuring such disparate treat-
ment, however motivated. The correspondence experiment we
study was designed to manipulate employer perceptions of pro-
tected characteristics. Although the legal standing of organiza-
tions eliciting evidence of discrimination via “testing” remains
unresolved (U.S. EEOC 1996), an employer whose decision to
contact a job applicant is influenced by the applicant’s perceived
race or sex has nonetheless engaged in disparate treatment and
nominally violated the provisions of the Civil Rights Act.2 Al-
though it is unclear whether the statistical evidence provided in
an audit study would, on its own, be sufficient to successfully lit-
igate a Title VII disparate treatment claim, such evidence may
be helpful in building a case or in targeting investigations that
lead to the discovery of additional evidence that eventually proves
decisive.3 Conversely, correspondence evidence suggesting equal
treatment of workers with different characteristics could, in prin-
ciple, be used by firms to counter charges of employment discrim-
ination. However, further evidence would likely be required for

1. EEOC guidelines clearly state that “an employer may not base hir-
ing decisions on stereotypes and assumptions about a person’s race, color,
religion, sex (including gender identity, sexual orientation, and pregnancy),
national origin, age (40 or older), disability or genetic information” (see
https://www.eeoc.gov/prohibited-employment-policiespractices).

2. For discussion of the potential legal ramifications of handling fictitious ap-
plications based on racial perceptions of names, see U.S. Equal Employment Oppor-
tunity Commission v. Target Corp., 460 F.3d 946 (7th Cir. 2006), Onwuachi-Willig
and Barnes (2005), and Fryer and Levitt (2004), note 27. In cases where no ag-
grieved person has claimed standing, the EEOC can file a commissioner’s charge
alleging Title VII violations or launch a directed investigation into violations of
either the Age Discrimination in Employment Act or the Equal Pay Act. In fiscal
years 2016–2019, the EEOC averaged 13 commissioner’s charges and 138 directed
investigations per year.

3. Explicit evidence of intent to discriminate is not required to establish a
prima facie case for disparate treatment. The EEOC’s guidance states that “dis-
criminatory motive can be inferred from the fact that there were differences in
treatment” (International Brotherhood of Teamsters v. United States, 431 U.S. 324,
1977). In some cases, large statistical disparities alone can also constitute prima
facie evidence of intentional discrimination (Hazelwood School Dist. v. United
States, 433 U.S. 299 (1977)).

https://www.eeoc.gov/prohibited-employment-policiespractices
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such a determination, as audit studies may fail to detect biases
that manifest only at later stages of the hiring process or among
applicants with qualification levels outside those considered in the
study.

Although the social science literature has proposed several
distinct theories and definitions of systemic discrimination (e.g.,
Pincus 1996; Reskin 2012), our use of this phrase is motivated by
the EEOC’s definition of this term as a “pattern or practice” of
discrimination (U.S. EEOC 2006b; Kim 2015). The EEOC’s sys-
temic cases may concern either patterns of disparate treatment
on protected characteristics or practices that target nonprotected
characteristics but nonetheless have disparate effects on protected
groups.4 Key to either sort of case is evidence that the pattern or
practice is widespread, affecting a company’s hiring behavior at
multiple locations. Although our analysis will not reveal the spe-
cific polices or practices giving rise to systemic discrimination, we
will be able to assess whether a nationwide pattern of discrimi-
nation against protected characteristics is present at particular
companies. This information may be of use to the EEOC and to
local organizations interested in promoting fair hiring practices.5

Evidence of patterns of discrimination by federal contractors is
especially pertinent to the OFCCP, which has broad discretion to
audit contractors for compliance with executive orders prohibit-
ing employment discrimination and regularly levies fines and, in
some cases, even debars contractors when violations are found
(Maxwell et al. 2013).

In deciding whether to launch investigations or audits, fed-
eral agencies often rely on analyses of employment data. For
instance, the “inexorable zero” standard of Justice Sandra Day
O’Connor, which refers to the complete absence of a group
from a company’s employees, has been taken as an indicator

4. For instance, in 2019, the EEOC brought a systemic lawsuit against Schus-
ter trucking for subjecting job applicants to a physical abilities test that was alleged
to have a disparate impact on women (U.S. EEOC 2019). However another 2019
case, against Sactacular Holdings LLC, an adult retail chain, alleged disparate
treatment after a male job applicant was told by employees at two separate stores
that the company does not consider men for sales associate positions (U.S. EEOC
2020).

5. For example, the New York City Commission on Human Rights has a man-
date to test for discrimination in housing and labor markets and has assisted in the
staging of matched-pairs audits of bias by landlords (Fang, Guess, and Humphreys
2019) and employers (Pager, Bonikowski, and Western 2009).
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of discrimination, despite the difficulties of ascertaining whether
qualified applicants were actually passed over by the firm
(Huang 2004).6 In contrast, the correspondence experiment we
study directly manipulated employer perceptions, permitting in-
ferences to be drawn regarding average causal effects of protected
characteristics on employer conduct. A finding that such effects
are present across a large set of establishments suggests a sys-
temic pattern of discrimination. While these patterns may be
driven by official hiring practices, they may also reflect implicit
biases on the part of employees with hiring authority. In either
case, documentation of nationwide patterns can aid efforts to en-
sure compliance with the law.

III. EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN

Our study aims to measure the distribution of discrimina-
tion across the largest employers in the U.S. Figure I summarizes
the sampling frame for the experiment. We began with the For-
tune 500, splitting holding companies into brands with separate
proprietary hiring websites. Data from InfoGroup and Burning
Glass were used to determine the geographic distribution of es-
tablishments and vacancies, and each company’s hiring portal was
investigated for compatibility with our auditing methods. We de-
termined that 108 companies (i.e., separate brands with distinct
hiring websites and systems) had sufficient geographic variation
and routinely posted enough entry-level jobs on an easily accessi-
ble portal to satisfy our sampling criteria. These 108 large firms,
10 of which are subsidiaries of parent companies in the Fortune
500, employed roughly 15 million workers in 2020 according to
Compustat and cover a wide array of industries detailed later on
in Table X.

We sampled 125 entry-level job vacancies from each em-
ployer, with each vacancy corresponding to an establishment in a

6. The EEOC compliance manual references this standard in its guidelines
for evaluating systemic discrimination: “a pattern or practice would be established
if, despite the fact that Blacks made up 20 percent of a company’s applicants for
manufacturing jobs and 22 percent of the available manufacturing workers, not
one of the 87 jobs filled during a six year period went to a Black applicant” (U.S.
EEOC 2006a). As the Supreme Court notes in Teamsters v. United States, 431
U.S. 324 (1977), “the proof of the pattern or practice supports an inference that
any particular employment decision, during the period in which the discriminatory
policy was in force, was made in pursuit of that policy.”
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FIGURE I

Overview of Sampling Strategy and Experimental Design

This figure explains the sampling strategy and design for the experiment. Gender
identity and sexual orientation attributes were assigned starting in wave 2 after
the U.S. Supreme Court ruling in Bostock v. Clayton County, Georgia.

different U.S. county. Sampling was organized in a series of five
waves, with a target of 25 jobs sampled for each firm in each
wave. As shown in Figure I, 72 of the 108 firms were sampled in
all waves; some firms were excluded from the first wave due to an
interruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, and others were
excluded in later waves because of new technological barriers in
their job portals. We randomly ordered firms at the beginning of
each wave and moved sequentially through the list, sampling the
most recent job posting in a new county for each firm and random-
izing ties. Each sampled job received eight job applications with
randomized characteristics. This sampling protocol yields a sam-
ple size for each employer of 1,000 applications, spread across the
125 jobs, for a total target of approximately 100,000 applications.

Applications were sent to each job in pairs. To minimize the
chances of detection by employers, we allowed a gap of one to two
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days between consecutive pairs.7 Though some vacancies closed
while applications were still being sent, 87% of sampled jobs re-
ceived the full eight applications and 99% of jobs received at least
two. As a result of vacancy closures and the exclusion of some
firms from some waves, our final sample size amounted to roughly
84,000 applications. As in many previous experiments measuring
discrimination (Bertrand and Duflo 2017), we signaled race us-
ing racially distinctive names. Our database of distinctive first
names started with that of Bertrand and Mullainathan (2004),
who used 9 unique names for each race and gender group, and
supplemented this list with 10 more names per group from a
database of speeding tickets issued in North Carolina between
2006 and 2018. We classified a name as racially distinctive if more
than 90% of individuals with that name are of a particular race,
and selected the most common distinctive Black and white names
for those born between 1974 and 1979. We assembled distinctive
last names from the 2010 U.S. Census, selecting names with high
race-specific shares among those that occur at least 10,000 times
nationally.8 Together with our database of first names, this list
generated about 500 unique full names for each race and gender
category. One application in each pair was randomly assigned a
distinctively white name while the other was randomly assigned a
distinctively Black name. We drew names without replacement to
ensure that no two applications to the same firm shared a name.

Our experiment also randomly assigned other legally pro-
tected applicant characteristics. Sex was conveyed by applicant
names. Fifty-percent of names were distinctively female, and the
rest distinctively male. Assignment of sex was not stratified;
therefore, each job received between zero and eight female ap-
plications. Applicants were randomly assigned a date of birth im-
plying an age between 22 and 58 years old, with ages uniformly
distributed over this range. Because the Age Discrimination Act
of 1967 prohibits discrimination against people aged 40 or older,
we focus on differences between applicants over and under 40.

7. Pairs were sent every other day during wave 1, when most applications
were submitted by human research assistants, to manage workloads. Beginning
in wave 2, when the majority of applications were submitted automatically by
software we developed, one pair was sent per day. Some pairs were occasionally
sent with longer time lags due to workload or technological constraints, but overall
94% of applications were sent within eight days of the first.

8. All names used are presented in Online Appendix B along with additional
details on experimental design.

file:qje.oxfordjournals.org
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In Bostock v. Clayton County, Georgia (590 U.S. 1-23, 2020),
the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that discrimination based on sex-
ual orientation or gender identity violates Title VII of the Civil
Rights Act. We began measuring discrimination on these dimen-
sions starting in wave 2 of the experiment. Sexual orientation was
conveyed by randomly assigning 10% of applicants to list LGBTQ
high school clubs on their résumés. To distinguish between sexual
orientation and general effects of clubs, we randomly assigned an
additional 10% of applicants to be members of political or aca-
demic clubs. We conveyed gender identity by randomly assign-
ing pronouns to 10% of résumés. Half of résumés with pronouns
were assigned gender-typical pronouns (he/him for applicants
with male names, she/her for applicants with female names), and
the other half received gender-neutral pronouns (they/them). Pro-
nouns were listed on applicants’ PDF résumés below their names.

Each fictitious applicant received a large set of additional
characteristics. All applicants graduated from high school in the
year of their 18th birthday, with school names drawn randomly
from a set of public high schools near the target job. Half of ap-
plicants received associate degrees. Work histories consisted of
two or three jobs with nearby employers providing relevant expe-
rience. For example, retail job applicants were assigned employ-
ment experience at local restaurants and retailers. In addition to
populating fields in the employer’s online job portal, we uploaded
a formatted PDF résumé where possible, with résumé templates
and formatting drawn from a database of possible layouts. Some
example résumés are shown in Online Appendix Figure A1. For
employers requiring personality tests or other assessments, we
prepopulated all answers to the assessments and randomly as-
signed responses subject to the constraint that the applicant must
pass the assessment. Random assignment of all supplementary
characteristics took place automatically, with these characteris-
tics assigned independently of legally protected attributes and
each other.

Our primary outcome is whether an employer attempted to
contact the fictitious applicant. Phone numbers and e-mail ad-
dresses assigned to the fictitious applicants were monitored to
determine when employers reached out for an interview. Contact
information was assigned to ensure that no two applicants to the
same firm shared an e-mail address or phone number. Our analy-
sis focuses on whether the employer tried to contact an applicant
by any method within 30 days of applying. We also report results

file:qje.oxfordjournals.org
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for other follow-up windows and specific contact types. Further
details on the experimental design are available in our registered
preanalysis plan and in Online Appendix B.9

IV. SUMMARY STATISTICS

Table I provides summary statistics on two analysis samples.
The baseline sample consists of all 108 firms included in at least
one wave. As a robustness exercise, we also consider a second
sample restricted to the 72 firms sampled in all waves of the
experiment.

In both samples, roughly half of the applications are assigned
distinctively Black names. The slight discrepancy between white
and Black sample sizes arises because job vacancies were oc-
casionally taken offline before the second application of a race-
balanced pair could be submitted. As expected, other résumé
characteristics are balanced across Black and white applications.
About half of applications in each group are female. Slightly more
than half of applications have high school graduation dates imply-
ing ages over 40, a consequence of the fact that the set of applicant
birth years was not updated between waves 1 and 2. In subsequent
waves we updated birth years to maintain a mean age of 40. By
chance, white résumés are slightly less likely than Black résumés
to list an associate degree.

On average, roughly 24% of applications were contacted by
firms within 30 days. Most of these contact attempts arrived
within 14 days. While the most common form of contact was voice-
mail, a substantial minority of applications were contacted via
email or text message. In what follows we pool these forms of con-
tact together and focus on effects of protected characteristics on
the probability of any contact.

V. AVERAGE CONTACT GAPS

Employers are significantly less likely to contact applicants
with distinctively Black names. The bottom panel of Table I re-
veals that the contact rate in the 30 days following an application
is 2 percentage points (9%) higher for white applications than for
Black applications in the pooled sample. The corresponding dif-
ference in the balanced sample is 2.2 percentage points (again

9. The preanalysis plan is stored in the AEA RCT registry with number
AEARCTR-0004739.

file:qje.oxfordjournals.org
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TABLE I
SUMMARY STATISTICS

Panel A: All firms Panel B: Balanced sample

White Black Difference White Black Difference

Résumé characteristics
Female 0.499 0.499 − 0.001 0.500 0.498 0.003
Over 40 0.535 0.535 0.000 0.534 0.533 0.002
LGBTQ club member 0.081 0.082 − 0.001 0.079 0.080 − 0.001
Academic club 0.040 0.042 − 0.002 0.039 0.042 − 0.003∗

Political club 0.042 0.042 0.001 0.042 0.041 0.001
Gender-neutral pronouns 0.041 0.041 − 0.001 0.040 0.040 0.000
Same-gender pronouns 0.043 0.042 0.001 0.042 0.041 0.001
Associate degree 0.476 0.485 − 0.009∗∗ 0.478 0.485 − 0.006∗

Geographic distribution
Northeast 0.150 0.150 − 0.000 0.152 0.152 − 0.000
Midwest 0.220 0.220 0.000 0.221 0.221 0.000
South 0.416 0.416 − 0.000 0.423 0.423 − 0.000
West 0.214 0.214 0.000 0.204 0.204 − 0.000

Wave distribution
Wave 1 0.174 0.174 0.000 0.189 0.189 0.000
Wave 2 0.206 0.206 0.000 0.210 0.210 0.000
Wave 3 0.215 0.215 − 0.000 0.204 0.204 − 0.000
Wave 4 0.205 0.205 − 0.000 0.198 0.198 − 0.000
Wave 5 0.200 0.200 − 0.000 0.199 0.199 − 0.000

Contact rates
Any contact in 30 days 0.251 0.230 0.020∗∗∗ 0.256 0.234 0.022∗∗∗

Voicemail 0.178 0.159 0.019∗∗∗ 0.185 0.166 0.019∗∗∗

Email 0.040 0.039 0.002 0.043 0.042 0.002
Text 0.033 0.032 0.000 0.028 0.027 0.001

Any contact in 14 days 0.217 0.199 0.017∗∗∗ 0.222 0.203 0.019∗∗∗

Any contact in 15–30 days 0.034 0.031 0.003∗∗∗ 0.034 0.031 0.003∗∗

N applications 41,837 41,806 83,643 32,703 32,665 65,368
N jobs 11,114 8,667
N firms 108 72

1/2/3/4/5 waves 3/4/14/15/72

Notes. This table presents summary statistics for the full analysis sample and balanced sample of firms sent
applications in all five waves of the experiment. “White” refers to résumés with distinctively white names;
“Black” refers to résumés with distinctively Black names. LGBTQ club membership and gender-neutral
pronouns were introduced in wave 2. Asterisks indicate significant differences from zero at the following
levels: ∗ p < .1, ∗∗ p < .05, ∗∗∗ p < .01.

