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IN A NUTSHELL:

Correspondence testing is a quantitative method aimed at measuring discrimination. It involves
sending fictitious applications in response to real offers (for example, job offers). By providing
and objective measure of discriminatory behaviour, this method is very useful, from a prospective
point of view, for designing anti-discrimination policies.

Keywords: Quantitative methods, correspondence, discrimination, anti-discrimination policies,
experimental applications

l. How is this method useful for policy evaluation?

Discrimination refers to an unequal treatment on the basis of individual characteristics that should not be
relevant to the decision to be made: favouring a male candidate with superior professional skills is not
discriminatory; but rejecting a female candidate on the basis of the suspicion that her availability will be
less than that of a male candidate with an equivalent profile is indeed discriminatory, because there is no
reason to believe that this female candidate matches this stereotype. As such, discrimination is a major
source of inequality. Even more than other types of inequality, discrimination is both very costly in
economic terms, by depriving the economy of some of its talent; and persistent, because the anticipation
of such inequalities of treatment might discourage the discriminated persons and lead them to make
choices (of level and branch of education, of career path) which only amplify these initial inequalities.

Despite the importance of the issues at stake, the development of public policies aimed at combating
discrimination suffers from a lack of diagnostic elements due to the great difficulty of measuring it. This is
the objective of the "correspondence testing" method.

Il. What does this method consist of?

Although this method can be applied to many different sectors of economic activity (housing search,
seasonal rentals, master's students' applications) and to many different sources of discrimination (religion,
sexual preference, socio-economic background, place of residence, disability), this presentation focuses
for simplicity on its application to the measurement of hiring discrimination based on gender and/or origin.

This method is designed to provide a measure of the success of different types of applicants according to
their socio-demographic characteristics, while at the same neutralising the effect of the intrinsic quality of
the applications. Each of these two aims has its own methodological implications.

Constitution of fictitious applications

The success of different types of candidates is observed through the use of artificial applications, sent in
response to real job offers circulating on the labour market. The method combines three ingredients:
identities, applications and job offers.

The socio-demographic characteristics whose effect is to be measured are conveyed by the identity of
the applicant. In order to test both gender discrimination and discrimination affecting applicants from, for
example, North-African origin, a list of four fictitious identities (or four different categories of identities) will
thus be created: two French-sounding surnames, one associated with a male first name and the other
with a female first name, and two surnames that suggest that the person is from North-African immigration,
associated with the same variations of the first name. Each of these identities is given a unique telephone
number and an email address to contact the applicants. These first and last names and contact
information correspond to the identity block of the applications.



In order to respond to job offers, these identities are put forward on applications that most often combine
a CV and a cover letter. The aim is to construct applications that are as credible as possible and thus
allow to distinguish the success of different identities. The process of constructing applications must
therefore lead to a quality that is neither too high nor too low in comparison with the real applications that
will be received, because any application that leads to an undifferentiated treatment of applicants, whether
positive or negative, makes it impossible to identify the characteristics that favour the success of
experimental applications.

The construction of the CV requires to fill the training and experience sections with contents that are
realistic and compatible with the job for which the application is sent, as well as a section dedicated to
extra-professional activities. In order to ensure that these CV elements correspond to the intended
occupations, most studies collect real CVs (available, for example, online), then mix the information from
several CVs to construct a unique experimental CV and then modify the resulting 'experience’, 'education’
and 'extra-curricular activities' sections. The content of the CV is completed by a block containing personal
information which includes at least the postal address, but may also mention the marital status, the
presence of children, the age or the date of birth. The formatting of this information requires choosing as
many predefined templates as there are different CVs, which will determine the order of the sections, the
font used and the organisation of the different information (many templates in different file formats can be
easily found online). Cover letters are constructed in the same way, combining the content of existing
cover letters. The gender arrangements (if any, depending on the language) will be adapted according to
the gender of the identity on the application (if gender is one of the characteristics tested, it is advisable
to choose formulations that allow for as many occurrences of gender arrangements as possible). The
combination of a CV and a cover letter is an application.

The job offers to which these applications will be sent are collected from public information sites (in
France, many studies use the Pole emploi site, but depending on the profession targeted, it is sometimes
necessary to use more specialised ones). These offers are filtered to check that they correspond to the
predefined inclusion criteria, which primarily concern the occupation and the location of the job, but also,
for example, the requirement of specific experience or skills. The remaining vacancies for which it is not
possible to send an application according to the predefined modalities (often by e-mail, but also when, for
example, the submission of an application requires the completion of an online questionnaire) are
systematically excluded. For the remaining job offers, which will be included in the study, all characteristics
of the offer (duration, type of contract, salary, etc.) are carefully recorded in order to build up a database
to document the observed heterogeneity of job offers.

