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Abstract 

 
 Exploring Factors that Influence Gender-Based Preferences in Hiring 

Decisions: A Survey Experiment 

 

 

Thomas Weston Rosen, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor:  David Pedulla 

 
A persistent and pressing area of sociological concern is exploring how, where, and 
against whom discrimination occurs in labor markets. Competing theories attempt to 
explain how a hirer or decision maker’s gender relates to their preference for particular 
applicants. Homophily perspectives predict an in-group bias in which male hirers prefer 
male applicants and female hirers prefer female applicants. In contrast, Status 
Characteristics Theory suggests that the status associated with the applicant will motivate 
a hirer’s views, which in the context of the labor market predicts male applicants 
receiving a preference from both female and male hirers. This study contributes to the 
theoretical debate on labor market decision-making by exploring how decision makers in 
the workforce respond to applications that vary on the basis of gender and recent 
employment history (i.e. whether or not the applicant is unemployed at the time of 
application submission). Employing original survey-experimental data, this study 
examines the following question: do male and female hirers differ in their preferences for 
job applicants on the basis of applicant gender? It finds that males and females do differ 
in their hiring preferences, with female hirers demonstrating an in-group preference for 
female applicants and that this preference is stronger when the applicant is presently 
employed and perceived to be competent. These findings suggest that hirer gender and 
present employment status moderate and that perceptions of applicant competence 
mediate the relationship between applicant gender and hiring outcomes. Consequently, 
these are important factors to consider when predicting gender-based labor market 
outcomes.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Gender-based biases and preferences are a prominent topic in economic, 

psychological, and sociological inquiry, especially as they relate to labor market 

dynamics. Scholarly emphasis on this topic area makes sense, given that gender-based 

biases in the labor market represent a direct mechanism by which individuals receive 

unequal employment opportunities and earnings. Consequently, sociologists traditionally 

explore who is discriminated against and when and where discrimination occurs. Of 

similar import in order to, ideally, prevent instances of discrimination, is an analysis of 

who discriminates. After all, the practice of discrimination is a two-way street: for one to 

be discriminated against, someone has to discriminate. 

One area of academic inquiry in this domain examines how a decision-maker’s 

gender relates to his or her views of an individual on the basis of an individual’s gender. 

Within the labor market, competing theoretical positions suggest that a decision maker’s 

gender influences his or her preferences and biases for hiring applicants in disparate 

ways. In the view of status characteristics theorists (Ridgeway and Correll 2004), the 

hirer’s gender is less consequential to the hirer’s preference: both male and female hirers 

are likely to prefer the candidate that is most in line with societal stereotypes and 

expectations for who should receive the position. In contrast, researchers who theorize 

the effects of homophily (Ashforth and Mael 1989, Mcphereson 2001) predict an in-

group bias in individuals’ hiring preferences: male hirers are likely to prefer male 

candidates while female hirers are likely to prefer female candidates.  
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Both views receive empirical support in the literature, suggesting that there are 

additional forces shaping how a hirer’s gender relates to their view of applicants (Rivera, 

Owens, and Gan 2015). One force that receives attention in explaining this dynamic is 

perceptions of competence (Rivera, Owens, and Gan 2015).  That is, probing the idea that 

the views that hirers hold of an applicant’s competence could explain why there is 

support for homophily theories in some instances but status characteristics theory in 

others; views of competence can assist in understanding when and why male and female 

decision-makers may differ in their views of applicants.  This study, thus, uses two 

measures of competence within original experimental survey data to explore the 

following question: do male and female reviewers differ in their preferences for job 

applicants on the basis of applicant gender?  

This thesis’ analytical thrust is its use of a survey experiment to exogenously vary 

a signal of applicants’ competence—the applicant’s recent unemployment status—to 

examine how this factor relates to a decision-maker’s likelihood to hire a male or female 

applicant. Consequently, this thesis’ significance is both empirical and methodological.  

First, it attempts to either provide additional support for one of these aforementioned 

theoretical views or provide means to reconcile their competing views.  Further, by 

exploring how an applicant’s work history interacts with an applicant’s gender, this 

project has the potential to add a layer to nuance to the theoretical predictions of gender-

based preferences in the hiring process.  



 3 

Literature Review 

There are multiple, and occasionally competing, theoretical perspectives (List and 

Rasul 2004) that attempt explain how biases develop and when discrimination occurs in 

workplace settings. Becker (1957) theorizes that the “tastes” hirers have for particular 

social groups are the basis for discrimination; individual beliefs shape how employers 

come to view an individual’s capacity in the workplace. This view, in turn, shapes how 

decision-makers’ preference for or bias against individuals. Phelps (1972) employs a 

different theoretical approach—statistical discrimination—to demonstrate instances of 

preference and bias in workplaces. In List and Rasul’s (2004) words, statistical 

discrimination occurs when “firm owners discriminate based on a set of observables 

because they have imperfect information“ leading to discrimination on the basis of those 

observable characteristics. These characteristics, in turn, can be more associated with 

factors that relate to an individuals’ identity or social status.  For example, statistical 

discrimination can occur when an employer biases against an individual for wearing less 

professional attire, and this clothing-based “set of observables” can lead discrimination 

on the basis of socio-economic status.  These taste-based and statistical discrimination 

theories offer a means to determine if, and a basic understanding of why, discrimination 

occurs in workplace settings.  

As a way to expand upon and, at times, challenge the aforementioned 

explanations for predicting when instances of discrimination occur, social scientists 

employ homophily and status characteristics theory. Homophily theory and status 

characteristics theory provide clear predictions of who individuals will be biased against 
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or prefer in particular instances.  Within this project, these approaches provide a 

theoretical model and justification for predictions of when females and males in decision-

making positions will prefer individuals with certain qualities.  This thesis, thus, draws 

upon on these two theories to develop theoretical predictions for how real-world 

decision-makers will respond to resumes that vary on the basis of gender and current 

employment status.  