9%). These effects are driven primarily by gaps in the probability
of contact by voicemail. Online Appendix Figure A2 reports race-
specific Kaplan-Meier estimates of contact rates and hazards by
days since an application was sent. Thirty days after submission,
Black and white contact rates differ by 2 percentage points and
contact hazards have equalized across groups. We therefore focus
on 30-day contact rates for the remainder of the analysis.

file:qje.oxfordjournals.org
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Parent income, education, and other features of family back-
ground vary across distinctive names in race and gender groups
(Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004; Fryer and Levitt 2004; Gaddis
2017). Online Appendix Figure A3 assesses whether employers
respond to this variation by estimating separate contact rates for
each first name. We fail to reject that first names have no causal
effect on contact probabilities in each race-by-sex category (p �
.24). A corresponding analysis of last names, depicted in Online
Appendix Figure A4, also fails to reject the absence of a causal ef-
fect of names on contact rates in each race category (p � .13). These
findings suggest that the primary effect of distinctive names is to
convey race and gender to the employer. Of course, differences
in employer treatment of distinctively Black and white (or male
and female) names may in part reflect stereotypes about aver-
age productivity differences between these groups. This possibility
notwithstanding, the courts—not to mention potential customers,
employees, and corporate shareholders—are likely to view claims
that an employer discriminates against applicants with Black (or
female) names based on productivity grounds as a pretext for il-
legal discrimination.

Although the overall contact rate fluctuated during the course
of our study, Black applicants faced a consistent contact penalty
relative to white applicants. Figure II shows monthly Black and
white contact rates (left axis) along with the percentage gap be-
tween the rates (right axis). Contact rates fell between October
2019 and February 2020 as hiring for seasonal jobs concluded. We
paused the experiment from March to August 2020 because of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Contact rates were variable in the months
after the experiment resumed and sharply elevated in the final
wave of our study as many states eased restrictions in the wake
of widespread vaccine distribution. The measured contact rate for
white applicants exceeded that for Black applicants in 12 of 13
months of the study, and we cannot reject at the 5% level that
either the level or percentage contact gaps between white and
Black applicants were constant across the study’s five waves (or
13 months).

Our finding of a contact penalty for Black applicants corrobo-
rates a large body of evidence from résumé correspondence studies
reviewed in Bertrand and Duflo (2017). The 9% proportional con-
tact gap in our study is somewhat smaller than corresponding
estimates from previous work. For example, a meta-analysis by
Quillian et al. (2017) concludes that white applicants typically

file:qje.oxfordjournals.org
file:qje.oxfordjournals.org
file:qje.oxfordjournals.org
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receive 36% more callbacks than Black applicants in recent U.S.
correspondence experiments. One potential explanation for the
smaller proportional effect in our study is that larger firms exhibit
less severe discrimination, as reported in a Canadian correspon-
dence experiment described in Banerjee, Reitz, and Oreopoulos
(2018). On the other hand, the 2 percentage point average con-
tact gap between white and Black applicants in our experiment
aligns closely with the findings of other recent studies. For exam-
ple, Nunley et al. (2015) report an average contact gap between
white and Black applicants of 2.6 percentage points (17% of the
Black mean), while Agan and Starr (2018) report a contact gap
of 2.4 percentage points (23% of the Black mean). The lower pro-
portional gap in our experiment is a consequence of the higher
overall contact rate for our applications combined with a similar
level gap in contact rates.

Our study randomized multiple protected applicant charac-
teristics in addition to race. To summarize the overall effects of all
randomized characteristics, Table II reports estimates of simple
models of employer contact. Column (1) shows the results of fit-
ting a linear probability model for employer contact as a function
of race, sex, age, club membership, and pronouns, controlling for
associate degrees, region indicators, and wave indicators. Consis-
tent with the mean differences in Table I, Black applications are
contacted 2.1 percentage points less often than whites, a highly
statistically significant difference (p < 10−32). The corresponding
estimate from a logit specification implies that Black applications
face roughly 12% lower odds of a callback.

In contrast to the effect of race, the estimated average effect
of sex is small and statistically insignificant. Table II shows that
the difference in contact rates for male and female applicants is
almost exactly zero, and we can reject average contact gaps of
roughly 0.6 percentage points or larger in absolute value. This
result is consistent with previous studies showing mixed or zero
average effects of sex on employer callbacks in the United States
and elsewhere (Nunley et al. 2015; Baert 2018).

We find a modest contact penalty for older applicants. The
third row in Table II reports a statistically significant gap of
0.6 percentage points between contact rates for applicants under
and over age 40. The estimate for the balanced sample is similar
in magnitude but statistically insignificant. As shown in Online
Appendix Figure A5, the probability of an employer contact de-
clines modestly but monotonically with age, and we can reject

file:qje.oxfordjournals.org
file:qje.oxfordjournals.org
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TABLE II
EFFECTS OF RÉSUMÉ CHARACTERISTICS ON CONTACT RATES

Panel A: All firms Panel B: Balanced sample

LPM Logit LPM Logit
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Black − 0.0205∗∗∗ − 0.115∗∗∗ − 0.0222∗∗∗ − 0.123∗∗∗
(0.00169) (0.00949) (0.00193) (0.0107)

Female 0.000184 0.000760 − 0.000249 − 0.00166
(0.00300) (0.0168) (0.00341) (0.0189)

Over 40 − 0.00587∗∗ − 0.0332∗∗ − 0.00472 − 0.0265
(0.00299) (0.0167) (0.00341) (0.0189)

Political club − 0.00180 − 0.00985 − 0.00316 − 0.0172
(0.00742) (0.0406) (0.00848) (0.0458)

Academic club 0.00976 0.0520 0.00550 0.0283
(0.00764) (0.0407) (0.00870) (0.0461)

LGBTQ club − 0.00513 − 0.0287 − 0.0000389 − 0.000671
(0.00545) (0.0302) (0.00637) (0.0342)

Same-gender pronouns − 0.0139∗ − 0.0765∗ − 0.0126 − 0.0677
(0.00735) (0.0412) (0.00848) (0.0466)

Gender-neutral pronouns − 0.0104 − 0.0572 − 0.0174∗∗ − 0.0946∗∗
(0.00755) (0.0421) (0.00857) (0.0477)

Associate degree 0.00119 0.00665 0.00254 0.0139
(0.00303) (0.0170) (0.00345) (0.0191)

Midwest 0.0631∗∗∗ 0.323∗∗∗ 0.0454∗∗∗ 0.230∗∗∗
(0.0120) (0.0622) (0.0136) (0.0692)

South − 0.0297∗∗∗ − 0.170∗∗∗ − 0.0396∗∗∗ − 0.221∗∗∗
(0.0103) (0.0577) (0.0117) (0.0638)

West − 0.0266∗∗ − 0.153∗∗ − 0.0386∗∗∗ − 0.216∗∗∗
(0.0114) (0.0650) (0.0131) (0.0729)

Wave 2 0.0535∗∗∗ 0.318∗∗∗ 0.0510∗∗∗ 0.302∗∗∗
(0.0106) (0.0633) (0.0116) (0.0691)

Wave 3 0.0102 0.0624 0.0167 0.102
(0.0101) (0.0650) (0.0115) (0.0722)

Wave 4 0.0393∗∗∗ 0.238∗∗∗ 0.0416∗∗∗ 0.249∗∗∗
(0.0105) (0.0640) (0.0118) (0.0709)

Wave 5 0.151∗∗∗ 0.798∗∗∗ 0.162∗∗∗ 0.842∗∗∗
(0.0113) (0.0614) (0.0127) (0.0674)

Constant 0.207∗∗∗ − 1.358∗∗∗ 0.219∗∗∗ − 1.292∗∗∗
(0.0113) (0.0666) (0.0127) (0.0728)

N 83,643 83,643 65,368 65,368

Notes. This table presents the effects of randomized protected applicant characteristics on the probability
of employer contact within 30 days. Panel A includes all firms, while Panel B includes the balanced sample
of firms sent applications in every wave of the experiment. Columns (1) and (3) are linear probability models.
Columns (2) and (4) are logistic regressions. Standard errors in parentheses are clustered at the job level.
Asterisks indicate statistical significance at the following levels: ∗ p < .1, ∗∗ p < .05, ∗∗∗ p < .01.



20 THE QUARTERLY JOURNAL OF ECONOMICS

the hypothesis that callback rates are constant across quintiles
of applicant age at marginal significance levels (p = .052). Our
findings for age confirm the result of Neumark, Burn, and Button
(2018) that age discrimination is present in the U.S. labor market,
though the magnitude of age effects is somewhat smaller in our
experiment.

We find limited evidence of effects of sexual orientation and
gender identity, though we have less statistical precision to de-
tect effects of these attributes than for race, gender, and age. The
estimated effect of LGBTQ clubs is small and statistically insignif-
icant in the full and balanced samples. Gender-typical pronouns
are associated with a marginally significant contact penalty of
1.3 percentage points, but this estimate is not significant in the
balanced sample. Gender-neutral pronouns are associated with a
comparably sized penalty that is statistically insignificant in the
full sample but marginally significant in the balanced sample.
Standard errors for the effects of LGBTQ club membership and
pronouns are roughly three times as large as for race, a conse-
quence of the fact that fewer than 10% of résumés were assigned
these characteristics. We can, however, reject the 4.2 percentage
point effect of LGBTQ clubs reported by Tilcsik (2011) for an ear-
lier sample of jobs and employers. We also find no effect of listing
an associate degree, a null result that is consistent with the find-
ings of Deming et al. (2016) for nonselective jobs.

A large literature emphasizes the “intersectionality” of race
and gender discrimination (Crenshaw 1989, 1990). Table III inves-
tigates such interactions by comparing the effects of résumé char-
acteristics for white and Black applicants. Female names generate
a marginally significant increase in contact rates for white appli-
cants and a marginally significant decrease for Black applicants.
The difference between these effects is a statistically significant
1.4 percentage points, implying that the effect of a female name
is more positive for whites (or equivalently, that the penalty for
a Black name is larger for women). We also find evidence of an
interaction between race and LGBTQ club status: whereas white
applicants face a contact penalty of 1.6 percentage points for list-
ing membership in an LGBTQ club, Black applicants receive a
small, statistically insignificant, contact bonus. This difference is
large enough to eliminate the contact penalty for Black names
among applications listing LGBTQ club membership. Although
we find insignificant differences in effects for several other at-
tributes, a joint test rejects the null hypothesis of no interaction
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TABLE III
EFFECTS OF RACE INTERACTED WITH RÉSUMÉ CHARACTERISTICS

OLS Logit

White Black Difference White Black Difference
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Female 0.00716∗ − 0.00694∗ 0.0141∗∗ 0.0388∗ − 0.0398∗ 0.0786∗∗

(0.00423) (0.00412) (0.00579) (0.0229) (0.0236) (0.0322)
Over 40 − 0.0104∗∗ − 0.00125 − 0.00915 − 0.0562∗∗ − 0.00711 − 0.0491

(0.00428) (0.00413) (0.00590) (0.0231) (0.0236) (0.0328)
Political club − 0.00207 − 0.00229 0.000220 − 0.0109 − 0.0126 0.00171

(0.0107) (0.0105) (0.0150) (0.0562) (0.0587) (0.0815)
Academic club 0.00341 0.0147 − 0.0113 0.0173 0.0806 − 0.0633

(0.0111) (0.0107) (0.0155) (0.0576) (0.0574) (0.0817)
LGBTQ club − 0.0165∗∗ 0.00631 − 0.0228∗∗ − 0.0889∗∗ 0.0349 − 0.124∗∗

(0.00787) (0.00763) (0.0110) (0.0431) (0.0419) (0.0601)
Same-gender pronouns − 0.00971 − 0.0165 0.00681 − 0.0515 − 0.0934 0.0420

(0.0106) (0.0101) (0.0146) (0.0571) (0.0587) (0.0816)
Gender-neutral pronouns − 0.0106 − 0.0103 − 0.000279 − 0.0564 − 0.0578 0.00138

(0.0108) (0.0105) (0.0150) (0.0581) (0.0598) (0.0830)
Associate degree 0.00573 − 0.00152 0.00724 0.0309 − 0.00869 0.0396

(0.00431) (0.00412) (0.00584) (0.0233) (0.0236) (0.0325)
Constant 0.201∗∗∗ 0.185∗∗∗ 0.0160∗∗∗ − 1.377∗∗∗ − 1.485∗∗∗ 0.108∗∗∗

(0.00848) (0.00820) (0.00621) (0.0514) (0.0538) (0.0366)

N 41,837 41,806 83,643 41,837 41,806 83,643
χ2 stat for joint significance 14.71 14.54

p-value .0650 .0687

Notes. This table presents the effects of race interacted with other résumé characteristics. Columns (1)
and (3) show estimates of models for employer contact among white applicants, columns (2) and (4) display
estimates for Black applicants, and columns (3) and (6) show differences in coefficients between white and
Black applicants. Columns (1)–(3) use linear probability models, while columns (4)–(6) use logistic regression.
All models control for wave indicators. χ2 statistics and joint p-values come from tests that all differences in
reported coefficients other than the constant term are zero. Standard errors in parentheses are clustered at
the job level. Asterisks indicate statistical significance at the following levels: ∗ p < .1, ∗∗ p < .05, ∗∗∗ p < .01.

effects across all dimensions in Table III at the 10% level (p =
.065), suggesting that the gender and LGBTQ interactions are
not an artifact of statistical noise.

VI. VARIATION IN DISCRIMINATION ACROSS FIRMS

A central objective of our study is to measure heterogeneity
across firms in the effects of protected characteristics on contact
rates. If all firms have the same expected contact gap, a job seeker
will have little scope to evade discrimination by redirecting their
search toward less biased employers. Likewise, regulators at the
EEOC or OFCCP would have little to learn from the parent com-
pany of an establishment about whether that establishment is
likely engaged in discrimination.
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In what follows, we use a variety of methods to document that
racial and gender contact gaps vary widely across employers and
are spatially and temporally stable, suggesting that the organiza-
tional structure of employment is in fact highly informative about
discrimination at particular establishments. Before doing so, we
clarify the statistical framework used to analyze and interpret the
experimental results.

VI.A. Statistical Framework

Denote the realized contact gap at job j ∈ {1, . . . , Jf} of firm f
by �̂ f j . For most of our analysis �̂ f j measures the difference be-
tween white and Black contact rates at job j, though we also study
other binary protected characteristics, such as gender. Denote by
�f the average causal effect of race on contact rates at jobs in
firm f, and let �̂ f = 1

Jf

∑Jf

j=1 �̂ f j be the corresponding experimen-
tal estimate given by the white/Black difference in mean contact
rates at this firm. As explained in Online Appendix D, the popu-
lation contact gap �f measures the expected difference in contact
rates between white and Black résumés in our experiment when
sent to an average job posted by firm f. Loosely speaking, if we
had repeated our experiment many times, sampling many more
jobs from the same firms, each estimated firm gap �̂ f would tend
toward its population gap �f.