The number of experimental applications to be sent in response to a given job vacancy (which goes
hand in hand with the number of different applications that need to be constructed) is a delicate choice.
From a statistical point of view, it is very advantageous to be able to compare the success of different
applications in response to a given job offer (i.e. "intra-offer" comparisons), as such comparisons will
eliminate the effect of all unobserved elements that are specific to the job offer hence improving the
statistical accuracy of the measures. Sending several applications associated to a given socio-
demographic group also makes it possible to measure more finely the characteristics of the distribution of
discrimination across job offers (see the results presented in Kline et al. 2020). While it is therefore
desirable to send several applications in response to each vacancy, the maximum number is limited by
two factors. On the one hand, the multiplication of applications increases the disruption caused by the
survey on the functioning of the labour market and, above all, the risk of detection. This risk can be
contained by taking care to allow sufficient time between the sending of two applications, but this delay
goes hand in hand with a reduction in the probability of success for the latest applications, all the more so
when the occupation attracts a large number of applications. On the other hand, some recent work
(Philips, 2019) shows that the portfolio of applications sent in response to a given offer is likely to affect



the relative success of experimental applications. Increasing the number of applications increases the risk
of such a bias.

These two factors together imply to be more restrictive with regard to the number of applications sent, the
tighter the occupation. The combination of these different factors leads most studies to limit themselves
to sending a maximum of four applications in response to each job offer, sent no later than 24 hours after
publication. For this purpose, each identity is associated with a single application (a CV and a cover letter),
leading to as many unique and distinct experimental applications as the number of applications sent in
response to each vacancy.

Measuring the success of the experimental applications requires keeping an accurate, time-limited record
(ignoring, for example, responses received more than 3 months after they were sent) of employers'
communication with applicants by archiving all written correspondence and transcribing the content of
telephone messages received. These responses are then classified to distinguish between refusals, non-
responses, requests for further information and invitations to an interview (sometimes referred to as
‘expressions of interest'). For obvious ethical reasons, it is imperative to decline any expression of interest
as quickly as possible, preferably through the same contact channels and following a predefined script
(which most often refers to the previous acceptance of a job offer).

Assembly protocol

The combination of all these ingredients provides a measure of the success of fictitious applications that
differ, among other things, in the socio-demographic group to which the application identity is associated.
Of course, such differences in success can also be linked to the content of the application itself, which is
all the more likely when the applications are clearly different from one another. One solution might
therefore be to ensure that the applications are as close as possible to each other. But apart from the fact
that any difference, however small, between applications would lead to the same conclusion, it is
particularly difficult to distinguish between insignificant differences and more important differences,
because the differences that are relevant are the subjective variations in the quality of applications that
are perceived by employers.

The protocol that allows correspondence studies to neutralise the effect of any potentially confounding
characteristic of the experimental applications (i.e. whose impact on the success rate would lead to
erroneous conclusions about discrimination) is to systematically rotate the association between identities
and applications. If, for example, identity a appears on application A and identity b on application B in the
first mailing, these associations will be reversed in the next mailing (identity a now appearing on
application B) before returning to the initial association in the third mailing, and so on. This rotation does
not eliminate the effect of the perceived quality of the application: if application A is found to be of better
quality, the success of the identity associated with it will be affected accordingly. But rotation ensures that
any systematic difference in identity success across all mailings can no longer be attributed to the content
of the application itself. From a statistical point of view, any characteristic for which a systematic rotation
is organised becomes a source of noise in the measurement of discrimination related to the characteristics
of interest, i.e. a source of variation in the success rate between applications belonging to different
categories that is not attributable to discrimination. By construction, this noise is independent of the
characteristics whose effect the correspondence study seeks to measure and therefore does not affect
the ability of the method to measure discrimination. But it does, however, make it more difficult to detect.
These consequences of noise in the measurements can be reduced by adapting the statistical analysis
accordingly (in the form of offer fixed effects), but such modelling assumes a homogeneous effect of the
quality of applications on all employers.