HOMOPHILY AND WORKPLACE DISCRIMINATION 
Homophily originated as a theoretical lens to explain why individuals demonstrate 

a tendency to socialize and associate with individuals who are similar—primarily in 

racial and socioeconomic terms but also on other dimensions, like religious and gender 

—to themselves (McPherson 2001). Applied to workplace hiring practices, theories of 

homophily maintain that individuals who share similar qualities will prefer those sharing 

the same qualities, thereby discriminating against those who don’t share the qualities 

(Rivera, Owens, and Gan 2015). Effectively, this view suggests that hirers demonstrate 

in-group preferences and that a means by which to combat workplace discrimination on 

the basis of gender and race is to have more individuals of an underrepresented gender or 

racial group in positions that hire. Theories grounded in homophily assert, for instance, 

that having more women in positions to hire will lead to greater representation of women 

in male-dominated fields (Rivera, Owens, and Gan 2015).     

Given an increase in the proportion of women holding hiring positions across 

several sectors in the United States labor market (Kurtulus and Tomaskovic-Devey 

2012), there has been a heightened focus on how this shift might affect women’s hiring 
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prospects relative to men. This development has led to scholarly work aiming to provide 

empirical weight to homophily based theories of employer practices. Through the use of a 

panel-study reviewing thirteen years of data (1990-2003) from the United States Equal 

Employment Opportunity Commission, Kurtulus and Tomaskovic-Devey (2012) find that 

an increase in the proportion of women as hiring agents or top managers is associated 

with increased female representation in midlevel management roles (Kurtulus and 

Tomaskovic-Devey 2012). This suggests that female decision-makers might prefer 

women when making hiring decisions.   

Huffman, Cohen, and Pearlman (2010) provide further support for homophily 

practices in the workplace using observational data. In their analysis of longitudinal data 

from United States private-sector work, they find that in terms of the extent female 

managers and hirers influence gender integration within an organization, there is a 

positive relationship, evidenced with ordinary least squares and fixed effects regression 

modeling, between women in managerial positions and workplace gender integration 

(Huffman, Cohen, and Pearlman, 2010). This offers support for the notion that female 

managers demonstrate homophilous behavior, to the extent that it is observed within 

overall workplace composition.   

Other attempts to document instances of homophily have focused on more 

specific industries and practices therein. Employing regression-based analysis, Cohen and 

Broschak (2013) find that within New York City advertising agencies the number of 

newly created jobs filled by women is positively related with the presence of female 

managers (Cohen and Broschak 2013).   Likewise, Ibarra’s (1992) observational analysis 
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of a large, growing New England advertising and public relations agency finds that 

within this workplace, men demonstrate stronger tendencies for homophily-based 

behavior than women and this resulted in gender inequalities in both the hiring and 

promoting practices of this workplace (Ibarra 1992).  Gorman (2005) observes similar 

patterns within the legal profession. Gorman (2005) directly reviewed the hiring 

decisions within law firms and concludes that women in hiring positions, compared to 

men, demonstrate a stronger tendency to hire women for new employment opportunities.  

Within both specific industries and more general views of the labor market, there is 

support for the view that hirers show a tendency to demonstrate behavior in line with 

homophily-based theory.  

Yet, a limitation of the aforementioned non-experimental, observational-based 

data is that there is minimal ability to draw causal inferences that homophily-based 

decision making influences this dynamic. As Reskin et al. (1999) note, “the causal order 

of these relationships is unclear.” One cannot infer if women in hiring positions are 

demonstrating a preference for other women, if firms that have more women in hiring 

positions might also hire more women for entry level positions, or if there is another 

extraneous explanation for this phenomenon. As such, there are concerns within these 

studies that there are omitted variables responsible for these findings. Without an 

experimental research design within these studies, it is difficult to conceive of a clear 

conclusion that in-group, homophily-based preferences are operating in the labor market. 

STATUS CHARACTERISTICS THEORY AND WORKPLACE DISCRIMINATION 
Status characteristics theory provides an alternative explanation for gender-based 

preferences in workplace decisions. Status characteristics theory maintains that perceived 
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differences—like race and gender—in individuals lead to unequal outcomes and 

treatment when these differences are associated with greater competence in a particular 

area—like the idea that a race or gender is better at a particular task (Correll 2004).  The 

associations an individual holds for other social groups stem from deeply held cultural 

beliefs and operate in both overtly stated beliefs and unspoken biases. In the context of 

the labor market, prevailing stereotypes and associations of males as more capable at 

white-collar, managerial work can lead to decision-makers preferring a male employee to 

an otherwise equal female employee. These attributes are referred to as “ diffuse status 

characteristics” and, according to this school, lead to unequal outcomes and potential 

instances of discrimination when the status characteristics for a group are applied to an 

individual to make judgments of an individual’s competence (Berger et. al 1977, Correll 

2004).  

Context and culture are of central concern for status characteristic theorists. In 

their view, the associations that a decision-maker holds for a particular individual stem 

from how they believe the individual, based on generalized beliefs about the attributes of 

a group to which that individual can be perceived to belong, will perform a particular 

task. A decision-maker could use race and gender as a status characteristic when 

evaluating the math skills of an Asian-American male compared to a white female and 

suggest that the male is better at math even when there is little evidence of this (Correll 

2004).  As it relates to inequality in the workplace, status characteristics theory “seeks to 

explain how beliefs about status characteristics get translated into performance 

expectations” (Correll and Ridgeway 2004). Therefore, the expectations that decision 
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makers have for the task to be completed and an individual’s status characteristics are 

central to explaining labor market outcomes.  

There is empirical support for this understanding of workplace dynamics. Graves 

and Powell (1995) surveyed employers after they conducted interviews with job 

applicants. In line with status characteristics theory, they found that “female recruiters 

saw male applicants as more similar to themselves and more qualified than female 

applicants” (Graves and Powell 1995). Their research also challenged homophily theory. 