We are interested in characterizing the distribution of �f in
the finite population of 108 firms in the experiment. We report
simple tests for whether �f equals a constant � for all firms, as
well as tests for whether �f � 0 (or � 0) for all firms, implying,
for example, that all firms weakly favor white applicants. Having
established the direction of discrimination, a key measure of het-
erogeneity in discrimination will be the variance of �f. This target
parameter is defined as

θ = 1
F

F∑
f =1

�2
f −

⎛⎝ 1
F

F∑
f =1

� f

⎞⎠2

=
(

F − 1
F

) ⎧⎨⎩ 1
F

F∑
f =1

�2
f − 2

F (F − 1)

F∑
f =2

f −1∑
k=1

� f �k

⎫⎬⎭ ,

where F = 108 is the total number of firms.

file:qje.oxfordjournals.org


SYSTEMIC DISCRIMINATION AMONG LARGE U.S. EMPLOYERS 23

The fundamental difficulty in estimating θ is that estima-
tion error leads the contact gap estimates �̂ f to be more variable
across firms than their population counterparts �f. Formally, the
“plug-in” squared contact gap estimate (�̂ f )2 is an upward-biased
estimate of �2

f . The standard error sf of �̂ f can be used to cor-
rect this bias. In particular, a bias-corrected estimator of θ can be
written

θ̂ =
(

F − 1
F

)
⎧⎪⎪⎪⎪⎪⎨⎪⎪⎪⎪⎪⎩

1
F − 1

F∑
f =1

(
�̂ f − 1

F

F∑
k=1

�̂k

)2

︸ ︷︷ ︸
plug-in

− 1
F

F∑
f =1

s2
f︸ ︷︷ ︸

correction

⎫⎪⎪⎪⎪⎪⎬⎪⎪⎪⎪⎪⎭
=

(
F − 1

F

) ⎧⎨⎩ 1
F

F∑
f =1

(
�̂2

f − s2
f

)
− 2

F (F − 1)

F∑
f =2

f −1∑
k=1

�̂ f �̂k

⎫⎬⎭ .

Variants of this estimator have been applied to estimate effect
variation in several literatures (e.g., Krueger and Summers 1988;
Aaronson, Barrow, and Sander 2007), though typically without
the adjustment factor of F−1

F .
Our analysis uses the finite-sample unbiased (squared) stan-

dard error

s2
f = 1

Jf (Jf − 1)

Jf∑
j=1

(�̂ f j − �̂ f )2.

With this choice of sf, θ̂ becomes an unbiased leave out variance
component estimator of the sort proposed by Kline, Saggio, and
Sølvsten (2020). In particular, it can be shown that

�̂2
f − s2

f = 2
Jf (Jf − 1)

Jf∑
j=2

j−1∑
�=1

�̂ f j�̂ f �,

which reveals that bias correcting with s2
f generates an estimate

of �2
f based entirely on cross-products of job-level gaps. In this

sense, the bias-corrected variance can be thought of as an average
covariance between jobs from the same firm, which captures the
common firm component of discrimination.
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Generalizing this idea, we also report a cross-wave estimator
measuring the average covariance between firm-by-wave contact
gaps �̂ f t and �̂ f t′ for all pairs (t �= t′) of waves. Because the noise
in each wave’s estimated contact gap is independent of the noise
in each other wave, this cross-wave covariance estimator will also
yield an unbiased estimate of θ if contact gaps are stable across
time. Likewise, we report a cross-state estimator that gives the av-
erage covariance between firm-by-state contact gaps �̂ f s and �̂ f s′

for all pairs (s �= s′) of U.S. states in which we sampled jobs from
firm f. The ratio of the cross-wave estimator to the bias-corrected
estimator provides a measure of the temporal persistence of the
firm component of discrimination, while the ratio of the cross-state
estimator to the bias-corrected estimator provides a measure of
the geographic stability of the firm component.

VI.B. Testing for Firm Components

To test formally for the significance of firm-level contact gap
variation, we report a Pearson χ2 test of the null hypothesis that
all of the population contact gaps are equal across firms. The
p-values derived from this test would be exact if each firm’s sam-
ple contact gap were normally distributed and centered around
its population gap with variance equal to its squared standard
error s2

f .
We are also interested in whether gaps are nonnegative

or nonpositive for all firms, which implies a common direction
of discrimination. A simple but conservative test of the null
hypothesis that contact gaps are weakly positive for all firms
would be to compare the minimum z-score ( �̂ f

s f
) across firms to

the distribution of the minimum of 108 standard normal ran-
dom variables. To improve power, we instead employ the high-
dimensional moment inequality testing procedure of Bai, San-
tos, and Shaikh (2022), which drops firms with strongly positive
z-scores.

The first two columns of Table IV report the results of these
tests. Column (1) shows that the null hypothesis that racial con-
tact gaps are equal across firms is decisively rejected by the χ2

test. Column (2) reveals that the null hypothesis that no firms dis-
criminate against white applicants cannot be rejected and yields a
p-value of 1.00, while the null that no firms discriminate against
Black applicants is decisively rejected (p < .01). The combina-
tion of these results suggests that all firms weakly favor white



SYSTEMIC DISCRIMINATION AMONG LARGE U.S. EMPLOYERS 25

TABLE IV
FIRM-LEVEL HETEROGENEITY IN DISCRIMINATION

Contact gap SD

χ2 test of
heterogeneity

p-value for
no discrim

against: Bias-corrected Cross-wave Cross-state
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Race 276.5 W: 1.00 0.0185 0.0168 0.0178
[.000] B: .00 (0.0031) (0.0032) (0.0031)

Gender 205.2 M: .00 0.0267 0.0287 0.0269
[.000] F: .05 (0.0038) (0.0035) (0.0038)

Over 40 144.6 Y: .22 0.0103 0.0044 0.0086
[.011] O: .02 (0.0069) (0.0158) (0.0082)

Notes. This table presents estimated standard deviations of firm-level contact rate gaps and tests for
heterogeneity in gaps. Column (1) displays χ2 test statistics and associated p-values from tests of the null

hypothesis of no heterogeneity in discrimination. The test statistic is
∑

f
(�̂ f −�̄)2

s2
f

, where �̂ f is the contact

gap estimate for firm f, sf is the estimate’s standard error, and �̄ is the equally weighted average of contact
gaps. Column (2) presents tests for one-sided discrimination against white (W), Black (B), male (M), female
(F), aged under 40 (Y), and over 40 (O) applications using the methodology in Bai, Santos, and Shaikh (2021).
Column (3) reports estimates of the standard deviation of average contact gaps across firms calculated using
firm-specific standard errors to correct for bias due to sampling variation in �̂ f . Columns (4) and (5) report
cross-wave and cross-state estimates based on covariances between firm-by-wave and firm-by-state contact
gaps. Details on these estimators appear in Online Appendix D. Standard errors for all variance estimators
are produced by job-clustered weighted bootstrap. Estimates include all 108 firms.

applicants, but some discriminate against Black applicants more
than others.

Corresponding estimates for gender reveal that the overall
zero effect of perceived sex masks a significant firm component
to gender discrimination. As can be seen in the second row of
Table IV, the χ2 test decisively rejects that gender contact gaps
are equal across firms. In conjunction with our earlier finding of no
average effect of gender, this result strongly suggests the presence
of discrimination against men at some firms and against women
at others. Consistent with this idea, column (2) shows that we
can reject the null hypothesis of no firms discriminating against
men and the null hypothesis of no firms discriminating against
women at conventional levels (p � .05). These findings extend
and corroborate recent work by Kline and Walters (2021) and
Hangartner, Kopp, and Siegenthaler (2021), who conclude that
gender discrimination varies bidirectionally across jobs in Mexico
and Switzerland, respectively.

The third row of Table IV demonstrates that age discrimina-
tion also varies across firms, though less strongly than for race

file:qje.oxfordjournals.org
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and gender. Column (1) shows that the χ2 test rejects the null
hypothesis of constant age discrimination across firms (p = .011).
As shown in column (2), we cannot reject the hypothesis that all
employers weakly favor younger applicants. By contrast, the null
hypothesis that no firms discriminate against older applicants is
rejected at conventional levels (p = .03).

VI.C. Variance Component Estimates

The remaining columns of Table IV report estimates of the
standard deviation of firm-level contact gaps for race, gender, and
age, calculated as the square root of the unbiased variance es-
timate θ̂ . The estimates for racial contact gaps reported in the
first row imply substantial dispersion in discrimination across
firms. As shown in column (3), the bias-corrected estimator yields
a precisely estimated standard deviation of racial contact gaps of
1.9 percentage points. The magnitude of this gap is only slightly
smaller than the mean effect of 2.1 percentage points reported in
Table II. Similarly, the cross-wave and cross-state estimators yield
estimated standard deviations of 1.6 and 1.8 percentage points,
respectively. The similarity of the bias-corrected, cross-wave, and
cross-state estimates imply that the firm component of racial dis-
crimination is both temporally and spatially stable.

Estimates for gender in the second row of Table IV also
show large and stable firm-level discrimination components. The
bias-corrected estimator reported in column (3) yields a standard
deviation of gender contact gaps of 2.7 percentage points. The
cross-wave and cross-state estimators produce standard devia-
tions of 2.9 and 2.7 percentage points, again signaling tempo-
ral and spatial stability. Consistent with the weaker evidence
for firm-level variation in age discrimination reported already,
the cross-firm standard deviation in the effect of age over 40 is
smaller and equal to 1.0 percentage point. The cross-wave and
cross-state estimators produce positive but small estimated firm
components, suggesting modest spatial and temporal persistence
in age effects. Graphical evidence of the cross-wave stability of
race, gender, and age contact gaps is provided in Online Appendix
Figure A6, which plots firm contact gaps in each wave against
their leave-wave-out means. These plots also reveal that firm con-
tact gaps for race and gender are not significantly correlated with
each other.
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Online Appendix Table A2 reports corresponding evidence
on firm variation in contact gaps in LGBTQ club membership,
same-gender pronouns, and gender-neutral pronouns. Our study
is less powered to detect firm components along these dimensions
than for race, gender, and age. The estimated variance components
for the effects of LGBTQ clubs and pronouns are all statistically
insignificant. Online Appendix Table A1 shows that patterns for
all protected characteristics change little in the sample of firms
present in all five waves of the experiment.

VI.D. Effects on Levels versus Proportions

Some of the variation in contact gaps documented in
Table IV may stem from overall differences in firm contact rates.
To assess this possibility, we fit logit, Poisson, and linear prob-
ability models (LPMs) predicting employer contact with an in-
tercept and a Black indicator, separately by firm. We then apply
the bias-corrected estimator to estimate the variances of inter-
cept and slope parameters across firms for each model. To deter-
mine whether firms with larger contact gaps in levels also exhibit
larger proportional gaps, we report bias-corrected estimates of the
correlation between LPM and logit or Poisson race coefficients,
netting out the portion of the correlation due to sampling error.
This exercise omits the five firms with overall contact rates be-
low 3%, for which estimates of odds and ratios are unlikely to be
reliable.

The logit and Poisson estimates establish that our finding of a
substantial firm component to racial discrimination is not driven
by functional form. As shown in Table V, columns (4) and (6), we
find large and statistically significant cross-firm variation in logit
and Poisson race coefficients, with estimated standard deviations
comparable to the mean effect of race in each case. Moreover, the
bottom row of Table V reveals that the logit and Poisson coeffi-
cients are very highly correlated with the LPM contact gap, ex-
hibiting bias-corrected correlations of 0.89 and 0.81, respectively.
This strong correlation implies that conclusions regarding which
firms discriminate most are likely to be very similar when dis-
crimination is measured in levels, odds ratios, or proportions. For
the remainder of our analysis, we focus on levels, which have the
advantage of providing a transparent measure of total contacts
lost to discrimination.
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TABLE V
FIRM CONTACT GAP HETEROGENEITY IN LEVELS, LOG ODDS, AND LOG PROPORTIONS

LPM Logit Poisson

Intercept Slope Intercept Slope Intercept Slope
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Mean 0.2547 − 0.0187 − 1.2715 − 0.1102 − 1.6046 − 0.0853
(0.0036) (0.0018) (0.0276) (0.0152) (0.0238) (0.0131)

Std. dev. 0.1607 0.0186 0.9755 0.1155 0.7047 0.0837
(0.0035) (0.0035) (0.0385) (0.0360) (0.0382) (0.0341)

Corr. w/own slope − 0.4010 1.000 0.0519 1.000 0.0685 1.000
(0.1098) – (0.2074) – (0.3092) –

Corr. w/LPM slope − 0.4010 1.000 − 0.4274 0.8944 − 0.5045 0.8075
(0.1098) – (0.1068) (0.2095) (0.1149) (0.3074)

Number of firms 103 103 103

Notes. This table reports estimated means, standard deviations, and correlations of firm-specific intercept
and Black slope coefficients from models for employer contact. Columns (1) and (2) show results from linear
probability models (LPMs; levels), columns (3) and (4) display results from logit models (log odds), and
columns (5) and (6) show results from Poisson regression models (log proportions). Means are averages of
firm-specific coefficients. Standard deviations are calculated by subtracting the average squared job-clustered
standard error from the sample variance of parameter estimates, then taking the square root. Correlations
are computed by subtracting the average job-clustered sampling covariance from the sample covariance of
parameter estimates, then dividing by the product of estimated standard deviations. The analysis is restricted
to the 103 firms with callback rates above 3%. Standard errors (computed by job-clustered weighted bootstrap)
are in parentheses.

VII. ALTERNATIVE GROUPINGS OF JOBS

Taken together, the results of the previous section establish
substantial variation across firms in their average contact gaps.
In this section, we investigate how the magnitude of this variation
compares to other groupings of jobs.

Table VI reports estimates of the dispersion of population con-
tact gaps across several alternate groupings of jobs, some of which
are also groupings of firms. To maximize comparability with the
firm-level results reported in Table IV, we adjust for imbalance
in the number of jobs per firm by weighting the job-level micro-
data in inverse proportion to the size of each job’s parent firm. As
described in Online Appendix D, this weighting ensures that vari-
ance components from groupings that nest firms, such as industry
or job portal intermediary, can be given an R2 interpretation. In
cases where job groupings that do not nest firms have explana-
tory power, we investigate whether these groupings are significant
conditional on firm fixed effects.

file:qje.oxfordjournals.org
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TABLE VI
HETEROGENEITY ACROSS ALTERNATIVE JOB GROUPINGS

Race Gender Over 40
(1) (2) (3)

State 0.0076 – –
(0.0034)

[.038] [.668] [.583]

Industry 0.0141 0.0190 0.0048
(0.0021) (0.0029) (0.0053)
[.000] [.000] [.112]

Job title SOC-3 code 0.0136 0.0111 0.0034
(0.0025) (0.0043) (0.0105)
[.000] [.007] [.527]

Hiring platform 0.0059 0.0024 0.0024
intermediary (0.0025) (0.0088) (0.0071)

[.008] [.049] [.212]

Notes. This table presents estimates of heterogeneity in average contact rate gaps across states, industries,
job titles, and hiring platform intermediaries, along with the results of tests for no heterogeneity across
each set of groups. Estimates are standard deviations of group-level contact rate gaps, computed using the
same bias-corrected estimator employed in Table IV, column (3). Group variance components are computed
weighting jobs in inverse proportion to the number of jobs sampled from each job’s parent firm, so that
groupings that nest firms are weighted by the number of firms in each group. Standard errors, produced by
job-clustered weighted bootstrap, are reported in parentheses. Dashes indicate negative variance estimates
and hence undefined estimated standard deviations. p-values from χ2 tests of no heterogeneity in group-level
contact rates are reported in square brackets. The first panel groups jobs by state, with 51 states (including
D.C.) represented in the experiment. The second panel groups firms by the 24 two-digit SIC codes in the data.
The third panel groups by the 47 three-digit SOC-3 codes for job titles. The final panel groups by the 11 hiring
platform intermediaries observed, with firms that use proprietary platforms included as a single group.