In sum, the correspondence study method is therefore based on three principles: multiplying the number
of experimental applications in order to measure the effect of the socio-demographic characteristics by
which they are distinguished, ensuring that these applications are as homogeneous as possible in order
to reduce the noise that will affect the measurement of their effect, and organising a systematic rotation
of the association between socio-demographic profiles and any other characteristic likely to affect their
success. These three principles constitute a toolbox that can be applied to many aspects of the functioning
of the labour market. For example, one can measure the effect of unemployment spells in the career path
by experimentally modifying the "experience" section of applications, of the distance between the place
of residence and work by manipulating the applicant’s address, or of the family situation by varying the
identity block according to, e.g., the presence of children or the marital status.

lIl. An example of the use of this method

A recent study carried out jointly by the Institute of Public Policies and ISM Corum under the aegis of
DARES is one of the first large-scale studies to provide an overview of inequalities in access to
employment according to gender and origin in the French labour market (Dares IPP and ISM Corum,
2021a and 2021b)). These results confirm that ethnic discrimination is both strong and cross-cutting
across all the occupations studied, leading to a penalty of around 30% in the chances of receiving a
positive response. This study also highlights the lack of discrimination linked to the gender of the applicant,
suggesting that, contrary to a persistent received idea, the strong career inequalities that exist on the
labour market between men and women cannot be attributed to hiring decisions.

IV. What are the criteria for judging the quality of the mobilisation of this method?

The level of the callback rate for a given type of application provides little information about the functioning
of the labour market. The results of a correspondence study are rather based on comparisons of callback
rates between different types of applications. These comparisons will only manage to detect the difference
in success of different types of applicants if the callback rate among reference applications is sufficiently
high.

The variations in the socio-demographic characteristics of applicants are introduced through their identity,
which is assumed to affect employers' perceptions. To ensure this, it is increasingly common in testing
studies to first run a preliminary survey in which a sample of respondents is asked to associate a gender
and/or origin with each of the identities presented to them. This survey provides an empirical measure of
the quality of the perceptions induced by the identities, and can be used to select the identities included
in the study by retaining those whose perceptions are most consistent with the desired group. Such a
survey can also be an opportunity to collect additional information on the perceived profile of the identities
presented: recent work shows that identities convey many stereotypes linked, for example, to social class
or area of residence, which may contribute to the observed differences in success of applications from
different categories (Gaddis, 2017).

Finally, observed differences in callback rates are subject to the famous criticism known as the 'Heckman
critique', according to which differences in perceived skill variance within different population groups would
be sufficient to produce systematic differences in average callback rates, and would be misinterpreted as
a systematic bias against these population groups. This critique can be addressed if enough differences
in quality are implemented across experimental applications: the statistical analysis can then allow for
group-specific variances in unobserved heterogeneity (Neumark, 2012).



V. What are the strengths and limitations of this method compared to others?

Thanks to its design, the correspondence testing method provides a precise and convincing measure of
the extent of discriminatory practices and the specific effect of applicants' socio-demographic
characteristics on their successful integration into the labour market. As such, its objectifies a
phenomenon that is more difficult to reveal though qualitative approaches: these practices are not easily
verbalised in a semi-structured interview, for example, because they are illegitimate and sometimes
unconscious. Its main advantage is that it guarantees by construction the independence of these
characteristics from all the other elements embedded into the application. The main alternative is to use
survey data to study differentials in career paths on the labour market between different categories of the
population. But such studies require strong, and often not very credible, statistical assumptions that are
needed to neutralise the effect of differences in education or career paths that distinguish these groups
and contribute to the observed differences in labour market success.

The scope of the results produced by this method is nevertheless limited by two important factors.

The first is that the success of applications is measured in terms of whether or not they are invited to a
job interview. This, however, is a rather imperfect reflection of the final outcome of the recruitment process:
the existence of discrimination at this stage of the process only predicts discrimination at the actual hiring
stage if all invited candidates are treated equally. If, on the contrary, additional discrimination occurs
during the interview process, the measures of discrimination provided by this method underestimate the
phenomenon. If, on the other hand, it turns out that the populations discriminated against in the selection
of applications are favoured in exactly the opposite proportions when the final candidate is chosen, then
these measures distort the reality of discrimination. Audit methods, which consist of using actors playing
the role of experimental but real candidates, make it possible to overcome this limitation, but they have
the disadvantage of involving a very broad set of factors (physical appearance, voice) that are likely to
influence the recruitment process but cannot be distinguished from the socio-demographic characteristics
that are apparent.

The second limitation is common to any empirical study but is particularly acute in the case of testings:
as discussed above, the more homogeneous the applications, the more accurate the measurements.
There are also practical reasons, linked to the fact that the number and specificity of fictitious applications
increase with the diversity (geographical or in terms of occupations) of job offers. As a result, testing
studies are often limited in scope, and their results can only be conditional on the scope of the study in
terms of type of job, sector of activity, geographical area, age range of applicants, etc. The generalisation
to the entire labour market of the results observed in this type of study is therefore based on the
assumption that the scope chosen does not present any specificities in terms of propensity to discriminate
(recruiters' preferences, degree of competition in recruitment, etc.) or, more convincingly, on the
accumulation of concordant studies on different spheres of the labour market.
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