Their analysis concludes that gender similarity between interviewee and hirer had no 

“significant direct or indirect effects on interview outcome (decision to offer an 

individual a job)” (Graves and Powell 1995).  McCarthy, Van Iddekinge, and Campion 

(2010) built upon these findings and found that within interviews that are designed to 

limit bias and discriminatory outcomes—referred to as highly structured interviews and 

intended to decrease discriminatory outcomes because of specific questions and scripts 

interviewers are instructed to follow—gender similarity was not found to be associated 

with a hirer’s rating of an applicant.  These findings are confirmed in Huffcutt’s (2011) 

meta-analysis of employment construct literature. Following an exhaustive review of 

studies relating to interview practices, he concludes that “overall, the evidence does not 

appear to support a gender similarity effect” (Huffcutt 2011). Instead, Huffcutt (2011) 

finds more support for “stereotypical and other moderating influences,” aligning with 

status characteristics theory. These interview-centered studies support the idea that an 

individual’s gender can operate as a status characteristic in interviews and, therefore, 

potentially lead to gender-based preferential treatment favoring men.  
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Studies of gender pay inequality also offer support for status characteristics 

theory. In Srivastava and Sherman’s (2014) longitudinal analysis of employee salaries, 

they evaluate the salaries of male and female employees who had their pay determined by 

both female and male supervisors. Their research challenges the homophilic notion that 

female managers would help limit the well-documented pay-gap between men and 

women and finds “no support for the proposition that female managers act to reduce the 

gender wage gap among employees who report to them” (Srivastava and Sherman 2014). 

Further, their results suggest women decision makers might “amplify” the gender pay 

gap, thereby supporting status characteristics theory and its prediction regarding “the 

persistence of gender status beliefs that lead to both men and women to assume that men 

will be more competent than women” (Srivastava and Sherman 2014).  Likewise, in a 

review of payment data from over 3,700 employees during a nine-year span at a large 

United States retail grocer, Penner, Toro-Tulla, and Huffman (2012) find no evidence 

that female managers relative to male managers improve payment outcomes for female 

employees and conclude that their “findings are consistent with the notion that 

organizational policies and practices that shape gender inequality are gendered not so 

much by the individuals in positions of power but rather by larger societal norms and 

expectations about gender” (Penner, Toro-Tulla, and Huffman 2012). As it relates to 

payment outcomes, there is support for the idea that gender inequality is a function of 

employers using gender a status characteristic and favoring male employees.  

Just as a with the empirical literature supporting homophily-based explanations 

for workplace dynamics, however, these studies are limited in their ability to rule out 
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unobserved selection processes and omitted variables bias, such as structural factors 

unrelated to employer gender that lead to a favoritism for males. This makes it difficult 

for them to demonstrate a causal relationship between hirer gender and applicant gender 

in shaping outcomes and reflects the need for alternative methodological approaches to 

analyze the influence of decision-maker gender on workplace outcomes.   

COMPETENCE PERCEPTIONS AND HIRING DECISIONS 
 

The competing empirical support for homophily and status characteristics theories of 

gender-based hiring preferences, as well as the inherent limitations of observational 

analysis in the previously mentioned studies, raise questions of how to model and test for 

gender bias in labor market decision making.  In the view of homophily theorists, 

preferences for employers should follow a simple relationship: women will demonstrate a 

stronger preference for women and men will demonstrate a stronger preference for men. 

For status characteristic theorists, context and stereotypical conceptions of applicant 

competence will shape the views of decision makers. Within the context of the labor 

market, their views suggest there should also be a consistent, direct relationship between 

a hirer’s gender and their views of applicants on the basis of the applicant’s gender: both 

men and women will prefer the individual belonging to the social group stereotypically 

associated with greater success and capability. In evaluating gender-based differences in 

the labor market, status characteristics theory will generally predict male and female 

decision makers favoring men. The inconsistent empirical results suggest there may be 
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another force influencing the relationship between a decision-maker’s gender and their 

views of applicants.    

 Recent research by Rivera, Owens, and Gan (2015) attempts to isolate one such 

factor that might help explain these competing empirical findings. They measure a hirer’s 

views of an applicant’s skill and competence and analyze how these views, in addition to 

applicant gender, relate to hiring preferences. In light of the overlap in status 

characteristics and homophily-based theories that stereotypes are a determining factor in 

an individual’s views of others, they theorize that “it is likely that perceptions of skill 

influence how men and women evaluate other men and women” (Rivera, Owens, and 

Gan 2015).  Because an applicant’s gender is theoretically believed to influence a 

reviewer’s perception of applicant skill and competence, and thus effectiveness, at a 

particular job, they examine how perceptions of competence relate to gender-based hiring 

preferences.  

In their study of female business school graduates interviewing at a large professional 

service firm, Rivera, Owens, and Gan (2015) ask female and male interviewers to rate 

female applicants’ competence in the areas of leadership, analytical skills, and 

communication and then provide a hiring recommendation. With this measure of 

competence, they find that for applicants who are perceived as below average in skill, 

female hirers demonstrate an in-group bias: lower-skilled female applicants receive a 

more favorable hiring outcome when reviewed by female hirers compared to male hirers. 

Yet, when the applicant is perceived to possess greater skill, female hirers demonstrate an 

out-group bias against female applicants, which suggests “sex homophily is not a 
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universal and invariable aspect of hiring, as is often assumed by sociologists, but rather a 

contextually dependent process” (Rivera, Owens, and Gan 2015). This latter finding 

supports the idea that when hirers’ expectations for an applicant’s competence are out of 

line with societal expectations for the candidate (e.g. views of females in male-dominated 

service firms, like the one reviewed by Rivera, Owens, and Gan), the hirer’s preferences 

will align with societal views of the candidate. They conclude that there is not complete 

support for either homophily theory or status characteristics theory. Rather, both received 

limited support and that perceived candidate skill operates as an important consideration 

as to whether or not an in-group (or homophilic) gender bias is present in hiring 

decisions. 