VII.A. State

The first panel of Table VI reports estimates of the dispersion
of population contact gaps across U.S. states. In contrast to the
firm-level results in Table IV, we are unable to reject the absence
of a geographic component to gender or age discrimination at even
the 10% level. While geographic variation in racial discrimination
can be distinguished from zero at the 5% level, the estimated
standard deviation of racial contact gaps across states is only 0.8
percentage points, less than half the magnitude of the between-
firm standard deviation reported in Table IV.

Controlling for firm fixed effects reduces the modest state
variation in contact gaps even further. Table VII uses the leave-out
estimator of Kline, Saggio, and Sølvsten (2020) to decompose job-
level contact gaps into components attributable to state and firm
fixed effects. For race and gender, the job-weighted standard devi-
ations of firm fixed effects are close to the estimates from Table IV,
while the standard deviations of state fixed effects are negligible.



30 THE QUARTERLY JOURNAL OF ECONOMICS

T
A

B
L

E
V

II
T

W
O

-W
A

Y
F

IX
E

D
E

F
F

E
C

T
E

S
T

IM
A

T
E

S
O

F
F

IR
M

C
O

M
P

O
N

E
N

T
S

R
ac

e
G

en
de

r
O

ve
r

40

S
ta

te
Jo

b
ti

tl
e

S
ta

te
Jo

b
ti

tl
e

S
ta

te
Jo

b
ti

tl
e

S
D

fi
rm

ef
fe

ct
s

0.
01

76
0.

01
50

0.
02

53
0.

02
55

0.
00

96
0.

00
88

S
D

jo
b

ti
tl

e
/s

ta
te

ef
fe

ct
s

0.
00

03
–

–
0.

00
80

0.
00

04
–

C
ov

ar
ia

n
ce

0.
00

00
0.

00
01

0.
00

00
0.

00
02

0.
00

00
0.

00
02

N
jo

bs
11

,0
26

11
,0

26
10

,7
20

10
,7

20
10

,6
52

10
,6

52
N

fi
rm

s
10

8
10

8
10

8
10

8
10

8
10

8
N

jo
b

ti
tl

es
/s

ta
te

s
51

47
51

47
51

47
N

jo
b

ti
tl

es
/s

ta
te

s
>

1
fi

rm
51

43
51

43
51

43
M

ea
n

ga
p

0.
01

96
0.

01
96

0.
00

23
0.

00
23

0.
00

37
0.

00
37

p-
va

lu
e

fi
rm

ef
fe

ct
s

.0
00

.0
00

8
.0

00
.0

00
.0

71
.0

40
p-

va
lu

e
jo

b
ti

tl
e

/s
ta

te
ef

fe
ct

s
.1

86
.3

27
.4

82
.2

37
.8

6
.4

59

N
ot

es
.T

h
is

ta
bl

e
pr

es
en

ts
bi

as
-c

or
re

ct
ed

va
ri

an
ce

co
m

po
n

en
t

es
ti

m
at

es
fr

om
tw

o-
w

ay
fi

xe
d

ef
fe

ct
m

od
el

s
es

ti
m

at
ed

u
si

n
g

th
e

le
av

e-
ou

t
pr

oc
ed

u
re

of
K

li
n

e,
S

ag
gi

o,
an

d
S

øl
vs

te
n

(2
02

0)
.

C
ol

u
m

n
s

la
be

le
d

“J
ob

ti
tl

e”
in

cl
u

de
fi

xe
d

ef
fe

ct
s

fo
r

th
e

fi
rs

t
th

re
e

di
gi

ts
of

ea
ch

jo
b’

s
O

*N
et

S
O

C
co

de
.

C
ol

u
m

n
s

la
be

le
d

“S
ta

te
”

in
cl

u
de

fi
xe

d
ef

fe
ct

s
fo

r
th

e
jo

b’
s

st
at

e.
A

ll
va

ri
an

ce
an

d
co

va
ri

an
ce

es
ti

m
at

es
ar

e
jo

b-
w

ei
gh

te
d.

O
n

ly
jo

bs
in

th
e

le
av

e-
jo

b-
ou

t
co

n
n

ec
te

d
se

t
ar

e
in

cl
u

de
d

fo
r

ea
ch

es
ti

m
at

e.
D

as
h

es
in

di
ca

te
n

eg
at

iv
e

va
ri

an
ce

es
ti

m
at

es
an

d
h

en
ce

u
n

de
fi

n
ed

es
ti

m
at

ed
st

an
da

rd
de

vi
at

io
n

s.
“N

jo
b

ti
tl

es
/s

ta
te

s
>

1
fi

rm
”

is
th

e
n

u
m

be
r

of
st

at
es

or
jo

b
ti

tl
es

in
th

e
co

n
n

ec
te

d
se

t
ob

se
rv

ed
at

tw
o

or
m

or
e

fi
rm

s.
T

h
e

fi
n

al
tw

o
ro

w
s

re
po

rt
p-

va
lu

es
fr

om
te

st
s

of
th

e
jo

in
t

h
yp

ot
h

es
is

th
at

al
l

fi
rm

or
jo

b
ti

tl
e

/s
ta

te
fi

xe
d

ef
fe

ct
s

eq
u

al
ze

ro
,c

om
pu

te
d

u
si

n
g

th
e

h
et

er
os

ke
da

st
ic

it
y-

ro
bu

st
pr

oc
ed

u
re

of
A

n
at

ol
ye

v
an

d
S

øl
vs

te
n

(2
02

0)
.



SYSTEMIC DISCRIMINATION AMONG LARGE U.S. EMPLOYERS 31

The estimated variance of state gender gap fixed effects is actually
negative, suggesting that this component is very small or zero. To
formally test whether the state fixed effects can be distinguished
from noise, we employ the high-dimensional heteroskedasticity-
robust testing procedure of Anatolyev and Sølvsten (2020), which
yields joint p-values of .19 and .48 for the state race and gender
gap fixed effects, respectively. By contrast, the null hypothesis
that the firm fixed effects jointly equal zero is decisively rejected
for race and gender (p < .001). Together, these results establish
that the company-level variation documented in Table IV is not
explained by differences in the spatial distribution of firms’ job
postings.

VII.B. Industry

In contrast to the results for state, the second row of Table VI
reveals substantial dispersion in discrimination across industries.
Each firm in the experiment was assigned a two-digit SIC code,
grouping together industries that only contained a single firm (see
Table X for a list). The firm-weighted standard deviation of racial
contact gaps across two-digit industries is 1.4 percentage points,
and the corresponding standard deviation of gender contact gaps
is 1.9 percentage points. Age contact gaps are small and statis-
tically insignificant. Comparing the industry-level and firm-level
standard deviations, we conclude that industry effects explain
roughly ( 0.141

0.185 )2 × 100 = 58% of the variation in racial contact gaps
and ( 0.190

0.267 )2 × 100 = 51% of the variation in gender contact gaps
across firms.

VII.C. Job Titles

The finding that industry is an important predictor of multi-
ple dimensions of discrimination leads naturally to the question
of whether the sorts of jobs posted by firms are an important pre-
dictor of contact gaps. To examine this question, job titles for each
job sampled in the experiment were standardized and merged to
O*Net job titles using methods described in Online Appendix C.
To maximize statistical precision, we map the 131 standardized
job titles used in our O*Net merge to 41 SOC-3 codes.10

10. We suspect little meaningful variation is lost from this aggregation as the
bias-corrected variance of racial contact gaps across SOC-3 codes is numerically
indistinguishable from the bias-corrected variance across standardized job titles.
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The third row of Table VI reports that the standard devia-
tion of racial contact gaps across SOC-3 codes is 1.4 percentage
points and strongly statistically significant. Gender contact gaps
also vary significantly across SOC-3 codes, though that variabil-
ity appears to be somewhat more muted than was the case with
industry. Job title heterogeneity in age contact gaps is small and
statistically insignificant.

To parse the separate influence of job titles and firms, Ta-
ble VII reports a decomposition of job-level contact gaps into job
title and firm fixed effects. Applying the bias correction of Kline,
Saggio, and Sølvsten (2020), the estimated standard deviation of
firm effects across jobs is 0.015, while the estimated variance of
SOC-3 job title effects is negative. Using the procedure of Ana-
tolyev and Sølvsten (2020) to test that the job title effects are
jointly zero yields a p-value of .33, suggesting that job title effects
are not a major source of variation in firm contact gaps in our ex-
periment.11 The firm effects, by contrast, are strongly significant
(p < .001).

Job titles also explain a limited share of job-level variation in
contact rate gaps between male and female names: the estimated
standard deviation of firm effects on gender contact gaps is 0.026,
and corresponding SOC-3 job title effects exhibit a standard devi-
ation of only 0.008. The estimated covariance between firm effects
and average job title effects at the firm is small and negative. As
was the case with race, the null hypothesis that firm effects on
gender contact gaps are jointly zero is easily rejected (p < .001)
while job title effects are jointly insignificant (p = .24).

VII.D. Intermediaries

The hiring websites of many large companies are hosted by
third-party providers of online application systems. These inter-
mediaries often tout their ability to promote diverse and inclusive
workplaces via automated screening routines (Raghavan et al.
2020). Eighty-three of the 108 firms in our experiment used an in-
termediary of some sort. We create 11 intermediary categories, one
of which corresponds to the 25 firms hosting their own proprietary
job portals and another of which groups together intermediaries
employed by a single firm.

11. Recall, however, that the experiment only sampled entry-level jobs that
were easy to audit with our résumé technology. It may be that job titles are an
important predictor of discrimination in the broader population of jobs.
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The bottom panel of Table VI reports that the standard de-
viation of racial contact gaps across these intermediary codes is
only 0.006. However, this component is precisely estimated and
easily distinguishable from zero (p < .01). Gender gaps may also
vary somewhat across intermediaries, though this component is
estimated less precisely (p = .05). As with other groupings, we
lack the precision necessary to detect variation in age discrimi-
nation across intermediaries. Though intermediaries seem to pre-
dict racial contact gaps, they explain only ( 0.006

0.185 )2 × 100 = 0.1% of
the variation across firms. This finding suggests that intermedi-
aries are not an important mediator of employer conduct toward
racially distinctive names. In unreported results, we also found no
significant difference in contact gaps between firms that required
a battery of cognitive and personality tests and those that did
not. The platforms themselves therefore do not appear to be an
important driver of the between-firm differences we document.

VIII. JOB, ESTABLISHMENT, AND FIRM PREDICTORS

We summarize relationships between discrimination and ob-
served employer characteristics. Although such relationships may
not capture the causal effects of employer attributes on discrim-
ination, they nonetheless offer a low-dimensional summary of
the sorts of jobs, establishments, and firms where discrimination
tends to be more or less severe. Figures III, IV, and V report co-
efficients from regressions of contact gaps on job, establishment,
and firm attributes, with results for white/Black gaps in Panel A
and estimates for male/female gaps in Panel B of each figure.
Details on the measurement of all covariates appear in Online
Appendix C.

VIII.A. Job Characteristics

The analysis of Section VII.C established that contact gaps
vary substantially across job titles, but this variation is insignifi-
cant conditional on firm effects. Although this finding suggests
that variation in discrimination across job titles is mostly at-
tributable to the identity of the parent firm, studying lower-
dimensional summaries of job titles may allow detection of more
subtle relationships. A large literature (e.g., Deming 2017; Hurst,
Rubinstein, and Shimizu 2021) finds that the task content of
work provides a useful summary of changes in the occupational
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(A) Race (B) Gender

FIGURE III

Relationships between Contact Gaps and Job Task Content

This figure plots the relationship between O*Net measures of job-level task
content and contact gaps for race and gender. Each relationship is estimated with
a linear regression with job-level contact gaps as the outcome. All jobs with defined
contact gaps for each attribute are included. The number of jobs in each regression
is in parentheses. Task measures are normalized to have standard deviation one in
sample. “Bivariate” points plot coefficients from regressions of contact gaps on the
covariate alone. “Multivariate” points plot effects when all covariates are included
simultaneously. Bars indicate 95% confidence intervals based on robust standard
errors. Online Appendix C provides a complete description of task definitions and
sources.

structure of wages and employment. Adopting this approach,
Figure III projects job-level contact gaps onto measures of the task
content of the job title, constructed based on task requirements in
the O*Net following Deming (2017).

The contact penalty for Black names is more pronounced
among jobs requiring customer interaction (Panel A). This cor-
relation may reflect employer concerns regarding customer dis-
crimination, the quantitative importance of which has proven dif-
ficult to establish decisively (Holzer and Ihlanfeldt 1998; Leonard,
Levine, and Giuliano 2010; Hurst, Rubinstein, and Shimizu 2021).
Jobs requiring manual skills also exhibit larger racial contact
gaps. Panel B shows that jobs requiring social or customer in-
teraction are more likely to favor women, whereas jobs requiring
manual skills tend to favor men. This pattern may signal discrim-
ination on the basis of gendered stereotypes regarding charac-
teristically female or male tasks (Goldin 2014; Dahl, Kotsadam,
and Rooth 2021). Consistent with our earlier analysis of job
title effects, including firm fixed effects renders the relation-
ships between racial discrimination and task content jointly
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insignificant (p = .20). This finding casts doubt on simplistic ver-
sions of the customer discrimination hypothesis where all em-
ployers discriminate differentially in customer-facing jobs. For
gender, the task content variables are marginally significant con-
ditional on firm fixed effects (p = .01), suggesting that at a typical
large firm, men face discrimination in customer-facing jobs while
women face discrimination at jobs intensive in manual skills.

Online Appendix Figure A7 decomposes the relationship
between contact gaps and job task content into within- and
between-industry components. Within-industry relationships be-
tween racial contact gaps and task content are weak and
statistically insignificant, indicating that the task content correla-
tions documented in Figure III are driven primarily by between-
industry variation. Contact gaps are especially strongly related
to industry average customer interaction scores (p = .001). In
contrast, the relationship between gender contact gaps and task
content is strong within and between industries. These results
show that discrimination against Black and male names is
more intense in customer-facing sectors, regardless of whether
the job itself is customer facing. This finding may indicate
that firms in different sectors tend to adopt different corpo-
rate cultures and human resources practices affecting all their
jobs.

VIII.B. Establishment Characteristics

Moving to establishment-level predictors, we find that racial
discrimination is unrelated to county- and block-level racial mix.
Figure IV, Panel A shows insignificant relationships between job-
level racial contact gaps and county and block racial composi-
tion, as measured in the workplace area characteristics (WAC)
file derived from the Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynam-
ics (LEHD) database.12 It is worth noting, however, that many
jobs in our sample did not specify an exact establishment ad-
dress; consequently, block-level data are unavailable for roughly
half of establishments. Our finding of no relationship between

12. The WAC block-level data appear to provide an accurate measure of work-
place racial composition. For a small number of the firms in our sample we were
able to obtain EEO-1 records documenting the racial mix of establishments with
50 or more workers. Among the 426 establishments for which we have these data,
the correlation between the EEO-1 and block-level WAC measures of the fraction
of Black workers is 0.79.

file:qje.oxfordjournals.org


SYSTEMIC DISCRIMINATION AMONG LARGE U.S. EMPLOYERS 37

discrimination and local racial mix contrasts with the results of
Agan and Starr (2020), who show that neighborhood racial com-
position predicts contact gaps in a sample of jobs in New York
and New Jersey. This difference may be explained by our focus on
large employers or the broader set of geographies included in our
sample.

Racial discrimination appears to be heightened in geographic
locations with more prejudiced populations, as proxied by mea-
sures of implicit bias and racially charged web searches. Specifi-
cally, counties with average Implicit Association Test (IAT) scores
indicating more bias against Black people or women (measured
from Harvard’s Project Implicit) tend to have larger racial con-
tact gaps (Figure IV, Panel A, top section). Similarly, contact gaps
are elevated in designated media areas (DMAs) where households
submit more frequent web searches for racial epithets, a measure
of prejudice developed by Stephens-Davidowitz (2014). Estimates
by region show that racial contact gaps are also lower in Western
states. Despite achieving statistical significance, these geographic
correlations are all fairly modest in magnitude, which aligns with
our earlier finding in Table VI of a small but statistically signifi-
cant between-state variance component to racial discrimination.

We see little relationship between racial contact gaps and
other establishment characteristics, including log establishment
employment and the fraction of managers listed in the Reference
USA database that are nonwhite or female. Moreover, the bottom
of Figure IV, Panel A shows that including firm fixed effects ren-
ders the establishment characteristics jointly insignificant (p =
.34). Similar to our analysis of job titles, this finding suggests that
the bivariate correlations between establishment characteristics
and racial contact gaps are explained by the identity of the parent
firm.

Gender contact gaps are less strongly related to workplace
covariates than are racial gaps. Consistent with our earlier find-
ing in Table VI of a negligible state component to gender gaps,
Figure IV, Panel B shows insignificant relationships between gen-
der contact gaps and local demographics, measures of prejudice,
and establishment characteristics. We do see significant negative
relationships between the male/female contact gap and the block-
level share of female workers as well as the share of managers that
are women, suggesting that the gender composition of the estab-
lishment predicts gender discrimination. These may be chance
findings given the many characteristics examined, however, as
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the establishment characteristics are jointly insignificant with or
without firm fixed effects (p � .34).

VIII.C. Firm Characteristics

Firm characteristics are stronger predictors of discrimina-
tion than job or establishment characteristics. Consistent with
Becker’s (1957) classic model of discrimination and the empirical
findings of Pager (2016), we find that more-profitable firms are
less biased against Black applicants. Specifically, the top section
of Figure V, Panel A reveals a significant negative correlation be-
tween firm-level white/Black contact gaps and firm profits per em-
ployee. Racial discrimination is not significantly correlated with
other measures of firm performance, including sales and overall
firm ratings submitted by employees on the Glassdoor (GD) plat-
form.

Racial contact gaps are smaller at companies that previ-
ously faced more regulatory scrutiny for employment practices.
As shown in the middle section of Figure V, we see less discrim-
ination against Black applicants at firms with more Department
of Labor citations for wage and hour violations and for those sub-
ject to more employment discrimination cases. Seventy-two of the
108 firms in our experiment are federal contractors.13 Federal
contractors exhibit substantially smaller contact gaps, perhaps
reflecting the stronger regulatory standards to which they are
held by the U.S. government.

Measures of firm diversity suggest less racial discrimination
at firms with more demographic diversity among individuals with
decision-making authority, but no factor is individually signifi-
cant. These relationships are even weaker in a multivariate re-
gression controlling for all of the characteristics in Figure V, in-
dicating that some of the apparent correlation between diversity
and discrimination is explained by other firm characteristics.

The strongest negative predictor of racial discrimination in
our experiment is “callback centralization,” measured as the num-
ber of distinct phone numbers used by the firm to contact ap-
plicants divided by the total number of jobs with at least one
callback times −1. As documented in Online Appendix Table C2

13. The federal contractor status of each firm in our experiment was obtained
directly from OFCCP as part of a FOIA request.

file:qje.oxfordjournals.org
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centralization is elevated among federal contractors (p = .038)
but we cannot reject that it is unrelated to our other firm-level
predictors in a multivariate regression. Because this predictor is
calculated using the outcome data, we instrument centralization
among one-half of each firm’s jobs with centralization computed
in the other half, a split sample IV strategy (Angrist and Krueger
1995) intended to avoid any mechanical relationship between job-
level callback propensities and gaps. The negative coefficient es-
timate suggests that firms at which hiring responsibility is more
centralized are less prone to bias, perhaps because rules replace
the discretionary judgements of individual workers at firms with
more sophisticated human resources practices. Overall, the firm-
level variables in Figure V are significant predictors of racial dis-
crimination (joint p < .001).

As with establishment characteristics, firm-level characteris-
tics are less correlated with gender contact gaps than with racial
gaps, though we do see some evidence of a relationship between
firm diversity and gender discrimination. In particular, contact
gaps favor women at firms with more female managers. Consis-
tent with the results of Bertrand et al. (2019), we find an in-
significant relationship between the gender mix of a company’s
corporate board and gender discrimination, though the point esti-
mate suggests a weak negative correlation between board female
share and the male/female gap. Again, the most predictive covari-
ate is contact centralization, which is significantly lower at firms
that favor male applicants. Though most of the firm predictors of
the gender contact gap are not individually significant, the joint
null hypothesis that all coefficients are zero is decisively rejected
(p < .001).

IX. THE DISTRIBUTION OF DISCRIMINATION

We investigate features of the cross-firm distribution of dis-
crimination beyond the mean and variance by adapting the non-
parametric empirical Bayes deconvolution estimator of Efron
(2016) to our setting. This approach extracts an estimate of the
full distribution of population contact gaps �f from the observed
distribution of empirical gaps �̂ f and associated standard errors
sf. The deconvolution estimator is motivated by a hierarchical
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model for the firm-specific z-scores z f = �̂ f

s f
and their population

analogues μ f = � f

s f
:

z f | μ f ∼ N (μ f , 1), μ f ∼ Gμ, for f = 1, . . . , F.

The normality assumption for zf can be justified by an asymptotic
approximation with a growing number of jobs sampled for each
firm. The distribution Gμ of studentized contact gaps is assumed
to belong to an exponential family flexibly parameterized by a
fifth-order spline. The Efron (2016) procedure produces penalized
maximum likelihood estimates of the spline parameters, yield-
ing an implied distribution Ĝμ of studentized contact gaps with
corresponding density ĝμ.

Assuming that sf is independent of μf, we can recover the
distribution G� of unstudentized contact gaps �f. An estimate of
the contact gap density g�(x) = dG�(x) is obtained at each point x
by evaluating the sample average

ĝ�(x) = 1
F

F∑
f =1

1
sf

ĝμ

(
x
sf

)
.

Online Appendix Table A3 assesses the independence assumption
by reporting coefficients from regressions of zf on sf, as well as re-
gressions of the resulting squared residuals on sf. To account for
possible correlated estimation error in sf and zf, we also report
split-sample versions of these regressions that randomly parti-
tion the data for each firm and compute the z-scores and standard
errors in separate half-samples. These estimates show weak and
statistically insignificant relationships between standard errors
and z-scores for both race and gender, suggesting that indepen-
dence is a reasonable approximation. Online Appendix E explores
three alternate approaches to modeling the joint distribution of
sf and zf and shows that they yield results similar to those found
when independence is imposed.

Figure VI, Panel A displays the deconvolved density of contact
gaps between white and Black applicants, while Panel B reports
the density of gaps between male and female applicants. The pe-
nalization parameter of the first-step maximum likelihood proce-
dure is calibrated to yield a variance matching the bias-corrected

file:qje.oxfordjournals.org
file:qje.oxfordjournals.org
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estimate in Table IV.14 In Panel A we restrict the support of the
density of racial contact gaps to rule out discrimination against
whites—a shape constraint we showed earlier cannot be rejected
by our data.15 For comparison with the estimated densities, the
background of Figure VI also reports histograms of firm contact
gap estimates �̂ f . As a result of the noise in these estimates, the
contact gap distributions implied by the histograms are substan-
tially more dispersed than the deconvolved distributions. Point-
wise confidence intervals on the estimated densities are reported
in Online Appendix Figure A10.

The deconvolved density of racial contact gaps reveals a
skewed distribution with a thick tail of extreme discriminators
that favor white applicants by more than 5 percentage points.
This density can be approximated closely by a log-normal distri-
bution with the same mean and variance. Panel B shows that
the estimated distribution of population gender gaps is nearly
symmetric around zero and heavily leptokurtic. This distribution
turns out to be even more strongly peaked about its mode than a
Laplace distribution with identical mean and variance, indicating
that many companies exhibit very little gender bias, while a small
number of severe discriminators are biased in each direction.

The distributional estimates for both race and gender imply
that a large share of discrimination is driven by a small group
of highly discriminatory firms. Figure VII summarizes the con-
centration of discrimination by plotting the Lorenz curve implied
by the deconvolved density ĝ�. The Lorenz curve for race mea-
sures the share of the total contact gap between white and Black
applications in the experiment attributable to firms below each
percentile of �f. Since gender discrimination operates in both di-
rections, the gender curve summarizes concentration of the abso-
lute contact gap |�f|.

The discrimination Lorenz curves are strongly bowed away
from the 45-degree line, implying that discrimination is highly

14. As Efron and Tibshirani (1996) note in a closely related context, imposing
such moment constraints can provide an attractive balance between local adap-
tivity and respecting certain global properties of the density.

15. For race, we set the support of Gμ to [0, max f (zf) + 0.5]. The support
of G� is assumed to be [0, max f (zf)max f (sf)]. For gender, we assume the sup-
ports of Gμ and G� are [min f (zf) − 0.5, max f (zf) + 0.5] and [min f (zf)max f (sf),
max f (zf)max f (sf)], respectively. A deconvolved density of racial contact gaps that
does not impose the positive support restriction is reported in Online Appendix
Figure A12.

file:qje.oxfordjournals.org
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FIGURE VII

Discrimination Lorenz Curves

This figure displays Lorenz curves implied by the nonparametric deconvolution
estimates of race and gender contact gap distributions in Figure VI. The solid blue
curve is the Lorenz curve for the white/Black contact gap, and the dot-dashed red
curve is the Lorenz curve for the absolute value of the male/female contact gap.
The Lorenz curve reports the share of lost contacts in the experiment attributable
to firms below each contact gap percentile. The share of lost contacts equals the
sum of contact gaps at firms below a particular contact gap percentile as a share
of the sum of contact gaps across all firms. The dashed black line is the 45-degree
line. The labels for each curve also report Gini coefficients, equal to one minus
twice the area under each curve. Standard errors for Gini coefficients and top 20%
shares are reported in parentheses. Standard errors are computed using 1,000
iterations of a parametric bootstrap redrawing a bootstrap observation �̂ f b for
each firm from a N (�̂ f , s2

f ) distribution.

concentrated in particular firms. For example, the race Lorenz
curve shows that firms in the top quintile of discrimination are
responsible for 46% of lost contacts to Black applicants in our
study, whereas firms in the bottom quintile are responsible for
less than 5% of lost contacts. The gender contact gaps are even
more concentrated, with firms in the top quintile responsible for
56% of aggregate absolute gender differences in the experiment.
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The area between each Lorenz curve and the 45-degree line
gives the Gini coefficient, which ranges from 0 (perfect equality) to
1 (perfect concentration). For race, the Gini coefficient is roughly
0.40, which is nearly as large as estimates of the Gini for modern
U.S. income inequality. For gender, the Gini coefficient is 0.54,
substantially higher than Gini income estimates in the U.S. and
roughly comparable to Brazil’s level of income inequality.16

X. FIRM-SPECIFIC ESTIMATES

The finding that discrimination is highly concentrated raises
the question of whether it is possible to deduce the contact gaps
of particular firms. Firm-specific estimates could, in principle, be
shared with company executives, providing them with an assess-
ment of their organization’s biases, or with regulators to help
them target audits or other enforcement efforts more effectively.
Although the sample contact gaps �̂ f provide unbiased estimates
of the contact gap at each firm, those estimates are often quite
noisy. Our analysis of firm-specific discrimination leverages EB
methods that “borrow strength” from the full set of firms in the
experiment to improve estimates of contact gaps at each specific
firm.

X.A. Posterior Mean Estimates

The EB framework treats the mixing distributions estimated
in Section IX as priors to construct posterior distributions for each
firm. The EB posterior mean for the contact gap at firm f is given
by

�̄ f = sf ×
∫

xϕ(z f − x)ĝμ(x)dx∫
ϕ(z f − x)ĝμ(x)dx

,

where ϕ denotes the standard normal density. The posterior mean
�̄ f constitutes a best (i.e., minimum mean squared error) predic-
tor of the population contact gap �f when treating the estimated
population distribution Ĝ� as background knowledge. For com-
parison, we also compute linear shrinkage estimates obtained by
taking a precision-weighted average of the estimated gap and

16. See https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI/.

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI/
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grand mean:

�̃ f = w f �̂ f + (1 − w f )
1
F

F∑
f ′=1

�̂ f ′ .

The weights are given by w f = θ̂

s2
f +θ̂

, where θ̂ is the square of the

between-firm standard deviation estimate reported in Table IV.
Estimators of this sort are used heavily in economics (e.g., Kane
and Staiger 2008; Chetty, Friedman, and Rockoff 2014; Angrist
et al. 2017; Chetty and Hendren 2018; Abaluck et al. 2021) but
correspond to EB posterior means only when G� is assumed nor-
mal. Even if the prior distribution is not normal, �̃ f retains an
interpretation as a best linear predictor of the population gap �f
given the estimated gap �̂ f .

The EB posterior means are highly variable across compa-
nies, implying that the experiment contains substantial infor-
mation about the behavior of individual firms. Online Appendix
Figure A11 compares the distributions of observed contact gaps
�̂ f , EB posterior means �̄ f and linear predictions �̃ f , and the
estimated prior distribution Ĝ�. The distribution of posteriors is
more compressed than the observed contact gaps �̂ f or the de-
convolved prior distribution Ĝ�, reflecting shrinkage due to the
noise in the observed gaps. Unlike the observed contact gaps, the
posterior means are strictly positive, inheriting the nonnegativity
constraint placed on the prior distribution. In contrast, roughly
12% of the linear shrinkage estimates are negative, a consequence
of the symmetric implicit normal prior. The upper tail of the dis-
tribution of linear shrinkage estimates is more compressed than
is the distribution of empirical Bayes posterior mean estimates,
which reflects that the roughly log-normal shape of our estimated
prior Ĝ� exhibits a fat tail of heavy discriminators. The EB poste-
rior accounts for this fat tail by applying less shrinkage to extreme
positive contact gaps. Overall, 46 firms have posterior mean racial
contact gaps greater than the average gap of 2 percentage points
in the experiment.

Online Appendix Figure A13 assesses the out-of-sample pre-
dictive power of these posterior means by shrinking contact gaps
constructed using only the first three waves of the experiment
and comparing these shrunk values to contact gaps in the fi-
nal two waves of the experiment. For race, we find a correlation

file:qje.oxfordjournals.org
file:qje.oxfordjournals.org
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between our EB predictions and the latent contact gaps in the last
two waves of 0.7, indicating very significant out of sample fore-
casting ability even when working with predictions that discard
40% of our microdata.

The posterior mean racial contact gaps vary systematically
across industries. Figure VIII reports mean values of �̄ f and �̃ f
by two-digit industry. Racial discrimination is estimated to be
particularly severe among firms in customer-facing sectors. The
posterior mean contact gap averages 4.0 percentage points among
the eight firms in the auto dealers and services sector (SIC 55),
2.7 percentage points for the five firms in the eating and drinking
sector (SIC 58), and 2.5 percentage points for the four apparel
firms (SIC 56) in the experiment. By contrast, the posterior mean
racial contact gap averages only 0.9 percentage points among the
two engineering services firms (SIC 87), and 1.0 percentage point
among the five banking and credit firms (SICs 60–61) and two se-
curities brokerages (SIC 62), and 1.1 percentage points among the
four freight and transport firms (SICs 42–47) in the experiment.