This idea that perceptions of competence act as a moderator for particular outcomes is 

an explored phenomenon. Within the social psychology literature, Fiske et al. (2007) find 

that views of competence are central to expectations that individuals hold for others. In 

Fiske’s Stereotype Content Model, she theorizes that perceptions of competence and 

warmth shape the ways individuals respond to others. Employing a two-by-two model of 

perceiving individuals as low or high in the areas of warmth and competence, she finds 

empirical support the idea that the more positive perceptions of competence and warmth 

individuals hold for others, the more positive feelings and behavior are demonstrated 

towards those individuals (Fiske et al. 2007). Conversely, individuals viewed as less 

competent and less warm evoke negative reactions. Individuals viewed as competent but 

not warm or warm but not competent receive ambivalent treatment from others (Fiske et 

al 2007). Similar to the central ideas of homophily theory, the Stereotype Content Model 
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posits that how individuals perceive others relates to in-group/out-group dynamics. 

Within the workplace, Cuddy, Fiske, and Glicke (2004) use the stereotype content model 

to demonstrate how parenthood affects men and women differently in terms of their 

hiring and promotion prospects. They find that mothers are generally categorized as two 

types: homemakers, who are perceived as warm but not competent, and female 

professionals, who are perceived as competent but cold   (Cuddy, Fiske, and Glocke 

2004). In terms of outcomes, working women “trade perceived competence for warmth 

when they become mothers” (Cuddy, Fiske, and Glocke 2004). Since greater perceived 

warmth is not associated with enhanced workplace outcomes, this loss in competence is 

shown to hurt a woman’s opportunities in the workplace (Cuddy, Fiske, and Glocke 

2004). In effect, the stereotype content model offers a theoretical model for how views of 

competence shape how individuals behave towards and view others in the workplace.   

In their Behavior form Intergroup Affects and Stereotypes (BIAS) map, Cuddy et. al. 

(2006) build on these findings by adding another, outcome based dimension to the 

stereotype content model. The BIAS map links an individual’s social perception of others 

to actual actions, indicating that these perceptions have behavioral outcomes. Cuddy et. 

al. (2006) postulate that the views theorized in the stereotype content model result in four 

types of behaviors that vary in terms of intensity and valence within a two-by-two model. 

In terms of intensity, actions are either active (as in, actively directed to affect a group) or 

passive (as in, not directed towards but still influence a group). In terms of valence, 

actions are either facilitative (as in, assisting a group) or harmful (as in, hurting a group 

(Cuddy et. al. 2006). Taken together, these works employing the stereotype content 
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model and BIAS map reveal how views of competence can impact specific outcomes for 

individuals. Within the scope of this study, the BIAS map and stereotype content model 

theoretically motivate the idea that examining perceptions of competence assists in 

understanding how gender dynamics influence employment decisions. In incorporating 

this perspective, this study builds on and potentially adds another layer to the existing 

literature on the influence of hirer gender in their hiring preferences on the basis of 

applicant gender.   

This thesis employs this theoretical underpinning to build upon Rivera, Owens, and 

Gan’s work in three important ways. First, it provides a new empirical test to Rivera, 

Owens, and Gan’s framework: that views of competence moderate how interviewer 

gender relates to views of applicants on the basis of applicant gender. Second, Rivera, 

Owens and Gan’s study, due to data constraints, only offered analysis on female 

applicants. This current study contains hirer reviews of both female and male candidates 

and can therefore offer insight on how this pattern of hiring practices applies to both male 

and female applicants. Third, this thesis contains both endogenous and exogenous 

measures of applicant competence. Within Rivera, Owens and Gan’s study, the variation 

on competence is endogenous: the interviewer provides their views of the applicant’s 

competence. Within this study, there too is a measure for a hirer’s view of applicant 

competence. However, this competence measure potentially limits the study’s findings 

because the measure could be shaped by the gender of the applicant and/or the gender of 

the reviewer.  That is, the views of competence for an applicant might be shaped by a 

force unobserved by the study (e.g. a reviewer’s pre-existing bias against particular types 
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of applicants). There is a concern in endogenous measures of competence peceptions that 

the views of an individual’s competence and skill vary for reasons related to their 

interviewer, since the variation of views on competence is not randomly distributed in 

their work. One way to further examine how perceptions of competence influence a 

hirer’s view of applicants is, therefore, to exogenously vary a factor that could influence 

perceptions of competence. This thesis utilizes recent employment history—that is, an 

applicant’s resume reflects either continuous employment or present unemployment—in 

such a way. Previous research supports the idea that recent employment status can 

influence employers’ views of ability and competence (Yu 2012; Kalleberg 2009). 

Further, a history of unemployment generally leads to negative employment outcomes 

(Gregg 2001; Kroft, Lange, and Notowidigdo 2012), suggesting that employment status 

relates to hirers’ views of applicants.  



 16 

 

Empirical Predictions 

The primary focus for work exploring the discrepancy in gender-based outcomes in 

workplace decision-making emphasizes, unsurprisingly, employee or applicant gender. 

Applicant gender, thus, is the primary independent variable that drives the theoretical 

models in the aforementioned literature and in this work.  As outlined in the conceptual 

map in illustration 1, this study will explore additional factors that, theoretically, shape 

gender based outcomes in hiring decisions. The primary additional factors explored are 

hirer gender, applicant employment history, and perceived applicant competence.  

A central goal of this work is to provide a test to the predominant theories of how 

gender-based outcomes potentially differ because of these factors. Within the context of 

this analysis, homophily theories predict that this experimental survey would reveal an 

in-group gender-based preference for otherwise similar applicants, as seen in hypothesis 

1.  

Hypothesis 1:  

1a. Male hirers will prefer male applicants to otherwise equally qualified female 

applicants.  

1b. Female applicants will prefer female applicants to otherwise equally qualified male 

applicants.  

Within the workplace, gender operates, generally, as a status characteristic that 

favors males. That is, males are viewed as more capable than females in many 

employment related tasks that permeate the labor market, thereby leading to both female 
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and male hirers preferring male applicants and employees. Therefore, status 

characteristics theorists would predict ideas in line with hypothesis 2.  

Hypothesis 2:  

2a. Both male and female hirers would prefer male applicants to otherwise equally 

qualified female applicants.  