Posterior estimates of gender discrimination also vary across
industries. Discrimination against men appears concentrated in
the apparel sector, where distinctively male names face a severe
contact disadvantage of 6.1 percentage points. Discrimination
against women appears most pronounced among the two firms
in the wholesale durable sector (SIC 50), where distinctively fe-
male names face an average contact disadvantage of 3.4 percent-
age points. In line with the strong peak in the prior distribution
around zero reported in Figure VI, Panel B, however, many sec-
tors are estimated to exhibit trivially small gender contact gaps.
Indeed, the three firms in the business services sector (SIC 73)
exhibit an average posterior mean gender contact gap of zero.

Figure IX plots coefficients from the projection of industry
characteristics (normalized to have standard deviation one) on
the firm posterior mean contact gaps. Firms estimated to fa-
vor white applicants reside in industries with somewhat lower
Black employment shares and female employees concentrated in
nonmanagement positions, but the relationships are only
marginally significant. By contrast, firms estimated to favor male
applicants lie in sectors with sharply lower female employment
shares, higher unexplained gender wage gaps, and Black employ-
ees concentrated in nonmanagement positions. These gender bias
correlations align closely with the matched pair audit evidence
reported by Neumark, Bank, and Van Nort (1996) who find that
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women are discriminated against at upscale restaurants, which
tend to pay high wages and to be male dominated, but are weakly
preferred at lower-price restaurants that tend to pay lower wages
and to be female dominated.

One potential explanation for the divergent correlation pat-
terns uncovered for sex and race in Figure IX is that job seekers
know that certain sectors (e.g., women’s apparel) discriminate on
the basis of gender, perhaps due to a mix of coworker and cus-
tomer discrimination. This common knowledge allows workers to
sort away from biased jobs, mitigating to some extent the burden
of discrimination as in Becker’s (1957) classic model. Industry pat-
terns of racial discrimination, by contrast, may be more difficult
to discern, particularly if these patterns are driven by variation in
opaque corporate recruiting protocols. When discriminatory pat-
terns are not common knowledge, less pronounced sorting pat-
terns will arise and a larger burden may fall on job seekers when
search is costly (Black 1995; Bowlus and Eckstein 2002).

X.B. Guarding against False Discoveries

Although the posterior mean estimates of the previous sec-
tion provide a best guess of the contact gap at each firm, it is
possible that some firms with large posterior mean contact gaps
have true population gaps of exactly zero. The question of whether
a firm’s contact gap is exactly zero has direct legal relevance be-
cause the Civil Rights Act prohibits any discrimination based on
protected characteristics. To assess the conclusions that can be
drawn about which employers are discriminating at all, we con-
sider a related class of EB methods that aims to limit false dis-
coveries.

For each firm in our experiment, we can assign a p-value p̂ f
to the null hypothesis that the firm’s population contact gap is
zero by comparing the firm’s z-score to the appropriate tail of a
t-distribution with degrees of freedom equal to the number of jobs
at the firm minus one. Histograms of the resulting p-values for the
null that firm-specific contact gaps equal zero appear in Figure X.
Panel A reports one-tailed tests of the null of no discrimination
against Black applicants, while Panel B reports two-tailed tests of
the null that racial contact gaps are exactly zero. Panel C reports
two-tailed tests that gender contact gaps are zero.

If all firms had racial and gender contact gaps equal to zero,
we would expect all three histograms to be uniformly distributed.
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(A) (B)

(C)

FIGURE X

p-Value Distributions and Local False Discovery Rates

This figure plots distributions of p-values from firm-specific tests of the null
hypothesis of no discrimination. Panel A shows results for one-sided tests of no
discrimination against Black applicants, and Panel B displays results for two-sided
tests of equal contact rates for Black and white applicants. Panel C shows results
for two-sided tests of equal contact rates for male and female applicants. Dotted
black lines show estimated upper bounds on π0, the share of nondiscriminating
firms. Red lines trace local false discovery rates. p-values comes from paired t-tests
applied to job-level contact rate gaps for each firm.

In practice, we see substantial bunching of the p̂ f at small values.
For example, 31 firms (28.7%) have one-tailed p-values for the
null of no racial discrimination below .05, and 14 firms (13.0%)
have two-tailed p̂ f below .05 for the null of no gender discrimi-
nation. Applying Tukey’s “higher criticism” criterion (Donoho and
Jin 2004), even the modestly elevated share of small p-values
for gender discrimination indicates a significant departure from
uniformity at the 5% level, as

√
108 ×

(
0.13−0.05√
0.05×0.95

)
≈ 3.81 > 1.96.

Clearly some firms are discriminating, but which ones?



52 THE QUARTERLY JOURNAL OF ECONOMICS

Recall that in the deconvolution analysis of the previous sec-
tion, we assumed the population contact gaps were drawn from
a continuous distribution G�. Suppose instead that a proportion
π0 ∈ [0, 1] of all firms have population contact gaps exactly equal
to zero. Let Fp̂ denote the distribution of empirical p-values. By
Bayes’s rule, the posterior probability that a firm with a p̂ f less
than p ∈ (0, 1] has a contact gap of exactly zero can be written

FDR (p) = Pr( p̂ f < p | � f = 0)π0

Pr( p̂ f < p)
= pπ0

Fp̂ (p)
,

where the second equality follows from the p-values being uni-
formly distributed among the subpopulation of firms with zero
contact gaps. FDR(p) has a frequentist interpretation as the ex-
pected proportion of null hypotheses with p-values less than p
that are true, a quantity known in the multiple-testing literature
as the false discovery rate (Benjamini and Hochberg 1995).17

Storey (2002) introduced the idea of deciding on null hypothe-
ses according to their “q-values,” which can be thought of as EB
analogues of p-values. The q-value for rejecting all nulls with p-
values less than p̂ f is

q̂ f = F̂DR( p̂ f ) = p̂ f π̂0

F̂p̂( p̂ f )
,

where F̂DR (p) is an estimator of false discovery rates based on the
empirical distribution of p-values.18 If F̂DR (p) were a consistent
estimator of FDR(p), then classifying all firms with q-values less
than 0.1 as discriminators should yield a false discovery rate of
10%—that is, we should expect 10% of these firms to actually have
zero contact gaps.

The primary difficulty in computing a suitable estimator of
FDR(p) is that the proportion π0 of nulls that are true is not
point identified. The testing procedure of Benjamini and Hochberg
(1995) effectively sets π0 = 1. Efron et al. (2001) note that a more
informative upper bound on π0 is given by the minimal density

17. See Storey (2003) and Efron (2016) for more on EB interpretations of false
discovery rates. We have implicitly assumed that at least one firm has a p̂ f less
than p.

18. In practice we follow Storey (2002, 2003) in estimating q̂ f as
mint� p̂ f F̂DR(t), which ensures that q-values are nondecreasing for nested re-
jection thresholds.
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minp∈(0,1] fp̂(p) of the p-values. The minimum should be achieved
near the point p = 1, as large p-values are more likely to be
generated by nulls that are true. Building on this idea, Storey
(2002) proposed the tail density estimator

π̂0 (λ) =
∑F

f =1 1{ p̂ f > λ}
(1 − λ) F

,

where λ ∈ [0, 1) is a tuning parameter governing how deep to look
in the right tail of empirical p-values. For any choice of λ, how-
ever, the probability limit of π̂0 (λ) will lie weakly above the true
π0. Larger values of λ will tend to yield less conservative bounds
but more sampling variability. We use the automated bootstrap
procedure of Storey et al. (2015) to balance variance against con-
servatism in our choice of λ. To assess the degree of uncertainty
in our estimate, we report the upper limit of a nonparametric
confidence interval for π0 developed by Armstrong (2015).

X.C. Which Firms Discriminate?

Figure X reports choices of λ and the estimated tail density
π̂0(λ) for both one- and two-tailed tests of racial discrimination. As
expected, the π̂0(λ) correspond roughly to the right asymptote of
the plotted discrete density estimates. Superimposed on Figure X
are estimates of the local false discovery rates (LFDRs; Efron
et al. 2001) implied by setting π0 = π̂0(λ). LFDRs give posterior
estimates of the probability that a null hypothesis is true given
its p-value. The mean LFDR below a threshold p-value p̂ f gives
an approximation to q̂ f .19

For one-tailed tests we estimate that π0 � 0.39; that is,
that at least 61% of firms discriminate against Black applicants.
Unsurprisingly, allowing for bidirectional racial discrimination
dissipates power, leading to an upper bound on π0 of 0.54. Ta-
ble VIII provides a sensitivity analysis involving a few other esti-
mates of π0. Computing the p-values via randomization inference
tends to yield more very small p-values, resulting in a correspond-

19. Letting fp̂ denote the density of observed p-values, we can define

LFDR (p) = π0
fp̂(p) . It is straightforward to verify that FDR (p) =

∫ p
0 fp̂(b)LFDR(b)db

Fp̂(p) .

Because we use a kernel smoother to estimate fp̂, the running average of LFDR
estimates does not numerically match q̂ f in sample.
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TABLE VIII
SENSITIVITY OF q-VALUES TO ESTIMATION STRATEGY

Race Gender Age

One-tailed Two-tailed Two-tailed Two-tailed

Bootstrapped λ

π̂0 0.391 0.541 0.833 0.833
# q-values � 0.05 23 8 1 0
# q-values � 0.1 45 21 5 1
λ 0.550 0.350 0.300 0.400

Randomization inference p-values
π̂0 0.370 0.455 0.808 0.802
# q-values � 0.05 35 24 8 1
# q-values � 0.1 55 36 10 1
λ 0.550 0.450 0.450 0.400

Smoothed
π̂0 0.451 0.882 0.854 0.832
# q-values � 0.05 21 4 1 0
# q-values � 0.1 40 18 5 1

95% upper CI for π0
π̂0 0.602 0.696 1.000 1.000
# q-values � 0.05 20 4 1 0
# q-values � 0.1 31 18 5 1

Notes. This table reports the results of estimating firm q-values for discrimination using several strategies.
Each panel reports an estimated upper bound on the share of nondiscriminating firms (π0) along with
numbers of firms with q-values less than 0.1 and 0.05. Estimates are based on p-values taken from a t-test
of mean job-level contact rate gaps for each firm, except in the second panel, which uses p-values constructed
based on 10,000 simulations permuting race, gender, and age labels. In accordance with how characteristics
were stratified in the experiment, race labels are permuted within pairs, while gender and age are permuted
unconditionally. The first two panels estimate π0 by choosing the tuning parameter λ based on the bootstrap
methodology from Storey et al. (2015). The third panel uses the smoothed estimator from Storey (2003). The
final panel reports the upper limit of the 95% upper confidence interval for π0 constructed using the method
of Armstrong (2015).

ingly smaller estimate of π0.20 Estimating π0 with a cubic spline,
as in Storey and Tibshirani (2003), yields slightly larger estimates
of π0. The final panel of the table reports the upper limit of a 95%
confidence interval on π0. For one-sided tests, as few as 40% of
firms may be discriminating against Black applicants, whereas
under two-tailed tests the share discriminating may be as low as
30%.

20. Randomization-based tests avoid reliance on asymptotics but evaluate the
“sharp” null that none of the firm’s contact decisions were influenced by protected
characteristics. See Ding (2017) for further discussion of how to interpret such
tests.
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In our benchmark specification 23 firms have q-values less
than 0.05 (Table VIII, top panel, first column). Table IX lists in-
dustry, federal contractor status, contact gap estimates, posterior
means and quantiles, and p- and q-values for this set of compa-
nies (with firm names suppressed). The largest q-value in this set
of firms is 0.047, so we should expect at most 23 × 0.047 = 1.08
false discoveries if these 23 firms are classified as discriminating
against Black applicants. Interestingly, the firm with the largest
q-value has a posterior mean contact gap of 1.8 percentage points
and a posterior 5th percentile gap of 0.75 percentage points, indi-
cating that if the deconvolved distribution Ĝ is taken as a prior,
one can be confident that a nontrivial amount of discrimination is
taking place at this firm.

Though we expect at most 1 of the 23 firms with q-values
below 0.05 to have racial contact gaps equal to zero, the actual
number of false discoveries may differ from its expected value.
To get a sense of how many false discoveries could potentially
arise in an unfavorable scenario, Online Appendix Figure A14
plots the posterior distribution of false discoveries implied by the
LFDRs of these 23 firms.21 Reassuringly, the posterior probability
mass function of false discoveries is tightly concentrated around
its mean, with the posterior chances of three or more of these firms
exhibiting contact gaps of zero being less than 2%.

The lower panels of Table VIII reveal that conclusions re-
garding the set of firms likely to be discriminating against Black
names are remarkably robust to the method used to bound π0. In
fact, if we use randomization inference–based p-values to estimate
π0, the 23 firms assigned racial discrimination q-values less than
0.05 in our baseline analysis have an average LFDR of only 0.025,
suggesting the false discovery rate for this collection of firms may
actually be 2.5% or lower. When π0 is set to the upper limit of
its 95% confidence interval—an extremely conservative choice—
20 firms have q-values below 0.05 (Table VIII, bottom panel, first
column). This prior insensitivity arises because many firms have
very small p-values, as shown in Table IX.

Consistent with the posterior mean estimates in Figure VIII,
we find a clear industry pattern among firms with low q-values
for discrimination against Black applicants. As shown in Table X,

21. The number of false discoveries follows a Poisson binomial posterior dis-
tribution with probabilities given by the LFDRs of the hypotheses under consid-
eration. See Basu et al. (2021) for discussion.

file:qje.oxfordjournals.org


56 THE QUARTERLY JOURNAL OF ECONOMICS
T

A
B

L
E

IX
E

S
T

IM
A

T
E

S
O

F
R

A
C

IA
L

D
IS

C
R

IM
IN

A
T

IO
N

F
O

R
F

IR
M

S
W

IT
H

q-
V

A
L

U
E

S
B

E
L

O
W

0.
05

F
ed

er
al

P
os

te
ri

or
P

os
te

ri
or

P
os

te
ri

or
q-

va
lu

e
ra

n
k

In
du

st
ry

co
n

tr
ac

to
r?

C
on

ta
ct

ga
p

S
td

.e
rr

.
p-

va
lu

e
q-

va
lu

e
m

ea
n

5t
h

pc
ti

le
95

th
pc

ti
le

1
A

u
to

de
al

er
s

/s
er

vi
ce

s
Ye

s
0.

09
52

0.
01

97
.0

00
0

0.
00

01
0.

08
35

0.
04

50
0.

10
35

2
A

u
to

de
al

er
s

/s
er

vi
ce

s
N

o
0.

05
07

0.
01

43
.0

00
3

0.
00

61
0.

03
54

0.
01

35
0.

06
73

3
A

u
to

de
al

er
s

/s
er

vi
ce

s
N

o
0.

07
38

0.
02

20
.0

00
5

0.
00

73
0.

04
89

0.
01

92
0.

09
81

4
A

u
to

de
al

er
s

/s
er

vi
ce

s
N

o
0.

07
87

0.
02

49
.0

01
0

0.
01

03
0.

04
98

0.
02

02
0.

10
31

5
A

pp
ar

el
st

or
es

N
o

0.
07

33
0.

02
50

.0
02

2
0.

01
58

0.
04

48
0.

01
87

0.
09

29
6

O
th

er
re

ta
il

N
o

0.
04

69
0.

01
59

.0
02

0
0.

01
58

0.
02

86
0.

01
19

0.
05

95
7

O
th

er
re

ta
il

Ye
s

0.
06

05
0.

02
19

.0
03

3
0.

01
76

0.
03

65
0.

01
54

0.
07

43
8

G
en

er
al

m
er

ch
an

di
se

Ye
s

0.
05

20
0.

01
87

.0
03

1
0.

01
76

0.
03

14
0.

01
32

0.
06

41
9

A
u

to
de

al
er

s
/s

er
vi

ce
s

N
o

0.
06

13
0.

02
40

.0
06

0
0.

01
94

0.
03

70
0.

01
58

0.
07

25
10

O
th

er
re

ta
il

N
o

0.
05

60
0.

02
14

.0
05

0
0.

01
94

0.
03

37
0.

01
43

0.
06

69
11

E
at

in
g/

dr
in

ki
n

g
N

o
0.

05
60

0.
02

22
.0

06
4

0.
01

94
0.

03
39

0.
01

44
0.

06
60

12
A

u
to

de
al

er
s

/s
er

vi
ce

s
N

o
0.

05
40

0.
02

15
.0

06
8

0.
01

94
0.

03
27

0.
01

39
0.

06
34

13
F

oo
d

st
or

es
Ye

s
0.

05
11

0.
02

04
.0

06
9

0.
01

94
0.

03
10

0.
01

32
0.

05
99

14
G

en
er

al
m

er
ch

an
di

se
N

o
0.

04
27

0.
01

70
.0

06
8

0.
01

94
0.

02
59

0.
01

10
0.

05
02

15
F

u
rn

is
h

in
g

st
or

es
Ye

s
0.

04
00

0.
01

59
.0

06
6

0.
01

94
0.

02
42

0.
01

03
0.

04
70

16
W

h
ol

es
al

e
n

on
du

ra
bl

e
N

o
0.

03
86

0.
01

58
.0

08
0

0.
01

99
0.

02
35

0.
01

00
0.

04
50

17
A

pp
ar

el
m

an
u

fa
ct

u
ri

n
g

Ye
s

0.
03

50
0.

01
42

.0
07

8
0.

01
99

0.
02

13
0.

00
90

0.
04

09
18

B
u

il
di

n
g

m
at

er
ia

ls
Ye

s
0.

03
73

0.
01

57
.0

09
3

0.
02

18
0.

02
29

0.
00

97
0.

04
33

19
H

ea
lt

h
se

rv
ic

es
Ye

s
0.

05
44

0.
02

40
.0

13
2

0.
02

92
0.

03
39

0.
01

43
0.

06
27

20
F

u
rn

is
h

in
g

st
or

es
N

o
0.

04
00

0.
01

83
.0

15
2

0.
03

22
0.

02
52

0.
01

06
0.

04
60

21
E

at
in

g/
dr

in
ki

n
g

N
o

0.
03

40
0.

01
59

.0
17

2
0.

03
46

0.
02

17
0.

00
90

0.
03

92
22

G
en

er
al

m
er

ch
an

di
se

N
o

0.
04

23
0.

02
10

.0
22

9
0.

04
39

0.
02

77
0.

01
14

0.
04

94
23

In
su

ra
n

ce
/r

ea
le

st
at

e
N

o
0.

02
78

0.
01

40
.0

25
7

0.
04

72
0.

01
83

0.
00

75
0.

03
25

N
ot

es
.T

h
is

ta
bl

e
re

po
rt

s
es

ti
m

at
es

of
w

h
it

e-
B

la
ck

co
n

ta
ct

ga
ps

fo
r

th
e

23
fi

rm
s

w
it

h
q-

va
lu

es
le

ss
th

an
0.

05
.p

-v
al

u
es

an
d

q-
va

lu
es

co
m

e
fr

om
on

e-
si

de
d

te
st

s
of

th
e

n
u

ll
h

yp
ot

h
es

is
th

at
th

e
fi

rm
do

es
n

ot
di

sc
ri

m
in

at
e

ag
ai

n
st

B
la

ck
ap

pl
ic

an
ts

.T
o

en
su

re
th

at
q-

va
lu

es
ar

e
n

on
de

cr
ea

si
n

g
fo

r
n

es
te

d
de

ci
si

on
th

re
sh

ol
ds

,w
e

fo
ll

ow
S

to
re

y
(2

00
2,

20
03

)i
n

es
ti

m
at

in
g

q̂
f

as
m

in
t�

p̂
f

F̂
D

R
(t

),
w

h
ic

h
im

pl
ie

s
fi

rm
s

w
it

h
di

ff
er

en
t

p-
va

lu
es

m
ay

h
av

e
th

e
sa

m
e

q-
va

lu
e.

P
os

te
ri

or
m

ea
n

s
an

d
pe

rc
en

ti
le

s
ar

e
em

pi
ri

ca
l

B
ay

es
po

st
er

io
rs

co
n

st
ru

ct
ed

u
si

n
g

th
e

es
ti

m
at

ed
di

st
ri

bu
ti

on
in

F
ig

u
re

V
I

as
th

e
pr

io
r.



SYSTEMIC DISCRIMINATION AMONG LARGE U.S. EMPLOYERS 57

T
A

B
L

E
X

D
IS

C
R

IM
IN

A
T

IO
N

E
S

T
IM

A
T

E
S

A
N

D
D

E
T

E
C

T
IO

N
B

Y
IN

D
U

S
T

R
Y

R
ac

e
G

en
de

r

N
W

-B
po

st
#

q-
va

l
M

ea
n

M
-F

po
st

#
q-

va
l

M
ea

n
S

IC
In

du
st

ry
fi

rm
s

ga
p

<
0.

05
L

F
D

R
ga

p
<

0.
05

L
F

D
R

20
F

oo
d

pr
od

u
ct

s
2

0.
01

5
0

0.
90

0
−

0.
00

4
0

0.
99

3
23

A
pp

ar
el

m
an

u
fa

ct
u

ri
n

g
2

0.
02

1
1

0.
17

0
0.

00
7

0
0.

70
2

24
–3

5
O

th
er

m
an

u
fa

ct
u

ri
n

g
4

0.
01

8
0

0.
36

1
0.

01
2

0
0.

66
9

42
–4

7
F

re
ig

h
t

/t
ra

n
sp

or
t

4
0.

01
1

0
0.

82
2

0.
00

1
0

0.
94

1
48

C
om

m
u

n
ic

at
io

n
s

2
0.

01
7

0
0.

34
0

0.
01

3
0

0.
97

2
49

E
le

ct
ri

c
/g

as
3

0.
01

5
0

0.
33

9
0.

00
2

0
0.

98
0

50
W

h
ol

es
al

e
du

ra
bl

e
2

0.
01

7
0

0.
29

3
0.

03
4

0
0.

55
5

51
W

h
ol

es
al

e
n

on
du

ra
bl

e
11

0.
01

8
1

0.
45

6
0.

00
5

0
0.

86
5

52
B

u
il

di
n

g
m

at
er

ia
ls

3
0.

01
4

1
0.

54
4

0.
01

2
0

0.
84

9
53

G
en

er
al

m
er

ch
an

di
se

12
0.

02
3

3
0.

27
6

−
0.

00
1

0
0.

86
7

54
F

oo
d

st
or

es
5

0.
02

5
1

0.
35

6
0.

00
9

0
0.

82
1

55
A

u
to

de
al

er
s

/s
er

vi
ce

s
8

0.
04

0
6

0.
12

7
0.

00
5

0
0.

88
2

56
A

pp
ar

el
st

or
es

4
0.

02
5

1
0.

25
3

−
0.

06
1

1
0.

41
6

57
F

u
rn

is
h

in
g

st
or

es
4

0.
02

2
2

0.
30

4
−

0.
00

6
0

0.
78

7
58

E
at

in
g

/d
ri

n
ki

n
g

5
0.

02
7

2
0.

30
3

0.
00

3
0

0.
92

6
59

O
th

er
re

ta
il

7
0.

02
2

3
0.

31
4

−
0.

00
2

0
0.

97
1

60
–6

1
B

an
ks

/c
re

di
t

5
0.

01
0

0
0.

65
1

0.
00

2
0

0.
77

8
62

S
ec

u
ri

ti
es

br
ok

er
s

2
0.

01
0

0
0.

41
0

−
0.

01
1

0
0.

65
4

63
–6

5
In

su
ra

n
ce

/r
ea

le
st

at
e

8
0.

01
3

1
0.

46
3

−
0.

00
3

0
0.

91
5



58 THE QUARTERLY JOURNAL OF ECONOMICS

T
A

B
L

E
X

C
O

N
T

IN
U

E
D

R
ac

e
G

en
de

r

N
W

-B
po

st
#

q-
va

l
M

ea
n

M
-F

po
st

#
q-

va
l

M
ea

n
S

IC
In

du
st

ry
fi

rm
s

ga
p

<
0.

05
L

F
D

R
ga

p
<

0.
05

L
F

D
R

70
A

cc
om

m
od

at
io

n
2

0.
01

5
0

0.
52

7
0.

00
1

0
1.

00
0

73
B

u
si

n
es

s
se

rv
ic

es
3

0.
01

2
0

0.
53

9
0.

00
0

0
0.

94
2

75
–7

6
A

u
to

/r
ep

ai
r

se
rv

ic
es

3
0.

01
3

0
0.

47
4

0.
01

5
0

0.
62

4
80

H
ea

lt
h

se
rv

ic
es

5
0.

01
6

1
0.

72
6

−
0.

00
9

0
0.

90
9

87
E

n
gi

n
ee

ri
n

g
se

rv
ic

es
2

0.
00

9
0

0.
34

8
−

0.
00

1
0

0.
96

5

N
ot

es
.T

h
is

ta
bl

e
sh

ow
s

th
e

re
su

lt
s

of
ag

gr
eg

at
in

g
fi

rm
-s

pe
ci

fi
c

po
st

er
io

r
es

ti
m

at
es

of
ra

ce
an

d
ge

n
de

r
di

sc
ri

m
in

at
io

n
to

th
e

in
du

st
ry

le
ve

l.
In

du
st

ri
es

th
at

in
cl

u
de

on
ly

on
e

fi
rm

ar
e

gr
ou

pe
d

to
ge

th
er

w
it

h
pr

ox
im

at
e

S
IC

co
de

s.
T

h
e

co
lu

m
n

“W
-B

po
st

ga
p”

sh
ow

s
in

du
st

ry
av

er
ag

es
of

po
st

er
io

r
m

ea
n

w
h

it
e/

B
la

ck
co

n
ta

ct
ga

ps
.T

h
e

co
lu

m
n

“M
-F

po
st

ga
p”

di
sp

la
ys

in
du

st
ry

av
er

ag
es

of
po

st
er

io
r

m
ea

n
m

al
e/

fe
m

al
e

co
n

ta
ct

ga
ps

.T
h

e
co

lu
m

n
“#

q-
va

l
<

0.
05

”
gi

ve
s

th
e

n
u

m
be

r
of

fi
rm

s
in

th
e

in
du

st
ry

w
it

h
q-

va
lu

es
be

lo
w

0.
05

.T
h

e
co

lu
m

n
“m

ea
n

L
F

D
R

”
re

po
rt

s
th

e
m

ea
n

lo
ca

l
fa

ls
e

di
sc

ov
er

y
ra

te
(L

F
D

R
)

am
on

g
fi

rm
s

in
th

e
in

du
st

ry
.F

ir
m

le
ve

l
q-

va
lu

es
an

d
L

F
D

R
s

w
er

e
es

ti
m

at
ed

u
si

n
g

th
e

pr
oc

ed
u

re
of

S
to

re
y

et
al

.(
20

15
).

T
h

e
di

st
ri

bu
ti

on
of

ra
ce

L
F

D
R

s
is

de
pi

ct
ed

in
F

ig
u

re
X

,P
an

el
A

.T
h

e
di

st
ri

bu
ti

on
of

ge
n

de
r

L
F

D
R

s
is

de
pi

ct
ed

in
F

ig
u

re
X

,P
an

el
C

.



SYSTEMIC DISCRIMINATION AMONG LARGE U.S. EMPLOYERS 59

firms detected as discriminating against Black names are highly
concentrated in the auto dealers and services sector, where six of
the eight firms in our experiment have q-values below 0.05. The
mean LFDR in this sector is 0.13, implying that at least 87% of
the firms in this industry discriminate against Black applicants.
Other sectors with a high concentration of racial discrimination
include other retail (SIC 59), where three of the seven firms have
q-values below 0.05, and furnishing stores (SIC 57), where two
of four firms have low q-values. Mean LFDRs are substantially
higher than 0.05 in these sectors, indicating that the firm-specific
p-values remain somewhat dispersed within industry. Notably, 8
of the 23 firms with q-values less than 0.05 are federal contractors,
including the firm with the highest posterior mean level of racial
discrimination.

To further compare results based on posterior means and
q-values, Online Appendix Figure A15 plots the posterior mean
racial contact gaps (�̄ f ) from the previous section against the q̂ f
from our preferred specification. Bracketing the posterior means
are 95% EB credible intervals (EBCIs) connecting each firm’s
posterior 2.5th percentile contact gap to its posterior 97.5th per-
centile. If the prior Ĝ� were estimated without error, then 95% of
the population contact gaps would be expected to lie within these
confidence intervals. The lower limit of each EBCI is positive be-
cause the estimated prior imposed that racial contact gaps are
almost surely positive. By contrast, the q-values were derived un-
der the assumption that 39% of firms have contact gaps of exactly
zero. As expected the posterior mean contact gaps are generally
decreasing in q̂ f but the relationship between the two measures
is not perfectly monotone.

As a result of the higher concentration of gender contact gaps
near zero, it is more difficult to detect individual firms discrimi-
nating on the basis of gender than on the basis of race. Figure X,
Panel C shows the distribution of p-values derived from tests that
gender contact gaps are zero. Here the Storey et al. (2015) pro-
cedure produces an upper bound on π0 of 0.83, implying that
at least 17% of firms discriminate on the basis of gender. More-
over, the 95% confidence interval on π0 extends to 1, suggesting
that we cannot reject the null that none of the firms discriminate
based on gender. This conclusion is clearly at odds with our earlier
higher criticism calculation, not to mention the tests presented in
Table IV, which decisively rejected the null that gender contact
gaps are equal across firms. This discrepancy likely arises because

file:qje.oxfordjournals.org
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the Armstrong (2015) test is designed to have good power prop-
erties in settings where π0 is not close to 1, a condition which
seems to be violated here.22 Likewise, the 95% confidence interval
for the proportion of firms not discriminating against older appli-
cants also includes 1, which is unsurprising given that the tests
reported in Table IV detected only modest firm heterogeneity in
age discrimination.

These high estimated bounds on π0 lead to high lower bounds
on the posterior probabilities of gender discrimination for most
firms. Consequently, Table VIII shows that only one firm has a
q-value for gender discrimination below 0.05.23 Table X indicates
that this company is in the apparel sector. Based on its posterior
mean, this apparel store is discriminating against men. Inter-
estingly, the same store also has a q-value below 0.05 for racial
discrimination. Although the apparel sector (SIC 56) has a large
average posterior mean contact gap favoring women, the mean
LFDR in the sector is relatively high, suggesting industry mem-
bership is not, in itself, dispositive of gender discrimination.

X.D. Prevalence versus Severity

Having established with high posterior certainty that 23 firms
favor white applicants on average, we now examine whether these
firms’ racial contact gaps could have been generated by a small mi-
nority of discriminating jobs. This distinction between the preva-
lence and severity of racial discrimination is arguably pertinent to
the legal notion of systemic discrimination as a widespread pat-
tern of organizational behavior. Kline and Walters (2021) show
that the share of jobs that discriminate is not point identified in
audit designs sending a small number of applications to each job.
Consequently, we rely on a simple bounding approach to assess
the prevalence of discrimination across jobs within firms.