Cuddy and Fiske’s theoretical work within the stereotype content model and BIAS 

map, in addition to Rivera, Owens, and Gan’s (2015) empirical work, suggest that 

perceptions of competence are central understanding how gender operates in the 

workplace. In line with language employed by Cuddy et. al. (2007 ), actively facilitating 

for another in this context refers to take a proactive action to aid another and review an 

individual more favorably. In contrast, actively harming refers to direct actions that 

negatively affect another and would be a less favorable of an individual. Thus, when 

incorporating Rivera, Owens, and Gan’s findings and perceptions competence into this 

work, it is necessary to see if the following hypothesis predicted by their analysis holds 

true, which is contained in hypothesis 3. 

Hypothesis 3:   

3a. Female hirers will actively facilitate for and positively review female applicants who 

are recently unemployed and perceived as less competent compared to otherwise equal 

male applicants  

3b. Female hirers will actively harm and negatively review employed and perceived as 

competent female applicants compared to an otherwise equal male candidate.  
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3c. Male hirers will actively facilitate for and positively review unemployed and 

perceived as less competent male applicants compared to an otherwise equal female 

applicant.  

3d. Male hirers will actively facilitate for and positively review employed and perceived 

as competent male applicants compared to an otherwise equal female candidate.  
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Data and Methods 

 

To empirically test the aforementioned hypotheses, this thesis draws on 

experimental survey data. The survey was part of a larger internet-based survey 

experiment and was administered to 539 individuals in hiring positions in a variety of 

fields.  It was conducted between December 6, 2012 and January 4, 2013 and the data 

collection was done through Qualtrics, a survey research company. For this analysis, 

respondents were deemed appropriate to survey based on three criteria: first, providing 

informed consent; second, responding “yes” to the following question: “As part of your 

job, do you make decisions regarding whether or not to hire job applicants?”; and third, 

possessing one of the following five job titles: human resources manager; human 

resources associate/assistant; business executive; mid-level manager; or business owner. 

As seen in table 1, the final sample for this study included 259 female respondents (48% 

of the sample) and 280 male respondents (52% of the sample). 

Survey respondents were randomly assigned to each condition and asked 

questions relating to how the hirer reacted to a resume they had just reviewed. There were 

two primary axes of variation in the sample of reviewed resumes.  First, each resume 

differed on the basis present employment status. The resume signaled whether the 

applicant was employed or had 12 months of unemployment at the time of review. 

Second, the resumes varied on the basis of applicant gender, which was signaled using 

gendered names. The male names were Matthew Stevens and Jon Murphy and the female 
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names were Katherine Murphy and Emily Stevens. This results in a 2 (Target Gender: 

Male vs. Female) x 2 (Competence: Continuously employed vs. not) experimental design 

to examine employer views of four types of employees: females who are presently 

employed; females who are presently unemployed; males who are presently employed; 

and males who are presently unemployed. These factors were further crossed with hirer 

gender (Male vs. Female) in a three factor design, resulting in eight primary conditions of 

interest: females who are presently employed and reviewed by females; females who are 

presently unemployed and reviewed by females; females who are presently employed and 

reviewed by males; females who are presently unemployed and reviewed by males; males 

who are presently employed and reviewed by females; males who are presently 

unemployed and reviewed by females; males who are presently employed and reviewed 

by males; males who are presently unemployed and reviewed by males; 

The variables of interest for this study relate to hiring recommendations, 

unemployment, perceptions of applicant competence, applicant gender, and hirer gender. 

Since homophily theorists predict an in-group bias—that is, male hirers preferring male 

candidates and female hirers preferring female candidates, assuming the applicants are 

otherwise equal—the variables of most concern for the homophily hypothesis are 

applicant gender and hirer gender, which is operationalized from a survey response to the 

question “What is your sex?”.  These are also the primary variables of interest for status 

characteristic theorists, given the hypothesis that both male and female hirers would 

prefer male applicants to otherwise equally qualified female applicants. Hiring 

recommendation is operationalized through responses to the question “how likely would 
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you be to recommend that your company hire this applicant?” on a five-point scale of 1 

signifying “not at all likely” and 5 signifying “very likely.”  

In light of the theoretical predictions that perceptions of competence influence 

gender-based hiring practices, this study measures competence directly and though an 

indirect operationalization of employment history. First and directly, the study asks hirers 

their views of an applicant’s competence as a Likert-type item on a one to seven scale 

with one signifying they “strongly disagree” and seven signifying they “strongly agree” 

that the candidate is competent. Further, to get a better, more rounded measure of 

perceived competence, the competent response was scaled with other survey responses, 

specifically perceptions of applicant reliability, skill, productivity, and capability (also 

measured on the same, seven-point agreement scale). These responses created a 

“competence scale measure” that has a high Cronbach’s alpha of .88.   

Second, the interest in how competence perceptions may moderate the evaluation 

of male and female applicants requires exogenous variation in an applicant’s competence 

level. In an attempt to achieve this type of variation, employers reviewed resumes that 

were manipulated to contain either seamless, continuous employment or a year-long spell 

of recent unemployment. The data for this thesis supports the idea that this exogenous 

variation functions as a manipulation of perceived competence. While t-tests of mean 

difference do not show a statistically significant difference in competence perceptions of 

unemployed compared to employed applicants, this sample does offer evidence of the 

idea that an employment condition, when also considering the hirer’s and applicant’s 

gender, relates perceptions of competence. As seen in later analysis, male reviewers 



 22 

perceive unemployed applicants as less competent to a statistically significant degree 

compared to employed applicants. Similarly, an analysis of variance (ANOVA) model 

that includes these three factors—hirer gender, applicant gender, and employment 

status—and their interactions effect on competence perceptions yields a statistically 

significant f-statistic. This, in addition to the significant interaction effects in the 

regression based models developed subsequently, provides support for the notion that 

unemployment status influences perceptions of applicant competence.  