To formalize the notion of job-level discrimination prevalence,
it is convenient to again work with a mixture representation. Sup-
pose that a proportion 1 − φf of the jobs at firm f have contact gaps

22. As Armstrong (2015, 2093) notes, his procedure “looks at the larger ordered
p-values in order to achieve adaptivity to the smoothness of the distribution of
p-values under the alternative in a setting where π may not be close to 1.”

23. Note that this firm has a q-value below 0.05 even when π̂0 = 1. This occurs
because p̂ f is well below F̂p̂( p̂ f ), so q̂ f is small even when plugging in an upper
bound on π0 of unity.
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of exactly zero.24 With this notation, the firm-wide mean contact
gap can be written � f = φ f �̇ f , where �̇ f gives the average con-
tact gap among discriminating jobs in firm f. Here �̇ f provides a
measure of discrimination severity, and φf indexes the prevalence
of discrimination.

The variance of job-level contact gaps at firm f can be written

σ 2
f = φ f σ̇

2
f + φ f (1 − φ f )�̇2

f ,

where σ̇ 2
f denotes the variance of contact gaps among discrimi-

nating jobs. Note that σ 2
f � φ f (1 − φ f )�̇2

f , which binds with equal-
ity when all discriminating jobs exhibit equal population contact
gaps. Substituting this bound into the expression for �f and rear-
ranging yields the following lower bound on discrimination preva-
lence at firm f:

φ f �
�2

f

σ 2
f + �2

f

.

A simple rule of thumb emerges from this expression: if the
mean level of discrimination is roughly equal to its standard
deviation—as was found for the distribution of racial contact gaps
across firms—then prevalence must be at least one-half. Interest-
ingly, the density-based prevalence bounds reported in Table VIII
were only slightly above one-half, suggesting this moment-based
bound sacrifices little identifying information when applied to
firm-wide average gaps.

An unbiased estimate of the variance of job-level gaps can
be computed by taking the covariance between contact gaps for
the first and last two application pairs sent to each job. Applying
this approach, Online Appendix Table A4 reports that the stan-
dard deviation of contact gaps across all jobs in the experiment is
0.073. The mean gap across jobs is 0.020 with associated standard
error of 0.002. Consequently, the lower-bound prevalence is esti-
mated to be (0.020)2−(0.002)2

(0.020)2−(0.002)2+(0.073)2 ≈ 0.07, indicating that at least 7%
of jobs in the experiment as a whole discriminate against Black
names.

24. One reason that a particular job may not discriminate is that its population
contact rate may be zero, for instance, because the job may have already been filled.
Consequently, even a firm with a practice of always discriminating in hiring might,
by this definition, exhibit a φf < 1.

file:qje.oxfordjournals.org
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FIGURE XI

Job-Level Prevalence of Racial Discrimination

This figure shows estimated lower bounds on the prevalence of job-level racial
discrimination in firms. Each point depicts a firm’s estimated lower-bound preva-

lence, computed according to the formula
�̂2

f −s2
f

σ̂2
f +�̂2

f −s2
f
, where σ̂ 2

f is the job-level co-

variance between contact gaps arising in the first four and last four applications.
Firm-specific bound estimates have been constrained to fall in the unit interval.
The black line plots prevalence bounds computed by pooling jobs from all firms
with q-values less than the threshold depicted on the horizontal axis.

We can conduct a corresponding calculation at each firm,
using �̂2

f − s2
f as a bias-corrected estimate of each firm’s �2

f .
Figure XI illustrates these firm-specific estimates, which are quite
noisy, ordered by the firm’s q-value. As expected, firms with lower
q-values tend to have higher job-level prevalence bounds. To re-
duce sampling error, the solid line plots the average bound among
jobs at firms with q-values under a threshold level. Firms with
q < 0.1, for example, have a lower-bound prevalence of 18%. The
23 firms with q̂ f < 0.05 exhibit a prevalence of at least 20%, sug-
gesting that discrimination against Black names is widespread
among the establishments that make up these firms.
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XI. DETECTION POSSIBILITIES

The EEOC, OFCCP, and several local organizations, such as
the New York City Commission on Human Rights, proactively in-
vestigate employer discrimination on an ongoing basis. Statistical
evidence is a legally recognized basis for such decisions.25 We now
consider the stylized decision problem faced by a hypothetical au-
ditor charged with deciding whether to investigate the firms in
our study and show how EB posterior means and q-values can be
used to derive optimal investigation rules.

XI.A. The Auditor’s Problem

Consider an auditor concerned with racial discrimination who
can launch investigations into the conduct of any firm in our ex-
periment at cost c ∈ (0, 1). Let δf ∈ {0, 1} be an indicator for the
decision to launch an investigation into firm f and D the collection
of these indicators.

We consider two potential specifications of the auditor’s pref-
erences that differ in whether she is concerned with the intensive
or extensive margin of discrimination. These two objectives can be
written as functions of the unobserved racial contact gaps {� f }F

f =1,
each of which is assumed to lie in the unit interval:

U i(D) =
F∑

f =1

δ f (� f − c),

U e(D) =
F∑

f =1

δ f (1{� f > 0} − c).

An auditor with preferences given by Ui would like to investigate
every firm with �f > c, while an auditor with preferences given
by Ue seeks to investigate every firm with �f > 0. The latter
objective arguably reflects U.S. employment law, which prohibits

25. For example, the U.S. Department of Labor’s Administrative Review Board
ruled in Office of Federal Contract Compliance Programs (2016), U.S. Department
of Labor v. Bank of America that “the more severe the statistical disparity, the less
additional evidence is needed to prove that the reason was race discrimination.
Very extreme cases of statistical disparity may permit the trier of fact to conclude
intentional race discrimination occurred without needing additional evidence.” See
Office of Federal Contract Compliance Programs (2019) for a similar ruling by the
Office of Administrative Law Judges.
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any discrimination on the basis of race. One can also think of
Ue as capturing an extreme form of risk aversion regarding the
unobserved racial contact gaps.26

The auditor must rely on the experimental evidence E ={
�̂ f , sf

}F
f =1 to make decisions regarding which firms (if any) to

investigate. Given a prior G over the distribution of population
contact gaps, the auditor’s expected utility under these two pref-
erence schemes can be written

EG[U i(D)|E] =
F∑

f =1

δ f (�̄ f (G) − c),

EG[U e(D)|E] =
F∑

f =1

δ f (1 − LFDRf (π0) − c),

where �̄ f (G) = EG[� f |E] is the posterior mean contact gap for firm
f, LFDRf (π0) = PrG(� f = 0|E) is the posterior probability that
firm f is not discriminating, and π0 = G(0) is the prior probability
of nondiscrimination.

If, based on E , an auditor with preferences Ui were to settle
on beliefs over contact gaps coinciding with the deconvolved dis-
tribution Ĝ�, she would investigate all firms with EB posterior
means �̄ f exceeding c. If the auditor instead believes population
contact gaps are normally distributed with a variance equal to
that reported in Table IV, she will investigate all firms with lin-
ear shrinkage estimates �̃ f exceeding c.

The decision problem is somewhat trickier for an auditor with
preferences Ue who is willing to entertain the possibility that a
large share of firms are not discriminating at all. Recall that the
probability of nondiscrimination π0 is, in general, only bounded
by our experiment (Efron et al. 2001; Kline and Walters 2021).
Faced with this ambiguity, an auditor with preferences Ue might
reasonably consider the largest value of π0 consistent with the
experimental evidence. Optimizing against this least favorable
value π

†
0 of π0 leads the auditor to investigate all firms with

26. Both utility functions can be viewed as special cases of the more general

preference scheme U (D) = ∑F
f =1 δ f (�

1
p
f − c), where p � 1 governs the auditor’s

risk aversion. When p = 1, the auditor is risk neutral and U = Ui. As p → ∞, the
auditor grows increasingly risk averse and U approaches Ue.
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LFDRf (π
†
0) < 1 − c. This minimax decision rule coincides with a

q-value based threshold, because q-values are running averages
of (sorted) LFDRs.

A natural question raised by these derivations is how often
a minimax auditor concerned with extensive-margin discrimina-
tion would dispute the decisions of an EB auditor concerned with
the intensive margin of discrimination. In principle, LFDR-based
rankings of firm behavior can differ substantially from rankings
based on posterior means (Gu and Koenker 2020). Reassuringly,
we demonstrate that little would be lost from investigating firms
based on q-value thresholds even from the perspective of an au-
ditor with preferences given by Ui and smooth priors given by
Ĝ�.

XI.B. Detection Possibility Frontiers

Figure XII illustrates the trade-off the auditor faces between
the costs of investigating more firms and the benefits of finding ad-
ditional large contact gaps. Suppose that 1,000 Black applications
are sent at random to jobs equally distributed across the firms
in our experiment, and contact gaps among these firms follow
the estimated distribution Ĝ�. The figure reports the contacts ex-
pected to be lost due to racial discrimination among investigated
firms under various investigation threshold rules. The dotted 45-
degree line gives the results of investigating firms at random.
Since Ĝ� exhibits a mean contact gap of 2.1 percentage points
(see Figure VI), investigating all the firms would “save” roughly
20 contacts per 1,000 applications, while investigating half of the
firms at random would save 10 contacts.

The solid line illustrates the detection possibilities frontier
available to the auditor if she observed the �f without error. This
infeasible frontier is simply a rescaled Lorenz curve for the dis-
tribution Ĝ�. Reflecting that distribution’s fat tail, the worst 20%
of discriminating firms are responsible for roughly half of the lost
contacts. The preferences of an auditor with objective Ui can be
visualized as indifference lines with slope −1,000c. An optimum
occurs at a point of tangency between the indifference line and
the detection frontier.

The dashed dotted line illustrates the frontier that arises
when the auditor selects firms based on their posterior means �̄ f .
The vertical distance between the posterior mean frontier and
the true contact gap frontier reflects the cost of ranking firms
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FIGURE XII

Detection Trade-Offs

This figure illustrates the expected number of contacts per thousand Black ap-
plications sent that would be saved if discrimination were eliminated at all firms
below a ranking threshold. We consider four rankings: infeasible ranking by true
contact gaps (�f), ranking by posterior means (�̄ f ), ranking by linear shrinkage
estimates (�̃ f ), and ranking by q-values (q̂ f ). The dashed black line shows the
results of ranking firms randomly.

according to their posterior means rather than their true contact
gaps. Because the distribution of posteriors is more compressed
than Ĝ�, the auditor must investigate roughly a quarter of the
firms based on their posterior means to isolate those responsible
for half of lost contacts.

Selecting firms using the linear shrinkage estimator �̃ f in-
stead of �̄ f is estimated to entail only a small degradation of
the possibilities frontier. This robustness reflects the high de-
gree of rank correlation between the posterior mean and the
linear shrinkage estimator (ρ = 0.9). Though the firm rank-
ings are highly correlated across shrinkage methods, an auditor
would likely choose to investigate fewer firms based on the linear
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shrinkage estimator, which predicts that fewer firms are engaged
in severe discrimination against Black applicants.

Finally, the dashed line illustrates the frontier that arises
when selecting firms based on q-values under the maintained as-
sumption that contact gaps are distributed according to Ĝ�. The
expected cost of ranking firms based on their q-values, as would be
optimal under preference scheme Ue, rather than their posterior
means is surprisingly small, though performance degrades some-
what when more than half of the firms are investigated. Notably,
the roughly 21% ( 23

108 ) of firms with q-values less than or equal to
0.05 are responsible for approximately 37% of lost contacts. Inves-
tigating the same share of firms based on posterior mean rankings
would be expected to yield only an additional 4% of lost contacts.
Evidently, the price to be paid for control over false discoveries
in our setting is fairly small. More generally, these results imply
that it is possible to detect individual firms responsible for a sub-
stantial share of the contacts lost to racial discrimination while
maintaining a tight limit on the expected number of false-positive
investigations of nondiscriminators.

XII. CONCLUSION

Our analysis establishes that many large U.S. employers ex-
hibit nationwide patterns of racial discrimination that are tem-
porally and spatially stable. Racial and gender contact gaps are
highly concentrated in particular firms. We estimate that the 20%
of firms discriminating most heavily against Black names are
responsible for nearly half of the contacts lost to racial discrim-
ination in our experiment. Racial discrimination appears to be
widespread among the jobs posted by these firms.

In principle, the concentration of discriminatory behavior in
a subpopulation of employers could dampen the economy-wide
consequences of discrimination, as workers can sort away from
biased firms (Becker 1957). Such a conclusion hinges crucially,
however, on whether workers are aware of firm differences in av-
erage behavior. The relatively weak correlations between racial
contact gaps and local demographics uncovered in our analysis
give us reason to question this assumption. Rather, our impression
is that the identities of the 23 firms conclusively determined to be
discriminating against Black names would come as a surprise to
the companies involved and to the public at large. The identities
of the companies likely discriminating on the basis of perceived
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sex are somewhat less surprising, conforming more closely to gen-
dered stereotypes regarding work norms.

The concentration of discrimination among particular em-
ployers may amplify group disparities if discriminatory firms tend
to offer higher wages. While we found no relationship at the in-
dustry level between racial wage gaps and racial contact gaps,
industry contact gaps favoring men were found to be predictive of
larger gender wage gaps. An interesting topic for future research
is to assess the extent to which the firm-level contact gaps uncov-
ered in this experiment correlate with group disparities in firm
wage fixed effects such as those studied by Card, Cardoso, and
Kline (2016) or Gerard et al. (2021).

The fact that we can only confidently identify 23 firms as
engaging in discrimination against Black names when using a
massive correspondence experiment reveals the difficulty of the
signal extraction problem associated with estimating firm-specific
biases from application-level data. As described in Avivi et al.
(2021), the firm-wide patterns documented here can potentially
be used to design follow-up correspondence experiments aimed at
accurately measuring biases at particular jobs, information that
may be of interest both to regulators and companies interested in
monitoring their own behavior.

The EEOC maintains an internal target for the share of its
litigation docket composed of systemic discrimination cases. The
appropriate level of this target has been a topic of recurring de-
bate in Congress (Kim 2015). Our finding that discrimination is
highly concentrated in particular companies lends some credence
to the notion that appropriately targeted systemic investigations
have the potential to remedy, and perhaps prevent, discrimination
affecting a wide swath of the labor force.

Enforcement actions are inevitably costly and contentious.
It is natural to wonder whether bias at the most discriminatory
firms can be preemptively reduced or eliminated by modifying
organizational hiring practices. A large experimental psychology
literature studying behavioral interventions designed to reduce
prejudice has failed to produce a “silver bullet” treatment with
proven effectiveness.27 One of the strongest (negative) predictors
of both racial and gender contact gaps found in our correspondence

27. A recent review of this evidence by Paluck et al. (2020) concludes that “a
fair assessment of our data on implicit prejudice reduction is that the evidence
is thin. Together with the lack of evidence for diversity training, these studies do
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experiment is callback centralization, which is notably elevated
among federal contractors. This finding leads us to suspect that
human resources practices play an important role in translating
the biased judgements of individuals into biased behavior by orga-
nizations. Although centralizing interview decisions might reduce
discrimination, such changes may also simply postpone discrimi-
nation to a later stage of the hiring process. Determining whether
it is possible to improve recruiting practices in a way that pro-
motes equity and productivity remains an important and active
area of research (Bergman, Li, and Raymond 2020; Raghavan
et al. 2020).
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