To ensure that survey respondents received the other manipulations, multiple 

questions served as manipulation checks on the survey. Of particular interest to this 

survey were the responses to the questions:  “Was either of the resumes that you 

reviewed from an applicant who was recently unemployed? If you are not certain, please 

make your best guess.” and “Which of the resumes that you reviewed was/were from a 

female applicant? If you are not certain, your best guess is fine.” While there is a chance 

that respondents “guessed” correctly and were falsely identified as positively recognizing 

the manipulation, this manipulation check helps ensure that respondents did receive the 

desired condition. 
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Results 

This thesis’ primary aim is to explore if and how an analysis of employment 

history and perceptions of competence can help resolve the competing predictions that 

homophily theory and status characteristics theory have for gender-based preferences in 

employment decisions. To that end, the first set of analysis examines homphily-based and 

status characteristics theories of hiring preferences, which necessitates examining mean 

differences in the hiring preferences for male and female applicants. Since the 

applications varied on the basis of employment history, tests of mean differences 

considering employment status were run.  In this this scenario, homophily-based theories 

predict that among unemployed applicants, male hirers would prefer male applicants and 

female applicants would prefer female applicants. This in-group preference would hold 

for employed applicants as well. In status characteristics theories, the prediction is that in 

both the unemployed and employed states, male and female hirers will prefer male 

applicants.   

Based on tests of mean differences, as seen in table 2, female hirers do not 

demonstrate a statistically significant difference in their preferences for unemployed 

applicants on the basis of gender. However, there is a statistically significant difference in 

the preferences for employed individuals, with women demonstrating a homophilous 

preference for employed female applicants compared to employed male applicants. From 

female hirers, employed female applicants received a mean hireability score of 3.66 

compared to a 3.25 score for employed males.  For male hirers, there is not a statistically 
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significant difference in their views on the basis of gender when applicants are employed. 

However, there is a statistically significant difference in male hirer’s views for 

unemployed applicants, with men demonstrating a preference for unemployed females 

compared to unemployed males. From male hirers, unemployed females received a 

hireability score of 3.59 compared to a 3.21 score for unemployed males. Taken together, 

tests of mean differences suggest that employment status influences the how hirers 

respond to applications on the basis of gender.   

 To further conceptualize this idea and test for interaction effects between 

applicant gender, applicant employment status, and hirer gender, the next step is to 

employ multivariate models. Since the t-test results suggest that the way applicant gender 

relates to their hireability score depends on the reviewer gender and applicant 

employment history, tests for a moderating effect of these variables were run. These tests 

model for an interaction effect between unemployment status and applicant gender and 

explore how it relates to male and female hiring preferences.  As seen in Table 3, in a 

linear regression when the hirer is female, the interaction effect between applicant gender 

and employment status is statistically significant. For female reviewers, the influence of 

applicant gender on hireability is moderated by employment history.  That is, for female 

hirers the difference in the hiring scores they assign to individual resumes varies on the 

resumes’ signaled gender and employment history. This relationship is depicted in figure 

1. For male hirers, however, there are non-significant differences for this interaction.  

This finding, as well as the aforementioned empirical research on this subject, 

raise questions about the effects of reviewer gender and applicant employment status 
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moderating the relationship between applicant gender and their hiring outcome. This 

necessitates testing for a three-way interaction between applicant gender, reviewer 

gender, and employment history. Most relevant to a test for moderating effects, the three-

way interaction term is significant, as seen in table 4 (the “no competence control” model 

shows this interaction). Figure 2 is illustrative in showing the predicted difference in 

hireability scores on the basis of this interaction. This model suggests that the effect of 

applicant gender on hiring scores is moderated by reviewer gender and an applicant’s 

employment status; the observed difference in hiring scores depends the applicant’s 

gender, the hirer’s gender, the applicant’s employment history.  

 To next directly test the theoretical prediction that views of competence mediate 

the relationship between hiring recommendations and applicant gender, the controlled 

model in table 4 tests for the aforementioned three-way interaction, but controlling for 

perceived competence.  The scaled competence variable (recall, the scaled competence 

measure also included the reviewer’s responses to questions of an applicant’s capability, 

skills, reliability, and productivity) was used. In this model, depicted in the “control” 

model in table 4, the interaction term is no longer significant. In a way, this signals that 

the complicated moderating relationship between applicant gender, employment history, 

and hirer gender are largely explained away when considering an applicant’s perceived 

competence. 

These results suggest that perceptions of competence might mediate the 

relationship between applicant gender and hireability. This idea hypothesizes that a 

three–way interaction between applicant gender, hirer gender, and employment history 
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relate to an applicant’s perceived competence and that perceived competence, in turn, 

relates to hireability. To test for this relationship, it is necessary to follow Baron and 

Kenny’s (1986) steps for establishing the presence of a mediator, which involve “first, 

regressing the mediator on the independent variable; second, regressing the dependent 

variable on the independent variable; and third regressing the dependent variable on both 

the independent variable on the mediator” (Baron and Kenny 1986).  This analysis is 

depicted in table 4. There is evidence to suggest that the three-way interaction predicts 

hireability (as seen in the first non-controlled model) and that perceived competence 

predicts hireability when controlling for the three-way interaction (as seen in the middle 

controlled table in table 4). So, the last test for Baron and Kenny’s (1986) steps involves 

regressing the mediator—perceived competence—on the three-way interaction. The 

results of this test are depicted in the third column of table 4. As the mediation analysis 

hypothesizes, it suggests that the three-way interaction relates to differences in perceived 

competence in a statistically significant way. Put another way, there is reason to believe 

that the way an applicant’s competence is perceived depends on the applicant’s gender, 

employment status, and hirer gender. In total, there is support for the idea that 

perceptions of competence mediate the relationship between the complex relationship 

between applicant gender, hirer gender, employment history and hireability. 
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Discussion and Conclusion 

This thesis explores the relationship between a job applicant’s gender and their 

hiring prospects, in light of the gender of individual reviewing the resume, the applicant’s 

perceived competence, and the applicant’s work history. A survey experiment offers a 

means to examine how this relationship operates. In testing the theoretical positions of 

homophily and status characteristic theorists and recent empirical findings from Rivera, 

Owens, and Gan, this work provides a novel and new perspective on gender-based 

preferences and biases in hiring practices.  

In terms of these perspectives’ outlined hypotheses, there is some support for 

homophily theorists, no evidence for the predictions of status characteristics theorists, 

and a failure to replicate Rivera, Owens, and Gan’s findings. The study’s initial results 

find the opposite of Rivera, Owens, and Gan’s conclusion that “sex matches between 

interviewers and applicants work in favor of those female candidates perceived to be 

lowest in skill but against women at the highest level of perceived skill” (Rivera, Owens, 

and Gan 2015). I find that female reviewers demonstrate a preference for female 

applicants when the applicant is presently employed and, thus, is likely perceived to be 

better qualified. For male reviewers, there appears to be a preference for unemployed 

females relative to otherwise equal unemployed males. In sum, homophilous behavior 

only appears to be operating among female employers reviewing employed applicants.  

Further, the results are out of line with status characteristics theory: there is no 

support for the idea that male applicants, who are steretypically assumed to possess the 
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qualities that are privileged on the labor market, are favored by male or female reviewers 

in their employed or unemployed state. If anything, these results suggest that, in some 

instances, male hirers demonstrate an out-group bias and prefer female to male 

applicants, such as when two otherwise equal candidates are both unemployed. 

Additionally, and counter to status characteristics theory, there was no evidence of a 

preference for male applicants from both male and female reviewers. These differences in 

findings could stem from areas of the hiring process that Rivera, Owens, and Gan’s work 

explored compared to this thesis. Perhaps the ways in which gender-based preferences 

and biases operate in hiring decisions differ when reviewing resumes compared to 

interviews, suggesting that future research could attempt a study exploring this 

relationship from the initial review of a resume to the interview and hiring decision.  

The findings of this study imply that when examining in-group biases and 

preferences in hiring practices, it is necessary to consider factors that could shape a 

hirer’s view of the applicant’s competence. Through testing for interaction effects, this 

thesis finds that recent employment history, a factor that could also shape perceptions of 

competence, plays an important role in this dynamic and, along with hirer’s gender, 

moderates the relationship between an applicant’s gender and their hiring outcomes. That 

is, the degree to which an applicant’s gender shapes his or her hiring prospects, this 

relationship is influenced by their employment history and the reviewer’s gender. 

Importantly, this relationship is shown to be non-significant when also considering 

perceived applicant competence, which received substantial statistical support as a 
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mediator in this relationship. This suggests that future inquiry into this topic area should 

also consider these factors.  

Yet, it is important to keep in mind that this study is limited to analyzing a hirer’s 

surveyed responses with a hypothetical resume. The results do not speak to the hirers’ 

actual application review process and employment decision-making. The primary 

analyzed dependent variable—a hiring scale—does not necessarily reflect an individual’s 

hiring preferences. As in, individuals in hiring positions do not hire on a relative scale. 

Further, these perceptions of applicants are based solely on a resume and this study does 

not offer insight into other components of the hiring process, like interviews, that shape 

hiring outcomes and where gender-based biases or preferences could be present. An 

additional consideration of this study’s limited generalizability is that while the sample is 

broad, employment decisions vary greatly based on specific industry dynamics. These 

findings might not be generalizable beyond the empirical conditions of this data set. 

Nevertheless, this study adds to the literature on hiring practices and offers 

analysis on how hirer gender relates to resume reviewing preferences. In suggesting that 

there are certain gender-based biases and preferences in resume reviewing, this work both 

supports and complicates previous predictions for gender-based preferences in an 

important phase of hiring decisions: the initial review of resumes.  Consequently, these 

potential biases—e.g. female hirers preferring more qualified females—are necessary for 

decision makers to consider. Future research should continue to examine if and how this 

dynamic operates in other phases of hiring.  
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Tables 

 
Table 1: 
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Table 2: 
         
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 2
Tests of Mean Difference in Hiring Scores
 Considering Employment Status

Female Hirer Male Hirer

Employed Female 3.66 3.65
Employed Male 3.25 3.60
t -2.80 ** -0.31

Unemployed Female 3.60 3.59
Unemployed Male 3.45 3.21
t 0.95 -2.61 **

† p < 0.1 * p <0.05 ** p <0.01 *** p < 0.001
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Table 3:  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 3
Ordinary Least Squares Regression Coefficients for Models Predicting Hiring   
Scores for Male and Female Hiring Preferences

 Female Hirers Male Hirers

Female Applicant               .411** 0.046
(0.15) (0.15)

Unemployed Applicant                .35* -0.39 **
(0.15) (0.15)

Female X
Unemployed -0.55 ** 0.33

(0.21) (0.21)
Intercept              3.25***             3.60***

(0.11) (0.09)
F-Statistic              3.02*             3.52*
Sample Size 259 280
R-Squared 0.034 0.037

† p < 0.1 * p <0.05 ** p <0.01 *** p < 0.001    
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Table 4: 

 
 

 
 

Table 4
Ordinary Least Squares Regression Coefficients for Models Testing for Applicant Gender, Hirer Gender, and Employment Interactions
on Hiring Scores (controlling and not controlling for perceived competence) and Competence Perception

Dependent Variable Hireability Hireability  Competence

Female Applicant 0.047 0.14 -0.12
(.15)         (0.13) (.14)

Female Hirer -0.35 * -0.20 -0.22 †

(0.15) (0.18) (.14)

Unemploymed Applicant -0.39 ** -0.14 -0.39 **
(0.14) (0.12) (.14)

Female Applicant X Female Hirer 0.36 0.10 0.43 *
(0.21) (0.18) (.20)

Female Applicant X Unemployed 0.34 0.09 † 0.39 *
(0.21) (0.18) (.20)

Female Hirer X Unemployed 0.74 *** 0.31 0.71 ***
(0.21) (0.18) (.20)

Female Applicant X Female Hirer  X Unemployed -0.89 ** -0.33 -0.94 ***
(0.3) (0.25) (.29)

Competence (scaled)  N/A 0.56*** N/A
(0.03)

Intercept 3.60 *** 3.52 0.09
(0.09) (0.08) (.09)

F-Statistic 2.81 *** 30.65*** 2.81 ***
Sample Size 539 537 537
R-Squared 0.04 0.31 0.04

† p < 0.1 * p <0.05 ** p <0.01 *** p < 0.001      

No 
Competence 

Control
Competence 

Control
Competence 

as the DV
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Figure 1: Female Ratings of Hirability for Applicants by Employment Status and Gender 
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Figure 2:  
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Figure 2: Hiring Scores from Modeling for a Three-Way Interaction between Applicant Gender, Employment Status, and Reviewer 
Gender  



 36 

 
 
 

Illustrations 

Illustration 1 
 
 
 
 

Conceptual Map 

Applicant Gender Hiring Score Perceived Competence 

Hirer Gender 
Applicant Employment 

History 



 37 

References 

 

Ashforth, Blake and Frank Mael. 1989 “Social Identity Theory and the Organization.” 

The Academy of Management Review 14 (1): 20-39. 
 

Baron, Reuben M. and David A. Kenny. 1986. ‘The Moderator–mediator Variable 
Distinction in Social Psychological Research: Conceptual, Strategic, and 
Statistical Considerations.’ Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology 51(6):1173–82. 

Becker, Gary Stanley. 1957. Economics of Discrimination. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press. 

 

Berger, Joseph. 1977. Status Characteristics and Social Interaction: An Expectation 

States Approach. New York: Elsevier Scientific Pub. Co. 

 

Cohen, L. E. and J. P. Broschak. 2013. ‘Whose Jobs Are These? The Impact of the 

Proportion of  Female Managers on the Number of New Management Jobs 

Filled by Women versus Men.’ Administrative Science Quarterly 58(4):509-41. 

 

Correll, S. J. 2004. ‘Constraints into Preferences: Gender, Status, and Emerging 

Career Aspirations.’ American Sociological Review 69(1):93–113. 

 

Cuddy, Amy J. C., Susan T. Fiske, and Peter Glick. 2004. ‘When Professionals Become 

Mothers, Warmth Doesn’t Cut the Ice.’ Journal of Social Issues 60(4):701–18. 

 

Cuddy, Amy J. C., Susan T. Fiske, and Peter Glick. 2007. ‘The BIAS Map: Behaviors 

from Intergroup Affect and Stereotypes.’ Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology 92(4):631–48. 

 



 38 

Fiske, Susan T., Amy J. C. Cuddy, and Peter Glick. 2007. ‘Universal Dimensions of 

Social Cognition: Warmth and Competence.’ Trends in Cognitive Sciences 

11(2):77–83. 

 

Graves, Laura M. and Gary N. Powell. 1995. The Effect of Sex Similarity on 

Recruiters’ Evaluations of Actual Applicants: A Test of the Similarity 

Attraction Paradigm. Personnel Psychology 48(1):85–98. 

 

Gorman, E. H. 2005. ‘Gender Stereotypes, Same-Gender Preferences, and 

Organizational Variation in the Hiring of Women: Evidence from Law Firms.’ 

American Sociological Review 70(4):702–28. 

 

Gregg, Paul. 2001. ‘The Impact of Youth Unemployment on Adult Unemployment in 

the NCDS.’ The Economic Journal 111(475):626–53. 

 

Huffcutt, Allen I. 2011. ‘An Empirical Review of the Employment Interview 

Construct Literature.’ International Journal of Selection and Assessment 

19(1):62–81. 

 

Huffman, Matt L., Philip N. Cohen, and Jessica Pearlman. 2010. ‘Engendering Change: 

Organizational Dynamics and Workplace Gender Desegregation, 1975–2005.’ 

Administrative Science Quarterly 55(2):255–77. 

 

Kalleberg, A. L. 2009. ‘Precarious Work, Insecure Workers: Employment Relations in 

Transition.’ American Sociological Review 74(1):1–22. 

 

Kaplan, Avi and Carol Midgley. 1997. ‘The Effect of Achievement Goals: Does Level of 

PerceivedAcademic Competence Make a Difference?’ Contemporary 

Educational Psychology 22(4):415–35. 



 39 

 

Kurtulus, Fidan Ana and Donald Tomaskovic-Devey. 2012. ‘Do Female Top 

Managers Help Women to Advance? A Panel Study Using EEO-1 Records.’ The 

ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 639:173. 

 

List, John and Imran Rasul. 2011. ‘Field Experiments in Labor Economics.’ Handbook 

of Labor Economics 4a. 

 

McCarthy, Julie M., Chad H. Van Iddenkinge, and Michael A. Campion. 2010. ‘Are 

Highly Structure Job Interviews Resistant To Demographic Similarity 

Effects?’ Personnel Psychology 63(2):325–59. 

 

McPherson, Miller, Lynn Smith-Lovin, and James M. Cook. 2001. ‘Birds of a Feather: 

Homophily in Social Networks.’ Annual Review of Sociology 27(1):415–44. 

 

Penner, Andrew M., Harold J. Toro-Tulla, and Matt L. Huffman. 2012. ‘Do Women 

Managers Ameliorate Gender Differences in Wages? Evidence from a Large 

Grocery Retailer.’ Sociological Perspectives 55(2):365–81. 

 

Phelps, E. 1972. ‘The Statistical Theory of Racism and Sexism.’ American Economic 

Review LXII, 659–661. 

 

Ridgeway, Cecilia L. and Shelley J. Correll. 2004. ‘Unpacking the Gender System: A 

Theoretical Perspective on Gender Beliefs and Social Relations.’ Gender & 

Society 18(4):510–31. 

 

Rivera, Lauren, Jayanti Owens, and Katherine Gan. 2015. ‘Glass Floors and Glass 

Ceilings: Sex Homophily and Heterophily in Job Interviews.’ Under Review. 

 



 40 

Srivastava, Sameer and Eliot Sherman. 2014. ‘Agents of Change or Cogs in the 

Machine? ReExamining the Influence of Female Managers on the Gender 

Wage Gap.’ Under Review. 

 

Yu, W. -h. 2012. ‘Better Off Jobless? Scarring Effects of Contingent Employment in 

Japan.’ Social Forces 90(3):735–68. 

 

 


